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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 (-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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There was Motsognir the mightiest made

Of all the dwarfs, and Durin next;

Many a likeness of men they made,

The dwarfs in the earth, as Durin said.

Völuspá 10
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Only one thing is eternal: Ginnungagap, the yawning void—an empty, all-consuming darkness, a nothingness without sound, land, or sky. Out of that abyss, life emerged when a single spark, one simple exhalation of flame, drifted across the immense chasm and reached the realm of rime and frost. The effluence created by the coupling of fire and ice formed Ymir, Audhumla, and Buri—the ancient entities that preceded the gods. In time, everything will return to that nothingness. The nine realms will be destroyed and swallowed by the primordial emptiness. Until then, the living must fight to survive....

The outcropping where the weary travelers made camp overlooked the fearful blackness of the void between the realms. It had taken many hours to descend a seemingly endless staircase to a wooden landing where they could rest. But Líf could not fall asleep. Although the plateau was spacious and there was little chance of tumbling over the edge, it was both perplexing and unnerving to realize that she hovered in this strange space that connected Álfheimr, the homeland of the ljósálfar that they had left, with Svartálfheim, the realm of the light elves’ less savory kin. Knowing that she was neither in one world nor the other was terrifying, and her anxious thoughts would not let her rest.

The ljósálfar were not only watching over her and her people but also scrutinizing them intently. They clearly disliked their lord’s command to escort the humans to the land of the dwarves. The elven warriors had been preparing for battle, though it was unclear to Líf whether they expected the fight to take place in their homeland or somewhere else. Having to protect this small band of humans was almost an insult to this elite force.

Nine ljósálfar were positioned around their slumbering wards. Eight were from the kingdom of the Wuduælfen under the command of Harjatogó. Their burnished armor shone even in the dark of Ginnungagap. They were less worrisome than their ninth comrade. Weorƥan, a Landælf from a neighboring kingdom, had only offered his services when one of the original party was injured.

Something about the number nine seemed favorable to Líf, but she was unable to think of any rationale for this beyond a personal superstition. Regardless, she lacked the authority to dismiss the seemingly good intentions of this newcomer. The memory of her travels through Svartálfheim three years ago filled her with unease. They had been attacked, and several men had lost their lives, including one she had begun to love. They would very likely come under attack again—and if so, they would need every able-bodied fighter; an additional warrior would be an asset.

The young woman sat up and tenderly rubbed the knots that had formed in her feet. Dain, the ljósálfarian king, had gifted her new clothes, but the hard leather of her shoes needed more time to become soft and malleable, and a blister had formed on the back of her right heel. She was careful not to brush against the visibly different blisters on her arms. The handprint made by the draugr, a reanimated corpse that had nearly taken her life, was still quite visible.

Líf was becoming accustomed to near-death episodes. Humans were never meant to live beyond the boundaries of their world; she had known this from the start. Yet, if not for this weary band of common people, humanity might soon cease to be, for a plague was afflicting hamingja, one of the four parts of the self. Hamingja was an individual’s personal luck; without it, a person would die. Illness and freak accidents were tied to this invisible aspect of a human, as were health and good fortune. The other parts of the self consisted of hamr, the physical body; hugr, the mind and soul; and fylgja, one’s animal-shaped guardian spirit.

Brasir, the slave who had been brought to Líf’s home village, had insisted that this plague was real. He should have been completely ignored—for how could a thrall have the audacity to claim to be able to see what was invisible? Yet Líf had believed him, for she had been born with a similar ability.

Thray, Líf’s fylgja, had curled up in a shimmering, iridescent ball of fur on the woman’s lap. As she dozed, the little squirrel made a purring sound as her back was stroked, though only Líf could hear it. She could also see each person’s fylgja as well as interact with it. To Líf, fylgjur were as tangible as the dagger strapped to her belt or her siblings snoring softly beside her. Her family not only believed but also accepted her strange ability; for that reason, they eventually believed Brasir as well.

Now the party of eleven humans and nine ljósálfar was journeying between worlds in order to trade with the dvergar, the dwarves whose lineage preceded the creation of the three races of elves. The dvergar were the only beings capable of creating something so precious that its sacrifice would be worthy of receiving the answer to the question, How can the hamingja plague be stopped? Such wisdom comes at a high price, and the party was now on its way to acquire an acceptable offering.

Whispers were heard in the bleak surroundings, but the words could not be understood. The sounds were so muffled and distorted that it was difficult to discern which race was speaking in hushed tones. Yet when the conversation paused, Thray’s head poked up. Simultaneously, all nine silhouettes turned in the same direction. A moment later, four elves slipped down the fork that led away from the stairs and disappeared among a cluster of what appeared to be trees.

With Líf’s limited sight, that pocket of woodland appeared to waver between reality and the nothingness that surrounded them. Had something taken refuge in that grove?

She and Thray spoke in unison: “Draugr!”

Instinctively, she tried to protect her blistered arms with her hands. The resurrected dead were heinous and extremely hard to destroy. All but one had been vanquished in a previous battle. Could that foul entity be lurking in the woods, waiting for an unsuspecting victim?

Squinting, Líf asked, “Can you see anything?”

Thray scrambled up to perch atop the woman’s flaming red hair. “No. All seems quiet.”

