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Characters & Locations

The Godsland & Guldale Halls:

Ballr: An Icelandic friend and supporter of Eskil, married to Halla. He has many skills, from those of a warrior, to builder and carpenter. Father of Brandr, Bjorn and two girls (to be featured in Loki’s Rage).

Bjorn: Second son of Ballr and Halla, brother to Brandr, and married to Gylla, daughter of Eskil and Gudrid. Father of two.

Brandr: The son of Ballr and Halla, brother to Bjorn, married to Karek (daughter of Seta and Ari). Father of two.

Eskil: Orphaned as a child by the Battle of Svold, this bloody event fostered Eskil’s distrust of the rising kings in Scandinavia and his loathing for the White Christ’s missionaries who were one by one converting the region’s monarchs to their alien faith. Eskil is leader of the expedition and driven by a dream that would see him claim land so the old ways of his people may live on. He is married to Gudrid and father to Ulfarr, Gylla, Geira and Einarr. Originally from Norway, he has spent time in Denmark and Iceland before finally launching his expedition west across the ocean.

Galin: Crewman for Gylla and Bjorn.

Gudrid (Gudda): Wife to Eskil, mother to Ulfarr, Gylla, Geira and Einarr, and also strong in her faith. Gudrid is originally from an established, but poor Icelandic farming family. Known as The Mother.

Gylla: Daughter of Eskil and Gudrid, sister to older brother Ulfarr, and wife to Bjorn. Mother of two young children.

Halla: Wife of Ballr and friend of Gudrid and Seta, from a large and well established Icelandic family. Mother to Brandr, Bjorn and two daughters.

Samr: Younger brother to Steinarr, a warrior and trader.

Seta: A leading Valefolk woman, married to Torrador. She is mother to many (eight adults, including two adoptees), including the twins Arnorr and Karek (fathered by Ari the Woodcutter). 

Steinarr: A Norse warrior and older brother to Samr.

Styrr: Son of Steinarr

Torrador: Widowed by the shipwreck, but loyal to the cause and accepting of his fate. Torrador is a broad and tall man, a warrior from the Norwegian west coast now married to Seta. 

Ulfarr: The first son of Markland born to Eskil and Gudrid, married to Fair Bryn, the daughter of Faraldr.

The Lakeland & Allahofn Halls:

Afridr: Daughter of Wolves (Thoromr and Aldis)

Aldis: The widowed Greenlandic sister of Faraldr, remarried to Thoromr and mother to Ineke, Torr and Afridr.

Dalla: Wife of Josurr, Thoromr’s dependable right hand man and good farmer.

Hrodi: Agitating bad farmer in Lakeland, sympathetic to Trion the Wild.

Josurr: Husband of Dalla and father of Juti, and loyal man to Thoromr as well as a good farmer.

Juti: Son of Josurr.

Jarpr: Older cousin of Juti and nephew to Josurr.

Lita: Captrured Bear girl.

Loki: Son of Dore.

Rugga: Brother of the Lakeland blacksmith slain during the Uprising.

Thoromr: Son of Thrainn, a strong young man born in Iceland, and cousin to Trion. He is married to Aldis, sister of Faraldr the Greenlander, and father to Torr and Afridr.

Thrainn: Widowed by the shipwreck, assumed leadership of the Lakeland men. Oldest of all the survivors, father of Thoromr, and uncle to Trion. This giant Swede had settled in Iceland prior to seeking land in the west. Now passed on after being challenged by Eskil.

Trion: Weary of the new land he finds himself in. Iceland-born nephew to Thrainn and cousin to Thoromr. Supported by Oktell the farmer. Ruler of Allahofn.

Tura: head house slave in the Hall of Wolves.

Others:

Bryn: Daughter of Faraldr and married to Ulfarr.

Faraldr: The Greenlander who originally built the Lakeland Hall, as well as claimant on the Lakeland vale. Brother to Aldis. He is head of a large family with many links back to Iceland. Father of Bryn, who is married to Ulfarr.

Brodir: Oldest son of Faraldr the Greenlander, stationed on the Greenland farm.

Gedda: Uncle to Faraldr, and father of Godr and Geir.

Dusi: Uncle to Faraldr.

Godr: Faraldr’s younger cousin who first met the Gothi in Iceland.

Geir: Brother to Godr and based in Iceland.

Ineke: First born daughter of Aldis, by her first husband prior to her bereavement by the sea. Sent to Iceland to be raised under the care of Drengr.

Jarl Drengr: Uncle to Faraldr, based in Iceland. Father to Dorruthr.

Rota: An Icelandic widow raising Ineke. Mother to Rauth.

Locations & Terms

Helluland: The lands to the north of Markland and west of Greenland (Baffin Island).

Iceland: An established Norse colony.

Markland: The rugged and partially wooded coast to the south west of Greenland (Labrador).

Thralls: The Norse term for slaves.

Vinland: The island to the south of Greenland and Markland (Newfoundland).
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The Midnight Sun

Early Summer, Faraldr’s Farm, Greenland.

There was no easy way to hide, not in summer, when the Greenland sun only briefly set. The sky, touched by the gloom of dusk on one horizon, still burned amber where the sun had dipped below on the other – and above the thin clouds stretched golden. Yet it was midnight. 

In spite of the dim light, Ineke knew now was the time to strike. The short night would not get any darker and, soon enough, the sun would rise to start a fresh day. 

Besides, those who followed her grew restless. 

She had led them to the shores of Greenland, sailing along the Brine Road, guided by her adoptive brother, Raust. They were more than half way to Markland, but they needed to replenish their supplies. 

And here was the place to do it, at her Uncle Faraldr’s Greenlandic farm.

Pastures surrounded the farm in front of them, the buildings and yards nursed in a low vale split by a good stream that meandered to meet the calm waters of the fjord. All of it was edged by ridges of bare rock. In some ways, the land was like Iceland, but it was not the same. Greenland was still rugged, but also bore a tired look, as though it had long ago been exhausted by the wind and weight of what Raust had said were extremely bitter winters. 

