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​CHAPTER 1:

The Land of the Northern Gods
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Long before Ragnar entered the world, the lands of Denmark were defined by their wild, uncompromising nature. Fierce, ancient forests stretched for miles, filled with towering oaks and pines that whispered in the northern winds. The land was rugged, shaped by forces older than memory, scarred by ice and stone and the relentless beating of the sea. Fjords cut into the coastlines, sharp and dark, bordered by cliffs that rose up like the shields of giants. These fjords were gateways to the unknown, their depths mysterious, filled with stories as much as salt. Here, the North Sea reigned, cold and vast, sweeping its waves onto the rocky shores and crashing against the cliffs with an unyielding force. This was not a place that welcomed life—it demanded survival, and only those as fierce as the landscape could call it home.

Inland, the villages clung to the land with a stubborn resilience. They were small clusters of thatched-roof homes, fortified against both the wind and the wild, huddled together as if for warmth. Paths cut through the forests, narrow trails leading between settlements, bordered by trees that stood like sentries over the lives below. Small, smoky fires burned throughout these villages, their flickering light barely pushing back the darkness. The people who lived here were as harsh as their environment, bound by oaths of loyalty and the belief that strength was survival. Each village had its own chieftain, its own blood ties and loyalties, but no true king united them. The very idea of a kingdom was foreign; here, power was claimed by those who could wield it, whether through the sword, the sea, or the stories they left behind.

The land itself seemed to pulse with the presence of gods. The people here believed that Odin, the All-Father, watched them from the sky, that Thor’s thunder could split trees, and that Freyja, goddess of life and death, walked unseen among them. These were gods of ice and blood, of war and wisdom, not distant deities but forces as real as the seasons that shaped the land. Shrines dotted the woods, simple stone markers set where rivers split or at the bases of ancient oaks. Here, offerings were left—bits of food, carved runes, bones, and sometimes blood, for the gods demanded respect and sacrifice. Without the favor of these forces, no man or woman could hope to survive, much less thrive, in this world of shadow and stone.

Before Ragnar, the family of Lothbrok was already known. They were not kings or nobles, but their name carried weight, passed down through stories and whispers. Lothbrok—"Shaggy Breeches"—was a title that originated with a forefather who had fashioned strange trousers to protect himself in a battle against a snake. This ancestor’s cleverness and audacity became legend, woven into the family’s identity. Lothbrok was a name of cunning, a name of survival against the odds, and it was a name Ragnar’s father, Sigurd, carried with pride. Sigurd was a chieftain, a warrior known for his loyalty to kin and his fierce adherence to the old ways. Though he claimed ties to the ancient kings of Sweden and Denmark, his true power came from his followers, men and women who respected his strength, who trusted his sword, and who shared his devotion to the gods.

Sigurd’s village lay near a stretch of coast known for its fierce winds and cold, dark waters. The village was nestled between the forest and the fjord, close enough to the sea to send out longships, yet far enough inland to feel the shelter of the trees. Here, the winters were brutal, days of dim light and nights so long and cold that only the bravest dared leave their firesides. The ground would freeze so hard that even the rivers would slow, caught in the ice’s grip. Snow piled high against the houses, and the trees would crack under its weight, the sharp echoes carrying through the frozen air. Survival through winter was a battle in itself, and by spring, the land’s harshness had stripped away the weak, leaving only the strongest, those who had endured the test.

In the summers, the land came alive. Flowers would bloom along the riverbanks, and the scent of pine filled the air. Yet even in this brief season of warmth, life here was harsh. The people sowed and harvested quickly, working the soil while it was soft enough to break. Young men would venture out on raids, taking to their longships, their minds filled with thoughts of gold and glory in far-off lands. The coastlines were dotted with small shrines and markers to guide the raiders home, for they believed that only by Odin’s favor would they find their way back across the restless sea.

Trade routes wound through this landscape, narrow paths that connected the villages to the greater world. The people of the North were not isolated; they were connected to an ancient network that brought tales of far-off lands. Traders from as far as the Frankish kingdoms and beyond would sometimes pass through, bringing strange goods and stranger stories. These visitors spoke of vast cities to the south, of kings and castles and empires that stretched farther than the eye could see. In these encounters, the Northmen saw something different—something that both intrigued and repelled them. They heard of cities with towering walls, of lands where people feared the sea instead of embracing it. To the people of the North, these tales were both an invitation and a warning, for they knew that while their world was harsh, it was their own, ruled by their own gods, and they would not bow to anyone else's.

