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Prelude
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-

An Icelandic Seed

11 years after Eskil’s Godsland landing. Iceland.

Towards the end of the day, Ineke would often disappear after she completed her farm chores. But she was notoriously easy to spot. The ten-year-old bore a great head of red hair that shone as a flame when caught by the sun, her long locks a vibrant beacon against the dark rock of the fjord. 

In her play, she would sit by the water and watch whatever the tide brought in, be it fish, crabs, driftwood or just the waves. But her attention would always be on the horizon. She did not know what she sought out there, but Rota, the woman she called Mother, thought she knew.

Ineke unknowingly waited for her real mother.

Rota often watched Ineke from where the farm spread at the end of the fjord, sheltered from the winds off the sea. The sprawling farm had become a village of sorts. The hall had been added to several times, while still other halls had sprouted around it, along with barns, workshops and sheds. Much of it recently built, but all of it claimed by Jarl Drengr, who was fortunate enough to have a nephew known as Faraldr the Greenlander.

The farm had been the site of great change in the nine years since Ineke’s arrival as an infant.

A pastured vale, worked by the settlement’s inhabitants, spread beyond the buildings. Yet the most important part of the farm was not the soil beneath it, but the waters in front of it. That was where prosperity came from, by way of Faraldr’s ships.

They called it the Brine Road.

Every year, a few ships arrived to deliver furs, iron, timber and other wealth. All Jarl Drengr had to do to keep the ships coming was gather enough settlers willing to chance the new lands in the west. Once the cargoes were unloaded – much of it to be sold, some to be hoarded, such as the chests of walrus ivory – the willing settlers boarded and were sent on their way.

The settlers heard they were going to Greenland, but for most, that would only be one stop on their journey. The Brine Road stretched well beyond those distant shores.

Going to fetch Ineke, Rota left the black sand beach and walked along the rocky trail that led up the fjord. She did not notice as Jarl Drengr watched from a barn behind her nor when he moved to follow.

The path wound along the shore, weaved around large boulders and climbed the lower slopes, sometimes coming right down to skirt tidal pools. The walk would not be long, but the sun was low and not much light would remain in the day by the time she fetched Ineke back home.

Ahead, Ineke’s long hair blazed red, the brightest thing on the shore of dark grey stone touched by the deep colours of the sea. The sight of her adopted daughter brought some relief to Rota, but no warmth. No, Ineke was a burden to her, a burden she had to bear lest she and her son be cast out from the Jarl’s hall. 

The task came to her following the death of her own husband, Jarl Drengr’s youngest brother, after a quarrel with another man. The Jarl knew the bloodshed had roots in a jealous rivalry and that she had foolishly sparked the fight. Desperate, Rota had begged for her son and herself to stay under his protection, declaring she would do anything.

As it turned out, Jarl Drengr had need of someone with so few options. 

To enjoy his protection, all she had to do was pretend she was Ineke’s mother and care for the infant girl. The alternative was either enter thralldom or be cast out.

The stark vales of Iceland were not a gentle place, certainly not for a widow.

The wind picked up as she followed the winding trail and closed on her charge.

Ineke turned at the sound of Rota’s approach, looking at her from where she sat on a rock, the waves rolling in to occasionally splash up and wet her dangling feet.

Rota forced a smile but then realised Ineke had focussed on something behind her.

A second later, with a bored expression on her face, the girl turned back to the sea.

With a frown, Rota turned to look down the path leading back to the farm.

Jarl Drengr stood behind her, stone-faced and silent. He was a big man, his hair grey and his beard streaked white. In the crook of an arm, he nursed a small fur-wrapped bundle.

Rota nodded in welcome, despite her concern that he had chosen to follow.

He frowned. “She should not be out here by herself. The ships are due soon, and perhaps, Faraldr will be with them.”

Rota dipped her head. “Despite my efforts, Ineke is a wilfull girl and cannot be constrained to the farm. The only thing sure to keep her at home is heavy fogs.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Fog? She fears the murky borders of our world?”

“Yes, she has heard too many tales of gloom and mystery.”

“Unfortunately, we cannot always depend on the weather to hem her in. You must try harder. Her safety is important.”

“If only she would listen.”

Lowering his voice, he said, “Soon enough she will no longer be a girl, but a woman. If you and your son wish to retain my protection, you both need to watch over her. She is also not to marry without my consent.”

Rota nodded to show she understood but also worked to hide her irritation.

He came forward and passed Rota, heading further along the path towards Ineke as he said, “There are only three things we need to do for Faraldr to maintain the Brine Road – gather willing settlers who have not given themselves to the White Christ, keep the secret of the Markland settlements and raise the girl as one of our own.”

Rota mumbled her agreement and followed. She knew it all; every person did.

Ineke turned back to face Jarl Drengr and watched him approach.

As he neared, he opened the fur he carried and offered what he hid within it.

Her eyes lit up. “A baby hound!”

He held it forward as he spoke, “Yes, a pup from the new litter for you to care for.”

She reached for the small squirming puppy.

Jarl Drengr continued, “You will need to spend more time at the farm with him, and with the litter of his brothers and sisters. In time, he will be both a friend to you and a guardian tasked to keep you safe.”

The pup wagged his tail and licked at her fingers. A moment later, she had him cupped to her chest, shielding him from the breeze.

And, for once, for a heartbeat, she forgot about the sea.

A smile split her face. She looked up to meet Jarl Drengr’s eyes and said, “Can I name him?”

“Yes, he is yours,” he answered, but his mind was on her pale skin, blue eyes and striking red hair. Her smile combined it all to make her a rare beauty.

Ineke beamed, dropping her gaze again to the warm new life in her hands, and then she said, “I will call him Harrvinr.”

He grunted with disappointment. “Sea friend?”

“He will keep me company by the waves.”

“That is no name for a hound that is to protect you, even if he is the runt of the litter.”

Her smile faded.

