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Trees, Pines filled with snow of a dawning winter scattered the landscape, the mountains of the cold wilderness lined the distant skyline, and the fresh snow fall blanketed the ground, yet something disturbed the peaceful scene. Among the ice the taste of iron slithered as the cold became too much for a canine to lick. A rugged grey fur and slender build of a large mutt trotted forward a few paces. The animal sniffed the snow, if it were not for the mutt's grey eyes, it would have been able to see the mixture of red within the ice. But something else was there, larger than the clumps of dry snow and larger than the hound itself. The mutt trotted over carefully to the object, the source of the blood. The corpse had a familiar smell, one the mutt knew. After a cold slow moment, the mutt laid down into the snow, staying as still as the mountains.
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Chapter 1 – The Beast
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A beast, an animal, a creature of the wilderness and a survivor. Wolf-Speaker. Black-Heart. Butcher. One could only earn a title through their actions and achievements. If that was so, then he would have earned his name well. 

Kaukr the Beast is what they called him, at least his most known name. A child of the mountains and hunter of bears. Those who had witnessed him in his rage speak of the height and power of such a man, but they dare call such a thing a man, yet most were just stories. A beard full of old blood and wind, grown down to his chest, dark brown and red hair alike, his hair was much the same, its length touching his shoulders. The eyes like the blazing sun, a deep hazel, a voice like a thunder strike and the footstep of a nocturnal predator. 

A large bear pelt snugly adorned his equally large figure, a fresh kill, while several other pelts and fresh slices of deer meat sat strung over his body. Linen and wool clothes of brown and grey rested over his figure and in his right hand he carried a large single-bladed, two-handed axe. Despite its age, the axe head was as shiny as the day his brother gave it to him. Its handle was of a strong dark oak that was covered in runes and carvings of Kaukr’s adventures and victories, as did the blade part too.

Returning from a hunting trip, Kaukr strolled through the early seasoned snow. The trees passed his large build as new snow began to fall. He spotted the wooden roof of his family home through the horizontal standing pines. Eager to get home, he picked up the pace. The sound of a hawk cried out as the predatory bird soared over the treetops. He halted and gazed up at the sky. Whistling out in reply, a few echoes later, the bird cried back.

Kaukr's gaze fell to the house, he picked up pace again. His eyes became focused and alert, his hands clenched as the axe in his right became firm, like a wood and metal extension of his arm. He started to jog, faster and faster, until that is he came to a clear wide path leading to the home. He halted. The grip on the axe loosened and he fell to his knees. 

Before him, the house he called home and the people he called family, yet it was not like he knew it. A great silence held the site in its dark grip. A mutt laid next to the bloodied corpse of the man Kaukr called brother. The nearly blind dog upon smelling the scent of another familiar person rose from its whimpering. 

The mutt knew the scent it caught, and its tail wagged a little. Footsteps came closer until the person was right near them. Kaukr reached down and patted the dog gently on its head, comforting the anguished animal.

Around him laid the bodies of the ones he knew best in the world. The house he called home, smashed and vandalised, things stolen, and blood spilt. The fresh falling snow now started to bury the blood-stained ice. Kaukr dropped his baggage and slowly strolled over to a smaller body, the corpse of a young girl, blonde and as white as the snow now her blood had all but been bled. A gash in her lower back, now frozen hard as it had been laying in the ice, was the culprit of her untimely demise. Kaukr, with all the gentle energy he could muster, lifted her up off the cold ground. He cradled her in his arms and wandered into the wooden pillaged house. His chest was heavy, alike a great cold blade had been thrust through him.

Furniture overturned and plates shattered, fur that had sat on the wall, now on the floor and tools and weapons that once had been neatly placed on display were now either missing or collided into other objects. 

It seemed who ever had done this enjoyed their time of freedom from restraint and moral, choosing to indulge in bloodshed. Two more bodies, a woman and a man, those Kaukr called his cousins laid hacked to pieces in the middle of the room. He walked to a small fur covered bed in the far corner of the house. He rested and looked down into the small innocent blue sparkling eyes of the child. Kaukr gently closed them.

