
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



THE VIKINGS 



OF LIBERTY BAY


The Story Of Poulsbo’s Surprising Origins 

Created by Martin Francom

[image: 75]

May your life be filled

with Adventure and Joy!

Martin Francom

Copyright © 2025 by Martin Francom

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: The Festival Discovery
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Emma Larsen's phone had lost signal three turns back, leaving her navigating by instinct and the occasional glimpse of Liberty Bay through the trees. When Front Street finally appeared—all cheerful Scandinavian storefronts and Norwegian flags snapping in the salt breeze—she felt the familiar flutter of anxiety that preceded every fieldwork trip. Please let there be something real here.

Six months of grant money. Twelve months until her thesis defense. And her advisor's last email still burning in her memory: Your work needs a stronger argument, Emma. Cultural preservation is fine, but where's your original contribution?

She pulled into a parking spot near a bakery called Sluys, where the scent of cardamom and butter made her stomach clench with hunger. She'd skipped breakfast, too nervous about the two-hour drive from Seattle. The street teemed with families in various states of Viking costume—plastic horned helmets on children, elaborate fur-trimmed capes on adults who clearly took this seriously. A group of bearded men in chainmail hauled a painted shield toward the waterfront, laughing about something.

Emma grabbed her recorder and notebook. The festival was perfect timing, her advisor had said. See how they perform their heritage. Document the constructed authenticity. But that phrasing made Emma's teeth ache. These were real people celebrating something that mattered to them. Who was she to call it "constructed"?

"You look lost."

Emma spun. An older woman stood behind her, silver hair pulled back, blue eyes sharp with amusement. Her red vest was embroidered with intricate rosemaling, and a name tag read: FESTIVAL VOLUNTEER – Britta.

"Just getting my bearings," Emma said, closing her car door. "I'm looking for the historical museum?"

"Two blocks that way." Britta pointed past the bakery. "Though it closes early today because of the festival. You'd better hurry."

"Thanks." Emma started to move, then hesitated. Something about Britta's expression suggested she wanted to say more. "Have you lived here long?"

"All my life. My great-grandfather came from Bergen in the 1890s." Britta's voice carried that particular pride Emma had heard in every Norwegian-American community she'd studied. "Thorvald Nilsen. He helped build the original church."

Emma's fingers itched for her notebook. "Do you have any of his papers? Letters, journals?"

The slightest pause. "Just some old photographs. Nothing exciting." Britta glanced at her watch—an obvious deflection. "The museum, though. They have the real archives. You doing research?"

"Master's thesis. UW. Norwegian-American cultural identity in—"

"In diaspora communities," Britta finished. "We get a few of you academic types each year." Not unkindly, but not warmly either. "Word of advice? People here are proud of their heritage. Don't expect everyone to appreciate outside analysis."

Emma felt her face flush. "I'm not trying to—"

"I know. But that's how it can feel." Britta's expression softened. "The museum's good people. Lars will help you. Now go, before they close."

The Poulsbo Historical Museum occupied a modest space two blocks south City Hall—two rooms of glass cases and sepia photographs. Emma stepped inside, grateful for the cool dimness after the bright festival chaos. The walls were lined with stern-faced settlers: bearded men, women in high collars, children posed like small adults. Display cases held fishing gear, hand tools, letters in Norwegian script.

The man at the desk looked up from his computer. Mid-fifties, wire-rimmed glasses, name tag reading Lars Peterson. "Help you?"

"I'm hoping to access your archives." Emma approached the desk, trying for professional confidence. "I'm researching the early Norwegian settlement here, particularly how the Viking identity—"

"For a thesis?" Lars removed his glasses, cleaning them with a cloth.

"Yes. How did you—"

"Britta called." He smiled slightly. "Small town. You're interested in our founding period?"

"The 1880s primarily. Jorgen Eliason, Peter Iverson, the earliest settlers. I'm trying to understand how the Viking traditions emerged in the community."

Lars replaced his glasses and studied her. "The Viking connection's straightforward. Norwegian immigrants, Norwegian heritage. The Vikings are part of that."

"Right, but this community seems particularly invested in that identity." Emma chose her words carefully. "More than other Norwegian settlements I've studied. I'm curious about the specific origin of the traditions here."

Something flickered across Lars's face—not hostility exactly, but guardedness. "Tourism became important to our economy. The Viking imagery attracts visitors."

"Of course. But when did it start? Was there a first festival, a founding event?"

"I'd have to check the records." Lars stood. "Let me pull some materials. They'll need to stay in the reading room."

He disappeared through a door marked ARCHIVES. Emma wandered the museum, studying photographs. The earliest pictures showed crude cabins, men with axes beside enormous tree stumps, women in gardens. No Viking imagery anywhere. Then, in photos dated 1895 and later, she began seeing it: costumes at celebrations, a wooden dragon-head mounted on a building, children with toy swords and shields.

"Here." Lars had returned with a cardboard box. "Letters from Eliason, excerpts from Iverson's newspaper, some transcribed journals. Handle them carefully—they're fragile."

The reading room was barely larger than a closet. Emma settled at the small table and began working through the materials with practiced care. Most were what she expected: accounts of clearing land, building homes, the challenges of frontier life. Homesickness expressed in formal Norwegian. Complaints about weather. Small victories celebrated with restrained pride.

Then, beneath a folder of Iverson's newspaper clippings, she saw it.

A single sheet of paper, different from the others. The handwriting was hasty, irregular, as if written in agitation. The paper itself looked torn, the left edge ragged. Emma carefully slid it free and began reading:

March 12, 1893

I can no longer keep silent about what has taken root here. What began as shameful trickery against the Suquamish has become something worse—a mockery of their beliefs and our own heritage both. Last night I confronted H. and B. about the continued masquerade. They claim it now protects the settlement, but I see only deception poisoning everything it touches.

My own search for genuine evidence has been tainted by association with their false apparitions. The authentic artifacts I believed I found—now I question everything. Did I see what was truly there, or only what I wished to see?

K. believes—

The entry ended mid-sentence where the page was torn.

Emma's heart hammered. She read it again, then a third time. Shameful trickery. Masquerade. False apparitions. And who were H., B., and K.? The initials suggested the writer was trying to be discreet, even in a private journal.

She checked the other documents. Nothing else in that handwriting. Nothing explaining the context.

"Excuse me." She carried the page to where Lars was reorganizing a display. "Do you know who wrote this?"

Lars glanced at it and frowned. "That shouldn't have been in there."

"But what is it? It mentions something about a masquerade and the Suquamish—"

"It's an unverified fragment." Lars took the page from her, not roughly but firmly. "We don't even know who wrote it. Could be anything—gossip about festival costumes, some theatrical production that went wrong."

"It seems more serious than that. The tone—"

"Miss Larsen." Lars's voice was still polite but had lost its warmth. "We have fragments of all kinds in our archives. Out of context, they're meaningless. This community has a proud history of Norwegian settlers who built something from wilderness. Our Viking Festival celebrates that achievement." He slid the page into his pocket. "I can't let you base academic conclusions on unverified gossip."

Emma felt her face grow hot, but years of fieldwork had taught her when to push and when to retreat. "Of course. I understand. Could I at least see any photographs you have from the 1890s? Especially anything showing early festivals or celebrations?"

Lars's shoulders relaxed slightly. "Those I can help with."

The photographs were more revealing than he probably intended. Emma studied them carefully, making notes. The pattern was clear: no Viking imagery in photos before 1895. Then suddenly it appeared—dragon ships in parades, costumed celebrations, symbolic shields hung on buildings. Something had changed in the mid-1890s. Something had sparked this particular expression of Norwegian identity.

And someone had written about it. Someone who called it a "masquerade" and a "shameful trickery."

One photograph particularly caught her attention: an elderly bearded man and a woman who appeared to be Native American, standing beside a display of artifacts. The caption read simply: O. Stubb and wife with collection, circa 1900.

Stubb. The surname was Norwegian, but Emma didn't recognize it from any of the founding families she'd researched. And his wife—indigenous, clearly, in a town dominated by Norwegian immigration. That marriage must have caused talk.

"Time to close up," Lars announced, glancing at the wall clock. "Festival starts officially at five."

Emma reluctantly gathered her notes. She'd documented what she could, but the real discovery—that torn journal entry—was now in Lars's pocket, unavailable for further study. She'd have to find another way.

