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The Yendis people preached of several old gods, but for the populace away from the palace, the strongest belief was in the God of the Dead, Wohd. They worshipped him in all things and offered sacrifices to his altar, desperately wanting to receive his favor. It was the way in those days, let the rich have their falsehoods while the poor stretch their arms to Wohd. The times were dark and the prophets of the Creator were almost all but gone. Only in the acolytes of the old gods and oracles could people find solace and comfort, or dread. One had come long before these days, but they ignored his voice through the passing of time, and in such a tragic twist of fate, did evil emerge. 

The Yendis fought in those days with the Sile rulers of the north and west, but in centuries past, when the Yendis won, they took captives and their power grew. Those days were long gone, however. The once terrifying empire was being beaten back in the last few decades of the Age of the Cold Sun by the Sile Empire in the western lands, but it seemed to matter little to their rulers. They did not fear the sword nor arrows, for they used their slaves to shield them. The same slaves that built their monuments and grand cities of stone would be forced on the field to die or be the next sacrifice to Wohd or one of the other old gods. The Yendis were the human predecessors of those hideous beings that would be poisoned with the dark magic that their god brought forth. Could it be said they were ever really mortal? Certainly no one in modern times would ever call one of those creatures human.

But at one time, they were nothing more than mages that had allowed a taint of vile magic to corrupt and change them. Within the world of magic, so much can be done in neutrality amongst the elements, but power beyond the earth can only be gained from unholy alliances with deities born from the fallen children of the Creator. That is the corruption that had been spreading.

The Yendis ruled the northern lands of the Central Continent above the Black River and none of the continent’s inhabitants challenged them. Even most foreign powers and armies in far-off lands knew to stay away. However, not everyone was afraid to raid their shores, but then again, not everyone was the Gota. But that is just the beginning of this tale. This tale, in fact, begins in a far off land to the east, generations after the Yendis had taken a swath of land on the central continent.  

The Gota were seafarers that sailed to many ports, trading goods and raiding inward along the deeper rivers of the eastern continents. They did not fear the Yendis, nor did they trade with them. However, the Gota saw the need to expand and to do that; they needed fertile lands. The lands on the central continent were more than adequate for such an expansion. It is the natural thoughts of chieftains and kings to grow their territories and thus it was no different for the three brothers who ruled over the Gota as kings; Fenir Great Axe, Haakon the Fair and the youngest brother, Theodorif Grey Cloak. In the years just before the great migration of the Gota, their people lived happily in the west tilling their fields and raiding during the summer seasons but gradually the desire for more pushed the three brothers to raid further out and into Yendis territory and so their future was set.

It was the raider life for the brothers as they set about pillaging villages and towns on the coasts, trying to remain at the southern reaches and away from the main contingent of the Yendis. Storming the beaches of coastal villages and simply doing what raiders do. They amassed wealth, slaves and wives in such a fashion, all the while keeping their fellow Gota tribesmen happy. This was how Fenir and Haakon saw themselves growing old into the future, much like their father, Sven the Tall, had done before them. Theodorif, however, wanted more. Of course, it could be said he was happy in his state of raiding coastlines with his brothers, but he heard tales from his mother, Carolyngia, of the great cities further in and the wealth they had from just existing as they were. He knew from those tales that his people deserved more. 

“I say we force our way inland and conquer the lands they hold near the river and even further into the valley.” Theodorif said one morning as the three brothers ate their breakfast in the longhouse of their town, Gotistan. “We can grow crops there that we can’t grow here.”

“And what of the people that live there now? They won’t simply hand over their lands to us.” Fenir responded with a smirk. 

“Aye, he is right, little brother. The Yendis pose little of a threat now because we are raiding so far south of their capital and we do not come as the seasons. You want to farm, then farm the tubers that are almost ready for harvest.” Haakon put in with a dismissive wave. “We need to raid lands that will not counterattack with a massive army.”

