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            Gunnar retreated a step deeper into the hall, forcing them to enter single file if they wished to reach him. The narrow opening worked to his advantage. 

Another arrow flew. Another body dropped. His breathing remained steady, though sweat gathered along his brow despite the cool night air. His arms moved in rhythm honed over years of training, muscle memory overriding thought.

A man attempted to shield himself behind a fallen comrade. Gunnar waited half a heartbeat longer, then aimed for the exposed leg. The arrow struck just above the knee. The man screamed and toppled forward, dragging the shield down with him.

Hallgerðr stood pressed against the interior wall, her eyes wide, hands clenched tightly at her sides. She did not speak now. She did not move. Outside, the attackers regrouped beyond the reach of his bow.

"He cannot hold that forever," someone called.

Gunnar counted in his mind as he drew another arrow. He had not wasted a single shot. Still, they were right. His quiver was not endless.
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​Chapter 1

The Green of Hlíðarendi
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The south of Iceland in the tenth century did not feel like the edge of the world to the people who lived there. It felt like the center of everything that mattered, because the land had a way of making demands that left no room for nonsense. Fljótshlíð lay open beneath a wide, changeable sky, its slopes rolling down toward rivers that flashed like drawn blades when the sun broke through cloud. In the mornings, mist would cling to the low places as if the earth were unwilling to let go of its breath, and by afternoon the wind might come hard off the high ground, smelling of wet stone and last year’s grass. Hlíðarendi sat where a man could see far, where a child could learn the names of hills and gullies the way other children learned the names of cousins, and where every season arrived like a visitor with a temper. In summer it gave hay and milk and long light that made work feel endless. In winter it tightened its fist around the valley and listened to men argue by firelight as if the words might keep the dark from creeping closer. People spoke of farms as if they had souls, and Hlíðarendi was spoken of with a particular reverence, because it was not only fertile but proud, the kind of place that made a man stand straighter without noticing he had done it.

Gunnar was born there in the year 945, when the grass on the home slopes came in thick and sweet and the sheep fattened fast, and his father, Hámundr Gunnarsson, looked down at the boy in his arms as if weighing a tool that might someday save or ruin him. The household was prosperous, not rich in gold, but rich in what mattered in Iceland: good pasture, sound timber, men willing to work, and women who could keep order in the smoke filled hall when tempers rose. Gunnar grew up among the steady noises of a working farm, the scrape of knives on wood, the clatter of buckets, the low talk over accounts of hay and lambing. He learned early that wealth was not a shining thing, it was a winter storehouse filled before the storms arrived, it was a roof repaired in autumn before the first heavy snow, it was the quiet pride of having enough to feed guests without letting them see the counting behind it. Hámundr was not a soft man, but he was not cruel either. He believed in preparation the way other men believed in luck, and he looked at his son with the calm expectation that the boy would be ready for whatever the world tried to take.

By the time Gunnar could run without stumbling, the land had already claimed him. He knew where the ground stayed damp, where the safest crossing lay when the river swelled, where the best grass came up first in spring, and where the wind would cut through a cloak no matter how tightly it was wrapped. He was taught the work of the farm because a man who could not manage his own ground was a man who would have to beg or steal, and neither suited the son of Hlíðarendi. He learned to judge a ewe’s health by the set of her ears and the sound of her breathing. He learned to stack hay so it shed rain and did not rot from within. He learned how to stand in the doorway and look at a field the way his father did, not only seeing what was there but what would be there if the weather held and the hands worked steady. Even as a boy he was made to understand that a homestead was not simply a place to sleep. It was a name, and names could be strengthened or broken.

