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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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I saw there wading through rivers wild

Treacherous men and murderers too,

And workers of ill with the wives of men;

There Nithogg sucked the blood of the slain,

And the wolf tore men; would you know yet more?

Völuspá, Song of the Seeress 39:1-5
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Everything has a beginning and an end, for there is a limit to existence. Gods, realms, and beasts are only but fleeting moments that will eventually be extinguished. Life was birthed from the embrace of fire and ice, and it will succumb to those same elements. A cycle complete. An ashen memory. Nothingness will consume all. Yet those two opposing elements, colliding in the darkness, created everything we know. Sparks from the eternal flames clung to the sky forming celestial bodies that illuminated and warmed the lands where life blossomed and thrived upon the corpses of those who came before and perished. Fire and ice engendered all. Ice and flame will return what is to oblivion...

The man’s burnt fingers, tenderly wrapped in bandages, toyed with Líf’s hair. Her locks, which she often deemed obscenely red, shimmered in the sun and coiled around the cloth bindings. His words lingered in her ears, thick and heavy: “Are you my flame?”

She was his flame, his fire. Brasir’s memories may have been erased and replaced with images of the path they must take, yet he had somehow clung to an impression of fire around his body—the fire of her hair, the fire of her love.

“Brasir—” Líf yearned to discover how much he remembered. Their shared nights? The years of travel and misery? Their foolish dreams of a future beyond their current bleak situation?

The powerful figure kneeling before her withdrew his wounded hand. “That is not my name.”

She felt him slipping away again, yet not entirely. She and Brasir had jointly dropped their golden offering into Mímir’s well, hoping its waters would provide answers. Humanity stood on the brink of extinction, and Brasir’s unprecedented ability to see hamingjur had led them to this foreign realm. Hamingjur were one of the four parts that make up a person alongside hamr, the physical body; hugr, the soul and mind; and Líf’s favorite, fylgjur, the animal shaped guardian spirits that guided people on their safest course. Hamingjur were dying and along with them, their people. Brasir had been their only hope to discover the source of this blight and stop it. Líf prayed he still was.

But he was no longer the man she had grown to love. He was an empty vessel, stripped of his past and his relationships. He had become a living map, guiding them onward. And she had done this to him.

“Is that true?” The sharp voice came from the small creature perched on Líf’s slender shoulder. The iridescent squirrel was her fylgja, her personal guardian, that she had named Thray. Líf’s unique gift enabled her to communicate with all fylgjur, granted Thray allowed it. The small rodent seemed to find it taboo if Líf talked to others of her kind. Fylgjur were strange and wonderful creatures, though Líf wished hers would stop listening to her personal thoughts. There had been a brief moment by the well’s edge where her connection with Thray had been severed. Oddly, she felt relieved at the temporary separation from this aspect of herself.

Ignoring the squirrel, as she was the only one that could hear or see Thray, Líf addressed Brasir, who was wiping the last bits of soil that he had been holding onto his already soiled kyrtill. “You must remember.”

“You have been with me. I know that now. You are the flame that has haunted my dreams, waking and sleeping,” he said, standing up. His height was impressive even among her own people. “We continue south, my fire.”

As he stepped away, a large bear trundled after him. Fylgjur forms often represent their human’s core traits, and Brasir’s ursine companion signified his royal lineage. It had been revealed not so long ago that he had once reigned as a king but had abdicated to embark on this odyssey and save what remained of his people and others.

Líf occasionally found it perplexing that her fylgja was a squirrel, but she had concluded that it was due to her small stature and timid nature. Oh, how she changed over this journey! She might be tiny, but she was no longer weak and helpless, frightened and shy. She lacked the self-confidence of her sister, but she had confronted enemies and engaged in battle and was stronger and more resilient for it.

Thray scrambled to Líf’s other shoulder to get a better view of their surroundings. “Why do you think you caused his change?”