Theodorif was undeterred. “Tubers can grow here well enough, but more lucrative crops grow in the warmer climates of the central continent. Besides, mother said their cities were built of gold!” He gave his brothers a smile, but they did not return it like he had hoped. “It will also allow us to explore and reach new lands. I’ve mapped all I can of the areas we have seen thus far, but this would be a new world for us.”

Haakon stretched his muscular arm to place his hand on Theodorif’s shoulder and leaned in, speaking softly. His softer vocal tones were an uncommon trait for someone so large. “Look Theodorif, I love your mother as if she were my own, as does Fenir, but when our father died, he left the lands here, Gota lands, to the three of us to watch over. We can’t do that from across the ocean. Here is our home, from the edge of Eire and the Balta Sea to the southern edge of Gotistan we reign.” Haakon straightened up and turned back to his meal before continuing as he ate. “You are still a young warrior and I dare say one that might surpass Fenir and I but in this matter, as all matters, we will decide with a vote and there are two votes to one so that is the end.”

“Agreed.” replied Fenir.  

Theodorif rushed up out of his chair and stormed out of the longhouse in a fit of anger. The two older brothers just looked on.

“He is young and impulsive, but he is smart. He will see things differently soon enough. We once held loftier goals ourselves.” Fenir said, spooning some oats into his mouth as he watched his youngest brother exit the hall. 

“Aye, but Carolyngia fills his head with such tales.” Haakon paused, looking off as if thinking back to a distant memory. “What if she is right?”

“How so?”

Haakon looked into his older brother’s pale blue eyes. “You remember father bringing her home from a raid in the west? She was not some village girl, she was the daughter of a lord that father had killed and she was the prize he took. What if she is thinking of her homeland?”

“To return home, perhaps?” Fenir asked skeptically. 

“I don’t believe so. She has given us nothing but care and love since we were children and has treated us as sons. Our own mothers didn’t even do that. No, I honestly think she might know of something there.” Haakon replied. “Maybe we shouldn’t be so quick to dismiss the idea.”

Fenir lifted his head up from his plate and cast a disapproving glance to his brother. “Well, I say it is a waste of time. We are born and bred to raid. We have amassed a great fortune for generations, and I don’t see why we should stop.” Fenir went back to his meal, lowering his head to eat with his black hair touching the plate of food. He stopped and looked up, still chewing his meat, when he realized Haakon was still looking at him. “If you wish to waste your time, then talk to her. I have said my peace, but you are a grown man and welcome to do what you like. As always, I will respect the vote, as I assume you and Theodorif will, as well.” 

Haakon nodded. “Of course.”

Haakon finished his meal and then set out to find Carolyngia, the mother of Theodorif. Haakon barely remembered a time before his father had brought her to the village. She was young, only eighteen years old at the time, and he was around four. It was almost immediate that she became a mother figure to him. He didn’t really think of his birth mother since she had sailed on with a merchant not long after his first year. His father said she was the merchant’s sister, but whatever the case, he hadn’t seen her since the day she set sail and he couldn’t even remember her face. 

Haakon walked through Gotistan, the bustling town that had become of the capital of the Gota people over successive generations. It was a walled town with many one story longhouses and a few mead halls scattered throughout. As seafarers, they had established the town on the coast of a deep harbor. They had settled years ago and it was perfect for moving ships about and defense of the capital.

Carolyngia was a respected chieftess in the tribe and one would be forgiven if they had thought she would be found in the longhouse, but more often than not, a seeker would have better luck looking for her in the temple for the gods. It was no different this time when Haakon sought her out.

“Carolyngia, it is good to see you this morning.” He said as he walked up to the woman near an altar to Varis, the old god of the earth. “I figured I would find you near this statue.” Varis was not one of the major Gota deities. They knew of him, but they preferred gods like Atino, the god of war or Ren, who commanded destruction from her followers.

“I come here to give thanks and to ask for peace in the troubled times ahead.” She responded with a smile while placing flowers. “These are to say thank you for our good fortune.”

“We are thanking the earth for good fortune?”