“Are you all right?” Líf’s brother, Ottar, had roused himself at the sound of her tremulous voice. The left side of his face displayed a ruinous scar. Hervor, their older sister, blinked. Her strength and bravery befit her status as a shieldmaiden. With their pale blond hair and tall, muscular bodies, the pair might have been mistaken for twins, especially when Hervor wore her preferred men’s garb. Compared to them, Líf looked out of place—short, slim, and clearly not bred for battle.

“I’m not sure,” she admitted. If this turned out to be a false alarm, she would feel bad to have awakened her kin. But if experience had taught her anything, it was to expect the worst.

“Where are the rest of Harjatogó’s men?” Hervor pulled her axe out from beneath her travel pack, which had served as a pillow. The shieldmaiden scanned the area for anything out of place. Her own past was one mixed with blood and bone.

“They—” Líf stopped as she spied approaching movement. Shadows peeled away from the woods. Dark forms headed their way. Ottar started to stand, but Hervor snarled and jerked him back down.

Suddenly, a spear landed in the middle of their camp and embedded itself in the wooden planks. The weapon’s trajectory had come from a different direction. The svartálfar, the black elves, were climbing up from the stairs below the landing, not emerging from the forest.

Ottar’s wolfhound fylgja whined as Hervor’s goshawk took wing. Ljósálfar did not possess fylgjur, at least not the sort that Líf could see. If they had, she would have noted their bestial counterparts readying themselves for the coming skirmish.

Ottar shouted and woke the rest of the men. Weapons were retrieved just as a second spear was knocked aside by Harjatogó’s sword and spiraled over to where Sigird had been sleeping. At sixteen, he was by far the youngest among them and easily sprang away from the threat.

Eighteen invading svartálfar bounded up the stairs, taking three of the oversized steps at a time. Their thin, elongated frames easily loomed over the tallest man. Had there been any natural illumination, their coal-black skin would have reflected a greenish hue. The elves’ light-footedness matched the catlike reflexes of their pale-fleshed kin.

The attackers hurtled more projectiles toward the landing. Fortunately, the barbed spearheads were not tipped with the same poison as their daggers, which could kill with a single scratch. Ottar had survived an ambush two years ago, though the grisly scar on his handsome face served as a reminder of how close he had come to meeting his afterlife.

With nothing to hide behind except the moving bodies of her companions, Líf crouched low. Hervor lifted the round shield given to her by King Dain. This shield was thinner than her original one, yet no less durable. The ljósálfar shield took the brunt of the incoming spears without shattering or splitting.

“Skeggi!” The woman warrior shouted to a hulking man crossing in front of her. “Protect Líf! Keep her safe!”

“I can fight,” Líf protested.

Swiveling her head toward her youngest sibling, Hervor barked, “This is no time to test your newfound skills!”

Skeggi’s ruddy, unkempt locks stuck out from beneath his helmet, and he cast Líf a sympathetic look. Their recent history was complicated at best, the pair having been forced into marriage and just as quickly divorced. Although there was no bad blood between the couple, Líf still found it hard to think of the oaf without the taste of bile in her throat. Still, the man was surprisingly kind and tender despite his stout and slovenly appearance. He had never touched her in the way a husband touches a wife. He would never have forced her into anything she was unprepared for or did not wish to do. In truth, it was the fierce, blond shieldmaiden, not her petite, redheaded sister whom he had always desired. Skeggi would do anything for Hervor—even risk his own life to save her sister’s. He gestured for the small woman to remain behind him, and they retreated to the upper tier of stairs.

Shadowy forms raced about them in the darkness. Only the shouts of the men broke the eerie silence, for other than the clang of metal, both races of elves were completely silent in battle. They shared striking similarities in their height, their narrow skeletal structures, and their delicate facial features. Both possessed high, pronounced cheekbones and pointed ears, although the svartálfar’s were longer and had a second peak halfway down the back of the ear. Yet when they fought, it was as if light and dark had come alive. The ljósálfar’s skin was so pale that it seemed to emit a subtle glow next to the svartálfar’s green-tinted, black complexion. The light elves’ eyes shone like the rays of the sun, while those of their darker kin gleamed ivory, like moonbeams. The elven warriors seemed to embody day and night in living forms. Both were extremely lethal.

Silhouetted figures approached from the forest on the far side of the open area and sprang into action. Líf could only afford a quick glance as she tried to discern whether they were friend or foe. These elves wore armor, so they were ljósálfar. The black elves wore boiled leather instead of metal breastplates or chain mail. She wondered if their choices made a difference. Were the svartálfar quicker than the light elves because of it? Still, compared to Harjatogó’s men, their techniques were clunky and haphazard.

From her safer vantage point, Líf observed that the two races of ljósálfar had different fighting styles. The Landælf struck out fearlessly, incorporating lunging and leaping, while the Wuduælfen used a surefooted, stationary approach. Were these distinct styles due to the fact that neither race helped the other, which meant that Weorƥan had to rely only on himself?

Ottar must have noticed as well, for the male Lothbranson positioned himself nearby in order to give aid. Weorƥan scowled, then vaulted over a dying svartálfr in a way that prevented Ottar from following. The blond-haired man was left to dispatch the injured enemy.

“I can help,” Líf insisted. For the first time, the young woman truly believed her own words. She had been working hard to learn to fight with her seax dagger as well as her spear and shield. True, she did not possess the same skill as Hervor, but her sister was better than most men. Only Úlfor, one of the elite wolf warriors known as Úlfhéðinn, had proved superior to the shieldmaiden.