At least for now, in summer, the air was still and fresh – and thankfully clear of the fogs they had passed through during the last few days. 

The banks of mist still unnerved her.

Agmundr, the grey-haired leader of the shipwrights, stood beside her and murmured, “The farm is surrounded.”

Raust had warned of the doors on the far side where two new wings ran off the old stone and turf hall. Those extensions, built of Markland timber, were used to house many of the settlers who wintered here during the annual crossing along the Brine Road.

With a grim smile, she wondered – would there be more of such crossings?

Perhaps not. Not after the mess she and her people had left behind in Iceland. 

And what they would leave here...

She nodded at Agmundr and prepared to go forward.

Before she did, she glanced back over her shoulder at the fjord’s waters. With no ships at anchor, other than her own, it was safe to say that the settlers who had spent the previous winter here had already sailed for Markland.

Her dark smile broadened.

She commanded eight ships – a mix of large cargo-carrying knarr’s and longships – as she led hundreds of people seeking land in the west. 

Half of them were the shipwrights or those who had followed her from Jarl Drengr’s village, now a looted ruin, while others had joined her from other settlements and farms along the Icelandic coast. Everywhere they had travelled, before sailing west, they had spoken of green vales, fertile fields, and a new world of woods and riches, collecting more ships, and those willing to fill them, in return for the promise of land.

Of course, some had tried to stop them, those who had too much to lose by leaving Iceland or by letting those who worked their farms leave.

Many of those who had spoken against her reminded her of Jarl Drengr.

In some cases, flanked by her hounds and supported by Agmundr, she had settled such arguments in blood.

Once she had rallied numbers enough to back her Lakeland claim and gathered their stores, they had finally sailed west. 

But each new follower added to the pressure on her to deliver what she had promised – farm land in the vales of Lakeland, and to be favoured by the next Lady of Wolves – her.

She wondered if she could do it, her doubts haunting her like wisps of drifting mist.

Agmundr was supportive and wise, but also gruff and strong when she needed. Between him and his shipwrights, with Raust and Rota, and those originally from Drengr’s village who had spent years waiting for the chance to head west, she had a loyal core who believed in her. She hoped that would be enough to bind any newcomers.

She had already discovered the best way to ease doubts was decisive action, even if it came hard and fast, and covered in blood. The dogs and their killing of Drengr and his son had proven that.

The lesson was to be quick and ruthless.

And it must be strong. 

Stronger than any other.

She fingered her axe as she focussed on the farm.

Initially, they had tried to be quiet in their approach, but it did not matter. Ineke and her people would outnumber whoever was here maintaining the farm before the next lot of settlers were due in autumn.

A sound of creaking timber came to them from the building.

Agmundr hissed, “They are awake!”

A moment later, the door facing them swung open.

A young man stood there. He was unarmed, but Ineke did not doubt he had weapons close to hand. Through a mask of calm, he said, “Welcome to my farm.”

Ineke grimaced. She did not want to talk, but now it was too late. “This is the farm of Faraldr the Greenlander?”

He nodded, not surprised that she knew. “It is, although he is not here.”

“Is he in Markland?”

The young man raised his eyebrows in surprise. “No. He left only days ago for Iceland.” His eyes narrowed, as he then asked, “Who are you to speak of Markland?”

She took a step forward, watched by Agmundr and scores of others. “I am Ineke, first born daughter of Aldis the Lady of Wolves. I head west to Lakeland. Who are you to ask?”

He paused, surprised by her answer. After a moment, he delivered his own, built of considered words, “I am Brodir, the eldest son of Faraldr, and keep the farm here so that settlers from Iceland can winter well as they cross the sea.” He glanced and took in all those who stood behind Ineke, noting their drawn knives, axes and swords. With a loud voice, so all could here, he said, “Come and share our food and drink. We are family. Be welcome to the farm of Faraldr as all who take the Brine Road are.”

She grinned at the offer, but did not go forward. 

If she entered his hall, she would be obliged to respect his hospitality.

She did not want to honour him in such a way.

He noted her hesitation. Quickly, concerned that she had not accepted, he tried to keep her talking. “You have brought the settlers earlier than expected?” His gaze roved over them, but also looked past them to the ships on the fjord. “And so many!”

“Yes I have. These are not Faraldr’s settlers, but my own.”

That took the young man aback. For a moment he stood silent, before offering, “The closest wing holds what stores remain after winter. Take what you need. The other is empty, aside from some Markland furs.”

She gestured with a glance and flick of her head for Agmundr to get to work. 

The shipwright hissed orders to those around him and went for the door so he could get into the wing. He was followed by a dozen others.

Faraldr’s son stepped aside to let them pass, his eyes on their blades and axes.

Ineke asked, “And what of your father, where is he going?”

“To see Jarl Drengr. He seeks more settlers as there have been troubles over the past year in Markland.”

“The Uprising?”

The man nodded. “You have heard of it?”

Her grin broadened. “Oh yes, but Lakeland is not the only settlement to have seen bloodshed.”

His face paled, his spirit sinking as he asked, “What other troubles have occurred?”

“Jarl Drengr is dead and his village looted.”

Brodir swallowed and looked into her eyes. “What have you done?” 

Behind him, the sounds of breaking timber and trouble rang out.

His wife and two young children rushed to his side. 

He put an arm protectively around them as he asked, “What of Markland?”

Ineke walked forward, joined by scores of others, only slowing when she stood at the doorway before him. “I will remake it.”

Agmundr appeared behind Brodir and his wife, a blade in his hand.

She nodded.

The shipwright cut Brodir throat first with a quick slash, and then grabbed his cowering wife who tried to push her children behind her.

Brodir bled out on the floor as she fell beside him with a matching wound.

Their children cried out and clutched at them as blood fountained across the floor.

Ineke grimaced, thinking of her own childhood, a thing of secrets and lies. With a hard voice, she growled, “Take what we need and kill any who remain, then torch the buildings.” She glanced at the yellow sky, before adding, “We sail at sunrise!” 
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Faraldr’s Unwelcome Surprise

Mid-Summer, Iceland.

