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​CHAPTER 1:

Quiet in his Bones
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The crackle of pinewood in the hearth barely rose above the clamor of children. In the longhouse of Ragnar Lothbrok, warmth clung to the stone walls like breath to a blade, thick with the scents of animal hides, woodsmoke, and salted meat. The shadows of dancing flames clung to the carved beams overhead, casting strange, loping giants across the walls as if gods and monsters still wandered unseen. But Halfdan sat still, nestled against a worn bearskin, knees tucked under his tunic, eyes following his older brothers like a wolf pup too small for the hunt.

Björn was the loudest—always the loudest. The fire made his golden hair gleam as he wrestled Ubba onto the floor in a tangle of limbs, laughter, and bruises. He was already broad across the shoulders at fifteen, and every movement he made reminded Halfdan of the bears Ragnar brought back from the eastern woods. Björn shouted a challenge, called Sigurd a limp-handed goat, and dared Ivar to try him next. Ubba only groaned and rolled away, laughing with blood on his lip, but Sigurd looked up with that serpent gaze of his and said nothing. Agnar laughed at them both, and Ivar simply leaned against the pillar, unreadable as always, his legs crooked under him in that odd way, arms crossed over his chest. He didn’t need to stand. He had a voice sharp enough to make even Björn pause.

Halfdan didn’t speak. He never did when they were like this—together, clanging like swords against shields, teasing and jabbing in the way only brothers could without drawing steel. They were older, every one of them, born in a time before his memory, forged in raids and feasts and blood-oaths. They told stories of watching Ragnar stand atop his longship with an axe in each hand and a song on his lips, of sailing through Frisia or setting fire to a Frankish outpost. Halfdan had heard the tales too, but secondhand, as if he had been left just behind the telling.

He had asked once—quietly, cautiously—if he too had ridden in the shield-hall with Ragnar. Aslaug had looked at him strangely, brushed his pale hair from his brow, and said only, “You will, my son.” But that had not been the question. He wanted to know if he already had, if he was part of the legend or simply a shadow trailing behind it.

Tonight, his brothers didn’t notice him. Or if they did, they didn’t speak of it. He watched the way Björn’s voice filled the room, the way Ubba always looked to Agnar for approval, the way Sigurd turned his face just so when the firelight caught the snake's mark in his eye. They belonged to something, even in silence. Even Ivar, with his twisted legs and dangerous eyes, never seemed truly alone. Halfdan felt as if he were always arriving late to something that had already happened.

He rose without sound, bare feet soft on the packed dirt, and crept past the fur curtains at the edge of the longhouse. The night air bit his cheeks, crisp with the scent of snow and pine. The moon hung like a silver coin in the sky, low and fat, and somewhere a wolf howled—a long, lonely sound that made his chest ache. He walked to the edge of the ridge where the birch trees thinned and stared out at the fjord. The ships were down there, dark hulks rocking on the tide, their dragonheads just visible above the mist. Ragnar’s fleet. His future, they all said. Steel, sea, and fire. The makings of a king.

But Halfdan felt no hunger for glory. Not yet. Not the way Björn did, or the way Ivar seemed to weigh each moment like a game of hnefatafl, one move closer to some silent goal. Halfdan only wanted to understand—why his chest felt empty when the others were near, why his feet seemed rooted while the rest rushed forward, why even the sound of laughter could be as heavy as a stone.

Behind him, the door creaked open. He didn’t turn. Footsteps followed, slow and dragging. Ivar. He knew without looking.

“You always watch,” Ivar said. “You never speak.”

Halfdan shrugged.

“Why?”

The boy shook his head. “You all already know each other,” he said. “I’m still learning who I am.”

Ivar stood beside him in silence. For a long time, neither of them moved. Then Ivar said, “Björn swings his fists and Ubba his laughter. Sigurd carries riddles behind his eyes. But you... you have quiet in your bones. That’s not a weakness, Halfdan. That’s a storm waiting its time.” Ivar chuckled, mostly to himself. “Besides that, you’ve only been with us for five years. You still have lots of time.”

