
[image: ]


  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE FEUDAL LORD FINN ARNASON

    

    
      First edition. August 1, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Hilmarj Torgrim.

    

    
    
      Written by Hilmarj Torgrim.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Hilmarj Torgrim

	    

      
	    
          
	      Pirate Women

          
        
          
	          Anne Bonny: A Life of Defiance

          
        
          
	          Mary Read: Revenge of the Redhead

          
        
          
	          Grace O'Malley - Rise of the Pirate Queen

          
        
          
	          The Life and Legend of Mary Wolverston

          
        
          
	          Flame and Fury: The Saga of Joanna of Flanders

          
        
          
	          Elise Eskilsdotter.: Rogue of the North Sea

          
        
          
	          The Untold Story of The Lioness: Sayyida Al Hurra

          
        
          
	          Charlotte de Berry: The Relentless Tide

          
        
          
	          Jacquotte Delahaye: Caribbean Fury

          
        
          
	          Christina Skytte: The Sea Wolf of the Baltic

          
        
          
	          Ingela Gathenhielm: The Crimson Flag

          
        
          
	          Maria Lindsey: The Relentless Spirit

          
        
          
	          The Short Rope of Mary Critchett

          
        
          
	          Jeanne de Clisson: The Widow's War

          
        
          
	          Flora Burn: The Silent Sailor

          
        
          
	          Sarah Bishop: Blood in the Rigging

          
        
          
	          Rachel Wall: A Bonnet for the Gallows

          
        
          
	          Zheng Yi Sao: Pirate Empress of Canton

          
        
          
	          Margaret Jordan: Mistress of the Mutiny

          
        
          
	          Sadie Farrell: Blood on the Hudson

          
        
          
	          Mary Eliza Welsh: Edge of an Empire

          
        
          
	          Martha Farley: Whispers Below Deck

          
        
          
	          Elizabetha Patrickson: The Fifteen Pound Noose

          
        
          
	          Charlotte Badger: A Convict's Odyssey

          
        
          
	          Rani Abbakka Chowta: Fearless Queen of Ullal

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Viking Sagas

          
        
          
	          Ivar: Legend of the Boneless

          
        
          
	          The Epic of Erik The Red

          
        
          
	          The Legend of Leif Erikson

          
        
          
	          The Fable of Freydis Eiriksdottir

          
        
          
	          The Heavy Brow of Harald Fairhair

          
        
          
	          The Epic of Eirik Bloodaxe

          
        
          
	          The Heavy Hand of Harald Hardrada

          
        
          
	          The Rise of Ragnar Lothbrok

          
        
          
	          The Legend of Lagertha: Wife of Ragnar

          
        
          
	          The Book of Björn Ironside

          
        
          
	          The Secrets of Sigurd Snake-in-the-Eye

          
        
          
	          The Uprising of Ubba the Heathen

          
        
          
	          The Havoc of Halfdan Ragnarsson

          
        
          
	          The Echoes of Egil Skallagrimsson

          
        
          
	          The Rivals of Rollo

          
        
          
	          The Wisdom of William the Conqueror

          
        
          
	          The Hunger of Harald Bluetooth

          
        
          
	          The Siege of Sweyn Forkbeard

          
        
          
	          The Crown of Cnut the Great

          
        
          
	          The Hellfire of Hastein the Raider

          
        
          
	          The Burdens of Bjarni Herjolfsson

          
        
          
	          The Great King Guthrum, Aethelstan of East Anglia

          
        
          
	          The Gauntlet of Gunnar Hamundarson

          
        
          
	          The Exploits of Einar Thambarskelfir

          
        
          
	          The Feudal Lord Finn Arnason (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Hilmarj Torgrim