The child, though not his, to him was a small piece of hope and innocence in a life full of violence and madness. She was his brother's child but to Kaukr, she may of well have been his daughter. The family who owned the house, the last people in the world as far as Kaukr knew, who would take in the animal and make him feel welcome. The only people he trusted. The only people he loved. 

Kaukr stood in front of the burning building, the fire and embers drifting high with the slow current of the wind, almost reaching the tops of the surrounding trees, the smoke surpassing the pines. The flames battled with the falling snow. The orange blended into the white and embers fell to the close by grounds. Kaukr stood for a few moments more. The nearly blind dog next to him. After some time, Kaukr parted from the scene, the mutt following close behind, leaving the burning grave to become ash and charred timber, the site that was once a home now a blazing funeral pyre.

Alone apart from the company of the Mutt. The dog, once a grand hunter, accompanying its master in many hunts, now an old blinding echo of its former self. Kaukr followed the tracks in the snow, the footprints had almost completely vanished but still some detail remained, only a trained tracker could pick up on such details, though the dog’s nose too proved helpful to Kaukr. His legs carried him faster, beginning to run, he came to a clearing where a realisation became visible to him. Around sixteen men had run through this clearing. He paused for a mere moment, studying the many prints, his eyes scanning the details of each one. They headed east.

Kaukr kept running, the dog just managing to keep pace, keeping direction only by the scent of Kaukr and the scent of the pray he was chasing, men. The mutt once hunted men before, a manhunt of a wanted lawbreaker. They came to a part of the forest where the trees grew thicker, the ground dipped and curved. Small bushes and shrubs grew, barely breaking their way through the layer of snow, seeking the sunlight. 

An hour passed of Kaukr chasing phantoms of footsteps through the forest. The mutt growing exhausted and falling behind, if its sight still remained, it would have lost view of Kaukr. With the tracks now vanished, the scent starting to fade, it seemed like the men Kaukr and the mutt had been chasing simply disappeared. 

Upon realising that all he was now doing was running in the same direction endlessly, Kaukr stopped, the rugged dog slowly catching up to him. Kaukr gazed down at the exhausted hound, he too catching his breath. He took a piece of deer meat from a leg muscle tied to his belt he had gathered from his hunt findings. Leaning down he held the meat in front of the dog’s muzzle. The old mutt took the food gently and laid down to eat. Kaukr checked his surroundings before taking a small axe from his belt and beginning to cut dry branches off nearby trees. The snow finally had stopped falling.

It was a struggle to start the fire, Kaukr again and again attempted to brush all the snow off the dead or dried branches he gathered. He removed the snow from around the fire edge, exposing only the dirt. He tried again, using a flint and a metal shard. He sparked the wood, but it did not catch. Possibly out of frustration or stubbornness, after more attempts he gave in, resorting to eating the flesh of the deer raw. Each bite a tender, squishy texture, the juice and blood tricking down his long beard and through his shoulder length hair. The taste was one to get used to but Kaukr had done it before. He tore off a piece and chucked it to the dog. Much to the mutts delight as it had been sniffing the scent of the kill since he had cut it from the meat on his belt. 

Kaukr took off his belt and pouches along with a deer skin sack and shifted off his large bear fur coat. He sat studying his rations as he wrapped the rest of the meat in cloth then buried it in the sack. Metal tools and weapons hung onto his belt, other supplies in other baggage and pouches, as a hunter he was used to carrying so much gear. His prized weapon, his axe, was well looked after and with carvings of stories and memories over it. The axe could tell hundreds of stories of hunts and battles. A strong wooden bow, carried over the shoulder, laid next to several arrows. Kaukr folded his baggage up again and upon the sounds of the metal and hide and his strong legs lifting him up, the mutt knew rest time was over and it was now time to continue the hunt. The sun hit the top of the sky. Kaukr continued heading east. 

