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​Chapter 1

The Weight of Their Fate
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A cold wind whispered through the hall, weaving between the heavy timber beams of Ragnar’s great longhouse. The flicker of torches played tricks on the shadows, as if they too bore secrets they were unwilling to share. Ragnar sat alone at the high table, a fur-lined cloak draped over his shoulders, his eyes fixed on the carved wooden surface before him. A cup of mead rested at his hand, untouched, as his thoughts strayed to days both golden and gray.

The birth of a son should have filled him with joy. Yet, his heart ached with a dull, unrelenting weight. He remembered Lagertha—her fierce spirit, her wolf-like devotion, her sharp wit that could pierce armor better than any blade. She had been his equal in every way, standing beside him through storm and slaughter. But Lagertha was gone now, and not by death. She had left him, her eyes ablaze with fury and pain, when she learned of his betrayal.

It had been during her last pregnancy. She had carried life within her even as they waged war, her shield rising to defend what would never be born. The blood had come suddenly, a cruel tide that washed away their hopes. Ragnar had been with her as she wept silently, her body betraying her strength in ways no enemy ever could. When she learned of Aslaug, of his weakness, of his desire that had outpaced his honor, she left with no words—only the echo of her steps as she abandoned the hall they had built together.

Ragnar exhaled deeply, his breath a cloud in the winter-chilled room. Now, Aslaug bore his child. She was no mere concubine, but a princess of great beauty and cunning, the daughter of Sigurd the Dragonslayer and Brynhildr. She carried his son, and he knew it would be a boy; the seer had foretold it. A boy destined for greatness, a wolf to follow the bear. But even the seer’s words could not ease the guilt that gnawed at Ragnar’s soul.

In the corner of the longhouse, Aslaug stirred. Her belly, round and full, strained against the soft fabric of her dress. She moved with deliberate care, her steps measured as she approached the fire. “You brood too much, Ragnar,” she said, her voice a melody that carried both strength and wisdom.

He looked at her, his eyes softening despite himself. “Perhaps I do.”

She sat by the hearth, her hands resting on her swollen abdomen. “Björn will be strong,” she said, as though willing it into being. “The gods have smiled upon this child.”

“And yet,” Ragnar murmured, “they frowned upon the last.”

Aslaug’s gaze sharpened. She had no love for Lagertha, nor any wish to be compared to her. “The gods do as they please. We are but players in their games.”

Ragnar rose, the chair scraping against the wooden floor. He walked to the fire, standing over her like a towering tree. “What if I tire of their games? What if I—”

“Enough,” Aslaug interrupted. Her tone was firm, unyielding. “You speak as though the gods care for your defiance. They do not. You are Ragnar Lothbrok, yes, but even you are not beyond their reach.”

For a moment, he said nothing. Then he knelt beside her, placing a hand over hers on her belly. Beneath their hands, the life within stirred. He felt it—Björn’s strength, his defiance. A son who would carry the Lothbrok name into the sagas of the future.

“I will not fail him,” Ragnar whispered, more to himself than to Aslaug. “No matter the cost.”

Aslaug’s eyes softened, though she said nothing. In the quiet of the hall, the fire crackled, and the wind outside howled like wolves in the night.
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​Chapter 2

Shadows in the Firelight
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The first time Björn remembered truly seeing the world for what it was, he was crouched near the hearth in the great hall, his small hands sticky with the juices of an apple he had filched from the table. The firelight danced across the timbered walls, casting long shadows that seemed alive. At four years old, Björn was a child of sharp eyes and sharper thoughts. He had begun to notice things—small things, great things, and truths no one thought to hide from someone so young.

His mother, Aslaug, sat nearby on a carved chair draped in fine furs, her golden hair gleaming as she toyed with a silver ring on her finger. She was beautiful, like the sun reflecting on still water, but there was something in her that Björn did not trust. She commanded the hall with ease, her voice soft but filled with a confidence that could silence the rowdiest of men. Yet, it was always about her—her desires, her comfort, her plans for him and his younger brother. Björn loved her because she was his mother, but he often felt as though her love for him was like the silver ring she wore—beautiful, polished, and cold.