Epigraph

MANDOLIN PUBLISHING Published by the Mandolin Publishing Group

Chapter 1 | Fjord of Wolves

Chapter 2 | The Weight of Iron

Chapter 3 | The Feast Hall of Kings

Chapter 4 | Blood Prince

Chapter 5 | Oaths and Ashes

Chapter 6 | Bride of Austratt

Chapter 7 | Divided Brotherhood

Chapter 8 | Gathering Storm

Chapter 9 | Exile East

Chapter 10 | Winter Court

Chapter 11 | Long Road Home

Chapter 12 | Stiklestad

Chapter 13 | Dead King Rises

Chapter 14 | The Years... ...Between

Chapter 15 | Returning Wolf

Chapter 16 | Austratt Rising

Chapter 17 | The King Who Never Sleeps

Chapter 18 | Shadows Over Funen

Chapter 19 | The Death

Chapter 20 | Breaking Oaths

Chapter 21 | Jarl of Halland

Chapter 22 | The Weight of Old Swords

Chapter 23 | The Sea of Broken Kings

Chapter 24 | The Last Shape of the World

Chapter 25 | Twilight Upon the Northern Sea

The Legend: | Demystified | Outline:

Family

Early Life

Key Points in Lifetime

Death

Legacy

Sign up for Hilmarj Torgrim's Mailing List

Further Reading: The Heavy Hand of Harald Hardrada

Also By Hilmarj Torgrim

About the Author



  	
        
            
            Harald gave the order that would haunt Finn for the rest of his life.
Kálfr's forces were pushed forward into one of the most dangerous positions along the line just as Danish resistance intensified near the marshlands bordering the shore. Some officers later claimed the maneuver represented tactical necessity. Others quietly insisted Harald reacted too slowly after receiving warnings regarding Danish reinforcements hidden beyond the ridges. Finn never fully learned the truth. What mattered was that Kálfr and his men suddenly found themselves trapped beneath overwhelming pressure while support arrived too late to save them.
Finn saw the collapse begin from across the battlefield. Mud exploded beneath charging warriors while screams carried over crashing surf and clashing steel. Kálfr's banner wavered violently amid the fighting as Danish troops surged against his exhausted line from multiple directions. Finn shouted desperately for reinforcements while forcing his own men forward through the chaos, but confusion swallowed commands almost instantly.
"Kálfr is breaking!" somebody screamed nearby.
Finn forced his way through the melee with savage desperation, hacking through enemy warriors while panic thundered through him harder than any battlefield fear since Stiklestad. Around him men slipped screaming into blood-soaked mud while shattered shields floated near the shallows beside corpses and broken spears. The entire battlefield seemed dissolving into madness.
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​Chapter 1
Fjord of Wolves
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The storm came howling down from the northern mountains with the voice of something alive. Snow lashed sideways across the dark waters of Trøndelag, turning the fjord into a black wound edged in white foam and shattered ice. Wind struck the longhouse walls at Austrått hard enough to make the carved roof beams groan like old trees bending under winter weight. The sea itself seemed angry that night, rising and falling beneath the darkness while waves hammered the frozen shoreline with the sound of distant war drums. Men had died in storms smaller than this one. Ships had vanished entirely beneath weather that did not rage half so fiercely.

Inside the hall, firelight danced across carved pillars blackened by years of smoke. The smell of roasted lamb, wet wool, pine resin, spilled ale, and sea salt hung thick in the air. Warriors crowded the benches along the walls, their cloaks steaming as ice melted from shoulders and beards. Servants moved between them carrying drinking horns while dogs slept beneath tables near scattered bones and puddles of slush tracked in from outside. Near the center hearth, young Finn Árnason sat cross-legged on a fur blanket, trying not to stare openly at the men returning from the coast.

One of them was missing an eye.

Another had his arm wrapped tightly in stained linen already darkening with blood beneath the torchlight. A third man coughed constantly, each breath rattling wetly in his chest as if the sea itself still filled his lungs. They had arrived only moments earlier through the storm, dragging crates of silver, walrus ivory, Frankish cloth, and stolen church vessels behind them while half-frozen thralls struggled to secure the horses outside. One shield carried into the hall had been split almost entirely in half by an axe strike powerful enough to kill the man who once held it. Finn could not stop staring at the broken wood.