He'd been a warrior once, now he carried the tools of a hunter, the experience and instincts of a tracker, yet he always kept his axe handy out of habit. Hunting had given him a reason for existence, work and his pastime. Kaukr had grown a few grey hairs since he’d given up the life of a warrior, and yet here he was, dragged back into that muck and blood.

On the trail of another man, the dog’s paws began to kick up as Kaukr started to run. Yelling began echoing and the mutt smelt tension in the air, hiding its tail between its legs. 

On a ridge of ice and snow overseeing a large valley, Kaukr gave chase to a figure spotted on the other side of that ridge. Knowing the man had already seen him coming from the high vantage point, Kaukr yelled again, calling out to the man. They came to a vertical ice face, foot holes cut into the ice. Kaukr began to climb, the determination to catch up to the man causing him to slip once, though he regained hold again. 

The mutt, stuck down at the bottom of the vertical drop, barked and growled in a fit as it could sense the close presence of another man. Kaukr reached the top of the ice face. Climbing up, he took out his axe and began to run forward into the dense trees, a blind rage taking him, rage he hadn’t felt for some years. 

Before he could comprehend what had happened, Kaukr was knocked in the chest with all the force of his heavy build and energy propelling him through the forest, winding him and almost forcing him to the ground. Out from behind a tree next to him, a man wandered with a large stick. Kaukr looked up slowly to the man. ‘Following me, why?’ The man asked Kaukr. 

‘A house, east of here, the owners, a family, slaughtered. Sixteen men, all of them killers, are you one of them?’ Kaukr spoke in a deep grinding voice.

‘A house west of here, how far is it?’

‘A day or so walking, a few hours running. Have you seen a group of men pacing this area of the forest?’

‘Yes... The house...’ the man seemed to pause in a moment of grief for a second.

Kaukr's fist gripped his axe tighter. ‘Where? How many were there? Where did they go?’ he asked the man.

‘They went south after they came into the valley from the west. Sixteen of them... Vengeance is a nasty thing you know, dangerous.’

‘It is my choice, not yours.’

‘Who are you?’

The man dropped the large stick. The dog began to bark again. Kaukr was silent. ‘I am Dagfinn, now you know me, who are you?’

Kaukr was reluctant to answer, a slow grumble. ‘Kaukr, some call me Kaukr the Beast.’

The warrior examined Dagfinn's baggage. Tools to make camp, skins and meat, wood cutting gear, a cloak covering the upper half of him made from green and red woven fabric, fluffy skins of small animals sown into it at the shoulders, collar, cuffs and openings. A bloody deer skin over his back with his baggage and hide sacks, thrown over his shoulder, belts holding his tools. His face, almost blank in expression, eyes popping in concentration yet a grin of uncertainty, something else was hidden under his outside persona. A long thick grey beard, long and matted hair, his limbs, though in appearance were long, thin and bony, were strong and capable of taking him many days of walking with little stops. His boots were hand made from old thick leather. There was something else though that made Kaukr uneasy. Dagfinn carried no weapon apart from the tools.

‘You are a nomad, I can see, but why don't you carry a sword or an axe?’ Kaukr asked the hermit, still struggling to catch his breath.

‘I have no need of such things, if you know where to go and what to do, you shouldn't need to use them... You need rest by the look of you, the men are heading for a town, take the chance to take some rest while you can, in the morning I'll take you to the town.’

‘I need to get going now.’

Kaukr walked to the ice face and gazed down to the mutt. Dagfinn stepped up next to him. 

‘An old mutt, is this your guide?’ Dagfinn joked. 

Taking a rope, Dagfinn climbed down to the old dog. The dog, frightened and tense at first, was calmed by Dagfinn's persona, something vaguely seemed familiar between the two. Kaukr watched on as Dagfinn, once calming the dog, wrapped and tied the rope around the mutt before hauling it onto his back and climbing the ice face, with the rope tied around his body too. Kaukr helped the two up once they came in reach. 

‘I've known that dog for many years, it doesn't trust most people and yet it trusts you’ Kaukr remarked. 

