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    To Feradeh, thank you for putting up with all the late nights while I fished this.

      

    

In 9th century Scandinavia, 841 AD to be exact, prior to the assimilation of all peoples united under one king approximately fifty years later, the land was rife with war, betrayal, and death. Each of the jarl’s or kings, if they chose to call themselves that in their chosen land, formed independent petty kingdoms and went to war with any and all challengers, be they known as an enemy or not. Please note this is a work of fiction with a few liberties taken. I wouldn’t classify this as historical fiction, as there isn’t anything other than the sagas that deal with this time frame, but I have researched as much as possible to make it period accurate.
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Chapter 1
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February, 841 AD, Hördaland, Scandinavia

Kalf Snaeksson, the young son of one of the poorest farmers in their small village of Hvanneyrr, knelt next to the pile of vomit in the mead hall. It was his normal routine, disgusting and degrading, but his and the other boy’s jobs nonetheless. The warriors of their clan were celebrating their latest conquest, and throwing up was part of the celebratory activities after copious amounts of mead. Kalf’s knee ached from grinding it into the gnarled wooden floor as he scooped the puke, most of the planks wet from spilled mead. 

He turned his head and gagged as he cleaned alongside the others who were positioned in different locations to tend to the returning warriors. Boys who had not yet seen nineteen summers. None of them had earned a spot on a raiding boat to go vikingir as of yet. They could marry, raise children, farm, and if they were blessed by Tyr, be chosen for a raid to improve their quality of life after waiting for a spot to open in the shield wall. Kalf had been waiting for his call up any day now. A few of the warriors who had sailed had not returned from the voyage.

“Kalf, you little toadie,” Borgar, the one eyed warrior on the bench next to him, roared, flicking his foot at Kalf as he knelt nearby. 

Kalf cut his eyes up as he scooped the vomit into a bucket beside him. “Yes?” he hissed as he flicked his fingers clean.

Borgar sneered at him before swaying slightly, his tri-braided black beard with a touch of gray swaying with him as he moved. “Know what I think of you?”

Kalf shook his head no as he continued to clean. He knew what was about to happen because it had happened several times before after the same comment. He loathed Borgar and his one eye. His personality was far from what a warrior should act like in a shield wall. Borgar belched and then lifted his mead horn over Kalf’s head. He upended the horn and spilled the remainder of the liquid on Kalf. The others around Borgar at the long table roared with laughter and did the same to the young men cleaning around them before shouting to the thralls for refills. 

“That,” Borgar roared with laughter. “Clean the puke up.”

Borgar kicked Kalf over as he swiped his eyes and face with his ratty white wool tunic. Oh, you son of an arse...Kalf thought. I wish I could shiv you in the kidney...

Kalf winced from the blow to his pride and the inability to retaliate. No non sworn farmer like he could or would raise a hand to a sworn shield member. That carried the sentence of death if he raised his hand. In his mind, though, once he was a member of the shield wall, the next time Borgar insulted him, Kalf would seek a holmgang and make him grovel. As he regained his feet with a growl, Kalf made eye contact with the young son of his jarl, named Hragnelf, who was six. The boy swung his legs back and forth under his stool as he waited for his parents by the two thrones. He waved at Kalf with a front tooth missing grin, beckoning him over. Kalf saw Hragnelf as the younger brother he never had. He waved back with a smirk and furrowed his eyebrows, then waggled his finger at him to make the boy laugh. The boy's father, Jarl Thorbjorn Eyvaldsson, was a man of great power in their petty kingdom of Hördaland and the leader of the village. He had the best warriors in his shield wall, some moving from other villages to join him in his world conquests. But for all his glory, Thorbjorn had more enemies than friends. No one loves a man who wins all the time.

Kalf looked around when Hragnelf beckoned him over for a second time. He hurried over to the boy, who clapped his hands eagerly when he approached. Kalf knelt in front of him. “KALF!” Hragnelf shouted.

“Hey, Hragnelf,” Kalf said before glancing over his shoulder at the warriors to make sure he wasn’t needed before turning back around. “Want to see a magic trick?”

“Yessssss!”

Kalf placed his hands behind his back and laid his thumb on the inside of his palm before bringing his fists back around in front of Hragnelf. He moved his fists apart several times to make the illusion that his thumb was being severed. A loud grimace and groan escaped his lips while he did it, making Hragnelf squeal with laughter. Kalf laughed and jerked his fists several times behind his back before bringing them back around with both hands open, fingers extended, wiggling them for effect. Hragnelf snatched them like he had dozens of times and shook them to try and find where the dislocation was as he looked at his palm and then the back of his hands. Kalf grinned and then rose to his feet.

“AGAIN!” Hragnaelf said with raucous laughter.

