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  Prologue


The wind and snow were howling outside, but within the hall a fire was blazing. Many years before, they had built the hearth first, laying the long stones end to end, before raising the beams around it. Now, although the edges of the hall disappeared into the shadows, the great fire burned hot and bright in its centre.  
At the benches, wives and husbands polished off the last of the evening’s meal, and the scent of roasted meat and fresh bread mingled with the smell of smoke in the air. More than one cheek was flushed, as cups of sweet mead and dark beer were supped by those who had worked all spring, summer and harvest to prepare for the winter. Now that the snow had come, it was time to enjoy their labours. Down by the fire, the children played games of bones, or busied themselves with the puppies and hounds which lolled about, as close to the fire as they dared.
As conversation slowed, the lord seated at the high table leaned forward, peering through the gloom. “It is time, I think, for a tale.”
From the corner, an old man rose slowly and moved toward the fire, a long deerskin cloak hanging from his shoulders. “So, then…” his rough voice was deep and soft, yet still clearly heard throughout the hall, “what tale should be told this night, hmm?” He looked over the children, who were clustering around him. 
“Of Throlf Dragonsbane, perhaps?” 
He glanced from one child to the next, his gaze settling on one young boy who still toyed with a dark, speckled puppy. “Many know how he slew the great dragon, but few still tell of how he fought the nine fey folk, on the Hill of Karkarost.” 
The young boy now looked up, and the bard smiled. “Or, perhaps you would hear tell of Alheim the Ancient, and his battles against the demons of the north?”
“We have heard Faerie stories enough,” one of the older men said, with a chuckle. “Let us hear another story – one the children do not already know by heart.”
The bard’s eyebrows dipped low, as he scanned the upper benches for whomever had spoken. “Very well; no Faerie stories.” He cleared his throat. “A tale of real men, then. Of heroes and kings; of loves lost and loves won; of sacrifice… and of death.”
“Sounds like a fine story,” another of the men spoke up, “if it is as you say.”
“I shall tell,” the bard said, looking about the room, as if gathering himself, “the saga of Karik Haldsson.”
The hall suddenly went quiet, and many of the elders set down their cups.
After a moment, as the light from the fire flickered on the bard’s face, the lord spoke: “It has been some time since that name was spoken on this side of the sea.”
“Even so,” the bard said, smiling at the children, who were now looking at him with eyes wide and mouths agape, “the tale is a good one, though some still fear to speak it. 
“The place to begin is, of course, at the beginning…” 
Untying the deerskin, the bard let it fall, rolled back his shoulders and made ready. 
“So. I shall tell first how Karik was driven from his home, and how this led him to a dragon…”