‘It takes time, but once you put trust in another living thing, they will trust you. Once you are in touch with the land... Follow me, you need rest, and so does this dog.’

A stack of wood built up sat in the middle of two large pine trees, Kaukr rested, leaning on one of the trees, eyes set on to Dagfinn. Dagfinn cut a slice of deer meat and threw it to the mutt, which was waiting patiently. The hermit then leaned over to the stack of wood and with two rocks he sparked some crushed dried leaves. Kaukr watched as he lit it with one clash of the rocks. The fire climbed higher and higher, hot enough to cook over. He placed the deer meat over the flame, using some sticks to hold it. 

Dagfinn looked to Kaukr, ‘so you'll be having cooked meat tonight’ Dagfinn grinned as he blew and nursed the newborn fire, Kaukr grinned slightly and looked at the sky as the stars crawled over the dark blue. Colourful lights danced in the sky like flames. The dog fell asleep yet Kaukr could not bring himself to. Dagfinn took out a half-finished fur hat with some small animal skins and a hand full of wolf teeth, he began to sew the pieces together. 

‘The house west of here... I knew the one... I would stop there, a man there I sold many furs too. I have not been for years’ Dagfinn spoke.

Kaukr looked to the nomad, then to the ground. 

‘I guess you were the brother I heard about last time’ Dagfinn added, the nomad’s soft voice grew a little rough. 

Kaukr gazed to the sky with longing eyes, finding comfort and trust in the man who’d given him aid, yet his mind was occupied dearly. ‘Why now... why?’ Kaukr muttered to himself, slowly beginning to drift off.

Asleep, Kaukr found himself in a field. Blood, iron and bodies all around him, intertwined into the long grass. In the near distance his eyes fell upon a line of ironclad men making for his position. Kaukr taking up an axe from the dirt and grass, a sword in his other hand. He gritted his teeth before letting out a bloodthirsty cry as the sky around him turned a blood red, he charged towards the enemy line.

Awoken to a clump off snow thrown to his face, Kaukr groaned. The camp was packed up and Dagfinn stood a few metres from Kaukr with the mutt. A new hat sat on Dagfinn's head, coif cap like, fur covering most of his head apart from his face and beard, teeth from wolves lining where the fur came to his ears on both sides. ‘Time to go Kaukr the Beast, the men aren't going to sit around today’ Dagfinn remarked.

‘I'm not either’ Kaukr replied. Gathering his things, Kaukr rose and the three began to walk. 

‘What is the dog's name?’ Dagfinn asked. 

‘Dog... well that is what he answers to’ Kaukr replied.

‘Dog? why not give him a name, something to bring life in his old age.’

‘He won't know any better, he'll be happy anyway, there is no reason in giving him a name.’

They walked in silence for a few minutes, pines riddled with snow passed them by. ‘So where do you come from Kaukr?’

‘Look around, it's a place like this, only more barren and way up north, you need to be strong to survive there, I almost died many times as a child.’

‘Ahh, so you are a true child of the wilderness. A real gruff warrior...’ the nomad grinned humorously. ‘Don’t worry, I know your stories. I also don’t really care... I grew up fishing with my father, then I killed him because he beat my mother when I was older.’ Kaukr rose an eyebrow at the man’s words, Dagfinn chuckled and shrugged. ‘I ran away and have travelled over many lands over the ice, over many, many years’ the hermit continued. ‘Though such violence is beneath me now... We all have something we run from, past or future.’

Dagfinn treaded heavily for a moment, taking a breath.

‘A few ours walk, sometimes a day or more, depending on the weather and how fast you are. Then over those mountains, there is the village I swear your men would have run to.’

Dagfinn spat. He then turned and continued his march, taking point.

‘I’ve been a hunter, assistant to a Jarl once, a great hunter himself. He died. In a hunt. I guessed I was fired, so I left that life... I’ve been a fisherman, a few times. Though the sea doesn’t agree with me. I prefer altitude to vast empty salt waters.’

‘The ocean isn’t empty’ Kaukr stated.

