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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.
The Guardian’s Speaker
Volumes Five through Eight
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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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​​​​​​​​​​​​​Epigraph
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Within the gates ere a man shall go,

(Full warily let him watch,)

Full long let him look about him;

For little he knows where a foe may lurk,

And sit in the seats within.

Hávamál 1-5
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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​Chapter One
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Life can be thought of as a series of moments—moments that can change one’s course forevermore. A hand reaching out of the gloom to grab hold of a wrist could be that of an enemy desiring to harm, or a friend assisting when all appears lost. When one’s options are limited to one calamitous outcome or another, a moment can be all it takes to discover what fate the Norns have predetermined.

Líf felt her voice catch in her throat as she was hauled up onto the rich layer of loamy soil and lush moss at the top of the mountain cliff and then released. Without that tight grip about her wrist, she might have plummeted to the ground, injuring or killing the climbers below her. The shattered body of the young woman who had dared to question the realities of the nine worlds and her place within them would have been left behind. Although she was grateful that was not meant to be her fate, her fears about the future grew.

Yet this had been her decision. She had chosen to look beyond the humble borders of her village and undertake this journey deep into places humans were not meant to enter. She was the one who had first believed the slave known as Brasir. Líf’s blind faith in the man had set in motion a chain of events that led her family and those who accompanied them on a voyage in their magnificent longship—from Midgard, the world of man; through the realm of the Jötnar, the fearsome race of hideous giants; and now to the moss-coated land known as Svartálfheim.

It was madness. It was insanity. But if there was a trace of truth in Brasir’s somber words, then this arduous journey was the only way to save humanity from destruction. He claimed that their entire race was at risk of dying from a plague that affected not the physical world but one of the four invisible aspects of one’s self: hamr, the physical form; hugr, the mind and soul; fylgja, the guardian spirit; and hamingja, one’s personal luck. Men needed to be whole in order to survive. If a single part of the self died, the human would also die. And hamingjur were dying.

Brasir claimed he could see hamingjur, these all-female luminescent entities, just as easily as he could see a person. As a result of his unusual gift, he was acutely aware of the intangible threat to humankind. In all of Midgard, only Líf believed him. And that was because she, too, had been born with a special ability.

Líf began to shiver, not only from the frigid air in the valley below, the exertion of the climb, and the damp air, but also from terror of the unknown. The heavy mist had created a veil between her and her rescuer, whoever that may have been. The unnatural darkness and swirling shades of gloom obscured any identifiable form, and no sound indicated anyone nearby. Slowly, she began to crawl, feeling her way on hands and knees.

“Keep moving, Líf. You are too close to the edge.” The pitchy feminine voice emanated from an iridescent squirrel that bounded up to her. The creature’s luminescent fur cut into the darkness that had been so suffocating.

“Go where, Thray?” Líf asked earnestly. “I can’t see.”

The squirrel twitched her tail in irritation. Thray was Líf’s fylgja, the female animal guardian spirit who was bound to the young woman from birth until death. If Líf had not been born with the ability to see everyone’s fylgjur, she would never have believed Brasir’s claim and would not have sacrificed so much to set him free.

Before the squirrel could respond, another female voice called out, “Líf? Where did you go?”

Líf recognized this harsh, assertive voice as her sister’s. So it was Hervor who had saved her. The strange fog was thicker than any on Midgard. Even though her sister might be only an arm’s length away, she could not be seen.

“I’m here!” Líf shouted before realizing that she might accidently lure her sister off the nearby ledge. “Wait, Hervor. I can’t see, but”—she hesitated and glanced at Thray— “she will lead me to you.”

The squirrel sniffed indignantly.

Líf knew that Thray did not enjoy being told what to do even when it was in the best interests of her person. Simply to ask was akin to stepping on thin ice. Of course, since she had never met anyone else who could communicate with the guardian spirits, all her assumptions were based on her relationship with Thray. Maybe only her fylgja deplored commands.

“Please?” Líf added, trying to look apologetic. In truth, all she wanted was to escape the gloom and move away from the cliff’s edge.

Thray clearly understood, for fylgjur were in tune with their person’s emotions. Giving Líf a sideways glance, she turned about and stated, “This way.”

Following the squirrel’s glow as if it were a beacon, Líf stumbled through the darkness until she almost collided with a tall, strong form.

“Líf, there you are.” Hervor breathed out a sigh of relief and reached out to touch her sister’s face. An iridescent goshawk perched upon the blond woman’s shoulder. The bird’s aura illuminated her face just enough for Líf to discern the strain etched into her sister’s features.

Around them, men began calling out to one another. More and more of the crew had reached the top of the mountain. But was it a mountain? For several days, they had climbed up the long thin structures that pierced the cloud-choked sky. But now, here at the summit, high up in the sky, was a different land. Another world, connected by a vertical bridge of stone.

“Is there a way out of this?” Just as Líf spoke, the entire area flashed with the yellow brilliance of lightning, revealing the silhouettes of several men. Their shouts were drowned in the rumble of thunder. Sparks danced across Thray’s fur and the goshawk’s feathers. Then the spectacle was gone.

“We must move,” asserted Hervor. “Take my hand, Líf. Do not let go.”

Hervor was a shieldmaiden, a rare female warrior. As one of the best fighters regardless of sex, her self-assured demeanor shone through in almost everything she did. Self-confidence was second nature to her. Recently, however, much of that had been beaten out and her hard-won esteem stripped away.

Though the crew no longer accepted her leadership, Líf obeyed without a second thought. As they moved through the mists, they found others wandering about. A few men shouted to one another, while some stumbled around, hoping to find a way out of the haunting storm.

More lightning bolts ripped through the cloud cover. With each strike, the fur of all the fylgjur sparked with electricity. Líf’s eyes widened. She turned to the tiny squirrel, who had taken her favorite perch on the woman’s thin shoulders. “Can you do something for me?”

