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“If you grumble when you are ill, then God will not grant you death.”

	- Platon Karataev, Lev Tolstoy’s War and Peace
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Chapter One
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	Eastern Settlement, Greenland. 1408 AD

	The early afternoon sun was barely visible across the bleak landscape, with roiling clouds blotting out the few rays of light spreading from the southeastern sky. Wind howled across this remote area, speaking with icy breath to a forbidding and remote background of snow-covered mountain peaks hovering on the distant horizon.ert

	Set between discolored rocks and sparse clusters of cold-resistant foliage, a gentle river wound its way from those distant mountains, working its way into the vast ocean that spanned west. Where the fresh water merged with the dark oceanic tides was calm, with only a few ripples from the colliding waters showing any separation in their newly merged paths.

	The confluence of the river and sea was surrounded by stone-covered beaches, where the rocks were an odd combination of ancient dark bedrock and water-worn pebbles swept over time from distant glaciers in the uninhabited interior of Greenland.

	Huddling against the cold breeze and colder water stood two men. Dressed in simple peasant clothing, they waded in the river, grunting and pulling on a crude net stretched across the lapping river current. On the shore, their exterior cloaks and animal skins were piled on a tattered blanket.

	Farther from the water’s edge was a modest campfire, which crackled alongside a donkey attached to a simple cart. The animal stared at the two men with indifferent eyes, looking rather bored as it evaluated their exertions.

	Kristian righted himself in the calm tide as he struggled with the sinewy net barrier. He ignored the shivers that racked his body while he grasped the edge of their underwater fishing snare.

	Collecting his strength, Kristian yanked on the crude handmade net. In his early twenties, he had an innocent quality to him, which wasn’t the sort of thing expected of people living on the edge of civilization. Bashful and full of self-doubt, he lowered his face, as if the fishing problems could only be caused by his own incompetence.

	“Never felt something so heavy,” Kristian said, trying to avoid complaining. “Feels like it’s caught on a striped whale.”

	Shaking his head, his father Erik waded farther into the shallow river, where he struggled with the task of helping his son. Well into middle age, Erik’s skin was as weathered as a dried fish, and whatever youth he possessed was in his lithe muscular frame, not the deep lines of his too-early-aged face. He shrugged as he yanked harder on the stuck net.

	Raising his voice, Erik gestured for them to pull at the same time. His face was determined, but his demeanor was understanding and pleasant. “Your mother, rest her soul, will avoid meeting me in the afterlife if I raise a weakling, so pull…HARDER.”

	Straining from the effort, Erik lost his balance and splashed into the dark water. His head disappeared briefly, and when he reemerged, he could barely catch his breath from the frigid shock. He spent several moments regaining his bearing while Kristian gazed worriedly over at him.

	Chagrined, Erik finally was able to speak through his sharp-drawn breaths. “Well, that wasn’t graceful.”

	Erik and Kristian met eyes and burst out laughing, enjoying a hearty chuckle from the pathetic state of their fishing expedition. Their snickers carried on even as the to-the-bone cold made their laughs come in rhythm with their incessantly cold shakes.

	The surge of humility and humor allowed Erik to warm up a bit, but he pointed to the shore in a bid for self-preservation from hypothermia. Licking at his lips, he tried to avoid going numb from the intense cold. “I’m gonna dry off—before I freeze to death.”

	Kristian stepped out of Erik’s way as his father stumbled across the rocky bottom on the way to the shoreline. Making for the deeper part of the gentle water, Kristian huffed in determination. “It must be stuck on some rocks. I’ll free it up.”

	Looking back from the shoreline, Erik threw a fluffy bearskin hide on his shoulders to warm himself. Grimacing from the chill, Erik watched his son reach below the surface of the river.

	Kristian’s eyes were confused as he felt around in the murky shallows. He concentrated as he pawed through the net, feeling for the source of their troubles. His smile faded as he grasped something in his half-frozen fingers, his expression growing more perplexed as his digits worked their way around a huge stuck object.