At the high seat near the center of the hall sat his father, Árni Arnmódsson, whose presence seemed almost as heavy as the winter storm outside. Large even for a Norwegian nobleman, Árni possessed the sort of silence that unsettled people more than shouting ever could. His beard had gone heavily gray despite his still-powerful frame, and his dark eyes missed little occurring inside his household. Men respected him because he had survived decades of violence without surrendering either wealth or authority. Men feared him because nobody could ever fully guess what he was thinking.

The returning warriors bowed their heads slightly before him as servants unloaded the plunder. Nobody spoke carelessly in Árni’s hall.

“How many?” Árni finally asked.

The one-eyed warrior answered first. “Seven dead. Four wounded. Two ships damaged.”

“And the Danes?”

“More.”

Árni nodded once. No smile crossed his face. Profit mattered, but survival mattered more.

Young Finn leaned forward slightly, watching the men with burning fascination. He was still only a boy, thin and sharp-faced beneath a fall of dark hair, yet there was already something unsettling in his eyes. He listened harder than other children. He remembered details adults forgot he heard. When frightened, he did not retreat into silence like many boys his age. Instead, he stared directly at the source of danger as though trying to understand it.

His mother noticed this often.

Þora Þorsteinsdóttir sat beside the hearth not far from Finn, speaking softly with one of the servants while simultaneously watching nearly everything happening within the hall. Unlike her husband, Þora ruled through calm intelligence rather than intimidation. Men rarely noticed how carefully she guided conversations or settled tensions before they erupted into violence, but the household would have splintered many times without her influence. Even Árni listened when she chose to speak plainly.

She glanced toward Finn now and noticed the intensity in his face.

“You are staring again,” she said quietly.

“They fought Danes.”

“They also nearly froze to death.”

Finn did not answer immediately. “Did they kill many?”

Þora sighed softly. “Enough.”

Across the hall, laughter erupted suddenly near the benches where Finn’s brothers sat. Kálfr Árnason stood at the center of it all, broad-shouldered already despite his youth, grinning easily while retelling some story from the docks. Men naturally drifted toward Kálfr. He spoke well, laughed loudly, remembered names, and knew how to make older warriors feel respected without appearing weak himself. Even as a young man, he understood something about people that came effortlessly to him and to almost nobody else in the household.

Beside him sat Þorbergr, quieter and more cautious, listening carefully before speaking. He often acted as peacemaker when arguments threatened to grow dangerous. While Kálfr thrived in attention, Þorbergr preferred observation. Many men underestimated him because he lacked his brother’s charisma, but Þorbergr remembered every insult ever spoken inside the hall.

The older brother Árni, named for their father, leaned against one pillar sharpening a knife methodically while half listening to Kálfr’s story. Practical and dependable, he already behaved more like a household steward than an ambitious young warrior. If Kálfr burned like fire, Árni resembled stone.

Finn loved them all in different ways and envied each of them for different reasons.

“You should have seen the priest,” Kálfr announced loudly to the table. “The fat one from the southern monastery. He tried to hide the silver beneath his robes.”

Several warriors laughed.

“What happened to him?” Finn asked immediately.

Kálfr grinned toward him. “He squealed like a pig when Eirik pulled him into the snow.”

Þora shot Kálfr a sharp look. “The boy does not need every detail.”

“He will,” Árni Arnmódsson said quietly from the high seat. “Soon enough.”

The hall fell somewhat quieter after that.

Outside, wind screamed across the fjord again.

Finn watched servants carry in more stolen goods from the storm. Among them stood a small wooden cross decorated with silver. One of the returning men tossed it carelessly atop a pile of loot beside old pagan carvings taken from another settlement years earlier. The two symbols rested side by side in the firelight, Christ beside Odin, neither fully replacing the other yet.

That was Norway now.