Hervor slowed down and turned around. She must have overheard Líf, for she lacked the ability to see fylgjur and therefore could not make out Líf’s features in the dark. The men nearby cast strange looks in the young woman’s direction. Most of the crew thought her a bit mad. They did not realize that their fylgjur glowed, too, allowing Líf to glimpse them. In fact, until she met Brasir, only her siblings had believed in Líf’s ability.

When Thray did not balk, Líf continued, “Are you able to track down the other fylgjur? If so, can you lead them to us? We need to gather everyone together so we do not risk losing anyone in this darkness.” She gestured at the strange cloud cover—or was it fog or haze? This gloom was not found on Midgard.

Thray cocked her head and blinked. Her eyes swirled with the same colors as her glistening fur. Without a sound, she clambered down Líf’s homespun dress, avoiding the tattered hemline, and bounded off into the murk.

Soon, Líf observed Thray leading a mob of iridescent creatures toward her. She could see Brasir’s bear trundling next to the wolfhound fylgja of her brother, Ottar, before the two men emerged into the aura of light. More fylgjur approached, followed by their humans. Roden’s lesser panda scratched her ear lazily beside Úlfor’s feral-looking wolf before the mercenaries appeared. Harekson’s boar grunted excitedly when the brute arrived. Before long, all the crew had reconnected, though none could explain their good fortune at finding each other in the blackness. Líf smiled, knowing that she was hidden from their sight. She did not want to try to explain the magnetic pull that tethered person and fylgja.

Under the grudging joint leadership of Harekson and Ottar, the two crews formed a single unit and followed Roden, their guide, away from the ledge. How large was this expanse? Líf wondered. Were they at risk of tumbling off the far side? Or was this actually Svartálfheim, the floating world nestled in the sky above Jötunheim? If the stories were true, it held dangerous beings—beings who were not friends of mankind. Although Svartálfheim was only a steppingstone to a more welcoming destination, their crossing would be treacherous.

Numerous crewmen had already perished in Jötunheim, slain by its native race of giants. Many more could die here if they were not careful. It was extraordinary that Líf, who knew little of fighting, had survived as long as she had. The Norns, the three females who determined the fate of everyone, including the gods, must have something important for her to do. But what? And why her?

Like other unmarried women, Líf had spent her life under her family’s roof, tending to household chores, helping with farm work, and taking care of her brother’s children. She was short and timid, and...and...there were so many others just like her and many better suited for this task.

Thray scurried up to her perch. Líf automatically scratched behind the little rodent’s ears. No, she finally acknowledged, there was no one like her, and that was her curse. Yet she could not imagine surviving without the ability to communicate with her fylgja. Thray had always been there for her, throughout her lonely childhood and into her adult years, when suitors never came to ask for her hand in marriage. For what man would ever want to wed the crazy Lothbrandóttir?

Close by, a lightning strike jarred Líf out of her glum thoughts. More than electricity had split the sky; an actual bolt had sprung from ground to air. If a man had been standing there, he would be dead.

“We are in danger,” growled Thray. The tiny squirrel shared her human’s thoughts.

“What can we do?” whispered Líf. “All of Svartálfheim might be enveloped in this thick mist.”

As the squirrel gave another low growl, its iridescent hue shifted to warm colors. Around them, the other fylgjur’s furs were also changing. The guardians were aware that their situation could quickly become dire, and their people felt this as well.

Suddenly, Úlfor’s wolf released a frightful howl. All the fylgjur turned toward the she-wolf. The canine’s eyes flashed almost as brightly as the lightning around them. The lesser panda chattered incoherently by the beast’s side before loping away from the rest of the pack. The wolf followed at its companion’s heels, and the other luminescent creatures took off in pursuit.

Thray hissed, “Follow her, Líf. She knows the way.”

Although Líf wanted to ask how the wolf knew, she kept quiet. Suddenly, Roden shouted, “This way!”

Not for the first time, Líf considered the sigil tattooed upon Roden’s back. Any person bearing the stave of the vegvísir would always find his way, even if he had never been to the destination before. The symbol was originally created by those powerful in the arts of seid, or magic, to steer its bearers through storms. Yet for Roden, it worked in other ways as well. That was why he was their guide.

Roden was a Rus, a member of one of the tribes that blended Líf’s people with an ethnic group farther to the east. His bloodline was muddied even more, for his mother was a slave from the borderlands. As a consequence of his birth, the man would not be trusted beyond simple trade. It did not help that he was short in stature and glared at the world from hooded, slanted eyes. Yet he was bóndi now, a freeman, and the only one capable of leading their party to its destination.

Despite his lineage and chosen occupation, Líf did not find him displeasing. If only she could feel the same way about his companion, Úlfor. It was Úlfor’s fault that her sister had fallen from grace. That rogue was the best warrior among them, but his actions now threatened the security of Líf and her family, for the Lothbranson crew could choose to abandon them and follow Harekson and his crew back to their homelands. Loyalty was tied to esteem, and esteem could be easily lost. That was the way of her people. Only the most powerful and the most revered would rise above others and lead. The rest might as well be the muck picked out of a horse’s hooves.

“We are close, Líf,” cooed Thray. The squirrel’s former fear had turned into excitement.

Lightning still flashed around them, causing many a man to jump away from the deadly blasts. This dismal world appeared angry at the encroachment of humans on its cheerless lands. How much longer would their luck last? The answer to that was clear. It was tied to the health of their hamingjur. There would be no way for a man to evade this unnatural attack by the storm if his hamingja were ill.

Brasir was the only one to know who might perish and how soon. But where was he? Líf could not spot him. His dark flesh already made him hard to spy without the aid of the scurrying fylgjur nearby. But the man appeared to have vanished. Without him, this entire journey would be for naught.