	With a celebratory grunt, Kristian yanked free a dead arctic char, holding it up above his head in a celebratory thrust. His features were elated as he stared over at his surprised father. “There’s a bunch of them caught in the net. Wonder what made ‘em collect in the middle there? Never seen so many in one place.”

	Peering at the fish trophy, Erik was as happy as he was surprised. He grinned the grin of a celebratory boy, and the wrinkles on his creased face made the smile endearing, even with several gaps in his poor teeth. “Ha. We’ll eat for a month. I knew our luck would change.”

	Casting aside his warm blanket, Erik grinned as he waded back into the freezing waterway. Struggling next to his son, he enthusiastically plunged his own hands below the icy surface.

	#

	Erik dropped another of the slick chars on the growing pile of shiny fish. The area around their camp was covered with their precious haul, as if the earth itself birthed the catch of delectable seafood. Both father and son grinned widely, knowing they had struck gold for their fishing efforts.

	Erik was particularly pleased with their fish-harvesting luck. He had lived on this frozen frontier long enough to know when a good bounty is at hand. Every year the water got colder, and the floating ice in the nearby fjords grew ever thicker. Making a living and having sufficient stores of food required a man to grab what was available when it pops up, and he would make sure to use every calorie from the gaggle of fish lying on the shoreline.

	Falling on his ass next to Kristian, Erik breathed deep from the extended work. He threw a cloak over his legs as he propped his feet near the campfire, wiggling his toes to reclaim feeling in them. As he took in the clean air, the pace of his breaths fell off, making his contented expression into a dreamy stare. He peered over the deserted ocean to their side. “Never seen anything like it. Glad we came out today, it’ll take your mind off…”

	Erik’s voice drifted off as he stopped that train of thought. Sometimes, he didn’t know when to shut his own mouth, even for an old fool like himself—a man who should have damn well known better.

	Kristian lowered his eyes from the barren surroundings, losing the relaxed smile that had been making itself home on his face. He sulked as he ran a pair of rocks over in his fingers, clacking them softly together.

	Erik nodded an apology, hoping to salvage the good mood. “I’m sorry about Sigri, son, but she has to do what’s best for her family. And…the village. It’s how the world works. It isn’t fair, like everything else that happens in life, but it’s part of the bargain we have with the Good Lord.”

	“The Good Lord?” replied Kristian, and he looked over to Erik with doubtful eyes. “He wants me to be alone and unhappy? Losing the only thing that ever mattered to me?”

	Erik took a while to answer, mulling over the innocence and blind idealism of youth. He knew it was part of growing up, but that didn’t make overcoming life’s disappointments and heartbreaks any easier. “No, the bargain is we do our best, in the very limited time we have—no matter what we face.”

	Kristian didn’t answer. Instead, he merely focused on the crackling fire.

	Sighing, Erik tried another approach, hoping to depersonalize his son’s broken heart. “You’ve seen the Bishop’s residence at Gardar, back when we actually had a bishop? The one with the big tower that used to hold that huge church bell?”

	Looking confused, Kristian nodded, unsure of where this was going.

	“And you’ve seen that fancy graveyard, the one with all the important people who’ve ever lived in this country. They got beautiful crosses above their long-dead bodies, even though the deepening grass or ice covers their plots most of the year.”

	Kristian tilted his head, still unsure but staring with sudden interest at Erik.

	Erik continued, meeting his son’s gaze with warmth and understanding. “Every one of those people from hundreds of years ago had troubles, loss, fear…and heartbreak. It’s what life is, along with occasional moments of joy—like you had with Sigri. To focus on the bad instead of the good is to let the happiness mean nothing.”

	Shuffling his feet together, Erik stood and stretched. Holding his fingers over the heat of the campfire, he tried his best voice of wisdom. “Because in the end, the few decades we get here will be replaced by eternity with God. And, I bet we won’t be focusing on the bad when we’re there.”

	This got an uncertain grin from Kristian, who pondered Erik’s words with detached eyes.

	“Well, you get the net,” said Erik, gesturing to the river and changing the subject. “I’ll clean the fish, and we’ll be home before dark. Getting too damn cold at night—every year it gets worse.”

	As Erik pulled out a sharp knife to clean the fish, Kristian nodded and stumbled to the water, extending his legs with each stride to get the cramps out of his muscles.