Outside, the festival had hit full swing. The replica Viking ship she'd seen earlier was now positioned in the center of Front Street, its dragon head gleaming in the late afternoon sun. Children lined up for photos beside it while vendors sold Norwegian pastries and craft goods from colorful booths.

Emma felt unmoored, uncertain of her next move. The fragment haunted her. What began as shameful trickery... What had happened here in the 1890s? And why was Lars so protective about it?

"Find what you needed?"

Britta materialized from the crowd, still wearing her volunteer vest, now carrying a canvas bag with the festival logo.

"Not exactly," Emma admitted. "More questions than answers."

"Sometimes that's where good research starts." Britta studied her face, seeming to make a decision. "Not everything about our history is in the museum."

Emma's pulse quickened. "What do you mean?"

"Every town has stories that don't make it into official archives. If you're really interested in how the Viking traditions started..." Britta lowered her voice, though the festival noise around them made eavesdropping unlikely. "You should talk to Vern Martinsen."

"Who's he?"

"Old. Ninety-three last birthday. His grandfather was one of the original settlers." Britta paused. "His grandmother was Suquamish."

The same combination as the photograph. Emma's mind raced.

Britta rummaged in her bag and produced a pen and receipt. She wrote an address and phone number. "He lives out on the old centennial farm. Call first—he's particular about visitors. But if he agrees to talk to you..." She handed Emma the paper. "He knows the stories that didn't make it into Lars's archives."

"Why are you telling me this?"

Britta's expression was unreadable. "Because you looked at that museum and asked the right question. Not 'where did the Vikings come from?' but 'how did this identity form here?' That's a better question." She adjusted her vest. "And because I'm tired of simple stories. Truth is usually more complicated than we're comfortable with."

Emma clutched the paper. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me yet. You might not like what you find." Britta turned to go, then paused. "One more thing. My great-grandfather's name was Thorvald Nilsen, like I said. But everyone called him something else—Tall Thor. He was friends with Ole Stubb. The man in that photograph you were studying."

"Stubb—he was one of the founders?"

"Not officially. Not in the histories. But yes." Britta's blue eyes held Emma's. "He was here first. Before Eliason, before the others who get credit. Ole Stubb was the first Norwegian to settle on Liberty Bay. Ask Vern about him. Ask about 1890 to 1895. Ask what happened that nobody wants in the museum."

Then she disappeared into the festival crowd.

Emma stood motionless, the noise of celebration washing around her. The replica Viking ship loomed in her peripheral vision, tourists posing happily beside it. Children waving plastic swords. Vendors selling dragon-head jewelry and "authentic" Norse crafts probably made in China.

Simple stories for simple celebration. But underneath...

She looked down at the address in her hand. Tomorrow she'd call Vern Martinsen. Tonight, she'd review her notes and try to remember every word of that torn journal entry before the memory faded.

What began as shameful trickery against the Suquamish has become something worse.

Emma walked toward her car, the festival sounds fading behind her. Above Front Street, Norwegian flags snapped in the breeze off Liberty Bay, the same waters that had drawn settlers more than a century ago. The same bay where, apparently, something shameful had happened. Something someone had tried to document, and someone else had tried to hide.

She had come looking for a thesis topic about cultural identity preservation. She had a feeling she'd found something else entirely.

Something that might matter more than an academic argument.

Something that might actually be true.
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Chapter 2: The Storyteller
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The Martinsen house sat on a bluff overlooking Liberty Bay, far enough from downtown Poulsbo to escape the festival crowds but close enough that Emma could hear distant Viking horns announcing the afternoon boat races. Weathered cedar shingles, a deep porch with hanging ferns, and a Norwegian flag faded to pale red and washed-out blue—the kind of house that had seen generations pass through its rooms.

Emma checked the address Britta had written on the receipt, then climbed the porch steps. Before she could knock, the door opened.

The woman who answered was in her fifties, silver threading through dark hair pulled back in a practical braid. Her handshake was firm, her gaze appraising. "You're the historian from UW?"

"Graduate student," Emma corrected, returning the handshake. "Emma Larsen. You must be—"

"Jana Martinsen. Britta called." Not unfriendly, but wary. "Said you had questions about the Viking traditions."

"If your grandfather's willing to talk. I know it's an imposition during the festival—"

"He's having a good day." Jana stepped aside. "But fair warning: Grandpa Vern has stories about everything. Whether they're all historically accurate..." She shrugged. "At ninety-three, he's earned the right to his version of events."

The house smelled of coffee and cardamom, and something else—old wood, old books, the particular scent of a place where time accumulated in layers. Family photographs lined the hallway, generations of faces showing a clear blend of European and Indigenous features. Emma wanted to stop and study each one, but Jana moved purposefully ahead.

Then Emma saw the portrait at the end of the hall and froze.

Black and white, probably from a daguerreotype. A stern-faced man with a wild beard stood beside a much younger woman with high cheekbones and watchful eyes. Between them, a small boy in a stiff collar stared at the camera with Ole's intensity and his mother's wariness.

"Ole and Kaaxkwei Stubb," Jana said, noticing Emma's fixation. "With their son Leif. Around 1895."

Emma stepped closer. The woman's face was striking—beautiful in an austere way, but it was her expression that held Emma's attention. She looked like someone who'd survived things that would have broken others. "The museum photo caption just said 'O. Stubb and wife.' They didn't even use her name."

"They wouldn't." Jana's voice was carefully neutral. "Grandpa has the original daguerreotype. This is just a copy."

"Britta said she was Suquamish—"

"Tlingit," Jana corrected. "From far north. There's a lot the museum doesn't mention." She gestured toward a sunlit room. "This way."

Vern Martinsen sat in a leather chair by the window, a woolen blanket across his knees despite the summer warmth. His face was a map of ninety-three years, deeply lined, but his eyes were sharp beneath bushy white brows. A carved wooden cane rested against his chair—Haida work, Emma thought, recognizing the raven motif.

"Grandpa, this is Emma Larsen. From the university."

Vern studied Emma with the long, evaluating look of someone who'd spent a lifetime reading people. "Here for the Vikings, are you?" His voice was surprisingly strong, with traces of an accent that hadn't been erased by decades in Washington. "Everyone's always after the Vikings."

Emma sat in the chair Jana indicated. "I'm interested in how Poulsbo developed its Viking identity. The museum has some materials, but—"

"Lars Peterson guards that place like Fort Knox." Vern's mouth quirked. "Afraid someone might tarnish the town's precious image with untidy facts."

"Emma found a journal fragment," Jana said, settling onto the arm of her grandfather's chair. "Something about a 'Viking deception' in the 1890s."

Vern's eyebrows rose. "Did she now." Not a question. "And Lars let you see it?"

"It was mixed in with other documents. I don't think he meant to." Emma leaned forward. "When I asked about it, he said it was unverified and took it away."

"I bet he did." Vern chuckled, a dry sound like wind through beach grass. "What else did you find?"

Emma hesitated, sensing she was being tested. "Photographs. No Viking imagery before 1895, then suddenly it's everywhere. And there was mention of someone named O. Stubb—one of the earliest settlers. But he's not in any of the standard histories."

"Ole Stubb." Vern pronounced the name with something like affection. "My great-great-grandfather. And you're right—he's been scrubbed from the official story. Too complicated. Too inconvenient." He gestured toward the window and Liberty Bay beyond. "Before Eliason, before Iverson, before there was a town at all—there was Ole. Alone out here on Dogfish Bay."

"Why did he come?"

Vern's eyes glinted. "Vikings."

Emma waited.

"Not his Norwegian heritage. Actual Vikings." Vern tapped his cane against the floor. "Ole Stubb believed the Vikings had reached these shores a thousand years before Columbus. He had fragments of an old map, writings nobody could decipher. Back in Norway, they called him mad. Gal-Ole—Mad Ole. He lost everything chasing that belief."

Emma's pulse quickened. "Lost everything how?"

"His fishing boat. His wife. His reputation. His family's money." Vern counted on gnarled fingers. "Spent it all trying to prove what scholars said was impossible. Finally, there was nothing left but to leave Norway or starve."

"So he came here looking for proof."

"Came here convinced he'd find it. He'd connected fragments from his map to a Hudson's Bay trader's account of deep inlets in Washington Territory. Thought the coastlines matched." Vern shrugged. "Maybe they did. Maybe he saw what he wanted to see."

"And did he find evidence?" Emma asked. "Of Vikings?"