  
  Chapter 1


It is said that the isle of Vrania is named for the trickster Vranr. He was so cunning, the stories say, that the seven kings turned away from their wars against the dragons to imprison him on the distant isle, barring his return with treacherous rocks and storming seas.  
Whatever the truth of the old stories, the isle of Vrania is harsh beyond measure, its shores surrounded by the tumultuous waters of the great sea, and swept by the frigid winds and storms which come howling down from the icy North Sea. Hard and short are the lives of those who live there, as they strive, year on year, to hoard enough food to last the winter.
In the days when Karik was young, King Viglir ruled the eastern plains of Vrania, from the sea to the first mountains, where his people raised herds of cattle. King Jarhost, from his great hall on Bjarnmont, ruled the eastern portion of the isle, from the mountains to the western coast, where the poorest of Vrania worked in their little fishing villages.
One of these villages was called Yrdnara, and it was here that Hald and Elva made their life, with their sons: Hald Haldsson, the eldest, who bore his father’s name; Karik, the second born; and Mirn, who was the youngest.
Like the other villages along the coast in those days, there was often too little food in Yrdnara to last the winter. Some years, the harvest was better and the fishing less sparse, and so it was only the very old and very sick who breathed their last, as the land was buried in snow. But on other years the harvest was barren and the inlet waters empty. The cold would come, and in the summer, there would be many new graves on the slope, north of the village.
Because of this, in the years when the harvest was at its worst, and the winter looked at its most grim, it was customary to send out the young men most likely to make a way for themselves. Some of these outcasts made their way deep into the mountains, and lived lonely lives among the rocks, surviving off of the meagre provision of the mountains. Others took the path from the sea to Bjarnmont, where their king held court, and launched cattle raids upon the plains of Viglir.
As Karik grew however, the winters grew colder, the snow remained longer, and food became more scarce. In his sixteenth year, despite all their efforts, the people of Yrdnara found few fish in the fjord, and game was scarce in the forest.
Still, they labored hard in their small fields, hoping to somehow grow enough to survive through the winter. The crops had some promise, and there was hope as Karik watched them grow.
It was near to harvest time when Karik awoke, early one morning, to the sound of howling wind muffled against their hut. He threw off the fur blanket he slept under, gasping as the cold struck his limbs.
His father stood in the door with Elva, his shoulders sagging. With fear making a pit in his stomach, Karik yanked on his clothes as his brothers began to stir.
“Come,” their father called form the door way. “Let us save what we can.”
As he turned away, Karik saw the snow piling high in the dim light of morning, the first snowfall of winter.
They worked franticly, even young Mirn helping to carry a small basket in the cold, as they tried to save their harvest. All day long they worked, till their fingers cracked and bled from the cold, until the last rays of the sun vanished over the horizon, and the clouds settled again above the village.
Snow fall had come early, and the icy grip of winter was never far behind, so they set to work hunting. Day after day Karik ventured into the forest with his father and older brother, and each day they returned, walking past the ruins of their crop with little to show for their efforts besides exhaustion.
“It will be a lean winter,” Elva told them. “And we will all have to tighten out belts.”
That night, as he lifted the ladle of soup, Karik let it tilt a little more, so that half of his portion fell quietly back into the pot, and he saw that his father did the same.
The next morning they rose early, woken by hunger, and returned to the freezing forest to seek anything that might help them through the winter. So the days continued, until the winter locked the land in its icy grip, coating the fjord with ice, and filling the mountainsides with treacherous snowdrifts.
In the evenings, Elva showed her sons how to sing and tell tales, for songs make the cold and hungry nights of winter pass more easily. She told of Vranr, and his sons, and the curse that banished them to their isle, tales of warriors striving against wyrd and foes beyond their reckoning. Yet even the mightiest songs cannot hold back death forever, and Dunharvic, the dead horseman of the underworld, was busy that winter.
Karik’s uncle, Halric, died of frostbite, as the first icicles formed on the rooves of Yrdnara; Grita, the wise woman of the village, was placed beneath the snow as the winter solstice drew near.
On the longest, darkest night of winter, before the door of every house was built a bonfire, to burn through the night and ward away Dunharvic, the horseman of the dead. But, it was in vain, for of the nearly two hundred souls who lived in Yrdnara, twelve did not wake the next morning. When Karik rose from his bed after Dunharvic’s Night, he found his brother Mirn sick. It was the cold sickness, born of too much cold and too little food.
Elva tended him as best she could, and Hald took his two sons deep into the forests, to seek out anything they might eat. They hunted as whenever they could, by sun or by moon, but the storms drove them inside, even as their food grew less every day.
Then, Hald grew ill, and Karik hunted only with his older brother, and often alone, as he attempted to cover more ground. Many times, their father had warned them of the treacherous snowdrifts – the deceptive ice packs, where a man could be lost in an instant – but, each time, Karik found his way home through the storms. And each time he found Mirn sicker than before.
In the end, Karik found that all of his effort was for nothing; as the snows deepened, in the heart of winter, Mirn breathed his last, and Karik helped his father bury his brother, on the northern slope which overlooked their village.
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The flames were guttering, and he needed to add more wood, but for a moment Karik sat still, watching the flames struggle. All year they had worked to bring in food to keep themselves alive, and for weeks he had hunted give Mirn enough food.
And now he had failed.
“I miss him."
He spoke softly, but he felt his mother's eyes on him, even as his own remained on the fire, watching the small flames gnawing away at a damp log. With a pop, each flame would then go out, winking away into the few glowing coals. Karik felt among the sticks at his feet for some dry wood, which he could use to coax the coals back into flame.
Slowly, his mother rose and came to sit beside him.
“We will meet the dead again,” Elva said. “There will be a day when we are rejoined, in the halls of the All Father.”
Karik’s fingers were almost numb from the cold, but he found a pair of sticks which felt more dry than wet, and placed them on the coals surrounding the damp log. “Yet, I miss my brother still.” He laid the sticks in place and blew on them gently, until a small flame flickered to life. He looked up, to see the glint of a tear on his mother’s face, reflected in the fire’s light.
“I do as well,” she said, softly. “I miss him very much.”
Karik stared into the fire, watching the flames rise higher. He thought of how Mirn had coughed, toward the end, his whole body seizing and shivering with cold. He thought about how Mirn had suffered, and how his father had suffered, and how his mother still suffered. A few more sticks set the fire to crackling again, and he saw the log begin to catch, at last.
Would the next year be better? He had hoped for it often enough, yet each year had been worse than the one that came before. Were they all doomed to watch each other slowly starve?
It suddenly occurred to him that his mother had watched Mirn grow sicker alone. While he had distracted himself by hunting, she had watched his brother every day, as his cough worsened, his shivering grew more violent, and he slipped farther and farther away.
“I am sorry,” he said quietly; “he was your son before he was my brother.”
Elva gave a sad smile. “Next year will be worse,” her voice shook as she said it. “It may be that they will throw lots for outcasts.”
“We will hunt,” Karik said, firmly, “and the fishing will be better.”
“Even so,” Elva shook her head, “a year such as this is hard to recover from.”
“Will next year be any different?” Karik asked. “The years have not gotten better for some time. Are we all doomed to starve together?”
“This is the curse of Vranr,” Elva said. “We are trapped here, on this isle, and we suffer.”
Karik stared into the fire, and a question which had been burning in him for some time finally came out: “Perhaps I should try to make the passage of the Black Isles, and find what lies beyond.”
Elva looked up, sharply. “Do not say such things, on the day when I have already buried one child.”
“We came from the west,” Karik persisted, “or so the tales tell. There must be a way.”
“Unless the gods have closed it,” Elva’s voice was suddenly bitter. “Many who thought to cross the Black Isles, have been taken by Dunharvic, . The curse that brought Vranr to this isle and made it his prison holds still the Black Isles in their grip. We are bound here as he was, as surely as if we were locked within a cage.”
She turned her eyes on him, fixing him with a stare which burned brightly in the fire’s glow. “The only thing worse than burying a child is knowing that your child is dead and not being able to bury him. You will not chance the Isles, until the gods open the way, none shall pass.”
Karik turned back to the fire and said nothing more on the matter, but his mind turned it over like a dog gnaws at a bone.
Vrania was growing full, and if nothing changed then this would be how they would live, starving and freezing through each winter. In the flames, Karik looked into the years to come.
He saw himself grow older, marry, and have children even as the hunger in Vrania grew worse. He saw himself bury his parents, his children, and then his wife until he stood alone in the snow.
Karik shook himself, then reached in to throw the ends of burned branches into the coals. It was unlikely he would be the last one left alive in Yrdnara, but there was no way he could see that they would find a new way to feed themselves.
Not in Vrania.