At night, when the day’s work quieted and the hall filled with the familiar smells of smoke, broth, and wool drying too close to the fire, Gunnar’s education took a different shape. Old men talked while sharpening blades, their voices steady as they recited law and custom as if reciting prayer. Iceland had no king to settle quarrels, so men had built something else, an order of words and rules that could be carried in memory. Gunnar listened to disputes described in careful detail, how far a man could drive his sheep before it became trespass, what compensation was owed for a broken arm, what must be said aloud at the Alþing so that a claim would hold. Hámundr required his son to learn it, not because it was pleasant, but because the law was a weapon every bit as sharp as iron, and sometimes it drew more blood. Gunnar did not always speak like the most polished men, and even then he was more interested in the weight of a thing than the flourish around it, but he listened with a focus that made others lower their voices when he turned his head.

In the same hall, stories were told that were older than the farm itself. Some were about the first settlers who had sailed into unknown waters, some about feuds that had begun over an insult and ended with entire families gone, and some about men who had stood alone and made themselves unforgettable. Poetry came with those stories, not gentle verse meant to soothe, but sharp edged lines that praised courage and mocked cowardice, that remembered names when time tried to bury them. Gunnar learned the cadence of those words, how a skald could make a battle live again with a handful of images, how a good line could shame a man years after the event. He did not yet know how tightly his own life would be bound to such telling, but he felt the pull of it the way he felt the pull of the river current when he stepped too close in spring.

Hámundr did not let his son drift into dreaming. Physical training was as ordinary at Hlíðarendi as milking and mending nets. Gunnar was made to wrestle older boys, to run with stones in his hands until his arms ached, to leap ditches again and again until the muscles in his legs learned what his mind demanded. He practiced with wooden weapons first, then with iron when his father judged he would not use it foolishly. The first time Gunnar was allowed to draw a real blade, he did it with a seriousness that surprised even Hámundr, and he held it as if it were not an object but a responsibility. The farm had a small practice ground where men sparred, and Gunnar took to it like a hawk takes to wind. He was quick, and then he became quick and strong together, which is rarer. He did not waste movement. He watched, adjusted, and struck where the opening lived.

One summer, when the grass was high and the sun lingered late, men gathered at Hlíðarendi for a small local thing that still carried the weight of competition. It began with trading and talk, but that was only the polite surface. Everyone knew why young men stood in a loose ring near the open stretch of ground, sleeves rolled, boots planted, faces set with the seriousness of those pretending not to care. Gunnar was not yet fully grown, but he was tall for his years and already carried himself with a quiet certainty that made strangers look twice. His hair, fair and thick, was kept neat in a way that suggested a household that did not collapse into chaos. His eyes were keen, and the sun made them look even brighter. Someone, half joking, half admiring, muttered that Hámundr’s son looked like he had been carved out of good weather.

A broad shouldered youth from a neighboring farm stepped forward and called for a test of strength. There were cheers, laughter, the low murmur of wagers made quietly between men who would deny them later. Gunnar’s friend, a lanky boy named Skúli, leaned close as Gunnar loosened his shoulders.

“You do not have to answer every barking dog,” Skúli said, trying to sound older than he was.

Gunnar glanced at him without turning fully, the corner of his mouth lifting just enough to show he had heard the humor. “No,” he said, “but sometimes it is useful to remind them whose yard they are in.”

Skúli snorted, then looked toward Hámundr, who stood with arms folded, expression unreadable. “Your father will not stop you.”

“My father does not stop storms either,” Gunnar replied, and stepped into the ring.

They began with wrestling, hands gripping sleeves and shoulders, feet shifting in the grass. The other youth was strong and tried to force Gunnar backward, but Gunnar moved like someone who understood balance in his bones. He let the push come, absorbed it, then turned it aside with a twist that made the larger boy stumble. Laughter rose. The youth recovered and lunged again, jaw tight, and this time Gunnar met him fully. Their boots cut lines in the turf. For a moment it was only breath and strain, then Gunnar shifted his weight, slid his hip into position, and threw the boy cleanly, hard enough that the impact drove a grunt out of him and made dust puff from the ground. The ring erupted with sound, not cruel, but sharp with admiration.

