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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 (-döttir) 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 Peterdöttir. 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 -döttir suffix but in its plural form; for example, Peterdöttirs. 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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Small heed didst thou take to all that I told,

And false were the words of thy friends;

For now the sword of my friend I see,

That waits all wet with blood.

Grímnismál - The Lay of Grímnir
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Fate is neither cruel nor kind. Fate is simply a purpose—your purpose—bestowed by the Norns, the trio of female entities whom even the gods fear. You cannot escape it. You cannot change it. You choose either to confront it with head held high or to shuffle forward with eyes downcast and a fear-strangled heart. Regardless of what your destiny holds, you must obey, for you are merely a thrall of their grand design, a slave to that greater purpose...

Although the remaining crew had escaped Svartálfheim with their lives, how long could men last in a foreign world, one about which they knew nothing? This is not to suggest that they were ignorant of the design of Yggdrasil, the magnificent ash tree where the nine realms safely nestled among its boughs, around its mighty trunk, or amidst the lowest roots. But with no way of knowing in which of those worlds they now found themselves, their terror of the unknown was palpable: a sick feeling in the pit of the stomach, shortness of breath, faster heart rate, or a throbbing headache.

Líf’s knees buckled. The strong hands that gripped her shoulder did not provide their usual comfort. Her brother, Ottar, was prodding her to move toward the end of the strange, unnatural bridge. Yet she struggled to turn her eyes away from the now empty space where she had seen the gargantuan stag.

Her leaden feet caused her to stumble, but Ottar did not let her fall. Together they reached the snow-covered ground that harbored no promise of safety. How could they ever feel safe this far from Midgard, the world of mankind and their home?

Líf fought to believe what her senses claimed was true. She was not the only one; a number of men staggered about in a daze. The manner in which they had reached this place should have been impossible. Yet it seemed the impossible had now become commonplace.

“It was alive,” one man kept murmuring to himself. He balled his hands into fists, but they continued to tremble. “It was alive.”

“A monster,” another fellow uttered in absolute astonishment.

Ottar released his strong grip on Líf’s shoulder and gave a garbled order to his nearby comrade. “Skeggi, I need a head count. Are we all here?”

No, Líf wanted to reply. She could still hear the desperate cry as someone fell, the sound fading into the chasm between worlds. But the words stuck in her throat, suppressed by the image seared into her mind of the gigantic eye that had disappeared behind a curtain of vines.

The sickening-looking gash in Ottar’s cheek continued to bleed freely. The pieces of his sliced flesh had been hastily stitched. He was fortunate that none of the bone had been damaged, although the split skin had begun to swell.

Líf knew that if it had happened to her, she would be screaming in agony. But her brother was a warrior, one of the best from her hometown of Thorinheim. He understood that a true warrior would not wail when wounded, no matter how grievously. That would be dishonorable, and only the best and most honorable warriors would be chosen to go to Valhalla after death. Still, she worried about him. He was very pale, but that might be an illusion due to the bitter cold and the snow that blanketed the land.

“Everyone, away from the cliff!” The harsh authority in Harekson’s voice overpowered all others. His followers outnumbered Ottar’s, which would normally be of concern but for the fact that most of the crew still struggled to fathom these last hours. “Be on your guard!”

“What was it?”

“Where did it go?”

“What happens if it returns?”

So many unanswered questions. So many fear-strained faces looking for guidance. For a moment, Líf almost questioned Harekson’s resolve. His dark, shoulder-length hair was in disarray. His narrow nose jabbed sharply at the frigid air. Pensively, the man glared toward the unusual wooden bridge and the blackness beneath it. At last, he barked, “Enough! Whatever it is, it is gone.”

This outburst must have been unsatisfactory, for several of the crew turned to Ottar. The once-handsome blond man had just removed pine needles from his fine hair with blood-coated fingers. His helmet was lost to Svartálfheim, the realm below, from which they had just escaped. His clear blue eyes took stock of the men before looking at Líf.

Was he waiting for her to say something? How could she possibly know anything that he did not? He was older, wiser, and a man. It was not a woman’s place to speak her mind without being asked.

Still, she responded to her older sibling’s questioning gaze. “It was one of the great stags.” As soon as she had spoken, she questioned herself. What was she doing? How dare she speak out? But she could not stop. Through chapped lips, she quoted from the oft-told story Grímnismál:

“Harts there are also four,

which from its summits,

arch-necked, gnaw.

Dâin and Dvalin,

Duneyr and Durathrôr.”

“She claims that was a deer?” Arto was quick to cast doubt on Lif’s judgment.

“Yes,” Ottar affirmed.

Beside him, short Ulf agreed with the male Lothbranson. “You know those stories as well as I. What else could have carried us in its mighty antlers if not one of Yggdrasil’s stags?”

Líf was uncomfortable as the focus of so many staring eyes. She had felt the crew’s disgust and distrust from time to time. But this was different, for it was all of them, all at once, and not one tried to hide what he was thinking. They were no longer afraid to let her siblings know what they thought of her. Both had lost their standing among the crew, although Ottar still had a few loyal men who would die for him if asked. Ulf was one.

Suddenly, Líf panicked. Where was her sister? She could not spot Hervor anywhere. She tried to recall every detail of the dying cry of the one who had fallen. The voice was a man’s. It had to have been. She would have recognized the scream of her oldest sibling.

“Breathe, Líf,” purred a soft, soothing voice in her ear. “You will make us sick thinking that way.”

Upon her shoulder perched Thray, the iridescent squirrel who was Líf’s fylgja, her guardian spirit, and the reason most of the men believed that she was mad. Líf was the only person in the nine realms who could see and communicate with fylgjur. Thray and Líf were linked in ways most humans could not comprehend, and one result was that the little rodent could understand the woman’s thoughts.

Everyone knew about these invisible female spirits. From their earliest years, children learned about the four parts of a human: hamr, the physical body; hugr, the mind and soul; hamingja, one’s personal luck; and one’s fylgja. Each person’s fylgja had a different form, based upon the person’s core personality traits. Ottar’s was a large, shaggy wolfhound. Harekson had a bristly boar like his father. Lif’s squirrel was as small and meek as Líf herself.

When Líf stepped behind her brother to evade some of the disturbing stares, Thray clacked her teeth. “And I was just about to congratulate you on your contribution. Why do I bother?” With several flicks of her tail, the irritated squirrel leaped from off the woman’s shoulder and bounded over the snow, leaving not a footprint behind.

Skeggi, Ottar’s burly friend, had returned. Unaware of the tension between the crew and the woman, he began his report. “We lost one during the...transport, bringing our numbers down to thirty-three, though—”

“How are we going to sail home now?” Arto interrupted. His mood was almost as dark as his eyes. “You have killed us all, Lothbranson!”

The vile man was not entirely wrong. Without their supplies, they would starve if they did not first freeze. The few weapons the crew still had among them might assist in a hunt but could just as easily be used to slay Ottar, his friends, and his family. And they would have the right to do so.

All three of the Lothbransons had been sentenced to full outlawry for freeing their jarl’s slave. As a result, any man could take their lives without fear of retribution. Worse, if there was a price on their heads, the murderers would be paid for such an act. It would not be out of character for Arto to consider such options.

Where was Hervor? Lif wondered anxiously.

Arto was not finished with Ottar. “I should have recognized earlier that you were mad, as mad as your younger sister.” He turned toward Líf. “She should
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