A moment later, Líf stepped out from under the blanket of gloom, her body jostled by others pushing her forward. Not one man wished to be in that murky fog any longer than he must. Once she was a safe distance away, Líf scanned those around her. Ottar was busy doing a head count. Several men were slapping Roden upon his back in thanks. She could see young Sigird and redheaded Einar, short Ulf and Guthorm Blood Cheeks. Yet Brasir was not among them, nor was his bear fylgja.

Behind them, the unnatural storm raged in a mass of heavy mists and thick clouds that retained its form like a wall bordering the edge of one’s property. It rose vertically from the ground and met the dome of the sky, where cloud cover veiled the entire expanse above them. Stars and moon and sun could not be seen. Just enough light gleamed from above to create the impression of eternal twilight. Lightning still ripped through the cloud cover, a warning to those who dared breach that mysterious barricade. And then, between the bright flash and the roaring thunder, Líf heard it—the sound of a man dying.
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Líf flinched at the agony in the man’s scream. She wanted to run back into the storm, to rescue the man, to be brave and heroic like her siblings. Yet she could not make herself take a single step forward. Her body was paralyzed by fear.

How was it that so many of these men were able to disregard that most basic instinct of self-preservation and race into battle with a smile on their lips and a prayer on their tongue? From what did they derive their internal strength? Faith, surely, for the men knew that to reach Valhalla, Odin’s mead hall, one must die bravely in battle. Only the finest of the dead warriors would be selected for that high honor—to feast and fuck and fight until Ragnarök, the end of times.

As a woman, Hervor would never receive that distinction, even if her status had not been pummeled out of her. Her only chance to escape the eternal gray of Helheim after death lay in the possibility that shieldmaidens might be welcomed into Freya’s hall. However, there was no certainty that the deity allowed women to be in her company. As the goddess of sex, fertility, and love, Freya most often associated with males.

Líf stood motionless, staring wide-eyed in the direction of the sound, listening as it changed to a series of gasps that finally sputtered out like rain on a fire. Another man had died on this doomed journey. Each loss of life brought the young woman a greater awareness that the Lothbransons might soon lose theirs.

The three siblings had found themselves at the mercy of those of lesser status who swore allegiance to Harekson, their jarl’s oldest son and the king’s grandson. If the mission failed or were abandoned, Líf and her family would most likely be killed, their wealth and possessions distributed, and their bodies left to rot like the vile ergi and picked clean by predators. The monstrous creatures of these inhospitable lands might be less monstrous than certain men and the cruelty borne in their hearts.

There was movement within the shifting shades of fog. A tall, lumbering form emerged with four arms and four legs. One face looked alertly at the stunned crew while a second face wore the pallor of death. Brasir slowly deposited his burden on the moss-covered ground. The corpse was covered in strange burns that looked like an ash tree’s branches in midwinter.

“He was struck down before anything could be done,” Brasir noted bleakly. Behind him, his bear fylgja’s coat changed from red to a dull blue.

“It’s folly such as this that will lead us all to dishonorable deaths,” sneered Arto. He had been against this mission from the start and was openly opposed to any of the Lothbransons’ decisions. He looked toward Harekson, for by right of his pedigree, Harekson had the final say.

“It would be folly to head back into that storm,” Harekson declared. The look on his face and the tone of his voice did not hide his displeasure at his own words, but his keen mind prevented personal loathing from influencing rational judgment. “At this point, it would be better to continue on our current course. We can always return if this is the best route back, but until we are certain the path ahead is not any safer, we will continue as planned.”

Ottar, unsmiling, nodded at Harekson. The other man ignored the appreciative gesture and continued, “It appears that there is a forest ahead of us. We will head there and make camp for the night, away from this place.”

Líf understood that what Harekson really meant was “away from the unnatural storm.” In either case, they would seek refuge under the scraggly boughs of the trees.

Together they slowly made their way to the woods. Everyone was exhausted from their long climb and ready to take rest on solid ground. Several men took turns carrying the corpse. They would bury him in the morning after they had slept.

The evergreen forest primarily comprised looming pines. The needles crunched underfoot as the party trudged far enough into the woods to lose sight of the strange cloud barrier. Thunder could still be heard, but it never grew louder. The storm did not seem to have changed its position. There was a tentative sense of relief among the crew. They might actually rest safely for a night. Or day; it was hard to tell time in the gloam.

“Here.”

Líf turned toward the voice behind her. Einar held out his water pouch and a rag. He had clearly riffled through his pack to retrieve the objects. “You should clean your cuts.”

She took the offerings from the man, whose hair was not quite as brilliantly red as her own. Unused to climbing, she had carried only a small pack up the mountain. Her brother and his best friend, Skeggi, had divided the rest of her gear between them during the ascent.

Caught off guard, Líf hesitated a moment before politely responding, “Thank you.”

Einar nodded and left her to tend to her hands. Peeling off one saturated glove, she saw that a fair amount of flesh had been cut, scraped off, and blistered by the stone and the lead rope during the lengthy climb.

“That was kind of him,” purred Thray as she began to groom her bushy tail.

“It was,” admitted Líf.

The squirrel gave her a long, hard look before tending to her tail once more. Thray was not the only one. A group of men were standing around the dead body. One had looked up and noted Einar’s interaction with Líf before returning to the conversation. It was Brasir.

That evening, the wind whistled through the stand of trees, causing the tall wooden pillars to moan and groan. The cold found the small group of travelers again as well. Even the campfires felt less warm. Would this wicked winter chase them through all nine worlds? It certainly seemed that way. Líf shivered half the night. Her sister, sleeping next to her, did too.

[image: image]

“WE ARE RUNNING LOW on food again.” Skeggi tried to whisper but had never been able to muffle his large, rumbling voice.

Ottar was tending the nearest fire. “I will talk with Harekson about rations.”

Skeggi scowled, but his friend continued, “As we travel, keep an eye out for signs of wildlife. This world seems more hospitable. There may be game about.”