“Later,” Kalf promised. “Your father will be here soon.” He turned his head when he heard several loud horns blowing from outside the hall. “See?” 

Kalf watched the double doors to the hall open, the snowflakes from outside blowing in as they did. Kalf snatched his wooden bucket in front of Hragnelf and then hurried to the shadows behind the long table, as did the other young attendants. He stood in silence, wringing his fingers on the bail of his bucket as Jarl Thorbjorn Eyvaldsson strode into the hall with his wife to the cheers of his shield brethren. 

The table for celebration was on the left side of the hall, and the far right was for weapons and armor. A fire pit was built in the center of the building with a smoke hole carved into the ceiling. Along the walls hung the stuffed heads of bears, foxes, reindeer, and twelve point bucks who stared at the warriors as they feasted on flesh. Kalf watched the table full of warriors stand, raise their mead horns, and thump their chests as he strode past them toward his throne made from the strongest oak in the forests around them. The sister throne for his wife was made of the same material, but was slightly smaller. Hragnelf scurried from his stool and stood to the side with his hands behind his back, eyes focused on his father’s massive frame as he walked with his head held high next to his mother.

Jarl Thorbjorn’s long blonde hair, combed into a fine mane, flowed out behind him as he walked with authority, his deep blue eyes cold and calculating, and the only hint that he was in his fifties were the crows feet etched at the corners of his eyes. He carried his silver spangenhelm in the crook of his arm on the opposite side of his sword. His four braided blonde beard hung to mid waist and took up most of his face. He stood as tall as an Arctic bear on its hind legs, easily a foot taller than most of his warriors at the table. Over his broad shoulders hung a large polar bear skin, the head covering his left pec. It was fastened by a golden boar shaped brooch that connected it at the center of his chest. 

The jarl's armor was a tight black jerkin with silver ring mail interwoven throughout that settled just below his belt line. A sheathed longsword hung from his sword belt with a ruby inlaid in the pommel shaped like Thor’s hammer. Kalf’s father had told him the sword was one that had been handed down from jarl to jarl back to the beginning of their clan; it was the power of their people. The sword was called Drápgjarn or Blood Drinker to the non Norse who faced it when he raided.

Lady Audhild was just as regal looking as her husband, with straight blonde hair that touched mid back. She wore a low cut blue dress that reached her ankles, high cheekbones, and an ample chest with deep blue eyes. Jarl Thorbjorn never smiled, but Lady Audhild wore one just about everywhere she went. As the pair reached the dual thrones, the jarl's warriors turned as one to face him.

One of the new attendants across from Kalf, Askall was his name, a new recruit from another village, quickly brought a large mead horn of polished bone and gold trim over to the jarl, filled to the rim. Askall was not a man who would normally stand out. His black hair was shaved on the back and sides of his head, like many others in the hall, with soft brown eyes. Kalf and the other boys didn’t talk to him much as an outsider; something about him seemed...off.

When he reached the throne, Thorbjorn glanced down at Hragnelf with an ear to ear grin. He winked, which made Hragnelf beam back before spinning around to face his warriors with a flourish. Arms high, Jarl Thorbjorn roared and threw with them open, some of the liquid spilling over the edges of his mead horn as he did. He gulped the mead down, soaking his long blonde beard in the process as it overflowed from his mouth to the cheers of his warriors. Kalf stared at the most powerful man in Hvanneyrr and wanted to be just like him. The way his men adored him, even the one eyed asshole Borgar, who stood in admiration of his leader by the table. 

“Brethren!” Thorbjorn bellowed. “We are victorious once again!”

Kalf turned his head to watch the warband pound on the long table and cheer before draining their mead horns as the thralls refilled them from the wings before retreating. The power that one man held over others was intoxicating to Kalf. If only he could have one chance to go abroad and showcase his skills when he was awarded his armband shaped like a serpent.

I wish I was just like that, Kalf thought as he studied the jarl, wringing his hands on the bail of his bucket. I will be the best warrior you’ve ever seen...

“We will rest for the winter,” Thorbjorn continued, scanning his warriors’ faces. “Go to your farms, make me more sons and daughters for battle, and bask in the glory as my victorious warband!”

More cheering broke out as Thorbjorn shoved his mead horn into Askall’s outstretched hand. He turned to his son, bent at the waist, and hoisted him high above his head toward the rafters with a roar. Hragnelf squealed as Thorbjorn tossed him up and down in celebration as Askall refilled his horn, setting it on the table between the two thrones before retreating. Kalf smirked at the exchange between father and son. He had the same with his father when he was young. Sadly, after his mother passed, his father became withdrawn and bitter.

Kalf listened to the pair from a few feet away in the shadows. “You been good, boy?” 

