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Glossary

Aesir – One of the main tribes of deities venerated by the pre-Christian Norse. Old Norse: Æsir.

Balder – One of the Aesir gods. He is often associated with love, peace, justice, purity, and poetry. Old Norse: Baldr.

bonder – Free men (farmers, craftsmen, etc.) who enjoyed rights such as the use of weapons and the right to attend law-things. They constituted the middle class. Old Norse: baendr.

byrnie – A (usually short-sleeved) chain mail shirt that hung to the upper thigh. Old Norse: brynja.

dragon – A larger class of Viking warship. Old Norse: Dreki.

Dubhlinn Norse – Northmen who live in Dublin.

Eastern Sea – Baltic Sea.

Frey – Brother to the goddess Freya. He is often associated with virility and prosperity, with sunshine and fair weather. Old Norse: Freyr.

Freya – Sister to god Frey. She is often associated with love, sex, beauty, fertility, gold, magic, war, and death. Old Norse: Freyja.

Frigga – he is the highest-ranking of the Aesir goddesses. She's the wife of Odin, the leader of the gods, and the mother of the god Baldur. She is often confused with Freya. Old Norse: Frigg.

fylke (pl. fylker) – Old Norse for “folkland,” which has come to mean “county” in modern use.

godi – A heathen priest or chieftain. Old Norse: goði.

hird – A personal retinue of armed companions who formed the nucleus of a household guard. Hird means “household.” Old Norse hirð.

hirdman (pl. hirdmen) – A member or members of the hird. Old Norse: hirðman.

hlaut – The blood of sacrificed animals.

Holmgard – The Old Norse name for Novgorod.

Irland – Ireland.

Island – Iceland.

jarl – Old Norse for “earl.”

jarldom – The area of land that a jarl ruled.

kaupang – Old Norse for “marketplace.” It is also the name of the main market town in Norway that existed around AD 800–950.

knarr – A type of merchant ship. Old Norse: knǫrr.

Midgard – The Norse name for Earth and the place inhabited by humans. Old Norse: Miðgarðr.

Night Mare – The Night Mare is an evil spirit that rides on people's chests while they sleep, bringing bad dreams. Old Norse: Mara.

Njord – A god associated with sea, seafaring, wind, fishing, wealth, and crop fertility. Old Norse: Njörðr.

Norns – The three female divine beings who influence the course of a man's destiny. Their names are Urd (Old Norse Urðr, “What Once Was”), Verdandi (Old Norse Verðandi, “What Is Coming into Being”), and Skuld (Old Norse Skuld, “What Shall Be”).

Odin – Husband to Frigga. The god associated with healing, death, royalty, knowledge, battle, and sorcery. He oversees Valhall, the hall of the slain. Old Norse: Óðinn.

Orkneyjar – The Orkney Islands.

seax – A knife or short sword. Also known as scramaseax, or wounding knife.

Sjaelland – The largest Danish island.

sjaund – A ritual drinking feast held seven days after a death to celebrate the life of the person and to officially pass that person's inheritance on to his or her next of kin.

skald – A poet. Old Norse: skald or skáld.

shield wall – A shield wall was a “wall of shields” formed by warriors standing in formation shoulder to shoulder, holding their shields so that they abut or overlap. Old Norse: skjaldborg.

steer board – A rudder affixed to the right stern of a ship. The origin of the word “starboard.” Old Norse: stýri (rudder) and borð (side of the ship).

skeid – A midsize class of Viking warship.

skol – A toast to others when drinking. Old Norse: skál.

thing – The governing assembly of a Viking society or region, made up of the free people of the community and presided over by lawspeakers. Old Norse: þing.

Thor – A hammer-wielding god associated with thunder, lightning, storms, oak trees, strength, and the protection of mankind. Old Norse: Þórr.

thrall – A slave.

Valhall (also Valhalla) – The hall of the slain presided over by Odin. It is where brave warriors chosen by valkyries go when they die. Old Norse: Valhöll.

valkyrie – A female helping spirit of Odin that transports his favorite among those slain in battle to Valhall, where they will fight by his side during the battle at the end of time, Ragnarok. Old Norse: valkyrja (pl. valkyrjur).

wergeld – Also known as “man price,” it was the value placed on every being and piece of property.

woolsark – A shirt or vest made of coarse wool.

Yngling – Refers to the Fairhair dynasty, who descended from the kings of Uplands, Norway, and who trace their lineage back to the god Frey.





Foreword

Long ago, when I began writing the story of Hakon the Good, I also began exploring other people and events to which he owed his rise in tenth century Norway. This novella tells the story of a specific event — a battle that occurred circa AD 933 — that paved the way for Hakon's return from England soon after. Though it is barely mentioned in Snorri Sturlason's Heimskringla, I have come to believe that the battle of Mollebakken (as I am calling it) is one of the more consequential battles of the Viking Age.







Chapter 1

Avaldsnes, Norway. November, AD 930

 

The winter sky had lightened to the color of ash by the time Erik navigated his ship into the bay below his father's great estate at Avaldsnes. Erik tightened the woolen cloak around his chest to warm himself, then surveyed the landscape with gray-green eyes moist from the cold. Though the sun was up, torches lit Harald's estate and cast the entire area in an eerie glow that shifted and stirred like a vision from a strange dream.