“I’ve always liked a good hunt,” grunted Skeggi. He scratched his bushy beard, watching Hervor readjust her belt as she approached them. “Where ’ave you been off to so early?” he teased.

“Taking a piss. Now piss off,” she snarled. She took a swig from her pouch, swirled it around in her mouth, and spat at Skeggi’s feet.

“I like a lady with good hygiene,” he grinned, exposing bits of last night’s dinner in his teeth.

Hervor growled and strode past the two men. Taking no offense, Skeggi nudged Líf’s blanket with his damp boot. “Lingy, get up now. You are wasting good daylight.”

Líf had pretended to be asleep during the entire exchange. “What daylight?” she moaned, pulling the blanket over her head. “It’s as dark as it was when we arrived.”

“Come, girl,” laughed the barrel-chested man. “Don’t be lazy.”

“Skeggi,” said Ottar, “don’t harass her. And Líf, you should get moving. We head out within the hour.”

Líf wished she could respond like her nephews would and gripe at her brother’s request, but she obediently rose to wash up. Ottar was the head of her family, and she was expected to do as he asked. Besides, surviving so far from civilization would never be considered comfortable. What did she expect?

Thray stretched out her forelimbs next to Líf and gave an exaggerated yawn. Her small tongue curled back behind her long teeth, while her iridescent fur rippled in various shades.

Discovering that there was not enough spare water to wipe down her face and neck, Líf had to be content with untangling her hair before braiding it, in the hope that it wouldn’t blow into her eyes.

The wind had yet to lessen, and the cold stung fingers and face. Líf’s soiled gloves were so stiff with frozen blood that they crackled when she pulled them on. She found no comfort in wearing them, but what was she to do? Personal hygiene and cleanliness had to be forsaken until they could find a stream or river.

She probably stank. Yet for better or worse, her nose was so cold that it ran, preventing her from being able to smell almost everything. Sniffling, she folded and packed up her gear. Ottar and Skeggi had returned her entire load, and she struggled to fit everything into a single bundle. Looking at the pair of water pouches, she realized she still had Einar’s.

She found the red-haired man just outside of the main camp. His face was smeared with dirt from wiping his brow from exertion. Shovel in hand, he turned to look at her and gave her a slight smile. Handing him the water pouch and the now dirty scrap of cloth she had used to clean her cuts, Líf said, “Thanks again.”

He took the pouch from her hands, shook it, and laughed. “It’s empty.”

“Oh!” gasped Líf. “I’m sorry. Here, have mine.”

As she fumbled with her large pack, Einar stopped her. “It’s fine, Líf. I am sure we will discover a drinking source soon enough.”

She felt her cheeks flush. Hopefully, they were already red from the cold.

“Keep the rag,” Einar said with a grin.

That was when Líf noticed that her nose was still running. Horribly embarrassed, she looked down. Behind Einar, Brasir grunted. He was trying to finish covering the grave. Einar gave a nod and said, “I will see you later, Líf.”

As the embarrassed young woman walked back to her siblings, Thray tittered, “How mortifying. You humans always leak from your eyes or your nostrils. It is quite disturbing sometimes.”

“Thanks for that,” snapped Líf.

“It would not be the worst thing if you attempted to look presentable in such circumstances.” The squirrel must have sensed Líf’s displeasure, for the fylgja added, “I always think you are pretty, Líf. Just...more so on some days than others.”

“And some days you are a horrid little creature.” Líf could not hold back the remark. However, the response she received was not one of anger but of bemusement.

“I serve simply as your conscience. You should listen to me more often.”

Líf opened her mouth to make a retort but hesitated. What use was arguing with Thray? The squirrel always considered herself to be in the right.

With only a small portion of food allotted for breakfast, the weary group left as soon as a few words of condolence were mumbled over the new grave. The man was in Helheim now; what did words matter to those who knew so little about him? Even crewmen who had sailed many summers together were silent as they walked away.
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FOR SEVERAL DAYS, THEY traveled through an extensive forest. Far larger than any that still existed in their homeland, this woodland covered miles and miles without a break. Birds and small rodents lived there, but nothing worth stopping to hunt.

Maybe they should have slaughtered more of their horses. Their meager rations were barely keeping them alive. Worse, they had no idea how long this leg of their journey would take.

Periodically, they would find a brook or a spring at which to refill their pouches and jugs. Líf took pleasure in being able to wash, no matter how superficially. Hervor did not believe it was a good idea for the two of them to fully undress, even when they wandered downstream. Ottar was of like mind. With so many men about, there was no need to stir up lustful thoughts.

After making camp near a river for the first time, Líf and Hervor were left to tend the fires. They could hear the men’s excited shouts as they jumped into the frigid waters and sloughed off their grime in the quick currents. Sulking, Líf threw another log on the flames and said, “I hope their balls go right up to their brains.” Hervor’s laughter startled her. Her sister had actually laughed—and deep belly laughs, at that!

Brushing away a tear, the tall blond smiled. “I regret not inviting you on other expeditions. You have proven far more resilient than I expected.”

Líf laughed when her sister added, “Though if it were me, I would wish their tiny testicles would freeze off completely. Some men should never reproduce.”

“What would it be like to be standing downriver and observe a line of nads bobbing by in the water?”

“Líf!” Thray gasped, appalled, but the two women were guffawing so loudly that the squirrel was ignored.

Wiping her eyes, Líf noticed young Sigird standing nearby, his face a blend of horror and impatience. Líf immediately touched her sister’s arm, alerting her that they were no longer alone.

Looking at the thirteen-year-old, Hervor forced herself to control her laughter and speak with the voice of authority. “What is it? Do you have something to say?”

Harekson’s younger brother took a moment before blurting, “We found something! Guthorm Blood Cheeks told me to find your brother and mine and bring them to him.”

