
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: image]



  	
	    
	      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 (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Flora Burn: The Silent Sailor (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      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 (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
    
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​MANDOLIN PUBLISHING
Published by the Mandolin Publishing Group
 

[image: ]




All rights reserved. No part of this product may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form, including information storage and retrieval systems—unless you're a time traveler with a flux capacitor, in which case, we might need to have a conversation—except in the case of brief quotations embedded in critical articles or reviews, for which we might just send you a thank-you note. Please refrain from pirating copyrighted materials like a rogue Viking raiding a sleepy coastal village; it’s a violation of the author’s rights, and no one wants to summon the wrath of the literary (or Viking) gods. Some names and characteristics of people mentioned have been changed because, honestly, it's more fun that way. Most events have been compressed. While this story is based on the real life of the main character, it’s a fictional narrative told through the delightful (and occasionally confused) perspective of said character. Places, depictions, descriptions, and names may have been altered for the sake of entertainment—because who doesn't love a little creative license?


​Copyright © Hilmarj Torgrim, 2024
 



​[image: image]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1:

Ubba, the Infant
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The sky cracked open with light and fury. Lightning scorched across the heavens like the slash of an axe, ripping the clouds with a searing white that flashed against the snow-covered woods. The trees groaned beneath the storm’s weight, ancient pines swaying and creaking as though the gods themselves had descended in wrath. But deep within those woods, far from the comfort of mead-halls and fire-lit hearths, a different kind of storm was being born. Beneath the bent roof of a crude hut layered in pine boughs and moss, a woman screamed.

She was not a queen, not a shield-maiden, not a mistress of halls or lands. She was Elsa, daughter of Esbjørn the Blacksmith, and she labored alone but for an old midwife with shaking hands and few teeth. Her eyes, wide and wet with pain, stared at the thatched ceiling above as if searching for a god—any god—who might explain why she had been chosen to bring this child into such a world. Outside, the wind howled like Fenrir on the hunt, and snow pressed at the seams of the hut like fingers trying to reach inside and still the cries.

Far to the south, beyond the edge of the forest and the reach of the storm, sat a longhouse bathed in warmth and firelight. It was the hall of Ragnar Loðbrók, the one they called King of the Northmen, the scourge of Angles and Franks. He had known blood and battle, loss and love, but this night he sat in the calm of his own making. At his side was Thora, his lawful wife, wrapped in furs and heavy with another child. Around his feet scrambled their sons—Bjorn, now five and already as bold as a hound on the scent, and Sigurd, just two and curious about the ash that drifted from the fire. The elder sons, Radbard and Dunvat, were long gone now, claimed by sickness or sword in distant years when Ragnar still believed he could outpace fate. He did not speak their names tonight. The wind had not reminded him.

But the wind that Ragnar ignored pressed harder against the forest hut, drawing in breath as if to howl Ubba’s name. Elsa screamed again, and this time it echoed against the boughs of snow-laden trees. Her body clenched and twisted with the force of it, and when she could scream no more, she bit into the leather strap the midwife had given her and bore down like a warrior in her final stand.

Elsa had not spoken of the child’s father in public, nor would she. She had served at Ragnar’s court for a brief season, as many women did, cleaning, fetching water, tending to the goats in winter. She was no prize, no chosen consort. She had not been wooed with silver nor garlanded with flowers. But Ragnar had found her once, in the dark, after battle, after drink, and though she had turned her face from the memory, the seed he’d planted had grown bold and wild within her. She did not ask him for anything. She knew better than to demand space in the hall of Thora. She knew the rules of her world, and this hut in the snow was all she would be granted.

The child came like a fury. Not quiet, not slow, but with a scream that silenced even the wind. The midwife, startled, fumbled for the knife to cut the cord and nearly dropped it. The boy’s eyes were fierce, as though he had been watching from the dark before his birth and found it wanting. His fists were clenched, red as flame, and he wailed at the cold and the noise and the sudden violence of being. The fire flickered low, and the wind beat at the walls of the hut like an army laying siege.

Elsa wept, but not from pain. She looked at the child—her son—and knew what the world would do to him. A bastard, born of no title, in the shadow of sons already destined for legends. Bjorn, who would grow to be Ironside. Sigurd, who would bear the mark of a serpent in his eye. But this one—Ubba—had no omen but the storm. No mark but his scream.

Outside, the snow began to fall heavier, swallowing the path to the village, to the court, to Ragnar. The world was silent except for the crackle of the fire and the angry cries of the newborn child, his voice a challenge hurled at the heavens.

