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​Chapter 1:

A Storm Over Borg
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The wind off the fjord screamed like a prophet that morning, hurling sleet sideways against the turf walls of the longhouse at Borg. The sky was the color of raw iron, and the sea beyond the hills muttered threats beneath its breath. Inside, Bera Yngvarsdóttir labored beneath heavy furs and smoke-darkened beams, her fingers twisted in the pelts, her voice low and constant as a chant. The midwife—bent and wool-wrapped, smelling of herbs and old milk—knelt beside her with a carved wooden bowl and the quiet resignation of someone who had seen more birth and death than most warriors. Bera’s daughters, Sæunn and Þórunn, stood wide-eyed near the hearth, while her eldest son, Þorolfr, was led out with stern words and a grip on the shoulder that promised answers only later. The house was full of boiling water, sweat, old ash, and the kind of silence that thickens when life and death wrestle in the same room.

Outside, Skalla-Grímr Kveldúlfsson stood facing the sea, his hands tucked behind his back, the hood of his cloak down despite the weather. His black hair, streaked now with iron, clung to his face like wet seaweed, and his beard was stiff with salt. He watched the wind strike the hills and the gulls fight to stay aloft and said nothing. Behind him rose the turf mound that held his father’s bones—Kveld-Úlfr, Evening Wolf, laid to rest in the soil where his coffin had drifted ashore after being set adrift at sea. That place had decided their home. That place, the sagas said, had chosen their fate.

Skalla-Grímr was not a man who wept. He had not cried when he’d fled Norway, not when the king he once served turned enemy, not when his brother died, not even when he’d set his father afloat in that oak coffin, whispering to the gods to let him drift where he must. But this morning his face was drawn and strange, as if something heavy pressed against the inside of his chest. He had dreamed the night before, not of axes or burning halls, but of wolves—many wolves, pale and gray, circling beneath a red sky. One had turned its head toward him, and its eyes were black. He’d woken with a taste of blood in his mouth and a certainty that something old was returning.

Back in the house, the midwife straightened suddenly. Bera’s cry turned into a strangled laugh, and the firelight flickered hard against the walls as a second voice joined the storm. A child’s voice—raw, wet, furious. Not the wail of an ordinary newborn, but a sound like a challenge. The midwife caught the boy and held him up, slippery and steaming in the cold air. “A fighter,” she muttered, half to herself. “And early with it.” Bera sagged against the bedding and exhaled a name before she fully knew she’d spoken it: Egil.

The child was large, far larger than any babe she’d borne before. His head seemed too broad for his narrow shoulders, and his eyes, still dark and new, squinted against the flickering lamplight with a strange, grim cast. The midwife saw it and said nothing. She cleaned the boy, wrapped him in a lambskin, and handed him to his mother, who stared at him as though seeing something both old and unknown.

When Skalla-Grímr came in from the cold, he didn’t speak. He knelt beside the bedding, placed a weathered hand on the boy’s brow, and stared at him as if waiting for him to speak first. He did not smile, but nor did he look away. “We’ll need to teach him young,” was all he said.

That night, when the house quieted and the wind finally stilled, Skalla-Grímr sat by the hearth with the boy cradled in one arm, watching the flames shift and twist like stories waiting to be told. He told no tales. But in the silence, the echo of a long-dead wolf could almost be heard, pacing through the dark places of the hills.

And Egil, though only hours old, slept with his fists clenched.
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​Chapter 2:

The Boy with the Wolf Brow
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By the time Egil was three winters old, he had already made himself impossible to ignore. He was not handsome like his brother Þórólfr, whose golden hair and broad smile had made him a favorite among the neighbors and kin. Egil had none of that light. His head was large and misshapen, as though forged in haste by an angry god. His brow protruded heavily over small, dark eyes, and his jaw, even then, was square and hard as the basalt cliffs outside Borg. His skin was darker than the others, browned by the sun despite his young age, and his hair, thick and wolf-gray already, refused to lie flat no matter how often Bera smoothed it with her palms.

The villagers whispered about him. They did not call him cursed, not aloud, but they said he was touched by something old and strange, something that belonged more to the stories than to the cradle. His fits of rage came without warning. One moment he would be silent, crouched near the livestock pens with a stick in his hand, scratching runes into the dirt like a grown man with secrets. The next, he would be atop some unlucky boy twice his age, fists and teeth flying, shrieking like a gull in the wind. No one knew what set him off, and fewer dared to interfere when it happened.

It was during one of those long spring twilights that Egil composed his first verse. He had just finished fighting with Þórólfr’s friend—a boy of six who had mocked the shape of Egil’s head. Blood was still drying on his knuckles, and Bera had pulled him into the longhouse by his tunic. She was tired of apologies. Tired of the wary looks from neighbors. She had sat him on a stool by the fire and told him, in a voice sharp as flint, to sit still and say nothing. Egil sat. But he did not stay quiet.