The old gods had not vanished from Trøndelag no matter what southern kings claimed. Men still whispered prayers to Thor before storms. Women still left offerings at ancient stones hidden deep in the forests. Burial mounds still rose from the earth across the countryside like sleeping giants beneath snow. Yet priests also traveled farther north every year carrying bells, books, and warnings of eternal damnation. Some noble families embraced Christianity eagerly because it strengthened alliances with kings and foreign rulers. Others converted publicly while quietly preserving older traditions inside their homes.

At Austrått, both worlds existed uneasily together.

Finn had seen his father stand inside newly built churches while also pouring ale into the sea during winter sacrifices for luck. Nobody explained the contradiction to him. In Norway, contradictions survived because survival mattered more than purity.

One of the wounded warriors near the hearth finally spoke again, his voice rough from cold air.

“I heard more stories about Olaf Tryggvason while south.”

Several men looked up immediately.

Even children listened when that name was spoken.

The warrior spat into the fire. “They say he burned another hall full of men who refused baptism.”

Kálfr frowned slightly. “I heard he cut hostages apart.”

“Aye,” another answered. “And smashed pagan shrines with his own axe.”

Finn shifted closer unconsciously.

Olaf Tryggvason had been dead for years by then, swallowed by battle and sea after the great clash at Svolder, yet his name still haunted Norway like a restless ghost. Stories followed him everywhere. Some claimed he had been chosen by God to drag Norway into Christianity by force. Others described him as little more than a savage king wrapped in priestly language. Every story ended in blood.

Finn could never decide whether the tales frightened him or thrilled him.

“Kings always come promising peace,” muttered one older warrior. “Then they start demanding obedience.”

“Peace requires obedience,” Þorbergr answered carefully.

“Not from Trøndelag,” the warrior snapped back.

Several men nodded grimly.

That tension lingered constantly beneath conversation throughout the region. Trøndelag had powerful families, old traditions, and long memories. Kings from the south frequently tried tightening control over the north, demanding taxes, loyalty, military support, and religious conformity. Noble households like Austrått understood the danger immediately. The stronger kings became, the weaker independent lendmenn would grow.

Finn glanced toward his father. “Will another king come here someday?”

Árni Arnmódsson stared into the fire for a long moment before answering.

“Another always comes.”

The words settled heavily inside the hall.

Outside, thunder rolled far out above the sea.

Þora quietly placed another log onto the fire. “And another after him.”

Finn looked between his parents carefully. Even as a child, he sensed truths adults rarely spoke plainly. His father feared kings. Not openly, not cowardly, but in the way a man fears winter storms or thin ice. Kings swallowed land. Kings demanded sons for war. Kings punished families who stood against them. Austrått was wealthy precisely because men like Árni guarded their independence carefully.

But Finn also sensed something else.

Part of his father admired strong rulers despite fearing them.

The hall doors burst open suddenly beneath another blast of wind. Snow swirled across the floorboards as a rider stumbled inside wrapped in furs crusted white with ice. Every conversation stopped.

The man looked half frozen.

“I came from the south,” he gasped. “From Viken.”

Árni rose slowly from the high seat.

“What news?”

The messenger swallowed hard while servants rushed forward with ale.

“Rumors only. But many speak the same name.”

Nobody moved.

“Olaf Haraldsson.”

Silence tightened across the hall.

Finn saw Kálfr’s expression darken slightly.

The messenger continued. “They say he gathers support. Ships. Men. Priests too.”

“Another Olaf,” muttered someone bitterly.

The rider nodded. “And this one means to be king.”

Wind screamed outside the hall while firelight flickered across the faces of warriors, nobles, and servants alike. Some looked intrigued. Others uneasy. A few looked openly afraid.

Young Finn Árnason stared into the flames and felt something shift deep inside him, though he could not yet name it. The old Norway of feasts, raiders, blood oaths, and independent lords was beginning to tremble beneath the weight of approaching kings.
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​Chapter 2
The Weight of Iron
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By the time the snows began retreating from the low valleys around Austrått, Finn Árnason had already learned that childhood in Trøndelag ended early for sons born into powerful households. Spring did not bring softness to the fjords. It brought preparation. Men repaired ships. Smiths hammered fresh rivets into shields. Horses were checked for lameness. Fields were turned beneath cold skies while scouts carried news between estates about shifting loyalties and growing tensions farther south. Every season carried the possibility of violence, and noble families raised their sons accordingly.