‘Even so. Compared to how I know mountain lands, it is to me. I’ve been a trader for some time, taking what I can and what I need from the land. Selling furs and things I find in the woods. Did you know some healers would pay hefty for certain mushrooms? Useless mushrooms to me. And other plants. Some you can eat, though some they make elixirs with. I know the how, but I don’t really care the why, nor do I practice it. They think you can contact the gods by eating mushrooms. What rubbish.’

There was a pause for a moment, Dagfinn seemed to want to examine Kaukr’s reaction to his last few words. Yet it seemed Kaukr didn’t particularly care. The hermit smiled and continued his rambles.

‘What rubbish I say... The gods are around us, yes. They are the trees, the mountains, the earth. The soil. Not hidden in the sky. Even if there were such things as other realms, what business is that of ours? We are in our world, our soils, our earth. They all should focus more on this world, not some realm beyond, fools I say...’ Dagfinn kicked a rock. Kaukr was beginning to regret running into the old hermit, yet he knew he needed the elder to find a path through the coming mountains. He was a survivalist himself, but this area of these mountains he did not know, nor the village that supposedly laid beyond.

Kaukr pondered to himself that the man before him had dangerous ideas, ideas that would have him flayed and hung in some places. Though it was apparent that most hermits thought differently, differently to the common folk, thus most hermits were outcasts.

‘I don’t really care what the folk believe’ Dagfinn rambled as he treaded in the snow. ‘Only that they leave me way the hel out of it. Valhalla... Huh, I’d hate that place, oh how I would hate it.’

They continued walking, down, down the slow slope of the snowy valley. The morning's layer of mist passed them in a temporary white blindness, before it was bit by bit blown away by the winding valley winds. Flakes of snow were blown from the trees as the cold hissing wind passed, Dagfinn attempted to catch a few on his tongue. As they strode Kaukr chewed a thick dried piece of meat from his deer rations. 

The mutt, upon smelling the dried flesh, groaned softly as to remind his master of his presence and at any time can give him a piece, but never to loud as to give away that he was really begging for a snack. 

It was to be a long tiresome walk through and out of the valley. For the dog, a testament to how far it's legs could still take it. To the men, a trap with one way out, cold and dry. The wind and the snow would pick up, soon the beginning of a storm was forming. Soon Kaukr and Dagfinn would cover their faces with cloth torn from their undershirts, wrapped around their heads with eye holes cut horizontally and slightly folded to stop falling snow from getting in their eyes.

‘Five days more walk’ Dagfinn shouted to Kaukr.

‘You’re toying with me, you said the men would have reached the town today.’

Dagfinn laughed ‘You are smarter than you look Kaukr, we can reach it today if this weather lets up.’

They marched on through the winds, colder and heavier, their feet with every step sinking into the snow. The mutt, smartly sheltering itself behind the men. Fighting the wind head on as it roared through the valley, Kaukr pondered and imagined all the ways he could kill and mutilate the prey he followed. He thought how he will wait until the group split up and go in their separate ways. Malice filled him, old rage, old ideas of blood, ideas he had buried for some time.

Dagfinn pondered on thoughts of mead and colourful foods he could find once he reached the town, having only what he could find in the wilderness left to eat. 

These thoughts and the will of the two men pushed them on through the winds. It was another hour until they would reach the edge of the valley. 

A sharp jagged point, curving over the edge, covered in ice at the pinnacle of what the last bit of snowstorm touched, reached over the ridge of the mountain. Dagfinn, carrying the mutt over his shoulders, wandered up the steep path, Kaukr behind him, energy on the edge of enduring and exhaustion. 

‘Here, the lookout, you can see from up here, the tops of most of the mountains around, in the distance you can even see the town and the river it is built on’ Dagfinn explained. 

Dagfinn reached the top of the lookout, on the left a pathway shrouded in snow led up a rock face climbing far up to the mountain top. Kaukr stepped up next to Dagfinn, it was quite a view, a magnificent white, rocky landscape, pine trees like small dagger tips sticking out of the ground and spreading as far as the distance and further. The moment was a short time of wonder and rest, but upon seeing the town for himself, Kaukr started the march to vengeance, down the icy sloped side and into the snow covered countryside. His eyes of determination and rage. Dagfinn followed, having led the way this far, now after seeing his goal, Kaukr took the lead.