Instead, he stared into the fire for a long time, and then, in a voice low and oddly steady, began to speak. It wasn’t baby babble or the kind of nonsense most children sing to themselves. It was a poem. Stiff and halting, yes—but shaped. It followed meter. It called upon imagery. He rhymed words without knowing why, invoking gods and beasts, wind and anger, as if it had been waiting inside him for too long. Bera stopped scolding mid-sentence. Þórólfr came closer, silent. Even Skalla-Grímr, sharpening a knife on the far side of the hall, turned his head.

When he finished, Egil said nothing more. He went back to scratching the dirt with his toe, indifferent to the silence he’d left behind. Skalla-Grímr set down the blade and stood. “Three winters,” he muttered. “And the boy is already speaking in skald’s tongue.” Bera only nodded. She did not smile.

But word traveled fast. By the next day, neighbors who had once whispered about his brow now whispered about the poem. The old men at the Alþing claimed no child that young had ever composed verse with such form. One said it was a gift from Óðinn. Another muttered that such gifts come with a price.

Egil did not care. He fought when he was mocked, sulked when punished, and scratched runes into driftwood when bored. He would disappear for hours into the woods above Borg, returning muddy, scratched, and entirely unapologetic. The other children feared him, and not without reason. One boy caught him muttering strange words to a dead crow he had strung up by the legs. Another said Egil had bitten him on the neck, like a beast. When Bera questioned him, Egil said the boy had called him “a troll-child.” That, to Egil, had been reason enough.

The only one who could settle him, at times, was Þórólfr. Though Egil hated being told what to do, he followed his older brother like a wolf-pup trailing its pack leader. He never matched Þórólfr’s warmth or charm, but he admired the way people responded to him, and in quiet moments, he listened closely when Þórólfr spoke. It would not last, this peace between brothers—but in those years, Egil looked up to him more than anyone.

One evening, while sitting outside by the sheepfold, Egil stared up at the full moon and whispered lines under his breath. His fingers traced shapes into the dirt that no one else his age would have known how to form. Shapes with purpose. Words meant to bind or banish. Skalla-Grímr, watching from the doorway, said nothing. He had seen this before. In his father. In dreams. In wolves.

So it was that before he had even reached the age of four, Egil Skallagrímsson had already earned both fear and fascination. He was a child shaped by land and blood and something darker. And the land around Borg held its breath—for a boy who sang in verse and struck with fists, who muttered in runes and stared at the sea like it had spoken to him.

He was not normal. He never would be.
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​Chapter 3:

An Axe in the Grass
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The boy was seven winters old, and already there were quiet warnings not to cross him. He had grown into his odd features in the way a boulder grows into a hill—unchanged in shape, but somehow settled into its place. The head was still too large, the brow still too heavy, but the wiry body beneath it had hardened with the daily trials of Icelandic youth. Egil’s fists were calloused from gripping stones and sticks, and his knees bore scars from fights with other boys and the landscape itself. He was not liked, not really, but he was respected in the way wild things are respected—distantly, warily, without affection.

Spring had come early to Borg that year, and the pastures were wet with meltwater and the trampling of goats. The village children, spared from chores for a few hours, gathered in the flat patch of grass near the river to play knattleikr—a rough and rowdy game of sticks, speed, and strategy. It was a contest of honor and of bruises, and Egil was always at the center of it. Not because he was the fastest—he wasn’t—or the strongest—he wasn’t yet—but because he played like it was war. He played like pain meant nothing. Like winning meant everything.

This day, Egil stood watchful, teeth clenched, as the teams formed. Þórólfr was elsewhere, tending sheep with Skalla-Grímr, and Egil felt the old tightness in his chest when he realized he would be alone. That left him among boys who barely tolerated him—boys who would shove him first, laugh if he slipped, cheat if the chance arose. The teams were chosen, and Egil ended up on the side with younger boys, the ones who still tripped over their own feet. He said nothing. He took his stick and stood ready.

The game began with a shouted call, the ball hurled into the air like a challenge to the gods. Egil moved fast, cutting through taller boys with the precision of a hound on scent. He scored once, then again, and with each strike, his blood rose like a tide. But then came the moment—small, barely visible, but sharp as a knife to a boy who lived by instinct. The ball was knocked toward Egil, and he reached for it—but another boy, older, quicker, slapped it away and laughed. “That’s not your point, troll-head,” he said. “You were too slow.”

Egil’s eyes narrowed. He had been fast enough. Everyone had seen it. But the others didn’t speak. They shifted their eyes away, uncomfortable, unwilling to challenge the older boy. The game moved on. But Egil did not. He stood motionless for a long moment, face blank, stick hanging loosely from his fingers. Then he turned and walked off the field, saying nothing, not even when the boy called after him with another laugh and a mock-howl.
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