Finn awoke each morning before sunrise to the sound of wood striking wood.

Training had become the rhythm of his life.

The practice yard below Austrått remained muddy from melting snow, churned daily beneath boots, horses, and shield drills. Older warriors barked instructions while boys struggled to keep numb fingers wrapped around sword hilts slick with sweat and rain. Bruises covered Finn’s arms constantly. His shoulders ached almost every night. His hands split open beneath rough spear shafts until the skin hardened into calluses that no longer bled.

“Again,” growled old Hroald.

Finn lifted the practice sword once more despite the pain trembling through his wrists.

Hroald circled him slowly. “You swing like you are angry.”

“I am angry.”

“Good. Anger keeps men alive. But it also gets them killed.”

The older warrior suddenly lunged forward with a wooden shield, slamming Finn backward into the mud. Breath exploded from the boy’s lungs as cold water splashed across his face.

“Dead,” Hroald snapped.

Finn scrambled up immediately, face burning with humiliation while nearby boys laughed.

Kálfr among them.

Not cruelly. Never cruelly. That somehow made it worse.

Kálfr stood taller than most boys his age already, broad across the shoulders, smiling easily while sweat steamed from his tunic in the cold morning air. He was not the best swordsman in the yard, nor the strongest, but people naturally watched him anyway. Older warriors liked speaking with him. Thralls obeyed him willingly. Even arguments seemed to soften around him. Where Finn sharpened into silence under pressure, Kálfr somehow became warmer.

Finn hated that sometimes.

“Your feet are too heavy,” Kálfr called to him.

Finn glared. “At least I stay standing.”

A few boys snorted laughter.

Kálfr merely shrugged. “You will not during real fighting.”

Before Finn could answer, Hroald slammed the edge of his practice shield into Finn’s shoulder hard enough to nearly spin him around.

“You watch your brother instead of your enemy,” the older warrior barked. “That gets men buried.”

Finn bit back angry words and reset his stance.

Every lesson at Austrått carried consequences. Even the harmless-looking drills often ended with bloodied lips or bruised ribs because men like Árni Arnmódsson believed softness killed faster than axes. Noble sons were not trained merely to fight. They were trained to lead other men into violence and survive long enough to grow old.

That mattered more.

After sword practice came spear throwing. Finn preferred the spear. There was honesty in it. No elegant flourishes. No crowd pleasing movements. Just distance, timing, and force. He could already strike straw targets consistently from farther away than most boys his age, though Hroald insisted that targets did not scream, bleed, or charge back swinging iron.

“Again,” the old warrior repeated endlessly.

Finn threw until his shoulder burned.

Then came shield wall discipline.

This training frightened him more than the others.

The older warriors forced the boys into tightly packed lines with heavy round shields overlapping edge to edge. Once the formation locked together, older men attacked them using blunted weapons while screaming insults and battle cries directly into their faces. The goal was not courage. The goal was obedience. Boys learned quickly that bravery meant little if panic broke the shield wall apart.

Finn hated how trapped it felt.

Sweat, mud, and breath pressed close together while wood thundered against wood hard enough to numb arms entirely. Men fell constantly. Once a gap opened, everyone behind it became vulnerable.

“Hold!” roared Hroald.

A practice axe slammed against Finn’s shield hard enough to nearly wrench it free from his grip. Another blow struck moments later.

“Hold!”

Someone beside Finn stumbled backward.

The line shifted dangerously.

Panic flashed through the boys immediately.

Finn shoved forward instinctively, slamming his shoulder against the collapsing gap while mud splashed around their boots.

“Hold!”

The line steadied.

Hroald lowered his weapon slowly.