Hervor’s posture shifted subtly, and her stance became intimidating. She tapped her fingers impatiently on the head of the throwing axe tucked into a loop on her belt. “What did you find?”

“I can tell you. But you will want to see it for yourself. Líf flinched at the agony in the man’s scream. She wanted to run back into the storm, to rescue the man, to be brave and heroic like her siblings. Yet she could not make herself take a single step forward. Her body was paralyzed by fear.

How was it that so many of these men were able to disregard that most basic instinct of self-preservation and race into battle with a smile on their lips and a prayer on their tongue? From what did they derive their internal strength? Faith, surely, for the men knew that to reach Valhalla, Odin’s mead hall, one must die bravely in battle. Only the finest of the dead warriors would be selected for that high honor—to feast and fuck and fight until Ragnarök, the end of times.

As a woman, Hervor would never receive that distinction, even if her status had not been pummeled out of her. Her only chance to escape the eternal gray of Helheim after death lay in the possibility that shieldmaidens might be welcomed into Freya’s hall. However, there was no certainty that the deity allowed women to be in her company. As the goddess of sex, fertility, and love, Freya most often associated with males.

Líf stood motionless, staring wide-eyed in the direction of the sound, listening as it changed to a series of gasps that finally sputtered out like rain on a fire. Another man had died on this doomed journey. Each loss of life brought the young woman a greater awareness that the Lothbransons might soon lose theirs.

The three siblings had found themselves at the mercy of those of lesser status who swore allegiance to Harekson, their jarl’s oldest son and the king’s grandson. If the mission failed or were abandoned, Líf and her family would most likely be killed, their wealth and possessions distributed, and their bodies left to rot like the vile ergi and picked clean by predators. The monstrous creatures of these inhospitable lands might be less monstrous than certain men and the cruelty borne in their hearts.

There was movement within the shifting shades of fog. A tall, lumbering form emerged with four arms and four legs. One face looked alertly at the stunned crew while a second face wore the pallor of death. Brasir slowly deposited his burden on the moss-covered ground. The corpse was covered in strange burns that looked like an ash tree’s branches in midwinter.

“He was struck down before anything could be done,” Brasir noted bleakly. Behind him, his bear fylgja’s coat changed from red to a dull blue.

“It’s folly such as this that will lead us all to dishonorable deaths,” sneered Arto. He had been against this mission from the start and was openly opposed to any of the Lothbransons’ decisions. He looked toward Harekson, for by right of his pedigree, Harekson had the final say.

“It would be folly to head back into that storm,” Harekson declared. The look on his face and the tone of his voice did not hide his displeasure at his own words, but his keen mind prevented personal loathing from influencing rational judgment. “At this point, it would be better to continue on our current course. We can always return if this is the best route back, but until we are certain the path ahead is not any safer, we will continue as planned.”

Ottar, unsmiling, nodded at Harekson. The other man ignored the appreciative gesture and continued, “It appears that there is a forest ahead of us. We will head there and make camp for the night, away from this place.”

Líf understood that what he really meant was “away from the unnatural storm.” In either case, they would seek refuge under the trees’ scraggly boughs.

Together they slowly made their way to the woods. Everyone was exhausted from their long climb and ready to take rest on solid ground. Several men took turns carrying the corpse. They would bury him in the morning after they had slept.

The evergreen forest primarily comprised looming pines. The needles crunched underfoot as the party trudged far enough into the woods to lose sight of the strange cloud barrier. Thunder could still be heard, but it never grew louder. The storm did not seem to have changed its position. There was a tentative sense of relief among the crew. They might actually rest safely for a night. Or day; it was hard to tell time in the gloam.

“Here.”

Líf turned toward the voice behind her. Einar held out his water pouch and a rag. He had clearly riffled through his pack to retrieve the objects. “You should clean your cuts.”

She took the offerings from the man, whose hair was not quite as brilliantly red as her own. Unused to climbing, she had carried only a small pack up the mountain. Her brother and his best friend, Skeggi, had divided the rest of her gear between them during the ascent.

Caught off guard, Líf hesitated a moment before politely responding, “Thank you.”

Einar nodded and left her to tend to her hands. Peeling off one saturated glove, she saw that a fair amount of flesh had been cut, scraped off, and blistered by the stone and the lead rope during the lengthy climb.

“That was kind of him,” purred Thray; she began to groom her bushy tail.

“It was,” admitted Líf.

The squirrel gave her a long, hard look before tending to her tail once more. Thray was not the only one. A group of men were standing around the dead body. One had looked up and noted Einar’s interaction with Líf before returning to the conversation. It was Brasir.

That evening, the wind whistled through the stand of trees, causing the tall wooden pillars to moan and groan. The cold found the small group of travelers again as well. Even the campfires felt less warm. Would this wicked winter chase them through all nine worlds? It certainly seemed that way. Líf shivered half the night. Her sister, sleeping next to her, did too.
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“WE ARE RUNNING LOW on food again.” Skeggi tried to whisper but had never been able to muffle his large, rumbling voice.

Ottar was tending the nearest fire. “I will talk with Harekson about rations.”

Skeggi scowled, but his friend continued, “As we travel, keep an eye out for any signs of wildlife. This world appears more hospitable. Perhaps there is game about.”

“I’ve always liked a good hunt,” grunted Skeggi. He scratched his bushy beard, watching Hervor readjust her belt as she approached them. “Where ’ave you been off to so early?” he teased.

“Taking a piss. Now piss off,” she snarled. She took a swig from her pouch, swirled it around in her mouth, and spat at Skeggi’s feet.

“I like a lady with good hygiene,” he grinned, exposing bits of last night’s dinner in his teeth.

Hervor growled and strode past the two men. Taking no offense, Skeggi nudged Líf’s blanket with his damp boot. “Lingy, get up now. You are wasting good daylight.”

