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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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Many places are there, and glorious.

That which is called Álfheimr is one,

Where dwell the peoples called Light-Elves;

But the Dark-Elves dwell down in the earth,

And they are unlike in appearance,

But by far more unlike in nature.

Gylfaginning Chapter 17
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Fear of darkness is ingrained into every sinew, bone, and muscle of those that live on the surface worlds. It has been so since the beginning when landforms took shape and the Primordials drew first breath. For what is darkness but the promise that Ginnungagap, the yawning void, will one day consume everything at the end of time. Shadows and nightfall haunt the living. They seek to extinguish the spark that gives purpose to existence and to destroy everything that enjoys sun and moon, stars and flame. And it is the darkness which exists within each living thing that seeks to eradicate whatever is within reach...

The small band of men and elves were gathering in a chamber hewn by the race of dwarves. How many lifetimes had it taken the dvergar to create the labyrinthine complex of interconnecting cities in the subterranean realm of Niðavellir? Above ground lay the black elves’ forested realm of Svartálfheim, but the dark depths below hid a warren of magnificent tunnels, grottoes, and caverns. Gilded and bejeweled, the capital city of Myrkheim was breathtaking. But its hard, cold beauty was an illusion, a mirage, designed to trick the mind that all was well. The truth was far different.

Líf shivered despite the oppressive heat. She had long since sweat through her shift and considered removing her apron dress despite the risk of impropriety. Heat could muddle the mind as hers must surely be at this moment. For why else was she insisting, yet again, to accompany the others in what would most likely be their final battle.

“I said no!” Hervor’s voice was harsh and raspy from continual mourning. She glared at her sister. Her keen gray eyes sparked like the threat of a storm at sea.

The smaller woman refused to back down. “You do not have the right to tell me what to do.” Loose, sticky strands of brilliant red hair were plastered to Líf’s forehead. She forced herself to keep her green eyes locked upon the intimidating female warrior.

Hervor’s former status as a shieldmaiden enabled her to leave the safety of Myrkheim and join the men on a dangerous undertaking. She had trained her entire life for battle and bloodshed and left a trail of death and destruction in her wake. She would gladly give her life to prove herself in the eyes of the men and reclaim her status as a mighty warrior.

The younger Lothbrandóttir had been raised in the traditional female role. Unmarried and without prospects, Líf had tended to her widowed brother’s household, cared for his sons, and hid from society. The petite woman had never wielded a weapon larger than her small seax dagger. But that time was long gone. Everything had changed.

They were on an important mission, one they hoped would prevent humanity’s destruction. This quest had taken them far from Midgard, the world of mankind. Their numbers had dwindled. Little more than a handful of those who had willingly followed their brother, Ottar Lothbranson, into these foreign realms still survived. Now he, too, had been struck down and sent to the afterlife in a fiery pyre in this golden tomb of a city where dwarves served as kings.

In her anger, Hervor bit her lip and spat out blood. One hand clutched their dead brother’s sword. This weapon would pass to his oldest son when they returned home. “Our next of kin—”

The fire burning within Líf’s belly erupted. “This is not Midgard. We have no other kin here.”

Hervor was so startled at Líf’s unaccustomed vitriol that she could not speak.

“Ottar sacrificed himself for what he believed was right. For over three years, our family has risked both reputation and honor to seek an answer. I will not be left behind now that we are so close. I will see this through, and neither you nor Budvar,” Líf named her oldest nephew who would, by right, now be head of their household and able to set the fates of his unwed aunts if he were present, “can stop me.”

“I fear she must come with us.” A tall, dark-skinned man approached them. He held a new-made spear in one hand and a war hammer in another. Both were gifts from their host, Rȃdsvid, the king of the dvergar. Dwarven weapons were unparalleled even by those of the gods. They had all been able to select new blades and armor for this mission although Hervor kept her throwing axe in the ring attached to her belt.

The shieldmaiden scowled at him. “You are not a Lothbranson. This conversation does not concern you.”

The man took the insult with grace. Others in their party remained angry and confused that he had kept his royal lineage a secret. Only recently had the foreigner, captured during a summer raid, revealed that he had been a king. He had renounced his throne to venture northward, leaving his younger brother to rule in his stead. Or so he claimed. But was his story true?

Brasir had lived with Líf’s family before this journey began. It was he who had brought word of the plague afflicting each person’s hamingja—the personal luck that is passed down through family lines, bloodlines. Hamingja is but one of four parts that make a human whole. The others are hamr, the physical body; hugr, the mind and soul; and fylgja—Líf’s favorite—one’s individual guardian.

“And you, dear sister, are not a Lothbranson either.” Líf’s venom hit its mark. “Your words hold no sway over me. As much as you dislike the thought, I am my own woman just as you are yours. I will fight by your side,” she turned and glowered at Brasir who had taken it upon himself to protect her, “and I will fight alongside the others among us.”

Brasir clenched his jaw, but his annoyance only encouraged Líf. “None of us can prevent what the Norns have ordained. It is their right and none other to carve our destiny in Yggdrasil’s trunk.” She reached over and selected a shorter spear from the rack by the glittering wall. “Ottar was lost to all of us this week. It is our duty to clear the Lothbranson name and allow his sons to grow up with the honor that they deserve. We owe him that much.”

Tears brimmed in her eyes, and she wiped them away angrily. If she was to pretend to be a shieldmaiden, she had better start acting like it and fast.

The rest of their party arrived. Both men and elves tested their newly gifted items under the watchful gaze of the dvergar king. Six ljósálfar and nine descendants of Midgard’s lands would set off after a night of rest and risk their lives to aid the dwarves. They had made a pact. First, they would clear the passage between two of the dvergar cities of all døkkálfar, the shared enemy known as dark elves. Then they would seal off all connecting corridors to ensure the route was safe. In return, they would receive a magnificently crafted item to be given as an offering at Mímisbrunnr, the well which holds the waters of knowledge. If the offering was accepted, their question would be answered: How can the hamingjur blight be stopped?

Líf turned away from the astounded pair. Let them fume and gripe. There was nothing either of them could say to change her mind. She headed to an open area and began to practice her form with the spear. How much did she remember?

“I am proud of you, Líf.”

Only the redheaded woman heard the small, tremulous voice by her left shoulder. “Really?” She eyed the shimmering squirrel whose iridescent fur shimmered with green, gray, and blue colors. Thray was visibly nervous and scared. Usually, her fylgja would try to dissuade Líf from a decision that produced such colorations in her guardian. This time, Thray did not.

Whether blessed or cursed by the gods, Líf had been born with the ability to see and communicate with each person’s fylgja. These invisible female guardians took animal forms that reflected their people’s basic personalities. Hervor’s was a fierce goshawk. Ottar’s had been a mighty wolfhound. Yet Thray was a small squirrel. What did that say about Líf?

Each fylgja was bound to a person from first breath until the moment of death. When Ottar died, so had his hound. Another bond between person and fylgja was their emotional connection. Though the iridescent animals cannot visibly affect the physical world, they do make their presence known in other ways—altering their humans’ feelings, guiding and protecting them in action or deed, and influencing their judgement for the better. They are truly guardians.

Thray
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