The youth lay there blinking, anger and surprise mixing, and Gunnar offered his hand. It was a small thing, but men noticed small things. The boy hesitated, then took it, and Gunnar pulled him up as if he weighed nothing at all.

“You throw well,” the boy muttered, reluctant.

“You push well,” Gunnar answered, steady and polite, and the tension eased into laughter that allowed everyone to save face.

They moved to other contests. There was a standing leap over a shallow ditch, then a leap again with a heavier stone in hand. Gunnar cleared it easily. Someone demanded he try in full gear, because men always demand more once they see a thing done cleanly. Hámundr’s eyebrows lifted slightly, not in warning, but in the way a man acknowledges that a gauntlet has been thrown even if no glove lies on the ground. Gunnar did not speak. He went to where a mail shirt hung, where a helm and shield waited, and he put them on without flourish. The weight that would make other men clumsy seemed only to settle onto him like expected clothing.

Skúli breathed out. “He is going to do it.”

“You doubt him,” an older man said, amused.

“I doubt the world,” Skúli answered, and could not hide his pride.

Gunnar stepped back to the ditch, set his feet, and in one smooth motion leapt. He cleared it, landed solid, and did not stagger. A shout went up, followed by laughter that carried disbelief and delight together. Then, without removing the gear, he turned and leapt back the other way, as if the first jump had been nothing but a warm up. Even Hámundr’s mouth twitched, the closest he came to open praise in front of others. Gunnar took off the helm and handed it back, breathing a little harder now, but his eyes calm.

Later, when the sun dipped and the gathering thinned into smaller knots of talk, Gunnar walked a short distance up the slope. The grass brushed his calves, and the wind brought the smell of water and sheep and distant smoke. The farm was behind him, the people, the contests, the noise, but the land was everywhere, holding all of it as if it were a single living thing. He stood there, looking out, and felt the strange pull that came when a place was not merely where you lived, but what you were.

Hámundr came up quietly, the way a man does when he does not want to startle a horse. He stopped beside Gunnar and looked out too, not at the boy, but at the fields and slopes that fed them.

“You did not shame us today,” Hámundr said.

Gunnar kept his gaze forward. “That was not my aim.”

“What was your aim, then,” Hámundr asked, and there was no softness in the question, only the seriousness of a father who understood that strength without purpose becomes danger.

Gunnar’s voice was even. “To know what I can do. To know what I must be ready for.”

Hámundr nodded once, slow. “You will learn law as well as you learn muscle. You will learn the weight of words. A man can be killed by iron. He can also be killed by what he says, or what he refuses to say.”

“I am learning,” Gunnar replied, and it was not a boast.

Hámundr’s gaze shifted briefly to his son’s profile, to the straight nose turned slightly upward, to the keen eyes that missed little, to the fair hair that stayed neat even after struggle. 

“Good,” Hámundr said. “Because Hlíðarendi does not belong to dreamers. It belongs to men who can hold it.”

Gunnar felt those words settle into him like a stone dropped into deep water. The valley lay quiet under the widening sky, and the farm sounds drifted upward, the lowing of cattle, the clink of a bucket, a laugh that faded into wind. He stood there longer than he needed to, as if memorizing the slopes, the lines of the land, the way the light fell across it, and he did not know yet that one day a look back at this same place would decide everything.
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​Chapter 2

A Father’s Name
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Hámundr Gunnarsson was not a man who raised his voice often, and for that reason alone people listened when he did. At Hlíðarendi, his word carried through the hall more cleanly than the crackle of firewood or the scrape of benches across packed earth. He had inherited land that was already sound and had made it stronger by the steady discipline of his hands. His wealth did not flash in gold rings or foreign cloth. It showed itself in the breadth of pasture under his oversight, in the number of sheep that came through winter lean but alive, in the way his workers spoke of him without lowering their eyes. The structure of his household was firm but not cruel. Each person knew his place and his task. Servants rose before first light, women measured stores with care that bordered on ceremony, and hired men looked to Hámundr before committing to even small decisions that might alter the balance of the farm.