“Without the earth we are nothing, Haakon Svenson. Crops wouldn’t grow and there would be no animals to hunt.” Carolyngia smiled and turned to Haakon. “No villages to raid.” The two walked toward the exit of the temple. “While I enjoy visiting with my sons, why have you come today?”

“Just thought I come and speak with you.”

“And I suppose it would have nothing to do with Theodorif wanting to settle west, would it?” she said sarcastically. 

“About that actually, why is it such a great idea?” Haakon stopped when he asked and after another step, so too did Carolyngia.

Carolyngia looked at the man, taller than her and her son, with long blonde hair braided in the usual fashion of the men around their town. “It is no secret that I am from the central continent. However, your father did not kill my father and kidnap me all those years ago. He saved me and a few others as well.”

“Saved you?”

“Yes. My father was the king of a small kingdom further west and shortly before your father raided the coast, our kingdom, my homeland, was overrun by northern invaders. They took everyone they could and sacrificed them to their god Wohd. I had escaped with a few others to find help while my father stayed behind to fight for the others trying to escape. When we returned, the city was in ruins and the lands were scarred, so we left for the coast and that is where I met your father.”

“Our father was a ferocious man known for taking slaves and killing people without remorse.” Haakon said.

“Perhaps, but he took mercy on us and some of us gladly left with him, and here I am. Your father saw our plight, and he took us in as if we were family and for that, I am forever grateful. Coming here and meeting you and Fenir, I found two wonderful boys needing a mother. I am happy here, but I long to see my homeland once more before my time is over and I return to the earth.”

Haakon looked at the woman he had called mother for so many years and felt a swell of emotions. He looked at the thin crown on her head that she had never removed. It was as if that crown with a blue stone fashioned inside of it showed him the truth of her words. “I understand now and I want nothing more than your happiness, but I have to think of the men that would go with us. What sort of villages would we find? Wealthy?”

“I can only tell you what my memories tell me and yes, the coastal villages were plentiful, but your father vowed to never return after he found us.”

“Was he afraid?”

Carolyngia laughed. “You knew your father well enough to know he wasn’t. A stranger who knew him for only but a moment would have known that. No, it was for my safety because I was afraid, but I am afraid no longer.”

“And the idea of settling?” That was the question that had brought Haakon all this way, after all.

“The lands are fertile and harvest will be bountiful, my son.” 

Haakon smiled at her affection. “Even after being scarred for all this time?”

“Why do you think I come here every day? I pray to Varis that one day I will return and the lands will be as they once were. He spoke to me last night in a dream, telling me it was time. The earth has healed.”
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“The earth has healed? That is why I’m on loading wooden crates onto a ship getting ready to sail hundreds of miles west, to a land I have no clue whatsoever about?” Fenir asked his brother Haakon. “Because the earth has healed?”

“I trust her. Theodorif trusts her and we voted.”

“I get it, but I don’t see why we wouldn’t simply sail to our normal hunting grounds. We always come back with ships loaded down with plunder.”

“This is for our mother.” 

“She didn’t birth us Haakon.” Fenir reminded.

Haakon spun around to his older brother, a stern-looking man just a few inches shorter than the younger Haakon. The other men on the docks stopped their work to regard the brothers. “She raised us, and that is all that matters.” 

Fenir saw the anger is his brother’s green eyes. “Aye, she raised us and in return, we are taking her home. Then what?”

Haakon cooled a bit before answering as he turned back to the cargo. “I don’t know, but I’d say something like plundering the fishing villages along the coast.” This brought a smile to both their faces as Haakon turned to see his older brother and nodded.

Just as the two brothers went back to work, one guard from the northern gate rushed to the docks with news. “My kings, there is a stranger trying to enter our gates!”

“We often have traders and merchants entering the gates. What is this one’s problem?” Haakon asked.

“He says he is the son of a jarl in the south with an important message for you two and King Theodorif. He says it is a matter of faith.” The guard replied. 

Fenir walked to the guard with his chest stuck out and scowling. “Take him to the longhouse. We will be there shortly.”

