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            Hastein shoved him. It was not planned. It was not strategic. It was simply the moment when thought gave way to instinct. Ragnulf staggered back, then surged forward, his fist catching Hastein hard in the ribs. Breath left Hastein in a sharp grunt, and then there was no more space for words. They crashed into each other, fists and shoulders and elbows, the sound of blows dull and furious. Someone shouted for them to stop. No one moved to intervene. Both men had been waiting for this, whether they knew it or not.

They fought like men stripped of rank, rolling and striking, slipping on damp earth as the struggle dragged them toward the edge of the camp. Hastein took a blow to the jaw that rang his teeth, answered with a wild swing that caught Ragnulf across the cheek. Blood mixed with mud, streaking hands and faces alike. They grappled, boots skidding uselessly, and then the ground vanished beneath them. With a tangle of limbs and curses, they slid together down a slick slope, momentum carrying them faster than either could stop.

The lake took them without mercy. Cold water swallowed the fight whole, knocking the breath from both of them as they splashed in a flurry of limbs and sputtering fury. They surfaced cursing, only to freeze as laughter rang out along the shore. A group of women stood nearby, hair loose, clothes piled on the rocks, hands pointing openly as they doubled over with laughter. 
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​Chapter 1:

Frost Under a New SUn
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The morning Hastein was born arrived bright and cold, the kind of winter clarity that made the world look newly forged rather than old and worn. Frost lay thick across the fields, glazing every stalk of dead grass and every fence rail until the land glittered faintly under a pale sun. The air carried the sharp smell of ice and earth, and the silence before dawn had only just begun to loosen when a thin cry rose from the low timbered house at the edge of the fields. It was not a grand place, nor was it meant to be. The house belonged to Eirik and Astrid, farmers by necessity and by habit, people who measured their days by weather and soil rather than by ambition. They did not greet the child with prophecy or dreams of glory. They greeted him with relief, exhaustion, and the quiet hope that he would live.

Astrid lay wrapped in wool, her breath slow and unsteady, her hair damp with sweat despite the cold. She had labored through the night while Eirik fed the fire and murmured prayers learned from his own father, words passed down not because they were sacred, but because they were familiar. When the child was finally placed in Astrid’s arms, he was red and small and furious at the world that had pulled him from warmth into cold. Eirik watched from a short distance, afraid to step too close, afraid that his clumsy hands might undo whatever fragile miracle had just occurred. He had lost two siblings as a boy, and Astrid had buried one infant of her own before him. Survival was never assumed. It was requested, quietly, and waited for with a patience learned through grief.

They named the boy Hastein without ceremony. It was a solid name, one that fit easily into the mouth and carried no great expectation. Astrid whispered it once, then again, testing how it sounded against the shape of his face. Eirik nodded, satisfied, not because it meant anything particular, but because it belonged to them. Outside, the sun climbed higher, igniting the frost until it began to melt, droplets falling slowly from the eaves and darkening the packed earth below. The world moved on, indifferent to the small life that had just entered it.

Hastein’s earliest days were spent close to the hearth, swaddled against the cold, listening to the low rhythms of the house. He learned the sound of his mother’s breathing before he learned the shape of her face. He learned the weight of his father’s presence in the room, the way Eirik’s steps grew quieter when he crossed the threshold, as though the house itself demanded restraint. Outside, the farm waited. The soil was poor but workable, the fields small but stubbornly productive. Eirik rose before dawn and returned after dusk, his hands cracked and raw, his back bent by labor that never seemed to lessen. Astrid tended the goats, the small garden, and the child, her days marked by feeding and mending and the constant vigilance that infancy required.

They did not tell stories of heroes in that house. They told stories of weather, of crops that failed and crops that survived, of neighbors who moved away and neighbors who died. When Hastein cried, Astrid pressed him to her chest and hummed old tunes with no words, melodies that had passed through generations without anyone remembering where they began. Eirik watched his son grow with a careful distance, as though affection itself might tempt fate. Each morning he counted the child’s breaths without realizing he was doing it, listening for the steady rhythm that meant another night had been survived.

As the months passed, Hastein proved stubborn. He screamed when hungry, thrashed when cold, and refused to sleep when the wind howled against the walls. Astrid took this as a good sign. A quiet child, she believed, was often a weak one. Eirik said nothing, but he noticed that the boy’s grip was strong, that his eyes followed movement with an intensity that felt almost accusatory. When spring came and the frost retreated, Hastein was carried outside for the first time and squinted into the light, his face scrunching in outrage before settling into something like curiosity.

