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As the old man laid in his bed, his final night descending on him. With one hand resting a grip on his sword laid beside him, he reached out with the other to his son's hand, his twitching grip taken by Birger's. His croaky, grinding, old voice speaking for one last time.

‘I trust my lands to you my son... but trust is a misused word... know who you can trust...’

His final breaths left him, a life over a hundred season years, ninety thousand days of winter. Birger felt the last bit of strength fade from Arvid's hand, he carefully placed it by his side again. Birger came to his knees as he whimpered quietly by the bedside of his father. He remembered who he was, he remembered his wit and strength. He rose and looked over the people in the room, the last words of his father echoing in his mind.
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Chapter 1 – The Mourning
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Immediately Ase began to softly whimper, a slightly forced act Birger noted. She wore a long dark grey dress, a dark red overcoat and Arvid’s jewellery rested on her fingers and around her neck, contrasting to the tattoos that ran over her whole body apart from her head. Tear drops ran down her pale face and through her almost black hair, but her weeping eyes remained piercing, even with them full of tears.

Birger stood still as a statue, a silence filling the room. He wore the overcoats of a hunter, furs and hides, a white tunic underneath, jewellery on his fingers, a Jarl's son visibly. The waves and sea beasts tattooed on his arms were now faded slightly, his blonde hair now in a long plait that reached his back. His golden facial hair groomed well and over his chest a necklace sat, that of a small metal coin, a tree carved on it.

Herlief though, was the first to step forward, resting his hand on Birger's shoulder. 

‘He is in Valhalla now, his life was worthy enough.’ Somehow Herlief knew those words wouldn't be enough, not yet at least. 

Herlief wore a warrior's attire over his skinny but tall and strong frame, armour around his chest and shades of blue and green covered his linen pants and shirt. A grey overcoat sat over his shoulders and down his back, his long sandy hair lying over it. His left hand, that had a few missing fingers, rested on his sword at his waist. His other hand toyed with his small, neat beard which several metal beads were strung in. His eyes were greyish and held a gaze of deep concentration.

Around the room guards, personal advisers and close friends stood. A day of mourning was ahead, a day of ritual, grief and celebration.

‘Guests and travellers, allies from afar will arrive soon, I hope preparations have been smooth’ Birger stated as he sat in Arvid’s chair. Herlief to his left and Ase to his right. 

‘The feasts are being planned and prepared, the first boats are beginning to arrive, I’m sure when word got to them of Arvid’s illness, they would have set off here’ Ase mentioned. 

‘Jarl Arvid. He was our Jarl Ase, never forget that’ Birger remarked before rising and stepping to the great doors of the hall, Herlief followed. Birger gazed down through the township of Logrfyrir, the docks already filling with boats. 

‘When will we give the people the news?’ Herlief questioned ‘When my sister arrives’ Birger answered as he looked out to the horizon, more longships were appearing down the large banks of the river.

On the docks the commotion of new arrivals and captains attempting to find places for their boats set the shallow waters into a hustle. To the side of the docks, Eric sat with his wife Solveig. Eric was of average build with a long beard, bald but with tattoos of Jorbic runes on his head. He wore dark brown clothes with a grey overcoat. His wife had long brown hair and wore a grey and green dress, bracelets and necklaces of iron and wood lined her arms and neck. The two had shared a long happy life, been through many battles, now witnessing the first death of a Jarl in the time they’d lived in Logrfyrir. Eric recognised one of the ships that slowly entered the dock waters, he stood up pointing out over the commotion. 

‘It’s him, look Solveig, Leif himself with the daughter of Arvid.’ 

She stood up too, ‘I never in a hundred winters thought we’d see them here again.’ 

Over the waters a longship donned with green paint, deer horns and a black sail rode through the waves as it slowly came to an empty dock, an angry captain he had glided right past yelled a volley of words to the captain of the rogue ship for taking his spot on the dock. With the sight of Arvid’s daughter abord the man ceased his verbal assault. 

On the front of the ship stood a man named Leif, the captain of the boat, his frame was tall and stocky, his hair a shortly cut sandy brown though the top was a bit longer than the sides. His beard was plaited and twisted like a rope and came to his chest. His clothes were simple and cheap, with no sign of jewellery on his body, a statement more than a lack of money. His eyes were a deep calming blue, mirroring his calming demeanour, his presence showed the sign of a natural leader, yet someone who knew how to let go and kick back with the rest of his crew. The name of the mighty ship, recognised by most, was Storm Breaker.

‘Alright fellas, grab some grub and get to work, we got a large hall to burn through here, and seems this is a large dock I bet there is a lot of gold to be gained here’ Leif commanded as he moved through his ship, crewmates took furs, fresh fish and baskets of items for selling in the markets. The crew themselves were of all shapes and kinds, from strong warriors to sly thieves by the looks, a large axe wielding man rested by a petite red haired woman who toyed with a dagger. Two young blonde men who looked alike brothers heaved the ores setting a pace most wouldn’t keep. A group of rowdy miss-matched misfits, barbarians to most eyes yet they came as traders, gamblers and merchants.