“That may be true in certain battles,” chirped Thray. The tiny squirrel was eyeing Skeggi’s portly seagull. “But this foe isn’t human. We are not ready. You are not ready.”

Skeggi seemed to agree with Thray, even though he could not hear the fylgja. “You certainly do possess the Lothbran traits.” His attempt at empathy was offset by his tone of discouragement. He gave her a lopsided smile before turning his attention back to the fight.

“Then what am I expected to do? Retreat? Return to Hoddmímis Holt?”

“Don’t be foolish, woman,” Skeggi boomed out without thinking. “The enemy would strike you down as you climbed the stairs! Mind you,” he groaned, “we are trying not to draw attention to ourselves. Keep low and keep still.” The man’s words were surprisingly sensible, yet they did not make her feel any better.

Soon the skirmish ended. When the final black elf collapsed, a cheer arose from the overjoyed men, while the ljósálfar gave each other solemn looks. As Skeggi and Líf cautiously joined the others, she felt the vacant eyes of a svartálfr upon her.

Líf looked around for her siblings. Hervor was talking to Ulf the Short and Guthorm Blood Cheeks. The men nodded as she spoke. Ottar was shaking hands with Harekson. The sight was still rather shocking, for the eldest son of their region’s jarl had long been her brother’s archrival. Moving slowly between these groups was Sigird. The teenager was staring at his trembling hands. They were empty of weapons but drenched in blood, as was the front of his garments. Stumbling, he fell to the ground, unable to speak.

One by one, eyes widened, mouths fell open, and eyebrows rose as the men gaped at their youngest comrade. It was Ottar, and not the youth’s brother, who shouted, “Sigird!”
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Sigird pushed himself onto his knees, then wavered. Before Ottar could reach him, the teenager leaned forward and vomited.

“Is he...?” Harekson’s sharp voice sounded dry and distant. He had not taken a single step toward his brother.

Although Ottar helped the youth stand up and immediately began inspecting him for wounds, it was Roden who answered. His almond-shaped eyes were sympathetic. “The boy has bloodied himself for the first time. The svartálfr is over there.” The foreign man nodded in the direction of a black-fleshed corpse.

Roden was not of their own people but a Rus from a tribe east of Líf’s homeland. His lineage blended with another that gave him his remarkably different hooded eyes, warm-beige skin, and silky, straight black hair. His fylgjur was foreign as well and took the form of a lesser panda.

Ottar sighed in relief while Ulf grunted, “Now he’s truly a man. ’Bout time.”

Leaning close to Sigird’s ear so that only he would hear, Ottar admitted, “It won’t always be so hard.” He tousled the youth’s dark hair, then left him spitting out more bile. As he returned to Harekson’s side, the male Lothbranson’s look of amusement left his face.

Erikk was the same age as Ottar. He was not only the jarl’s firstborn son but also their king’s eldest grandson. Pursing his thin lips, he said, “Sigird will place his life at risk if he reacts this way after every kill.”

“Give him time, Erikk.” Ottar spoke in earnest. “We were all young once.”

Harekson looked down his sharp nose and sniffed in distaste before returning to his travel pack.

There would be no more rest tonight. Harjatogó insisted that they stay where they were until told otherwise. The elves were discussing this unfortunate occurrence. One of their own had been struck by a wolf-fanged dagger. Instead of prolonged suffering, he had bravely taken his own life to the shock and dismay of the human witnesses. Once again, the elves now numbered eight; their concern was clearly evident.

“The error is ours,” several of the Wuduælfen admitted to their commander in the high tongue. The elegance of the old speech made it difficult for the humans to understand them. “We did not discover the svartálfar at first because they were hiding in the foliage.” The scouts produced a section of rope ladder two rungs in length. “We had just discovered this and cut it off when we heard them approach.”

Harjatogó inspected the frayed ends. “Did it reach all the way to Svartálfheim?”

“We cannot say whether it served as an escape route or a means to hide in ambush. All we know is that it leads downward, as does its twin. We left one guard while we await your decision. What shall we do about the second ladder?”

“Find out where it leads,” the elven leader ordered. “If there is a chance that a warning has been given, our journey will prove treacherous indeed.”

The scout immediately disappeared into the forest.

The elves had spoken openly, seemingly unconcerned that Líf was nearby and could overhear their conversation. She was sorting ingredients for an early meal. There would be no cookfire, at least not at this location where everything appeared to be made of wood. She would have to make do with dried and salted food.

“Do you think we are safe this close to the forest?” she asked Thray.

Her fylgja was about to respond when they heard a snicker.

“There is no forest,” Weorƥan laughed dryly. “Those are the leaves of Yggdrasil. What do you think you have been traveling upon?”

“A...a bridge of stairs.” Líf felt both embarrassed and confused.

The Landælf scowled, shook his head, and strode away. His contempt for the race of mankind was obvious.

Líf was left to ponder the magnitude of the great cosmic ash tree. All nine worlds were intertwined among its branches and roots. Was that how they were all connected? The elven races had carved footpaths into the mighty limbs—roadways of wood and bridges of bark.

While waiting for the return of the scouts, the other ljósálfar retrieved the svartálfar’s corpses and threw them over the edge of the platform. She wondered if the dead would fall for eternity in the blackness of Ginnungagap or shatter against the soil of their native realm.

When Harekson assisted in this grim process, Harjatogó explained, “Our bloodshed should remain in our worlds and not mar the bark of this most revered tree. Let not our bodies rot in this hallowed space. I refuse to have our bones taint this sacred surface.”