“Yes, father,” Hragnelf squealed as he held him aloft.

“Been fighting?” Thorbjorn asked.

Hragnelf giggled as his father swung him side to side with no effort. “Nooooooo...” he squealed.

Thorbjorn rolled his eyes and said, “Always be fighting, boy...” He heard Audhild clear her throat and glanced over his shoulder at her disapproving scowl. “When...when you’re not getting...” He paused and faced Hragnelf, then whispered. “Caught.”

He winked to Hragnelf’s raucous laughter. He set him down on his stool and then sat down next to Audhild. Hragnelf turned and looked at Kalf, who smiled. Thorbjorn snatched Hragnelf and lifted him high again before swooping him back down to place him on his knee as he squealed. Kalf watched the lady and jarl as they held hands and watched the celebration, occasionally leaning into one another’s ears to whisper. Hragnelf stared at Kalf with a mischievous grin, which made him raise an eyebrow, and then leaned into his father’s ear with his tiny hand cupped around it. Thorbjorn looked up at Kalf and beckoned him forward with a wave. Kalf froze. The mighty jarl had waved him over, and his feet were planted like two blocks of cinder in the mead hall. He felt a nudge on his lower back and turned his head sharply.

“Hurry,” Skeggi Skafsson, Kalf's best friend since childhood, hissed from his left in the shadows behind a pillar. “He’s not one to wait.”

Skeggi and Kalf were almost identical in both looks and mannerisms. Both had long red hair to mid back with slight freckles and minimal red beards not worthy of mentioning. They stood at best five foot seven and hardly had much muscle to their bodies. Kalf gave a quick nod and put one foot in front of the other as he made his way over to the throne. He smiled at Hragnelf, who beamed back at him.

Kalf took a knee and bowed his head. “Jarl...” He stammered and swallowed the lump in his throat. “Jarl...Thorbjorn, how may I be of assistance?”

Thorbjorn smirked and gulped his mead before burping. “My boy tells me how nice you are to him, Kalf Snaeksson. He says you’re a trickster.”

“He is a good lad, Jarl Thorbjorn,” Kalf said.

“You are my old shield brother Snaek’s only son, correct?” Thorbjorn asked with a raised eyebrow.

Kalf gave a hurried nod, confused as to why he would refer to his deceased father as a shield brother. To his knowledge, Snaek Bjornisson had just been a simple farmer who only trained him to defend himself. “Yes, Jarl Thorbjorn. I am my father’s only son.”

“Do you fear me, Kalf Snaeksson?”

“No...no, Jarl Thorbjorn,” Kalf hurried to say.

“Then...look...up,” Thorbjorn hissed, leaning forward slightly to close their distance, his sword sheath scraping the wood of the throne as he did.

Kalf’s eyes drifted up to Thorbjorn’s. He was lost in the sea of blue as the jarl stared through him, seeming to judge his mannerisms and movements. Finally, the jarl smirked and leaned back in his chair, repositioning Hragnelf on his knee with his free hand.

“I was sorry to hear of the passing of your father while I was away at sea on my last voyage,” Thorbjorn said in a genuine tone. “He was a great man.”

“Thank you, Jarl Thorbjorn,” Kalf said, averting his gaze again.

“Stand up, son of Snaek,” Thorbjorn said, handing Hragnelf to Lady Audhild.

Kalf rose to his feet and waited for an order. Thorbjorn stood up beside him, towering over him by almost a foot. He surveyed the men and women celebrating, his eyes searching for something. Not stopping his surveying, Jarl Thorbjorn said, “Your father was a man of honor and a great warrior...” He paused in thought before giving a slow sigh. “A man I missed in my wall because he chose to raise you after your mother passed, and there were no others to watch you that he trusted with your life. He taught you to fight, yes?”

Kalf nodded. Nothing was making sense. His father never spoke of his past, only that a man who digs in the Earth and cares for his family is a life of a blessed man. The only question Kalf ever had for that statement, which he never asked, was: if it was a blessed life to be a farmer, then what about the afterlife in Valhalla when you die in an accident or staring at the ceiling of your home in bed like he had of the fever and end up in Hel?

“You know something...” Thorbjorn muttered to Kalf’s interest. “Your father and I grew up together, earned our armbands together, and unfortunately...” He sighed again as he watched the celebrations, his blue eyes saddened. “We will not see Valhalla together. I shall venture there alone.” He turned to Kalf and placed his hands on his biceps, and shook him lightly. “But tonight, I will give you an honor fit only for your bloodline.”

Kalf balked at the statement. Fit for my bloodline? Yes! Finally!