"That's the question, isn't it?" Vern's expression grew thoughtful. "Ole found things. Markings on rocks that looked like runes. Metal pieces with patterns. But was it Viking?" He paused. "Or was it something else? The Suquamish had traded with northern tribes for centuries. Patterns travel. Beliefs migrate. How do you tell Norse influence from Tlingit, from Haida, from any of the peoples who'd been moving along these coasts for thousands of years?"

Emma wrote quickly, her mind racing. "And the 'Viking deception'—that's connected to his search?"

Vern's face hardened slightly. "That's where the story gets complicated. You see, Ole brought his obsession to Poulsbo. But the others..." He looked out at the water. "The others created Vikings where none had been. For very different reasons."

"What others?"

"Jana, get the box from my desk. The one with the old papers."

While Jana left the room, Vern was quiet, watching the bay. When he spoke again, his voice had dropped. "You ever wonder why it was called Dogfish Bay? Nasty creatures. But Ole saw opportunity—caught them, rendered them for oil. Made enough to survive while he searched for his proof." He shifted in his chair. "Lived alone out here like a hermit. The Suquamish thought he was touched. Maybe he was. Then he got himself a wife. Not in the usual way."

"Kaaxkwei," Emma said.

Vern's gaze sharpened. "You know her name?"

"Jana mentioned it. She said Kaaxkwei was Tlingit."

"Good. Most folks around here just say 'Ole's Indian wife' if they mention her at all." Vern nodded approval. "Names matter. History erases the ones it finds inconvenient."

Jana returned with a weathered wooden box, smaller than a shoebox, and placed it on the table between them. Vern opened it with careful fingers. Inside were yellowed papers, folded letters, and a small leather-bound journal with a cover darkened by age.

"My grandfather kept these. Ole's grandson, Kaaxkwei's son." Vern touched the journal with something like reverence. "The family considered them embarrassing for years. Bad for business to have your town founder labeled a madman with a native wife." He lifted the journal and held it, not yet offering it to Emma. "Ole wasn't much for writing. This belonged to his son—my grandfather. He learned to write at the mission school."

Emma's hands itched to hold it.

Vern studied her face for a long moment, then handed it over. "You can read it here. Too valuable to leave my sight. But I'll tell you how it begins."

Emma opened the journal carefully. The handwriting was neat, practiced, each letter formed with the precision of someone who'd learned English as a formal exercise:

This record is my attempt to preserve the truth about my father Ole Stubb, my mother Kaaxkwei, and the founding of what is now called Poulsbo. I write these words in 1937, as the last living person who witnessed the events as they truly happened...

"There's your Viking deception," Vern said quietly. "The whole story. From someone who saw it."

Emma looked up, hardly breathing. "May I—"

"Read it here, like I said. But let me give you the beginning, so you understand what you're reading." Vern leaned back, his eyes distant. "It starts in Norway. 1874. Ole Stubb—ridiculed by his entire village. A fisherman who'd lost his boat chasing fool's dreams. A scholar with no education. Husband abandoned by a sensible wife who'd finally had enough."

He paused, and Emma had the sense he was deciding how much to tell her.

"But Ole Stubb was possessed by a single belief that would carry him across an ocean, up a continent, and finally to this shore. Where his life—and the history of this town—would take a turn no one could have imagined."

Vern's voice dropped to almost a whisper. "Where he'd create something. Or discover something. Or maybe both. Where the line between truth and deception would become so tangled that even now, more than a century later, we're still trying to sort it out."

He gestured to the journal in Emma's hands. "Read. And then tell me—after you know the whole story—tell me whether Ole Stubb was a visionary or a fraud. A discoverer or a deceiver. Because that's the question that matters, isn't it?"

Emma's throat was dry. She looked down at the journal, then back at Vern.

"What if he was both?" she asked quietly.

Vern's mouth curved in a slight, sad smile. "Then you're smarter than most who've come asking. Start reading. We'll talk more when you're done."

Emma turned the page, and as she began to read, the room around her seemed to fade. The distant festival sounds, the warmth of the afternoon sun, Jana moving quietly in the kitchen—all of it receded.

In their place came the cold wind off a Norwegian fjord. The smell of salt and fish and poverty. The whispers of a village about the man they called Stubborn Ole, who'd lost everything and was about to lose even more.

The story was beginning.
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Chapter 3: The Map Fragment
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The North Sea hammered Bergen's harbor in sheets of gray rain. In a small room above a fishmonger's shop, Ole Stubb bent over his table, studying the parchment fragments by lamplight. Outside, the storm rattled the window glass. He barely heard it.

"You'll rot your eyes squinting at those scraps."

Ole didn't look up. "Go away, Nils."

Nils Thorvaldsen filled the doorway—barrel-chested, beard like steel wool, smelling of wet wool and tobacco. "The Christiania leaves tomorrow. Half the village is signing on for America. Last chance, Ole."

"I'll be on it."

"With what?" Nils stepped into the room that had served as Ole's home since Ingrid left. "You've sold your boat. What've you got for passage?"

Now Ole looked up. At twenty-six, his face already bore the weathered creases of a much older man, deep-set eyes hard beneath a prominent brow, once-blonde beard streaked with premature gray. "That's not your concern."

"It is when your sister sends me to check on her mad brother." Nils moved closer, eyeing the fragments with familiar disdain. "Still certain the Vikings sailed to America's western shore?"

Ole placed a polished stone on one curling corner of the parchment. "Not certain. I know it." He traced a faint line across the surface. "This matches no European coastline. The saga fragment speaks of 'mountains that touch clouds beyond the great water passage.' These runes—"

"Runes that no scholar in Christiania could identify." Nils pulled up the room's only other chair uninvited. "Runes that Professor Munthe called 'probable forgeries' before you nearly struck him."

Ole's jaw tightened. "Munthe wouldn't recognize Leif Erikson's own signature if it were branded on his backside."

"Three years, Ole." Nils's voice softened. "You've lost your boat. Your home. Your wife—"

"Ingrid never understood the importance of this work."

"Work?" Nils barked a laugh. "Staring at fragments that might be nothing more than a merchant's shopping list? They call you Gal-Ole now. Mad Ole. Behind your back today, to your face tomorrow."

Ole carefully folded the parchment and slid it into a leather pouch worn smooth by constant handling. "Let them. History will vindicate me."

"History won't fill your belly." Nils reached into his coat and withdrew a small pouch that clinked. "Your sister sent this. Passage to America and a little to start with."

Ole stared at the money. "I don't need charity."

"It's family." Nils set the pouch on the table. "She says Minnesota has good farmland. Norwegian communities where you might find a new wife, build a proper life."

"I'm not going to Minnesota." Ole's voice was quiet now, certain. "I'm going west."

"West? To what—"

Ole stood and crossed to a crude shelf, withdrawing a book with a cracked leather binding. He opened it to a marked page. "Hudson's Bay Company trader. Washington Territory. 'Mountains meeting the sea in deep inlets.'" He tapped the book, then his fragments. "The descriptions match these drawings exactly."

Nils rubbed his face. "So instead of settling with countrymen on good land, you'll chase landscapes on some distant shore."

"Not landscapes. Evidence." Ole's eyes burned. "The world believes the Vikings only reached Newfoundland. They went further. Much further." He touched the pouch at his waist. "These fragments were part of a larger map. I'll find where they were drawn."

Nils stood, recognizing defeat. "At least you're leaving. Take the money. Your sister just wants to know you won't starve."

Ole pocketed the coins. "Thank her for me."

"Thank her yourself. She's just down the road."

"Better this way. She'd try to change my mind."

Nils paused at the door. "Other Norwegians are heading to Washington Territory. Logging men, mostly. Strong backs to clear the great forests." He studied Ole's lean frame, hardened by years of fishing. "You might find traveling companions."

"Perhaps."

"They're meeting tonight at Larsen's. Eight o'clock. Planning the route." Nils opened the door to the sound of rain. "Come or don't. Makes no difference to me."

After Nils left, Ole stood motionless in the center of the small room. Three years in this place. Three years of ridicule. Academic dismissal. Whispers following him through village streets. Three years pawning family heirlooms to fund research trips to Christiania and Copenhagen, seeking scholars who might validate what he knew.

He moved to the window. Rain swept across Bergen's harbor in veils of gray. Tomorrow that harbor would fade behind him as the Christiania carried him toward something else. Not the life Nils and his sister imagined—safe, predictable, small. But the path that had called to him since he first discovered the fragments in his grandfather's sea chest.