Open fields, farms, patches of forest and lone buildings, frozen in the winter ice scattered the outskirts. The sun was like a warm dagger pointing down on the face, the rays of warmth and light, blending with the piercing cold, over taking the warmth and turning it into a piercing almost cold light. Kaukr blocked the sun out with one hand as they treaded on towards the town. Closer and closer. Kaukr's blood began to pump in a steady beat, rage over taking most of his rational thought, his chest heavy, fists clenching. Dagfinn stepped a few paces behind with the mutt, now showing signs of concern for the big man. 

The mutt, used to the cold weather from sleeping outside some winter nights, treaded lightly through the snow, more and more scents and smells grew closer and potent, the dog knew more people were somewhere close, and a lot of them. Not only more people but the scent of the men they were tracking led in the same direction.

A farmer thumped snow off his roof with a wooden broom, pausing he gazed up to see the three strange figures wandering past the crop field. A brute, a wanderer and an old dog, he saw. He pondered on the thoughts of the strange sight, then got back to work.

They came closer, the noise of voices and animals, the smell of small fires and old wood. A pathway of dirt now formed in front of them, Kaukr and Dagfinn continued on, The hunter began to pick up the pace, eager to act on his intentions. A large wooden arch made of old tree branches sat over the path, a marker to signal entrance of a township, a few men tall and wide enough for rows of horses or carts, a small wooden wall surrounded the rest of the main township. Within the wooden walls of the town the settlement held timber houses, carefully crafted and made unique by its architectural carvings, ornaments of bone and furniture. Markets selling meat of many kinds, animals and livestock, vegetation, metals formed into tools and weapons, furniture and wood. People, lots and lots of people, at least to what Kaukr and Dagfinn were used to. Eccentric hair styles, tattoos, clothing, at least by Kaukr's standards. Some people seemed too clean. Some houses stood with pieces of wood taken off them, splinters laid on the ground. The aftermath of a storm.

The two looked like they belonged with the third member of their small party, sleeping outside and living in packs, compared to the other people in amidst the town that was. Dagfinn did not seem to be fussed about how he looked, he almost straight away wandered off, looking at the market stalls, he gave Kaukr only a few words of advice, ‘don't stare at anyone, go talk to the Jarl about the situation, he'd be the law around here.’

Kaukr wandered the streets, the look of slight awe on his face, he had only been to a township a few times in his life, but never one this big, he was a mountain wanderer and a wilderness man, he had never seen so many houses and people in one place before. Even on old raids and in war parties he’d remained mostly to the wilderness or camps outside the walls or cities. He did know what a Jarl was though, he had an understanding of laws and how to speak to strangers. 

In amongst gazing crowds, he spotted a man of what looked to be of authority, standing on the edge of a veranda outside a large wooden, richly decorated hall. Around Kaukr, not to his notice, people looked at him, men with neatly groomed hair and crafted clothes eyed him down, strange women spoke to each other, taking glimpses of him. He eventually gathered they were talking of him. The mutt trotted up, sitting next to its owner and glanced up to him in confusion of all the scents scrambled around. 

Not noticing him at first, the man from the large hall had wandered down from the hill the hall sat on, stepping up to the hunter in a welcoming yet confused manner. 

‘Hello friend, are you lost?’ 

Kaukr looked to him, wondering what words to piece together. 

‘Do you need help? Are you a traveller?’ The man asked. ‘You look lost friend, I mean well... You aren’t dressed as a trader or such. Are you a hunter? Maybe a bounty hunter?’

‘There were a group of men who came into town within the last day or so, do you know where they are?’ The words Kaukr spat out came with a malice.

‘A group of men, within the last day or so? Well, a lot of them did, coming back from the raids and trading journeys.’

‘On foot from the north’ Kaukr explained.