He continued, “You shall call him Gramr, a name of wrath. He will keep back the beasts of the world, whether they be man or spirit. Regardless of where they lurk, be it under the sun, cloaked by fog, or swift beneath the sea, they will all fear him.”

She pursed her lips and held the pup close but refused to lift her gaze.

He stepped back and watched her for a moment, only half satisfied. “Gramr will grow big and strong, barking to warn, and able to defend you with claw and teeth.”

Ineke glanced up at him, and after a pause, she finally nodded. But her gaze quickly fell back down to the excitable life in her hands. She held the hound even closer, offering the pup her warmth.

Jarl Drengr stepped further back and turned to Rota. “She may be hard to watch over, but it is the only thing I demand. You have a son, and now a hound, to help in your task. You will do as I say.”

Behind him, Ineke carefully stood while holding the pup close. The wind picked up to send her long red hair streaming behind her.

He ignored the girl, instead emphasising to Rota, “She is important.”

The woman gave a nod but stepped closer and quietly asked, “Is she not just a bastard of Faraldr?”

He turned back to look at Ineke as the girl lifted an arm, the other holding the pup to her chest.

Rota also followed his gaze.

Ineke pointed out to sea and announced, “The ships!”

There, on the horizon, three masted ships were heading for them.

He moved closer to Rota and whispered, “Ineke is no bastard and her father was not Faraldr.”

Rota furrowed her brow.

“She is family, but not by him. Faraldr needs us to provide for her as part of a deal he made with her mother.”

Rota’s confusion deepened.

“For us, beyond fulfilling our part of the agreement that anchors us at one end of the Brine Road, she is also valuable should we decide to go to Markland ourselves.”

“For ourselves?” she asked.

He put it plainly. “Ineke has a claim by blood to the Lady of Wolves. You must never tell her. One day, if supported, she could rule all of Lakeland. Should Faraldr displease me, I aim to fill ships – not with settlers, but with warriors – and take Lakeland. Ineke will be my banner.”
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Blood of Wolves
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Smoke On The Horizon

Early Autumn, 22 years after Eskil’s landing. Godsland village, Markland.

Ulfarr, son of Eskil, awoke in the new Hall of Ravens to the sound of a distant horn. He left the bed he shared with his wife, Fair Bryn, daughter of Faraldr the Greenlander, as she stirred beside him, both of them bathed in the ruddy light of the fire pit coals.

With a whisper, she offered to check on his parents.

He agreed as he dressed then left to investigate the source of the disturbance.

Moments later, he was outside on the terrace. The chilled air of the morning embraced him, along with the soft, pre-dawn light. As he stood, he rubbed his arms against the cold. He was broad and tall, sharing the blonde hair and blue eyes of his mother.

Ulfarr was not alone on the terrace.

Still blinking the sleep from his eyes, Brandr, son of Ballr, joined him. Like Ulfarr, the sounds of the horn had also roused him from slumber. 

The horn continued its urgent call, the smell of smoke burdening the air.

Along with his trusted friend, Ulfarr stood with the man who had been on watch through the night. The terrace lay at the front of the new hill crowning hall, the grand structure built atop the original under hill hall. The space afforded views not just over the growing village of Godsland that filled the gully to his left, but also down to the wharf and the waters of the fjord.

The three men looked south over the channel and watched as a thick plume of smoke climbed high into the otherwise clear sky.

It was Lakeland.

Other horns trumpeted, faint with distance, but their tones blared with urgency. The calls travelled from other parts of the Wolves’ territory to reach the Ravens’ ears.

Hidden from view by the steep borderland ridge on the opposite shore, the Land of Wolves was still a rival, but the anger had eased over past years. Now, what animosity remained existed because of an unfortunate history, not fresh confrontations. Faraldr’s new settlers further diluted the rivalry. The newcomers claimed no direct connection to the old bloodletting, whether it was Eskil’s challenge of Thrainn the Mad or Thoromr One-Eye’s felling of Ari the Woodcutter.

As the young men watched, other plumes of smoke bloomed in the distance, just as the sun began to rise in the east. The dark, billowing towers were borne not only of the Lakeland home vale, but also scattered across the inland and southerly vales settled more recently by Thoromr’s people.

The sight of the dark vista, fittingly announced by the somber call of horns, stunned all three men.

The smoke glowed at the base of the closest plumes, lit by the flaring reds, oranges, and yellows of leaping flames.

Ulfarr whispered, breaking the spell of the horror that had so far silenced the men, “Lakeland burns!”

A familiar voice spoke behind them, one grown strong and certain in this new land. His words filled the cool morning, giving those on the terrace an anchor, “Sound our horn to rally our people!” It was Eskil, a man now known as The Founder, the man who had led the original settlers west over twenty years before to claim these lands for Odin. With silver at his temples and dusting his blonde hair, he gazed upon the doom of Lakeland with his piercing grey eyes and announced, “We go to help.”

Behind him, the hall doors opened wide.

Fair Bryn, wife of Ulfarr, Gudrid the Mother of Godsland, dark-eyed Karek, wife of Brandr and daughter of Seta – all emerged and took their places among their men.

Karek was a hauntingly beautiful woman born of both Norse and Seta’s Valefolk blood. Ari, her long dead father, had been murdered by Thoromr One-Eye. Torrador, Seta’s husband of twenty years, had raised her and her twin brother as his own.

She stood with an arm out as she guided their half-asleep son, cradling their daughter in her other arm.

Together, the gathering Ravens looked upon the horror heralded by the rising smoke. The distant horns still called out, their numbers and urgency growing.

The Hall of Ravens, a grand structure of timber and stone, with a golden reed roof, sat atop the low hill that dominated the village. In the dirt streets below, people began to stir. They emerged from their own halls and homes, roused by the noise. With each moment, more of them appeared. The village only had a few streets and alleys, but scores of buildings crammed the gully and overflowed to spread down to the wharf and small breakwater.

Eskil glanced at the sentry and frowned, the man still half lost to shock.

Ulfarr noticed, “Man, fetch the horn!”