The old man had bought them from a northern trader who claimed they came from an Icelandic monastery that burned in the late 1700s. For decades they'd sat forgotten. Then Ole, always fascinated by the sagas, recognized their significance. What others saw as meaningless scribbles, he saw as a map of coastlines no European should have known in the Viking age.

Three small pieces of a larger puzzle.

He intended to complete it. No matter the cost.

That evening, Ole stood outside Larsen's tavern, rain soaking through his coat. Through fogged windows he could see men hunched over a table—fishermen fallen on hard times, young men with no prospects in a country where land grew scarcer each generation. America called to them all.

The tavern's warmth hit him as he entered, along with the smell of wet wool and pipe smoke. Conversations dimmed. Heads turned. The familiar flicker of recognition, followed by exchanged glances.

"Ole Stubb." Erik Larsen, the tavern's owner, nodded toward the group. "They're discussing the journey west."

Ole moved toward the assembled men. Magnus Thorsen—a logger known for his strength. Jens Olsen—whose boat was lost in last winter's great storm. Three younger men, barely more than boys, wide-eyed and eager.

The oldest, gray-bearded Sven Haugen, looked up from a crude map spread on the table. "Ole Stubb. Heard you might be joining the Christiania."

Ole nodded. No one offered him a seat.

"Minnesota?" Jens asked.

"Washington Territory."

Eyebrows rose. Magnus chuckled. "That's wilderness still. Indians and trappers. What's waiting for you there?"

Ole considered his answer. These men didn't need to know his true purpose. "Timber. Fishing. The inlets are deep and rich."

"Our destination as well." Sven tapped the map. "Norwegian settlement growing near Puget Sound. Seattle, the Americans call it. We'll find land and work there."

"I'm told there's need for strong backs," Ole said.

Magnus studied him. "You've spent your life on boats, not swinging axes."

"I've cut enough timber to build my own boat. I'm not afraid of hard work."

The youngest—a freckled boy who couldn't have been more than sixteen—spoke up. "Are you really mad? My father says you believe in Viking ghosts."

"Kristian!" Sven snapped. "Mind your tongue."

Ole fixed the boy with a steady gaze. "I believe in evidence, not ghosts. The Vikings traveled farther than history records. One day I'll prove it."

Uncomfortable silence.

Then Jens gestured to an empty chair. "Sit. You'll need companions on such a journey. We'll need strong backs. Better to travel with countrymen than alone."

Ole sat, understanding the arrangement. They needed another body for the difficult journey. He needed traveling companions who would at least tolerate his theories. In America, even Mad Ole might have value.

Sven resumed. "From New York, we take the railroad as far west as it goes. Then overland by whatever means we can afford. Wagon trains. Horses. Walking." His finger traced a path across the crude map. "Many months before we see the Pacific."

The Pacific. Ole felt a flutter of anticipation. The great western ocean where dragon-headed ships might once have sailed, guided by maps now reduced to fragments in his pouch.

"I have funds," Ole said. "Enough for passage and the journey west."

"Good." Sven nodded. "We leave for the ship at dawn."

As talk turned to supplies and dangers, Ole contributed little. His mind was already racing ahead to distant shores. Let these men dream of timber fortunes and fishing enterprises. His quest was older, deeper.

By the time Ole returned to his room, the rain had stopped. He lit his lamp and removed the parchment fragments from their pouch one last time. In the morning they'd be sealed in waterproof oilskin against his chest. But tonight—his last night in Norway—he wanted to study them on native soil.

The first fragment showed what appeared to be a coastline with deep inlets and islands. The second contained partial runes unlike any known variation of the Elder Futhark, yet with unmistakable Norse characteristics. The third showed a crude drawing of mountains beside water, with a symbol Ole believed represented a settlement or landing point.

"Soon," he whispered to the fragments. "Soon we'll find where you belong."

Dawn broke clear and cold. Ole stood at the Christiania's rail, watching Bergen harbor recede into mist. Behind him on the crowded deck, families clustered together—mothers comforting seasick children, fathers putting on brave faces. His traveling companions, now eight men with the addition of two brothers who'd joined late, stood apart from the family groups. A band of solitary men seeking fortunes in an unknown land.

Ole shared neither their anticipation nor their fear. His gaze fixed not on the diminishing homeland but on the western horizon. Beneath his coat, sealed against his chest, the fragments seemed to pulse with possibility.

The wind shifted, bringing spray across the bow. Ole Stubb—now just another Norwegian immigrant to most eyes—closed his eyes and imagined dragon-headed prows cutting through these same waters a thousand years earlier, following routes no written history remembered.

He would find their trail.

And when he did, the name Ole Stubb would no longer be whispered with derision but spoken with respect. Not Gal-Ole but Ole the Vindicator. Ole the Discoverer.

Ole the Stubborn, who had been right all along.
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Chapter 4: Journey to the West
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The Christiania docked in New York harbor on a sweltering July morning in 1874. The air was thick with coal smoke and the stench of too many humans crowded into too little space—a smell that made Bergen's fish markets seem sweet by comparison. Ole Stubb stood at the rail, wooden chest secured under one arm, watching fellow passengers surge toward the gangplank with desperate eagerness for solid ground.

"America." Jens joined him at the rail, his face pale and drawn from six weeks of seasickness. "Not quite what I imagined."

Before them stretched chaos. Stevedores hauling cargo, cursing in a dozen languages. Immigration officials shouting instructions in rapid-fire English. Hawkers selling everything from hot food to patent medicines, their voices competing in a cacophony that assaulted Norwegian ears accustomed to the relative quiet of Bergen's waterfront. Beyond the immediate din rose buildings of brick and stone, climbing higher than Ole had thought structures could reach.

"It's just the gateway," Ole replied, adjusting his rucksack. The weight of it—reduced to essentials during the crossing—felt insufficient for the vastness ahead. "The real America lies westward."

"Everything lies westward to you," Jens muttered, but without rancor. "Mountains. Vikings. Vindication."

Ole allowed himself a slight smile. "All three, if I'm fortunate."

The immigration process bewildered them. Forms in English. Medical examinations where doctors poked and prodded while speaking too quickly to comprehend. Questions about funds and intentions and destinations. Ole showed his money—what remained of his sister's gift—and spoke the one English phrase he'd learned aboard ship: "Washington Territory."

The official, a bored-looking man with ink-stained fingers, barely glanced up. "Timber country. Indians. Long way from here." He stamped a document and waved Ole forward. "Next!"

By late afternoon, the eight Norwegians stood on a New York street with nothing but their possessions, their confusion, and a scrap of paper bearing the address of a Norwegian boardinghouse. The city assaulted their senses. Horses and wagons filled every street. Buildings blocked the sky. The crowd pressed in from all sides—Irish voices, Italian arguments, the singsong tones of what might have been Chinese. And everywhere, the smell of too many people, too much industry, too little fresh air.

"This way," Sven announced with false confidence, studying the address. "I think."

They wandered for hours through unfamiliar streets as the summer heat built. Ole's shirt stuck to his back. His chest grew heavier with each step. Around them, New York went about its business with bewildering speed and noise. Street vendors called out prices. Children ran between horses' legs. Women in fine dresses picked their way past beggars and laborers. This was America—raw, loud, indifferent to the arrival of eight more Norwegians with dreams in their pockets.

The boardinghouse, when they finally located it after asking directions from three different Norwegian-speakers, occupied a narrow building in Five Points. One of the city's most notorious neighborhoods, though they wouldn't learn that until later. The landlady, a broad-shouldered Norwegian woman named Mrs. Bergstrom, looked them over with the practiced eye of someone who'd seen a thousand such arrivals.

"How many?" she asked in Norwegian, her dialect placing her from somewhere near Stavanger.

"Eight," Sven replied.

"Two rooms. Three dollars per night, advance payment." She held out a meaty hand. "Keep your valuables on your person. Thieves work this neighborhood like fishermen work the sea."

Her gaze lingered on Ole's chest. "What's in there worth protecting so fierce?"

"My business," Ole said, meeting her eyes.

She snorted. "Suit yourself. First room's at the top of the stairs. Second room's already got three men in it—they came last month. Don't cause trouble and we'll get along fine."

That night, Ole lay on the floor of the overcrowded room—nine men now, with possessions piled in every corner—and listened to stories of America. The three previous arrivals had opinions on everything. Minnesota was paradise, all rich farmland waiting for Norwegian farmers. No, Minnesota was oversold, all the good land already claimed. The railroad paid well but killed men regularly. The railroad was the future, would make fortunes for those brave enough to follow the work westward.