‘Reipr don’t jump on the mead right away you old fool’ Leif remarked jokingly pointing to an older crewmember, his crew met him with laughs and a general pleasure in their trade as they set off on their errands. Leif came to the middle of the boat, approaching a young woman that sat on the side, her legs dangling over the edge. Her hair was long and blonde, almost white, her eyes grey and like Birger’s, eyes Leif could never forget. On one hand was a tattoo of the crescent moon, on the other was the sun. She wore brown pants and long boots, a beige tunic and like Leif, rejected the use of Jewellery but carried a finely made longsword. 

She played with a small plait in her hair as she greeted the captain approaching her. ‘Home finally I guess, Mirja’ he remarked as he leaned, rested on the mast. 

‘Too soon if you ask me’ she remarked. ‘It will be good to see my brother though, let’s not keep him waiting, Leif’ she stated before jumping from the boat to the dock. Leif joined her in a leap to the dock turning back to the boat for a moment. 

‘Kaviel the ship is yours while I’m ashore.’ 

A large man with long slightly curled black hair leaned empoweringly on the tiller, grinning to the rest of the crew. He sported a short dark beard and somewhat of a gut, yet his arms were all muscle. A silver plate rested on his chest above steel mail and black fur. His great axe rested next to him, never too far out of sight. Even sitting by the tiller he was an imposing figure, he would tower over most men, yet the young woman with the red hair didn’t seem to let that intimidate her. ‘Better hurry and sell those food stores with Kaviel at the helm’ she spoke jokingly.

‘Alright... Let’s see how the old man is’ Mirja said hesitantly as she and Leif began the walk through Logrfyrir towards the hall. 

From the doors Birger looked on, a tear almost coming to his eyes as he spotted her. He began to walk down to meet her, soon joined by Herlief, a crowd growing. Ase stood by the door to the hall looking on. The siblings eventually met each other as it seemed half of the township paused to watch. 

‘Hello brother...’ Mirja said as there was a silent pause. Blank expressions were all about. Birger slowly came to a smile and greeted his sister with a long hug, the tension eased and the crowd relaxed. Birger then turned to Leif, both men, old friends, embraced in a rough friendly hug. 

‘What have you done with my sister you renegade?’ Birger jokingly asked his old friend, both already cracking jokes to one another alike no time had passed between them. 

‘It’s been a long time Birger, we were bound to meet some day again.’

‘I see you ran into my sister on your voyages, sick of her company yet?’

‘You know me. I ran into this one three winters back, she impressed me enough on the ship to put her at my second, besides, I always thought she was more tolerable than you, and better skilled with a sword.’

The two chuckled for a moment after Birger threw a light punch at Leif, before Herlief leaned to Birger after a moment and whispered to him. The Jarlson grew still. 

‘Brother? I see pain in you’ Mirja stated before looking to the hall, Ase stood at the entrance beside the guards. ‘So, she’s still here...’ Mirja’s expression turned to that of discomfort and contempt. 

‘Mirja... Something has happened’ Birger stated as he looked up to meet her eyes. 

‘Father was sick. Wasn’t he, that is what I heard?’

‘I guess it is no better time to tell the people the news’ Birger stated before looking around to the people in the streets, he turned and made his way to the higher ground where the hall stood, Mirja and Leif followed. He looked out to face the crowds as they gathered. 

‘Jarl Arvid has passed into the next world. He will be set to rest tonight. I will be his successor as his son’ Birger yelled to the people of Logrfyrir. A shock rippled through the autumn air. Mirja looked to the ground as she heard the news. 

‘I knew it as soon as I laid eyes on you Birger. He was old.’ 

‘I am so sorry Mirja’ Leif softly muttered. Both siblings embraced again. 

‘He was a cold man, but he was our father’ she spoke as a tear ran down her cheek, she gripped Birger tight, after a still moment she shared a strange glance to Ase, both women looking deep into each other’s eyes, contempt beaming between them. 

‘I’m sorry Birger, I lost my father a few winters ago, you remember. I know your pain’ Leif said to Birger before the son of the Jarl, now successor gestured them into the hall.

In the neatly made bed the body of Jarl Arvid laid. His skin now pale and cold. At the end of the bed Birger stood with his sister, the room was empty otherwise. After a moment of silence and grief Birger spoke in a quiet tone. 

‘Sister, there is something I have not yet told you... I believe our father did not just die of his illness. I suspect something foul as his health dropped quicker than we thought it would.’

‘What are you saying Birger? Do you think someone poisoned him?’