More accustomed to reporting little more than the occasional arrival of ships from Greenland, the sentry finally sprang into action. He rushed through the doors and into the hall. A moment later, he returned, holding an old horn, an instrument crafted in the old world across the sea and delivered to Markland, like so many things, by Faraldr’s ships. He looked at Eskil, The Jarl of Ravens, offering the instrument with both hands.

Eskil turned to Ulfarr. “Rally our people.”

Ulfarr reached for the horn. The instrument, more often used to announce the arrival of the first Greenlandic ships after each thaw, had always held a graver purpose. The horn was to warn of danger – be it war, death, or some other catastrophe – even if it had never been used for such things in the new world of Markland.

Until now.

Ulfarr licked his lips, took a deep breath, and then raised the instrument to his mouth. Turning so the horn pointed over the village of Godsland, he blew the call.

The note rose, climbing higher, as he worked to produce a loud and long warning.

In the east, the sun cleared the horizon

The people in the streets below called out to those still in their halls, rushing to rouse their families, friends, and thralls. Gathering together, they hurried towards the Hall of Ravens. Many of them carried shields and came armed with blades and axes, some even bearing Godsland’s few swords.

Ulfarr continued blowing on the horn, taking in more air and issuing two more calls. He turned to the west for one, towards Guldale in the far distance, before sending the final note back to the burning vales of Lakeland. The last was so that, perhaps, amidst whatever turmoil unfolded there, the Lakelanders would know Godsland had heard them.

Rivals or not, the Lakelanders were still Norse and all were allied through their shared loyalty to the gods.

Godsland would aid them!

***
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While Eskil waited for his people to gather, he looked out at the waters of the channel, at the moment calm and still. No breeze disturbed the dawn. With the mostly blue sky to the east and mirror like conditions on the water, one could easily think Markland was a place of tranquil beauty.

Until his gaze turned to the horizon over the vales of the Wolves.

Billowing and twisting, the plumes rose to form an ominous wall, like a forest built of gigantic trunks that gave way higher up to a spreading canopy of grim smoke. The sight of it reminded Eskil that he and his people had barely claimed a foothold on this great western land, with far too much remaining unknown.

Some adventurous sailors, including his eldest daughter, Gylla, had explored great tracts of coastline, both to the north and to the south. Some had even claimed they reached the green shores of Vinland.

By Odin, this land held so much potential!

One thing such voyages also revealed was the truth about this new world. With each fresh island, bay or vale they discovered, there were likely to be more dangers, and perhaps rivals. Not all the lands spread empty and waiting like Godsland – empty if you didn’t count the wolf that had greeted them on their first night. Seta and Frae’s Valefolk were a gentle people, but they were not alone. Others had been found, but none of them seemed as welcoming.

When the time was right, Eskil knew they needed to focus their effort on discovering what lay in the warmer climes to the south.

The thought made him look for Gylla. His daughter preferred to be on the water, more so than on land. He already knew she’d be the one to take the Ravens to Vinland one day, whether he asked her to or not. The stories about its distant shores fascinated the young woman.

She appeared at the doorway with her husband, Bjorn, the second son of Ballr and Halla, and brother to Brandr. The man was as big as a bear and accompanied Eskil’s daughter wherever her wanderlust took her. Herself, she stood as if she was the image of her mother, Gudrid, from twenty years past. 

Gylla’s gaze went to the smoke-stained horizon before she met her father’s eyes. She guessed little could be known, not as of yet, so she joined the rest of her family and senior Ravens on the terrace, as she waited to hear her father speak.

Eskil turned back to the smoke and pondered the likely cause – an internal feud, perhaps the thralls fighting their masters, or the surrounding Valefolk lashing out after years of harassment by the Lakeland Wolves? It would be one of those, he was sure of it. He then turned to his trusted friend, Ballr the Icelander, or Ballr the Builder, as they called him now.

Ballr knew Eskil well enough that he could look into his eyes and guess his thoughts. Right now, his friend would be considering what the burning horizon meant for not just The Jarl of Wolves, Thoromr One-Eye, or Lakeland, but for all the Norse of Markland. That thought would lead him to wonder which of the threats he’d spoken of over the years was most likely to have come to claim the Lakelanders this sunrise.

The Icelander shifted, making room for others who also called the Hall of Ravens home. Around them were not just others who served Eskil or Gudrid in one capacity or another, as Ballr and Halla did, but others associated with them such as their children. Ulfarr and Brandr were the eldest sons of the two families, but there were other sons and daughters, too. Eskil and Gudrid had two sons as well as two daughters. Ballr and Halla had also gifted Markland the same number.

And now the children of those who had survived The Landing were bearing their own, making Godsland a more crowded place. Something they all gave thanks for to Odin.

People continued to gather, both from the hall on the terrace and below at the base of the hill. Three sets of steps ran down the slope to join them as the people of Godsland answered the horn.

Ulfarr and Brandr stood by their fathers, awaiting a command. They both watched the distant smoke, wanting to lead any force heading to the lands of their rivals, a place always forbidden to them. Not that such a barrier had stopped them previously.

Once, as ten-year-old boys, the two had crossed on a raft and explored the Borderlands on a warm summer day. During the adventure, after daring each other to cross from the ridge and into the Lakeland vale, none other than Thoromr One-Eye had discovered them. They had fled, but only the intervention of Dore – a Valefolk thrall and the bastard son of Thoromr – who had befriended them, guaranteed their escape. 

Their freedom came at a cost though. The Jarl of Wolves had sent an arrow after them, and it had grazed and furrowed Ulfarr’s cheek. Now, as a man, the Young Raven still bore the scar.

Overcome by her curiosity, Gylla strode across to her elder brother, bringing her into a loose circle around her father, the Raven Jarl. Behind her followed Bjorn. Just like her mother, she moved with purpose. “What is happening?”

Eskil could not help but smile at his daughter’s manner. She held the strength, will, and confidence of Gudrid.

But Ulfarr was the one who answered. “We know nothing for certain, other than Lakeland burns.”

