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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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Much have I fared,

Much have I found,

Much have I got of the gods:

What shall live of mankind

When at last there comes

The mighty winter to men?

Vafþrúðnismál
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Cold, harsh, and desolate, winter’s bite spreads over land and sea like an infection. Greenery withers before its frosty breath. Wildlife hides from the sting of the air. Even the fish sink to lower depths as they wait for spring to melt their temporary roof.

For mankind, it is a trying time. Foods stored away during the more hospitable months dwindle, while bodies grow thin. For what is winter but a season of want? Yet, like the other seasons, its power will fade as the world is transformed into something new. At least, that is the way it has always been. Who would ever think that this year the natural order would change?

Winter refused to leave. Like a shadow, it had followed Líf, her family, and the surviving crew members during their odyssey through the nine realms, entering worlds that had never known cold before. It was their own fault, really, that they finally gave up evading the inevitable. Now, they were trapped inside their sorry excuse for a house as the violent winds hunted them through the all-but-abandoned village.

For three days, they had huddled, cowering, inside their home and prayed to the gods that they were not forsaken. Would their roof hold against the ever-mounting weight of snow? Would their supplies outlast the endless howls of the storm? A blizzard was one thing, but this storm was something entirely new. The violent weather refused to abate. It refused to offer any semblance of reprieve.

Then, as suddenly as it had started, it stopped. The abrupt change left their ears ringing in the unnatural silence.

“The door’s sealed shut,” Skeggi grunted after attempting to muscle his way out. The burly fellow had been a close friend of Líf’s family for as long as she could remember.

“You’re not pulling hard enough,” uttered short Ulf. He was just as ready as everyone else to be rid of the stink that was trapped in this hovel. The vessel that had been used to collect their excrement was overflowing. This shelter was far too small for the three siblings and their four comrades, and that did not include their fylgjur.

Only Líf had been born with the ability to see those magnificent, iridescent creatures called fylgjur. Every human had one, for a fylgja was simply an extension of the self. Humans knew that a person was composed of four parts: hamr, one’s physical body; hugr, one’s mind and soul; fylgja, one’s female guardian spirit; and hamingja, one’s personal luck. So for Líf, because she could see the fylgjur, time spent in this hovel was far more cramped than the others could imagine.

Thankfully, her own fylgja had only the tiny form of a squirrel. As a child, Líf had named the small animal Thray. As far as she knew, fylgjur did not use names, but Thray had not corrected her until long after the name had stuck.

Líf moved farther back in the single-room structure to provide more space for the men struggling to open the door.

Perched upon the woman’s slim shoulder, Thray purred softly, “This will not end well.”

All too soon, the hinges crackled as their encasement of ice shattered. The door swung inward at such speed that both Skeggi and Ulf tumbled onto their backs. The shorter man bumped into the central firepit, sending up sparks as he spat profanities.

“Are you all right?” Líf asked as Guthorm bent over to help his friend to his feet while Skeggi extended his apologies. Ulf glared as he tenderly inspected the blister on his palm.

Hervor, Líf’s eldest sibling and the only other female in the house, slipped past the crewmen and inspected the wall of white. “The snow is higher than the doorframe. We will need to dig out.”

“Balder’s luck,” griped Ulf. “That’s gonna take a while.”

“What do we have to work with?” Hervor demanded, with the same authority she had so often used when commanding their longship. She was brandishing her throwing axe, ready to hack at the wall of snow.

The men shuffled about, searching for anything that could assist them. These were some of the few crewmen who continued to show Hervor respect. Women were not supposed to hold sway over men, although this female had never followed those rules. She was a shieldmaiden, a woman warrior. Her esteem had been earned through battle and bloodshed. Born to be a leader, she was comfortable in the seat of power, weapon in hand. Yet, during this journey, all that had been lost. In truth, Hervor had authority only over her younger sister.

Líf glanced up into the rafters, where the shieldmaiden’s goshawk fylgja perched. She would always resent Hervor’s loss of status. Yet it was her brother, Ottar Lothbranson, who drew her attention. The tall, blond man was the only person who had not moved. Instead, he turned to look at the snow-capped hole meant to help ventilate the home, for the fire produced an abundance of smoke. Ottar’s wolfhound fylgja sat patiently next to him, her tail wagging excitedly.

