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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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“What hast thou to ask? Why comest thou hither?

Othin, I know where thine eye is hidden.”

I know where Othin’s eye is hidden,

Deep in the wide-famed well of Mimir...

Völupsá, Song of the Seeress 28:3-6

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One

[image: ]


Gods can be petty, covetous, envious, and jealous. They can renege their blessings in the blink of an eye. They can toy with mortals, bed them, and abandon them. Such actions are the divine right of beings whose lineage evolved from salt and ice and whose traits capture the essence of those elements—cold and hard. Weakness is not rewarded, only strength. The gods might live eternally if the Norns would have it so. Yet the end of times is coming. At Ragnarök, even the gods will have to atone for the horrors they allowed to occur during their watch. Even the gods will be forced to kneel in front of death...

These thoughts weighed on Lif’s mind and tugged down the corners of her lips. Her pain and anger would momentarily ease when she imagined the grand halls of the divine crumbling into nothingness. Ragnarök could not come soon enough.

The woman heard hissing, then felt a sharp sting as the iridescent squirrel perched upon her thin shoulder sank colorful teeth into her earlobe. The tiny animal hated when Líf thought disparagingly of the gods. Thray was Líf’s fylgja, her guardian spirit, and like all guardian spirits, she sought to protect the human of which she was a part.

Although every human had a fylgja, these female spirits in the form of animals were invisible, at least to everyone but Líf. This had been her gift since infancy. She alone could see and communicate with fylgjur. Many had believed her mad, and perhaps, to some degree, she was, for who in their right minds would curse the gods even non-verbally, but she did see fylgjur.

Both races of deities were powerful and could end the petite woman’s life as easily as picking a flea off the hide of a cur and crushing it. She knew she should not antagonize the gods, but then again, she doubted that they even noticed the sorry band of weary and disheartened travelers.

It was well over three years since she had left her home and almost as long since they had left Midgard, the world of mankind, to traverse Yggdrasil, the great ash tree that linked the nine realms. Each world proved to harbor its own set of horrors. Now they were retracing their steps as they plodded through the slurry that coated the base of the mountain range in Jötunheim, the world of giants.

Winter had finally ended, but the shaded valleys had kept spring at bay. At least there had not been any fresh snowfalls. The terrain was slick, and each step threatened twisted ankles if boots could not find purchase upon the hardened ground. They had long since abandoned cloaks and heavy clothes as the climate they had left was far milder and such items had only added extra weight when they had fled for their lives.

Líf examined her raw and bloody hands. There had been no gloves to protect them during the arduous descent from the mountaintop. Scrapes continued to reopen; blisters popped and oozed. Their incessant throbbing only added to the embitterment of her inflamed shoulder. Although the vargr’s bite wound was healing, it still caused her misery.

The mountains were tall, thin structures that pierced the cloud-choked sky. The party had spent several days narrowly avoiding fatal plummets to the surface of Jötunheim. When they finally reached the base of the mountain, there was no time to rest or feel relief. They might have escaped the warring races of elves on Svartálfheim, but they had entered the land of the giants, and the Jötnar would undoubtedly kill them if caught.

They traveled as swiftly as possible, but speed was no longer an option. Their Wayfinder had been bitten in the leg by one of the wolves. Roden was descended from a people who lived east of Líf’s kingdom in Midgard. A magical sigil tattooed upon his back allowed him to find whatever destination they desired. Heights had never been his friend, and during their ascent, he had nearly fallen more than once. When he touched the ground safely, everyone’s relief was palpable. Roden led them onward, but the pace he set was measured.

They were not the only ones with physical impediments. Bosi dealt with a stab wound that occasionally reopened and bled. Ulf was suffering from relentless boils upon his feet. He hobbled badly. His short body swayed side to side, and his shoulders slouched with effort until he looked less like a man and more like some creature that haunted nightmares.

Other wounds cut deep into hearts and minds shredding their emotions. Only seven people remained. Scores of men had lost their lives in this endeavor, and those who had survived had sworn to sacrifice themselves, if needed, for the success of their mission, Brasir’s mission.

The man, whose presence had started this, walked beside her with the grace and power that marked a predator. Brasir was not a member of her seaside village. He came from a kingdom far to the south, a land where snow never fell.

A gilded box wrapped in waxed leather was strapped to his broad back. The strange item it held had been handcrafted by the dwarves and purchased by the labor and lives of the light elves. Brasir was taking the offering to Mímisbrunnr, the well of knowledge and understanding. If it was accepted, he hoped to receive the right to what is invaluable—true knowledge.

The knowledge Brasir sought would save humanity. Men, women, and children were dying from a blight afflicting their hamingjur. No person could survive without all four parts of self: hamr, the physical body; hugr, the mind and soul; fylgja, the animal-shaped guardian spirit; and hamingja, one’s personal luck.

When hamingjur faded away, their people died. Brasir knew and understood this better than anyone because he alone could see these female spirits. Líf and Brasir’s unique gifts had brought them together. Now she would do anything, even lay down her life, to be by his side. Where he went, she would follow like his shadow, pale as the moon against his dark and solid form.

Brasir was watching her. She did not need to look at him to know that. She understood his concern over her refusal to abandon this mission. She and her sister, Hervor, could be heading back to Midgard. They would be reunited with their nephews and would bring them somber news of their father’s sacrifice. Budvar, the oldest boy, would receive Ottar’s sword as his birthright.

“No matter how long you stare, you cannot alter the Norns’ will,” Líf declared, drawing an inhalation of breath from the man.

“I do not intend to,” Brasir responded, his voice a deep rumble, much like his she-bear’s fylgja that trundled beside him. “I seek only to understand.”

Líf was captivated by his accent. What once had been thick and strange to her ear was now as familiar to her as the shimmer of Thray’s fur or the scent of the man’s breath.

“To understand what? That you cannot get rid of me so easily?” Her lips quirked up more than she had intended.

“It would have been better—”

“You cannot know what is better.”

Brasir’s thick lips were pressed tight. His dark eyes gave her an intangible caress. Tonight, they would lie by each other’s side, and his hands would gently follow the path his eyes had taken. “I will not argue with you,” he sighed.

He often looked at her. At first, Líf thought it was because of their newfound openness, not only with each other but also with everyone around them. They no longer hid their affection, nor did they worry about not being wedded to each other. If she were to die tomorrow, let it be after taking rest and comfort in Brasir’s arms.

The woman, in turn, observed every aspect of the man with keen interest. She wanted to memorize each detail, from the way his dark skin reflected the dappled sunlight to the flash of his smile. All of a sudden, she realized that what was startling was not how often he looked at her, but rather how often he had begun to avoid looking at the others. And she knew the reason why.

Thray shivered, then spoke in her soft, pitchy voice, “We understood where this journey would lead when we swore our fealty to him.”

Líf blew on her blistered hands, grateful the air was not any colder. After a lengthy pause, she asked Brasir, “How long do we have?”

“I do not like your question,” he admitted.

Líf knew she was forcing him to confront the future, and this disturbed him. Still, she was relentless.

“Will you warn me?” Líf glanced at her sister; Hervor was not
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