Faraldr the Greenlander stood at the rear of his ship with a steady hand on the steering board. His weary crew worked their oars in front of him as they cut through a grey morning haunted by a light mist. They had finally reached Iceland and now plied the calm waters of the fjord that would deliver them to the village of Jarl Drengr.

The voyage had been long, most often through cold rains and driven by steady winds. Heavy fogs had harried them on occasion, just as precious few stops meant they were all relieved to finally reach their destination. 

And now they were here.

He had not sailed the full length of the Brine Road for twenty years.

Twenty long years.

In that time, Godsland had grown from a small hall under a hill into a village, just as Guldale and Lakeland had also bloomed. Other settlements had been founded along with hundreds of farms as the Ravens and Wolves of Markland tamed new vales and claimed more land for the Gods.

Truly, what they were building back across the sea in the west was a wonder!

Of the few thousand Norse who had made the crossing to Markland, from the old world to the new, most had come through this very fjord. Of course, they sailed west and followed the sun, whereas he now headed east through drifts of dour fog. But they all sailed for the same thing – to enable the rise and spread of their people.

He came to Iceland for many reasons, but foremost to check on how his request for extra settlers had been received. Of course, he also came to look in on the wellbeing of Ineke, his niece and the daughter of Aldis, the Lady of Wolves.

Faraldr had not seen her, just as her mother hadn’t, since she had been given up as a babe.

Aldis, mourning the loss of her son, Torr, had insisted on fresh news of Ineke.

He pursed his lips at the thought. Hopefully the Gods had kept her well, although he had heard little in the way of news in recent years. He did not want to return to Lakeland with word she had long ago passed on.

The crew pulled on their oars, sending the ship up the fjord, past shores of dark stone softened only by mist-veiled glimpses of summer’s green. The greenery shrouded the lower flanks of the ridges looming above the water on each side of the ship. The rugged heights stood as bare silhouettes, robbed of any detail by the haze. 

This was Iceland, a land always ready to show off its rocky bones, unless they were robed in snow. He might not have been here for twenty years, but he would never forget the island that had once been his home. 

Only two other places had shown him harsher faces – stark Greenland and the wastes of Helluland. In truth, Markland was also not so far from making such a list. 

A breeze stirred behind them. The wind’s first run over them did not die out, but continued, and even began to build in strength, dragging at the mist.

He called out, “Let us put the sail to use. We are all tired, be it of oars, saltwater, or each other.” 

His crew laughed.

Faraldr continued, “Let us hope the Gods have a fire, fresh meat and ale ready!”

His crew eagerly moved to set the sail, and it snapped as it filled. 

The crew turned to peer into the breaking mist, watching for the village.

Their relief at being so close to landing was palpable.

Of course, soon enough, they would need to begin the voyage back home.

At one point, a low finger of land reached out from the shore and into the water, but it did not block the way. The small spur was little more than a bank of stone and gravel that broke the monotony of the long fjord, aside from where a cairn stood upon it.

The rocks, piled up strangely on top of each other and reaching up to be taller than a man, sat atop a base of more carefully placed larger stones, and marks remained in the gravel around the cairn from its raising.

Faraldr did not have to wonder what it was – the stones spoke of death. 

He shook his head at the sight. Why waste time on such a marker so far from the village and so close to the water to most likely be the victim of high tides and swallowed by winter’s ice? If the rocks marked a death, then surely no body lay underneath the gravel and consequently below the waterline?

To leave a body in such a state would not just tempt doom from the deceased, it would all but gift the corpse to the wicked spirits of the sea.

One of his crewmen spoke to distract him, “The village.”

Faraldr shifted his gaze to look down the mist-filled fjord. He was curious to see what changes had been wrought by not just the years but also those enabled by his ships with cargoes of walrus ivory and other Markland goods.

The crews of his settler ships had reported new halls, stables and workshops. They had also spoken of a solid jetty that had been built and many people who now called this place home. Markland was not the only land growing because of him...

...and Eskil. 

He nodded to himself, acknowledging the near admission.

But if Eskil was the Founder, then Faraldr was the man who delivered settlers by way of the sea who would build the nation to come. 

He also was of great import. 

For Markland, in truth, there was more than one founder.

And also, he was responsible for what happened here because of the riches he sent to Jarl Drengr in payment for the settlers. Without him, his uncle would never have been able to claim the title of Jarl. Instead, Drengr would be little more than a comfortable farmer trapped in a bleak and isolated vale. 

If anyone should be claiming titles and demanding he be called Jarl, it was Faraldr. To his crew, he said, “You will need to call me Jarl Faraldr here.”

The crew agreed, one saying, “You are more than worthy of such respect, my Jarl.”

He nodded, for the statement held truth. Certainly more respect than that earned by some, such as his slothful uncle who had stayed in his hall drinking, eating and using Valefolk thralls to warm his bed.

The thought drew a frown.

He had sent the first Valefolk back along the Brine Road to show off the potential and otherness of the new lands of the west. That decision had worked too well, in spite of the poor men and women quickly sickening. Drengr had simply taken them into thraldom and demanded more.

Faraldr the Greenlander shook his head. He may not have seen his uncle for twenty years, but he felt he knew the man Drengr had become – a drunken and lecherous beast.

The wind blustered in a sudden gust, not just drawing his attention, but also stripping away the remaining fog.

From above, shafts of sunlight broke through the patchy cloud cover to grace the landscape.

The crew, like Faraldr, tried to get a good look at the distant village.

Surprisingly, the settlement seemed quiet.

Faraldr marched down the deck until he got to the bow. 

Squinting, he searched for any sign of life.

He could see the jetty and many buildings that had not been there at his last visit so long ago. One of them was a large hall, partially obscured by other structures. 

No ships stood anchored or tied up at the jetty, not even boats pulled up on the black sands of the beach.