Gylla had never been shy in competing with her brother and looking for ways to best him. If he was bigger and stronger and surer with a sword, she was faster, more agile, and a better sailor – as well as twice the archer. They both fought well with axes.

Eskil spoke, not wanting a contest of wills. He was proud of them both, but now was not the time for arguments. “We will find out soon enough. I will send scouts.”

Ulfarr and Brandr grew restless upon hearing this. While they did not know what was unfolding across the water, they knew it marked a day so momentous that it would change Markland forever.

Gylla also knew and was eager to be involved.

Ballr glanced at the rising smoke. Was it born of the anger of the surrounding Valefolk tribes, the Lakelanders’ harassment of them for a full generation finally sparking them into a wildfire of revenge? Would the Valefolk try to sweep over all the Norse vales, perhaps even reaching Godsland and Guldale? That, or an even bloodier event? A murderous uprising by the Lakelanders’ thralls, those slaves primarily of Valefolk blood and their mixed blood offspring by their Norse masters?

Both troubles had flared before but had always been put down in time. But this time...

There was so much smoke!

Eskil nodded at Ballr before finally speaking what was on both their minds. He turned to Ulfarr, Brandr, and to Gylla and her husband, “We will send a fast boat to scout. Meanwhile, I will address our people here and ready them to move. Before our main strength lands in Lakeland and is exposed to whatever may lay in wait, our scouts will discover what is happening there and return with word.”

Ulfarr and Brandr swapped glances, both tense with the need to hear themselves named to lead the scouting party.

Unable to control himself any longer, with a twitch in his cheek where the twelve-year-old scar marked his face, Ulfarr begged, “My father, please let Brandr and myself lead the scouts!”

Brandr, with pleading eyes, watched his Jarl from beside Ulfarr.

Gylla took half a step forward to remind the men that she was also eager.

Eskil shared a smile with Ballr and then faced the young men. “Ulfarr, my son, you will take Brandr and lead the scouts. You will also take your sister and Bjorn, and choose others to give you a crew to row as fast as you can. There is no wind for a sail to carry you, so you will depend on strong arms to cross the water swiftly.”

Both men beamed with pride at being assigned the task.

Ulfarr asked, “Where are we to go?”

Gylla took a half step back and pursed her lips. She was disappointed but accepted being placed under Ulfarr’s command.

Eskil answered, “You will cross the channel and head for their cove. You will not land if there is a threat on the beach, but if there isn’t, you will advance on the vale to spy out what is happening.”

“Yes, my father.”

“I do not want you to engage in battle unless it is in your own defense – or you know for certain who you are fighting or why. Do you understand?”

“Yes, my father.”

“I want you to quickly bring back word of what is happening, before the rest of our people are rallied and ready to land. We need to know what we are to fight, and if that is where we are needed.”

“Yes, my father.”

The Jarl of Ravens said, “Go then, and collect a crew strong of arm and swift on their feet. Take weapons and shields to defend you, but travel light. You must go and return quickly.”

They nodded.

Eskil focused on Gylla and Bjorn. “We will cross the channel not long after you and will need answers before we land. Once we have those answers, my daughter, you will carry them with news of my own actions to the people of Guldale, where you will seek out Alfvin and Frae, Seta and Torrador, and Faraldr. If they have already moved, you will return with that news to Godsland.”

Gylla gave a nod of understanding. “Yes, my father.”

Finally, he said, “Ulfarr, take the horn and call for us three times if you find yourself in need.”

Ulfarr looked down at the horn he still held and tightened his grip. “Yes, Father.”

“Go – choose a fast boat, and may the gods go with you!”

***
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Brandr said goodbye to Karek and their children before helping to gather the Raven scouts.

Gylla and Bjorn hurried into the hall to see to their own two young children before making sure all those who were going would be suitably equipped.

Meanwhile, Ulfarr bid farewell to his wife, Fair Bryn, with a long embrace. They had no children, despite their love and countless offerings to the gods.

Bryn had been expecting once, a year ago, but had lost the child early on.

With a nod to his mother, Ulfarr went to ready the fastest boat Godsland could offer.

Eskil gently stopped Ulfarr, grabbing him by the elbow and stilling his son. “You will take care, not just of yourself and the Ravens you take with you, but also Gylla. Keep her out of harm’s way.”

His father’s words did not surprise Ulfarr. He answered, “If you are worried, do not send her.”

His father frowned and shook his head. “If I forbid her to go, she will go anyway. You know she has long tested my authority. Besides, she deserves to go. Just watch over her.”

Ulfarr agreed and prepared to leave.

Eskil and Ballr watched the young Ravens leave after they said their hurried goodbyes. The future of Godsland descended the steps and cut through the gathering crowd. As they went, they chose others to join them.

They would collect what they needed from the stores and smithy before casting off.

***
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Ulfarr glanced back at the Hall of Ravens from the boat as they pushed off from the wharf. The fine hilltop structure, coloured by tan timber, grey stone, and golden reed, sat noble above the village. Turning away to look south, where the sky now loomed dark and shadowed, stained by smoke, he focused on their task. He called out, “Let us go!”

At his command, the crew began pulling on their oars and got the crossing underway.
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Chapter 2
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-

The Ravens Rally

Godsland village, Markland.

The crowd below the terrace grew as the people of the village and nearest farms answered the horn’s call. Some of the Godslanders had climbed the first of the steps leading up to the terrace to get closer, but most were content to huddle together against the cold. 

The folk of Godsland Island numbered in the hundreds, perhaps as many as three hundred, all told. The older generations were mostly of Norse stock, and a score or so were Seta’s Valefolk, but over half the crowd was younger, born less than twenty years ago. Most of those were Norse Marklanders, but many were born from the unions of settler and Valefolk.

Beyond the crowd, Eskil could see their scouts crossing the channel as their boat made to round the headland and enter Lakeland’s cove. They’d be back soon with answers, gods willing. Even as they made for their goal, some of the plumes over the Lakeland home vale began to fade. Farther on to the south and southwest, though, new pillars of smoke rose to replace them.