	It took Kristian some time to pull the net in as he rearranged the twisted-hide rope into an orderly pile after collecting it from the cold water. When he got to the end of the coiled rope, his confused eyes locked on something caught in the last bit of frayed line.

	Reaching down, he pulled on a whitish string, disentangling it from the rope. His gaze moved into the shallows, where the material extended into the water.

	Kristian’s mouth hung open, and he pointed into the river. “F…father?”

	Looking up from a pile of fish, Erik glanced to where his son was pointing. “What’s wrong?”

	Still holding a gutted fish, Erik walked to the edge of the shore, stopping at his son’s side. They both stared out, shocked and unsure of what they were seeing.

	In the water, a bloated corpse of a man floated. Dressed in dark priestly vestments, his abdomen was exposed and sliced open, and his chest cavity was inundated with glistening water. His pale face had an open mouth with blue lips, while his clouded dead eyes stared to the side, like he didn’t wish to make eye contact with his discoverers. Loops of his intestines drifted in the lazy current, and Kristian held the end of those innards where it was caught in the net.

	Several fish swam around the dead man, nibbling at various portions of his rotting flesh. There seemed to be a never-ending supply of swimming char seeking to enjoy a last meal from the helpless corpse.

	A disgusted expression crossed Erik’s face, and he dropped his half-cleaned fish onto the rocks as he took a deep breath. So much for our good luck.
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	The gorgeous Hvalsey Church sat on an open field surrounded by half-frozen pastures full of rocks and stunted trees. The building was constructed of form-fitted stones aligned to perfection, with a wide-doored entryway at its main steps and numerous stained-glass windows facing from either of its long sides. The exterior was mortared with an orderly white sheen, making the building visible from long distances due to its almost-glowing chalky color.

	In the nearby meadows, splinted rails of long-disused fences encompassed the tawdry fields, and a few cattle foraged on what little grass was available. It was a picture of an attractive but declining parish, one that was low on investment and caretakers.

	A peaceful but long-worn graveyard was located to the side of the structure. Various stained headstones and worn wooden crosses of long-dead parishioners appeared rather sad in the afternoon light, providing a somber ambiance to the isolated house of worship. The local priest’s diminutive house stood behind the cemetery, its simple stone walls looking decidedly plain in comparison to the attractive church.

	The church stood on a rise above the ocean, and the sea below spanned toward the horizon, its white-capped waves announcing rough water conditions far into the distance. The alluring but dangerous ocean was as captivating as it was lonely, and numerous icebergs huddled in the water as they drifted south on the strong currents of the arctic as they floated into the North Atlantic Ocean.

	Inside the building, lively medieval music played, offering a lyrical and pleasant backdrop to crowds of revelers. The cross of the crucified Jesus stood against a far wall, surrounded by murals of the saints and the Virgin Mary. The aged paintings seemed to gaze down approvingly at the crowds, as if they were happy to witness the festive occasion.

	Peasants filled the church to the brim, and smiles and loud banter accompanied a mood of enthusiastic celebration. Their clothing and bearing were modest, but it was an environment of believers, with hopeful expressions of joy throughout the large and warm room.

	Several musicians sat to the side of the teeming mass, plying their lutes and harps with practiced expertise as they continued their lively serenade.

	Attendants wove throughout the chattering groups, offering drinks and treats to the onlookers. The eager faces of the celebrants were universally flushed by shared body heat, and with each passing moment, the sound of boisterous conversations forced the auditory level higher.

	In the corner of the cheery fracas stood a pretty woman dressed in an attractive wedding gown. Smiling sheepishly, she nodded thanks to passing well-wishers. Sigri, just out of her teens and fitted with diligently applied makeup, was the center of all this attention, but appeared uncomfortable with the fuss of the wedding reception. She glanced nervously to the side, searching for a pair of friendly eyes.

	Rand met her gaze with a determined and fatherly nod. In his fifties, his clothing exuded the appearance of one who aspired to the upper crest of society, but who fell short of the funds to quite make it happen.