“And what of your man?” the jarl’s son inquired, for the ljósálfr’s body still remained where he had fallen.

“He too will join our kin in the void.”

Weorƥan had approached the pair after disposing of his burden. Dismissing the presence of Harekson entirely—a lack of respect to which the man was clearly unaccustomed—he spoke directly to the elven commander, “This would not have been the case if any skill had been displayed by the Midgardians. Mankind is a danger to itself and to those protecting them. Look what it has brought you twice over. Nine, a fortuitous number, have been culled back to eight. Ill tidings will come of this. I foresee tragedy ahead.”

The people of Midgard clustered together while they ate their cold meal. Weorƥan’s feelings were shared by others, and it felt safer to keep close to their own race.

As they gathered their supplies, the pair of scouts returned. “The rope ladder takes you to a lower level of the curved path but does not reach Svartálfheim. We assume this was used to conceal their position and ambush us.”

“Can we utilize the remaining one for our purposes?” questioned another elf.

One scout looked doubtful. “The distance to the path below is significant, and the ladder is not secured at that end.” It was clear that the ljósálfar did not believe the humans were strong enough to climb down.

“We can do it,” Sigird insisted. His earlier queasiness had disappeared. He glanced at Líf and gave her an encouraging smile.

“No,” Harjatogó admonished the youth. “I will not risk your lives. We will continue on our original route as planned. Sever the ropes so the svartálfar cannot use the ladder to catch us unawares. We leave within the hour.”

[image: image]

THEY CONTINUED DOWN the winding stairs for several more days, stopping to rest whenever they came to another landing. Thankfully, there were no other confrontations with the svartálfar. Yet all was not pleasant. Tensions between humans and elves did not abate. And the interactions between both races of ljósálfar continued to prove difficult.

Normally, Líf would have felt sorry for the all-but-outcast Landælf. Yet Weorƥan’s disparaging opinions of human frailty provoked in her a steely indifference. If he cared so little about them, then he had no reason to ensure that their mission was a success. Why would he risk his own life for Midgard and its people? She did not trust him. Nor was she sure she could trust the other elves.

Fortunately, Skeggi’s upbeat demeanor did not appear to have changed. He continued to amuse many with his jests. On the rare occasion, Líf had even seen the corners of Hervor’s mouth curve into a smile, though her sister quickly assumed a stoic expression that suggested a cold indifference to the vices of men. Hervor was above those things. She had to be, at least outwardly, in order to one day earn back respect as a warrior. Úlfor had taken that from the shieldmaiden when he defeated her in one-on-one combat. At least, that is the way Líf interpreted it.

Could Skeggi be oblivious to the fact that Hervor would never succumb to whatever he viewed as charm? Many men had pursued the shieldmaiden because of her strength and courage. Only one had wedded her briefly, but his life had been cut short. None had ever come close to breaking through her invisible defenses. She would never again be bound to a man—not anymore.

There was a time when Líf wished to be as independent as her sister. But that was before she had felt the flickering of desire. She would have married Einar if given the chance, but that dream had been destroyed by a wolf-fanged dagger. She thought her longings for Brasir were reciprocated, until he ignored her plight and refused to defend her virtue. Although the accusations had been completely false, Skeggi had wedded her to protect the young woman and her family from shame.

Líf asked herself if she really wanted to know love of the romantic sort, but the answer was obvious. Of course she did. She wanted a family and children. She wanted to spend the rest of her days alongside a man who never questioned her ability or judged her for her timid nature. She wanted a partner who would be there no matter what might befall. Still, she wondered what had happened to her sister to cause Hervor to distance herself from all men.

One evening, Líf broached that question to her brother as they carefully peered over the edge of Yggdrasil’s branch.

“Do you think Hervor’s husband abused her in some way?”

“More likely, it was the other way around,” Ottar said with a smile that caused the gruesome scar upon his cheek to tighten and stretch. Then, quick as the flash of a falling star, his face darkened, and the knuckles of his hands gripping the ledge whitened. His wolfhound fylgja whined.

Before she could inquire what was wrong, her brother admitted, “In all honesty, I suspect it has something to do with the shipwreck that she survived.”

Líf knew only a little of what had happened during his first raiding season. Ottar had been on one longship while Hervor was on another. A storm had separated the vessels, and it was months before the Lothbranson siblings were reunited. That was all Líf had been told, for she had been but a child when this occurred and had not known about any of this until recently. Clearly, there was more to the story. “What happened to her?”

The finest of stress lines formed a spiderweb across Ottar’s brow. “Hervor’s longship, the Bleeding Maiden, crashed onto rocks too far from shore to reach it. For days, the stranded crew survived on gull eggs, boiled bark, and an occasional fish. Natives from one of the barbarous tribes of Ire, the land to the southwest, discovered the crew. Weak, wounded, and sun-sick, our people were easily enslaved.”

“Enslaved?” Líf gasped. “Impossible! We are superior in all ways.”

“That may be what we tell ourselves when we are safe in our own beds, but there have been times when members of our raiding parties were captured alive. It does not matter who is sent into bondage; thralls are treated like animals.”