Líf had pretended to be asleep during the entire exchange. “What daylight?” she moaned, pulling the blanket over her head. “It’s as dark as it was when we arrived.”

“Come, girl,” laughed the barrel-chested man. “Don’t be lazy.”

“Skeggi,” said Ottar, “don’t harass her. And Líf, you should get moving. We head out within the hour.”

Líf wished she could respond like her nephews would and gripe at her brother’s request, but she obediently rose to wash up. Ottar was the head of her family, and she was expected to do as he asked. Besides, surviving so far from civilization would never be considered comfortable. What did she expect?

Thray stretched out her forelimbs next to Líf and gave an exaggerated yawn. Her small tongue curled back behind her long teeth, while her iridescent fur rippled in various shades.

Discovering that there was not enough spare water to wipe down her face and neck, Líf had to be content with untangling her hair before braiding it, in the hope that it wouldn’t blow into her eyes.

The wind had yet to lessen, and the cold stung fingers and face. Líf’s soiled gloves were so stiff with frozen blood that they crackled when she pulled them on. She found no comfort in wearing them, but what was she to do? Personal hygiene and cleanliness had to be forsaken until they could find a stream or river.

She probably stank. Yet for better or worse, her nose was so cold that it ran, preventing her from being able to smell almost everything. Sniffling, she folded and packed up her gear. Ottar and Skeggi had returned her entire load, and she struggled to fit everything into a single bundle. Looking at the pair of water pouches, she realized she still had Einar’s.

She found the red-haired man just outside of the main camp. His face was smeared with dirt from wiping his brow from exertion. Shovel in hand, he turned to look at her and gave her a slight smile. Handing him the water pouch and the now dirty scrap of cloth she had used to clean her cuts, Líf said, “Thanks again.”

He took the pouch from her hands, shook it, and laughed. “It’s empty.”

“Oh!” gasped Líf. “I’m sorry. Here, have mine.”

As she fumbled with her large pack, Einar stopped her. “It’s fine, Líf. I am sure we will discover a drinking source soon enough.”

She felt her cheeks flush. Hopefully, they were already red from the cold.

“Keep the rag,” Einar said with a grin.

That was when Líf noticed that her nose was still running. Horribly embarrassed, she looked down. Behind Einar, Brasir grunted. He was trying to finish covering the grave. Einar gave a nod and said, “I will see you later, Líf.”

As the embarrassed young woman walked back to her siblings, Thray tittered, “How mortifying. You humans always leak from your eyes or your nostrils. It is quite disturbing sometimes.”

“Thanks for that,” snapped Líf.

“It would not be the worst thing if you attempted to look presentable in such circumstances.” The squirrel must have sensed Líf’s displeasure, for the fylgja added, “I always think you are pretty, Líf. Just...more so on some days than others.”

“And some days you are a horrid little creature.” Líf could not hold back the remark. However, the response she received was not one of anger but of bemusement.

“I serve simply as your conscience. You should listen to me more often.”

Líf opened her mouth to make a retort but hesitated. What use was arguing with Thray? The squirrel always considered herself to be in the right.

With only a small portion of food allotted for breakfast, the weary group left as soon as a few words of condolence were mumbled over the new grave. The man was in Helheim now; what did words matter to those who knew so little about him? Even crewmen who had sailed many summers together were silent as they walked away.
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FOR SEVERAL DAYS, THEY traveled through an extensive forest. Far larger than any that still existed in their homeland, this woodland covered miles and miles without a break. Birds and small rodents lived there, but nothing worth stopping to hunt.

Maybe they should have slaughtered more of their horses. Their meager rations were barely keeping them alive. Worse, they had no idea how long this leg of their journey would take.

Periodically, they would find a brook or a spring at which to refill their pouches and jugs. Líf took pleasure in being able to wash, no matter how superficially. Hervor did not believe it was a good idea for the two of them to fully undress, even when they wandered downstream. Ottar was of like mind. With so many men about, there was no need to stir up lustful thoughts.

After making camp near a river for the first time, Líf and Hervor were left to tend the fires. They could hear the men’s excited shouts as they jumped into the frigid waters and sloughed off their grime in the quick currents. Sulking, Líf threw another log on the flames and said, “I hope their balls go right up to their brains.” Hervor’s laughter startled her. Her sister had actually laughed—and deep belly laughs, at that!

Brushing away a tear, the tall blond smiled. “I regret not inviting you on other expeditions. You have proven far more resilient than I expected.”

Líf laughed when her sister added, “Though if it were me, I would wish their tiny testicles would freeze off completely. Some men should never reproduce.”

“What would it be like to be standing downriver and observe a line of nads bobbing by in the water?”

“Líf!” Thray gasped, appalled, but the two women were guffawing so loudly that the squirrel was ignored.

Wiping her eyes, Líf noticed young Sigird standing nearby, his face a blend of horror and impatience. Líf immediately touched her sister’s arm, alerting her that they were no longer alone.

Looking at the thirteen-year-old, Hervor forced herself to control her laughter and speak with the voice of authority. “What is it? Do you have something to say?”

Harekson’s younger brother took a moment before blurting, “We found something! Guthorm Blood Cheeks told me to find your brother and mine and bring them to him.”

Hervor’s posture shifted subtly, and her stance became intimidating. She tapped her fingers impatiently on the head of the throwing axe tucked into a loop on her belt. “What did you find?”

“I can tell you. But you will want to see it for yourself.”
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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​Chapter Three
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Hervor pursed her lips. “They are in the river.”

As Sigird hurried off, Líf turned to her sister. “Don’t you want to make sure he takes you with him?”

“Ottar needs to protect his standing among the men. I will not interfere.”

“But, Hervor—”

“Hush, Líf. I am all right. I know my presence is not welcome in such matters. Leave this be.”

