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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
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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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Hard is it on earth, with mighty whoredom;

Axe-time, sword-time, shields are sundered,

Wind-time, wolf-time, ere the world falls;

Nor ever shall men each other spare.

Völuspá - The Prophecy of the Seeress
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I have always seen them. Some call it a gift; others, a curse. To me, it is as natural as seeing one’s own shadow on the earth or reflection in the waters. Everyone has one—a guardian spirit. It is these invisible female presences that eternally watch over mankind. We call them fylgjur.

They begin life when we begin ours, connected at first breath and severed at our death rattle. They remain nameless, these invisible protectors. Though I call mine Thray....

“Líf?” Thray crawled up the stained hem of the young woman’s dress, small claws tugging at the homespun cloth. Her bushy tail brushed against Líf’s neck as the iridescent squirrel whispered directly in her ear. “Is it them? Have they returned?”

Líf peered at the horizon. Where the fjord met the open sea, several dark smudges were growing ever larger. They might be ships, but it was hard to tell at that distance. With the sun setting behind them, the dazzling light hindered any hope of identification.

“Possibly. My eyes are not as keen as yours.”

After carefully making her way down to the pebbly shore, Líf waited. She knew that if those were aquatic vessels, they would have to pass right by her as they made their way to Thorinheim, the largest trading town on the island.

Líf had never ventured farther than Thorinheim; she had never cared to. What could any other village offer her that her own could not? She had a house to live in, food to eat, warmth during brutal winters. Besides, leaving the island would mean she would have to travel by boat to reach the mainland, and that was one thing she could not do. Each time Líf set foot on one of those rocking wooden contraptions, she immediately needed to vomit. Why had man ever desired to go to sea? What compelled so many of her people to live on the water? She liked her home and her simple existence on the outskirts of town. She did not mind weaving cloth, mending shoes, milking goats. This quiet way of life was perfect for her and her sister-in-law, Driva.

“It is them!” Thray’s softly vibrating voice announced as her whiskers tickled Líf’s cheek. The shimmering rodent scurried around to the girl’s other shoulder and stood on hind legs, her small, clawed hands atop Líf’s red hair. “You can tell now. Right, Líf?”

Thray was correct. The three longships were close enough for Líf to watch them lower their sails. A fylgja, this one a magnificent iridescent goshawk, flew around the largest vessel’s central mast.

Summer’s raiding was at its end. Líf’s siblings were returning, hopefully with vessels full of wealth and wares to sell at the market. Climbing back up the steep slope, Líf said, “We must inform Driva. She will want to greet Ottar.”

“She is good to your brother.”

Thray stated the obvious, for never was there a more devoted spouse than Driva. She was the ideal wife: dutiful, hardworking, and prudent. Líf often wished she could have a life like her sister-in-law’s, but that was a daydream; such frivolities were best left to children.

“Ottar’s returned!” Líf shouted through the open doorway of their home. “Their ships are sailing into port right now!”

A tall cat fylgja languidly on top of the nearby woodpile, licked her paw, and yawned. Thray darted down Líf’s back and approached the larger creature. Their noses momentarily touched in greeting, although Thray’s twitched continuously, a nervous habit. Líf smiled as the cat licked the top of the squirrel’s head, which caused the rodent’s fur to take on the green hue of new growth in spring. The feline, in turn, flicked her tail several times as her own color changed from a similar green to pale blue to green again.

“He is home, then.” Driva acknowledged from within the smoke-filled house, where she was cooking. The smell of roasting animal flesh permeated the air.

“Yes,” Líf assented as the other woman stepped out into the evening air, wiping sweat from her brow.

Driva was not considered beautiful. Of average height, her features were plain, even a bit severe. She was older, too. Ottar was her second husband, her first one long dead from a drunken skirmish in town. Two small boys, Budvar and Gratti, sprinted around her skirts, followed by their fylgjur in the form of pups.

Driva wiped her hands on her apron dress. “Ottar will want food. Can you greet him for me?”

“Can we go, Mamma? Please?” asked Budvar, the older rascal. His large blue eyes sparkled just like his father’s when he knew he would get what he wanted.

Driva looked at the younger woman, who smiled and nodded. Líf liked her nephews, even though they were a handful and hard to keep up with.

“Do not leave your aunt’s sight,” Driva warned, but the boys were either too far down the path to hear or did not want to acknowledge their mother’s warning.

Líf had to hurry to keep up. Thorinheim was two miles down the road. By the time they reached the town’s outskirts, she could see that the longboats were already moored and being unloaded. Large crates would be carried straight to Jarl Harek’s household. He would receive a third in tribute before the rest was distributed to those who had spent the past months acquiring the foreign riches. Newly enslaved captives, bound by ropes, were prodded into a tall, fenced enclosure to await the next day’s sale.

“Hold up,” Líf implored, but the two boys had ducked around some townsfolk and disappeared among the crowd. Gratti, the youngest, charged into an elderly fox, passing right through the fylgja. The fox’s snarl of discontent was inaudible to the boy.

Líf frowned as she muttered, “They will be fine.”

“They deserve a good smacking,” tittered Thray from her living perch.

The thought of Ottar enforcing any sort of law among his children was amusing. Líf’s laughter drew suspicious looks. Once again, she resolved not to interact with Thray while they were around others. Although most people knew about her gift, it made many of them uncomfortable.

Líf slouched low, hoping to disappear in the crowd as her nephews had so easily done. Unfortunately, her presence was more tangible to fylgjur. Although it was best to pretend that all such creatures were invisible to her, it was difficult. When she accidentally stepped on a marten fylgja’s tail and heard it shriek, she tried not to recoil. At least Thray understood her. The squirrel hunkered down and for a long while remained silent.

Where were the boys? Líf began to search in earnest. Though no one would intentionally harm the children, weapons were being unloaded, stacked, and left unguarded; exhausted seafarers, their emotions strained, would brook no interference; and barrels of mead were being uncorked to replenish empty drinking horns. Somewhere, a puppy yipped.

Why was she so small? Líf wondered yet again. Why was she shorter than almost everyone else? Her head barely reached the average man’s shoulder. Standing on her toes, she could just make out her nephews running down the dock to hug their father. Their fylgjur
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