  
  Chapter 2


Winter turned to spring, but the new season brought little relief to the village. Hald and Hald Haldsson turned to laying out crops, while Karik was sent to hunt and fish. 
When he hunted, he went alone, but when he fished, he took out a boat with Igil Tormsson, a young man of his own age. Together, they were very cunning with a boat, able to slide into narrow places, where other fishermen were too careful or too wise to go. Igil shared Karik’s curiosity about the Isles, and his mother had told him more about it than had Elva.
“The last ship to try the Isles from Yrdnara went only a few years after we were born,” he told Karik. “Apparently, the bow carving washed up on the shore a year later. Although many tried before then, none have tried since.”
“I have heard that those up the coast achieved much the same result,” Karik said, as he slowly pulled in a net, “as far north as Yrdstadt, at least.”
Igil nodded, then the two of them worked in silence for a while, listening to the lapping water against the boat, the cries of the gulls and the moan of the wind, as it came sweeping over the cliffs overlooking the fjord.
“There will not be enough food,” Karik said, at length.
Igil looked up, sharply. “Why do you say that?”
Karik gestured at their boat, empty of fish. “My father’s crops take slowly, for all the work he and my brother put into them.” He shrugged; “When the fishing is poor and the harvest is weak…” He shrugged again and Igil shook his head.
A heavy gust of wind suddenly blew over the cliffs, howling loudly, and both young men looked quickly to the sky. No dark anvil clouds could be seen over the mountains, nor the long, heavy clouds which often preceded them, so they turned back to their fishing.
“The hunting is nothing to speak of, either,” Igil grimaced, and jerked his head to the wooded slopes, where his brother Revik had disappeared on a hunt that morning. “Revik said yesterday that it’s been a week since he found a fresh deer track. Even the wolves are growing sparse.”
Karik let the net play out through his fingers. “I do not think that we will find a way to feed ourselves on this island. If there is a way for us to survive the years to come, it will be found beyond the Black Isles.”
Igil chuckled. “We will need a ship, one better than these little fishing vessels, if we will explore the isles in search of a passage. It will take more than a few oars to pull us free from danger. Such a ship will require a great deal of work, and gold besides.”
“We will not be able to gather all this here in Yrdnara,” Karik said. He straightened and rolled his shoulders, shaking out the soreness that came from bending so long over the net.
“There are fewer people in the north,” Igil pointed out. “And the Undmir, with its gold, is there as well. Perhaps we might find better hunting and a little gold there, enough to make building a ship possible.”
Karik nodded but, before he could answer, he felt a pull on the net.
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