Birger nodded slowly, ‘I shall confront Asmund about the idea. This must stay between us, but I have my suspects in mind already, though I am concerned if the suspicion leaves this room that the people will suspect me as the culprit.’

Mirja’s presence turned to a focused thought as her eyes passed over the various riches and jewellery in the dead Jarl’s bedroom. ‘He shall be sent out into the river tonight, adrift on his blazing ship’ Birger Stated before he took up Arvid’s sword, viewing it over. ‘His possessions are to be gathered, the feasts are almost prepared’ Birger mentioned as he turned to Herlief who stood at the doorway to the room. 

‘Birger more ships have arrived, the river is full’ Herlief explained. 

‘Well. It is almost sundown, let the feasts begin’ Birger solemnly said before wandering out the room. Herlief gave a nod to Mirja before following her brother, Mirja, yet to trust the man, simply stared back before returning her attention to her deceased father. 

Outside, as Birger watched the gathering ships in the river from the entrance to the hall, the people watched and waited, eyeing the man, not with smiles or grins but with concern and uncertainty. At the docks Leif assisted other ships unload and dock to the piers. A cold chill rested over Logrfyrir, a strange and dangerous time laid ahead.

As the people indulged in a plentiful banquet, fires sent a glow over the township and all residence of the surrounding land emerge to watch their Jarl ascend to the next world, a longship had been prepared for the journey. Arvid’s ship sat at the end of the main wharf, the boat was decorated in the many possessions and treasures the man had gathered in life. The cold still corpse of the Jarl laid gripping his sword, draped in the red cloak he had worn in his final years. Birger stood at the end of the pier, Leif, Herlief and other loyal men beside him, in an altogether effort they gave the ship a mighty push into the water. A large section of the river had been cleared for Arvid’s send off, on either side of the space more ships sat with men and women looking on.

Together Birger and his men then took hold of several bows and arrows, the tips wrapped in cloth and oil, ablaze. Mirja too stood next to Birger, Arvidson and Arviddaughter, all aiming to the longship in a lonely drift into the still river. Upon Birger releasing his arrow, the rest followed, setting the longship alight. The orange glow of the flames grew and surged into the dusk sky. Birger and Mirja watched on in grief as the flames overtook the boat. 

From the shore Eric and Solveig stood in awe. A little further up the river a trio stood, watching the embers drift into the sky, Torne, Ranvold and Alva. Ranvold’s dark hair had grown long, as had his beard, he wore a blue tunic with dark grey trousers and boots. His arms bearing tattoos that creeped up his neck and over his lean body. His deep blue eyes glanced between the fire and the eyes of his wife.

Torne’s dirt brown hair had grown too, though remained relatively short. His green tunic shirt bared speckles of blood from dicing meat and his red trousers soaked from standing in low water from fishing earlier that day. With his sleeves rolled up, his arms also bared the many tattoos he had accumulated, as was the tradition for mid northerners. His beard was short and well kept. His faded blue eyes gazed in focus before he closed them, deep in thought.

Alva stood next to Ranvold, hand coming to his, she wore a long green dress made from cheap cotton, a dark hangerok. Her greyish blue eyes moved back and forth from the burning boat to the people watching on. Her bright blonde hair that was once made into many small and neat braids now sat relaxed and down to her waste, a few braids remained. Her arms bared many tattoos too, each finger donning a different rune. 

After the fires of the boat had mostly smouldered and the longship began to take on water, Torne grunted before turning and heading in the direction of Ranvold’s house that was hidden off to the woods along the river, east of Logrfyrir. Alva sighed as the man wandered off, turning to Ranvold and resting her head on her husband’s shoulder. 

The final embers of the burning wreck glistened off into the bright night sky as the ship disappeared beneath the slow current. Birger continued to stare out to the waters, his sister by his side as one by one, group by group, the people made their leave.

An hour later Birger found himself alone yet again, sat on the old Jarl’s throne, his head rested against one hand and the other gripping the wooden chair’s armrest tightly. Uneasy thoughts pondered through his mind, he’d been waiting for this moment for many years but now it had come to pass, he was unsure of his next moves and an ember of trepidation arose in his heart.

His attention to his inner thoughts was suddenly broken as a man entered the hall with Herlief close behind, followed by a curious Mirja and Ase. 

‘Listen to what he has to say Birger, this is urgent’ Herlief blurted as he stepped up to Birger’s right. The man, dressed in a black hooded cloak and with the palest of skin stepped into the centre of the hall, Birger slowly looked over the man, still in intense thought. 

‘Birger son of Jarl Arvid, now a Jarl himself. I have come to inform you that you have competition to the throne you sit on. To these lands.’ The man’s voice was nearly sickening, a darkness in the music of his tone.