On the terrace, a small crowd – the inner circle of the Jarl of Ravens, made up of his oldest and most trusted supporters – had gathered around Eskil. Led by Gudrid, and Ballr and Halla, they waited patiently for Eskil the Founder to address his people.

Gudrid stood beside him but leaned in to whisper, “Ulfarr will do well, as will Gylla, Brandr and Bjorn. They will return with answers.”

Ballr looked on, listening. He was also confident in the young Ravens. “They will all do well.”

Eskil nodded. “And what will they find?”

Ballr and Gudrid swapped glances.

The Icelander offered an answer, “Trouble.”

Eskil agreed. “Yes, they will likely find the thralls fighting their masters or the surrounding Valefolk attacking and burning halls.”

“It was always going to happen,” Ballr said, “you have said so for years.”

“Yes, but it won’t please me to be right. How many are dying over there, and just because of a bloody history of cruelty.”

“We have had incidents in our own lands; we are not exempt,” Gudrid said.

“Yes, but nothing as grave as what is happening there.”

She agreed, conceding it was not a fair comparison.

He went on, “We try and bring justice to trouble at home, calling a crime what it is, whether it be murder or banditry, by Valefolk or Norse. In all, we have had little trouble when compared to what has happened across the fjord over past years. They have had people disappear, some found later with throats cut or arrows in their backs. We may have suffered some disagreements, but never anything so regular...” He paused and looked at the horizon before going on, “or perhaps so complete.”

Many aligned to the Hall of Ravens swore their loyalty or served its needs, but no thralls resided under its roof. While Eskil allowed others the custom from the old world across the sea, he didn’t practice thralldom himself or allow it in his hall. His example meant that while there were thralls in Godsland and Guldale, most of those souls had entered thralldom half a world away. Godsland and Guldale also presented the opportunities for all to earn their freedom.

As Eskil had come to say, they lived in a new world. They may hold much of their people’s old ways dear, yet they understood this new world was already changing them. 

In Lakeland, Valefolk might be forced into thralldom just from the misfortune of running into a Lakelander on a woodland trail. Because of that, trouble often brewed across the channel from the theft – even murder – committed by those trying to escape a life of brutal slavery. If there were now a thousand or so settlers scattered across the Raven’s vales, there would be as many Norse in Lakeland, but also as many again enthralled Valefolk. Half of those thralls were bastards fathered by Norse, born into a life of thralldom.

Back in the old world, most thralls could lead a demanding but fair life, being fed, sheltered and protected by their hall master in return for their servitude.

Across the water in Lakeland, the early years of blood persisted. The arrival of new settlers and the marriage of Aldis to Thoromr One-Eye might have dulled and diluted the edge of violence, but an undercurrent of abuse and short tempers lived on. For the thralls of Lakeland life was misery.

Eskil looked upon his expectant people who were now gathered. He stepped forward and raised a hand so that the last of the undercurrent of chatter would subside. Without delay, it did.

With a quick glance to the south, where dozens of plumes of smoke now stood in the new day’s light, he cleared his throat and said, “This grave morning, we have been awoken by a call from across the water, from our fellows, the Norse of Lakeland.”

More than a few amongst the crowd stole a look to the south, not that any had failed to notice the reason for their rousing. The smoke was spreading on the still morning, standing like an ominous curtain. A few in the crowd muttered. The rivalry between Godsland and Lakeland hadn’t seen blood spilled in years, but the history of it had become the spine of the story of Markland for many settlers. 

Eskil continued, his tone firming, “We do not know what is happening in their vales, but they have raised the alarm and it looks to be grave. You all know there is a history of blood between our settlements, that is true, but it is not of wars or even battles, more one of challenges, disagreements, and rivalry. Forget that. They are our brothers and sisters, not just in blood, but also in devotion to the gods. That is reason enough for us to care. We will go to aid them. If their vales are burning, we will help, even if it’s just to douse the fires. This is what the gods would want. This is what we will do.”

Gudrid stood firm beside him and nodded. If Eskil was the Founder, then they all knew her as the Mother and favoured by the gods.

Eskil’s eyes roved over the crowd, him staring down any who dared mutter or whose eyes hinted that they thought otherwise. None would challenge him, not the Founder of Norse Markland.

After a pause, he continued, “Those able to wield a weapon should arm themselves and gather on the wharf. We will take all we can across the channel before marching on the Lakeland Vale where we will restore order. We are not marching to claim their land or halls, or to grab their property, but to stop whatever madness is unfolding.”

With a determined look at the crowd and in particular, to those who were already armed, he stated, “If Lakeland has need of our aid, we will give it to them.” With a smile, he added, “If the cost of that is entry to the great hall of Valhalla, then that is a price we will pay. But take care, as we still have much work to do in Godsland, my Ravens!”

Many of those gathered below eased their serious manner and gave a cheer.

Eskil looked over them again, watching as some shifted with nerves, others with a growing restless energy. “We go as soon as we are ready. Get your weapons and shields; also bring a blanket and food.” With another glance at the spreading smoke, he nodded. “We will be marching across more than one vale and be gone for several days.”

Ballr stepped forward after his friend had finished and called out, “For the Gods!”

The people of Godsland cheered.

***
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Ulfarr glanced at his crew as the boat rounded the rugged headland that protected the entry to the cove. The young Ravens, pulling hard on their oars, were quiet and focused as they neared their Lakeland landing.

The crew was a mix of young men and women, some born of Markland, others from across the sea, delivered by Faraldr’s ships.

Something occurred to Ulfarr as he watched his crew, their muscles flexing as they rhythmically drove the ship through the smooth waters. It meant little back at home, but much more where they headed – some of their number were of mixed blood, born of the union of Norse and Valefolk. In Godsland, such unions were more common, and usually resulted in marriages of free men and women, just like Brandr and Karek or Seta and Torrador. But such was not the case in Lakeland. There, in their rival’s vales, such men and women were always born of thralls, products not of love, but of lust, fear and violence.