Halfdan turned, but Ivar was already limping away, back toward the warmth and the chaos. He stood alone under the moon, the sea whispering secrets below. The cold settled into him, but he didn’t move. Not yet. Let the others fill the hall with thunder. He would wait out here in the silence and learn what kind of storm he might become.
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​Chapter 2:

The White Shirt
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The morning mist still clung to the grass when Halfdan slipped through the longhouse doors, boots tied in a bundle over his shoulder and a white linen shirt hidden beneath his woolen cloak. The others were still asleep or pretending to be—Björn snoring like a boar on his side of the hearth, Sigurd curled around a fur with his jaw clenched as if he’d been arguing even in his dreams, and Ivar lying stiff-backed with his hands folded over his chest like a chieftain carved in stone. It was easier to move unseen when their world was still drowsy. No one ever asked where he went. No one ever followed. It seemed like no one cared. 

He didn’t mind. At least, not anymore.

There had been a time when he might have yearned for it—Aslaug’s warm hand on his cheek, or Ragnar’s booming voice calling him forward before the others. But Halfdan had long ago understood what lay beneath the softness in Aslaug’s gaze when it lingered on Ivar. There was pride there, a raw, aching thing. She believed Ivar to be touched by the gods, a thread woven with divine strength, even if his legs defied him. She would move the stars for him. And Ragnar—Ragnar looked at Björn as if he were a mirror reflecting his younger self. Björn had his blood, his fire, his taste for war and women and glory. He was firstborn, and in Ragnar’s eyes, firstborn meant best remembered. That was just the way of it.

Sigurd struggled most with it, though he rarely said so aloud. He spoke in riddles, with venom half-hidden in his jokes, his anger always simmering near the surface. He was like a coiled serpent in the grass—always ready to strike but never sure where to sink his fangs. Halfdan watched him, as he watched them all, and learned. Distance made it easier to see their faults and strengths alike. He did not envy them. He studied them.

That morning, like many others, he crept down to the edge of the settlement where the forest met the fields. There, in a hollow between two split stones, a group of slaves had already gathered, eyes cautious but expectant. Most were taken in raids—Franks, Saxons, a few Gaels—but all of them knew the whip and feared the axe. Still, there was one thing fear could never crush: the desire to survive. Halfdan had seen it in their eyes. That was why they came.

He didn’t tell them who he was. They didn’t ask. Some might have guessed from his build, from the sharp angles of his face or the way he held a blade, but he wore no fine cloak, no tokens of birth. Only that white shirt he changed into before he trained—simple, unstained, and easy to wash. To them, he was just another boy with good instincts and quiet fury. He showed them how to grip a short axe, how to move low with a blade, how to use their size—small or large—to turn an attacker’s weight against him. They taught him too, in their own way. A Gael with a mangled ear showed him how to fight in mud. A Frank with crooked fingers taught him how to throw a knife with only two working ones. It was an exchange of desperation, discipline, and silence. There were no names.

After each session, when the sky turned pale and the crows began their morning calls, Halfdan would change back into his usual clothes, rub dirt into his palms to look idle, and rejoin the waking world of Kattegat. None of his brothers asked where he’d been. Perhaps they thought he’d been skulking, or simply didn’t care. But one morning, as he stepped through the open gates of the longhouse with his clean white shirt bundled under his cloak, he found Ragnar sitting alone outside, sharpening a dagger.

Ragnar looked up, squinting through the sun and smoke. “That’s the fifth day in a row I’ve seen you wearing a white shirt,” he said, voice rough with sleep but edged with curiosity. “What are you doing, lad? Trying to blind the gods?”

Halfdan didn’t answer. He stood with one foot forward, ready to lie, but something in his father’s gaze made him hesitate. There was no heat in it—no judgment. Just interest. Maybe even amusement.

Ragnar smiled slowly and sat back. “Hvitserk,” he said with a chuckle. “White shirt. That’s what I’ll call you from now on. Hvitserk the clean one.” He laughed to himself and turned back to his blade. “You’re always doing something no one sees. That might suit you, if you keep your eyes open.”

The name stuck. At first, Halfdan thought it was a jest. But soon even the others picked it up, and not cruelly. Aslaug used it once, and though it stung, she said it with a smile. The bond between them would never be like the one she shared with Ivar, but perhaps—just perhaps—she saw him more than she let on.

In time, the name became a kind of armor. Hvitserk: the white-shirted, the unseen, the careful. It gave him freedom. His brothers drew crowds when they trained, shouted oaths to the skies when they fought, but Hvitserk worked in silence, in corners. He learned to watch shadows, to read the shape of a hand before it struck, to see an opening in a man’s stance before the man knew it himself. His teachers were broken men with no names. His classroom was a field of stones.
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