It took a few minutes for the two brothers to reach the main longhouse where their three wooden thrones sat on a raised platform. Theodorif was there already, standing in front of his throne with his arms crossed, looking down at the stranger. The man looked like most Gota, but wasn’t dressed in the typical attire. Instead of the leather jerkin or the heavier scale armor typically worn, the man had a cloth robe and very worn boots. He did not look like the average Gota man who was known for being warriors and usually carrying a weapon. He only carried a staff with flowers tied around the top. He was bearded, Fenir thought that at least the stranger wore a beard as was customary for Gota men. 

“Brothers!” Theodorif exclaimed when he noticed Fenir and Haakon approach. “This man is Jarl Olaf’s son, Oleg. His father is the Jarl of Dunhall in the Frost Isles. He comes to tell us of his god and prophet, Phindoe.”

“Not here, priest.” Fenir responded, eyeing the man suspiciously and waving his hand dismissively to set a tone. “We’ve heard of your lot preaching to the people selling them snake oil. Peddle that nonsense elsewhere! We adhere to the ways of the old gods within this land.” Fenir sat upon his throne alongside Haakon, but Theodorif continued to stand. 

“My father followed the old gods too, once. Sonreal and Atino were his favorites, but one day a man named Sturdavant came to our great hall and spoke of the blessed ways of Phindoe. His descendant had taught the Red Monk Sturdavant and from there Sturdavant taught us.” Oleg replied to Fenir. “I seek only to walk peacefully in your kingdom as a student and, if possible, to sail west with your next expedition.” 

“Why would we take a holy man from a forbidden faith with us? It would insult the gods!” Haakon responded, leaning forward in his throne. 

Oleg lowered his head and chuckled. “I can’t say for sure what is in this world, but I can say that you have no clue what is waiting for you in the west. I have been shown glimpses within my dreams.”

“And what is it you have seen?” Theodorif asked Oleg, eyeing him carefully. The Gota were warriors first, but they held visions and dreams in high regards. Often, having seers interpreted them as clues to the future.

“I cannot say for certain, but I can say that they are dark, whatever they are. Fire and ruins. War awaits.” 

“So you fear going alone?” Fenir snorted.

“If I didn’t, I would be a fool, but no, this is not a fear of what lies in the west. It is something deeper. Besides, fearing something you can’t see is for children, but what truly worries me is sailing a ship on my own. That is foolhardy, even for the best sailors.” Oleg looked at the three men and he could hear the murmurs of others behind him. “What I need is skilled men to sail with and then we can part ways. What I need, I believe, is beyond where you intend to venture and so we can part once upon the shore. I’ll pay for passage if that is what it takes.”

Theodorif nodded slightly, as did Haakon. Fenir was not so sure, but he knew, by looking at the other two, where his brothers stood. 

“Fine.” Fenir said. “You can sail with us and you can row like any other that sails with us.” He stood from his throne before continuing. “However, I warn you that if you spout off that nonsense of your god, we will not take such an offense lightly! I will execute you!”

Oleg bowed before the kings. “Understood.”
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As the days went on, the preparations for sailing were progressing normally, but as it is in the world, not everything will be normal for long. It was still a few days before the fleet was to set sail when news reached the kings of trouble within their city. Dusk had fallen upon the city when the three young men reached the source of the trouble, Oleg. 

“What happened here?” Theodorif asked the group of men holding onto the bloody holy man. “Why are you restraining this man?”

“He brings sacrilegious falsehoods! He condemns our gods and preaches of another being stronger!” One man said. Theodorif and his two brothers recognized the man as Elvinir, a fierce and dependable warrior. 

Fenir walked up to the group of men holding Oleg. “I told you, priest, the price for this. Did you think me a jester?”

Oleg looked up with blackened eyes and a broken nose. He smiled at the elder king. “No good king Fenir. I knew you to be entirely serious, but that matters little to the Creator.” Oleg chuckled. “I was called to something greater and this maybe it tonight.”