The Lothbrok family thrived in this world. Their home was simple, their wealth measured not in gold but in followers and reputation. Sigurd, Ragnar’s father, was known not for his possessions but for his courage, for his skill with the sword, and for his fierce loyalty to his people and to his gods. He led raids into the lands of the Franks, bringing back stories of their strange cities and their stone churches. It was said that he made sacrifices to Odin before each raid, carving runes into his ship’s prow, calling on the god to guide him safely to victory and back again. Sigurd taught his people that the gods were not distant—they walked beside them, watched them, and sometimes demanded blood.

The day of Ragnar’s birth came on a night as cold and dark as any other. The sky above the village was filled with stars, sharp and bright against the blackness, as if the gods themselves were watching. A storm had swept through earlier in the day, leaving the air clear but biting cold. Inside a small, smoke-filled house, Ragnar came into the world with a sharp, loud cry that startled the women attending his mother. He was large for a newborn, with a head of pale hair that quickly darkened. The midwives whispered of his strength, of the way his tiny hands seemed to clutch at the air as if he already knew the world was something to be taken, not given.

Sigurd was outside, kneeling before a small stone altar he had built for the gods, his hands red and raw from the cold. He prayed to Odin, asking the All-Father to bless his son with strength, to grant him wisdom and cunning, to make him fierce and unyielding as the land itself. As he listened to his son’s first cries, Sigurd felt a strange certainty settle over him, a certainty that his boy would be different—that Ragnar Lothbrok would make his own mark on the world, carrying their family’s legacy to places beyond any map.

The next morning, the village awoke to whispers of the newborn son of Sigurd Lothbrok. They would watch him grow, wondering if the gods had indeed blessed him, if he would become a warrior like his father, or if he was destined for something greater still. But for now, he was just a child, born on a cold night in a land of gods and legends, his life stretching out before him like a path through the dark and unknown woods.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2:

Fire and frost
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The winters were the longest. The stars would burn above like distant eyes, peering down from the endless dark, and the air was so cold that it bit into your skin, a reminder of just how close life always was to slipping away. Ragnar’s childhood was filled with the quiet and the closeness of these long winters. Huddled in the dim warmth of the family’s hall, he learned to listen to the creak of the roof beams, to the crackling of the fire, and to the stories his father, Sigurd, would tell with his deep, measured voice.

By the time Ragnar was five, he had a small dagger at his belt, a gift from his father, and he could run the full length of the frozen river without stopping. His days were spent exploring the woods at the edge of the village, learning to track deer and listen for the sound of wolves moving through the snow. In the evenings, he returned to the hall, where his father and the other men would sit around the fire, sharpening their weapons and telling tales of the gods, of the places they had raided, and of the men they had fought. It was in this hall that Ragnar learned of the world beyond the fjords and forests, a world that stirred his imagination and awakened a desire to see it for himself.

One night, as the wind howled outside and the fire flickered low, Ragnar sat beside Sigurd, his young face serious as he listened to his father recount a raid on a coastal Frankish village. Sigurd noticed his son’s intense gaze and smiled to himself. Ragnar was a child, yet there was something in his eyes that was older, something that marked him as different.

“What’s it like, beyond the sea?” Ragnar asked, breaking his silence.

Sigurd chuckled, running his hand through his beard as he considered the question. “It’s strange,” he replied. “The Franks live in stone houses, with walls so thick they think they’re safe from men like us. They build their villages close together, huddled like sheep. But they have something, too... riches, yes, but also a strange courage. They defend what is theirs fiercely, even when they have no hope of winning.”

Ragnar furrowed his brow, looking down at his small hands. “Do you...do you fight them because they have things we don’t?”

Sigurd paused, surprised by the question. He set down the whetstone he’d been using and looked at Ragnar thoughtfully. “We fight them because we can,” he said finally. “Because the gods gave us strength, and they gave them weakness. They are rich and fat and complacent. And in taking what they have, we honor our own gods, who favor the strong.”

The boy nodded, absorbing his father’s words. The firelight danced on his face, casting shadows that made him look older, fiercer. Yet there was something unsatisfied in his expression, a curiosity that went deeper than the desire for wealth or glory.

“Do you ever wonder what it would be like to stay in one place?” Ragnar asked, his voice barely a whisper.

Sigurd laughed, a sound that rumbled through the hall. “Stay in one place? Like the Franks? No, boy, the sea is our home. The land is for farming and fighting, not for settling down. The gods blessed us with the sea so that we may always move, always seek.”

Ragnar watched the fire, imagining the endless waves, the places beyond the edge of the world he had yet to see. He could feel the pull of it already, the need to move, to explore. But something about the idea of the Franks staying together, protecting each other, called to him in a strange way.

In the next years, Sigurd taught Ragnar more about survival—how to use a bow, how to carve a fishing hook from bone, how to read the clouds and sense the coming of a storm. But Ragnar was never content to follow instructions without question. When Sigurd taught him how to string a bow, Ragnar would experiment with his own ways, trying different methods, seeking his own answers. He was stubborn and persistent, with a mind as sharp as a blade and a will as unbreakable as the winter ice.