‘Ah, yes, a group did come through here-’

‘Do you know where I can find them?’ Kaukr cut the man off in a sudden jagged tone, his eyes lighting up.

‘Yes, I know where a few are, why?’

‘They've done something, something I can't forgive, now they are at my mercy’ Kaukr remarked coldly.

The man's face turned to an expression of realisation. ‘They did do something, I had the suspicion of it... follow me’ the man said before ushering Kaukr to trail him into the hall.
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Chapter 2 – Logrfyrir
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In front of Kaukr sat three thrones made of wood, bone and metal, decorated with colours of red and earthly pigments. A red chair in the centre held up on its back a statue made of sticks in the form of a warrior holding a sword with two hands, many arrows stuck out its back. An elderly man with a red wool coat wrapped around him sat in the chair, his face was sick and pale, a white beard grew to his chest, nicely groomed and tattoos lined his neck and arms. 

Stood off to the side of the room, a young woman with dark hair, piercing eyes and tattoos over most of her body but her face, dug into Kaukr with curious eyes, she wore a red attire crafted from fine cloth and linen strips, her hands full of rings of what looked to be gold and silver. She was a foreigner to this region, Kaukr knew from her tattoos, from lands to the south. 

Next to Kaukr, the man who invited him in, Birger, tall and well built, well dressed in a white tunic and with his blonde hair platted down the back of his head. His arms covered by tattoos of ocean waves and beasts fighting amongst them, his eyes piercing like the woman's but somewhat friendly and inviting. He wore a necklace, that of a small metal coin, the carving of a tree on it.

The room was covered in animal skins, bones of bears, deer and other animals, pits off burning wood and coal sat around the chamber, guards with round shields, chainmail and hide armour, metal plates on their chests, six of them, lined the walls. The echo of being in a large room is something that Kaukr had not heard for a long time.

‘Our seer read this in fate, this year of winter, all five hundred days was to be cursed... Suspicions were right father, those men had done something and here is the proof. Could you tell us what happened?’ Birger turned to Kaukr. ‘You have the floor.’

‘A family house, north to a great valley then east of it, pillaged, my cousins, brother, his wife and their daughter... murdered’ Kaukr stuttered a little on the word daughter. 

The man in the red throne gazed to Kaukr and turned his head slightly. ‘A horrible crime, I have seen many, the survivors and family members always have the same look in the eye, you have that look, the look of vengeance...’ His voice was slow and rumbly. ‘Those men were here but are not now. Yet the crime is far from my land... and I have no say in what happens out in those mountains. I am an old man, my bones are breaking. And I have not lived this long without having tragedy strike me. And living this long, I know that vengeance will only bring more vengeance... and more pain... I cannot help you.’ The Jarl said before resting his head back, his croaking voice already exhausted. 

‘Then if you will not help, then know there will be blood, I have faced many fights, and I know what vengeance does... But I have nothing left now... and I do not care what happens to me... after I kill every last one of them’ Kaukr stated before turning and treading back outside. Birger, attempting to go after him was waved down by his father. 

‘Son, I wish to talk’ The Jarl grunted.

Kaukr wandered out into the snowy streets, the mutt lay resting at the door. Picking up his baggage, set by the entrance, Kaukr signalled the dog to get up. As he turned to walk, he was stopped in his tracks by the woman from the hall. The piercing eyes examining him once again, she spoke in an alluring yet fake manner. 

‘Sorry about Jarl Arvid, he is old and sick, he sees no point in helping anyone with anything anymore, but you are welcome to stay here if you like, we can offer a warm place to sleep, if you like?’ 

Kaukr did not answer, his deep silence was almost unsettling to the woman, she spoke again. 

‘Sixteen men... They were here, agents from the east, from Krell’donn I heard.’ 

She took a step closer to the man, she looked to be from the Islands of the south, a snake in nature, known tricksters, yet some prove useful and some noble Kaukr knew. She began to speak again, gazing to the man’s eyes, almost unblinking, though she was cut off by Birger as he stepped from the hall.

