
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ]



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE RIVALS OF ROLLO

    

    
      First edition. September 1, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Hilmarj Torgrim.

    

    
    
      Written by Hilmarj Torgrim.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Hilmarj Torgrim

	    

      
	    
          
	      Pirate Women

          
        
          
	          Anne Bonny: A Life of Defiance

          
        
          
	          Mary Read: Revenge of the Redhead

          
        
          
	          Grace O'Malley - Rise of the Pirate Queen

          
        
          
	          The Life and Legend of Mary Wolverston

          
        
          
	          Flame and Fury: The Saga of Joanna of Flanders

          
        
          
	          Elise Eskilsdotter.: Rogue of the North Sea

          
        
          
	          The Untold Story of The Lioness: Sayyida Al Hurra

          
        
          
	          Charlotte de Berry: The Relentless Tide

          
        
          
	          Jacquotte Delahaye: Caribbean Fury

          
        
          
	          Christina Skytte: The Sea Wolf of the Baltic

          
        
          
	          Ingela Gathenhielm: The Crimson Flag

          
        
          
	          Maria Lindsey: The Relentless Spirit

          
        
          
	          The Short Rope of Mary Critchett

          
        
          
	          Jeanne de Clisson: The Widow's War

          
        
          
	          Flora Burn: The Silent Sailor (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Viking Sagas

          
        
          
	          Ivar: Legend of the Boneless

          
        
          
	          The Epic of Erik The Red

          
        
          
	          The Legend of Leif Erikson

          
        
          
	          The Fable of Freydis Eiriksdottir

          
        
          
	          The Heavy Brow of Harald Fairhair

          
        
          
	          The Epic of Eirik Bloodaxe

          
        
          
	          The Heavy Hand of Harald Hardrada

          
        
          
	          The Rise of Ragnar Lothbrok

          
        
          
	          The Legend of Lagertha: Wife of Ragnar

          
        
          
	          The Book of Björn Ironside

          
        
          
	          The Secrets of Sigurd Snake-in-the-Eye

          
        
          
	          The Uprising of Ubba the Heathen

          
        
          
	          The Havoc of Halfdan Ragnarsson

          
        
          
	          The Echoes of Egil Skallagrimsson

          
        
          
	          The Rivals of Rollo (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
    
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​MANDOLIN PUBLISHING
Published by the Mandolin Publishing Group
 

[image: ]




All rights reserved. No part of this product may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form, including information storage and retrieval systems—unless you're a time traveler with a flux capacitor, in which case, we might need to have a conversation—except in the case of brief quotations embedded in critical articles or reviews, for which we might just send you a thank-you note. Please refrain from pirating copyrighted materials like a rogue Viking raiding a sleepy coastal village; it’s a violation of the author’s rights, and no one wants to summon the wrath of the literary (or Viking) gods. Some names and characteristics of people mentioned have been changed because, honestly, it's more fun that way. Most events have been compressed. While this story is based on the real life of the main character, it’s a fictional narrative told through the delightful (and occasionally confused) perspective of said character. Places, depictions, descriptions, and names may have been altered for the sake of entertainment—because who doesn't love a little creative license?


​Copyright © Hilmarj Torgrim, 2024
 

​



​[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1:

A Second Son
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The wind curled off the fjord and into the great hall at Møre, trailing salt and snow with it, but no one seemed to mind. The hearthfire blazed high that day, casting long, flickering shadows over the tapestries and rough-hewn beams, and the jarl’s household was humming with energy. Not for war, not for vengeance, not for trade—but for birth. Another son had come into the world, red-faced and wailing, his lungs already proving fierce, his fists curled as if ready to challenge the very gods who had sent him.

Rognvald Eysteinsson, Jarl of Møre, stood at the edge of the room like a man only half-present. His broad shoulders were wrapped in a dark wolfskin, but he held his arms tightly across his chest, his face unreadable. His mind was not on the child—at least, not entirely. A second son was good, even welcomed, but it did not stir the blood like it once had. No, Rognvald’s thoughts were already out beyond the hall, down the fjord, and across the frozen ridges, where word had just come of another skirmish between petty kings in the east. Harald—young Harald Halfdansson—was said to have taken another coastal village under his banner, and tongues were wagging that he meant to claim not just a few valleys or rivers but the whole spine of Norway. Some in the hall called it foolishness. Rognvald did not. He had known the boy when he still bore the downy beard of youth and the arrogance of a wolf cub. That cub was growing teeth. Ambition as cold and sharp as sea ice had begun to move in him, and it was no secret that Rognvald Eysteinsson had already bent his loyalty toward Harald’s rising star.

So when Hildr Sædisdóttir gave birth to their second son, the announcement was met with polite cheers, toasts of mead, and a few carved tokens placed at the threshold for luck. But the men gathered at Rognvald’s long table talked more eagerly of strategy than swaddling cloth. Harald was marching inland. Sigurd of Hladir was said to be wavering in loyalty. Would Harald press his claim through blood or through marriage? Would the Danes take notice? And what would it mean for Møre, nestled at the edge of the storm? Rognvald gave only the slightest nod as he accepted the wooden bowl of naming mead, barely listening as Hildr whispered the name she had chosen: Hrólfr.