‘This land was my fathers, and his before that, what right do these men have to this claim? I grew up on this land, now that my father is dead, they think they can just take it?!’ Birger’s tone turned to fury as his piercing eyes lost their inviting nature, as did Mirja’s, watching from the side of the room. Ase slowly stepped into the shadows as she watched the scene play out.

‘An old quarrel they say yet to my understanding a group of Jarls have laid claim to what they see as a young inexperienced Jarl’s lands, because they see it as easy takings’ the messenger continued as he slowly smiled. ‘This is just a warning Jarl. These men see you as little more than a boy, you have a chance to show them otherwise.’

Birger leapt up from his chair and took a step towards the man, his sudden action even startling Herlief as he’d never seen Birger act with such assertiveness and ferocity. 

‘Were you sent by these men? Do you have any proof? How and why should I trust you strange wanderer? For all I know you could be a tramp, come to stir trouble in my hall.’ Birger’s eyes were piercing into the wanderer’s, who seemed quite unphased. 

‘Take it or leave it Jarl. But I warned you, and now my job is done’ the wanderer stated before he exited the hall, his walk more of a glide, a dark presence was lifted from the room as he left. 

‘Make sure that man leaves Logrfyrir, I need to ponder of what he said, everyone else please leave me in peace’ Birger stated before wandering to his chamber, giving a nod to Herlief to follow the strange wanderer’s steps.

Birger stood before a roughly drawn map set out on an old oak table. The room lit by many torches and still baring many of Arvid’s possessions. He stared over the map, the land of and around Logrfyrir were depicted, his mind lost in focus almost to a point that he did not notice someone else had entered the room behind him. His eyes moved to a small knife on one side of the table, his senses triggered and reflexes tensing for action. 

Mirja’s voice immediately eased this tension and he slowly let go of his breath. ‘Brother, the man’s warnings? Do you take them as truth, it would be smart to, even if with scepticism’ she asked him. 

Birger slowly closed his eyes in thought. ‘I... I don’t know.’ His hands trembled slightly as he looked over the map once again. ‘This land, all of it. It was left to us, it was trusted to my rule. I didn’t expect it to be like this. So sudden. Sister, I don’t think I’m...’

‘Birger, you were always the confident older brother I could always come to. Whenever anyone gave me trouble, whenever I fell or had ill thoughts from father, you were always there, Brother. I remember the night mother left and father was going mad, you stayed up with me as we sat on the roof, you told me how even if everything felt like it was falling apart that everything will fall back into place again, it is the nature of this world we live in. I will always have your back, stay strong Birger, don’t let them break you with their words. If there is really a threat, I am confident in your word.’ Mirja took an old box from a small table in the corner of the room, opening it she took a lock of blond hair from it. ‘Mother would have been so happy to see this day’ she giggled a little. ‘She would be proud where you stand Birger.’ 

‘She would be proud of both of us’ he added as he stepped next to her.
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Chapter 2 – Visitors
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The autumn leaves stained the woodland paths in an orange and yellow river, the air thick with pollen and a calming slow breeze. Roggvir, a blacksmith and a tall, strong man with long black hair and a smoky beard, walked beside a young girl, Thorla. As she stepped beside her father, she kicked at the orange Entra Fall leaves, watching them fall back down in a playful manor. 

‘Quick, those leaves might get away’ he playfully joked with her before she ran ahead and threw herself into a large pile before an old oak tree. The sight met Roggvir with laughter as he slowly caught up. The girl burst from the pile and ran a small way into the woods, finding more piles of leaves. ‘Thorla, not too far. Thorla?’ The man stopped, the area around fell quiet apart from the small breeze. ‘Thorla... Thorla! Where did you go?’ The man yelled as he stepped to the edge of the trees, concern rising, fret in his voice. He treaded towards the trees, then paused.

A man in a black cloak stood with his hand over the young girl’s mouth, he gestured with a finger over his lips. 

‘Shhhh.’ 

The man stared back to Roggvir, who in an instant burst into a protective rage, charging the man. 

‘Let go of my daughter!’

A large shape hit the man in the side bringing him to the ground, several more men emerged beating the blacksmith with the blunt ends of their weapons. 

‘Father!’ Thorla attempted to scream as the cloaked man wrapped a cloth over her mouth and eyes, in his struggle Roggvir watched on, horror in his eyes.

‘Thorla!’ he yelled in an agonised tone. Roggvir was dragged from the woods to the path again, three men surrounded him, weapons drawn. One of them, a man who wore the bottom jaw of a bear on a leather string about his neck began to speak in a grumbling tone.

‘You are a message to Birger the child, the very sight of you, from Jarl Vale.’ With that, the man beat Roggvir over the head and left him to fall to the autumn leaves before the troop ran off.