“I...,” Líf hesitated, not wanting to admit this to anyone, including Thray. Her stomach churned as she forced out the words, “Because I asked for something else. It was a momentary weakness. I truly desire to save the hamingjur. Please believe me. I just did not want to lose anyone else. What if I affected the answer we received? What if I altered our course?”

The rodent had become very still; not even a whisker twitched. “You do not think our answer lies in Helheim?”

“I don’t know, Thray,” the woman murmured.  She reached over to scratch the squirrel’s head, but the tiny animal stepped back. Somewhat forlornly, Líf continued, “We saw the same things—fire, ice, the hall of the dead. But I don’t understand why Brasir changed, and I did not.”

“What makes you think that you caused any of that?” Thray flicked her tail and almost growled.

The unpleasant sound caused the hairs at the back of Líf’s neck to rise, “My fingers were the last to touch the offering. I was the last to touch it. What if my stray thought might have swayed his long-sought question?”

“She changed as well.” The rodent clacked her long teeth, her fur morphing into darker hues.

Líf realized that Thray was referring to Brasir’s fylgja. They both had lost parts of themselves. Was that another offering that Mímisbrunnr had stripped from them? Why not her? She was the one in error.

Thray glared at the woman. If Líf had been punished, so would the squirrel. What was she thinking? “I wasn’t sure if I could handle losing someone else. You know that.”

“You are not the Norns,” growled the tiny creature. “Fate is not meant for you to change. Yet you sacrificed one for another. Was it worth it?”

Inhaling sharply, Líf was not given the chance to make her defense before Thray leapt off her and ran back toward the final members of their meager group.

Had she done that? Had her desire afflicted Brasir and his she-bear? All she had wanted was to find a way to plead for her sister’s life. She had hoped there was a cure for the poison now ravishing the once strong and intimidating shieldmaiden. Líf had already lost her brother, along with so many others, on this journey.

Hervor should be the one standing in full health in Líf’s stead. The tall blond had proved her worth over and over again. She was better suited to life in these harsh worlds that clung to Yggdrasil, the cosmic ash tree. Her sister deserved happiness but had only received pain and loss. Yet Hervor would never wish her life to be saved if that meant countless others would perish. Their brother had fought so hard and so long to one day return to his sons. Could Budvar and Gratti be the next claimed by the hamingjur blight? What had Líf done?

Rising to her feet, she watched as the other two people slowly approached her location. Hervor, looking wan, leaned against Harekson as they trudged up the slope. The ridge was not terribly high, but it was steep enough to prove troublesome for Hervor’s footing. Once at the precipice, the shieldmaiden let go of the man’s arm. She breathed in the air that carried the smell of new growth. Both Harekson and Líf watched her with concern.

Spring had arrived in Jötunheim, the world of giants for which it was named. Brilliant-green shoots stuck up through the rocky terrain. Birds twittered and flitted about in the cloudless sky. Several scrub bushes budded. It resembled parts of Midgard, their own world. Yet the native populous were set on the destruction of man and god alike. Or at least most of them.

More and more, Líf was discovering that while many of the old tales about the nine realms and their inhabitants held truth, there were also incomplete or entirely backward elements. Even within her own culture, she noticed narrow-minded and egocentric perspectives. Her perception of everything around her had undergone significant changes. But would any of it matter in the end?

Hervor, Harekson, and Líf had committed to follow Brasir, fully aware that they would never return to Midgard, their home. This realization stemmed from Brasir’s unique ability to see their hamingjur, and he had let it slip more than once that their luck was waning. They were there solely to contribute in any way possible to ensure Brasir’s success. Why had Líf allowed her selfish thoughts to jeopardize everything? She knew what lay ahead. She had just anticipated that it would be her, not her sister, to be the first welcomed into Hel’s hall.

Líf balled up her hands into fists, grappling with the irreversible events. There was no way to undo what had transpired. All she could do now was focus on their destination. If they could make it in time, perhaps she could barter with the goddess of death to save her sister. That was her original goal, wasn’t it? It might be seen as selfish, but it was all Líf had left. Brasir was lost to her, and her world was dying. Maybe, just maybe....