“Preaching when we told you not to, brought you this grief, Oleg. These men have beaten you for your words. Was that your plan?” Theodorif said.

“Oh, this was nothing more than a friendly debate.” a grinning Oleg replied.

“So be it.” Haakon sighed. “Take him to the cells and then build a pyre in the square. He will burn tomorrow, not before.”

The crowd grumbled, wanting quicker retribution for the perceived slights, but this was the will of the kings. No one would dispute that. 

Later that night, Theodorif and Fenir went to the cells of the dungeon beneath their longhouse to visit their captive and understand his deviance. 

“I thought we had been clear, priest. What made you disobey our command?” Theodorif asked.

“I am commanded by one greater than any mortal. Greater than even Ymir.”

“You blaspheme even now?! Ymir is chief of the gods who welcomes all his children to the afterlife and birthed our ancestors! Your ancestors or are you not a Gota any longer?!” Fenir responded angrily. “He has the power to see all and to know of our lives before we are even born!”

“So great is he that he sired a line that turned from him? He didn’t see that coming, I suppose.” Oleg said with a sheepish grin.  

“Joke now priest because tomorrow at dusk you will burn for your falsehoods.” Theodorif responded. 

“If only to meet the Creator, I am all too happy to be cast into the fire.” The priest grinned.

“So be it.”

The moon was full, high in the night sky, when Theodorif felt troubled about the earlier events. He ventured down into the cells to see Oleg. There he found the priest sitting calmly on the floor of the cell.

“I don’t get it. You wanted to go west with us and we agreed on one condition. Then you broke that condition. Why?” the young king asked.

Oleg looked up at Theodorif. “When I converted from the old gods, I made a promise to never be quiet about the Creator. He made us all, and he made the beings you call the old gods, but they are not truly gods but leanaí aingeal or heavenly children. There are many of them and their children all around us, pulling us to their whims and away from the Creator. That is why I can’t stay silent. Our homeland is full of these children seeking to corrupt us so that they may gain in power to rival the Creator.”

“They gain power, how exactly?” Theodorif asked, but he felt confident in his theory.

“By making mortals believe in them over all else. Only then will they turn the world into their personal paradise. It is becoming darker and with each passing day, as a little bit more of the light that is, the Creator fades from our view and the children continue to corrupt mortals.” 

“So what is in the west?”

Oleg stood up and bent his back to stretch it out. He heaved a heavy sigh and walked over to the front of the cell, looking through the bars. “West is where I dreamt I would fulfil my destiny. But between here and there are dangers more formidable that you can imagine. The darkness that is forming is strongest on the central continent. Further west is where I think I have to go, but my dream specifically showed me walking through the continent. I have to battle that darkness, and I believe you and your brothers are meant to do the same.”

“We are not part of your destiny and we certainly do not subscribe to your faith priest.”

Oleg chuckled. Theodorif noted that a brief chuckle was becoming a common response from the priest. 

“Good king Theodorif, we are all a part of each other’s destinies whether we want to be our not. I assure you that you and your brothers will battle that darkness as will I, and we will either prevail or we will die. Either way, it is the will of the Creator and not the old gods. It is the old gods that bring forth such things.” Oleg sighed as he sat back down. His long, light brown hair fell over his face as he bent his head down. “I wasn’t always this way. I was a warrior once, too. It changed when Sturdavant came to my village. He was a sickly old man that died just a year after arriving, but he did miraculous things during that time. A sickness plagued our village that our shamans couldn’t cure. It was like a walking death.” Oleg looked up at Theodorif. “He said a few words and a torrential rain fell throughout the night, but by the dawn, everyone was healed.”

“Was that what convinced you of his power?”

“For most, yes. Some didn’t want to believe at first, but eventually everyone did. Of course for some, it was by my father’s force that they converted. In any case, the holy man healed our home, and we then knew the truth of the Creator.”

“But it was that Sturdavant man that healed your village, wasn’t it?” Theodorif said, confused.