“But we are people!” Líf’s voice began to rise, but she remembered where they were and quieted herself. Angrily, she continued, “We do not deserve such—”

Suddenly, Líf remembered Brasir. He had been enslaved. He had experienced beatings and possibly far worse abuse. Yet she thought him as worthy as any other man. What about all the others before him? She had grown up in a household with slaves. Everyone of means had at least a pair, if not more, to help work their farms. That was the way of things. The gods assigned each person his or her station. People had no choice but to maintain order.

The look in her eyes implored her brother to make some sense of it all. His reply was less than comforting. “Other races think themselves superior and believe that all others should serve them. What is right? Who is to say?”

“The gods!” The distraught woman snapped so loudly that Thray winced. Líf clenched her jaw in frustration. She needed to control her emotions, for until they were safely with the dvergar, they were at risk of attack. Still, she did not want to accept her brother’s words. If he was right, what she had been taught all her life was wrong. What if her people were not superior? If that was true, then those who had been enslaved deserved the same rights as she. The immense guilt that washed over her was too much to bear, and she pushed these thoughts away.

As foul as Ottar’s story was, Líf still wanted to learn what had shaped her sister’s behavior.

“We won’t like this,” Thray warned.

Ignoring the squirrel, she asked Ottar, “What happened to Hervor after she was found?”

Ottar scrutinized her for a moment. Was he worried that she would have another outburst? “Hervor was a woman of fourteen and a slave. I don’t know who or how many owned her or for how long, but she was treated as such.”

Ottar did not say more, nor did he have to; Líf knew what he meant. His eyes never left hers, but she broke the gaze and cast hers down. Twice in her life, men had attempted to rape her. Although she had escaped each time, both assaults haunted her dreams. Discovering that Hervor, the mighty shieldmaiden, had been forced to service a man’s needs shattered the image she had of the fearsome woman warrior. Líf’s emotions were in turmoil. Strong. Lethal. A deadly beauty. This is how she thought of Hervor.

“I should not have told you,” Ottar admitted sadly. “It was not my place.”

“I wanted to know,” the redheaded woman assured him, though her stomach churned uncomfortably. She was suddenly reliving those experiences—the images of faces looming over her, hands grappling her flailing limbs, forcing her body into uncomfortable positions. The shock of the attack, the weakness she had felt, the pain she had endured, and the shame that resulted was overwhelming, even for one who had eluded it.

“To be subjugated by a man is—” Líf hesitated as she tried to find the right word, “—is horrifying. If that had truly happened to me, I am not sure that I could ever allow another to touch me in that way again. Yet somehow, she did, once.”

“There was little choice in her marriage,” her brother admitted. “It was Hervor’s duty as a woman who comes of age. We kept the truth about her time in Ire secret. Remaining unwed would have brought shame to our family name. She protected our honor with due diligence. But I have never pressed our sister to marry again.”

As head of the Lothbranson household, Ottar had every right to marry off both sisters to whomever he desired, as he had done when Líf had wed Skeggi, his best friend. A woman did not have the power to refuse or disobey. As much as Líf loathed the time she had been bound to Skeggi, she was no longer filled with anger at her brother. She knew that Ottar would always protect his family, even if the means to do so were unappealing.

“I will tell you a truth,” Ottar whispered, still watching his sibling’s reactions. “I have always been fearful that if Hervor were married off again, the unfortunate groom would soon draw his last breath.”

Despite all this talk of dark deeds, Líf could not help but giggle at the ludicrous, though quite probable, statement. Ottar gave her a lopsided grin, then joined her. Unable to stop, they laughed for several minutes until their sides ached and tears blended with snot on their faces.

Feeling much better, Líf looked around and observed the antics of her former husband. The poor fool was seated on the ground, his hands raised in a sign of submission. Hervor’s seax was between his legs. The tip of the small utility dagger was embedded in the wood. He was lucky that the shieldmaiden had superb aim.

“Does Skeggi know?” she asked.

Ottar followed his sister’s gaze. “Skeggi was the one who rescued her.”
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​​Chapter Three
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“He—” Líf fell silent as she stared, wide-eyed, at the large man with the tangled beard. A comical smile exposed the hole in Skeggi’s mouth where Hervor had once punched out a tooth. His pale-blue eyes were focused on the shieldmaiden, who was approaching her siblings. “He saved her?”

Ottar gave a low, guttural acknowledgment. “He is the best man I know.” He grew quiet as Hervor neared.

The woman rubbed her eyes wearily. “My patience has worn thin.”

Líf cast a sideways glance at Skeggi, who was still sitting on the platform in the center of the camp. Noticing the redheaded woman, he winked as he used to do before their relationship had grown complicated. Then he quickly began working the dagger back and forth to loosen it from the wood and remove it from the unfortunate hole in his trousers.

“You left your seax,” Líf remarked, still astonished at the depth of Skeggi’s devotion. He was not the oaf she once thought.

Hervor grimaced. “I’ll retrieve it later, though if he knows what’s good for him, he’ll leave it with my gear.”

“Skeggi’s not so bad,” admitted Líf, which caused Ottar to flash her a wary look.

Surprisingly, Hervor agreed, though with a hint of exasperation, “No, no, he is not.”

“I wonder what they are talking about?” Ottar quickly changed the subject and nodded in the direction of Guthorm, who appeared to be speaking with Harekson.