	Standing across from father and daughter was a smiling man, Thorstein, and in his case, there could be no doubt of his wealth and pedigree. His colorful robe and brimless black hat would have made him at ease in any royal setting, but in this rural environment, he stuck out like a well-groomed thumb. He was but a few years younger than Rand, but a pampered life left his face less marred by wrinkles, and his smile was otherwise covered under an aristocratic goatee.

	Thorstein’s adoring gaze focused on Sigri for a moment, and he spoke to Rand while holding her stare. “Are you not satisfied with the amount? It is as we…agreed.”

	Rand kept a respectful tone, even as he nodded doubtfully. “The amount isn’t the issue. The estate in Reykjavik is more than generous. Our…family has lived in Greenland for hundreds of years.”

	Rand lowered his voice, taking great care to ensure he wasn’t overheard. “You promised to consider making your home HERE.”

	Thorstein tilted his head to Rand, speaking in a moderate tone. It was the tone of a businessman, one who never revealed his objective—unless that was his intent. “I am considering it, as I promised. But that doesn’t equate to a promise to settle here.”

	Sigri scowled, looking mildly annoyed with Thorstein, but he managed to remain calm under her disapproving glare. Smiling meekly, Thorstein held his hand out to Sigri, which she reluctantly took in her own. She focused on her new husband, watching his every word and expression.

	“My family’s wealth and prestige are centered in Iceland,” Thorstein explained, pausing as he found the right words to continue. “Bringing you and your daughter into our good name requires my assets from there, correct?”

	Rand grimaced as he considered the explanation. “Yes, but how do we remain here when your property and assets are eight hundred miles across the ocean? More ships are lost every year to the seas, making travel for my daughter disproportionately dangerous.”

	Thorstein sighed, conceding the point with a frown. “People have been fleeing Greenland for generations. This land grows difficult to farm and livestock dies off. The population decreases every year.”

	Rand took a step forward. He put a pleading hand on Thorstein’s arm, which got a surprised look from both Thorstein and Sigri. “You’re a merchant, Thorstein. You’ve made a fortune trading with us. When times are difficult, the price is lowest. You can buy up most of the land for a few crowns—.”

	From the altar, Father Galmand cleared his throat. Deep into middle age, the jowly and bearded priest scanned his flock carefully. With caring eyes and a robust frame, he was the embodiment of a doting pastor.

	Rand stepped back from Thorstein as the low roar of the crowd and the music died away. He wasn’t pleased, but he fell silent as he peered up at the priest. He was a man that knew when to argue and when to keep his mouth shut. So, he opted to fight another day, or to at least make his case in a better and more private environment.

	Galmand smoothed over his vestments in preparation for a speech, while the expectant villagers waited in silence. “Today, we have witnessed the joining of two souls in holy matrimony,” said Galmand, and he scanned the crowd, gauging the effect of each of his words on their upbeat faces. “Two of God’s children—who were meant for one another.”

	At the mention of their lives being fated for each other, Sigri glanced around uncomfortably. Large discrepancies in age among married couples were not uncommon in the village, but a union with an outsider was far from a conventional occurrence. Thorstein noticed her apprehension, and his enthusiastic features wilted into a frown.

	Galmand fussed with his unrumpled priestly garments, running his pudgy fingers across the silken purple cloth. The nervous habit lent a sense of considered reflection to his words as he puffed out his chest. “But it is not to God alone that we praise such a bond between two of his followers. No, our Father in heaven enables such a match, so that we can celebrate as a community…celebrate a bond that can reinvigorate our faithful people.”

	Now, it was Thorstein that glanced around awkwardly, adopting his own nervous habit of running his hand over the clean-shaven, nonexistent stubble on his face. Both Sigri and Rand noticed the evasive gesture, but Rand in particular focused on him with a biting stare.

	“Our faith is strengthened by this new marriage, in the belief that we can welcome new blood into our town,” continued Galmand. “And…see a future of prosperity, at a time when there is so much worry amongst God’s children.”

	As one, the entirety of the church’s congregants focused on Thorstein, their smiles punctuated by respect and admiration. For a moment, he was the only person of interest in the sweaty confines of the communal area. Thorstein blushed under the fusillade of stares, suddenly appearing like he wanted to be somewhere else entirely.

