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            The clash came hard. Saxon shields met theirs with a sound like trees breaking in a storm. The line held, surged, wavered, then locked again. Guthrum struck and withdrew, feeling the press of bodies, the heat of breath, the jolt that traveled from his wrist to his shoulder with every blow. To his left, Halfdan drove forward with controlled ferocity, Sigurd covering his flank without being asked. Bjorn's laugh cut through the noise once, quick and fierce, before disappearing back into the chaos. They moved as if connected by something older than command, each trusting the others to be where they needed to be when it mattered.

Behind them, moving along the line with a different kind of intent, was Ivar. He remained on horseback, reins held low, eyes sharp and calculating. His legs were bound stiffly, his posture adjusted to accommodate a weakness Guthrum had noticed before. It did not slow Ivar's mind. He directed men with short commands, pointed out weaknesses, shifted pressure where it would tell. The horse carried him where the fight was thickest. Guthrum caught a glimpse of him once, pale and intent, and understood that leadership did not always look like swinging a blade.

The Saxon line began to buckle where Halfdan and his brother Bjorn Ironside pressed hardest. Guthrum felt it, that subtle give that came before collapse. He drove forward, shield high, blade low, and the line broke in pockets. Men fell back. Others turned and ran. The noise changed pitch, triumph and panic tangling together until it was impossible to tell one from the other.
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Guthrum benefits from restraint rather than spectacle. He is not Ivar, not Ubba, not a saga monster, and that is exactly why he is so compelling. His story lives in negotiation rooms, winter camps, uneasy treaties, and the long memory of people who lost everything before peace was signed. Within the pages, we will decide together if survival itself is a kind of victory, or if the cost of peace is simply another battlefield.[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1

Shifting Crowns
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The hall smelled like smoke, wet wool, and simmering meat, and the sound of laughter was too loud to be trusted. Guthrum was small enough that the benches felt like cliffs, but old enough to know that when men laughed like that, they were either very happy or very afraid. The firelight bounced on carved beams and painted shields, and every face in the room looked larger than life, as if the gods had leaned in to listen. Outside, the wind worked at the thatch like a thief, and inside, the dogs shifted and grunted as though they could smell trouble coming before the men did. Guthrum sat on a folded cloak near the hearth, hands wrapped around a cup that was meant for him only because someone had forgotten to take it away, and he watched the way warriors watched, even if he did not yet wear a sword. He watched who served whom first. He watched who was allowed to interrupt. He watched who spoke and who stayed quiet, and he learned, without anyone teaching him, that silence could be safer than speech.

A man leaned down near him, beard braided and damp at the ends, eyes bright with drink and mischief. “Little wolf,” the man said, using a name Guthrum hated because it made him sound harmless, “tell me what you hear.”

Guthrum kept his eyes on the fire. “I hear men pretending they are not frightened,” he said, because it was true and because it made the man laugh.

The man straightened, still laughing, and called out to the others, “He hears better than half of you do.” A few heads turned. A few smiles appeared and vanished. Guthrum felt the attention like heat on his skin. He did not like it. Attention was a spear you did not see until it was already in your ribs.

At the far end of the hall, where the best seat belonged to the man everyone claimed they loved, a conversation had tightened into something sharper than humor. Guthrum’s mother, careful and calm, sat beside a woman whose jewelry was expensive enough to be a warning. Nearby, his father spoke to a guest in a voice that sounded friendly, but did not look friendly at all. Guthrum could not hear every word, but he knew the shape of danger. He had heard it in the voices of servants who stopped talking when his footsteps came too close, and in the way names were spoken softly, like prayers or curses. Horik. Horik, the king. Horik, the man people said was family, if you traced blood and marriage far enough and ignored the parts that ended in knives.

Guthrum shifted nearer to the hearth, pretending he only wanted warmth. That let him hear more.

“Tell your brother,” the guest said, smiling as though he was offering a compliment, “that the sea is wide. There is room for everyone who knows how to take it.”

His father’s reply came slow. “Room, yes. Safety, no.”