Guthorm! Líf was surprised. The only man who spoke fewer words was Úlfor. But perhaps she wasn’t being fair. Guthorm was a man of middling age. His graying hairline had begun to recede, and his moniker, Blood-Cheeks, was attributed to the vibrant flush of rosacea. He was never comfortable around Líf because of her sex. With the exception of Hervor, who was mostly treated like any male because of her status as a reputed shieldmaiden, women in general caused the man to be taciturn. Despite many years of sharing close quarters, Guthorm’s behavior around Líf had changed very little.

Guthorm rarely conversed with Harekson. The superior demeanor of the jarl’s son did not make him likable. Moreover, Harekson’s rivalry with Ottar had only intensified that attitude among the crew, although recently her brother appeared to get along with Erikk when no others did. Regardless, whatever Guthorm was saying to Harekson was not well received.

The younger man gave a look of disgust. “It has not been earned.”

Guthorm’s retort was too low to hear, but he shook his head in dismay when Harekson walked away.

The remainder of the evening was peaceful, as was the following morning. As they ate some stale bread during a brief rest, Guthorm spoke out loudly and unabashedly. “Sigird, having bloodied his weapon, is now a true man in all regards. And he did so by taking a life that is not of mankind. Sigird is tall, thin—”

“Maybe too thin,” Ulf teased, for the teenager was rather lanky.

“—and quick with his reflexes. For these reasons, I will henceforth call him Spear.”

Guthorm avoided Harekson’s stern gaze. As the heir of their jarl, the sallow fellow had the authority to dismiss such proceedings. Though clearly displeased, Erikk spoke neither for nor against this gift of a moniker.

“I like it,” grinned Skeggi. “It’s better than Beanpole.”

“It is a good name,” Ottar agreed as he looked at the youth fondly. Like Guthorm, he understood kinship that stems from fatherhood.

“To Sigird the Spear!” Ulf raised his water pouch in a mock toast.

“To Sigird the Spear,” the others repeated.

The elves who were stationed nearby on the narrow stairs observed the humans. Weorƥan laughed ruefully and turned to the ljósálfr next to him. “Listen to their talk. Men tell themselves they are brave so they will believe it, even if the truth differs greatly.”

Bosi overheard and retorted, “It is our custom.”

The Landælf snorted at the one human who had grown up in the light elves’ realm. “Call yourself whatever you wish—strong as a mountain, swift as a river—but you will never match either mountain or river in their true nature. Come sunrise, you will still be but a man.”

The young fellow growled in annoyance. His friendly disposition had changed with the loss of his family and home. The elf’s gibe was enough to enrage him.

Bosi’s sentiment was shared by Ulf. Although he and Guthorm were the least familiar with the elves’ old language, they understood the gist of what had been said. Guthorm placed his hand on the squat man’s shoulder to signal restraint. Ulf had been grumbling more often since developing boils on his feet during the winter. This journey was not helping his ailment or his increasing lack of patience.

Just then, Harjatogó called out, “Let us keep moving. We are about to undertake the most dangerous leg of the journey.”

The evergreen forests of Svartálfheim could be seen in the distance. The old growth’s sharp, sweet smell would have been welcome had it not been for the fear that the dark elves might be waiting in ambush, protected by the dense green of firs and pine.

“Be wary of outside movement,” the elven commander continued, “but do not reach for your weapons unless I give that order. If you notice anything unusual, inform me immediately.” He made certain to catch each and every human’s eye. Though they might distrust him, this was not the time to question his authority.

Líf’s attention shifted to Brasir. He had respected her wishes and avoided her after she had rebuked him. As she glimpsed his dark, brooding eyes, her stomach knotted and her fingers trembled. She vividly remembered his thick lips pressed firmly against hers, the smell of his sweat, the taste of his tongue.

After all this time, how could the man with flesh the color of coal still have that effect on her? The realization that he held such power engendered a deep-seated resentment. The taste of bile rising in her throat fueled her anger at her own weakness.

Líf knew that Brasir worried about her, but he should not. He was not obligated to protect her. Besides, she had been working hard to learn to defend herself so that others would not have to. He should concern himself with what lay ahead. They all should.

Thray shifted restlessly upon Líf’s shoulder at the sight of the forests. Though fylgjur could not leave a physical sign of their presence on the world, they could interact with the environment. This journey had kept the little squirrel at the woman’s side far too long, and it was clear to Líf that Thray longed to leap freely from limb to limb. The young woman could not blame her. She too wanted the slow, winding descent to end. Yet she was worried as to what they would face when they arrived in Svartálfheim.

When they at last stepped onto the ground of the black elves’ realm, Harjatogó gave them further instructions. “If we are separated, travel north until you see the celestial hill. You should not miss it, but if you see the edges of Niflheim, you have gone too far.”

“Niflheim’s in the north?” Thray asked Líf. “I thought that realm was amid Yggdrasil’s roots.”

Líf did not answer her, for she was trying to listen to the elven commander’s words.

Harjatogó continued, “Follow the path of the waning moon in order to seek entry to Niðavellir.”

“Is there a moon in Svartálfheim?” Sigird asked. Above them, the sky was coated in a film of clouds, as it had been when they first passed through years ago. The haze looked as ominous as the environment.

“Only if you look, can you see,” Harjatogó replied. He waved them forward without explaining his cryptic remark.

Turning northward, they trekked into the woods. Pine straw covered the thick, rich soil and crunched under the people’s feet, yet the ljósálfar were as silent as owls in flight. Without the visual aid of celestial bodies, Líf could not discern any sort of direction. The elves, however, appeared to navigate without need for such assistance. They swiftly spread out and formed a protective perimeter.

