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To the men and women who sailed over oceans,

Forever altering the landscape of our history

Leaving only dragon-headed silhouettes

To invade our dreams.
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Nordic Family Names

For this novella series, I am using the family naming system that was used by many of the Nordic peoples during the Viking era. As they were patriarchal societies, family (last) names are derived from the first name of the offspring’s father, to which the word for son (-son) or daughter (-​dóttir) is attached as a suffix. For instance, my father’s name is Peter Wibell. If I were to use this naming system, my last name would be Peterdóttir. If I had a brother, his last name would be Peterson.

Groups of family members, too, take different plurals. If the family members are all sisters, they retain the -dóttir suffix but in its plural form; for example, Peterdóttirs. But if one or more male siblings are included, then the last name of the whole group requires the plural -son suffix: Petersons. The same applies if the group consists entirely of males: Petersons.

Singular and Plural Forms of Ancient Nordic Words

In creating this series, I have tried to remain faithful to accepted historic pictures of the Nordic way of life during the Viking era as I delve into their mythology of that time. With this in mind, I use a number of old Norse words, which have different spellings for singular and plural versions rather than simply adding an -s to the end of the word as modern English usually does.

Following are some rules of thumb I have learned over the course of this project:

	If a singular word ends in -a, the plural is often -ur. (Example: völva, völvur)

	An -unn or -inn singular ending changes in the plural to -nar. (Example: Jötunn, Jötnar)

	A word that ends in -i will have an -is ending in the plural. 

	A singular word that ends with a consonant followed directly by -r has a plural form with the consonant plus -ar or -ir. (Example: drengr, drengir)
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Skoll is the wolf that to Ironwood

Follows the glittering god,

And the son of Hrothvitnir, Hati, awaits

The burning bride of heaven.

Völuspá, Grimnismal 39
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What is it that we fear the most? An unfulfilled life? The loss of love? The uncertainty of what lies ahead? Or perhaps one’s own mortality? Across all worlds, all beings contend with the relentless passage of time. Men, beasts, giants, and gods share one unassailable truth: none can escape oblivion. Yet, this inevitability does not compel them to bow to their fate. Many challenge what seems predestined, driven by the instinct to survive. One more day. One more moment. One more breath. In the end, it is how we confront death that truly defines us.

“Give me the reins!” Freyja’s command was obeyed instantly, and her chariot surged forward at full speed. The woman’s feathered cloak billowed in the wind, matching the red-gold hair plaited into war braids. Behind the imposing goddess stood two anxious riders.

The man clutched two spears: one sized for his tall frame and the other, even longer, meant for the female presence driving the chariot. Beside him stood a woman, small in stature, with hair as red as fire, as brilliant as blood. Her face grew paler with each passing moment.

“Thrasir, Hyrm killed Gná right in front of us, without a moment’s hesitation! A goddess is dead.”

The man scowled, for this death was the first spark of the inferno that would soon engulf Vígríðr, the vast plain stretching one hundred leagues in every direction, where the battle of Ragnarök would commence. Now, the last surviving humans, along with the goddess of love and war, charged ahead of the impending onslaught. Soon, wave after wave of armies would clash, pitting both sets of gods and their remaining followers against each other in the ultimate confrontation.

Líf couldn’t shake the image from her mind: Gná, a messenger sent by Frigg, the queen of the Æsir, as she was butchered by Hrym’s vicious blade. As leader of the jötnar, the giant had the power to release the captive smuggled into his camp by the trickster Loki. But instead, as if to punish the divine half-breed for his interference, Hyrm had killed one of the Ásynjur, a female Æsir—a goddess.

Lives taken unjustly demanded a weregild—a monetary compensation to prevent further bloodshed and an endless cycle of death and destruction. But in these end times, no such blood debt would be paid. Odin, husband to Frigg, would lead his army of einherjar against Hyrm and the rest of the brutish jötnar. The giants, however, would not stand alone. They would be accompanied by the army of the dead, an army comprised of hugr who had abandoned Helheim to join them.

The Æsir blamed Hel, the deity after whom the realm was named, for the uprising. Yet they had not witnessed the dead gathering to leave, nor had they seen her misery firsthand. Líf and Thrasir had. They had journeyed to Yggdrasil’s lowest roots and stood before the corpse-goddess herself. They had even sailed part of the way on the very ship that carried that gruesome army to Vígríðr. Hel had had no say in who remained in her crumbling world or who would journey to the final battle. Fate was out of her hands, even for one who once reigned over the majority of the dead.

Of the original nine worlds that once thrived amid the branches and around the roots of Yggdrasil, the cosmic ash tree, at least three had already been destroyed. Others might be lost as well. Had Hel perished in her hall? What had become of the realms of the elves and dwarves? Soon nothing would remain but Ginnungagap, the cosmic void. But for now, time was still with them.

Líf tried to explain to Thrasir about her and Freyja’s encounter inside the enemy’s camp, as best she could. The goddess was too focused on steering her war chariot to interject. Thrasir listened intently, his face as hard as stone and as dark as the night that would soon overtake them.