Kalf nodded hurriedly as his heart thumped in his chest, his palms became clammy, and his lower back and armpits started to sweat. Had the time come to swear allegiance? Would he be welcomed into the shield wall to be the greatest adventurer that Scandinavia had ever seen? Kalf waited as Thorbjorn stepped back and beckoned Hragnelf back over to him. Kalf had a quizzical look on his face as Hragnelf looked up at him from below with a grin, his head just above Kalf’s hip.

“I need a protector for my son,” Thorbjorn said.

Kalf remained tight lipped. His lot in life was dismal at best. His normal day started before the sun came up. He would ready himself, then go to the farmstead owned by Jako the Fat and work until sunset on his farm, as he didn’t have any land of his own to work. His father had worked there, and so did he, and until he earned his armband, he would continue to live a pauper’s existence. This would make it almost impossible for him to leave the village if he were to ask him to protect Hragnelf.

When Kalf didn’t respond, Thorbjorn said, “You will be by my son’s side every waking moment to protect him as he grows.” He embraced Kalf and pounded him on the back, Kalf’s eyes bugging out as he listened. “If you truly are your father’s son, then I know your honor would never let anything happen to my only heir.” 

Kalf’s eyes opened wider as several warriors looked up from their celebration to watch, one of them snickering, who had heard the comment as he chewed his chicken with his mouth open. All the warriors knew he wanted his armband more than anything. Not only had he not been given an arm band to swear on, but Kalf had actually been demoted to babysitter. He would never go raiding until Hragnelf was of age and could go himself as his bodyguard. That was a minimum of twelve summers and winters away. But why would the jarl trust his son’s life to an untested warrior? 

Why trust me?

Kalf’s breath caught in his throat, and he became lightheaded. Thorbjorn stepped back and placed one hand on Hragnelf’s head, the other on Kalf’s shoulder.“Hragnelf, Kalf will protect you from now on,” Thorbjorn said, looking down at Hragnelf. “He will never let anything happen to you. Do you understand?”

“Yes, father,” Hragnelf said with an eager nod, holding his hands up for Kalf to pick him up. Kalf swallowed the lump in his throat. He slowly bent over at the waist, picked him up, and placed him on his hip. 

Thorbjorn leaned in and sighed, “My enemies are too many to count, young Kalf, son of Snaek. And one day, I feel someone will want this throne for their own.” He placed a hand on his shoulder and squeezed it hard as he turned his head and looked at his warband. “You are not tainted by the spoils of war and are trained by one of the closest friends I ever had. I can think of none other than yourself.” He stepped back and held his hands out for Hragnelf, who leaped into his arms. “Now, return to your post and assist my band. We will work out the details later.”

Kalf placed a fist over his heart and bowed as the jarl handed Hragnelf to Lady Audhild and then sat back down. Kalf turned around and started to walk back to where Skeggi was standing, who was snickering as he held his hand over his mouth to stop the outright laughter after watching the exchange.

As Kalf stepped back into the shadows next to him, he snarled, “Not a word, Skeg, not...a...bloody...word.”
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Chapter 2
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Kalf held his hand up to his lips and yawned as the night dragged on, blinking his eyes several times to fight back the sleep his body craved. He had been at his post for the better part of twelve hours, and his lower back and feet were on fire. The warband usually celebrated until the wee hours of the morning, and it was approaching three with the full moon high in the sky outside. Kalf watched from the shadows as Thorbjorn played with Hragnelf until he tired, Skeggi a few feet away from him, looking for anything that needed to be done as he paced behind the table, pointing at thralls to direct them. Lady Audhild finally left with Hragnelf, accompanied by the two large older warriors who protected her wherever she went. After she departed, Kalf was summoned over to Thorbjorn. He left the shadows and hurried to the jarl's side.

“Jarl Thorbjorn, how may I help you?” Kalf asked, taking a knee beside the throne.

“Do you swear to protect my son, young Kalf?” Thorbjorn mused as he stared straight ahead at his warriors.

Kalf gulped the lump in his throat. Every fiber in his being screamed at him to say no. Slowly, Kalf nodded his head with as straight a face as he could muster, attempting not to show his displeasure. “You have my word, no harm will befall Hragenelf while I breathe, Jarl Thorbjorn.”

“I know this is not what you would have chosen of your own free will, young Kalf, but my son’s life is of the utmost importance,” Thorbjorn muttered. “If you are successful at this, I will choose someone when I raid so you may make your fortunes.”

“Thank you, Jarl Thorbjorn,” Kalf said, suppressing his desire to tell the jarl what he thought.

Thorbjorn continued to stare at the faces of his warband, eyebrows furrowed, and then turned his head slightly to Kalf while still watching them. “Be at my son’s door the rest of the evening with your closest companion. Something is amiss, and I can’t seem to find what it is.”

“As you wish,” Kalf said, standing.