Not far from her, his father Ragnar stood near the hearth, his back broad and straight, the shadows from the fire licking at his silhouette like a cloak of flame. Ragnar’s hair was the color of sand, his beard thick, and his eyes sharp as the edge of an axe. Björn had watched those eyes many times. They could spark with mirth or burn with anger, but most often they seemed to hold a secret, something that belonged to Ragnar alone.

Tonight, his father was speaking with Uncle Rollo, Ragnar’s younger brother, who towered over even Ragnar himself. Rollo’s laughter boomed through the hall like a hammer striking a shield, and his massive hands gestured as he told some story of his latest raid.

Björn crept closer, drawn to the sound of their voices. He watched as Rollo slapped Ragnar’s shoulder, the force enough to stagger most men but barely making his father shift his footing. The two of them together seemed like giants, warriors carved from the very bones of the earth.

“Father,” Björn said at last, his small voice cutting through the noise.

Both men turned, their towering frames suddenly feeling even larger as they looked down at him. Ragnar’s expression softened. He knelt, bringing himself closer to Björn’s level, though his presence remained just as imposing. “What is it, Björn?”

Björn hesitated, glancing at Rollo, whose broad grin revealed teeth stained with mead. Then he looked back at his father. “Will I ever be as big as you? Or Uncle Rollo?”

Rollo let out a booming laugh, shaking his head. “As big as me? That would take a miracle, boy.”

Ragnar shot his brother a look, silencing him with ease, then turned back to Björn. “Why do you ask, little bear? Are you afraid you won’t grow strong?”

Björn nodded, his small hands clenching at the sides of his tunic. “I want to be strong like you. Brave too.”

Ragnar studied him for a moment, his blue eyes piercing in the firelight. Then he reached out, placing a calloused hand on Björn’s shoulder. “Strength isn’t just in your arms, Björn. It’s here,” he said, tapping a finger gently against Björn’s chest. “And here,” he added, tapping his temple.

Björn frowned. “But you’re strong everywhere. And so is Uncle Rollo.”

Rollo chuckled again, crossing his arms as he watched the exchange. Ragnar smiled faintly, shaking his head. “You’re young yet, Björn. You’ll grow tall. You’ll grow strong. But to be brave—” He paused, his hand moving back to rest on Björn’s shoulder. “To be brave is to stand when others would fall. To fight even when you’re afraid.”

Björn tilted his head, his brow furrowed in thought. “Were you ever afraid, Father?”

The question seemed to catch Ragnar off guard. For a moment, the great warrior was silent, the shadows from the fire deepening the lines on his face. Then he nodded slowly. “Many times. But fear isn’t the enemy, little bear. Fear is a companion. It reminds us what we have to lose, and why we fight.”

Björn’s eyes widened, as though trying to grasp the weight of his father’s words. Rollo clapped Ragnar on the back, his voice ringing out again. “You’re filling the boy’s head with riddles, Ragnar. He’ll be strong enough, no doubt. The blood of Lothbrok runs deep.”

Ragnar straightened, his hand lingering on Björn’s head for a moment before he turned back to the fire. “Blood is only part of it,” he said quietly. “The rest is forged in the fire.”

Björn stood there a moment longer, feeling the warmth of the flames against his skin. His father’s words echoed in his mind, blending with the crackling fire and the distant howl of the wind outside. As he turned and made his way back toward his mother, he glanced at her again, sitting so still and perfect. She smiled at him, but her eyes didn’t hold the same light as his father’s. Björn returned the smile, though in his heart he felt a stirring, something new and unshaped.