He was a large child, even in infancy, his arms thick with muscle and his cries deep and insistent. Gurim, five years old and quick with questions, had peered at his brother with a wrinkled nose and asked if trolls had babies too. Hildr had laughed at that. She was a striking woman, with black hair like storm-wet slate and eyes the color of pinewood bark. A daughter of the local landholding class, her marriage to Rognvald had been arranged with the usual calculations—dowry, alliances, cattle—but there was real fire between them still. She cradled Hrólfr in her arms and sang to him in the low, rhythmic cadence that traced back to her grandmother’s grandmother. There was pride in her voice, but also worry. A second son in a noble house was a precarious thing. Gurim would inherit the lands of Møre one day, or so it was expected. But what would become of Hrólfr? Would he serve his brother? Strike out on his own? Or be struck down before he could choose?

The women of the household were the ones who truly celebrated. The hearthmaids, the wet nurse, the steward’s wife—all of them passed the child from arm to arm as if his size alone made him a marvel. “He’ll eat twice what Gurim ever did,” one said, laughing. “He’ll wrestle bears before he cuts his first tooth.” In their voices was the timeless awe of new life—something that belonged to them, even in the halls of power. Hildr let them take him for a time, watching with a tired but pleased smile before she turned her gaze toward the high table and the men lost in maps and talk of kings.

Rognvald did come to see his son before the night was done. He knelt beside Hildr’s couch and brushed the child’s thick cheek with a calloused hand. “Big,” he murmured. “Too big for a cradle, nearly.” Hildr looked up at him, her brow furrowed. “He’ll need a place of his own someday,” she said. “Promise me you won’t let him be forgotten in Gurim’s shadow.”

Rognvald said nothing at first. Then he glanced toward the hearth, where Gurim sat with a wooden sword across his lap, pretending to guard the hall. “No shadow is forever,” he said at last. “Let him grow. The world will shape him soon enough.”

Outside, snow drifted gently across the fjord, and the northern lights began to shimmer faintly above the horizon. Somewhere far beyond, the fires of war were kindling in men’s hearts, and the winds were already shifting toward change. But inside the hall, young Hrólfr—Rollo, as he would later be known—slept in the arms of a mother who whispered old songs, unaware that the boy she held would one day walk farther than any of them dared to dream.
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​Chapter 2:

Wolf-Blood and Hearth Fire
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In the winters that followed Hrólfr’s birth, the great hall of Møre grew quieter. The songs were still sung, the mead still flowed, but something unspoken had settled into the stones. The death of Gurim's laughter haunted the rafters long before his actual death came, as though the weight of inheritance had settled on the boy’s shoulders like a bear hide too heavy to carry. He had stopped racing the dogs through the snow and started standing behind his father at councils, silent and unsmiling. The household had begun to whisper that the jarl's firstborn was already being carved into a ruler.

Hrólfr, meanwhile, grew as if he had skipped the years of childhood altogether. By the time he was five, he had arms like a ten-year-old and the appetite of a grown man. He broke his first cradle. He overturned benches by leaning on them. Hildr had to sew his tunics from her own discarded cloaks because no child’s clothes fit him. “He’s too big for his age,” people said, though never unkindly. “Too wild, too hungry. He’ll either be a jarl or a curse.”

He was neither yet—just a boy with broad hands and a stare too steady for someone who still played with carved animals in the hearth ash. But the difference between him and Gurim was impossible to miss. Gurim learned to speak with the even voice of a man who would give orders. Hrólfr bellowed and bargained and shouted from the rafters when ignored. Gurim sat beside his father and nodded through long talks with visiting jarls. Hrólfr chased goats into the fjord and tried to scale the outside walls of the longhouse. He was built for motion. For distance. For leaving.

And yet, Hildr loved him fiercely. She took no sides between her sons, though she knew the court already had. The servants deferred to Gurim. The warriors trained with him, offered him their seasoned advice, spoke of him with confidence and pride. With Hrólfr, they laughed. They tussled his hair, called him bear-cub, ox-baby, troll-son. He did not mind—he laughed too. But somewhere inside him, even then, the seeds of resentment were being planted. Gurim belonged to the world. Hrólfr belonged to no one.

The one person who seemed to truly understand the boy was his mother. At night, when the hearth fire glowed low and the icy wind tickled the roof beams, Hildr would pull him close and whisper old stories—tales not of kings or conquest, but of wanderers. Of men who walked too far. Of spirits who could not be held by land or law. “Some people are born to hold a place,” she told him once, brushing back his hair. “Others are born to leave it.” Then, more softly: “It doesn’t mean they’re not loved.”

Hrólfr never forgot that.

Rognvald, for his part, was too busy with men like Harald Fairhair to notice the widening gap between his sons. The alliance between Møre and Harald’s rising kingdom was becoming a bond not of convenience but necessity. Raids from rival clans were growing bolder. Petty kings were falling like wet branches. Rognvald had sent warriors east, pledged ships to Harald’s growing fleet, and now spoke openly of a unified Norway—not as dream, but inevitability. He did not ask his sons what they thought of it.