“I can walk,” Hervor shrugged off the arm offered by Harekson to assist her descent. Under the scrutiny of the man’s blue eyes, the shieldmaiden sighed, “Let me do this, Erikk.”

Harekson no longer appeared surly nor argumentative as he allowed the injured woman to progress on her own. He did, however, remain in easy reach as he followed her down the slope.

Where had this version of the man been all along? Líf had perceived him as entitled, arrogant, and prideful—a relentless hound pursuing its prey and a bane to her family. Had the self-righteous man truly changed so drastically, or had Líf been unwilling to see any other side of him beyond what she had desired?

As the son of their jarl and eldest grandson to their king, Harekson had been raised with the knowledge that one day he might rule. His rigid beliefs about what was right and wrong were the reason Líf’s family was compelled to flee their lands. Once, he would never have believed that a slave purchased by his father would become humanity’s only hope. Líf had freed Brasir, setting everything in motion. Then again, wasn’t everything written by the Norns?

The man’s boar trotted by his feet, huffing and snorting to keep pace with its person, while Hervor’s goshawk rested upon the shieldmaiden’s shoulder. Fylgjur, like hamingjur, were all female. And they were not the only female groupings that comprised the dísir; in truth, the word dís, an individual of this group, also meant lady. There were valkyrie and other such spirits. Some even said the Norns were part of this collective, but there had never been any discernable evidence. Thray had refused to verify anything, deeming such knowledge not meant for mankind. 

Four survivors, eight if the fylgjur were included, followed in a weary line over miles of rough terrain. The nights were either eerily silent or filled with raucous sounds of bellowing beasts, huge creatures sized for the jötnar. Massive herds of cattle or gargantuan swine were guarded in the dark by their ever-watchful keepers. It was during those times when Líf’s hands would tremble. The jötnar were trekking away from the humans, headed in a different direction, as if all of Jötunheim was on the move.

Some days they even spotted the oversized inhabitants comprising the various clans. The jötnar were preparing for ‘the Call’ but a call for what? The Midgardians did whatever they could to remain hidden. And so, weeks passed, and for one in the party, time was running out.

[image: image]

“YOU MUST DRINK MORE water,” Líf chastised her sister as she handed her the leather pouch. Hervor’s skin was slick with sweat, her lips dry and chapped, her face hollow. Recently, it had become hard for her to keep down food.

The shieldmaiden simply nodded and tried to swallow. If her sister was not in the mood to argue, she was becoming dangerously weak. In moments like these, Líf spoke a wordless prayer to any deity who would listen.

Hervor had been wounded by a wolf-fanged dagger, its poisons preventing any scratch from its blade from healing. Instead, even the smallest nick would fester and bleed until the toxins won out. Her entire torso was now blackened and oozing from breasts to groin. Líf tried to tend to the affliction daily but to little good. It was short of miraculous that the shieldmaiden had survived so long since many others had died much quicker.

They had reached another mountain range. Jötunheim seemed to be half-covered in them, ugly jagged scars strewn upon stony flesh. They had not spotted any giant for days nor any game in twice as long. Harekson had insisted that they all make camp to allow them time to hunt. If Brasir was correct, they would be nearing the entrance to Muspelheim, the realm of fire. Without supplies, how would they survive that world? Surely nothing lived there but creatures of flame.

It was still early in the morning, and the two men had yet to return from their outing. Harekson was laying snares, though both men were on the lookout for any animal that might live in this rough terrain.

Hervor did not make any effort to wipe the droplets of water off her chin. Instead, she placed Ottar’s sword upon her lap. Her brother’s weapon was their family’s most precious heirloom and all they had left to remember him by.

“He should have taken it,” murmured Hervor bitterly.