"What about Washington Territory?" Ole asked during a lull in the conversation.

Lars, a gaunt man with hollowed eyes, laughed. "You don't want Washington. Nothing there but trees too big to cut and Indians who remember when it was all theirs."

"I thought there were Norwegian settlements."

"Some. Seattle's growing, they say. But it's frontier, boy. Real frontier, not like Minnesota where you can see your neighbor's farmhouse." Lars shifted on his bedroll. "You go to Washington, you better be ready to work harder than you've ever worked and live rougher than you ever imagined."

Ole touched the leather pouch at his waist. "I'm ready."

The next morning, they bought train tickets westward. The station overwhelmed them—a cathedral of iron and glass, filled with more people than lived in all of Bergen. Families with trunks and crying children. Men in fine suits carrying leather cases. Soldiers in blue uniforms smoking cigarettes and eyeing the crowds with bored alertness. And everywhere, the hiss and clang of steam engines, the shouts of conductors, the mechanical rhythm of America in motion.

"This train goes all the way to Dakota Territory," the ticket agent explained in heavily accented Norwegian—a blessing after so much incomprehensible English. "Three days if nothing breaks. From there, you're on your own."

Three days. Ole had spent six weeks crossing the Atlantic. What was three more days?

But those three days expanded his understanding of America in ways he couldn't have imagined. As the train carried them westward, the landscape transformed with each passing hour. First the orderly farms of the eastern states, fields neatly divided, towns at regular intervals. Then the transition—wilder country, forests giving way to grasslands. And finally, the prairies.

Ole had never seen so much open space. It stretched to the horizon in every direction, an ocean of grass rolling in waves beneath the wind. No mountains. No forests. Just endless grass and enormous sky. At night, stars appeared in numbers that made the Norwegian sky seem sparse by comparison.

"A man could get lost out there and never be found," Jens observed, staring out the soot-stained window at the emptiness.

"Or found and never be lost again," Ole murmured, thinking of how easy it would be to disappear into such vastness.

At each stop, they encountered frontier towns that seemed to have sprung from the prairie overnight. Raw wooden buildings still smelling of fresh-cut timber. False fronts making single-story structures seem grander. Streets of packed dirt that turned to mud with each rain. These were settlements without history, without permanence, built on hope and speculation and the westward momentum of a nation still deciding what it would become.

Sven studied everything with a farmer's eye. "Good land," he repeated at each stop. "Rich soil. A man could build something lasting here."

Ole nodded but kept his gaze westward. Good land meant nothing without answers. And his answers lay beyond these prairies, in mountains and waters described by his fragments.

Their funds dwindled faster than anticipated. Train tickets cost more than expected. Food at station stops commanded outrageous prices. By the time they reached Bismarck, Dakota Territory—the current end of the Northern Pacific line—they had barely enough for one night's lodging.

The town that greeted them was little more than a railroad yard with ambitions. Tents and rough shelters sprawled in every direction. The permanent buildings could be counted on two hands. But the activity was constant—supplies being unloaded, construction underway, the steady rhythm of hammers and saws building a town from nothing.

"Now we work," Sven announced as they stood beside the tracks, surveying their options. "Lars told me railroad crews always need strong backs."

The foreman—a barrel-chested Irishman named Sullivan with a face like weathered leather—sized them up with practiced efficiency. "Norwegians?" He spat tobacco juice into the dust. "Good workers, your kind. Don't drink much, don't cause trouble, don't complain." He nodded toward a mountain of supplies awaiting transport. "Start there. Fifty cents a day, bunks in the workers' camp, food provided. Three months minimum commitment."

"Three months?" Ole protested. "We're bound for Washington—"

"Then you're bound for nowhere." Sullivan cut him off without interest. "Track's not laid. Territory's hostile—Sioux are still angry about the Black Hills, outlaws work the routes, and the mountains will kill you quicker than looking at you wrong." He spat again. "Take the work or starve. Makes no difference to me. I've got fifty men who'd take your places before sunset."

They took the work.

For twelve weeks, Ole Stubb learned what it meant to work a railroad crew under the Dakota sun. The labor was punishing in ways his fishing life had never prepared him for. Twelve hours daily swinging a sledgehammer, driving spikes into ties that seemed to go on forever. His hands blistered, healed, calloused until they barely felt human anymore. His back screamed at the end of each day. The sun burned his neck raw despite the kerchief he wore.

Men broke under it. Some slipped away in the night, abandoning their pay to escape the brutal routine. Others were carried off after accidents—a hammer striking wrong, a load shifting unexpectedly, heat exhaustion in the relentless sun. Ole watched three men die in his twelve weeks there. One from a snake bite, two from accidents that happened too fast to prevent.

He persevered by focusing on what waited beyond the horizon. Each night, when others played cards or told stories, Ole retreated to his bunk and checked his chest's contents by lamplight. The fragments were safe, unchanged. Waiting. Promising that this suffering had purpose.

The railroad camp sprawled along the emerging track like a temporary city. Tents and crude shelters housing hundreds of men from every corner of the earth. Irish and Chinese, Germans and Swedes, Italians and Poles, even a few Mexicans who'd drifted north. They spoke different languages but shared the same exhaustion, the same dreams of something better, the same willingness to trade their bodies for wages.

Ole kept mostly to his Norwegian companions but occasionally ventured into other groups when rest days allowed. He was searching for information, for anyone who knew the territories to the west.

One evening in late September, as autumn's first chill crept across the plains, a weathered trapper appeared in camp, trading furs for supplies and whiskey. Ole found him by the fire, sharing bottles with a group of Irish workers.

"You know the western territories?" Ole asked, offering his own bottle as entry to the conversation.

The trapper—grizzled, missing two fingers on his left hand—studied Ole with watery eyes. "Know 'em? Hell, I've trapped every river from the Missouri to the Pacific. What's your interest?"

"Washington Territory. Puget Sound specifically."

"Ah." The trapper took a long drink. "Now that's fine country, if you don't mind rain and trees tall as mountains. Deepest harbors you'll ever see. Like fjords, the way you Norwegians would call them."

Ole's pulse quickened. "You've seen them yourself?"

"Trapped the whole Sound two winters running." The trapper settled in, enjoying an audience. "Timber so thick you could walk on the branches. Fish so plentiful the natives just reach in and pull 'em out. And the natives themselves..." He paused for effect. "Peaceful enough now the government's got most on reservations. Duwamish, Suquamish, Snohomish—more tribes ending in '-mish' than you can count."

"What about their stories?" Ole asked carefully. "Their legends about the area?"

The trapper laughed. "Oh, they've got stories all right. Spirit tales that'll curl your hair. Giants living in the mountains. Thunderbirds stealing children. The usual savage superstitions."

"Nothing about..." Ole hesitated, then decided to risk it. "Nothing about pale men in strange boats? Visitors from long ago?"

The trapper's expression shifted, became more thoughtful. "Funny you should ask that." He leaned closer, voice dropping despite the noise around them. "I did hear one tale, from a Suquamish elder up near what they call Dog Fish Bay. He told about pale men in dragon boats, coming out of the fog generations back. Traded metal tools, fought with some village, then disappeared again."

Ole's hands gripped his bottle so tightly his knuckles whitened. "Dragon boats?"

"That's what he said. Boats with beasts on the front—dragons or sea serpents or some such. The old man was half-crazy with age, so who knows how much was true and how much was smoke dreams. But he seemed to believe it."

"This Dog Fish Bay," Ole managed to keep his voice steady. "Where exactly—"

"North end of the Sound, western side of Bainbridge Island. Good fishing, hence the name—dogfish sharks school there thick as flies." The trapper stood, signaling the conversation's end. "If you're headed that way, take the Oregon Trail to Portland, then go north by boat. Easier than crossing the mountains direct, and you'll live longer."

That night, Ole couldn't sleep. He lay on his bunk, staring at the canvas roof, while the trapper's words echoed in his mind. Dragon boats. Pale men with metal tools. Dog Fish Bay. Everything aligned—the fragments, the legends, the geography. It was all there, waiting for him.

Beside him, Jens stirred. "You're thinking too loud, Ole."

"I found it," Ole whispered. "The place my fragments describe. It's real. It has a name."

"That doesn't mean your Vikings were real."

"But it might. It might mean exactly that."