	After the pregnant silence passed, Galmand clapped his hands together, then held them up in a show of religious exhortation. “Remember, the Lord helps those that help themselves. We are not merely to act on faith, but to embrace changes in our lives to ensure beneficial individual outcomes, as well as those of our neighbors. Now, let us celebrate this new marriage as we accept Thorstein Olafsson into our community. It is a time of great joy.”

	Galmand motioned for the party to recommence, and the music started anew. The crowds restarted their personal conversations and refocused away from the newly wedded couple. All was well in the pleasant and lighthearted atmosphere, with smiling faces and happy thoughts flowing in abundance.

	Thorstein and Sigri glanced nervously at one another, each for their own reasons.

	#

	Outside the church, the limited light of the waning day illuminated the wedding party as they gathered into a milling crowd. They were spread out in the back of the cemetery, groups of villagers staring in quiet and rapt attention. The crowds’ eyes fixed on a long sandpit, where at each end of the groomed earth, a metal rod stuck up from the ground.

	Staring with almost maniacal concentration, Rand stood at one end, his lips pursed in anticipation. Stepping up, he lofted underhand a round-iron piece of metal. The object careened through the late-afternoon light, where it clanked around the metal rod at the far end in a ringing bulls-eye. It was a perfect throw in the medieval game of Quoits, similar to horseshoes and a mainstay in entertainment for outdoor enjoyment.

	The crowd around him erupted in applause, and Rand pumped his fist in victory at the impressive feat. Behind him, Thorstein covered his smiling face with one hand, chagrined at being bested by the local favorite. Standing by her husband’s side, Sigri clapped with a wide grin, proud of her father’s skillful exploit. Her smile grew into a gloating leer as she nudged Thorstein with her elbow, making sure to wink at her humbled partner.

	#

	Some time later, Galmand stood with Rand, Thorstein, and some of the local residents, grinning into a raging campfire that had been built to offer outside heat for the all-day wedding celebration. Most of the people in attendance had already left for home, doddering off toward their homesteads on the dirt track near the church, but a significant portion remained to enjoy the relaxing community event as it wound down. In the background, a few rays of the sun’s remaining light painted the clouded sky an attractive hue of orange.

	The swoosh of sturdy waves from the nearby beach added a substantial and raucous backdrop to the party, making it seem less isolated for the moment. Sometimes, the sound of the outdoors could be comforting and reduce loneliness, while at others, the raw wildness of the natural world produced the opposite effect at such a distant outpost of humanity.

	In the earlier past, when a few hundred Viking Icelanders came to colonize these uninhabited shores, it must have seemed like another world to those settlers, a place where only the endless frothy waves and seabirds would offer consoling company from the ravages of the unknown frontier. But since that distant time, with centuries of Norse habitation altering the landscape, it was like the rural environment itself was as much a friend to the settlers as the next farm’s residents in this sparsely populated region.

	One of the female attendants to the party held a tray of baked rolls out to Rand and Galmand. Thorstein shook his head in polite refusal to the offer, but to his side, Galmand eagerly accepted two of the sweetened baked treats. As the young server nodded and moved on, Galmand stopped her again to get one last helping of the delectable breads, and he was barely able to balance the varied food in his pudgy hands as he considered which to eat first.

	Farther away from the fire, a group of young women stood in a circle with Sigri. The bride beamed in the firelight, chatting with her excited face lit up and enjoying the attention as something of a local celebrity. Her gathered friends peered over at Thorstein, their eyes locked in unhidden envy at her betrothal to her rich and handsome husband.

	Rand noticed the attention and admiration of the locals for Sigri, and he beamed with pride as his gaze moved back to his daughter. His focus was not just that of a proud father, but also of a man who was glad to elevate his position in the community. His ego was attached to his happiness for his daughter, making her future a reflection of his own hopes and dreams.