Kalf hurried from the throne and surveyed the faces of those by him and then signaled for Skeggi to come over. Skeggi slid over and leaned in. “We must go to the jarl’s longhouse and watch the door.”

Skeggi leaned back and stared Kalf in the eyes, his irises dilating. “I’m no nursemaid, Kalf,” he snapped as Thorbjorn continued to watch his warband, slowly sipping from his mead horn. “That’s your new job title.”

Don’t remind me, Kalf thought.

“I need you, Skeg,” Kalf pleaded. “Something seems off to the jarl, so this is to protect what he cares for most. He will at least take notice of who volunteered to care for his son.” He tried to sweeten the deal. “I can put in a good word for you to join the shield wall.”

“Did you swear to guard the boy just now?” Skeggi grumbled as he rubbed his light red beard.

Kalf gave a sharp nod in response and pushed down the words that he wanted to use for his rotten luck at being selected for this mundane, unnecessary task. No one had ever attacked Hvanneyrr, and no one ever would.

Skeggi stared through him for a long moment, then cut his eyes at the drunken and sloppy group of warriors and the fresh puke on the floor. He finally gave him a sharp nod. “Fine...I’ll follow. You gave your word, and if something is amiss, then I will watch your back. I care not for the little bastard.”

As the pair started for the door, a bell sounded twice at the front gate to the village, then was cut short. Thorbjorn leaped from his chair, his helm tumbling out in front of him. “Kalf, to my son!”

Kalf yanked Skeggi with him, and as the pair sprinted toward the double doors, they flew open. The pair came to an abrupt stop in the shadows, skidding on the wet floor, mere feet from the opening, hidden by the pillars in front of them. Both their jaws dropped when they saw a massive man standing nearly seven feet come barreling inside with a black bear pelt over his shoulders, the head of the bear on his head, a large axe gripped tight in his meaty fist. A loincloth covered his manhood. He puffed his bare painted chest out and roared, twisting his head side to side as a bear would, the spittle expelling from his mouth as he did. His black beard was long, and his brown eyes were crazed and bloodshot, nostrils flared. 

Thorbjorn’s warriors were caught in the open. Most of their weapons and shields were with the attendants during feasting to head off any potential attacks once drink and ego prevailed. One of Thorbjorn’s warriors, closest to the doors, who Kalf had said hello to on several occasions, shot to his feet and charged at the berserker with his bare hands raised toward his throat in an attempt to hold him off for his friends to ready themselves.

The berserker raised his five foot long ax with a long, slick edge high above his head and brought it crashing down on the warrior's unprotected skull, splitting him to the breastbone, the red blood spraying across the food, drink, and his companion’s faces on the table as the halves went their separate ways. Kalf, eyes wide, turned back the way they came. His shaking arm found Skeggi’s, and he yanked his stunned best friend with him. Arrows flew through the open doors behind the berserker, hitting several of Thorbjorn’s warriors at the table in the chests, sides, and backs as they searched madly for defensive weapons nearby, throwing plates and food out of their way to find anything they could.

Kalf gave a hurried glance over his shoulder as the attacking force surged into the hall behind the berserker with a cheer. The huge warrior was attempting to yank his axe free from the man he had killed, his large boot pressing the body against the table as he tugged the handle to free it. The two warring forces collided around the room, Thorbjorn’s warriors almost all weaponless. Kalf’s friends threw what weapons and shields they could to the drunk warband before being cut down themselves, their pitiful screams of pain ringing in Kalf’s ears. The bodies started to fall on both sides as the battle raged.

“Here!” Skeggi shouted a few feet behind Kalf, holding up an axe as they ran. “Catch.”

Spinning when he reached a wooden pillar in front of him, Kalf held his hand out and caught the axe mid air as they continued to sprint toward the two thrones. Kalf was the first to leap over the overturned mead barrels, Skeggi almost in perfect step behind him. Kalf ducked as several arrows flew past them and slammed into the far wall by the thrones. It was as if the world slowed as the pair sprinted past the warriors rushing toward the battle. Kalf’s heart thumped and his skin goosebumped as he watched the jarl readying to pull his sword free, shield in his other hand as they closed the distance to the thrones. Lungs on fire, hands shaking uncontrollably, Kalf watched in horror as Askall, the jarl's attendant, stood behind him with his seax high above his head. The jarl bent over to tug his sword free, which had somehow slipped in between the open arm of the throne, giving the assassin a perfect striking point. 