Gurim, who would inherit Møre, seemed content to fall in line. He was a sharp boy, if a little dull at the edges—obedient, calculating, as orderly as a freshly oiled sword. Hrólfr, by contrast, began to ask too many questions. Why should one man rule all the fjords? What made Harald greater than the other jarls? Why did men kneel when they hated doing it? No one had answers that satisfied him. Least of all Gurim, who simply shrugged and said, “Because it’s what must be done.”

That was the first time Hrólfr struck him. Not hard—not to wound—but enough to shock. They were alone in the goat pen, knee-deep in snow, when the argument turned. Gurim had scoffed, said something about Hrólfr’s big mouth and smaller place. And Hrólfr, not with rage but something colder, reached out and slapped him.

Gurim had stared at him, not with pain, but with a strange mix of pity and calculation. “You can hit me, little brother,” he’d said. “But you’ll never stand where I stand.”

Hrólfr hadn’t answered. He had just walked away.

That night, Hildr found him sitting alone near the stables, staring up at the stars. She didn’t speak until he did. “Why does it matter who was born first?”

“It matters to men,” she said. “It never mattered to the gods.”

The snow came late that year, heavy and wet. The kind that breaks trees and buries boats. Hrólfr helped shovel the drifts from the thatch roofs with the thralls. He slept curled next to the dogs. He stole meat from the kitchen and gave it to a half-starved fox kit he found by the stream. He told no one. It was his own secret, like the gnawing belief forming inside him: that whatever life waited for him, it wasn’t here.

By spring, he had begun carving maps. Not real ones—just lines in the dirt with a stick, tracing the fjord, then the imagined rivers beyond it, then farther still. He did not know where the paths would lead. Only that he would take them.

And that when he did, he would not walk behind anyone. Not even his brother.
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​Chapter 3:

The Ambition of Kings
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The fjords thawed that year faster than anyone expected. Ice cracked in long, echoing sheets across the water, and men said it was the gods stirring beneath the sea. But what stirred above it was more dangerous than anything old Njord could conjure. Harald Fairhair’s banners had been seen south of Trøndelag, and with them, stories—villages burnt, jarls dispossessed, sons sent to kneel or die. These were not the raids of old, not the seasonal bloodletting that came and went like winter storms. This was something different. This was a campaign.

In the longhouse at Møre, the fire burned longer each night, not for warmth but for counsel. Rognvald’s hall, once filled with feasting and laughter, had grown somber and sharp-edged. Maps were rolled out on goat-hide, messengers arrived pale-faced from the road, and warriors slept with their weapons laid beside them, even on peaceful nights. Hrólfr, now nearing twelve, watched everything with the hunger of a wolf pup who hadn’t yet decided if he would run with the pack or devour it.

Gurim, by now nearing manhood, sat at his father’s side more often than not, asking measured questions, learning the balance of loyalty and force. He had stopped speaking to Hrólfr in anything longer than necessary phrases, and their shared childhood had become something both of them avoided like a wound not yet healed. Hrólfr didn’t mind. Not much. His days were spent with the horses, or trailing the fishermen, or listening to old warriors talk about what the world used to be like—when Harald was just another war-boy with too much hair and too few ships.

But Harald had changed, and everyone knew it.

Harald had taken Nordmøre the previous autumn, its jarl exiled to Iceland with only a single longship and half a dozen bitter oaths. That was the third such exile in a year. Some men welcomed him—those who were tired of endless feuds and blood debts that stretched back generations. Others bent the knee only because they feared the alternative. Rognvald, always a careful man, had made his choice early. He had pledged to Harald when he was still unproven, and now, as the young warlord grew into something larger than rumor, Rognvald’s fortunes rose with him.

“Better to be a king’s man than a free man buried under the snow,” he said one night to a visiting jarl who had not yet declared. “The sea makes free men bold. It also makes them cold.”

Hrólfr heard it all. He listened from behind beams, from stairwells, from the shadows where servants went unseen. He studied the visitors—who they flattered, who they feared. He watched how his father paced when he spoke of Harald, how his voice dropped low and reverent. Not fear exactly. Not admiration either. It was something heavier. A kind of reluctant belief.

One night, Rognvald brought news from the east. Harald had sent out a decree: all jarls who pledged now would be given land in the new order. Titles, too. But those who waited would get only what they could hold when the storm came. Møre was safe, for now, because Rognvald had already bent the knee. But safety in such times was a brittle thing.

At the council fire, Hrólfr heard Rognvald say, “If he wins, there will be peace. But not the kind we knew.”

“What kind, then?” asked one of the older warriors.

Rognvald drank deep from his horn and answered, “The kind where boys with names like Hrólfr grow up in one world and become men in another.”

The line stung, though Hrólfr never said so. He understood what his father meant. His brother Gurim would inherit lands, ships, warriors loyal to his name. But Hrólfr? He would inherit a world already claimed by another man’s crown. There would be no space left for the kind of war-born rise his father had made. The days of jarls making themselves from fire and steel were ending. The age of kings had begun.
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