Mirja wandered alone in the long grass by the walls of Logrfyrir, the eastern sight of the great plains on the horizon. Her time alone giving her the moments to think, breathe and rest. Running her fingers through the grass, she came to a spot before a small tree, she laid in the grass as patches of sunlight gleamed through the branches, swaying gently. As the moment came and went and the ambient sounds of Logrfyrir the wind carried blew past, Mirja soon came to a realisation she wasn’t alone, yet the presence was welcoming and calmative. Next to her sat a young woman, her hair white like snow as was her skin, a large tattered black robe covered most of her. She sat in a pleasant silence for a moment, smiling at the gleaming sunlight. 

‘I’m meant to ask you a question aren’t I... I can feel it’ Mirja spoke finally. 

‘Indeed, if you like’ the woman replied. ‘But it cannot be selfish or harmful.’ 

‘The people around me, in my life, those I call and will call my friends, what will happen to them?’ Mirja asked calmly, the woman smiled as she continued to stare to the sun. 

‘Two will live to see their hair grey, three from sickness, one will die from a great bear in the deep woods and four great warriors shall die in a great battle.’ Mirja’s expression came to that of concern, eyes wide, she gripped the long grass in her hands. ‘But your fate will someday be an incredible story to pass down. A legacy of Mirja Red Sword.’ 

A strong breeze blew through the air, the leaves on the tree above rattling as some came loose to fall upon the two. Another moment of calm passed.

‘I feel so at peace here wise one’ Mirja mentioned softly. 

‘Stay here as long as you like...’ The woman spoke a final time before falling silent. Mirja continued to lay in the grass, surrounded by the red leaves in her serene moment. Here her grief left her, all fears and straining thoughts within. She wished she could remain, though knew morning would move onwards.

At the main gate into Logrfyrir a lone figure limped, some people coming to his aid as his blood and bruise covered body fell to his knees, Roggvir wept as he caught sight of Birger coming to his aid. 

‘Birger... They took her, she’s gone... My Thorla’ He mumbled. 

‘My old friend, Roggvir who did this?’ Birger asked as he knelt and took hold of Roggvir’s strong frame. 

‘Vale... Jarl Vale, I am the message, the sight of me’ Roggvir blurted out with a whimper. By now Herlief and others had run to the man’s aid, taking his arms and starting to carry him, Torne with them, he spoke. 

‘We need to get him to Alva, she’ll treat his wounds, Urtvala isn’t home today.’ 

As they passed through the main streets, from the docks, the ship captain had come running, yelling back to one of his men to watch the ship. Following on, Leif went after the group, carrying the injured man to Ranvold’s house, hidden in the patch of woods away from the main streets of Logrfyrir. Torne, Birger and Herlief carried the man to the garden, already met by Ranvold as he ran to and shared a word with his old friend. 

‘What happened Roggvir? Who did this? I told you not to place bets over mead again.’

‘They took her Ranvold, they took her...’ Seeming to understand the situation, Ranvold’s demeanour immediately changed.

‘Take him inside’ He remarked before entering his home and getting Alva’s attention. ‘It’s Roggvir, he’s hurt.’

‘Roggvir? How did he-’ 

Alva paused upon seeing the beaten man being carried through the doorway, she immediately began picking herbs for the wounds and rags for the blood from a small room of supplies. Herlief sat by the door, watching over the room as did Torne. Roggvir was set down on a fur bed. Around the well-kept home the sun lit the interior through the high wooden windows. Birger sat by Roggvir’s side, gripping his friend’s hand. 

Alva in a short moment whispered to Ranvold. ‘Who would want to hurt Roggvir? He’s a quiet gentle man who loves his daughter more than anything, he’s never hurt anyone...’

Leif looked on from the door, a grave look seeing Roggvir in such a bad way. 

‘Who are you? Not one more step’ Torne barked, his hand on a small dagger, sheathed to his belt. 

‘Torne wait! This is Leif, he’s a friend’ Birger quickly intervened. 

‘Sorry for sneaking up on your land, that man is a friend of mine’ Leif spoke as he stepped into the room, he two knelt to Roggvir’s side. ‘By the cruel sea, I haven’t seen you this beaten since we were kids’ Leif joked to the injured man. 

Roggvir replied in a cough, ‘good to see you too Leif... They took my daughter, Vale’s men.’ 

‘Vale?’ Leif muttered with a surprised tone. 

‘By the sound of your words I take it you know the man?’ Birger remarked. 

‘Not really, I know of him, I’ve sailed many rivers and seas. I stopped by a township, a trading post owned by the man once. Never saw him, but from what I’ve seen, he seems to rule ruthlessly’ Leif explained as he stood up, as did Birger. 

Alva tended to the man’s wounds. ‘This was a warning, this Vale means to attack you, he is giving you time to raise defence’ she told the men. ‘I’ve seen men do this from where I come from, it is a warning to prepare for a fight, because this man that is plotting to overthrow you lives to fight. He is giving you the choice of honour in conflict, a warning.’ 