The wind blustered again from behind them, setting the sail to snap as it whistled over the nearby rocks of the ridge.

Wood banged suddenly in the village, and did so sharply again. The dry slap of a shutter free in the wind.

Faraldr hissed, “Something is wrong.”

The crew glanced at him, but kept the ship on course. They merely wanted to land, for to sail the whole of the Brine Road as they had, with few landings, had been a test of not only endurance and skill, it also tried one’s patience.

A crewman said, “There are no boats.”

The wind picked up again and blasted over them as the ship closed on the wharf.

Faraldr nodded at the man’s observation. “And where is the messenger ship I sent last autumn with word of the Uprising? It should be at the jetty, waiting for the settler ships to join it at the end of summer.”

As the wind reached the village, other loose doors and shutters joined the destitute chorus.

They were close enough now to observe more details. 

Baskets and crates lay scattered near the wharf and on the beach. Wooden frames that would have once held nets and recent catches were bare of fish and gear. Some had fallen over or collapsed. 

One of the crew screwed up her lips as she checked the rooftops. “The village is abandoned. There is not even smoke from cooking fires.”

She was right. 

Faraldr’s gaze came to rest on the main hall. Closer now, and with a better view and the mist cleared, he realised that the roof had slumped in and that many of its timbers were blackened. In fact, many buildings bore the charred scars of flames. 

Here, after a whole season of hurried sailing, risking late drift ice, storms and the thick fogs that haunted the crossing, they had finally reached the end of the Brine Road to discover it ended in ruin.
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A Fine Summer Day

The Hall of Ravens, Godsland, Markland.

Eskil the Founder and Gudrid the Mother watched from the terrace of the Hall of Ravens as their daughter’s ship sailed. Gylla and Bjorn led a well crewed and stocked vessel, more so than it should be for a voyage meant to last only a few days.

But the Jarl of Ravens had his suspicions as to Gylla’s true intentions. 

Ulfarr exited the hall behind his parents, coming to join them, also to watch. He had Bryn with him, a protective arm around her waist. 

His wife smiled at the sun and the sight of the departing ship’s full sail. One of her hands kept her hair out of her eyes while the other rested across her belly. A bump now showed.

Finally, she was expecting, just as the Gothi had foretold.

The young couple were not only pleased, but relieved, although more than a season would run before she was due.

Eskil turned to look at his son and daughter-by-law, glad to see them together and at ease. He knew Ulfarr also wanted to go on this journey, taking his own ship, but his son had other duties. All of them did. 

None of them believed Gylla had any intention of sailing for just a few days. 

She and Bjorn had said enough to indicate they might be delayed exploring new fjords, following previously undiscovered rivers or landing in unknown harbours. It would not be the first time the two had set sail on such a journey. In fact, if they returned on time, that would be unusual.

Bjorn had worn a smirk when he announced that several sailors had spoken of promising fishing grounds where the fish, large and silver, jumped from the water and almost begged for someone to catch them.

Eskil and Ulfarr had both heard such tales, but they doubted that Bjorn and Gylla would check such waters, at least not in any meaningful way.

No. They all suspected the truth.

Gylla and Bjorn were sailing for Vinland.

They had taken an abundance of gear and packed good supplies – and tried to hide it. In fact, the only thing they hadn’t taken that would have truly given them away were their children and some livestock. 

Ulfarr put a hand up and waved, although uncertain his sister would see. He pulled Bryn closer to him and said to his father, “They will not come back with any fish.”

Eskil chuckled. “No, they will not.”

“So why let her go if she will not be open about the truth of their voyage?”

“If it was declared they were Vinland bound, and known that I sanctioned such a journey, I would quickly hear from Jarl Thoromr.”

Ulfarr considered that and gave a nod. “The Wolves claim the coast south of Lakeland.”

“They do.”

“It is a foolish claim, and one they cannot enforce.”

“That is true, but why raise it for argument if it can be avoided? Let us see what Gylla finds first.”

“What do you mean?”

“They go to see what they may. Perhaps they will reach Vinland and find some worthy sites for settlement.”

“Yes?” 

“Some have said Vinland is an island, and that there is a channel between it and Markland.”

Ulfarr’s eyes lit up with understanding. “If Vinland is an island, then it is not part of the claimed coast south of Lakeland.” 

Eskil was pleased his son had spotted the weakness in the Wolves claim. “Nor any other islands that your sister may discover.”

“Lakeland is in our debt. They owe us much for our help in quelling the Uprising.”

“Yes, they do. Should Gylla discover something of interest and we move to claim it, I will be sure to remind Thoromr when he finally hears of our actions, but not before.”

“Her ship is well stocked, but for nothing more than a summer camp.”

“They will come back. This is a voyage of discovery, not settlement. If she finds something and we want to claim it, we will send a hundred men and women and the means to take it.”

Ulfarr agreed, but then looked across the blue sky. “The weather is fine, but perhaps not tomorrow. She sails too far away for us to send aid.”

Eskil nodded. “Gylla is an adventurer, destined to travel and discover new things. She will manage the dangers as they arise.”

Ulfarr stilled his words, paused, and then asked, “And me, father? What am I?”

“If I am the Founder, then you are a stone laid on my foundation. You are the beginning of a wall. You, like me, are a ruler.”

“I would prefer to sail south.”

Eskil laughed. “Of course you would. You will get your chance for adventure, but foremost you must prepare for the day I am gone so you can oversee our people. That may not sound like a duty fit for the sagas now, but future storytellers will speak of you, and will do so while giving voice to words such as wisdom and strength. Trust me, my son, you have a very important role to play. I may have started this, but you will make sure it lasts.”

Ulfarr listened, but was not satisfied. “And while she is exploring, what would you have me do?”

“You and I will travel to the runestone to help the Gothi and Ballr with the temple works. There we will talk, learn and labour alongside our fellow Marklanders.”