What were Ottar and his fylgja thinking? Although only Líf could hear and see the animal guardians, each person’s link to his or her own fylgja was strong enough that a thought or an idea could be shared between them. How else were the invisible female presences supposed to guide their humans, if they had absolutely no way of communicating with them?

The bitch gave a bark of excitement, though only Líf took note. Ottar asked, “How’s that hand of yours, Ulf?”

“Should have been better,” grumped the short man as he continued to glare at Skeggi’s massive form. “But usable.”

“Good,” noted the male Lothbranson as his sisters cast him questioning looks. He pointed up to the snow-capped hole. “Then you can climb.”

“Of course you would want the height-challenged to navigate the rafters,” Ulf groaned. “Loki’s luck.”

Skeggi clasped his hands and bent to give his fellow crew member a boost. But while Ulf stalled, Hervor grabbed hold of Skeggi’s beefy shoulder. Using his hands as a step, she sprang to the crossbeams and began to hack her way through the hole and onto the roof. Lest he lose his honor, Ulf hurried after her. Ottar was the third and final one to climb, for a true leader must never ask anything of others that he would not do himself.

There was muffled movement and then silence. Líf warily glanced at the men left in her presence. Were they worried that the others had injured themselves during this daring rescue? What if they had fallen into the deep drift? Was there a risk of being buried in the abysmal white?

A shadow blocked their light.

“Find some rope and toss it up,” Ottar shouted.

His order was obeyed immediately but only succeeded after Skeggi lifted Líf to the rafters. For once, she was thankful for her small form and light weight. As carefully as possible, Líf handed the rope to her brother.

“If you can,” he told her, “hold tight. You might as well stay there.”

She could follow Ottar as he moved by the sound of his tread, until it was lost among those of the others. A clump of snow tumbled down into the room, hissing as it melted on the smoldering cinders.

“What are they planning?” Líf whispered, so softly only Thray could hear.

The squirrel wrinkled her little nose in disgust before dashing over and leaping out of the smoke hole. A moment later the tiny fylgja returned. “You should stay where you are.”

“Why? What’s happening?”

“Give it a moment,” rumbled the small rodent. Her iridescent fur was a swirl of metallic sheens. Thray was guarding her emotions, which was difficult to do, for a fylgja’s colors typically reflect the guardian’s feelings. And the fylgja’s own feelings often matched those of her person.

Líf was nervous, anxious, and a little worried about what Thray was keeping from her. It was not like the little squirrel to be so restrained. Then again, their relationship had been evolving over the course of this journey.

Suddenly, a scream was cut short. Guthorm eyed the snow-packed door. His worry was evident.

“Was that Ulf?” Skeggi barked up at Líf, as if she knew more than him.

Brasir, the seventh member who had survived this three-day nightmare with them, rose from his bench. The tall, muscular fellow looked ready to climb up after the two Lothbransons, but he did not take a step forward. He was barred from attempting any heroic or risky endeavor, as was Líf. She had not been raised to be a warrior. Brasir, on the other hand, could hold his own in battle. Though strong and brave, he was also the most valuable person among the remaining crew, for he was the reason they had left Midgard, the world of mankind, and journeyed to this unidentified realm.

Gudmund was the oldest of the handful of surviving villagers. He and his family claimed that this was Álfheimr, the world of the light elves, though so far, no proof had been found. Humans were not supposed to live in Álfheimr, yet Gudmund had survived. Then again, humans were not supposed to survive outside Midgard, yet she and her family and other crew members had done so for months on end. Survived...but barely.

Was this inhospitable land really Álfheimr? Were they still on the correct path? The truth was impossible to discover as long as they remained imprisoned by this merciless winter, which had now lasted a few months shy of a year. In Midgard, winters were long. Spring and fall were short, while the summer months were a blessing. Here, the change of seasons seemed distant, like fading memories in their dreams. If this was Álfheimr, winter should never have existed. But it did. And how ferocious it was.

How many had died already? How many more would they lose without any hope of hunting or harvesting food? She would soon be buried beside Einar, the man she had hoped to wed.

“So sullen,” purred Thray. “Just wait.”

“For what?”

Another low rumble. This time it came from the front of the house. It was followed by
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