‘My wife is right, I have seen this happen before, Torne also. This is an act of war’ Ranvold remarked, the room fell silent and the air thickened. 

‘I don’t see much honour in beating a defenceless man’ Herlief remarked.

Birger took a deep breath in. ‘We have to gather the men we can, then prepare, I’m not letting some cutthroat take what my father has left me, hurt the people that trust me... This is peaceful land, why disturb it? Herlief, send word to gather a force, we need to be ready. And Leif, find my sister, tell her too’ Herlief and Leif both nodded and left the wooden house.

In the great hall of his father, Birger stood in congregation with his wise folk and community leaders. Herlief stood beside him in the fire and torch lit room as the early night set in, Mirja and Leif were present too, side by side with others of the ship captain’s crew.

‘There have been many attacks on the road since the morning, scouts have been seen too, his presence is already strong in the land. I fear for what the future may bring Birger’ Herlief explained as he looked over the coal fire pit, set in the middle of the room. 

‘I fear for my family, as too my neighbours. This isn’t the safety my family have lived in the past twenty seasonal years’ Another man stated. Others in the room made similar remarks to one another. 

‘So, we make it safe once more, no other way to it. We fight for our homes and peace, they come here for blood, they will only get their own’ Birger barked as he looked to the people around him, his eyes a sharp piercing. ‘This is my burden now, and I am not my father, but I will gain the respect he had. If they burn my home, I will make sure they perish in the flames of it. We need fighters, first, everyone who can defend our walls.’ 

‘We don’t have many as it is, but we can gain soldiers from allies, Vale will surely send a troop, a skirmish to test our might’ Herlief added. 

‘And we will answer it in great strength, we will show these barbarians we aren’t one to be shoved over and give up our lands, we are not a target for raiding’ Birger remarked back to the man, his arms shaking in anger. Mirja looked on to her brother, a deep concern rising in her pained eyes, she’d never seen him in this light, so strained and wrathful. 

‘Me and my people will stand with you old friend, we are a small troop but we will fight like devils’ Leif vowed to the young Jarl, stepping forward. ‘An oath is an oath, as I made when we were young, I fight where you fight.’ 

Birger, heartened by his friend’s words nodded slowly before looking to the men around the room. Farmers, warriors, merchants... all ordinary people trying to live their lives.

‘I will always stand with you’ Herlief then remarked. The rest of the room followed. The Jarl noted Ase watched on from the shadows at the back of the room, Birger kept a side eye on her, studying her movements and ever watchful eyes.

After hours of talking, planning defence ideas and arguing with the wisemen and elders, Birger resigned to his room. He stepped towards his weapons, displayed out over a mantle, his father’s sword among them. Birger’s hands began to shake as emotion consumed him, he came to his knees, his thoughts begging for this newfound responsibility to ease its grip on his soul. It had only been a week, a week of tension and uncertainty. He slowly held his hands to his face before a gentle hand rested on his shoulder. 

‘Be strong brother... I am here, I can be your courage. Father was strong, but he was also emotionless, something you are not. A true man and leader knows when to let their emotions run. But never let it control you, don’t contain it for too long. I know you brother.’ Mirja looked to a small wooden box on the mantle, she stepped over to it, taking it in her hand. ‘You still have it.’ 

‘Of course.’

She opened the box, a small broken metal locket rested within. ‘Mother’s locket’ Mirja said softly. 

‘Listen Mirja... I don’t think father’s death was from his illness. But I can’t be sure.’ 

‘Are you suggesting Vale or someone could have had a hand in it?’

‘That is a concern, but I think it came from someone much closer. Yet I can’t be sure. I think I’m going to see Asmund... I haven’t in years, the old hermit is senile. I no longer trust his judgements... But I feel I need guidance from beyond. I need to be sure.’ Birger stood still for a moment, staring to a broken piece of a necklace, the rest of the locket was lodged between the floorboards of the Jarl’s quarters, where it had remained for many years, ever since the night Arvid and the siblings’ mother had fought their last argument. The young Jarl then stepped from the room. 

The night air blended with the slow drops of thin rain, a cold omen. Birger walked silently through the almost empty street as he headed towards a small, handmade wooden hut by the east wall of Logrfyrir. A small collection of rocks by the riverside, all of which were painted in individual colours and shapes decorated the area. 

Birger stepped to the entrance, wiping his feet before and heading inside. An old man sat by a small fire, his eyes closed as he muttered to himself.

‘Asmund... Asmund you hear me?’ Birger asked as he sat down by the old man. 

‘You? What do you want... I’m tired’ The old seer muttered. 

‘I’ve come to talk, I am Jarl now, I need guidance.’ 

‘You need to listen, listen to those around you, not the mutterings of an old man.’ Both men continued to cut each other off, a passive aggressive air filled the small hut, exchanges of rapid thoughts.