His son smiled at that. The site of Odin’s Hall was a place all Godslanders were being encouraged, over the summer, to give a few days labour. He turned back to watch the departing vessel. “That is good. The Gods have given us fair weather so far this summer; let us hope it continues.”
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Chapter 3
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-

A Raven’s Call

Near the Borderland Ridge, Lakeland, Markland.

Young Loki grabbed any chance he could to get away from the Hall of Wolves, regardless of how short it might be. Inside the hall, he was not only burdened with too many chores but also the heavy weight of close scrutiny. Anything he did that did not meet the approval of Thoromr One-Eye, Aldis, or any other watching Norseman, earned him a thorough beating.

One-Eye would deliver a blow if he deemed Loki had slackened or showed disrespect. Aldis was even quicker with her judgments, although her punishments began with a frown, which summoned the knuckles, hands or boots of others who rushed to soothe the Lady of Wolves’ disappointment. In truth, all of the Lakeland Norse grabbed any chance to beat him.

In return, Loki did not discriminate – he hated them all.

For him, being inside the hall was dangerous, as was working in a yard or workshop where he could be closely watched. If he dropped a basket, spilled water or even held a door open too long to allow an unwelcome draft, he was liable to become a target. But it was all pretence. Rarely was he punished for what he had done – or not. There was always more to it. 

He was being punished for whom his father had been. 

Loki knew one day he would pay a high price for Dore’s crimes, whether it be worked to death or via one final heavy blow. All he could do, while so watched, was seek what labour he could that kept him out of the way. Sometimes that meant toiling at the far end of a field, in a wood, or hidden away in a shed. 

For now, he merely must survive.

And prepare.

Prepare for the day when an opportunity came that would allow him to escape. 

He would have to be patient and wait, and until then, he tried to keep himself well. Loki already knew where a few of his father’s old stashes of weapons and gear remained hidden, even after the Uprising. When he could, he checked on them. But he took great care not to alert the accursed Norse around him of their existence – or to give them yet another excuse to beat him.

One day he would be free!

The wind stirred and dragged at his long dark hair, drawing his thoughts back to the work before him on this summer day. He cleared rocks at the crest of the ridge, around where the beacon fire sat. They were working to better protect the stockpile of fuel from the worst of the elements, so, should it be needed, the wood could quickly be lit without fear of it being too damp or caked in snow in the future. 

Thoromr also wanted to improve the crude shelter used by those stationed to man the beacon. 

Loki thought it a waste of time, yet it got him not just out of the hall, but also away from the village and to the far side of the vale. Only six Lakeland Wolves worked with him, the men too busy with their own labours to bother with him, as long as he kept working.

His toil also gave him a chance to look not just across the valley, but also from the ridge top, across the fjord to Godsland.

The home of the Ravens.

Loki could see the village, not in much detail, though he could make out Eskil’s hall by its golden reed roof and hilltop perch. He wiped sweat from his brow. As he watched, he spotted a ship heading out, its sail being unfurled.

He vowed if he ever got the chance to kill the man who had delivered the Norse to Markland, he would take it. Claiming Eskil the Founder would be a far greater thing than escaping Lakeland. Such an action would honour the memory of his father.

Loki heard the call of a bird from behind him, the caw of a raven, perhaps. He didn’t bother turning. Instead, he relaxed as he took in the view, thinking of what revenge he might one day have.

He would avenge his father and so many others. It would be his purpose.

The bird called again, this time closer and more urgent. 

Again, he ignored it. 

Ravens reminded him not only of Eskil, but also of the Norse’s damned God, Odin the Allfather. He hated them.

Something hit him from behind, smacking his skull with a heavy thump. He sprawled forward, grazing his hands and knees on the rocks of the ridge. 

Before he even finished falling, he heard Thoromr One-Eye, Jarl of Wolves, berating him. “Back to work!”

Loki steadied himself and rolled over, already getting back to his feet. He absently noticed he had lost skin off a palm and his knees were bleeding. He mumbled, “Yes, my Jarl.”

Thorormr One-Eye growled, “There are many who say I should kill you, and damn my original judgement of two lives, and that the Ravens were here to witness it.”

Loki couldn’t help but glance back across the water at the mention of the Godslanders. A raven flew overhead, the black bird heading out over the Borderland ridge. Quietly, the boy said, “Why don’t you?”

Thoromr screwed up his face and thundered, “Because I have honour and stand by my judgement.”

Loki turned back to the man, but quickly lowered his gaze. Here, in front of the other Lakelanders, was no place for argument. That was the surest way to earn a beating.

The Jarl of Wolves indicated Godsland across the water with a nod of his head. “Forget them, they will not help you. You remain alive because I wish it. The day I don’t, you will join your father.”
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-

A Clear Sky

Near Allahofn, Lakeland, Markland.

Trion stood in his boat as he shielded his eyes from the glare of the sun, looking across the bay and past the headland that marked the seaward entry from the ocean. Summer arrived strong, although the odd storm nevertheless blew through. 

The kind weather was allowing many in Lakeland to rebuild after the ruin of the Uprising and subsequent Red Winter, but the Norse Wolves needed more than a run of sunny days to put those upheavals behind them. More than anything, Lakeland needed more people. Too many vales, only recently cleared, were being reclaimed by the wilds.

His hound, Vinr, let out a whine from his side. 

He looked down to her, putting a hand to her head. “You’ll be back with the wolf pups soon enough.”

Trion had been out on his boat after checking the opposite shore across from Allahofn. He suspected escaped thralls lived in the woods and hills beyond, so he now came down to the beach to check on his own settlement. Such a thing would be what he would do if it was him cowering in the thickets across the water from his enemy.

Of course, he would never cower, not before anyone.

He had seen nothing in spite of a close examination, but he was certain they did. Afterwards, he had headed back out across the water and turned for home. 

That was when he had seen it. Something not on the shoreline, but out at sea.

Skraelings?

He didn’t think so. The Valefolk took to the water occasionally, but usually in small boats of low design. Their vessels were not suited to the open water where they’d be swamped. The other peoples to the north and south might be more likely, but they had never come close to Allahofn.

