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  Blood Tells


Iam Jormungander, the Midgard Serpent in the North. On Turtle Island I am Djodi’kwado, the Great Horned Serpent. 
[image: ]
Soon I will be “Hanih” to my first brood. My wife, Ojisadoh the She-Serpent, will either have to shed a skin or give birth soon.
Turtle Island’s natives are fierce and drove off or absorbed the Vikings who tried to settle here. I stayed because I found a wife and clan here. I’ve gone native.
The monster serpents’ preferred breeding season is in the summer. They want their women to lay their eggs before their winter hibernation. Adapting to my wife, Ojisadoh's schedule took some time, but her male kin kept me respectful. They were always underfoot in the clan’s cave and would support her in a physical struggle. I’m still the biggest serpent in Midgard, but I’m smaller on Turtle Island, and they outnumber me.
As it is, my size means I’ll have to find us a bigger cave to move into. The one we have is too small for a growing family.
Ojisadoh’s got a fetish about cleaning the cave to clear up the space, but it won’t do. She looks like she swallowed a whale that she can’t digest. The bairns in her belly grow so rapidly that she loses her skin every three days.
“I’ll get a fresh branch to clean the cave,” I say to her.
“Bring a deer or two when you come back,” she says.
I wouldn’t be able to go out at all if I didn’t need to hunt for her. She’s a good hunter herself, but the extra weight in her belly slows her down.
I plan to do some “cleaning” instead. I will see if there’s anyone with a bigger cave I can push out.
Empty caves have funny smells that aren’t only unseemly but unhealthy. I like the water, but they’re flooded and prone to mold. They won’t do for my wife and bairns. Ojisadoh is too close to term to travel far. I’m going to have to claim a cave from one of the other members of the Monster Serpent clan.
Space is at a premium and there are other couples with nests full of eggs. I find a likely cave. The wife is in her nest, and there is a crowd of adolescent serpents around her. One of them sees me and hisses.
A group of serpents circle around the female in a protective formation. “Our Noyeh isn’t taking visitors.” One of them has a hood that swells. Another brandishes the horn on his head, ready to spear me if I come any closer.
I’m bigger than them, but they outnumber me four to one, so I retreat. Other caves are like this: older pairs use their older children to protect the noyeh. They take turns hunting to feed her, so she’s always under guard.
I can overpower any one warrior in the clan, but the warriors could swarm me if I try to bully them.
There are older serpents with good caves who would be easier prey. They don’t have adolescent children to patrol their caves. Perhaps I can get one of their caves if I make it look like they died in an accident?
I come to the biggest cave. To my surprise, I see Ojisadoh being guided into a nest by the largest and oldest she-serpent I’ve ever seen.
“Huh?”
“Hanih and Noyeh are letting us move into their cave, so we’ll have more space for the eggs.” Ojisadoh said.
“I cleaned up our old cave. So they can move in,” she added.
‘I’m past the egg laying stage, and we don’t need the space anymore.” My mother-in-law says.
It makes sense she’s my father-in-law, Gaasyendietha’s mate. He makes her look petite, but she’s the only one big enough to accommodate him.
So that settles the issue, though I suspect my real work will begin when the eggs are laid and hatched.


      [image: ]It’ll be any day now and Noyeh is underfoot to help Ojisadoh with the labor. “We’re not as frail as the Onkwehon: we women. However, there’s a certain trick to squeezing the eggs out, so they don’t get jammed in the birth canal.”
I don’t want to hear the details, but I don’t want to be a coward either. I assume the “Onkwehon: we” are some rival clan.
I was worried we were cutting it too close when the leaves on the trees turned red. However, my first bairns emerged before the first frost. “I feel pain in my belly. This is it Djodi’kwado.”
“Sgat, dkeni: h, seh, ge: ih, wis,” Noyeh called out as she laid the clutch in our nest.
Ojisadoh’s belly shrunk when each egg passed through her. It snapped back to its prepregnancy shape after the fifth egg. That was a trick I’m sure human women wished they had.
She took a deep breath. “That’s it.”
The eggs were the size of boulders. It was no wonder she looked like a scaly hen fattened for the dinner table as she carried them. “Would you be insulted if I said I expected more?”
Ojisadoh gave a hissing cackle. “My clan has the biggest eggs. The smaller snakes lay more eggs.”
This was the first time I saw a she-serpent in labor, though I knew where babies came from. I’d been thrown into the Northern Sea months after my birth and most of the other jotuns avoided me.
I went from biting my tail in the Northern Sea to sharing underground caves with a close-knit clan. Her five eggs increased their number.
“Does every maiden of your tribe lay five eggs?” Our caves were cozy, but they were bound to get crowded at this rate.
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She coiled herself around the clutch. “We can always use more warriors when the spring thunders come.”
“Is that the time for war campaigns? I should know the rules of engagement if I’m to be the clan’s war chief.”
“Rules of engagement? Hah! We got our ways of doing things, but it’s not a rigid set of rules. The warriors set up a war party when needed, and someone has to lead the charge into enemy territory.”
“And that’s my job now?”
She closed her eyes and brooded over our eggs. “It will be in spring. You missed this year’s war.”


      [image: ]Ojisadoh would be the last female to go into hibernation because she was the clanmother. Her Noyeh retired from the position and named her the new clanmother. It was her duty to make the day-to-day decisions of the clan. I thought it meant she was the main hausfrau, but she might as well have been a Viking queen.
Not only did she make decisions about housekeeping, but she also chose who got accepted by the clan. We had the biggest cave. Not only because of our status and family size, but to accommodate her petitioners. It served as an audience chamber.
People came and went in our cave frequently. We only got rest when we put a broom like stick upright outside the cave’s opening as a signal we didn’t want visitors. It wasn’t a strong bar holding them back. Though moving past it would’ve been unimaginably rude to the monster serpents. Most times, the custom was enough to keep them in line. The rebels knew the clan mother had at least two warriors to back her up, though. She got to conduct her business in peace.
I wanted some private time with Ojisadoh and was about to put the branch out. However, a mother and daughter waited outside the chamber.
The noyeh had huge coils bursting with fat and muscles. Her daughter was as long as her, but so bony I wondered if she was sick or starved.
“I need to speak with the clanmother. It’s urgent.” The mother rumbled.
I glanced at the starving maiden with downcast eyes. The mother nodded “yes” to my unspoken question and I let them pass.
“What is it, Karahkwa?” Ojisadoh asked.
“Ehnita, has been feeding Onyare, the Pretty White Snake.”
Both of the older women shivered in distaste.
“I don’t know why everyone’s so mean to him. He’s the most beautiful of serpents.” Ehnita sighed the last sentence the way most females sighed over my father, Loki.
“But he’s never satisfied, no matter how much you feed him. You should’ve saved that food you caught for yourself. Why should he get fat at your expense?” Karahkwa said.
“He’s not fat! He’s growing, and soon he’ll be big enough for me. “
Ojisadoh snorted. “He’ll swallow you whole if he gets big enough to do so. Have you bred with
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The hatchlings looked like gold
and silver necklaces entwined
around her neck.
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Soon | will be “Hanin” to my first brood.
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My eggs hatched four days later. The boys
had my horns. The one girl had Ojisadoh’s
pearly scales.
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She coiled herself around
the clutch.