“He was the vessel of the Creator. He invoked the Creator through a prayer and from that moment, we forgot the shaman’s spells and chants and our village has since prospered.”

“So to what do you give this Creator? In thanks I mean. Cattle, grain or...” Theodorif left the last part hang but Oleg took the meaning of what sort of sacrifice he was asking about.

“There was no need of it. The Creator blessed us with healing and from that we gave our thanks through good deeds in his names. Ymir demands tribute for his blessings, but the Creator is a protector. The Creator made us from the beginning in this world and he wants us to share in the goodness and wisdom that he is.”

“I see.” Theodorif turned to walk out, but then stopped and lowered his head. “Forgive me for tomorrow. You seem like a good man, but when in this kingdom, we must obey the laws of the old gods. I am sorry.”

“As am I.” Oleg answered, lowering his head. 
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The next day was mostly spent in silent reflection as the three brothers went about their day. Of course, they knew what the evening held and though many of their citizens were happy to sacrifice Oleg to the old gods, the brothers had some reservations. 

“It will be bad if his father hears of this.” Haakon said as the three prepared for the lighting of the pyre. “They may have turned from the old gods, but they are still Gota, and I always knew Jarl Olaf since our father’s youth as a fearsome warrior.”

“It is a matter of his son disobeying our laws and this is a matter of honor. Given that fact, he should understand. Yes, he’ll be angry, but he’ll understand.” Fenir reasoned. 

The day was turning to dusk, and the sky was clear as the brightest of the stars appeared in the evening sky. The setting sun cast a magnificent glow upon the cloudless sky. The square was filled with people, but they had made a walking path so that the three brothers and the prisoner could walk to the pyre that the townsfolk had gleefully built. It stood nearly ten feet tall, with a rickety staircase in the front. As they walked, Oleg to the pyre, a couple of guards yanked at the chains around his hands and pulled him up the stairs. 

“I am going willingly, fellas, so there’s no need to be rough.” He said with a smile, and the two guards eased their grip. The seer that oversaw the building of the pyre stood by and gave a load ‘hmph’ as the priest walked towards him. Oleg smiled at the man, but all the seer could do was grimace and point to the top of the rickety stairs.

Oleg walked up those stairs to the large upright timber and put his back as close to it as he could. The guards tied him up with his hands behind the timber and tightened the knot. Once Oleg was securely tied, the guards left him there and returned to the ground with the three brothers. 

Fenir pick up an unlit torch and held it over one guard lit torches, igniting a flame. “Some of us do not enjoy this priest, but we can’t turn from the laws.” Fenir then lowered the torch down on the pyre and lit a section of the piled wood. Haakon, Theodorif, and the guards with torches followed suit. Soon the fire was lifting high, almost to the timber where Oleg stood. 

“No getting out of this one.” Oleg looked at the crowd and then up to the clear sky. “Creator, protect me if it is your will to do so!” He exclaimed with the same calm demeanor that he had walking up the steps. Looking down at the crowd again, he continued. “I’ll give the Creator your regards, my kings!” Oleg called.

The crowd watched as the flames grew higher and though they had thought they would hear screams of agony and pleading from Oleg, there was surprise when he was calm. Suddenly there was a loud clap of thunder that rang out from the sky and a heavy downpour rained down over the pyre and the surrounding area where the torches were being held. The driving rain extinguished the fire that had just before engulfed the pyre and the flames from the torches as well. The flames had singed some of Oleg’s clothes, but the townspeople could see it left him unharmed.

“What the hell is this?! It was a clear sky a moment ago!” Haakon yelled. The town’s people scattered for shelter and the guards rushed to pull Oleg down after Theodorif called out the order to do so. The festivities for that evening were at a close.

“So what do you think all that was?” Haakon asked his brothers as they all sat around a long table in the main longhouse drinking mead, stoking the fire in the middle of the hall. “The sky was clear when we began. You both saw that I know.”

“Aye it was. Could it be something regarding what Oleg has been saying all this time? The Creator saving him?” Theodorif asked. 