He squinted against the bright light, searching the glittering waters.

There it was – a sail.

The local wretches didn’t use sails, not even Lakeland’s escaped thralls who knew how the Norse cut, rigged and set them.

It must be a Norse vessel.

He began to turn himself around with an oar as he checked the wind.

The breeze was favourable. It would take him straight out on a path ahead of it. Once there, he would see what he could and then head home, although his return would be onerous. Still, if someone was crossing the waters near his home, he wanted to know whom they were, and their purpose.

He set the sail and watched as it snapped full. A moment later, the boat began to pick up speed as it cut through the water and headed out to intercept the unknown travellers.
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A Wide Sea

Near Allahofn, Lakeland, Markland.

Gylla held onto the mast while she looked ahead. A boat with a full sail was charging over the waves, heading out of the bay they had begun passing. The small vessel was crewed by a lone man and on a course to meet them.

She was not overly concerned. The boat was of Norse design.

A man of Lakeland, she thought to her self. Considering where they were, most likely a man of the Wolves’ southernmost settlements, possibly allied to Trion more so than Thoromr.

Rumours once spoke of strained relations between the two Wolven cousins, along with talk of trouble along Lakeland’s western frontier from raiding Valefolk. 

She knew she would have to consider that, to not say any more than needed, or to hint at her own feelings over the personalities, factions and tensions in their rival’s vales. What happened in Lakeland was none of her concern. 

Or so she had once thought, remembering the Uprising and Red Winter that followed.

To say Lakeland’s troubles were not the business of Godsland was simply no longer true. The Ravens had lost good men and women in the Wolves’ vales, on lands within striking distance of the very shore the approaching boat had set out from.

Bjorn called out from where he held the steering board, “He will meet us easily.”

She nodded. “Yes. He has not simply a fast boat and hungry sail, but a good eye for the wind.”

Many among the dozen-strong crew agreed.

Bjorn asked, “Who is it?”

She shook her head. “We will know soon enough. This is the limit of the Wolves’ southern settlements... Allahofn. Where Trion the Wild and his followers live.”

Bjorn gave voice to all their thoughts, but had the sense to lower his voice as they neared the boat, “Trion is a mad man.”

Most mumbled their agreement.

Gylla called out to her crew to drop speed as they closed, and they brought the sail in as she went forward towards the bow. Bjorn handed the steering board onto another as he moved up to join her. 

The lone sailor brought his own sail in, likewise to slow and enable a meeting.

She cried out, “You there, are you from Lakeland?”

The man laughed, but it was not a friendly sound, the bark laced with derision. Once he recovered he responded, “We are Wolves, but in the southern vales we stand alone.”

Gylla frowned, but tried to ease her expression as the two vessels drew closer.

Bjorn did not like the manner of the man or his size. Bjorn was big, but a young man, the sailor before them had many more years under his belt and a body both lean and strong. Their visitor was able and agile, bound with taut muscle as he balanced in the bobbing boat. Something fierce lay about his face, a manner built of cunning eyes and a hungry mouth.

Then the Ravens noticed the hound beside the man’s leg.

As the distance between the vessels shrank, the Ravens could not doubt who was at the helm.

Trion looked straight at them, searching for a face he could recognise or something that would reveal their origins. 

He spied what he needed – a crewman of mixed blood, who bore the dark hair of a Valefolk parent. With a scowl, he barked out loud again, “Ha! Ravens – and in my waters!”

Gylla was not fearful, despite his crazed reputation, as her crew outnumbered him. Nonetheless, she was no fool; she knew he was not only dangerous, but also unpredictable.

Trion pointed at the crewman with black hair, cursing, “Look at you, sailing with such a man!” 

Gylla did not want to stop. “We are heading south,” she said, ignoring Trion’s slight.

“Why? Where are you going? I hold all land south of here!”

She tried to suppress a smile at such a claim, failing, she blustered, “This is a big land, a sprawling place of fjords, vales and islands. Plenty for all, or so my father says.”

She regretted her last words as soon as they left her lips.

His eyes narrowed, and after a moment he charged, “Your father is Eskil!”

She saw no point in denying it, not now. Besides, she knew she was well protected. “I am Gylla, daughter of Eskil and Gudrid.”

He laughed hard again, his gaze roving over the crew, stopping on the hulking form of her husband. Finally, as the boat came alongside, slowly drifting on the swell, Trion said, “You are not welcome here.”

She had no interest in discussing it with him. Besides, she knew his next fight would most likely be with Thoromr the Lord of Wolves, not the Ravens. “We are exploring the coast and fishing grounds.”

“Turn around and sail back home. There is nothing for you here. The coast south of Godsland belongs to the Wolves.”

She couldn’t help herself, even though her ship was already beginning to drift by, passing Trion’s boat. “Vinland is claimed by the Greenlanders, and that is to the south. Your claim is already moot.”

He scowled at her. “We will see!”

Raising her eyebrows to question the lone man, she asked, “Who is we?”

Her crew laughed.

He grimaced as the end of her ship passed him by. Any pretence of civility dropped away. Over the slosh, splash and rhythm of the sea, he muttered, “We should have throttled you Ravens when we had the chance!”

Bjorn grinned in spite of himself, both appalled yet also pleased to see his wife stir such a man. 

She whispered under her breath, so her husband could see to the orders, while she remained with her gaze on their foe, “Get us away. He is too dangerous for us to linger.”

Bjorn chuckled as he went for the rigging himself, repeating the order softly as he passed among the crew.

Behind them, Trion watched them with narrow eyes as they set sail to the south. More than anything, he knew the Wolves needed more people.
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-

A Roaring Fire

Iceland.

Faraldr the Greenlander sat at a table in Jarl Drengr’s old hall. The fire pit roared with life, at least more so than the abandoned village that surrounded him and his exhausted crew. Everything was covered in ash and dirt, and stank of both the damp and flames that had claimed so much of the place. What had happened here was a terrible setback for Markland, and also a mournful waste, but at least it was no longer a mystery. 