One evening, as Sigurd and Ragnar sat by the fire sharpening their blades, Ragnar finally voiced a thought he’d been carrying for a long time.

“Father,” he began, “why do we follow the gods? Why do we offer them sacrifices?”

Sigurd looked at him with a raised eyebrow, momentarily caught off guard. “Because, boy,” he said, “the gods are what make us who we are. They shape our fates, and without their favor, we would be lost.”

“But how do we know they’re real?” Ragnar asked, looking up from his blade with an intensity that belied his age.

Sigurd’s expression darkened, though he forced a smile. “Mind your words, Ragnar. The gods watch over us, and they demand respect. We know they are real because we feel them. When you stand on a cliff and the wind roars in your ears, when you face a storm at sea—these are the signs of their presence. You will understand when you’re older.”

Ragnar nodded, though his mind was still racing. He looked out at the dark beyond the firelight, where the shadows seemed to stretch on forever. He was beginning to feel a strange longing, a sense that there was more to the world than the gods and traditions he’d been taught to revere.

As he grew, he began spending more time on his own, roaming further into the forests, seeking answers in the quiet places where the land held secrets older than even his father’s stories. He would sit by the river and watch the water flow, wondering where it led, dreaming of places he had only heard of. He began to feel a fire in his heart, a desire to see the world beyond the village, beyond even the lands his father had visited.

One day, he found himself speaking his thoughts aloud to his younger sister, Gyda, who listened with wide eyes.

“Do you ever wonder what’s beyond the sea?” he asked, skipping a stone across the water.

Gyda tilted her head. “Isn’t it just more villages and more people, like Father says?”

“Maybe,” he replied, “but I think there’s more. I think there are lands we’ve never seen, places where the gods are different, where men have never heard our stories.”

Gyda stared at him, a little afraid. “That sounds dangerous.”

Ragnar shrugged, looking out over the river with a fierce, determined gaze. “Maybe it is. But someday, I’m going to find out.”

Years passed, and with each one, Ragnar grew stronger, more skilled, and more restless. He trained with the sword, learned to handle a shield, to row, to navigate by the stars, but his mind was always wandering. He began dreaming of distant lands, of battles fought under unfamiliar skies, of treasure hidden in foreign kingdoms. Yet he knew that his time was still to come. He was just a boy, a small piece of something larger, waiting for the day he would finally take his place in the world.
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​Chapter 3: 

Shieldmaiden’s Challenge
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The first time Ragnar laid eyes on her, she was alone, holding off two men with the strength and skill of a wolf protecting its own. He had been traveling through the woods with a small band of warriors, hoping to make contact with another chieftain to the north when they heard the clash of metal and cries of struggle. Ragnar, curious by nature, had slipped ahead of his companions, moving quietly as he neared the sounds of combat. What he saw left him rooted in place.

A woman, her long braids flying, fought with a fury that rivaled any warrior he’d ever seen. She held a shield in one hand and a short sword in the other, her movements sharp, controlled. Her opponents were not holding back—they fought to kill, yet she moved as if they were mere obstacles, her strikes precise, her stance unbreakable. Ragnar watched in awe, his own hand drifting unconsciously to his sword, not in threat, but in respect. He had heard tales of shieldmaidens, but he had never truly believed them. Women with the spirit of warriors, with the courage to face men in combat and the skill to send them to their deaths. Yet here she was, alive and fierce, holding her ground with nothing but the earth beneath her feet and her weapon in hand.

When her attackers finally fled, limping and bloody, the woman paused to catch her breath. She turned, her eyes sweeping the trees, and Ragnar felt a thrill of surprise when she spotted him immediately, as if she’d known he was there the whole time. Her gaze held his for a moment—a gaze as sharp and direct as the blade in her hand. She was unlike any woman he had ever known, and Ragnar felt a strange mix of admiration and curiosity stir within him.

“Are you planning to come out, or will you watch from the shadows all day?” she called, her voice strong, laced with a hint of laughter.

Ragnar grinned, stepping out from the cover of the trees. “I wasn’t planning to interfere,” he said, his eyes never leaving hers. “It seemed you had everything well in hand.”

The woman lowered her sword but didn’t sheathe it, her stance still alert. “I did,” she replied, her tone unbothered. “But watching is a dangerous habit, stranger. You might end up in the fray yourself.”

Ragnar raised an eyebrow. “And who are you, then, to speak of danger as if it’s a friend?” he asked, a hint of challenge in his voice.

The woman smirked, the corners of her mouth quirking up in a way that made her seem both fierce and playful. “They call me Lagertha. And you...you are not from these lands.”