‘I need more than that... I am troubled, confused, not just by the ones who claim my father’s lot, but by what took him from this world... I know he was old, but it wasn’t his age, he was perpetually sick, but it never became fatal. I am sure of this.’

‘You see the obvious Birger.’

‘I see the truth, I was there every day by his side, no one else saw it.’

‘It was not a natural death, is that what you want to hear?’

‘It is what I know in my heart.’

‘So, it is the truth to you. And for you to do what you please with.’ 

Asmund spoke with a bitterness, Birger looked into the man’s glassy eyes. ‘You never give absolutes, do you?’ 

The old seer looked up from the small fire. ‘What is the worth and fun in that? All things in this world are interpreted, seen through the individual eye, so why tell the reality of this realm when all you know to be true comes from within. They call it guidance for a reason.’

Birger paused for a moment, gathering his response. ‘You become vaguer every day, don’t you old man... I know it was her...’ Birger remarked before gazing through the opening in the top of the hut, a clearance from the clouds lingered just over the roof, a circle in the vapours. 

The stars shined bright, their light reaching down to the man’s eyes. ‘I don’t feel ready for this, all of this, it is all too soon. I feel useless, like the world all of a sudden wants my soul. This won’t end well, I can feel it’ he remarked. 

‘For you or for Logrfyrir?’ the seer asked. 

‘You tell me...’ Birger replied.
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Chapter 3 – A Test
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Rows of orange, yellow and bright green trees and pines stood around the ridges of the valley, the hilly landscape was filled with dense shrubs and old wooden houses. The fresh smell of bread and ash from the blacksmiths filled the main street as the peoples gathered, among them a man stood, before his Jarl and with his warriors. The township of Kirvikr, welcome to some, a bane for others.

‘Our allegiance with Jarl Vale and Jarl Hagan stands and we will answer his call. Our oath runs in our blood and we will follow them into battle with this Jarl Birger and his small band of peasants, stinking up our allies rightly claimed lands. Lands that were Arvid’s, and that were promised in the case of death. Logrfyrir will burn until our allies have what is rightfully theirs.’

The man spoke with purpose and ferocity, he stood at an average height but had the build of a warrior that had won many fights. His clothes were rich, gold hung around his neck and on his fingers, a large purple coat rested over him. His balding hair was short and dark with splinters of grey along with his long beard. His eye was a deep green, on the other side sat an empty socket, Jarl Arne, the single eyed, they called him. 

At the back of the gathered crowd stood a man sporting a bronze chest plate, Amma Bronze Heart he went by, his long black beard was platted, and his hair cut short. His build was stocky, a working man’s strength, yet his skin was pale and his eyes a greyish blue, welcoming eyes normally but now a tint of concern and fret. 

He turned and began to walk away from the congregation, something a nearby soldier noticed, the man calling out to Amma. 

‘You, where are you going?’ 

Amma glanced to the man ‘I will not fight against peaceful folk, I know Logrfyrir. They are not an enemy, they have done nothing to us, it is needless. Why should I fight?’ He remarked. 

‘You will fight because your Jarl commands you to’ the man blurted out, Amma replied with a deep hostile glance as he treaded off towards a woodland road, the path littered with red leaves.

[image: ]

In the Jarl’s hall in Logrfyrir, Birger stood with his huscarls and other allies. The noon sun crept in through the windows as they were gathered around a table. Mapped out was the river in which Logrfyrir sat, the different townships littered along its banks along with the mountains to the north-east, great plains to the east and the southern territories over the waters. The old parchment was stained with charcoal and dust.

‘Miren could give us fighters, I was close with her, I could still persuade her’ Mirja spoke to her brother. 

‘She wouldn’t set foot back in this place if Arvid was gone for ten winters. No, I need you Leif to put word out on the seas, any mercenaries, favours, anyone you know who would fight.’ 

‘You would trust pirates over blood?’ Mirja interrupted. 

‘I know what I can and can’t trust.’ 

‘So, I will go to our aunt, she will understand the situation, trust me brother’ Mirja rested her hand on his shoulder ‘I know time is short, and every decision must count, but I know her better than you or father ever did.’ The Jarl nodded slightly after a long deep breath. 

‘The walls, how are they coming along?’ Birger looked to Herlief. 

‘The timber will hold, the reinforcements to the pillars should make the platforms climbable and steady. Logrfyrir will never have seen such walls, we will be a fortress Birger, and thanks to Leif’s wisdom on building’ Herlief explained.

They looked to the ship captain who sat to the side, picking away at a roasted chicken, he spoke between mouthfuls. ‘I was trapped once... Taken from my crew, outlaws had taken this fortress, I was one of the hostages... I spent a good long while working on the walls, improving them for my captors... Made some good friends there too, and with the outlaws, they let me go after they got what they wanted, said it was the walls that protected them for those weeks... That’s where I met Reipr, the bastard tried to steal my job. But I had the strength of youth over him.’