No, not at all.

They arrived low on supplies after their long voyage, and with Faraldr’s reasons for coming seemingly dead. At first, those from the west were stunned by what they had found, but nonetheless, they soon discovered something equally shocking – the village was not as deserted as it first seemed.

A few inhabitants remained.

The survivors had been hiding in the ruins, where they watched the newly arrived ship. Once they realised it was Faraldr the Greenlander, the founder of the Brine Road, they had come forward and offered what greetings they could, but their tidings were grim.

The inhabitants were few – an old man with a lame leg who remembered Faraldr from his previous visits long ago, a deaf girl, a woman with a missing hand, and her son. They made Faraldr and his crew as comfortable as they could in the old hall, the central building one of the few that remained standing, mostly untouched by the fire that had consumed so much else of the village. 

The boy, fit and quick, was sent to take word of Faraldr’s arrival to some of Jarl Drengr’s relatives at another village in a nearby vale.

And now, as the rain fell outside to overwhelm the last of the afternoon, Faraldr and his crew waited. 

The old man may have a lame leg, but his mind was sound. Quickly, he had his guests settled at tables beside the fire pit, while he offered them stew and ale. 

The steaming food was marked by chunks of horsemeat. After a long season at sea, any fare came as a welcomed change from fish. The ale was a surprise amidst the sad and charred ruins, but evidently, many barrels had been left behind, buried under rubble.

The gloomy turn in the weather suited Faraldr’s mood. He shook his head at what they had discovered, the truth hard to digest. 

So, as they ate and drank, the old man told Faraldr what he could about the bloody night a season ago. 

The night Jarl Drengr had fallen. 

He spoke of a young woman fired up by a life of lies, threatened and wronged by the jarl and his son, yet defended by a pack of hounds. “Some say the dogs were bewitched. When the Jarl went for her, the animals tore out his throat, but what they did to his son was unspeakable.”

He told of blood and upheaval, and since there was so much of it, the young woman knew she would have to leave. And for her, there was only one place to go – to the same place as everyone who left the village. 

Markland.

Faraldr asked, “Did no one try to stop her?”

The old man shook his head, the flames of the fire pit reflecting in his eyes. “No. She was supported by many warriors and shipwrights, but also by her loyal hounds.”

“So why is the village in ruins?”

“They burnt it down and killed those who wished to remain. They wanted to stop Jarl Drengr’s relatives from discovering the truth and pursuing them.”

“But you survived?”

“We were lucky. The boy was away and the girl in the fields hidden by crops. The rest of us were able to escape while the chaos unfolded. There were more of us, others with wounds and burns, but they did not survive.”

Nearby, the one-handed woman wiped at tears to hear the retelling.

The old man continued, “They filled the ships here, stole more vessels from neighbouring settlements, and then headed along the Brine Road seeking land in the west.

Faraldr asked, “And who was this woman who led them, this lady of hounds?”

The old man met his gaze at the question. With a grim look, he answered, “You know her. She was the same red haired girl you sent to us all those years ago.”

Faraldr nearly choked on his stew to hear it.

Ineke.

The deaf girl came up to his table, interrupting the moment as she topped up his ale. 

The old man sadly chuckled. “Jarl Faraldr, they took most of the stores we had in the village. They knew what to pack for such a crossing after so many years of sending hundreds of others west, but still they could not take everything. They left enough walrus ivory here for me to be a jarl and ale for me to drink myself to death every night for a year!”

Faraldr thought on that and gave a tired laugh, easing the grim air. 

His crew joined in. 

The Greenlander put his stew aside for a moment and looked at the people hosting them, the last of the villagers. “And you say they left with eight ships?”

“Yes, four that were here, and four more they gathered in the days before they left, or so we were told. They bought some, but stole others.”

“Blood was spilled?”

The man nodded. “During every part of her takeover.”

“Her? Ineke?”

The man nodded again, stepping closer to the fire to warm himself. “Yes, the Lady of Hounds.”

Faraldr shook his head. “My niece.”

The man did not respond at first. After a moment he said, “She was sad after she lost the man she was to marry. We were told not to speak with her unless she needed something. The day before they torched the village and sailed, she had a hundred of her followers go with her and raise stones along the shore, marking the spot where her love had been murdered.”

“Murdered?”

“By the Jarl’s son, and by his order. So she claimed in any case.”

Faraldr shook his head. Drengr had sown the seeds of his own fate here, just as Thrainn and the Wolves had long ago prepared the ground for Lakeland’s grim harvest during the Uprising. The thought refocused his mind. “And now they head west, hundreds of them, on a fleet twice the size of anything Markland has ever seen.” A thought struck him, so he asked, “We only transported settlers who held true to our Gods and had not given themselves to the White Christ. Do you know if she sought to uphold that in any way?”

The man shook his head. “I could not say. Very little was planned about their sailing. She took any who would swear loyalty.”

Faraldr frowned to hear it.

The old man tried to soothe his worries by offering an opinion, “Jarl Faraldr, I would think that they will run out of supplies well before they reach Markland.”

“You said they knew what to pack because they had prepared the settler ships?”

“The settlers always resupplied in Greenland, and we also had more time to load their vessels. Even if they stop in Greenland, their numbers are too many.”

Faraldr wondered about Brodir – how would his son fare if faced by the arrival of so many hungry Norse? 

For that matter, why had his Iceland-bound ship not encountered her bloody fleet?

Had they passed each other while in the Greenland fogs?

Faraldr sighed. “We need more settlers in Markland, but not a hungry mob. They will not be well received if they land there. Should they not first starve, be claimed by a storm, or lose their way.”

The old man agreed. “She knew she had to leave here. To stay would mean death. She sailed to survive, and consequently will do what she has to on the way.”

Faraldr again thought of his son in Greenland. This was not good news.

The rising thunder of hooves sounded out, climbing above the drum of the rain. Soon the jingle of bridles, gear and raised voices joined the close, surrounding chorus as a force of riders swept into the ruined village, heading straight for the old hall.