“There,” he said. “That matters. Not glory. Not songs. Men survive because somebody beside them refuses to break.”

Finn looked down at his shaking arms and realized he could barely unclench his fingers from the shield straps.

Horse riding came in the afternoons when weather allowed it. Austrått kept strong northern horses bred for rough terrain and long distances rather than elegance. Finn loved riding more than any other training because horseback was the only place he sometimes felt free from constant judgment. The wind cleared his thoughts. The fjords stretched endlessly around him beneath gray skies while seabirds wheeled overhead and cold spray crashed against rocky shores below the cliffs.

Þorbergr usually rode beside him.

Unlike Kálfr, Þorbergr rarely mocked Finn’s intensity.

“You grip the reins too tightly,” Þorbergr said one afternoon while they crossed a frozen stream. “The horse already knows you are nervous.”

“I am not nervous.”

“You always say that.”

Finn frowned toward the distant sea. “You sound like Mother.”

“That is because Mother is usually right.”

Finn almost smiled at that.

They rode in silence for a while before Þorbergr finally spoke again.

“Father pushes you harder.”

Finn looked at him sharply. “No he does not.”

“Yes he does.”

The honesty stung because it was true.

Árni Arnmódsson watched Finn differently than the others. Not with warmth exactly. Not even with approval. More like expectation sharpened into scrutiny. Finn often felt as though his father searched constantly for weakness hidden beneath the surface.

One evening after training, that feeling finally erupted openly.

The boys sat near the hearth while servants distributed bowls of stew and dark bread. Rain hammered the roof overhead while smoke drifted thick beneath the rafters. Several warriors discussed rumors from the south involving Danish ships and shifting alliances among lesser kings. Finn listened carefully while absently flexing sore fingers.

Then Árni spoke suddenly from the high seat.

“You lost your temper again today.”

Finn froze slightly. “Only during spear drills.”

“Anger blinds judgment.”

Finn lowered his gaze. “I still hit the target.”

“Targets do not matter.”

Silence settled around the table.

Árni’s voice remained calm, which somehow made him more intimidating.

“Do you know why men follow leaders into battle?”

Finn hesitated. “Strength.”

“No.”

“Courage.”

“No.”

Finn frowned.

“Men follow leaders because they believe that man will keep them alive.” Árni leaned forward slightly. “Honor matters because reputation matters. Reputation matters because frightened men watch everything. One cowardly moment follows a man longer than ten brave ones.”

The hall remained completely still now.

“A foolish man can become brave,” Árni continued. “A weak man can grow strong. But a man known for dishonor carries that stain forever.”

Finn swallowed hard.

His father’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Never lie if truth will serve. Never boast if your deeds speak already. Never promise what you cannot do. Men forgive bloodshed faster than dishonesty.”

Kálfr nodded thoughtfully.

Finn noticed immediately that their father looked pleased by that response.

Jealousy twisted quietly inside him again.

Kálfr understood people naturally while Finn understood only pieces. Finn remembered details. Kálfr remembered feelings. Men forgave Kálfr’s mistakes faster. Women smiled at him first. Even arguments seemed to bend around him.

Finn worked harder at everything and still felt lesser beside him.

That realization became worse during assemblies.

As spring deepened, Árni began bringing the older boys to local things where disputes were judged publicly among the regional landowners and farmers. Finn expected these gatherings to feel noble or wise. Instead, they frightened him more than sword practice.

At the thing, words killed almost as easily as weapons.

One cold morning near the fjord, Finn stood beside his brothers while two families argued over the killing of a young fisherman stabbed during a drunken fight weeks earlier. The dead boy’s father demanded heavy compensation. The accused man’s relatives argued self-defense. Voices rose steadily while armed retainers shifted uneasily nearby.

An older lawspeaker finally raised both hands.

“Enough shouting.”

Nobody listened.

“You lie!” the dead boy’s uncle roared.

“I defended my son!” another man shouted back.

“You defend a murderer!”

Suddenly somebody shoved someone else.

