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    This story is dedicated to you, our loyal USV readers. Without your continued support for the series, this novella would never have seen the light of day.
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A Note From Colin Taber
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In your hands you hold a novella set in The United States Of Vinland (USV) not sourced from my own mind. This may seem an unusual thing, but it is also a development I have encouraged, as in this case I have not only known Lee for many years, but I wanted to see what he might produce when given the chance to create new material that would help flesh out Markland and its frontiers. 

Two years ago when we launched Lee’s first USV short story, Old Gods, I was pleased with the results. I am again.

I hope you also enjoy his new work, the novella, Hunted. Again, this work is authorised and published by myself. 

Colin Taber

16th November 2016 
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A Tale From Norse America: 


Hunted
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The seagull wheeled and soared with practiced ease, using the warm summer air coming off the coast to gain height before heading out to sea to hunt. Laugi watched the bird as it grew smaller, the hint of a smile appearing on his weather-beaten face as the seagull effortlessly rode the air currents. He would have preferred to see a raven or eagle as a portent of continuing good fortune, but the sight of the sea bird still lifted his spirits. 

He knew their situation could be much worse. A few sailing days north of the main settlement at Markland, his small coastal boat had been hit with a brief but violent storm, its sudden appearance catching them too far from the coast. While no one had been lost, and the damage to his boat was minimal, the strong winds had pushed their craft even more northwards. Before they could make the safety of land they had found themselves much further from home than they had ever intended to travel.

They had left Guldale to hunt for seals and whales, searching the many small bays and islands found to the north for signs of prey. The Marklanders were doing well in their hunt, taking four seals in the first few days before the storm had hit them. Even so, Laugi was more than pleased with how his new boat, the Skate, had fared during the storm. Although small, with its crew of eight more than adequate for this voyage, she was typical of all of the boats that were built by the Markland settlers­–strong, agile, and dependable when put to the test. 

The seagull had finally flown out of sight over the horizon, so Laugi turned his attention back to their makeshift camp on the beach. The Skate, shallow drafted like all of the Marklander ships, was pulled well up onto the shore, only its stern left in the water. Myndill was skinning one of the seals from their hunt, a fire prepared so he could roast some of the seal meat. Gautarr worked to finish the final repairs to the boat, his skilled hands stitching a patch to the boat’s mainsail. Einarr and Ragnvald sat near Myndill’s fire, talking animatedly while they re-twisted some of the rigging ropes that had become loosened or frayed during the storm. As usual, they were talking about their new wives. Ragnvald had married the daughter of a Norse settler, but Einarr had chosen one of the free Valefolk from Godsland as his wife.

The three remaining crew–Ormr, Svafa, and the Valefolk scout Akik–were venturing inland in search of fresh water and small game to supplement their dwindling rations of dried meat and fish. When they returned, all of them would share the now roasting seal meat, filling their empty bellies before re-floating the Skate and beginning the long journey southwards back to Guldale and home. 

Laugi turned back to the boat. It took a few moments for him to notice that something wasn’t right. Gautarr had disappeared. Only a moment ago he had been working on the sail, but now he had gone completely out of sight, almost as if he were lying down in the bottom of the Skate. Concerned, he called behind to one of his crew.

“Myndill? Do you know where Gau–?”

Laugi felt a sudden, sharp blow to his back, almost as if he had been punched. He looked down, seeing the flint tip of an arrow sticking out of his abdomen, its point bloody red. He tried to turn to seek the source of the arrow, but his legs felt strange. A second arrow soon followed the first, this one punching out through his chest, and he collapsed to his knees. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Einarr and Ragnvald grabbing their weapons and quickly rushing out of sight to his rear. 

He knew he had to warn the others still out hunting, so he slowly placed his shaking hand on the carved horn that hung at his belt, but his strength failed him and the horn fell at his side once again. There were screams and sounds of battle all around him now, but Laugi felt too exhausted to turn to see what was happening. He found it hard to breathe, and foam started to fill his mouth, the taste of blood unmistakable. He felt no pain, but was incredibly tired, his eyes closing involuntarily as they lost focus.

He heard footsteps coming up slowly behind him before sudden, final oblivion took him.
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Akik smelled the smoke before either of his companions, long before they would be able to see it above the trees. He called the group to a sudden halt.

“Something is wrong.”

“What is it?” queried Ormr, his hand automatically moving to the haft of his axe.

“Smoke,” Akik replied. “More than you would need for cooking.” He sniffed the air, concern growing on his face. “The beach.”

Svafa dropped the small deer carcass he had been carrying over his shoulder, readying his own weapon. “What are we waiting for, then? Let’s get back to the boat.”

“We will,” agreed Akik, dropping the water skin he had been carrying over his own shoulder. “Hide the deer, and your water skins, too.”

Svafa dragged the carcass under a small bush, placing their water skins with it and covering them all with foliage. Satisfied that the deer and skins were well hidden, they moved cautiously towards the beach.

They knew they were close when they could hear the waves breaking, but the smell of the smoke was obvious to all of them well before then. Akik signalled for them to stop, crouching low before crawling forward through the undergrowth towards the source of his concern. Ormr turned to Svafa, indicating to the bigger man that he should wait where he was, before he also dropped low and followed the Valefolk scout. 

Ormr crawled ahead to find Akik hidden at the very edge of the foliage overlooking the beach. Akik signed to Ormr to be silent before pointing towards the part of the beach where they had pulled up their ship. It was all Ormr could do not to scream out in rage and rush headlong onto the sand when he finally saw the source of the smoke.

The Skate was fully ablaze, her sail already consumed by the flames that completely covered her small frame. Black smoke lifted high into the air, as if their ship had been turned into a funeral pyre. A quick search of the beach in front of the blazing vessel confirmed their worst fears about her crew. Ormr could see the bodies of Laugi and Myndill lying near their campfire, their bodies filled with arrows and their heads bloodied. Einarr and Ragnvald were closer to the forest, but no less bloodied or still. Of Gautarr, there was no sign, but Ormr knew he would not have left his companions. His fist tightened around the haft of his axe as he prayed to Thor, seeking vengeance for his friends.

The Marklanders had not died without a fight. Akik indicated where five enemy bodies had been gathered together on the sand. The remaining warriors of the war party were all over the beach, more than twenty in number. Akik pointed out to sea, just beyond the burning Skate. Through the billowing smoke, Ormr could see three narrow boats, their sides made of animal skins, and each containing two or three warriors, paddling towards the shore to join the others. Some of those on shore screamed cries of triumph to those offshore, holding aloft anything of metal they had managed to take from the Skate or the bodies of the Marklanders–axes, knives, tools, or even metal fittings from the ship.

The warriors were unlike any Ormr had seen before. They were almost as different to the purebred Valefolk as the Norsemen themselves were. They carried flint-tipped bows and spears like other local peoples, but wore complete outfits of seal or animal hide, and their faces were unpainted, another difference from those wild warriors who still occasionally raided some of the outlying farms in the Markland settlement.

Akik touched Ormr’s elbow, indicating that they should move back from the foreshore. Ormr took one last look at the burning Skate and the bodies of his friends before slowly and carefully crawling backwards into the undergrowth and following Akik back to where they had left Svafa.
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“Cut a haunch of meat from that deer,” Akik suggested to Ormr as he picked up one of the water skins and hung it over his shoulder. “It’s too heavy to take the whole beast, but we still need to eat and we shouldn’t waste it. We can each carry a water skin, too.”

They were back where they had hidden the deer carcass and fresh water. Ormr and Akik had needed to hold Svafa back
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