The dim light made it hard to tell whether it was early dawn or late dusk. At least, the fylgjur’s glow enabled Líf to keep track of the human half of their party. The people had only been permitted to sleep sporadically, and she was in a constant state of exhaustion. She hoped that, once they arrived safely in the dwarven kingdom, they could truly rest. But how much longer would that take?

Thray yawned. Then, with a shake that went from the tip of her nose to the end of her bushy tail, the small animal jumped off the petite woman and scurried up the trunk of the nearest spruce.

Hearing a throaty grunting, Líf looked at Roden. His lesser panda waddled by in his fur-trimmed boots.

“Is she happy?” the Rus inquired, having noted the young woman’s observation.

“Your fylgja?” Líf shrugged. “She appears excitable and possibly determined, but I don’t know why.” After a short pause she added, “I only talk to my own. If I spoke to another’s, it would be taken as an insult.”

Roden nodded as if he understood. After a moment, he said, “I suspect they know we are here.”

Líf shuddered at the memory of the black-skinned natives. “Why do you think that?”

“Just a feeling.”

“Like when you navigate with the vegvísir?”

Roden had the sigil of the vegvísir inked across his back. It gave him the ability to find any destination he desired and was the basis for his moniker, the Wayfinder. “Not exactly. This feeling stems from something else.”

Once more, a brooding silence swept over the party.
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THEY HAD JOURNEYED for half a moon’s cycle of travel, and all had been calm. Roden’s fears seemed to have been unwarranted.

“Do you think the svartálfar are allowing us passage?” Líf asked Thray. Her unanswered question was forgotten as the redheaded woman observed Brasir and Úlfor, who were walking just ahead of them. Both men had well-developed muscles, although Úlfor’s were more defined. He always appeared ready to spring into action. The wolf warrior was using the butt of his iron spear like a walking stick, though he clearly placed little pressure upon it when he moved.

Neither man spoke. Only Úlfor’s she-wolf and Brasir’s bear vocalized in low huffs and pants. The party had been on their feet all day and had not been permitted a break, except to sleep, for the last three. The elves appeared ill at ease whenever their charges stood still. The problem was that the ljósálfar could go without sleep for a number of nights in a row, while the humans could not.

Líf’s head rocked from side to side in the rhythmic trudge she had developed to keep pace with the slow progression of the weary travelers. Cloaks had been shed more than a week ago due to the warming weather, and her eyes easily traced the shadowed impressions that rippled under Brasir’s tunic. His strong legs were hidden under the loose cloth of his trousers. She had no conscious thought regarding these observations. They were simply an honest appraisal of what she saw in front of her.

“And he is of no interest?” Thray purred in the way she often did when she seemed to read the woman’s thoughts.

“He is not,” Líf whispered, for the men were close by.

“That is perplexing,” Thray admitted. The squirrel continued to pester Líf. “Then why does your gaze fall only on him?”

Feeling the heat in her cheeks, Líf turned to stare defiantly at Úlfor. His form was better, but for some reason her eyes strayed to Brasir. Why? Why him? He infuriated her. He insulted her. He refused to leave her thoughts and dreams alone.

She stopped for a moment to allow the distance to grow between her and the men. All of a sudden, she was knocked to the ground by someone behind her.

Aghast, Sigird bent down to help her to her feet. He apologized profusely, “I am so sorry! I wasn’t looking where I was going. I was—.” His face turned as red as his roe deer fylgja. The teen was now taller than the slight woman by a good bit. His eyes suddenly jerked skyward as if he had been caught in some horrible act, and he turned aside abruptly.

Thray screeched in her own form of laughter. The boy was truly not a boy any longer.

At his height, Sigird must have accidentally looked down Líf’s shift dress. The tented result was more mortifying for the youth than the realization of what he had unintentionally done.

As considerately as possible, Líf turned back in the direction they had been traveling, just as if she had missed his showing. Although Sigird would always be a child in her eyes, she could not deny the rush of satisfaction that came with his display of manhood.

Thray snickered, “The Spear was a perfect moniker for him in a multitude of ways.”

Líf choked back a laugh. To hide her face, she bent over and pretended to brush off her soiled clothes.

“I am so sorry,” Sigird added in a hoarse whisper. “I thought I saw....”

“I am fine,” she eventually was able to say without her voice cracking. “I, too, was distracted.” Her smile caused the teen to quickly turn away from her again.

“We should get moving,” tittered the squirrel, “or we will be left behind at this rate.”

As Líf straightened up, she saw them. They were camouflaged amid the dappled understory. At the same time, she realized that their entire party was standing absolutely still, all except for the embarrassed Sigird.

“Whatever you do,” Líf warned the youth, “do not reach for your weapon.”
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​​Chapter Four
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Harjatogó spoke. Líf could not understand what he said, for the language was unlike any she had heard before. The soft, melodic, and harmonious sounds conveyed elegance and beauty. Yet the tone, breathy and somewhat restrained, reminded her of a gentle breeze that could suddenly intensify into the gales of a storm at sea.

When he grew quiet, five svartálfar approached. Those flanking the elf in the middle cast dubious glares in all directions. Their leader looked with displeasure at the ljósálfar commander, then hissed something in his native tongue.

This must be a declaration of a truce, Líf thought, for both Harjatogó and the black elf’s leader boldly strode to the neutral ground that lay between the two groups. Either side could easily attack at this range, yet their trust that such an act would not occur stayed their hands.