By October, with winter's first hard frost, the railroad work ended for the season. The Norwegian party—now down to four after two had taken other jobs and stayed in Bismarck, and young Kristian's death from fever on the Oregon Trail—collected their wages and faced their decision.

They sat around a campfire on their final evening, the autumn wind carrying the scent of distant snow. The money they'd earned was substantial by Norwegian standards, enough to start proper lives anywhere they chose.

"Minnesota still makes the most sense," Sven argued, not for the first time. "Norwegian communities already established. Land available for farming. Churches built, schools operating. We arrive before the worst winter, find work through the cold months, stake claims in spring." He looked at each of them in turn. "It's what we came to America for—good land and a fresh start."

Henrik nodded slowly. "My brother died for this journey. I'd like it to amount to something practical."

Jens said nothing, staring into the flames.

Ole had known this moment was coming. "I'm bound for Washington Territory," he said quietly. "For Puget Sound. For Dog Fish Bay."

Sven's face registered no surprise. "We've known that since Bergen, Ole. The question is whether you go alone."

Ole looked up sharply. "You'd consider—"

"Three months listening to you mutter about dragon boats and Norse inscriptions has made me curious," Jens interrupted with a wry smile. "Besides, I've come too far to turn back now. Might as well see this mad quest through to the end."

"It's insanity," Henrik protested. "Winter travel across the territories? Mountain passes that kill experienced trappers? Indians who might remember when it was all theirs? For what—so Ole can chase Viking ghosts?"

"Not ghosts," Ole said, as he'd said before. "Truth."

The fire crackled in the silence that followed.

Finally, Sven spoke. "Eight men left Bergen together. Four remain after Kristian's death and the others' departures. Perhaps we see this through to wherever it leads." He looked at Henrik. "What say you?"

Henrik stared into the flames for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was heavy with resignation. "I followed my brother from Norway. He died in Nebraska, buried in ground he never even saw. What difference where I go now?" He looked at Ole. "But understand this—I come for land and a future. Not for ancient stories. When we reach this bay of yours, I'm claiming a homestead and building a life. Your Vikings can go to hell."

Ole nodded, unexpectedly moved. "Fair enough. More than fair."

They departed Bismarck three days later, their possessions loaded onto two sturdy mules purchased with their combined savings. Following the trapper's advice, they headed southwest to join the Oregon Trail—that great westward artery along which America's dreams and disasters had flowed for decades.

The journey proved more arduous than even Ole's worst imaginings. Autumn storms lashed them with freezing rain that turned to sleet, then snow. Game grew scarce as winter approached. They passed abandoned wagons, broken wheels, belongings scattered beside the trail—evidence of others who'd miscalculated the distances or the seasons or their own endurance.

Twice they encountered army patrols who strongly advised them to winter in the nearest settlement. Both times, Sven thanked them politely while Ole said nothing, and they continued west the next morning.

The mountains, when they finally reached them, loomed like a wall between past and future. Ole stood at their base, staring up at peaks already snow-covered, and felt something shift in his chest. Beyond those mountains lay his destiny. Everything he'd sacrificed—his boat, his marriage, his reputation—would find meaning or be proven worthless. There was no middle ground anymore.

They joined a small wagon train for safety through the passes. The train's wagon master, a leathery man named Hutchins who'd made the crossing seventeen times, took one look at their small party and shook his head.

"Four men, two mules, heading into the mountains in November?" He spat into the dust. "You're either brave or stupid. Maybe both."

"We have experience in mountain country," Sven lied smoothly. "And we can pay our share of supplies."

Hutchins studied them a moment longer, then shrugged. "Your funeral. We leave at dawn. Keep up or get left behind."

The mountains extracted their price. A rockslide killed one of their mules and nearly took Henrik with it. The animal's screaming as it fell still haunted Ole's dreams weeks later. Henrik's foot was crushed fording a river swollen with snowmelt—he'd slipped on ice-slick rocks and gone under. They pulled him out before he drowned, but his foot was never right again, swelling grotesquely before settling into a permanent limp.

All three grew gaunt. Their faces weathered by wind and altitude. Their clothes hung loose on frames that had been sturdy in Bergen but were now just sinew and determination. Yet something drove them forward—not just Ole's quest anymore, but a shared stubbornness that having come so far, having sacrificed so much, they would not be defeated by mere geography.

When they finally descended into the Columbia River valley in early February 1875, the relative warmth felt like resurrection. They'd survived. Against advice, against odds, against winter itself—they'd survived.

Portland was barely twenty-five years old but felt ancient compared to Bismarck's rawness. Actual brick buildings. Paved streets in the center of town. Shops with glass windows. The men lingered there for two weeks, regaining strength, regaining weight, regaining hope.

"Seattle's your destination?" asked a steamboat captain Ole found at the docks. The man, weathered and Norwegian by his accent, was overseeing cargo loading. "Growing fast up there. Timber's king, and they're crying for workers."

"What about further north?" Ole asked. "Around the islands?"

The captain studied him with interest. "Scattered homesteads, logging camps. Plenty of open land if you're willing to clear it. What are you looking for specifically?"

Ole hesitated, then withdrew his smallest fragment—the one showing what might be a coastline. "A place that matches this configuration."

The captain took the parchment, handling it carefully. He tilted it toward the light, tracing the lines with a calloused finger. "Could be a dozen places in the Sound. Islands everywhere, inlets cutting every which way. But this here..." He pointed to one curved section. "Reminds me of what some call Dog Fish Bay. Named for the sharks that school there—nasty creatures, but the fishing's good if you know what you're about."

Ole's heart hammered. "How far from Seattle?"

"Day's journey by decent boat. Half that by steamer. Much longer by rowboat, which I wouldn't recommend—waters can turn mean quicker than a widow's temper." He handed back the fragment. "You're not the first to come looking for something in these territories, but you're the first I've met chasing a drawing on old parchment. What's really out there that you want so badly?"

"I'll know when I find it," Ole said, carefully returning the fragment to its pouch.

They reached Seattle in late February aboard a coastal steamer that battled fierce storms all the way from the Columbia's mouth. The settlement sprawled along hillsides that plunged directly into deep water. Ole stood at the rail as they entered Elliott Bay and felt something tighten in his chest. The terrain was startlingly similar to western Norway—steep, forested slopes embracing protected harbors. For the first time since leaving Bergen, he felt the landscape recognize him as he recognized it.

A Norwegian boarding house welcomed them. Mrs. Olafson, the landlady, clucked over their trail-worn appearance like a worried hen. "Look at you! Skin and bones, all three. When did you last eat a proper meal?"

That night, she fed them fish stew so rich with salmon and potatoes and cream that Ole thought he might weep. Around them, other boarders—all Norwegian, all working the timber or fishing trades—shared news and gossip in their native tongue. It was the first time in months Ole had heard so much Norwegian spoken freely. The sound of it was almost painful in its familiarity.

For two weeks, the three men worked Seattle's docks, unloading supplies, building their strength, learning the rhythms of this frontier outpost. Timber was indeed king—massive logs floated in rafts to the mills, the screech of saws filling the air from dawn to dusk. The smell of fresh-cut cedar permeated everything.

Ole spent every free moment gathering information about Puget Sound's geography. He questioned fishermen, traders, anyone who knew the northern waters. He compared his fragments to rough maps in the harbor master's office. He listened to stories in the boarding house common room, always alert for mentions of native legends or unusual features that might align with his search.

Then came the encounter that crystallized everything.

Seattle's small waterfront supported a busy trade in native goods. Baskets woven with designs so intricate they seemed impossible. Carved masks with faces that seemed to shift in the light. Furs of animals Ole had never seen. And always, the makers themselves—members of the Duwamish and other local tribes, conducting commerce with the settlers who'd displaced them.

Ole had been watching this trade with interest for days, looking for an opportunity to ask the questions that burned in his mind. His chance came when a Duwamish man named Joseph—introduced to Ole by another dock worker who owed Joseph money—set up a display of bone fishing hooks near where Ole was coiling rope.

During his break, Ole approached. The hooks were beautiful—carved from bone into shapes that mimicked the curves of small fish, with points so sharp they seemed to glint.

"Your work?" Ole asked in halting English, gesturing to the display.

Joseph nodded, his expression guarded but not hostile. "My father taught me. His father taught him. Many generations back."

Ole purchased two of the finest hooks—more than he could afford but worth the price of entry—then carefully steered the conversation toward what truly interested him. "I've heard," he said slowly, choosing words carefully, "that the tribes here have stories. About strange visitors. From long ago. Before white settlers."