“Jarl!” Kalf roared. “Behind—-”

Thorbjorn turned his head to look at Kalf when he shouted to him, axe hand high as he pointed at Askall. Thorbjorn’s massive frame blocked him from throwing his axe at Askall. He slowly turned his head when he realized what was happening. The seax slammed to the hilt in his neck, bloodying his long blonde hair instantly as it wobbled at the hilt. The jarl, eyes wide, placed his hand on his neck as the dark blood spurted through his fingers as he held onto the blade. Thorbjorn dropped his shield and slowly fell to his knees. One hand planted on the floor as he fell forward, the other attempting to hold his lifeblood as it seeped away. With a roar, Kalf raised his axe, leaned back, and then threw it overhand as he sprinted, hitting Askall in the chest and knocking him onto his back with the momentum from the blow.

“No...no...noooo,” Kalf shouted as he made it to Jarl Thorbjorn as the battle raged at the front of the mead hall, the screams of the wounded high and agonizing.

As the blood dripped from the jarl’s bottom lip and onto the wooden floor, he coughed, spitting out a wad of blood. Kalf fell to his knees and attempted to render assistance as Skeggi sprinted past them. A single tear fell from Kalf’s eye. Not the pair were close, they weren’t. The tear was from everything he had worked for that was going to die in the next few moments, as Jarl Thorbjorn’s life ebbed away, as did his chance for glory. Thorbjorn shoved Kalf away with a bloody hand, leaving the handprint on his white shirt.

How is he alive? Kalf thought as he regained his feet after the jarl shoved him away. 

Kalf watched in amazement, jaw dropped, as Thorbjorn snarled and struggled back to his feet. The jarl spat another wad of blood as he watched the berserker kill the unarmed men and women in his warband with impunity at the front of his hall, the cold winter air blowing in through the open doors. He turned to Kalf and bared his blood stained teeth as droplets of blood fell from his lower lip. Thorbjorn gave a head nod to the wall behind them and yanked his scabbard free from his waist as he held the knife in place. An arrow snapped past Kalf’s face, making him turn away. It hit Thorbjorn in the upper chest, just above the heart, causing him to stumble back a step.

The jarl broke the arrow shaft off with a bloody roar, slamming his scabbard into Kalf’s hands as he did. “Save him!” Thorbjorn shouted, blood splattering on Kalf’s face when he gave the order.

Kalf clutched the sword to his chest and watched his jarl charge toward the battle. Kalf dove to the floor as another flight of arrows hit the thrones, splintering the wood in every direction. With his jaw agape, stomach flat to the wet floor, Kalf watched Thorbjorn yank the seax from his neck with a spray of blood and roar, “ODIN!”

The jarl charged into his shield wall from behind that had finally formed with the last remnants of his warband, which was less than a handful. “Open!” one of his warriors shouted, glancing over his shoulder as he sprinted to them.

The two older warriors with long gray ponytails at the center of the semi circled shield wall opened, and the band cheered, stabbing over the top of their shields faster and harder as their leader charged headlong into the spears that awaited him with an animalistic shriek of one possessed. The shield wall closed as he sprinted through the opening, and his warriors pressed forward, using the jarl’s distraction to kill those unlucky enough to have their spears embedded in his body. 

Kalf turned when he heard Skeggi shout, “Kalf, this way.”

With no time to watch the guaranteed outcome, Kalf turned and sprinted to where Skeggi had managed to hack a hole in the wall large enough for them to slip through. Skeggi stuck his head out, peeked around, then scrambled out of the hole. He reached his hands back in, and Kalf thrust the scabbard through before turning to look at the last of the jarl's band. He made eye contact with one of the old warriors, who glanced over his shoulder with a nod. 

“PUSH!” the warrior roared, making the attackers concentrate on them and ignore Kalf and Skeggi.

As the last three men pushed into the attacking host, drawing attention away from Kalf and Skeggi’s escape, Kalf snatched an overturned table and slid through the hole, dragging it with him to cover their escape. Beside him, Skeggi held his hand out, and Kalf took it. The pair knelt in the snow, the adrenaline holding off the freezing temperatures for the moment. Then, in a moment when his stomach churned, and his heart pumped nonstop in his chest, Kalf vomited and tried to catch it with his hand. Skeggi slid a few inches away silently as Kalf retched over and over until it passed.

Kalf wiped his hands in the snow, sucking in a breath at the cold, and then pointed across the field and said, “We must save Jarl Hragnelf,” he whispered with a slight cough.

Skeggi blinked as he stared from the shadows of the mead hall, the villagers screaming and running for their lives in the large, moonlit, starless sky. Whoever had attacked them, caught and carried the villagers away, chaining them together near a wagon that was positioned at the gate, which was burning, the flames reaching high into the sky. The pair watched as longhouse after longhouse went up in flames around them as the marauders razed their village. They weren’t taking the village from Thorbjorn; they were destroying any and all traces that it ever existed. Skeggi watched his home go up in flames across the field and growled, the tendons in his neck tightening. Kalf placed a snowy hand on Skeggi’s shoulder as the flames started to play off his sweat drenched face. 