Knives appeared almost instantly.

Finn’s stomach tightened as men surged forward yelling while women pulled children backward through the crowd. For one terrifying moment he thought the entire gathering would explode into bloodshed.

Then Árni Arnmódsson stepped forward.

“Enough.”

His voice cut through the noise like an axe through ice.

The silence that followed felt sharp.

The lawspeaker quickly resumed negotiations while compensation amounts were debated again, this time more cautiously. Silver. Livestock. Fishing rights. Oaths sworn before witnesses.

Finn watched everything closely.

One wrong word nearly started a feud that could have consumed families for generations.

Later, riding home beneath darkening skies, Finn finally asked the question lingering inside him.

“Why did they not simply kill each other?”

Þorbergr answered first. “Because compensation keeps peace.”

“For a while,” Kálfr added.

Árni glanced back toward his sons. “Most men do not truly want justice. They want pride fed.”

Finn considered that quietly.

“And if pride is not fed?”

“Then graves fill.”

Those lessons stayed with him.

He began noticing dishonesty everywhere after that. Men who praised one another publicly while whispering insults afterward. Farmers who swore loyalty differently depending on which noble stood nearby. Warriors who exaggerated battle stories after enough ale. Finn developed a growing hatred for cowardice disguised as cleverness. He preferred open anger over smiling deception.

Kálfr once laughed at him for it.

“You glare at liars as though you plan to stab them.”

“Sometimes I do.”

Kálfr shook his head with amusement. “You make enemies too quickly.”

“And you trust people too easily.”

“No,” Kálfr replied softly. “I simply understand what they want.”

Finn said nothing after that because deep down he feared Kálfr was right.

Summer brought more travelers northward, including Christian priests.

Their arrival caused visible tension throughout Trøndelag.

The priests wore dark robes beneath heavy cloaks and carried wooden crosses alongside Latin books few Norwegians could read. Some noble households welcomed them eagerly for political reasons. Others tolerated them cautiously. A few openly despised them. Finn watched arguments erupt repeatedly over old gods, baptisms, and church taxes while ancient pagan traditions continued quietly in forests and family ceremonies.

One evening a priest named Father Adalbrand visited Austrått during a feast.

The man spoke carefully but firmly about salvation, sin, and obedience to God.

“Norway must become one Christian kingdom,” he declared.

An older warrior snorted openly into his ale.

“And who rules this kingdom?” he asked.

“God guides righteous kings.”

The warrior laughed harshly. “Convenient for kings.”

Tension tightened across the room immediately.

Finn watched his father carefully.

Árni remained expressionless.

The priest continued anyway. “Division weakens Norway. Christ brings order.”

“Kings bring taxes,” muttered someone farther down the table.

Several men laughed darkly.

The priest’s eyes moved toward Finn and his brothers.

“Young men especially must learn discipline under God.”

Finn spoke before thinking.

“We already learn discipline.”

A few warriors smirked.

Father Adalbrand studied him. “Discipline without faith becomes savagery.”

Finn met his gaze directly. “Men still die either way.”

The hall fell silent.

Þora quietly closed her eyes for a moment as though already exhausted.

But unexpectedly, Father Adalbrand smiled faintly.

“You speak honestly at least.”

After the feast ended, Þora cornered Finn beside the hearth.

“You embarrass priests now?”

“He was wrong.”

“That does not matter.”

Finn frowned. “Then why invite him?”

“Because Norway changes whether we wish it or not.”

Her voice carried sadness he did not fully understand yet.

That night Finn lay awake listening to distant waves crash against the shore while wind rattled the hall timbers overhead. Somewhere beyond the darkness, kings gathered followers. Priests spread new beliefs. Noble families whispered fears about losing independence. The old Norway felt strong around him still, built from blood, sea spray, iron, and oath rings, yet cracks had begun spreading beneath the surface.