The pair exchanged more words, each in his own language. Did they even understand each other? Or did they refuse to speak in the other’s native tongue out of disdain? With a condescending sneer, the svartálfr hissed one final time, spitting as he talked.

Harjatogó inclined his head. They had reached an agreement. The light elf returned to his comrades and the perplexed people. Using the high tongue, he spoke calmly and carefully. “Remember what I told you that first day when we arrived in Svartálfheim.”

Thray dug her tiny, needle-sharp claws into Líf’s shoulder. Her large front teeth chattered, and she was barely able to relay her thought. “This was not a treaty.”

Líf sucked in her breath as she observed the other fylgjur reacting similarly. Only she understood the connection between the guardians and the tension creeping up the spines of the men. One by one, the fylgjur began to trek northward. Their unseen tethers would soon pull the people along with them. She did not make a move until she knew her family had remembered Harjatogó’s instructions.

As soon as Ottar and Harekson shared a knowing glance, Harjatogó faced his dark-skinned kin. He released a long, slow breath. The rest of the ljósálfar stepped into line alongside him to form a barricade between the human people and this world’s native race. Weorƥan stood shoulder to shoulder with the Wuduælfen.

“We must go,” Thray insisted.

The squirrel’s low growls were swallowed by the furious screeches of the svartálfar as the people of Midgard ran away from the clamor of battle. Several faces contorted in self-doubt. A true warrior would never run from a fight. How else would he earn a seat in Valhalla? How else would he be selected to join the ranks of the einherjar, Odin’s golden army?

Líf was not warrior born. She would defend herself or those she loved, but bloodthirstiness was not part of her nature. She had no qualms about leaving the elves to their own fates. All she cared about was her family...and Brasir.

“Watch the trees!” Hervor shouted.

Unable to discern anything unusual, Líf asked Thray, “What is it?”

“I do n—” The squirrel stopped as an arrow whistled past. The archer was not spotted. Another arrow spiraled by, ricocheted off a tree trunk, and cartwheeled through the air.

“We don’t have bows,” Líf exclaimed.

The small rodent agreed. “No, we do not.”

Had the svartálfar divided up so some could follow them? This was their world. Although their ljósálfar kin were considered intruders, perhaps humans were perceived as enemies as well, an invasive species to be picked off and destroyed.

A third arrow hit its mark, clipping Ulf’s shin. He was already slower than the others due to his ailing feet. The sudden fiery pain caused him to fall flat on his broad-nosed face. His disgruntled cry was muffled by the pine needles entangled in his beard.

With no time to stop and tend to Ulf’s wounds, Guthorm grabbed his companion by his shoulder and hauled him to his feet. As he began to half-drag the injured fellow along, Sigird gripped Ulf’s other shoulder. Together, the taller men almost carried the shorter one as they rushed on.

Líf spied the lithe silhouettes of their enemy. Many carried bows. They were not about to risk hand-to-hand combat with the battle-trained warriors. Instead, they hunted the humans from a safe distance. However, they underestimated Úlfor.

Just as silently as the elves, the Úlfhéðinn sprang from the shadows and thrust his spear into the unprotected side of a black elf. His crimson wolf fylgja snapped her slavering mouth above the victim’s pointed ears as he collapsed. But it was the man who howled out like a wild beast.

In the thickening woodlands, Líf lost sight of the wolf warrior. More than anyone else, Úlfor could hold his own against the svartálfar. At least, that is what she hoped as the resonating clang of metal against metal was heard in the nearby undergrowth. The fight had found them. Pulling her seax out of its sheath, she prepared for an attack.

In moments, a dark form sprang from behind the next tree. Dropping low and swinging her blade, Líf heard a gurgling cry and felt the hot spray of blood drench her face. Temporarily blinded by the garnet tint, she threw herself to one side. She felt the rush of air as a missed blow swiped overhead.

Had she killed it? Was the svartálfr dead? Then a dreadful thought took hold. Was it a ljósálfr? Or a human? She had acted instinctively and never paused to check.

“Move, Líf!” Thray trilled. The only sound was the splattering of liquid on dry leaves.

Unable to fully clear her vision, the woman rolled aside just as she heard the thmth of something driving deep into the soil where she had lain. There was a roar. Heavy footfalls stopped short. A series of breathy exhales ended with one final, gargling gasp. Líf desperately wiped her eyes with her sleeves to clear her sight as she scrambled backward. Blurred images finally focused.

Brasir released the head of a disemboweled svartálfr; the gash in its throat had severed all muscle up to its spine. As Brasir bent over Líf, his she-bear’s colors began to dull to a soft orange. Once again, the man had come to save her.

Furious, the woman batted away his extended hand. “I am not helpless.” Rising to her feet, she pointed to the long slit across the elf’s torso that exposed his intestines. “I will not be treated like a child.”

“This is not the time,” Thray cautioned as she swiveled her head around.

Líf bridled. When was it ever the time? She searched for the dagger she had dropped in all the commotion and found it partially buried among pine needles.

“You mistake me,” Brasir reassured her. His eyes were as dark as the night sky above Midgard. “I do not think of you as helpless. I think of you as precious.”

Her heart constricted, and she hated herself for it. Listening to him was dangerous. She needed to be clearheaded when in battle. Picking up Thray, she began to make her way through the woods. She could hear the man behind her, easily catching up to her swift pace.

Brasir was not about to
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