Líf touched her sister’s forehead with the back of her hand. The fever continued to sear. For once, she wished she had snow in reach to cool Hervor’s body. “Swords are for war, not hunting. Brasir is perfectly skilled with the spear.” She did not add that the sword should remain with their family. Brasir was not a child of Lothbran nor a spouse of one of the Lothbrandóttirs. The weapon should remain with the sisters.

“Harekson then. His own may have been lost, but—”

“Enough Hervor,” snapped Líf. Her sister should be reserving her energy. “Why don’t you sleep.”

The other woman did not answer but ran her fingers up and down the sheath. She was clearly worrying about the rust. The sword had not been cared for properly for some time, and spots of red begun appearing on its blade. They had no oil and could not afford to store the sword anywhere but in its sheath.

Frustration was etched across Líf’s face as she shook her head.

Suddenly, Thray leaped forward. “The mountain cries,” she exclaimed.

There was no time for questions, as the earth started to quake. Loose stones tumbled down the slopes, ranging from small pebbles to large boulders, with one massive orb rolling directly toward them.
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Líf might have been born on her toes. She swiftly grabbed hold of her sister and pulled her out of the boulder’s trajectory. There had been no time to think and just enough to act. The lichen-flecked rock rolled by without causing any more damage than destroying their fire. Burning embers twisted and spun in the air even as the heaving motion of the ground subsided.

“An earthquake,” Hervor uttered as she sank back down, her body unwilling to stand. One of the shieldmaiden’s hands was still clutching her sister, “You saved me.”

“All I did was move us aside,” Líf felt her cheeks heat.

Shaking her sweat-filmed blond hair, Hervor insisted, “You saved me, Líf. I thank you.”

If the taller woman had been feeling even a little bit better, she would have easily sprung away from the falling stones. Líf should not have been credited for this and turned away from Thray’s approving gaze.

When the men returned, they shared their account of how the entire mountain range trembled and shook. Thray insisted that the mountains were crying, though why would the range mourn and for what?

Harekson stared at her with such curiosity that Líf felt compelled to inquire, “What is it?”

“I just wonder if you had been a skald, what sort of tales you would weave about our journey.”

“She is a skald.” Hervor’s voice carried a forceful conviction, and Harekson momentarily frowned. It must still be difficult for him to consider that things could be different from what he had been brought up believing. Skalds were men who recited poetry and wove great tales of the heroes and gods. Although women might tell stories to their children to lull them to sleep, they never occupied the role of a true skald.

Many of the Lothbranson crew had jokingly, or possibly even respectfully, referred to Líf by that title. This was simply because she possessed what her brother had deemed a talent for recitation and recall of the greatest tales of old. Surely, everyone was familiar with these stories. She was simply the one they encouraged to bring them to life for the entertainment of those around her.

Harekson nodded as if rescinding his prior statement. “What would you say then about Jötunheim now that you have actually walked its lands?”

Líf fidgeted, feeling the weight of everyone’s anticipation. “I am no poet. I lack training in kennings, flytings, and other forms of the art. I doubt that I possess either the skills or the eloquence. Nonetheless, I would want others to understand that we were mistaken in some of our presumptions. The worlds are vast and wonderous. Those who have been isolated in Midgard know little about the ways of others. We presume too much and judge too harshly.”

A pair of hares, large as cats, crackled on spits. Brasir’s gaze returned to the flames, though he showed no interest in touching them. He seemed content that it had been Líf’s hair, not actual fire, that had been seared into his muddled memory.

Picking up a loose pebble, the small woman rolled it between her palms. “I would speak of similarities, differences, and parallels that might be comically obvious.”

“Like what?” Líf felt uncomfortable at Harekson’s sudden interest. He spoke like Ottar. The men had been the same age and had formed a strange respect for each other, one that Líf never fully understood. This dark-haired warrior was not her brother. Far from it.