And young Finn Árnason could already feel the weight of the coming storm pressing slowly down upon them all.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3
The Feast Hall of Kings
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The first time Finn Árnason saw Olaf Haraldsson, the future king did not arrive in Trøndelag with the gentle dignity priests later claimed surrounded him. No heavenly calm followed his ships into the fjord, nor did men lower their voices because holiness touched the shoreline. He came instead with the hard confidence of a man who expected obedience long before he had earned it, and even before his boots struck the frozen beach below Austrått, people had already begun choosing whether they feared him, admired him, or hated him. The morning sky hung low and iron gray above the waters, while freezing rain drifted sideways across the fjord in long silver streaks that blurred the approaching ships into dark shapes moving through mist. Finn stood on the ridge overlooking the harbor beside Kálfr and Þorbergr, his wool cloak snapping violently in the wind while the smell of sea salt and wet pine filled the air. Below them, servants rushed along the muddy shoreline preparing for the arrival, while armed retainers gathered carefully near the docks with hands resting near sword hilts in the way men did when greeting somebody powerful enough to become dangerous.

The fleet itself looked disciplined in a manner Finn immediately noticed because most Norwegian warbands lacked such order. The ships maintained perfect spacing despite rough waters, their oars rising and falling together with almost unnatural precision while the men aboard wasted little movement. Nobody shouted drunkenly across the decks. Nobody laughed loudly or boasted. The crews rowed with the grim focus of warriors accustomed to hardship and command. Finn had grown up watching noblemen posture endlessly for status, yet these men seemed unconcerned with appearing impressive because they already believed themselves stronger than those around them. That realization unsettled him long before Olaf even stepped ashore.

Kálfr narrowed his eyes while studying the lead ship cutting through the fjord mist. “He wants every man watching these ships to imagine a kingdom already marching behind him,” he muttered quietly, his voice nearly swallowed by the wind.

Þorbergr folded his arms tightly against the cold. “Maybe one already is.”

Finn said nothing because he could not stop staring at the figure standing near the prow of the lead vessel. Olaf Haraldsson stood motionless despite the rough waters hammering against the hull beneath him, his dark fur-lined cloak whipping violently in the sea wind while he surveyed the coastline with an expression Finn could not fully understand. It was not arrogance exactly. Finn had seen arrogance countless times among wealthy lendmenn and swaggering raiders. This felt colder than arrogance. Olaf looked at Trøndelag the way a man might study land he already intended to own.

When the ships finally struck the shoreline, warriors leapt immediately into the freezing water to drag the hulls farther onto the beach while others unloaded chests, weapons, and supplies with practiced efficiency. Then Olaf stepped onto Norwegian soil beneath the heavy gray sky, and for reasons Finn could not explain, the entire shoreline suddenly felt smaller around him. He was younger than the stories suggested, broader across the shoulders than Finn expected, and carried himself with the relaxed balance of somebody long accustomed to violence. A pale scar crossed one side of his face near the jawline, disappearing partly beneath his beard, while his eyes possessed the cold sharpness of winter water beneath ice. He did not smile toward the waiting nobles gathered near Austrått, nor did he perform the exaggerated warmth many ambitious men used to gain favor quickly. Instead, he observed everybody around him carefully and silently, weighing them as though measuring weapons before battle.

Árni Arnmódsson descended from Austrått soon afterward accompanied by neighboring lendmenn and household retainers. Formal greetings followed while servants hauled cargo through the mud and icy rain, yet even during these polite exchanges Finn sensed tension moving beneath the surface of every conversation. Norway had too many kings already. Too many men with ambitions sharpened by swords and priests alike. Every noble family in Trøndelag understood that welcoming Olaf Haraldsson carried risk no matter what alliances eventually formed around him.

When Olaf’s gaze finally shifted toward the Árnason brothers standing behind their father, Finn felt an unpleasant tightening in his stomach. The future king studied people in a deeply uncomfortable way. Not casually. Not warmly. He examined faces as though searching for hidden weaknesses or useful qualities beneath the surface.

“Your sons?” Olaf finally asked.

Árni nodded
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