He would be brave. He would be strong. And one day, he would be as big as his father, as broad as his uncle. But more than that, he would be more than the shadows that danced around him. He would cast his own light.
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​Chapter 3

The Weight of His Truth
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The sun hung low in the sky, painting the village in hues of amber and shadow as Björn stood with his brothers in the clearing near the woods. His tunic stretched across his broad shoulders, his arms thick with muscle from years of training. At barely fifteen winters, he was taller than Ragnar and nearly as tall as Rollo. He had the look of a man grown, though his youth still clung to him in moments of wonder or doubt.

Nearby, Ubba swung his wooden axe at Sigurd’s shield with a grunt, the force rattling Sigurd’s grip. “Hold steady, Snake Eye!” Ubba teased, earning a glare from Sigurd. Ivar leaned on a stick, his legs frail but his spirit fierce, barking orders like a war-chief. Halfdan laughed as he dodged an imaginary foe, throwing wild strikes at the air.

Björn watched them with a smile but remained apart. His brothers were still boys, their games earnest but untested. He, however, felt the pull of something greater—something beyond the village, beyond the childhood he was quickly leaving behind.

“Björn,” came Ragnar’s voice, deep and steady.

Björn turned to see his father standing at the edge of the clearing, his cloak rippling in the breeze. Ragnar beckoned him with a tilt of his head, his blue eyes unreadable.

Björn followed, his steps heavy with curiosity. Ragnar led him past the longhouse and toward the woods. The village sounds faded, replaced by the soft rustle of leaves and the distant call of crows.

“You’ve grown,” Ragnar said, breaking the silence. His voice carried a note of pride. “Soon, you’ll need a man’s tasks to match a man’s size.”

Björn straightened. “I’m ready, Father. Give me the chance.”

Ragnar studied him for a moment, then nodded. “Rollo and I will raid again soon. There’s a village across the sea—wealthy, well-guarded. I want you to come with us.”

Björn’s heart quickened. He had waited for this moment, imagined it in his dreams. “Truly?”

Ragnar’s lips twitched into a faint smile. “Truly. But the sea is unforgiving, Björn. And so are the men who defend their homes. It’s not just strength you’ll need—it’s cunning, resolve, and the will to do what must be done.”

“I’ll prove myself,” Björn promised, his voice steady.

Ragnar placed a hand on his shoulder, his grip firm. “I know you will.”

As they turned to walk back, Björn felt the weight of his father’s trust settle over him, heavy but welcome. Yet, as they approached the village, he caught whispers near the well—a group of women, speaking in low, furtive tones.

“It’s a shame,” one said.

“The boy doesn’t even know,” added another, her voice thick with pity.

Björn slowed his steps, his brow furrowing. “What doesn’t he know?” he asked, his voice cutting through the murmurs.

The women froze, their faces paling as they realized he had overheard.

“It’s not our place,” one muttered, looking down. Ragnar took a staggering step backward. 

“Say it,” Björn demanded, his tone leaving no room for refusal.

After a long pause, an older woman with gray-streaked hair spoke, her words hesitant. “Thora... she’s your mother, not Aslaug. She serves here, in Ragnar’s household. She raised you and Sigurd until...”

Björn’s mind reeled. “Until what?”

“She was set aside,” the woman continued. “Aslaug claimed you as her own to keep her standing as Ragnar’s wife. Thora agreed—perhaps to stay close to you, or perhaps because she had no choice.”

Björn turned sharply to Ragnar, who stood a few paces away, his expression shadowed. “Is it true?”

Ragnar’s silence answered louder than words.

Björn’s chest tightened. His eyes scanned the village, searching for the woman he now realized had always been there—quiet, diligent, with eyes that sometimes lingered on him too long.

“Where is she?” he demanded.

Ragnar sighed, gesturing toward the longhouse. Then he turned his head and slowly took his first steps back toward his other sons. 

Björn strode inside, his steps heavy with anger and confusion. Near the hearth, a woman was kneeling, her hands deftly arranging logs for the evening fire. Her hair, dark with streaks of gray, framed a face lined with quiet resilience.
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