‘Ase, what are you talking about?’

‘I'm just offering him a place to stay’ she answered.

‘I can set up camp in the woods’ Kaukr remarked.

‘No no, it will be very cold out there’ Ase replied.

‘Please Ase, I can talk to him...’ Birger gestured his arm to send her inside. She sighed before wandering back into the hall. ‘I'm sorry about that, what was your name?’ Birger asked the hunter. 

‘Kaukr, the Beast as some know me’ Kaukr replied.

‘Kaukr the Beast, I've heard that name, one of the sailors mentioned it, I am Birger son of the Jarl Arvid, you're a warrior are you not?’

‘I used to be... now I just live out in the mountains’ Kaukr stated. ‘She is a bit young to be the wife of such an old man, isn't she?’

‘Ase? She and my father have a strange friendship, after my mother died my father needed someone to fill that hole, and she came into town a few weeks later. Now she helps lead the people, but she can be... too friendly, I even get cautious sometimes.’

‘I can see that, something else about them...’ Kaukr looked to the sky. ‘You said you knew where some of these people are I am looking for?’

‘Ah, yes, I know a few names and where they went. Brant, Calder and Cuyler, they went east to the herd lands, the great plains, Calder is a cold-hearted dangerous man, so is Cuyler though he is a boasting archer, he couldn’t stop winning bets when he was here. Brant, I know little about. But come, join us tonight, have some mead to warm you up.’

‘I have someone else with me, he's at the markets, I should go find him.’

‘Yes, bring him too. I shall get Ase to make you a meal.’

‘Thank you, but I should be after these men, before they get too far, there's still much time left in the day.’

‘Why not rest, you came all the way from the mountains, that storm, you would have walked through it, you've earned the rest. And the horror you met... the slayings, I would be a poor Jarlson if I did not offer you a bed and some food.’

Kaukr hauled his things onto his back. ‘I don't have much time, I need to find them.’

‘We could give you horses, make up for the time, you'd be able to catch them by tomorrow.’ 

Birger attempted to sway the hunter’s mind yet Kaukr remained stubborn. The conversation was then ceased by a small fruit hitting the hunter on the chest. Kaukr gazed up to see Dagfinn stocked up with food and a few of his furs gone as well as the fresh deer skin. 

‘Kaukr, did you find any leads? I see you've met Birger, hello there Arvidson’ Dagfinn took a bite from a fruit. ‘How is Ase young lad? I trust the season isn’t too cold, your bed furs must be warm in that hall, if you get any sleep...’

‘I didn't know you were with him...’ Birger paused for a moment. ‘Just take some mead and furs to keep warm, you should be able to catch them yet.’ Birger wandered back inside the hall. 

‘What exactly is your relation with these people?’ Kaukr questioned Dagfinn, Dagfinn only replying with a smile. In a few moments Birger walked back out of the hall, in his arms, animal furs and other supplies. 

‘Come back here once you're done Kaukr... If you're gone for more than three days, I'm coming after you with more men.’ Birger wandered inside again. 

‘Why would he be so worried about my wellbeing?’ Kaukr asked. 

‘Law... A Jarlson upholds it when their Jarl is too old too. Birger is ever the enforcer. But if I know Birger, he wants you for something, either to fight for him or to travel with him’ Dagfinn replied. 

‘Duty then... honour, like all the other fools’ Kaukr grunted.

‘You’re beginning to sound like me...’ Dagfinn remarked with a scorning expression. ‘Who ever could really know what goes on in that lad’s head, he’s been confused his whole life. Doesn’t help with her around.’

Out of town, Dagfinn walked with Kaukr, the dog followed close behind. After their short rest and a meal, Kaukr had wasted no more time. Headed east, their journey and its path were a guess, but trackers they were. In the snow covered landscape, some smaller trees laid on the ground, branches broken and splintered, the aftermath of the storm spread about. Kaukr climbed and stood on top of a large fallen tree, an old tree, rotten and broken, something that was waiting for the storm to come and take its pain of brittleness away. 
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