Ravens arriving uninvited into the lands of the Wolves had potential to cause disagreement as it was. Adding anything that might stir the fires of animosity, such as mixed-blood Ravens, would only complicate their dealings with the Lakelanders, especially if, as his father feared, Valefolk or Lakeland’s thralls were involved in the troubles that had overrun Thoromr One-Eye’s lands.

Checking their progress, he saw they were already well into the waters of the cove.

It was too late to do anything but continue.

Hopefully, the make-up of his crew would not be a problem.

The situation reminded him of some of his father’s words from many years ago. He spoke not for Ulfarr’s benefit but to newcomers who had just landed from Greenland. The settlers queried, with a mix of surprise and shock, about all the children they saw in the young village – boys and girls, many with dark hair instead of blond, and with brown eyes instead of blue. The children were obviously offspring of Norse and Valefolk parents. To the questions of how this had happened, Eskil had only one answer – if Odin was to hold sway in the lands of the west then all children were precious, as they would be the ones to grow into the men and women who would honour the gods and build the future.

Ulfarr smiled thinking on that. Even then, his father had known not all of Godsland’s people would come from the old world.

Brandr spoke up beside him, “We are here.”

Ulfarr nodded and focused on what lay ahead.

The cove opened up before them with the beach coming into view. Although a dozen ships and boats were pulled up above the high tide line, and two ships stood moored in the waters, the place seemed deserted.

The Raven’s boat advanced, the crew rowing hard.

Back in Godsland, they’d had only moments to get what equipment they needed. They all wore knives and axes and carried shields, some also stowed bows and arrows. Aside from some skins of water, they had not brought any gear to set camp or food beyond a sack of bread and another of dried fish. They were to be quick, and part of their speed had been in their minimal preparation. Now, with the sun still low after rising, they prepared for their landing.

As they closed on the beach, they passed the first moored ship, the craft quiet on the small swell. Their boat came alongside, revealing a lone rowboat adrift nearby.

Ulfarr stood to improve his view, enabling him to peer into both the ship and boat as they passed.

The ship looked empty, but the rowboat held a dead man slumped face down, an arrow in his back. Blood stained the boat and the dead man’s shirt and neck, suggesting graver wounds were hidden from view.

He hissed, as they continued rowing, “Watch for archers.”

As they left the ship and rowboat behind, Brandr also stood to survey the scene. Quietly, he said, “The blood is already drying. He was killed before sunrise.”

Ulfarr turned back to the beach and the steep shoreline beyond. Only he and Brandr had ever been to the cove before. But they’d all heard the tales.

Lakeland had always been forbidden to them.

Ulfarr found himself running his fingertips over his cheek to soothe an itch – perhaps imagined – from his scar. The deep furrow had marked him ever since Brandr and his foolish boys’ adventure. Dore – Thormor’s bastard son and mixed-blood thrall – ensured their freedom by calling out to distract One-Eye and lead him away.

Looking at the pall of smoke, he wondered what ever happened to Dore, and where he was today. 

On a morning like this, when Lakeland burned, such reckless play seemed not just foolish, but from another life.

Looking at the shore, they all knew from the stories told around fire pits each winter that at the top of the steep climb, beside where the brook bubbled down to meet the sea, they would find the entry into Lakeland’s vale.

Brandr’s brother, Bjorn, whispered, “Do you remember much of the vale?”

Ulfarr swapped a glance with Brandr. A smirk followed, in spite of the rising tension.

Brandr shook his head. “No, we did not come this way.”

“But you have been there?” Bjorn said with barely suppressed awe.

Ulfarr’s early amusement faded, his lips forming a frown. They needed to focus on what they were doing. This was no time for adventure or the retelling of boyhood tales. “Yes, we were here, but much further over. We were fools.” He pointed to the scar on his cheek. “Thoromr One-Eye himself sent an arrow after me and gave me this lesson. Your brother nearly crippled himself. If not for the help of one of their thralls, we would never have escaped.” He looked around, taking in all the crew. “That was a day of play.” He swept his arm out and pointed at the smoke rising on the horizon. “This is no childhood game. We have already seen a dead man. We must pay attention and learn what we can before heading back. The Jarl of Ravens must know what we discover before he leads the rest of our people here.”

Bjorn grimaced, but agreed with a nod.

All the young Ravens were excited to be on such an expedition, doing important work not just for their Jarl, but their people as well. With Ulfarr’s words, most refocused on their oars and their search of the shore.

Gylla observed, “The smoke is thinning.”

Ulfarr agreed. “Some of the fires are dying, at least in this vale. Those more distant look to still burn strongly.”

And they were, the nearest plumes breaking apart as the flames that fed them either burned out or were tamed.

Brandr remarked, “The fires in the home vale were the first we saw, so they’ll also be the first to burn out.”

Ulfarr answered, “Perhaps. We don’t know anything yet, but the time for questions is coming to an end.”

Gylla said, “There’s no one on the beach or along the headlands, not that I can see.” 

Ulfarr nodded. “We will land and get our answers.” Remembering the dead man in the rowboat, he added, “But we must watch for archers.”

Brandr surveyed the Ravens as they pulled their oars. He selected two, the youngest, to stay with the boat and have it ready to leave.

Those chosen knew why Brandr had singled them out. Disappointment showed on their faces, but they respected Ulfarr and Brandr for leading the expedition. 

Ulfarr checked over the shore as they closed in. He then glanced back to the rowboat behind them and its bloody load before looking at Gylla and Bjorn. “You both will also stay with the boat, so that you can get away quickly and take word if we are attacked.”

Bjorn’s expression barley changed, although his eyes sparkled with anger.

Beside him, Gylla stared, her eyes wide and nostrils flared.

A tense silence settled over the boat as it cut through the water towards the shore. Only the splash and dip of the oars, along with the creak of the boat, dared intrude.

Finally, and with an irritated edge, Gylla stated, “If I am to carry word to not just Godsland but also Guldale, I will need to see for myself what has befallen Lakeland. Otherwise I won’t be able to answer any meaningful questions.”