Joseph's expression shifted, became more cautious. "Why does this matter to you?"

Ole decided on honesty. "I'm searching for evidence that my ancestors—Norse explorers, Vikings—might have reached these waters. Centuries ago. Long before any recent settlement."

He expected laughter or dismissal. Instead, Joseph glanced around—checking who might overhear—then leaned closer.

"There are stories," he said quietly. "Not my people's stories, but told by the northern peoples. The Suquamish, the ones who lived around what you call Dog Fish Bay."

Ole's breath caught. "What stories?"

Joseph's voice took on the rhythmic quality of someone repeating words learned from other storytellers. "Tales of pale men who came in boats riding on the back of dragons. They appeared from the fog three times, the legends say. They traded metal tools, sharper than anything our people had seen. Sharp enough to cut through stone, some said."

"When?" Ole's voice was barely above a whisper. "When did this happen?"

"Many generations ago. Before my grandfather's grandfather. The stories say some of these men wore metal on their heads and bodies. They carried shields painted with strange beasts. They spoke words that sounded like wind and water." Joseph paused, studying Ole's face. "One group fought with a village north of here. They used weapons that cut through war clubs and shields like they were reeds. Then they returned to their dragon ships and vanished into the fog."

Metal helmets. Metal armor. Decorated shields. The description matched Norse warriors with impossible precision.

"And these dragon ships," Ole managed, "they came to Dog Fish Bay?"

"The stories say they anchored there. Built fires on the shore, traded with the people." Joseph's eyes narrowed slightly. "Some elders say they left marks on stones. Marks that can still be found by those who know where to look."

Runic inscriptions. It had to be. Ole struggled to keep his voice steady. "How would one find this bay?"

Joseph studied him for a long moment. Ole could see the calculation happening—weighing whether to share, what the consequences might be.

Finally, Joseph spoke. "Why do you seek these old stories? What does it matter now, after so much time?"

Ole considered his answer carefully. This was important. "Because truth matters," he said finally. "Because history is more complex than we've been taught. Because my people may have reached this land long before others believe possible. And if that's true..." He paused, searching for the right words. "If that's true, then everything we think we know about the world might need to be reconsidered."

Joseph remained quiet for another moment, then seemed to make a decision. "Sail west from here. Go around the large island—Bainbridge. Dog Fish Bay opens to the west near its northern end." His voice dropped lower. "But be warned—these waters are treacherous for those who don't know them. The currents are strong. The weather changes without warning. The fog can last for days."

"I'm a fisherman by trade," Ole assured him. "I respect the sea and its dangers."

Joseph began gathering his wares, but before he turned away, he said one more thing. "My people's stories say the dragon men treated the land as if they owned it. They took what they wanted, built their fires where they pleased. This caused problems." He looked directly at Ole. "Seek your truth if you must. But tread lightly on what others hold sacred."

That evening, Ole shared his discovery with Sven and Henrik over dinner at the boarding house. They listened with varying degrees of interest and skepticism.

"Dragon boats could mean anything," Henrik argued, sawing at a tough piece of venison. "Any people might decorate their vessels with animals."

"But metal helmets?" Ole pressed. "Metal tools sharp enough to cut stone? Shields with beasts painted on them? These are specific details. Norse details."

"Or details added over generations of retelling," Sven suggested reasonably. He'd heard Ole's theories so many times they no longer shocked him. "Stories change with each telling, you know that. By the time a tale passes through ten generations, who knows what's true and what's been embellished?"

"That's why I need to see the place myself." Ole's voice carried conviction that bordered on desperation. "Dog Fish Bay matches the coastline on my fragment. The legends describe Viking visitors with specific, recognizable details. Everything points to the same location. I can't stop now, not when I'm this close."

Sven exchanged a long look with Henrik. Some silent communication passed between them.

"Ole," Sven said finally, his tone gentle, "Henrik and I signed on with Anderson's logging crew yesterday. Good wages, steady work, room and board provided. It's the opportunity we came to America seeking."

Ole had been expecting this, yet it still hit him harder than anticipated. "I understand."

"Do you?" Henrik leaned forward. "We came with you this far, Ole. Further than any reasonable men would have come. We've nearly died a dozen times over. For what? For your obsession with people who may or may not have been here a thousand years ago?" He shook his head. "I need to build something real. Something that exists in the present, not the past."

"I know," Ole said quietly. "And I'm grateful. For everything. For not leaving me alone in Dakota. For crossing the mountains in winter. For..." He trailed off, unable to articulate what their companionship had meant through the brutal journey.

"What will you do?" Sven asked. "How will you even reach this bay?"

"I'll purchase a boat. Row there myself if necessary."

"Alone?" Sven frowned. "That native trader warned of dangerous waters."

Ole's jaw set in the stubborn lines they'd come to recognize. "I've fished the North Sea my entire life. I've weathered storms that would make these protected waters seem like a bath. I'm not afraid of rough seas."

"It's not just the water," Henrik said. "What about after? You find this bay, you look for your Viking evidence. Then what? You live alone in the wilderness with bears and Indians and no neighbors for miles?"

"If necessary," Ole said simply. "I didn't come this far to turn back because it's difficult."

That night, alone in his bunk while Sven and Henrik snored in their corners, Ole counted his remaining funds. The wages from railroad work and dock labor had rebuilt his reserves somewhat, but they wouldn't stretch far. A boat would cost most of what he had. Supplies for establishing a homestead—tools, seeds, perhaps livestock—would cost more. He'd need to be strategic, perhaps find work in the area to support himself while conducting his search.

As he drifted toward sleep, his mind filled with images of mist-shrouded waters. Dragon ships emerged from the fog, their prows cutting through unfamiliar seas. At the helm of the lead vessel stood a figure in a metal helmet, beard whipping in the wind, eyes fixed on a mysterious shore.

The figure had Ole's face.

Not a dream, he thought, even in the space between waking and sleep. A vision. Or perhaps a memory carried in blood across the centuries, waiting for someone to remember it fully.

Tomorrow he would begin preparations for the final leg. Dog Fish Bay awaited. And with it, perhaps, the vindication he had crossed an ocean and a continent to find.

Or perhaps nothing but more questions. More ambiguity. More searching.

But he would search. That was what Stubborn Ole did. That was what he'd always done.

That was, perhaps, all he could do.
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Chapter 5: The Solitary Voyage
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Seattle in 1875 was hardly more than a glorified logging camp perched at the edge of Puget Sound—a muddy collection of wooden buildings, boardwalks, and ambitious dreams rising between ancient forests and deep waters. For Ole Stubb, the settlement represented both disappointment and possibility after the grueling cross-country journey from New York.

The Norwegian party had dwindled during those months of travel. Magnus had remained in Minnesota, seduced by tales of rich farmland and Norwegian communities already established. Two others had fallen ill in Nebraska—one recovered enough to stay behind with a sympathetic farmer, the other died of fever and was buried in unmarked prairie. Young Kristian had disappeared in Wyoming Territory after an argument with Sven about the route, vanishing into the wilderness one morning before anyone woke. Whether he'd struck out on his own or met with foul play, they'd never know.

By the time they reached Seattle, only four of the original eight remained: Ole, Sven, Jens, and Henrik, the quiet one who rarely spoke but watched everything with careful eyes.

Now, three weeks after their arrival, Ole stood on a weathered dock, staring across the slate-gray expanse of Puget Sound as mist ghosted across the water like searching fingers. Behind him, Seattle bustled with the sounds of construction—hammers pounding, saws rasping through massive cedar logs, men shouting orders in a babel of languages. His companions had quickly found work clearing land for new arrivals, their strength valued in a place where every building site first required battle with trees that made Norwegian pines seem like saplings.

Ole had initially joined them. His fishing-hardened muscles adapted quickly to the swing of an axe, and the work paid better than the railroad. But each evening, while the others collapsed into exhausted sleep, he would unfold his map fragments by lamplight, comparing them to crude charts of the Sound he'd obtained from a reluctant harbormaster who'd wanted three times their value before settling for half.

"Still moon-gazing?"

The voice belonged to Jens, who approached along the dock with a steaming mug in each hand. He wore the wool coat they'd all purchased in Portland—Norwegian wool being inadequate for the dampness that seeped into everything here. He passed one mug to Ole. "Coffee. Henrik just brewed it. Strong enough to strip paint."