“We’ll try again tomorrow. It is becoming winter and often freak rain showers happen this time of the year. We’ve seen that more times than we’ve seen this Creator.” Fenir replied as his brothers nodded in agreement.

That night a furious storm struck the town and rain fell hard upon the roofs of the houses and the wind blew like the gales that descend over the ocean waves. The next morning, however, the sun shone brightly against a clear blue sky as the brothers walked out to find the pyre blown apart by the wind from the previous night’s storm but no other damage was noted throughout the town a part from mud that had been tossed around.

“Dammit! What do we have to do to offer this man to the gods?!” Haakon exclaimed inside the main longhouse, banging his hand onto a nearby post. “Now we have to rebuild the pyre.”

“Not necessarily.” Fenir responded. “I’m sure we could find another sentence that would be fitting.” He thought for a moment and then jumped up out of his chair. “We’ll boil him in oil!”

The next day a cool breeze wafted through the streets and people eagerly went about their day, all to prepare for the second attempt at sacrificing Oleg to the gods. A large cauldron was brought to the square, and a fire was made beneath. The sun was still at its midday point when the oil was poured in and a couple of hours later, the oil bubbled as it boiled hot. Oleg was brought out to the square and stripped naked in front of the gathered crowd. Scars and tattoos from the old gods marked his body, and some were similar to the tattoos that marked the warriors of the town, but for Oleg, they were remnants of an old life. 

The large pot used for rendering whale blubber bubbled rapidly as steam was released into the cool air. Oleg was hoisted up by three large warriors and lowered into the cauldron of oil in his typical calm demeanor. But instead of screams of searing pain, everyone heard an exclamation of surprise that was more like a squeal.

“Cold! It is freezing in this pot!” Oleg surprisingly yelled. The guards and the three brothers rushed to the cauldron and found the priest’s words to be true. The cauldron was full of oil that was as cold as ice water, but the fire beneath was still roaring and as hot as a forge. “I’ll be a block of ice sitting in here.”

“Get him out.” Haakon said with clenched teeth. The guards removed Oleg out and dropped him on the ground. “Cut his head off, this has to end now!” Haakon ordered and in a flash a burly warrior that had been off to the side stepped up and unsheathed his sword, raising it high, ready to separate the kneeling Oleg’s head from his body. 

Just as the large warrior was about to bring the sword down, a bolt of lightning split the sky and struck the raised sword. A loud crack was heard and many around the scene were blown off their feet, but the warrior holding the sword was hit directly and in that second it took for the lightning to strike the sword. His body was eviscerated. Oleg still knelt on the ground in the exact place he was before the strike. He was the only one that had not moved when the lightning stuck, in fact. 

The entire market square was still and quiet for a moment as everyone surveyed their surroundings, not sure what to the think. Oleg looked over at the three brothers who were struggling to regain their composure and they looked at him, confused. 

“Is it ok to get up yet?” Oleg asked.
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“So we cannot sacrifice him?” the warrior Elvinir asked in the main longhouse. “He spreads blasphemies with his presence!” 

“You saw what happened out there!” Theodorif replied. “Nothing is left of Rictor! Lightning came down from the clear blue sky and struck him dead and knocked all of us to the ground! All of us except Oleg.”

“Let’s not forget the freak rainstorm that drowned the pyre and the soft breeze that froze the cauldron of boiling oil.” Fenir added. “The old gods didn’t do that.”

“Ye cannae tell me ye believing this man’s words, are ye?” a warrior in the back, Maeve, yelled out. 

“This is something different here, Maeve. He called to his god for help and help came.” Haakon said grimly. “I’m more curious about what this means for our future.”

“We should hear him out. He must have some insight into what is going on.” Fenir reasoned. “We need to speak with Oleg to know more. Where did you put him?” he asked, turning to Elvinir.

“We threw him back in the cells.” Elvinir replied. 

“Did you at least give him back his clothes?” Fenir asked.

“Why would we?” Maeve replied before Elvinir could.