And in the longhouse, Ragnar drank deeply from his horn and laughed at something Thora had said. The fire glowed golden in his beard, and his sons curled near his feet like wolves beside their chief. He did not know—could not know—that another son had entered the world that night. Born not of love, nor of ambition, but of chaos and lightning. Born screaming beneath the broken sky.
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​Chapter 2:

A Cradle in the Storm

[image: ]




The snow still clung to the edge of the forest when Elsa wrapped her infant son in wool and pressed a kiss to the crown of his head. He was barely a month old and already growing strong, his tiny fists flailing when she bundled him too tightly, his voice sharp when the cold crept into the seams of the hut. The fire had burned low that morning, but she didn’t stoke it. Instead, she tightened her shawl and walked the child to the forge, where her father, Esbjørn, had already begun his day. His hair was gray at the temples, his hands seamed with black from years of shaping iron and steel. He looked up when Elsa entered, surprised to see her so early and without her usual quiet weariness.

“I need to fetch water,” she said, offering the bundle with a faint smile. “Will you watch him for a little while?”

Esbjørn didn’t hesitate. He took the child in his great arms, softened instantly by the heat of the boy against his chest. “Course I will,” he said. “He likes to watch the flames. You be quick, girl. The snow’s still deep.”

Elsa nodded, but she didn’t look back. She walked through the village with her shawl drawn up, her feet silent against the icy crust. No one called to her. No one stopped her. They barely noticed her at all, a girl made quieter by grief and solitude, a shadow cast by brighter, louder lives. She passed the well-trod trail to the stream and veered instead toward the rocks beyond it—toward the place where the water thundered over the cliff in a roaring sheet, white and cold as a god’s fury. The waterfall sang the song of endings. She had heard it often in her mind since the child came.

She did not leave a note. She did not cry out. When her body was found three days later, caught on a hook of stone below the falls, her fingers were pale and curled as though still holding her child. The villagers brought her back to Kattegat on a rough sled, her face covered in a cloth, and the news reached the forge by midmorning. A woman knocked on the blacksmith’s door with soft eyes and a softer voice, but Esbjørn did not need her words. He had known something was wrong the moment the child would not eat. No matter how he tried—goat milk, watered-down porridge, chewed bits of bread softened by spit—nothing worked. The boy screamed and wailed and then lay too quiet. His lips cracked. His breath came thin. The fire did not warm him.

“She’s gone,” the woman said.

“I know,” Esbjørn answered.

For a time, he did nothing but rock the boy in his arms, willing the baby to take in life from sheer will alone. Then, as dusk fell again and the forge turned to shadow, someone—maybe the woman, maybe another—whispered the thought that changed everything: “Take him to Ragnar. Thora’s just birthed another. She’ll know of a wet nurse. The boy won’t last another day.”

So Esbjørn bundled up, wrapped the child in the last of the wool, and made the slow walk through snowdrifts toward the great longhouse where kings kept court and fires never died. He had never been inside. A blacksmith needn’t bow to kings, but neither did kings often call him to drink. He had seen Ragnar in passing—on the hunt, on the docks, shouting orders before some raid—but never as a man who might open his door to grief.

The guards at the door gave him skeptical eyes. He was covered in soot and wore no cloak fine enough to match the timbered walls behind them. But he spoke the name of Ragnar and said he had urgent need, and after a pause long enough for a dozen snowflakes to die on his shoulders, they opened the doors.

The longhouse was warm. Too warm after the cold outside, and it made Esbjørn dizzy. There, beside the hearth, sat Ragnar in a tunic of blue and gold threads, his feet up on a low bench, his hand cradling a horn of ale. At his side sat Thora, pale and fierce-eyed, her newborn tucked against her chest, feeding quietly beneath a draped shawl.

Esbjørn stood awkwardly in the entry, cradling Ubba like an offering. “I beg pardon,” he said, bowing his head. “My name is Esbjørn. My daughter Elsa—” His voice cracked. He swallowed. “My daughter is dead.”

Ragnar lowered his horn, brows rising.

“She bore this child, but she didn’t say who the father was. I—” Esbjørn looked down at the infant, cheeks sunken now, lips dry. “She left him to me, but I’m no good with infants. He won’t take food. He’ll die unless someone knows better.”

Thora looked at the child and saw what others might not. She shifted her own son, made a quiet sound of sympathy, and gave Ragnar a look that only a wife can give—a question wrapped in steel.
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