Ole accepted it gratefully. The bitter liquid scalded his throat but he welcomed its warmth against the chill of the spring morning. March on Puget Sound was nothing like March in Bergen—wetter, darker, but somehow less punishing.

"Sven's secured us steady work with the Anderson clearing crew," Jens continued, leaning against a piling. "Good wages, guaranteed through summer. Another month and we'll have enough to stake claims north of here. Anderson says there's good timber land still available, close enough to float logs to the mills but far enough out that land's cheap."

Ole stared into his coffee, watching steam curl up in the damp air. "I won't be joining you."

Jens was quiet for a moment. When he spoke, his voice carried resignation rather than surprise. "We discussed this."

"You discussed it. I listened."

"Four Norwegians together stand a better chance. We can build a proper logging operation, pool our resources—"

"Your future is in timber," Ole interrupted gently. "Mine lies elsewhere." He gestured across the water with his mug. "Out there."

"The islands?" Jens shook his head. "There's nothing but wilderness and Indians. Most of whom remember when it was all theirs and aren't particularly happy about the alternative."

"Exactly what I'm looking for."

Jens sighed, a sound Ole had heard often over the past months. "Is this about your Viking obsession again?"

"It's not an obsession." Ole turned to face his companion fully. "I heard something yesterday. A story from a Duwamish trader named Joseph."

"Joseph who sells those bone fishing hooks?"

"The same. We talked for over an hour." Ole lowered his voice, though the nearest person was fifty feet away. "He told me legends from tribes further north in the Sound. Stories passed down for generations about pale men in boats with dragon heads who appeared in the fog and then vanished."

Jens stared at him. "Folk tales. Every tribe has stories of spirits and monsters."

"These weren't spirits. They were men—flesh and blood." Ole's intensity increased, the way it always did when discussing his theories. "The stories describe their weapons, their appearance. Metal helmets. Shields with beasts painted on them. Hair 'the color of sun on water'—that's how Joseph translated it."

"Which could describe any number of—"

"And there's more." Ole pulled his leather pouch from inside his coat with the reverence of a man handling holy relics. "Joseph described a bay that matches this." He carefully extracted the largest map fragment, unfolding it with practiced care despite the damp air that wanted to curl its edges.

Jens glanced at the parchment with the disinterest of someone who'd seen it too many times. "After all this time. All this distance. You're still chasing ghosts."

"Not ghosts. History." Ole returned the fragment to its pouch, the movement so automatic his fingers knew the way. "Joseph called it Dog Fish Bay. Named for the sharks that school there. It's a journey of perhaps two days by rowboat, he said. Maybe less if the weather holds and the currents favor you."

"Rowboat?" Jens's voice rose. "Ole, these waters are treacherous. The currents shift without warning. Storms come up in hours. There are rocks that'll gut a boat before you even see them. You'll drown before you find your imaginary Vikings."

Ole's expression hardened into the stubborn lines Jens knew well. "I've fished Norwegian waters since I was twelve years old. I've weathered storms that would make these protected sounds seem like a mill pond. I know how to read water, how to handle a boat in rough seas."

"Norwegian waters you knew. These—"

"I've already purchased one," Ole interrupted. "Small but seaworthy. Examined it myself. Cedar construction, recently caulked, sound as they come."

Jens stared at him. "You've spent your wages on a boat? Instead of land? Sven will have your hide when he hears."

"My money, my choice." Ole's tone made it clear the matter was settled. He took another drink of the cooling coffee. "I leave tomorrow at dawn. Tide will be right."

Jens studied his companion's profile—the stubborn set of his jaw, the unwavering gaze fixed on the misty horizon where islands loomed like the backs of sleeping beasts. "Alone? That's madness even by your standards. And your standards for madness are already legendary."

A faint smile touched Ole's lips. "Not entirely alone."

"What does that mean?"

"I'll show you."

Later that afternoon, Ole led Jens to a small boathouse at the southern edge of the harbor, past where the respectable docks gave way to ramshackle fishing operations and native canoe moorings. The structure leaned slightly to one side, its roof patched with mismatched shingles, but inside it was dry and smelled of cedar shavings and pine tar.

The rowboat sat on wooden supports, about sixteen feet long, recently caulked and painted a dull gray that would blend with the water. Supplies were already stowed with military precision beneath the seats—oilcloth bundles containing provisions, tools wrapped in canvas, extra clothing sealed against the damp.

"Bought it from a fisherman heading inland," Ole explained, running his hand along the gunwale with the touch of a man who knew boats. "His back gave out—couldn't handle the work anymore. He wanted to keep her but needed the money more. Solid cedar construction throughout. She'll handle the Sound if treated with respect."

Jens inspected the craft with a seaman's eye, checking the caulking, testing the oarlocks, examining the seats for rot. "She's sound enough," he admitted grudgingly. "But what did you mean, not going alone? Has Henrik decided to join your fool's errand? Because that would surprise me more than—"

In answer, Ole moved to the corner of the boathouse where a crude pen had been constructed from scrap lumber. Inside, two young goats raised their heads at his approach. One was black as midnight with a white blaze on its forehead. The other was mottled brown and white, smaller, with nervous eyes.

Jens's mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. "Goats? You've bought goats?"

"Milk, cheese, companionship." Ole reached down to scratch the black goat's ears. The animal pressed into his hand with obvious pleasure. "And they'll provide sustainable food once I establish my homestead. Better than hunting every day, especially while I'm searching."

"If you survive the journey," Jens muttered. His eyes narrowed suddenly as he ran calculations in his head. "Wait. How did you afford all this? The boat alone must have cost... what, twenty dollars? And supplies, and livestock..." He gestured around the boathouse. "That's more than your wages from three weeks of clearing work."

Ole turned away, busying himself with checking a coil of rope that didn't need checking. "I had other resources."

"What resources? You arrived with nothing but the clothes on your back and—" Jens stopped as realization dawned. "Your grandfather's chest. The one you guarded so carefully throughout our entire journey. You sold it?"

"Not the chest." Ole's voice was quiet but firm. "Some of its contents."

"The fragments?"

"No." Ole's voice hardened. "Never those. But there were... other items. Family heirlooms."

Jens stepped closer, his expression shifting from irritation to concern. "What items, Ole?"

After a moment's hesitation—Ole always hesitated before revealing too much—he moved to the boat and withdrew a small wooden box from beneath the stern seat. He placed it on an upturned barrel with careful hands and opened it slowly, as if whatever was inside might escape.

Nestled in woolen cloth lay three objects: a tarnished silver pendant worked in an intricate knotwork pattern that hurt the eyes to follow; a small iron axe head with traces of ornamentation still visible on its pitted surface; and a stone carving of a snarling beast that might have been a wolf or a dragon, worn smooth by countless generations of hands.

"These I kept," Ole said, his voice low with something close to religious reverence. "They've been in my family for generations—how many, no one alive can say for certain. My grandfather claimed they were Viking artifacts found in northern Norway, passed down through our line since the old days. Since before the coming of the White Christ, he used to say."

Jens leaned closer, genuinely intrigued despite himself. The pendant caught what little light filtered through the boathouse's cracks, and for a moment the knotwork seemed to writhe. "And what did you sell?"

"A bronze brooch. Two silver arm rings—thick ones, heavy with age. A carved drinking horn with metal fittings." Ole's face tightened with something like physical pain. "All authenticated by a collector from San Francisco who happened to be in Seattle acquiring native artifacts for some museum back east. He examined them, confirmed they were genuine Norse work from the Viking age. Paid well. Very well."

"How well?"

"Enough for the boat, all the supplies, the goats." Ole carefully rewrapped the items, his fingers lingering on each one as if memorizing their feel. "Enough to establish myself wherever I find what I'm seeking. Enough to last a year, maybe two, if I'm careful and supplement with fishing and hunting."

"So you traded your family treasures for a boat and some goats." Jens shook his head slowly. "Your ancestors would be proud, I suppose. Or horrified. Possibly both."

Ole returned the box to its hiding place beneath the stern seat, securing it with leather straps. "My ancestors would understand sacrifice in service of truth. These remaining pieces I'll keep always—proof of my connection to those who went before." He straightened, meeting Jens's gaze directly. His eyes were fierce. "When I find evidence of Viking presence in these waters, the sacrifice will be justified a hundred times over. More. Those heirlooms I sold will be nothing compared to the value of proving our people reached this shore centuries before Columbus set foot in the Caribbean."
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