“It is quiet.” The comment from Erik's foster brother, Arinbjorn, put voice to Erik's thoughts. Only four sentries stood on the beach and their stillness put Erik in mind of boulders, not men. The only other sign of life came from the occasional call of a lone seagull roaming the fjord.

“Aye,” he answered as his gaze shifted from one sentry to the next.

Erik's ship glided forward, bobbing in the gentle waves. On the strand, one of the sentries moved off in the direction of the great hall looming on the hill at the south end of the beach. Erik could see a cluster of men gathering there, but did not see his father among them.

As soon as the ship ground to a halt on the pebbles, Erik vaulted the gunwale and splashed into the shallow surf. Arinbjorn and ten of Erik's most trusted hirdmen followed. “What news of my father?” Erik asked the approaching sentries by way of greeting.

“He is at his hall, lord, and is expecting you.”

The sentries led Erik and his men from the beach toward the group of men gathered near the great hall. It was as they climbed the trail that Erik saw his father. Though surrounded by his hirdmen and advisors, Harald's hulking shoulders and shock of white hair were unmistakable. Erik would have smiled, but the faces of Harald's councilors made him frown. The councilors were Harald's most trusted men — advisors and wealthy bonders who attended him when matters of import required their presence. Normally they came to Harald between spring and autumn, or met with the king at the law assembly in high summer. It was uncommon to see them here, in the winter.

“What are the councilors doing here?” he huffed to Arinbjorn. “They should be home for winter.”

Arinbjorn could only shrug.

As Erik reached the group, the councilors bowed and stepped back to let Erik pass, revealing a man Erik barely recognized. Though still taller than many of his men, Harald's body had hunched and softened dramatically. The hair that had once earned him the byname of Fairhair clung to his head in thin, stringy wisps of white. Above pink bags of flesh that rested on his jowls, Harald's blue eyes were now sunken and misted with age. He grinned through his beard and reached out to his son with fingers that looked like the branches of some long-dead tree.

They embraced, then parted, and Harald held his son at arm's length to gaze into his eyes. “You are surprised to see me like this.” His voice wavered with age.

Erik looked down, angry at himself for not suppressing his alarm and embarrassed that his father had detected it so easily.

Harald barked a short laugh and patted his shoulder. “What did you believe you would find? A young man? Hah. Age takes its toll on every man, especially when you have lived as long and as hard as me. But enough of this. You remember my councilors, do you not?” Harald swept his arm theatrically toward them.

Erik smiled politely to them, though nothing in him felt like being polite. “I do.”

Harald grunted and grabbed his son's arm. “Come. Let us go inside and find some warmth. My old bones do not like the cold.”

The journey into the great hall took longer than Erik expected. Weight had so weakened Harald's knees that the old man needed someone on each arm to support him, and even then, he paused every ten steps for breath. He grunted and snorted, and his sagging cheeks turned a deep crimson with the effort. Yet, in his obstinacy, he refused to sit until he had walked the length of his hall — more than one hundred paces.

Halfway across the hall, Erik glanced at Arinbjorn. The other man pursed his lips and shook his head sadly. Erik turned away, disgusted by the frailty that had overcome his father. Here was a man who, through unnatural intelligence, incredible strength, and unyielding will, had conquered the whole of the North — the first king ever to accomplish such a task. A legend not only in his own land, but throughout Midgard. A man that Erik had tried hard to emulate. And yet, this same man, this godlike being, could now barely walk from one end of his hall to the other. Erik forced himself to focus on other things, lest he lose control of his temper, but his thoughts would not unbind, and by the time they reached the opposite end of the hall, he had worked himself into a frenzy of frustration.

Harald sat heavily in the High Seat of Norway — a massive oak chair carved with the interweaving, serpentine pattern so commonly found in the art of the day. Its massive arms ended in dragon claws, which Harald gripped as he pushed his girth farther back onto the High Seat. Two thralls appeared then with a pine table and placed it before the king. On the opposite side of the table they placed a short bench.

Harald motioned to his councilors. “Leave us. You also, Arinbjorn.” He then turned his crimson face to Erik. “Please. Sit.” He motioned to the bench. “We have much to discuss.”

As Erik sat, a pretty serving girl brought a pitcher of red glass and filled two silver drinking cups. Harald let his eyes linger on the girl as she poured.

“I see your appreciation for beautiful women has not abated,” commented Erik. The girl's cheeks turned as red as the pitcher in her hand.

Harald grinned. “As you know, I have always had a weakness for women. When I was young, it was about the chase and, of course, the conquest. Why do you think I have so many children, eh?” He barked a laugh, then quickly sobered. “But times change. Now they are the only thing that keeps this old heart pumping.” He tapped his thick chest as the serving girl moved away. “But enough of that.” Harald lifted his horn with a shaking hand. “A toast. To your future.”

“And to yours,” Erik responded lamely, unable to think of anything else to say.

Harald snorted. “My future has long past, Erik. But I accept your toast nonetheless.”

They drank deeply from their cups and Erik smacked his lips in appreciation. After several days on the sea, it was a pleasure to feel the wine work its warmth in his gut.

Harald smiled and the lines around his eyes creased deeply. “Tell me, how fares your family?”

“They are well. Gunnhild has produced another son, whom we have named Harald. If his body grows as strong as his lungs, then he should have no problem in this world. The other lads are fine, too. As you know, Beard-Thorir now fosters Ragnvald, who is entering his twelfth winter. He is a good boy. Strong and well-spoken. I have high hopes for him.”
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