“How can you regain the crew’s respect if you remain at camp?” Líf was concerned and genuinely wanted to understand. Her oldest sibling had always known what to do, when and how to climb up societal ranks even though she was a woman.

“Careful.” Hervor’s tone of voice indicated that their conversation was at an end.

Not long afterward, a number of the crew began to return. Dripping water and shivering, they did not look at all like the carefree men who had made such lighthearted whoops only a short while earlier. Hastily drying off, they threw on cloaks and extra layers while Sigird waited impatiently for them to follow him.

Even though her sister acted as if she did not care, Líf was unable to contain her curiosity. “What is happening?” she asked Sigird. “Please tell me. Or at least let me know if I should be afraid.”

The youth gave her a strange look, then realization swept over his face. “No! Oh, no. Nothing terrible. Just the opposite. We found food. Plenty of it. There is a herd of aurochs, the largest herd I have ever seen! The forest ends just to the east of us, and there is an enormous grassland. And...and...we—”

He was so excited that he had to stop and take several large breaths before he gasped out, “It is something you should really see.”

The statement was not an invitation, at least not yet. Once the men assessed the situation, Líf might be allowed to watch the hunt from a distance. But that was the most she could hope for.

Ottar had finished drying his shoulder-length blond hair. “Come on,” he said to the youth. “Let’s see this herd.”

Harekson was waiting nearby. He stared disapprovingly at his youngest brother. Sigird had betrayed their father at the behest of their mother. He had helped the Lothbransons free Brasir, who was the jarl’s property, and allied himself with his family’s enemy. Sigird’s jaw twitched, but the teenager straightened up and led the men toward the discovery.

The crew talked excitedly, their breath puffing like small clouds about their faces. Even Arto appeared less loathsome when he smiled between sentences. Brasir was one of the few men who had not partaken in the communal swim. He did not enjoy the cold temperature of the air, much less the water. Bundled in heavy layers, he looked almost as uncomfortable as Líf. Yet he spoke courteously enough to those near his night sack. The thought of fresh meat was exciting.

As soon as the others had returned and corroborated the initial assessment, several hunting parties were organized. The aurochs herd must be immense, and they wanted more than one group so as to attack the animals at different locations.

Though the weather still felt like winter, it was time for the cows to come into heat. Bulls in rut and even cows would act aggressively. Since the aurochs was far larger than any other species of wild oxen and far more dangerous, everyone would need to be extra cautious when trying to separate a single aurochs from the rest of the herd.

“You and your sister will stay here,” Ottar said to Líf. “Keep the fires hot and prepare spits for roasting the meat.”

“May I watch?” Líf asked hopefully. “I’ve only seen one herd before. And never this close.”

Ottar frowned. “Tend to the fires. I will be back well before dark.”

Thray touched noses with Ottar’s wolfhound. Their fur rippled in shades of blue and green before reverting to their iridescent swirl. The squirrel hopped back to Líf’s feet and chirped, “It is safer this way.”

“But they said this herd was larger than any they have ever seen—as if all the aurochs in all nine worlds have come together to migrate. It must dwarf what we glimpsed in Midgard. Aren’t you least bit curious? Don’t you want to see it?”

“Líf,” sighed Thray, “I know your imagination is quite extraordinary. Use that if you wish, but do not go traipsing after the hunt.”

“Fine,” muttered Líf as she watched the crew disperse into the forest.

Brasir was left behind, as were three men who had never made any attempt to associate with the women. The dark-skinned man began chopping wood for fuel. He was not concerned about missing the hunt. No one wanted to put him at risk.

Líf took a seat next to the largest fire and fed the flames apathetically. Usually, she enjoyed this simple responsibility, but now it felt hollow. She studied her sister, who whittled away at some branches that would be used for the base of a spit. Was this why Hervor always yearned for the raiding season to arrive? Had the shieldmaiden been escaping the humdrum details of daily life by immersing herself in something greater?

A clatter behind Líf startled her, but it was only Brasir, dropping off more firewood.

“You look angry,” he said. His bear fylgja huffed behind him.

“Just disappointed.”

“I realize that.” He handed her a log. “But hunting aurochs is dangerous.”

“Úlfor killed one by himself,” she countered.

“Úlfor is an exception. Hunting aurochs on one’s own is ill advised.”

“Now you sound like Hervor.” She listened to the wood pop and spit out embers.

“You have found your sister’s thirst for adventure.”

Líf looked up into his face. His dark eyes expressed more than his words. He was not teasing her. She took note of his coarse black hair. It was uneven and short, and its texture was drastically different from her people’s. He had clearly tried to cut it himself. 

“I could probably do a better job trimming your hair. If you ever want me to, just ask.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said. A smile curled his lips as he left to distribute wood to the other fires.
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THERE WAS NO SIGN. No tremor of the earth. No cries to alert those dozing in the early afternoon. It began without warning: noise, confusion, shock.

The only thing that Líf noticed right before was Thray’s fur bristling. Then they both raced away from the countless hooves that thundered through the campsite. If anyone had shouted “Stampede!” it had gone unheard, along with gurgling gasps lost under the blur of legs.

Líf was unable to count the vast number of bovines as they trampled the campsite. The massive animals were larger than any domestic cattle or horse, with dark coats, pale muzzles, and enormous horns. Snorting and flashing the whites of their eyes, the ruddy creatures charged through firepits, upended sitting logs, and flattened supply parcels. One beast flung a man through the air by its set of immense horns, now tipped in red.

“Get to your feet, Líf,” Thray screamed above the din. The squirrel had scampered up a fir tree. “Climb!”

Unable to stop themselves, the beasts continued their mad race until they ran into something and could go no farther. Those that crashed into the trunks of trees were rammed from behind by the deadly horns of those following. Grunting and bellowing, they charged through the woods, killing anything that could not get out of their way.

