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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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In Hoddmimir’s wood

Shall hide themselves

...

The morning dews

For meat shall they have,

Such food shall men then find.

Vafþrúðnismál
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Nine worlds exist in and around Yggdrasil, the ash tree that holds the universe in its mighty branches and massive roots. Those nine vastly different realms harbor all the beasts, beings, and spirits in existence. Each realm is designed to protect and keep separate its own entities from those of the other worlds. Such balance helps to ensure the survival of all who live within Yggdrasil’s reach. The cosmos has lasted far longer than memory simply by obeying one simple rule: Do not leave your realm for another. Yet in time, all rules are broken....

Líf’s hand shook as she held out her offering to her brother. She had lost sensation in her fingertips from the cold of the blizzard. Yet here in the haven of this strange, unspoiled glen, she knew they would survive. The green leaf quivering between her finger and thumb was the key to their continued existence.

Ottar’s clear blue eyes filled with worry and held no semblance of understanding. Brushing aside the leaf, he began to peel the gloves from his younger sister’s hands.

“No!” Líf croaked. She attempted to grab the falling gift as milky droplets spilled onto the moss-coated ground. “You don’t understand.”

“Give me your hands,” Ottar insisted. The tall blond man stooped down and blew hot air upon her purpled fingertips. “We must warm them slowly.”

“Listen to me!” Líf was insistent. Her words were almost lost to the howling winds raging just beyond the unseen barrier that protected this blessed place from the wrath of winter. She scooted back, forcing her sibling to look directly at her. “I know how we can survive.”

Ottar’s jaw twitched, and the jagged scar on the left side of his once-handsome face reddened, but he waited impatiently.

Líf knew she sounded crazy, but no more so than most people already believed she was. For she had been born with the ability to see fylgjur—the invisible, all-female spirits that served as guardians for humanity. Each person had one. And each fylgja’s form was that of the animal which best represented the core personality of her human.

Líf’s fylgja was a squirrel she called Thray, whereas Ottar’s was a wolfhound. The squirrel’s iridescent fur now glistened so brightly that it momentarily drew the woman’s attention. This was a good sign. Thray, like all fylgjur, was so closely connected to her person that their emotions often overlapped. And fylgjur conveyed emotions through the predominant hue of the ever-changing colors of their fur, hide, or feathers. Brilliance implied strength, and that is what Líf needed now. Her brother must hear her out.

Plucking a new leaf from the nearest bush, she tried once again to give it to Ottar. This time, he did not toss it aside. Though it was hard to stop her teeth from chattering, the petite woman explained, “The dew on these plants is nourishing. Just a few droplets will fill your belly. Drink them. You will see. They will prevent us from starving.”

Her brother was skeptical. How could he not be? They had been on the brink of death for months, surviving on bark broth and the few precious scraps of real food they had been able to obtain. Only a few remained of the companions who had accompanied them on this strange odyssey. Many had died during their journey through worlds that existed beyond Midgard, the realm of mankind. And only this morning, roughly half the survivors had abandoned their small hamlet after stripping it of useful supplies.

Had Líf not stumbled upon this place, the certainty of death for the few that had chosen to remain would have been undeniable. Worse, when a man died by means other than battle, he was deemed dishonorable in the eyes of the gods, who chose only the most esteemed warriors to enter Valhalla, Odin’s mead hall. And it was Odin, the king of the gods, who Líf believed had led her to this glen.

“Drink!” she insisted.

Ottar furrowed his brows and grunted, but he obeyed. “Now, my turn. Give me your hands.”

As he tended to her numb fingertips, Líf began to babble. “It takes a bit of time. You will soon see. It was Hugin and Munin, Odin’s ravens, who brought me here. You know they serve as his eyes and ears as they fly over the worlds.”

Glancing over her brother’s shoulder, she saw one of the birds perched in the boughs of a tree. The raven watched her silently, and she smiled back. “Thought and Memory are their names. They obey only the Allfather. Odin wants us to survive.”

“We do not know the will of the gods,” Ottar retorted. He continued to gently rub her fingers and blow on her hands. His efforts were working, for sensation was returning—not a pleasant sort of feeling but a burning, as if she were too close to a flame.

“You are too cynical, brother.” Líf shook her head sorrowfully, and a lock of brilliant red hair fell in front of her eyes. “But you will soon know the truth. This I know.”

Growing quiet, she looked for the raven, but it had vanished. The bird must have been one of Odin’s. How else could that small creature have survived this desolation? No other animals had been spotted for some time. Not even fish had been found swimming in the ice-capped ponds.

Líf believed that the gods were watching them, but for what reason? Did they know why her family had left Midgard? Did they care about an invisible plague afflicting hamingjur? Did they understand that mankind was in danger? A human must have all four parts of self to exist: hamr, the physical body; hugr, the mind and soul; fylgja, the guardian spirit, and hamingja, one’s personal luck. Without luck a person will perish, be it by illness or by accident. If one’s hamingja were stricken, the person would be as well. People were dying. Did the gods know why this was happening? Did they know how to stop it?

These were the answers her family had been seeking for the past year. They and their loyal crew had escaped Midgard on Ottar’s longship, then were forced to travel through the realms of Jötunheim, a world of giants, and Svartálfheim, the world of black elves. Now, ruthless storms and an unending winter had trapped them in Álfheimr, the world of the light elves. This land had never experienced such brutal weather nor a winter season that, month after month, did not abate. There was no end in sight, no hope for tomorrow. All crops had been destroyed by the cold. Wildlife had fled, starved, or frozen to death. If not for this discovery, this leaf, they too would die.

While Líf waited patiently for her brother to finish warming her extremities, Thray climbed up to her shoulder. The tiny fylgja was as real to the young woman as an actual squirrel.

Lif’s ability to communicate with the guardian spirits was part of her gift, so Thray pressed her tiny nose up to the young woman’s ear. “The dew is working.”

“How do you know?” Líf asked aloud. She was not concerned that another person was listening to her apparently speak to herself. Ottar had grown up with Líf and believed her claim, even though he could not see, hear, or touch fylgjur.

Thray did not explain further. Fylgjur were strange creatures when their abilities were questioned. Although her reticence was somewhat annoying, it was no more so than the burning in Líf’s fingers.

Líf gave Ottar a hard look. “How is your hunger?”

Her brother glared at her with irritation and continued to focus on saving her hands from Fornjót’s bite.

Although Líf was grateful, for she did not want to lose any of her digits, there was a more important issue at hand: the survival of their small party. Time was of the essence.

“I just wanted—” she began sullenly but stopped when he abruptly let go of her palms.

Ottar stood up and spun around. His eyes opened wide as he stared at the unusual, lush foliage that filled the small glen. He took a step forward, stumbled, and fell to the ground.

Líf sprang to his side. He had fallen head first into the moss. At her touch, Ottar lifted his wet face. Then, in the next moment, he scrambled to his feet, wrapped his arms around her, and kissed both her cheeks. She felt the splatter of tears upon her neck.

“I tried to tell you. This place will save us.”

“You did,” he agreed. “You did.”

“We must tell the others,” Líf insisted. “We have to return to Hoddmímis Holt.”
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