	Sigri noticed her father’s pretension and wasn’t enamored with the interaction, as well as the accompanying politics of this village she had grown up in. She wasn’t ashamed at the chance to vault her way ahead in the local social strata; life was too short to avoid the possibilities that marrying up could give a young lady. But still, she had always seen herself as the champion for her people and their way of life, however humble it was. To be the only local to land the affection of a rich merchant was impressive, but it was also kind of sad, like she had left the village’s less fortunate behind.

	Thinking harder, Sigri realized it must have been the same in all those far-off capitals of Europe she had read about in Thorstein’s extensive library. Hordes of poor people lived in squalor throughout those distant, huge cities such as Paris, but on occasion, some of them must also have struck it rich through some wedded arrangement. At least here, she would have preferred to remain in both worlds, with poor friends and rich new acquaintances alike to keep her company. That way, the boost in social status could also have been accompanied by her heartfelt attachment to her former life and people.

	Sigri’s smile faded a bit, and she sighed as she returned her gaze to the firelight. With an unsettled frown, she castigated herself for getting too hung up on the past. Forge ahead, but remember where you came from.

	#

	The remains of receding daytime had subsumed into pale early night. It was still early in terms of customary sleep patterns, but being Fall at this far northern latitude meant that darkness came early, increasing the perpetual chill of the oncoming cold season.

	All but a handful of guests had departed the area, but what was left were having a final happy jaunt in the lively celebration, hosting big grins on their faces after the fatiguing party. The musicians moved their activities around the fire, sitting on stumps and playing their instruments with boisterous grins in the shadows of the encroaching darkness. For the moment, their played tunes blunted the nighttime, offering respite from encroaching cold and the seclusion of the rural church.

	Groups of dancers held each other’s arms in the scant illumination of the fire, hopping to the spirited tunes in clumsy appreciation of the moment. In a circle around the couples, clapping friends serenaded their movements with jovial precision, snapping their hands together with the rhythm of the joyous music.

	For the moment, this world was a pleasant place of happiness and neighborly appreciation. Thorstein and Sigri hopped at the center of the enthusiastic crowd, swinging each other with unabashed smiles and enjoying the final moments of their wedding celebration.

	#

	The remote mountain peaks were colored a dark and forbidding black, with sharp outlines shrouded in misty clouds and interspersed with layers of jagged ice. Weathered rock spires ran the length of the extended mountain range, looking like the spine of some horrid monster jutting up at irregular intervals across the height of Greenland’s desolate interior. Its raw slabs of snow and cracked stone stretched for hundreds of miles into light-starved skies on the distant outlines of the horizon.

	Even for this vast continent-sized island, where only a few hardy souls dared to carve out a living, this was inaccessible and savage territory. With cliffs and ice shelves that never witnessed the footprints of man or beast, it was perfect in its raw and frightening nature, devoid of life or inclination to ever be tamed.

	In the midst of this impossibly remote area, on a particularly sheer cliff face, the barely defined hole of a cave faced the shrieking wind of a far northern gale. Within the orifice, a faint red light emanated, blinking from deep inside as its intensity pulsed with a dull hum.

	From the cave opening, a natural passageway ran deep into the mountainside, twisting amongst jagged passageways towards the mountain core. Far in that ragged corridor, the dull light grew brighter, humming with a bizarre sound, a sound that could only be defined as disturbing and otherworldly. The unnatural moans of unrealized screams portended a frightful and wicked destination, with faint and inhuman wails lying at the edge of human understanding.

	The twisting passage ended in an enormous cavern, where the shrieking sound was constant and louder, seeming to emanate from the reddish stone of the strange rock walls themselves. The ancient surfaces of the interior formations glowed with the pitch of that odd tormented sound, lighting the surrounding area of stalactites and hewn pathways with its pulsating light. The wide cave area around was filled with boulders and broken rock deposits, their slick surfaces glowing under the abnormal light.

	A figure emerged from an opening to the back of the cave, its dark outline striding toward the center of the vast enclosure. In the center of the cavern was a fire, its flames licking from beneath a large cauldron. The container contained a bubbling dark liquid, but its odd shape didn’t appear to be metal; instead, it seemed to be made of the same substance as the pulsing walls enclosing the entire area, as if the stones themselves were fashioned into the receptacle by some bizarre and powerful force.