He moved through the farmstead like a man who understood that prosperity was always temporary unless guarded. He checked the fences himself when the wind had howled all night. He counted the lambs at birth. He listened to complaints from those who worked under him, not with indulgence, but with practical calculation. If a man was lazy, he was corrected. If a man was injured, he was tended, because a farm that loses hands loses strength. Gunnar watched all of this with an intensity that few noticed, for he was still young enough that people spoke freely around him. Hámundr did not praise his son lightly, but he included him in matters of consequence. When disputes arose over grazing rights or boundary stones, Gunnar stood at his father’s side and listened to the arguments laid out in careful order.

“You will not always have me beside you,” Hámundr once said as they walked the edge of a field where a marker stone had been nudged by floodwater. “A man who cannot judge fairly will soon find no one willing to stand with him.”

Gunnar nodded, though he was more aware in that moment of the way the wind pressed his cloak against his shoulders and the feel of the earth beneath his boots. He was growing fast, and with that growth came a certain awareness of himself. He knew when strangers looked twice at him. He knew when older men measured his height with a glance and found themselves unsettled. His hair was thick and fair, catching the light even on gray days. His eyes were sharp, not merely in color but in attention, and when he fixed them on someone it was difficult to lie easily. Women in the valley whispered that Hámundr’s son would cause trouble simply by walking into a room. Hámundr heard such talk and dismissed it with a snort, but he did not fail to notice that Gunnar moved with a balance and control uncommon even among strong youths.

Physical excellence was expected in a son of Hlíðarendi, yet in Gunnar it seemed to come without visible strain. He lifted stones that others struggled to budge. He ran across uneven ground without stumbling. When he trained with spear or sword, there was no wasted motion, no flailing that betrayed uncertainty. Hámundr corrected him sharply when he saw pride creeping in, but beneath the stern exterior there was satisfaction. An heir had to command respect before he could demand it. Strength was not everything, but without it, words rang hollow in a harsh land.

Expectation hung over Gunnar like a cloak heavier than mail. He was not merely Hámundr’s son. He was the continuation of the name tied to Hlíðarendi. The workers watched him in quiet ways. When he faltered, they would notice. When he excelled, they would remember. Hámundr did not shield him from this weight. Instead, he increased it deliberately.

“You will rise before the others,” he told Gunnar one morning as frost clung stubbornly to the grass. “If you are to inherit this place, you must know its hunger before it knows yours.”

Gunnar did not argue. He took up the tools and followed his father out into the chill air. He did not yet understand that inheritance was as much burden as privilege, but he felt its outline pressing against him.

It was during one of the long, pale afternoons of early autumn that an incident occurred which revealed something less polished beneath Gunnar’s discipline. He had gone down toward a cluster of smaller holdings near the river, carrying a message from Hámundr to a neighbor. The path curved between low rises, and from behind a stand of scrub he heard raised voices, sharp and mocking. Gunnar slowed without thinking, instinct pulling him toward the disturbance.

An older boy named Þorgrímur from one of the nearby farms had cornered a girl against a rough fence. She was younger, perhaps only a few winters past childhood, her cloak pulled tight around her thin shoulders. The boy was taller and broad, using his size to intimidate rather than defend. Þorgrímur snatched at the small basket she held and laughed when she tried to retrieve it.

“Give it back,” she said, her voice strained but refusing to tremble. “It is not yours.”

“It will be,” he replied, tipping the basket so that dried herbs spilled into the dirt. “You are too small to keep what you gather.”

Gunnar stepped forward before he had time to measure the consequences. “You are too large to steal from someone smaller than yourself,” he said, his tone even.

The older boy turned, surprise flickering across his face before settling into annoyance. “This is none of your business.”

“It is now,” Gunnar answered.

The boy squared his shoulders. “Hámundr’s son thinks himself important, ” Þorgrímur stated boldly.
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