Brandr raised his eyebrows at Ulfarr. It seemed a reasonable point.

Ulfarr again ran his eyes over the beach and the rising slope behind it that would lead them to Lakeland’s smoking heart. He found himself searching for hidden archers. After a moment, he gave a nod. “Yes, but a better point would be that I need our best bow.” He met her gaze. “You will come with us.”

Her relief showed in a poorly suppressed smile.

The boat continued forward through the still water and the quiet cove. For the first time in the morning, a light breeze began to rise.

They stopped the boat in the shallows, just short of the beach.

Quickly, they got out and grabbed their gear, the two youngest already preparing for their fellows’ return.

Ulfarr led his Ravens as they checked over the ships and boats around them.

A body lay slumped beside one of the beached rowboats.

A deep axe wound gaped in the Norseman’s back. A trail of footprints through the gravel leading to it indicated he’d been running when someone chased him down. The wound was wet and relatively fresh.

“Be wary!” Ulfarr hissed, as he made for the trail that climbed the slope alongside the stream.

Ulfarr and Brandr led them up the path with caution. The trail was well worn after twenty-two years of use by Lakeland’s fisher folk, new settlers, and the traffic that ran between Norse settlements, even though most of Lakeland’s dealings were with its own vales.

Raven and Wolf still rarely mixed, despite the cooling of past feuds.

The path gave up no new surprises, bloody or otherwise. The Ravens felt reassured as they prepared to enter the vale so long forbidden to them. When they reached the top of the climb and came into the vale proper, they could hear voices calling out from afar.

Ulfarr put a hand out to stop everybody so they could better listen.

The strongest, distant voice was of a wailing woman as she cried out in mourning. Her song was of grief.

The young Raven grimaced but again started forward.

The stream ran on ahead, meandering amongst the first thickets of trees. The path followed beside the water for now. The scent of smoke hung heavy in the air.

“Let us take care,” Ulfarr said, positioning his shield to better cover his side as he continued forward

Further on, as they headed deeper into the vale, they came across the first livestock pens. Three were empty, but the next held two dead sheep. The animals’ throats had been slit, and they lay upon crimson stained soil.

A timber shed stood off the path, past the pens, surrounded on two sides by a few fenced yards full of healthy crops ready for harvest. The beginnings of a small farm hall also stood there, with cleared ground and set posts. Behind everything loomed a thicket of trees.

The door on the shed hung open.

Ulfarr stopped and whispered, “Our archers can stay here, ready on the path. The rest of us will check the shed.”

Gylla pursed her lips, her grip tightening with frustration around her bow.

After the order was passed on, two thirds of the Ravens made for the shed. Gylla stayed behind on the road with the other archers.

Ulfarr could hear her hissing a curse under her breath. He ignored her, focusing instead on the open door ahead.

They passed the yards and made for the door, the interior lost in shadows.

Ulfarr and Brandr led the Ravens, both gesturing for the others to fan out around the building.

They approached with axes in hand, readying themselves for anything.

An unseen bird cawed nearby.

Ulfarr, ready to go inside, slowed his steps, distracted by the bird.

The bird took to the air where the trees were thickest, flapping dark wings.

Ulfarr stood at the doorway and looked inside. He could see that there was little to discover – some baskets and half-filled sacks lay piled in one corner, some tipped over, but aside from that and an upended stool, there was little sign of the murderous trouble that seemed to have struck Lakeland.

The voice of the mourning woman that had come to them earlier sounded out again. Her tones wailed long with raw sorrow but remained distant and from deeper in the vale.

Ulfarr, mindful of their slow progress, grunted, “There is nothing here.”

Brandr agreed.

They returned to the trail to continue. Before they even rejoined Gylla, she had the archers with her spreading out and continuing the advance.

They all felt the pressure of time, of the need to find answers and get them back to the Jarl of Ravens.

Ahead, the haze of smoke thickened, but the stirring breeze promised to eventually strip it away.

The path called them forward, the land gradually opening as they moved beyond the edge of the vale and towards Lakeland’s heart. The open space between the stands of birch and alder, and the turns in the path that kept the village and lake hidden from view grew wider. Not far to the south, the beginnings of the rugged bluff that climbed over the vale began to rise, its rocky roots hidden by more trees. They knew they would eventually find the village further along.

They all knew the stories of where the original meeting of Raven and Wolf had happened.

History said that the old hall sat at the foot of the bluff, between rock and lake, surrounded by birch thickets. Ulfarr could guess that the new settlers had long since felled most of the trees and filled the space with new halls, barns, and sheds.

He scanned the way ahead, searching for any threat, but saw nothing but smoke and trees. Other than that, as the sun continued to rise at their backs, the day began like any other.

The wailing voice trailed off, but others could also be heard, some bitter, others calling for aid. While the chorus grew, none of them rang out with urgency.

Ulfarr turned to the Ravens and said, “Come, but be on guard. The worst has passed.”

Brandr nodded beside him as they began to quicken their advance.

Eventually, they came upon another body, a Norse woman, beside the path. The blonde woman, with open and unseeing eyes, had been attacked with an axe and had wounds to her hands, arms, and chest. The grass around her was not only bloody, but trampled, as though her attackers had well outnumbered her. Just out of her reach lay a bundle of blankets she had been carrying.

Ulfarr took in the sight with a grim face, his mouth drying up as his gaze drifted to the bundle. More blood was evident there, too much of it to be the woman’s.

Gylla knelt beside the blankets, apprehensively reaching out to pull them back. As she moved the woolens, she revealed the small arm and red hair of an infant. With a sharp intake of breath, she pulled the blankets further down, hoping maybe the child was all right, but she only revealed more blood. Finally, she turned away.

With a gasp, she asked, “Who could do such a thing?”

Ulfarr shook his head in revulsion. To see an innocent killed in such a way sickened him. “This is no feud or disagreement, but something much worse.”

The surrounding Ravens looked on in an appalled silence.