Faraldr got to his feet, as did his crew. His eyes went to the old man, who had already put a hand to the blade he wore on his hip. 

“Who is it?” the Greenlander hissed, reaching for his own weapon.

The old man peered into the gloom through the open main doors. Behind him, the woman grabbed the deaf girl by the hand and headed for the shadows.

“It will be Geir and our boy.” Yet he did not step forward to greet the arrivals, nor lift his hand from his blade.

Faraldr waved his crew forward, away from the tables and benches, to spread around the entry to the hall. He called back behind him, “Aside from Geir and my uncles, are there any others who could threaten us?”

The old man finally stepped up, but remained behind Faraldr. “Many have taken up arms since the spring troubles, but most work to protect their own. Only people of your family move in force around these vales.”

Faraldr understood. 

The riders slowed outside the hall, their mounted silhouettes discernible against the sky’s dark grey. The rain eased as they came to a stop. 

The riders dismounted, one of them lifting a boy down who had ridden in front of him, sharing his mount.

It was the boy the old man had sent.

Faraldr relaxed, as did his crew. 

The old man took his hand off his blade and came forward. “It is Geir.”

Faraldr put away his weapon, and with a glance, his people did the same.

The boy hurried inside, out of the rain, the riders following at a slower pace.

A man entered the hall first, slowing at the threshold as he looked inside to see what awaited him. His caution was real, but there was urgency in his manner. He bore an anxiety born of a spring of blood and ruin.

The old man dipped his head, “Welcome back, Geir.”

Geir stood at a good height and with a lean build. He pulled off his cloak, made heavier by the rain, and led his people forward. He nodded to the old man, but his gaze quickly switched to Faraldr. “We came as soon as we heard of your arrival.” And not prepared to wait, he prompted, “Jarl Faraldr?”

The Greenlander nodded, “Yes.”

“I am Geir, a cousin of yours. Last time you were in Iceland, I would have been little more than a babe. I am the son of Gedda, who even now works with our uncle Dusi to right what has happened here.”

Faraldr stepped forward and clasped arms with the man. The Icelander held some resemblance to him, but was also a good many years closer to youth. “Come dry yourself by the fire while we get you food and drink.”

The old man went to see to it, bowing to Faraldr’s authority. 

***
[image: ]


Geir had shed what wet gear he could, as had those who had ridden with him –eight of them in all – and now they stood and sat around the fire pit, drying off as they nursed their ales. They faced those aligned to them, studying features so familiar that it seemed possible Geir and Faraldr were not the only blood relations.

Yet, until now, the vast western ocean had separated these allies.

Faraldr watched them, realising the water was not all that separated them, but also experience. Two thirds of his crew had never been to Iceland before. In truth, until this trip, some of them had never even seen Greenland.

They were the same people, but born of different worlds.

Geir took a swig of ale before asking, “So, you saw nothing of her on your passage here?”

“No, not of Ineke, or her thieves and murderers. Thick fogs hugged much of the Greenlandic coast. Several times we were becalmed and forced to row, thankfully never for long. At times we heard others in the murk, and even came alongside some ships and boats. But what we saw were all Greenlanders travelling local waters to fish, whale or trade goods.”

Geir pursed his lips as he wondered aloud, “Is it possible they have struck trouble and been doomed at sea?”

Faraldr knew the seas of the Brine Road well. He had sailed between Greenland and Iceland half a dozen times, and between Markland and Greenland, ten times more. “It is possible they have struck trouble. Drifting ice and rugged rocks follow along the fog-bound coast. Perhaps they have been swamped by a storm. We cannot know. Regardless, one thing is unlikely – that all her ships have been lost together. If they left with eight, perhaps one or two might not make the journey, at least to Greenland, in which case, they will still have the numbers to take what they want.” His thoughts again focused on his son. 

With a sinking feeling, he could not help but think his son was in danger, possibly already dead. His son had been at the family’s Greenland farm with two thralls, some others, and his wife and young children.

His gaze drifted over the old hall to the charred timbers at the entrance, the chaos of ransacked crates and sacks scattered across the floor, and the blackened hole in the roof.

If Ineke and her fleet of chaos had so easily fallen into theft and bloodletting here, what would stop them in Greenland? By the time they reached the settlements there, with supplies low, they would take all they could and kill any who refused them.

The icy feeling in his gut turned over. He was certain of it – if his son was not already dead, then he would have dealt with grave trouble.

He stood up. “I need to deal with matters here, and quickly. I must then set sail for Greenland and my son.”

Geir nodded. “I know I speak for my father when I say we will do all we can to help.”

Faraldr’s gaze grew intense. “I will see your father if he is close enough to not delay my return west, but know that the Brine Road must be restored. Not only restored, but made bigger and more robust. We need to send more settlers to Markland and also a force to chase down Ineke and douse the fires her coming will bring!”
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-

Odin’s Hall

On the way to the Runestone, Godsland, Markland.

That afternoon, Eskil walked with Ulfarr and Brandr along the rocky beach. The path to the temple was well worn after a spring and summer of Norse who had gone before them to offer labour, along with regular runs of supplies that also took the trail from Godsland village. 

The midafternoon sky was clear, but clouds, dark and tall, sat far to the south. The Ravens noted them, thinking of Gylla and Bjorn, but they knew such glum weather lay distant enough to not endanger the recently departed travellers. In any case, the Gods would watch over them, surely.

Eskil left Gudrid behind, saying he would be back the day after tomorrow. He was going to check on the works at the Landing Runestone, and also do his part to help. Ulfarr and Brandr would likewise toil and then return with him. Their labours at the site of the new temple would be good for others to see, and at the same time, give them a chance to speak with both Ballr the Builder and the Gothi, both of whom had spent much of the summer out at the temple site. 

The waves crashed along the beach as they rounded a rocky point where the runestone finally came into view. They also saw shacks, materials and the bustle of people. A place busy with toil.

Sea birds flew over the beach and wheeled above the distant camp. Brandr watched them, searching the
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