The guest shrugged like a man discussing weather. “Safety is for sheep.”

Guthrum’s father glanced down the hall, not at the guest, but beyond him, toward the door, toward the shadows, toward the places where listeners might be hiding. His eyes landed on Guthrum for a heartbeat, and Guthrum knew, suddenly and without being told, that the conversation was not meant to be heard by children. That did not stop him from hearing it anyway.

Later, when the hall quieted and the meat was gone and the singing turned into the lower, heavier talk that came when men started admitting what they truly wanted, Guthrum’s uncle, not by blood but by closeness, sat beside him on the bench. This man did not smell like drink. He smelled like salt and iron, and his hands were scarred in the way of someone who had earned every breath. He pushed a small wooden figure across the table, carved like a longship with a dragon head.

“You stare like a fox,” the man said.

Guthrum did not look away. “Foxes live,” he answered.

The man’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “Good. Wolves die young when the pack turns on them. Listen, Guthrum. You want to be a man someday, yes?”

Guthrum’s chest tightened with the hunger of it. “Yes.”

“Then stop acting like the world owes you kindness because you were born near powerful people.” The man tapped the ship. “Power is not a blanket. It is a blade. It cuts everyone who touches it.”

Guthrum swallowed. “Am I near powerful people?”

The man studied him for a moment too long. “Near enough that you will be noticed. That is the problem.”

Before Guthrum could ask what that meant, a shout rose near the door. Not the kind of shout that meant a joke had landed, but the kind that made men move before they understood why. The dogs barked. Someone spilled a cup. The fire popped and threw a spark like an angry eye. Guthrum’s mother stood instantly, her posture too controlled, as if she had been expecting trouble all night and was relieved it had finally arrived.

A messenger pushed in, cheeks red from cold, hair stiff with frost. He did not bow properly. He did not smile. He did not even remove his gloves. “Word from the south,” he said, voice raw. “Men are fighting over the king’s favor again. Someone’s ship burned in the harbor.”

The hall shifted. Guthrum could feel it, the way you could feel a boat tip under your feet. Laughter died. Faces sharpened. The guest who had spoken with Guthrum’s father leaned back, looking satisfied, like a gambler watching dice fall his way.

Guthrum’s father rose. “Whose ship?”

The messenger hesitated. “A cousin’s, they say. Someone close enough to matter.”

Guthrum watched the guest’s smile deepen, and he finally understood what his uncle meant. Being connected to power meant being connected to every quarrel, every insult, every old wound that had not healed. It meant the sea could carry you riches, yes, but it could also carry you away from home because home had decided you were inconvenient.

That night, after the hall had emptied and the fires had been banked low, Guthrum lay on a pallet and listened to voices through the wall. His name was not spoken at first, but he heard the pause before it, the careful way adults avoided saying something while thinking it loudly.

“He is too visible,” a man whispered.

“He is a child,” another voice replied, sharp with anger.

“Children become men,” the first voice said. “And men become threats. Even when they do not mean to.”

Guthrum held his breath. His fingers curled into the blanket. He wanted to burst into the room and demand answers. He wanted to scream that he was not a threat. He wanted to promise loyalty to whoever needed it. He wanted, for one foolish moment, to believe that love protected people.

Instead, he remembered the man’s words by the bench. Power is a blade. It cuts everyone who touches it.

In the morning, his father brought him down to the shore where the longships rocked in their moorings like restless animals. The air was bright and cruel, and the wind slapped Guthrum’s cheeks until his eyes watered. Men were already working, hauling ropes, checking the seams of planks, smearing pitch into cracks. Guthrum stared at it all with the ache of wanting to belong to something that made sense.

His father squatted beside him, cloak snapping behind him. “You like the ships,” he said, but it was not a question.

Guthrum nodded.

“Good,” his father replied. “The sea is honest. It will kill you quickly, or it will carry you far. Men are less honest. They will smile while they decide where to place the knife.”

Guthrum stared out at the water. “Are we leaving?”