“Are you with me, brother?” Kalf pressed before spitting to the side to clear the bile from his mouth. “We must get to Hragnelf before they do.” He sighed loudly, his breath a frosty mist. “He is my responsibility now.”

Skeggi gave a sharp nod, yanked his axe from his belt, and then shoved Thorbjorn’s sword into Kalf’s waiting hands. “Let us hurry,” Skeggi hissed, turning his head to look at the front of the hall when the fighting had come to a stop inside, the cheers of the attackers loud enough to be heard where they were in the back after their warband had been wiped out.

Kalf took a deep breath and started to sprint across the open snowy field, Skeggi a step behind, constantly checking for any pursuers, the moonlight overhead illuminating them one hundred yards in every direction along with the raging fires. Kalf held the scabbard under his arm and ducked as low as possible as they sprinted, looking over his shoulder every few yards to see if anyone was chasing them. His lungs burned as did his legs as he ran. A cramp hit his left side as he continued, making him grit his teeth in pain. He started sucking in and exhaling breaths as his arms lowered from the weight of carrying the sword. After the hundred yard dash, the pair dove into a haystack in the shadows of a torched longhouse as several marauders ran past. Kalf spat the hay out of his mouth as the pair looked at one another after catching their breaths.

“Two streets, brother,” Kalf hissed, searching for enemies nearby.

“Kalf,” Skeggi whispered, snatching his shoulder before he left the cover of the hay. “The boy is already dead.” He paused. “And you know that.”

Kalf threw Skeggi’s arm off his shoulder and snarled. “Young Jarl Hragnelf is alive, brother.” Kalf slid from the hay and snuck to the edge of the building, holding the jarls’ scabbard by his side. He looked over his shoulder at Skeggi, a few feet away. “And if you don’t want to meet Odin tonight to make sure of it, then slink away to a coward's existence and death.” He paused and took a breath, then exhaled before raising the scabbard in the moonlight. “I gave my word to Thorbjorn, and I like the boy, so I will find him.”

Kalf swung the worn sword belt around his waist and cinched it closed. He checked his surroundings a few more times and then snuck away with his palm on the sword hilt to quiet the slapping on his breeches. Skeggi exhaled a loud, misty breath, then clenched his fist around his axe handle until his knuckles went white. With a hiss of effort, Skeggi slid out of the hay and followed his best friend. Kalf felt Skeggi’s hot breath that stank of fish and bad ale on the back of his neck as he listened for any attackers, the screams of the dying, and those enslaved coming to a stop a few streets away. Skeggi didn’t say a word. Instead, Kalf felt his hand on his shoulder before he leaned in to speak. 

“Lead the way...” Skeggi tapped his axe head on Kalf’s lower back and hissed. “No one will call me a coward.”

Kalf grinned in the moonlight, then crouched low. With Skeggi by his side, he felt a hundred times better. The pair slid around the building and into the shadows as they crept up the street to Jarl Thorbjorn’s residence. The wealthy citizens’ longhouses burned, as did the hovels of the poor, with no rhyme or reason as to which were torched and which were left alone. As they closed the distance to the jarl’s residence, the acrid black smoke made Kalf hold his hand over his mouth as they continued. 

After a few more yards ahead of them in the yard beside a longhouse, Kalf heard voices. He slowly raised his fist to stop Skeggi before taking a knee. With a sharp jerk of his hand to his left, Kalf scurried to a burned out section of a longhouse near them. He slid a finger to his lips and then pointed to the charred wall for Skeggi to hide, which he did without argument. As the moments passed, Kalf held his sword pommel to quiet it. He snuck out of the hiding spot and made his way over to the animal pens beside the building to listen. 

“Jarl Asgot made that charlatan pay,” one of the voices said with a laugh. “Greatest jarl in the land, my arse. You see how fast Vog started chopping them to pieces with his axe?”

The other voice barked a laugh. “I did...wish they didn’t send us to burn the homes and let us kill them instead.”

Kalf held the growl of anger in his throat as he peeked between the charred boards he was hiding behind. He gagged as the burnt smell hit him square in the nose. He started to breathe through his mouth as he listened, a dead pig and its piglets on their side nearby.

Kalf watched the man in front of him shrug with indifference. “We burn, or we kill...” He paused and said, “As long as I get to hump one of the slaves over the wagon wheel tonight, I care not.”

“What do you think he will do to the heir?” the other man asked.

Kalf’s heart skipped a beat, then sank as it registered that they already had little Hragnelf. Kalf lowered his chin and swallowed the lump in his throat as he shook his head side to side. It was simple; he had failed Jarl Thorbjorn on his first and only mission.