Above their heads, two more chariots circled the plain. One was led by Sól, goddess of the sun, and the other by her brother, Maní, god of the moon. Behind them charged a pair of snapping wolves, who had pursued the deities since they were whelped. These wolves, direct offspring of a son of Loki, were yet another reason the gods loathed him. Odin’s honor, bound by a long-regretted pact, had prevented him and many of the Æsir from striking down Loki’s entire lineage. Only here, at this final place of battle, had that pact finally ended.

“There is more,” Líf continued forlornly as she caught the eye of Thray, her fylgja. The female spirit guardian was a part of her, just as every human had one, each reflecting some aspect of their person. Thray was a squirrel, while Thrasir’s fylgja was a bear. Like their people, they were the only two left in existence, a solemn fact that underscored all they had already lost.

Without all parts of oneself, a human would perish. These parts were the hamr, the physical body; hugr, the soul and source of thought; and hamingjur, one’s personal luck. Líf had been gifted since birth with the ability to see the normally invisible fylgjur, while Thrasir could see hamingjur. Now, they were the final representatives of humanity, as Midgard, their original world, no longer existed.

Thray nestled between the layers of the woman’s dresses and offered an encouraging nod. Líf raised her voice to ensure Freyja could hear over the roar of the wind. “There is a third army preparing to strike. Many of the døkkálfar have set up a camp separate from the jötnar. They brought their wolves with them, too.”

She referred to the vargar, the eyeless, bear-sized monstrosities that the dark elves used for hunting in their subterranean lands. Their presence on Vígríðr meant that even if the two races of gods united, they would be greatly outnumbered. Thankfully, reinforcements were on their way.

Odin was not the only Asgardian to build an army of his own. Freyja, too, had the foresight to gather the other half of the dead warriors from Midgard and bring them to her lands in Asgard, realm of the Æsir. While Odin might have had the choicest pick of male warriors for his einherjar, Freyja accepted shieldmaidens as well. Her female warriors would match the king of the Æsir’s valkyries in number.

At that moment, Frigg and the rest of the Ásynjur could be arriving at the Æsir’s camp with Freyja’s formidable contribution. Yet even her additional warriors would not level the odds now that the døkkálfar had been seen. The Æsir needed to be informed—and quickly.

“Separate camps, you say?” Thrasir spoke in his thick accent, which clearly set him apart from Líf’s people. He hailed from a land far south of hers, where the darkness of his hair and eyes matched his skin. “Then they might not be allied.

“That does not matter.” Though Freyja’s voice was musical, it carried the same booming authority befitting her lineage. Taller than any human, the goddess was an unwilling link between the Æsir—whom she had been captured by and later married into—and the Vanir, the other group of deities who reigned from Vanaheim. Líf had only glimpsed that breathtaking world. Had it also been consumed by flames along with Asgard?

The Ásynja continued, “Døkkálfar are self-serving. If they are here, it is only to cause trouble for us.”

Líf wondered if the ‘us’ truly included the last pair of Midgardians. She also disagreed with minimizing the dark elves’ purpose. Why else would they have come, if not driven by a hunger to cause harm? Would they stand alone as a separate faction, or might they align with the jötnar, given that the gods had never shown them much compassion?

“Have the døkkálfar ever raised a hand against the Æsir or the Vanir?” Thrasir asked. “They could wait out the battle until everyone is dead or near it, then pick off the injured.” He instinctively reached out to steady Líf when one of the wheels rolled over a bump, and she gave her husband a grateful smile.

The goddess’s chariot was pulled by two cats, swifter than any horses from Midgard. The pair bounded ahead tirelessly, yet the ride was far from smooth. Vígríðr, newly formed, presented a terrain of spongy powder and uncomfortable lumps. Its only purpose was to host the ultimate battle before it, too, would crumble away when Yggdrasil fell.

Freyja snapped her reins like a whip. “I have never cared to venture to Svartálfheim, so the last I saw of their kind was during a visit to my brother’s realm when we were little more than youths ourselves. I do not believe they ever made a move against us, yet everything is changing rapidly.”

“Líf? Lif!” Thray’s chirps grabbed the woman’s attention. At the same time, Thrasir’s bear, able to keep pace with the unnaturally swift chariot, also turned in the same direction as the squirrel and growled. Before the howls began, they were alerted to the approaching pack of vargar.

Líf glanced at Thrasir and grimaced. “Then this will be a first.”

The massive wolves matched Thrasir’s bear in size. Their keen sense of hearing and smell more than compensated for their lack of eyes. They spread out behind the chariot, attempting to encircle it. The five muscular beasts slavered as they ran.

At the felids’ speed, the vargar would not be able to truly catch up, but their presence introduced new problems. Were they simply hunting for potential prey, or were they leading their masters toward the encampments of the gods?

“They must die here,” Freyja asserted, clearly having had the same thought. “Keep them close. None can escape.”

The goddess thrust the reins into Líf’s hands, then grabbed her spear and leaped from the speeding chariot. She landed deftly, weapon at the ready. Thrasir pressed close to Líf, his attention fixed on the nearest wolf, his spear poised, prepared to strike.

How would Freyja ever take on all five beasts? The goddess might be skilled
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