Theodorif and Haakon rolled their eyes and turned to go down into the dungeon where the cells were kept. Fenir finished his cup of ale before slapping his knee and belching loudly. “I guess I’ll go too. It was my foolish idea to talk to the man.” He said, getting up and leading Maeve and Elvinir down to the cells. 

By the time Fenir, Elvinir and Maeve made it down the steps, Theodorif and Haakon were already waiting in front of Oleg’s cell. 

“I thought you said you left him naked.” Theodorif asked. 

“Aye we did.” Maeve replied. 

“Well, he looks clothed to me.” Theodorif replied. 

In the cell, Oleg stood in what looked to be a new leather coat over a linen tunic and new pants, along with clean boots. He held his staff in his right hand. “Ready to set sail?” he asked.
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As the days leading up to the fleet’s departure closed in, many sought Oleg for advice or simply out of curiosity. Even the three brothers and their households looked to the man for words. For anything, really. To them, he held insights into what lay ahead. His god had seen him through three trials that should have been his death, but each time he was protected. What did that mean for them?

The cold air was wafting in from the sea as the warm season passed on and the days grew shorter. Oleg walked through the town, smiling as he passed by the citizens. More than a few came to him, bringing bread and honey; while others simply touched his coat as they passed. It was a known fact that he had converted several citizens, including a few warriors. For some, this was a threat to their way of life, but for others, there were definitely mixed emotions. Here was a man that came from the same people, yet here he was preaching of something vastly different from what they had been brought up to believe. Oleg accepted some of the scorn and threats in stride, but now he had the protection of the kings and that meant that he could not be harmed on the pain of death.  

The three brother kings, however, left Oleg to his calling as they prepared for theirs. This would be a monumental voyage and now it was a few days behind schedule because of the spectacle that was Oleg evading sacrifice. At night in the mead halls, people talked of what was to come and some conversed on the ideas that Oleg was preaching. Some had even given thoughts to the fact of conversions. While most of Oleg’s words taught that a peaceful life following the Creator was the best thing that people could strive for, it was also said by him that, at times, defending the weak meant taking up arms. That brought forth many exciting conversations in the mead halls.

“How ye plan to fight if ye need to be a man o’ peace?” Maeve asked the warrior, Elvinir, one night. 

Elvinir downed a flagon of ale and wiped his black bearded mouth with his sleeve. “I will help bring peace to the people of the west. Oleg said there is a darkness, an evil in the west.” 

“We go to raid ye daft numptie! We are going to attack the villages on the coast and give ‘em a good skelping, not bringing any peace!” Maeve replied angrily.

“Maybe then we’re going for different reasons.”

Maeve drew back in her seat with a look of disgust and rushed from her chair, storming out of the hall. 

“Dinnae mind her lad. She’s every bit her mother. Both are as fiery as their hair is red.” An old warrior said as he sat down where Maeve had been sitting.

“I hold nothing against her, MacKinnon. I know she’s a fierce one and lives for the fight.” Elvinir answered. “I wish she was calmer when she drinks, though.” He laughed.

“As I said, she’s every bit her mother.” The old man laughed in response. “We came down here from Eire when she was just a wee one and she dinnae know what life was in those days for us. She’s all fire and steel, from her hair to the tips of them boots. But if she had really known how it was in Eire before we left and even after, given what I’ve been told, she’d be more thoughtful for peace.” MacKinnon lifted his flagon to the younger warrior in a toast before taking a drink and leaning back in the chair. “She’ll do well in taking my place, that’s fer sure, lad.” The old warrior from Eire acknowledged Elvinir’s confused look. “I’m far too old to be dealing with them oars a’ rowing and much too old to do much good in the fights ye and the others will be facing. I’d only slow ye down.” 
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The seas were unforgiven in the best of seasons, but as the heart of winter approached, the waves kicked up higher and ships were tossed about more violently. This led to many people of the world fearing the Middle Sea and its raging waters during the colder months. Not so for the Gota. Their lives depended on the waters and so few would
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