With building anger, Ulfarr added, “If it is not neighbouring Valefolk tribes, then it will be Lakeland’s own thralls.” He met the eyes of those around him and said, “Come, we must get our answers.”

Brandr nodded, his face pale. After a few steps, he finally whispered the name that was on his mind, “Dore?”

Ulfarr agreed. “I fear it is.”

Gylla overheard and asked, “The thrall who led One-Eye away from you all those years ago and helped you escape?”

“Perhaps, but I hope he has had more sense than to unleash such carnage.”

Gylla was confused, “But he helped you? You said he hated his father, but how could he do such a thing? You saw the tracks in the grass – half a dozen of them must have chased her down.”

“He was collecting blades, even then. We saw them. He was planning for something like this.”

“Oh.”

“We will know soon enough.”

They rounded a bend in the path and cleared the last of the trees. Ahead, they saw the halls of Lakeland.

The village was crowded with buildings, just as Godsland was. But here the village spread between paddocks, yards, and the foot of the bluff, before the nearby waters of the lake, unlike the home of the Ravens, which was packed tightly into its Godsland gully. Smoke rose from many of the halls and two were nothing but blackened shells. Many of the yards that sided the path held slaughtered livestock, the animals lying in pools of blood.

People moved around the buildings, some working to douse the dying fires, others already moving to salvage what they could.

Brandr cursed, “By the gods, look at the bodies!”

There, beyond the edge of the village, two Norsemen threw corpses into a pit.

The bloodied bodies were all Valefolk.

Ulfarr spoke loudly so all the Ravens could hear. “If they are tending to the dead, the worst of the danger has passed – at least in this vale. We will go and discover what evil has occurred, but we must remain wary.”

Brandr considered, “We could go now and get word back to Godsland?”

“There is a good deal more to know.” He gestured beyond the bluff to the south and southwest, where smoke still climbed, joined by a distant, fresh plume as he spoke. “We will discover what we may, and then get word back. It doesn’t look like our axes and blades are needed here, but perhaps there is yet a need in other vales.”

Brandr and Gylla agreed.

They continued down the path, hurrying to the stricken village.

The men casting the bodies into the pit saw them first.

Ulfarr waved and went to meet them. As he did, he commanded his Ravens to put their weapons away.

The Lakeland men were covered in blood, but not from their own wounds. They also were wary, with one of them calling out to the shattered village behind them before Ulfarr arrived to meet them.

As the Ravens approached, closing the distance between them, a group of men and women from the village came up the road in response to the men’s call. They were armed and not one of the blades was clean.

Lakeland wore crimson this morning.

Ulfarr called out, “We heard your horns and came to help!”

The man frowned for a moment, looking the Ravens up and down. He then asked, “Where are you from?”

Ulfarr slowed and came to a halt a few steps out from the man. Brandr and Gylla stopped beside him, the rest of his people behind. “From across the channel.”

The man hissed, “Godsland Ravens?”

“Yes,” Ulfarr answered, adding, “and Markland Norse like yourself.”

The man thought on it for a second as his fellows came up the road to join him. Another larger group followed, centered on a tall and imposing figure with silver hair.

The Lakelander in front of Ulfarr shook his head, his weariness all too clear. “Well, I suppose we should thank you, but you are too late.”

Ulfarr looked around them, including a quick glance in the pit. The great hole held scores of bodies, all Valefolk or people of mixed heritage. Half the bodies, those on top, were bloody from the wounds of battle, but those underneath had been there long enough to discolour.

It seemed death had visited Lakeland lately, not just this morning.

Finally, Ulfarr asked, “What happened?”

“The cursed thralls began murdering their masters in the dead of the night. They killed our young and our livestock before setting our halls afire.”

Ulfarr glanced at the smouldering buildings.

In front of him, the first group from the village joined the men he was talking to; they were all of Norse blood. Lakeland Wolves. No living Valefolk were in evidence, not even young ones of mixed heritage. With a quick glance back into the pit, Ulfarr noted he could see smaller bodies – children – all bloodied. “You fought back?” he asked, indicating the pit.

“Once we knew what was happening, but scores of our people have died. Most of those who committed the murder fled when they could see we were rallying.” The man turned and cursed the pit before continuing, “These were the ones we were able to cut down or who were left behind cowering.”

“Children are in there?”

“Whatever you wish to call them – damned wretches or cursed Skraelings – they are all dangerous. If they did not lift a hand against us today, even if a babe, who is to say that they would not have done so tomorrow?”

Ulfarr did not have to remind himself he was in Lakeland. This was a harsher place, a vale where the Valefolk were treated very differently. Even known by different and older names – Skraelings.

This was not Godsland, and certainly not Guldale, with its even greater mixing of bloods. He wondered how those Ravens behind him of dual heritages were taking all this.

What of Brandr, a man married to Karek, the daughter of Seta.

Was his anger building?

Ulfarr glanced at his good friend.

Brandr’s cool gaze was lost to the pit.

Was Brandr looking at the children? Karek and Brandr had a young son and an infant daughter. It was possible that their own little ones were related by blood to some of the dead.

The breeze, growing in strength, swirled the smoke and stirred the nearby trees.

Ulfarr concentrated on what he had come to do. He raised his voice, attempting to grab back not just Brandr, but all his people’s attention, “What caused this murderous fury?”

The man in front of him grimaced. “They need no reason as they are a savage folk. Trion the Wild was right when he said we should have at least slit the throats of their men.”

Many of the gathered and bloodied Lakelanders behind him grumbled their agreement.

Ulfarr knew of Trion by reputation – nephew of Thrainn the Mad, and cousin to Thoromr One-Eye. He was one of the original three Norseman who had made Lakeland a place of anger and bloodletting all those years ago. While the young Raven had never seen Trion, he knew he was a year younger than his own father, and he was said to have a very cruel nature.

But, for now, he needed to bring this back to why the Ravens had crossed the channel. “Have they risen to murder like this before?”

“No, not here. Things happen, of course, but mostly we
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