Ragnar nodded, meeting her intense gaze. “Ragnar Lothbrok. I come from the south, though the land is much the same.” He shifted, feeling the weight of his own words. “But I’ve not met anyone like you in my travels, Lagertha.”

Her expression softened slightly, though the wariness didn’t leave her eyes. “There aren’t many like me anywhere,” she replied simply. She looked him over, assessing him as one might an opponent. “Are you as skilled as you look, or do you simply carry that sword for show?”

Ragnar’s grin grew. “Do you wish to find out?”

Lagertha’s eyes sparked with a glint of mischief. “I’ve yet to meet a man who could keep up with me,” she said, her tone a clear invitation.

With a nod, Ragnar drew his sword, and they circled each other, their movements slow, each testing the other. Lagertha struck first, her blow swift and aimed low. Ragnar blocked it, feeling the force behind her strike and the control she held over her movements. She was fast, her attacks like the snap of a wolf’s jaws, each move precise, relentless. They fought for what felt like an age, the clash of their blades echoing through the forest, each testing the other’s skill and resolve.

Finally, Ragnar found an opening, moving to disarm her, but Lagertha twisted, breaking free of his grip with a grin of victory. She stepped back, her chest heaving, a wild gleam in her eye. Ragnar laughed, exhilarated, impressed beyond words. He had never fought a woman like this—a woman who held her own, who could have killed him if she’d wished.

“You are indeed a shieldmaiden,” he said, lowering his sword with a nod of respect.

Lagertha sheathed her own blade, inclining her head slightly, acknowledging his words. “And you, Ragnar Lothbrok, are no ordinary man. Most would have fallen long before now.”

They walked together after that, side by side as if they were old friends, the heat of battle simmering into something deeper, something that neither of them could quite name. They spoke of the land, of the gods, of their lives. Lagertha’s father had been a chieftain, a warrior of great skill, who had trained her alongside his sons, recognizing the strength in her that others had overlooked. When he had died, she had taken up his mantle, leading her people with the same fierce spirit, earning the respect of warriors who would follow her anywhere. She lived by her own rules, and the world had yet to bend her will.

Ragnar listened, captivated by her, by the fire in her voice, the passion she had for life and freedom. In her, he saw something rare, something he hadn’t known he was searching for until now.

After that, he found every excuse to return to the north, to pass through her lands, to seek her out. Their meetings became frequent, sometimes planned, sometimes by chance, each time marked by the same spark, the same pull between them. They fought together, trained together, learning each other’s strengths and weaknesses, finding in each other an equal.

One evening, as they sat by a fire under the open sky, Ragnar looked at Lagertha, feeling the weight of his own words before he even spoke them. “You know I’ve never met anyone like you, Lagertha. You live as if the gods themselves blessed you with their spirit.”

She glanced at him, a small smile tugging at her lips. “Perhaps they did. Or perhaps they simply forgot about me, and I’ve made my own way.”

Ragnar laughed softly. “Then I’d say you’ve made a good one. The gods may guide us, but it’s our choices that define us.”

Lagertha looked at him, her eyes serious. “And what choice would you make, Ragnar?”

He hesitated, feeling his heart race. “I would choose a life by your side, Lagertha. If you would have me.”

For a moment, she was silent, her gaze steady, her expression unreadable. Then she leaned forward, her voice a whisper against the crackling fire. “I would, Ragnar. But know that I am no man’s property. I am my own, and I will remain so. If you can accept that, then we may face whatever the gods throw at us together.”

Ragnar smiled, feeling a sense of peace settle over him. “Then together it shall be.”

And so began their life together, fierce and unpredictable, as they faced the trials of the land, the challenges of other chieftains, and the weight of their own ambitions. Ragnar and Lagertha fought as equals, lived as equals, each respecting the other’s strength and independence. It was a marriage unlike any other, bound by a shared spirit and a shared love of freedom.

But in the years to come, they would face trials that neither could foresee.
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​Chapter 4:

Tides of Fate
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Ragnar’s life felt new and wild, like the uncharted waters beyond the fjords, with Lagertha by his side. Their home was modest, nestled close to the river and sheltered by towering pines, and it had the feel of a place anchored by strong roots, just as he had always envisioned. Yet there was an edge to Ragnar’s happiness, a feeling like the tug of the sea on a boat tied to shore, something urging him to break free, to venture beyond the horizon.

Lagertha could see it in him, even as they worked together to build a life. She was carrying their first child, and as her belly grew, so did her laughter, her strength undiminished, her spirit as fierce as it had been when they first met. She teased him whenever she caught him staring at her with that look of awe in his eyes. “You’d better not think I’m about to settle into being anyone’s quiet wife, Ragnar,” she’d say with a grin, resting her hand on her growing belly. “The child will be strong, but they’ll have to keep up with us.”
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