His father did not answer right away. He looked at the horizon like it had a name he could not say aloud. “Not today,” he said finally. “But you will, someday.”

Guthrum’s heart thumped hard. “Why?”

His father’s eyes held his for a moment, and Guthrum saw something there he had never seen before, a flicker of fear, not for himself, but for his son. “Because you were born into a house where people count blood like coins,” he said. “And because there are men who will never let you grow into whatever you might become.”

Guthrum’s mouth went dry. “Then what do I become?”

His father stood, towering, blocking the sun for a moment. “You become the sort of man who cannot be moved,” he said. “You learn to fight, yes, but you learn to wait. You learn to listen. You learn to lead without begging for permission. And when the time comes, you take the only kind of safety this world offers.”

Guthrum swallowed hard. “What kind is that?”

His father’s gaze went back to the water, to the longships, to the wide cold distance that promised danger and possibility in equal measure. “The kind you build with your own hands,” he said. “The kind you take.”
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​Chapter 2

The Ships Depart
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The ships went out at dawn without him, sliding from the shore like dark thoughts no one dared speak aloud. Guthrum stood above the beach on a rise of cold grass, the wind clawing at his cloak as oars bit water in clean, practiced strokes. He watched the men aboard them, some laughing too loudly, others already quiet with the knowledge that the sea did not care who they were. The sails caught the wind, pale against the gray sky, and for a moment the ships looked almost gentle, as if they were leaving on an errand rather than toward blood and fire.

“You will wear a hole in the ground if you keep standing like that.”

Guthrum did not turn. “They are going where I am not allowed.”

His father came to stand beside him, boots sinking slightly into the damp earth. He smelled of iron and wool, familiar things, steady things. “They are going where they can,” his father said. “That is not the same thing.”

Guthrum’s jaw tightened. “They will come back with silver. With names. With songs.”

“Some of them will,” his father replied. “Some of them will come back quieter. Some not at all.”

Guthrum finally looked at him. “Why do I have to stay?”

His father did not answer immediately. He watched the last ship pull away, its stern lifting as it met the swell. “Because there are eyes on you,” he said at last. “And because sending you now would not be courage. It would be convenience.”

Guthrum hated that answer. He hated that it made sense.

The yard behind the hall rang with the sound of wood on wood, shields colliding, feet scuffing earth worn hard by years of training. Guthrum threw himself into it with the anger of someone who needed exhaustion more than victory. He took blows he should have avoided and struck harder than necessary, earning sharp looks from older men who did not care whose blood he carried.

“Again,” barked the trainer, a thick necked man with a voice like gravel. “You die when you rush like that.”

Guthrum wiped blood from his lip. “Then I will learn not to rush.”

The man snorted. “Good. Dead men don’t learn anything.”

They drilled until his arms shook and his legs burned, until the salt on his skin came from sweat instead of longing. Shield wall. Break. Reform. Over and over, the rhythm carving itself into muscle and bone. Guthrum learned to feel the man beside him without looking, to trust pressure and timing more than sight. Leadership here did not come from shouting. It came from holding when others wanted to run.

At night, the hall filled again, but the laughter felt thinner without the men who had sailed. Guthrum sat closer to the edges now, listening as always. Names were spoken more carefully. Horik’s name surfaced and vanished like a stone dropped into water. A cousin mentioned too loudly was silenced with a glance. A guest overstayed his welcome and left before dawn.

One evening, a man Guthrum did not know sat beside him, lean and sharp eyed, with the look of someone who counted exits before he sat down. “You are the one they watch,” the man said quietly.

Guthrum did not rise to the bait. “They watch everyone.”

The man smiled faintly. “Not like they watch you.” He tipped his cup. “You are close enough to matter and far enough to be used.”

Guthrum felt the truth of it settle in his chest like a stone. “Used for what?”

The man stood, already losing interest. “That depends on who survives the winter.”

Later, when the fires burned low, Guthrum found his father alone, sharpening a blade that did not need sharpening. The sound was steady, almost soothing.
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