“He will do as he chooses.”

After a long pause, the other voice pressed, “And what is that?”

“How would I know?” the man grumbled. “The jarl doesn’t consult me on such matters,” the man muttered as he closed in on Kalf’s position.

Kalf sucked in a breath and held perfectly still, cutting his eyes over his shoulder to look for Skeggi, but couldn’t see him. Kalf heard the man clear his throat in front of him, his crotch eye level with him between the charred boards. Kalf turned back to listen to the rest of the conversation and then felt the gob of spit hit him in the face and slowly roll down his cheek. One of the men who was speaking turned his back to the charred boards and kicked the sole of his boot up and sighed as he pressed it against the creaking burned boards, sending the charred dust into Kalf’s face, who threw a hand over his mouth to cover his sneeze.

“I know he doesn’t consult us,” the other voice said somewhere close by, most likely standing in front of the man who spat on Kalf. “But what do you think, Magnus?”

Magnus shrugged and then laughed. “Asgot will probably kill him, Banki.” He paused and spat a wad of phlegm to the side near the dead pigs. “He should never leave a son to avenge his father.” He paused and spat again. “Like I said, as long as I can bend—-”

Kalf heard the sickening thunk of an axe head slamming into the back of Magnus’ unprotected skull above him, cutting off his sentence. The world around Kalf seemed to slow to a crawl as Magnus staggered forward and collapsed, his friend Banki standing and staring at the body in disbelief. Skeggi sprinted from the darkness, bent over at the waist to avoid detection as he moved in to attack. Kalf scrambled to his hands and knees and grunted when Skeggi stepped on his back to leap over the charred boards. With little effort, Skeggi soared over the top and landed on the other attacker as he started to draw his weapon. Skeggi’s hands were up and around the man’s neck instantly to snap it before he could shout a warning to anyone nearby.

Kalf rose to his feet with a wince, massaging his lower back as he stretched, checking the road behind them for any other attackers. The pair stared at one another in the moonlight. “Skeggi,” Kalf hissed, continuing to check their surroundings. “Why did you do that?”

Skeggi shrugged, planting a foot on Magnus’ back to yank his axe head out of his skull with a grunt of effort. He swiped the brains on the tunic before shoving it in his waistband. “I tired of listening to plans that they didn’t have any idea about. They wanted to hump our women...” He shrugged and spat. “Can’t allow that.”
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Chapter 3
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Kalf and Skeggi yanked the bodies into the shadows of the torched building as the fires around the village started to die down, the dark acrid smoke wafting into the moonlit sky as they did. The pair took the spears and shields. Neither man wore armor except some musty arm braces made from rabbit fur that they left on their bodies.

Why didn’t you wear any armor? Kalf thought, lifting the spear and shield he had taken.

Kalf hoisted his new blue and white shield up, testing its weight, and then lifted his spear. Both were heavier than he was used to. Skeggi looked over at him as he slung his shield over his back with the sling attached, motioning for Kalf to do the same. Armed with spears and shields and marked as members of Asgot’s shield wall minus the blue tunics they wore, the pair crouched low and continued.

They snuck up the street, which was clear of enemies but instead filled with the bodies of the farmers in their community. The men lay in different positions spread throughout the road. Kalf stopped and stared down at one in particular, Skeggi glancing over his shoulder with a slight chuckle. Jako the Fat lay spread eagled over the side of a wagon. If anything, Jako was a slave driver when it came to farming his lands. Constantly threatening to flog Kalf every chance he could. 

“They must have resisted the attackers,” Skeggi muttered, leaning against the wagon for a breather.

Kalf nodded in agreement. “At least they did me a favor with Jako.”

As they continued to walk down the road, they saw some of the villagers were lying out across other overturned wagons and large casks of ale, the arrows in them sticking out of their backs like porcupine quills, no weapons anywhere close by. It had been a slaughter. The pair navigated through the death and destruction, searching for anything usable as they did.

They crept through the destruction, and as they made it to the end of the road, they heard a horn blow several sharp notes, and both of them dove into the shadows of the longhouse beside them, stomachs flat to the snow. Several rows of warriors jogged up the road two abreast a few moments later. Kalf felt Skeggi tense, readying to spring an ambush. It didn’t matter to Skeggi that it would be thirty against two. Kalf placed a hand on Skeggi’s shoulder with a sharp shake of his head, dragging his chin through the slush. 

Skeggi, for all his good qualities of loyalty and honor, had a bad one that superseded the good. He would fight anything at any time. It was almost as if he were only interested in the perfect death to reach Valhalla. And one couldn’t blame him. He was all that remained of his family, the others having died in the plague when he was a child, which is why Kalf’s
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