They did not know, as they worked their fields and patched their roof and prayed for mild winters, that the child born into their quiet, unremarkable life would one day walk the edges of the world. They did not imagine ships or fire or foreign cities whose names they would never learn. They only hoped he would live long enough to learn to walk, then long enough to work beside his father, then long enough to have children of his own. In that bright, cold morning of his birth, with frost still clinging to the ground and the sun rising without ceremony, Hastein was nothing more than a fragile life in a hard world, cradled by parents who wanted nothing from fate except mercy.
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​Chapter 2:

The Language of the Farm
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Hastein’s first five years passed almost entirely within the narrow boundaries of the farm, a world small enough to be understood and large enough to feel endless to a child. He learned the land before he learned fear. The yard was packed earth and trampled grass, worn smooth by boots and hooves, and he moved across it on unsteady legs, arms lifted for balance, calling out to anything that answered him. The goats were his favorites, sharp eyed and impatient, stamping and bleating as though the world annoyed them personally. He learned their sound early and repeated it often, startling Astrid with sudden, shrill imitations as she worked. The chickens came next, quick and foolish, their clucking easy to mimic and even easier to chase. The pigs frightened him at first with their bulk and their snorting breath, but once he learned that they rarely noticed anything smaller than themselves, he followed them at a careful distance, fascinated by the noise they made as they rooted in the dirt. Each animal had its own voice, and Hastein treated these sounds as a language he was determined to master.

Astrid watched him from the doorway as she worked, hands busy with tasks that never seemed to end. She swept ash from the hearth, mended wool, churned butter, and stirred stews that simmered slowly over the fire. Hastein stayed near her at first, tugging at her skirt, demanding to be seen, but as his confidence grew, he ventured farther into the yard, returning only when hunger or fatigue pulled him back. Astrid spoke to him constantly, not in lessons, but in narration. She named what she touched, explained what she did, and scolded him gently when he reached for knives or fire. He listened with the seriousness of a child who believed every word mattered, even if he did not yet understand it.

Food became one of Hastein’s earliest discoveries of pleasure and disappointment. His first tastes were thin porridge and warm milk, bland but comforting, and he accepted them without complaint. When Astrid began adding berries in the summer, crushed and sweetened by the heat of cooking, he reacted with delight, smearing his face and hands while laughing at the color they left behind. Bread came later, dense and coarse, torn into small pieces and soaked in broth to soften it. He learned quickly which foods filled his belly and which excited him. Fish, when Eirik brought it back from the river, fascinated him. The smell was sharp and strange, and the flesh flaked apart in his fingers. He ate it slowly, suspicious at first, then eagerly once the salt and fat settled on his tongue.

Eirik was a quieter presence in those early years, leaving before dawn and returning when the light was already fading. He hunted the forests beyond the fields, careful not to take more than the land could give. Deer were rare and treated with reverence when they were brought home, their meat stretched across many meals and preserved for winter. Smaller game came more often. Hares, birds, and sometimes wild boar filled the gaps left by farming, and Hastein watched these animals arrive with wide eyes, torn between curiosity and confusion. He did not yet understand death, but he sensed the change, the stillness where movement had been. Astrid spoke softly on those days, guiding his hands away, distracting him with work or play until the unease passed.

When Eirik was home, he lifted Hastein onto his shoulders and carried him through the fields, pointing out tracks in the soil and broken branches that told stories without words. Hastein learned to recognize the signs of animals long before he could name them. He learned that silence could mean something was near, and that certain birds cried out when danger moved through the trees. These lessons were never framed as instruction. They were simply part of being alive in that place, absorbed through repetition and observation.

By the time Hastein reached his fifth winter, the farm had become an extension of his body. He knew where the ground dipped after rain, which fence posts wobbled, which goat would headbutt without warning. He could imitate every animal sound Astrid kept, sometimes better than the animals themselves. He ate what was placed before him without fuss, preferring meat and fish to grains, and complained loudly when meals were delayed. He had learned hunger, cold, warmth, and comfort, all in measured doses that hardened without breaking him.

Astrid sometimes watched him play and felt a quiet unease she could not name. There was nothing wrong with him, nothing unusual, yet he moved with an intensity that felt older than his years. Eirik noticed it too, though he said nothing. For now, Hastein belonged to the farm, to the rhythm of animals and seasons and simple food cooked over fire. His world was small, safe, and ordinary, and neither parent knew how brief that ordinary life would be, or how deeply its lessons would root themselves in a boy who would soon leave it far behind. 
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​Chapter 3:

Ash in the Field
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The day the farm was attacked began like any other, with the sky pale and open and the animals restless in the yard. Hastein was in the fields chasing a grasshopper when the first sound came, sharp and wrong, cutting through the familiar noises he knew so well. It was not a goat or a bird or the wind through the fence. It was shouting, layered and angry, followed by a scream that rose and broke like something tearing apart. He froze, confused more than frightened at first, trying to place the sound among the small catalog of the world he had built in his mind. Then came the clash of metal and the barking of men’s voices, and the air seemed to thicken, as though the day itself had turned against him.

He started toward the house, stumbling as the ground dipped, his heart beating so fast it made his chest hurt. Smoke curled upward near the roof, dark and twisting, and the animals were no longer in their places. The goats scattered wildly, the chickens shrieked and flapped, and a pig ran past him, squealing in a way he had never heard before. Hastein covered his ears, but the noise pressed through his hands and into his head. He called for Astrid, his voice thin and breaking, and then called again, louder this time, because she did not answer. When he reached the edge of the yard, he slipped in something wet and warm, falling hard onto his hands. He stared at the red smeared across his skin, unable to understand why the ground would hurt him.
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