‘I don’t think we have time for the whole story friend, maybe after we prepare for this coming possible invasion’ Birger blurted. 

The tone of the room became cold once more, Ase sat in the queen’s chair near the back of the hall, Birger loomed over the map, tense and quiet. 

‘If I had just a hundred men like Kaukr, that would be enough... No, maybe two hundred...’ He spoke quietly. Torne and Ranvold sat at the other end of the table, both looked to one another.

At the wall, Eric sat atop one of the platforms, workers reinforced wooden panels and pillars against the old wall, setting walkways and spires for archers and watchmen to sit. below the people of Logrfyrir traded and worked as they did most days. Eric directed workers, his expertise in timber granting him his position over the rest of the builders. Yet the man also knew he would too fight in the coming weeks, months...

Many knew Eric, a man who had never lived anywhere but Logrfyrir, respected and loved by the community, if he was to aid in the defence of the township, then many others would take up the sword and join him.

The old wall about the township had been designed and constructed by the man’s uncle, knowledge passed down to him, an extended family of builders. Solveig too had talents in creation, a woman whose family had been making bows for generations.

Eric looked out over the afternoon sky, pausing for a moment to breathe where he balanced along the top of the new timber that reached the height of the low nearby treetops. He sighed, wiping sweat, then continued his work.

Around his belt was a leather strap tied to the hollowed out horn of a bison, for while he was up there with the grandiose view, he was the town’s main lookout.

After an hour or so Leif, Mirja, Torne and Ranvold left the hall, heading for the docks and road to Ranvold’s house. Mirja looked drained, mentally tired, Something Leif noticed. 

‘Why don’t we go for a walk, clear your head a bit, could take the ship downriver?’ 

‘That sounds refreshing’ she said with a smile. 

Ranvold looked through the street to Roggvir’s forge, the man sat in his sorrow, the coals cold and his tools left on his bench. Ranvold crossed the road, through the foot traffic towards his friend. 

‘Roggvir, you look terrible my friend, come, you can work another day. Alva can make us a meal, she’d be happy to see you.’ 

The blacksmith looked up to Ranvold, his wounds and bruises still visible and with a sigh spoke. 

‘Thank you for the offer, but I should get into my work.’ 

‘Working hard I can see’ Ranvold joked. 

‘Anyone else said that, I’d plant them on the ground’ Roggvir replied with a slight grin. 

Ranvold sighed. ‘Well, you know where my house is’ he remarked before joining Torne and heading along his path home.

Taking ropes in his hands and hoisting them, Leif’s men prepared Strom Breaker.

‘I remember this spot down river, the rolling fields and small streams, beautiful spot for-’ 

Leif’s words to Mirja were cut short by the sound of a loud horn, the ship’s crew all looked at once to the source. A top the new wall Eric stood, the horn in hand. 

‘Men! I see soldiers, they are not ours!’ Eric bellowed out, his voice echoing.

Birger stood at the entrance to the hall. ‘Positions! Grab what weapons you can!’ he yelled before running back into the hall for his weapons and armour. 

‘A skirmish, they should have seen this coming’ Leif muttered before taking his sword and shield from his things on the boat. Mirja taking her sword too, a longsword of gorgeous design, a gift from her late mother.

‘Kaviel take five men and follow me, Reipr you’re in charge’ Leif barked and jumped to the dock, taking off into the scattering streets towards the gates to Logrfyrir, as did the townsfolk who could fight. It wasn’t long before Torne and Ranvold emerged too, swords and shields in hand, bolting alongside Leif. 

‘Long time no see’ Ranvold joked. 

‘All those who can shoot an arrow get on the wall, everyone else follow me!’ Leif ordered to the gathered, running crowd. Others mustered, taking bows and arrows, climbing the timber.

Out of his hall Birger emerged finally, his armoured vest on with loose chainmail and with his sword and shield. Running to join his warriors he spotted Roggvir taking a sword from under his workbench and brushing the soot and dust off it.

‘Roggvir! Stay here, you are in no shape to fight!’ Birger yelled over the commotion. Ignoring him, Roggvir, picked up his sword and his blacksmith hammer from his forge, running to the gates with the rest of the defenders, surging to Logrfyrir’s east walls.

Torne, Ranvold, and Herlief took the lead with the troops, out to the long autumn grass. Mirja, Leif and his crew followed, Birger chasing down Roggvir in the chaos, losing him as he found his sister. 

‘Mirja! Roggvir is out here’ he barely had time to speak before a line of armoured men, around fifty or so, draped in black tunics and chainmail, spears and arrows at ready, stood on the eastern horizon. 
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