Jumping up, Líf grabbed hold of a narrow limb. She almost slipped as she pulled herself onto it. Despite her slight form, the branch was so thin that it bent downward; just below her swung lethal horns that could end her life in moments.

Where was her sister? Had Hervor fallen victim to the herd’s mad frenzy? A sea of panicking dark forms blundered through the understory, charging shoulder to shoulder. Nothing else could be seen.

Before she could shout Hervor’s name, a massive ox’s shoulder collided with Líf’s fir tree. The vibrations shook the tree so hard that the branch beneath her snapped. Screaming, Líf hit the ground, then jumped to her feet just as a cow charged. With a sickening thwonk, a spear sank into the beast’s flesh behind its withers. Bellowing in pain, the animal tottered off, missing Líf by an arm’s length.

Hervor stumbled toward one of the campfires and the remnant of a wooden spit. Embers from the trampled blazes danced in the air around lumbering forms. Still, the remaining flames appeared to discourage some of the cattle, splitting their ranks and creating a makeshift barricade. The blond sprinted, axe in hand, but her sudden movement drew the attention of a bull.

Lowering its head in a clear sign of aggression, the huge animal charged. Thray jumped onto Líf’s shoulder as the slender woman bolted toward the fire in an attempt to cut off the animal’s thundering progress toward her sister.

Hervor realized that the bull was not about to turn aside. She threw her axe at the beast, intending to cleave its head; unfortunately, the bovine twisted its neck to one side, and the weapon embedded itself in one of the long horns. The shieldmaiden skidded to a stop and turned about as Líf reached the fire.

Seizing the crude wooden spit, Líf tried to swing it in a defensive arc. The length of wood was heavy and cumbersome, and she did not have the physical strength to use it as a weapon. All she could do was thrust one end into the ground at an angle and hold it in place as the beast crashed into its whittled tip. The bull’s momentum forced the wooden shaft deep into its body. The aurochs dropped to the ground, snapping the spit—but not before colliding with Líf’s torso like a battering ram.

One second, she was in the air; the next, on the ground and gasping for breath, her legs and arms twisted. Pain exploded throughout her body. The smell of burned flesh tainted the air. The metallic taste of blood filled her mouth. Her eyes blurred with tears and debris.

Líf heard shouts from the perimeter of the campsite as the men began to return. Hervor’s much closer yells jabbed at her throbbing temples. She was lifted to her feet and led off, but it was hard for her to see where she was being taken. Another voice kept screaming at her. She finally realized that it was her own voice, calling over and over for Thray.

“I’m here, Líf!” the fylgja chirped as the young woman was lowered to the ground. The little squirrel curled up in Líf’s lap and trembled. “The pain is quite sharp.”

Líf struggled to clear her vision. She must have rolled on some of the embers in the tumult. The worst pain radiated from her left hand. Lifting it to her watering eyes, she saw that her pinkie did not straighten like the others but dangled in front of her palm.

“We are going to reset it. Hold still.”

Hervor and another person were standing next to her. Someone touched Líf’s injured hand, and she instantly retracted it, pulling it close to her chest. The unknown person gripped her shoulders tightly, then grasped her by the arms. Her sister barked menacingly, “I said, stand still!”

“No!” was all Líf managed to scream as hands overpowered hers. There was a sickening pop and a new wave of pain. This one curdled in her stomach before the blurry world disappeared behind a wall of blackness.
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SMALL PUFFS OF AIR toyed with her eyelashes. Líf opened her eyes and found herself staring directly into the deep-purple, whiskered face of Thray.

“Good. You can see me,” whispered the squirrel, who trembled when Líf attempted to move.

A small splint bound her last three fingers together. The pain from the break almost distracted her from the bruises and burns that peppered other parts of her body.

“Don’t even think about it,” hissed the tiny rodent; but Líf was already sitting up. Thray growled yet did not try to bite her. The little fylgja understood too well how the young woman felt.

They were still in the camp, or what was left of it. Almost all their supplies had been destroyed by the stampede. The carcass of the impaled bull lay on its side, half of it still in the broken ring of the firepit. Based on the number of men standing around the slain aurochs, most of the men seemed to have returned. 

“It’s just a birthmark, some trait that distinguishes this herd from the herds in Midgard,” Skeggi was arguing. “You have seen Björnson’s stock. All his calves are born with one beige sock on their right rear legs. This is no different.”

“It is too perfect,” disagreed Guthorm Blood Cheeks as the men standing near Brasir shook their heads. “That is more than just nature’s design.”

“What is it, then?” questioned Skeggi. His portly seagull fylgja fluttered awkwardly overhead until she found a perch in a nearby pine.

Líf wanted to stand, but Thray admonished her. “Take your rest. You will hurt us both if you act rashly.” The animal guessed Líf’s unspoken question and sniffed, “I have not left you. How should I know what the men are bickering about this time?”

By now, Einar had spotted her and approached. “I heard the bull tossed you.”

“Is that what happened?” Líf asked. “I don’t really remember.”

Einar looked worried. Not wanting to upset him, she forced a smile. “I’m all right, though I messed up my finger pretty bad.”

“I know.”

The tone of his voice made Líf wonder if he had been the one who’d held her down. Simply trying to remember the details made her head ache again. She needed to focus on something else. Nodding toward the group of men, she asked, “What’s going on over there?”

“All the animals we killed have the same mark on their rumps. It’s perfectly round and as white as new-fallen snow.”

“What do you think it is?”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you think caused it?”

“I don’t know,” he answered. His voice sounded oddly strained.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
UARDIAN’S
PEAKER

SERIES

st KATHARINE E. WIBELL S





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png
STHE (JUARDIANS
HPEAKER





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image005.png





d2d_images/image006.png
STAE (GUARDIANS
SPEAKER

\ouusis Ve - gt





d2d_images/image004.png
STHE (GUARDIANS
SPEAKER

/OLUMES FIVE - [IGHT





d2d_images/image007.png