	The hiss of the bubbling fluid accentuated the raw, tortured voices resounding from the hellish walls. The Keelut approached the strange vessel, stopping in front of the flames and looking into the hissing fluid.

	The creature was tall and lithe, with blue-whitish flesh running the length of its bizarre frame. Its head was elongated, with slits for a nose and a black mouth filled with incisor teeth. Straight black lips surrounded the sharp teeth and no emotion covered its emotionless face. No ears were evident on the sides of its head, and no hair was visible across its white-translucent exterior.

	The being was naked but had no genitals or obvious means of reproduction. Its body appeared to glow as if it had its own light source from within. Its hands and feet were topped by vicious claws, long and acutely sharp. Dark gaudy veins ran the length of its exterior, crisscrossing its peculiar hue of pigmented skin, and its black, pupil-less eyes focused down into the cauldron.

	Reaching out, the Keelut dropped a raw torn heart into the viscous liquid, followed by a liver of similarly wet and maimed condition. The organs floated for a moment in the fluid before slipping under the putrid surface.

	For an extended time, the strange creature stared down, and its pulsing veins grew in intensity as the liquid boiled below. The beating thump of its body matched the throbbing light from the walls, as if the beast was in perfect harmony with the cavern itself, thrumming together as one entity.

	Abruptly, the Keelut turned and moved back to the dark passage in the back wall. When it departed the expansive central area, the glow of the walls and shriek of far-off inhuman voices subsided, returning to their faint and eerie backdrop within the deep mountain chamber.

	 


Chapter Three
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	The embers were dying down in the campfire outside the church. Night intruded on the outdoor scene, forcing away the last of the wedding guests and making the location lonelier from their absence. The dull light of stars above drifting clouds provided scant illumination to the forlorn cow pastures in the nearby fields.

	Rand, Sigri, Thorstein, and Galmand stood around the glowing remnants of the fire, enjoying the end of what was a pleasant celebration. Sigri stood in front of her taller husband, leaning back into his arms and snuggling close for warmth.

	Behind her, Thorstein relaxed with Sigri in his arms, even as the whistle of a low-howling wind announced colder temperatures in their near future. His eyes were contemplative as he addressed the others, his deep-toned voice pronouncing his words with considered and respectful intent. “We’ll first need to prepare our home here.”

	Rand stepped closer, ever vigilant for information regarding his beloved daughter’s future. “You’re staying for the entirety of the winter, correct? No reason to depart so soon—we have ample supplies.”

	There was a pause as each of the group considered Rand’s words. It was apparent that Rand wasn’t the only one wishing for the new couple to stay there, and whatever the party’s inclinations were for respect, Thorstein would have to be wary of offending their desires for Thorstein and Sigri to remain in Greenland. Galmand nodded in silent agreement with Rand’s wishes for them to remain local.

	Thorstein smiled, keeping a tactful mood and ambiguous smile. “I have two of my best ships coming from Iceland. They are fully prepared—.”

	“Father, we’re staying until the Spring,” interrupted Sigri, not bothering to look back to Thorstein for approval. “No need to worry about me running away in the night.”

	Rand smiled and nodded, encouraged and contented for the time being. Thorstein offered him a reluctant grin, but he clearly wasn’t enthusiastic about Sigri’s promise.

	Abruptly, the sound of a slow-squeaking cart came from the nearby forest. From down the wagon trail that made its way toward the church, the silhouette of an incoming wagon emerged from the low-lying mist. The wheel’s creaky joints broke through the incessant whoosh of the distant wind, offering an early warning for the campfire party and making them focus into the night.

	Tilting his head, Galmand squinted into the darkness, pointing toward two shapes walking near the small cart. “What visitor do we have at such a late hour? Who goes there?”

	Emerging slowly from the darkness, Erik and Kristian walked into the faint light of the almost-depleted fire. As their features came into view, it was clear that neither was happy at visiting the recently completed wedding festivities. It wasn’t a visit of well-wishers to the party.

	As father and son came into clearer view, they stopped without greeting the priest and his guests. The four celebrants made eye contact with the pair, overtly
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