Taking a moment to collect her thoughts, Líf attempted to explain herself. “We all know the tale of Loki’s downfall. He was always more intelligent than everyone around him except for his sworn blood-brother Odin. Perhaps that’s why they pledged oaths to each other, forming a bond as strong as any true-born brother. Yet while Odin eternally seeks knowledge to prevent Ragnarök and his predicted demise, Loki amuses himself with pranks and trickery, leading him down a reckless path.

“I think this stemmed from boredom. His mischief, once considered harmless, intensified until it led to the death of Balder, the favored of all gods. Yet, the Æsir forgave him. But one bleary night, this drunken half-child of a jötunn chose to insult every god and goddess at supper. Thor was away which might be why Loki had that extra boost of confidence.

“He ruthlessly pointed out their flaws, hinted at their secrets, and slandered their names. When Thor arrived, Loki verbally attacked the champion of mankind.”

The fire crackled as a log popped; the rabbits were nearly ready.

“Loki fled. You know that he shapeshifted into a salmon but was ultimately captured by the magical net he himself had woven. The punishment the Æsir doled out is what I wish to recount. Loki was dragged into a cave deep in the mountains with his two legitimate sons. He was forced to watch as Vali was transformed into a wolf, possibly a twisted joke about Loki’s bastard offspring Fenrir. Vali immediately attacked his brother Nari, tearing him apart. Nari’s intestines were turned into an iron chain that bound Loki to a rock. The jötunn goddess Skaði placed a serpent above his head, dripping poison onto the lord of mischief as retribution for her own father’s death, in which Loki was involved. The Æsir left Loki there forevermore.’”

For a moment, Líf paused to reflect on her words. Hadn’t they been aided by that very giantess to reach Mímir’s well? Encountering figures from these ancient stories was jarring, and the fact that they had lived to contemplate it was awe-inspiring. Still, the woman’s point remained.

“Distraught and in mourning, Loki’s wife, Sigyn, chose to remain in the cavern with her husband. Day and night, she collects the serpent’s venom in a bowl to prevent it from burning Loki. But when the bowl is full, she must hurry to the opening to dump the vile contents. In those moments, Loki wails and writhes from the pain, causing the mountains to quake.”

Silence enveloped everyone, including the fylgjur. Líf hadn’t intended her retelling to cast such a somber mood, but their recent ordeal brought it to mind, leaving her shivering.

“Gods can be cruel,” Brasir finally broke the uncomfortable quiet.

However, as far as Líf knew, Loki was never truly viewed as a god, but at best, a sort of next-of-kin. Was Brasir sympathizing with the half-blooded deity, or did he have something else on his mind. She chose not to wonder. This man was not the same man she used to know, and this change brought worry and dismay.

That evening another tremor occurred, not as violent as the first and just as brief.

Thray continued to refer to the range as the Crying Mountains. Perhaps that name was close to the truth, as the same quakes repeated each morning and evening. Once the party anticipated them, they chose their campsites more wisely.

“I would not want to come across Loki’s cavern,” Thray admitted as they prepared to travel further.

“These are not those mountains,” Líf affirmed, tying up her meager travel parcel.

“How would you know? Their location was never mentioned.”

“Why hide Loki in Jötunheim if the Æsir know his blood partly comes from this land. That would be too risky. What if a jötunn freed him?”

“And what if a jötunn killed him?”

It was too early for Líf to engage in an argument with the little creature, especially an argument that held no true value. She sighed, “I should stop telling stories.”

“Please do not do that.” Brasir was nearby, looking remarkably refreshed after their sleep. Líf found herself wishing she were the cause of the sparkle in his eyes. “You have a gift.”

A new thought came to her. “Would you like me to tell you another as we walk?”

“I would, very much.”

Not far away, Harekson gave her a nod and moved next to Hervor, relieving Líf of her responsibility to care for her sibling. She would thank the man later, but for now, she began, “There once was a seaside village set upon an island off the coast of a kingdom. The village was called Thorinheim....”

Líf made sure to change names, but the essence remained—the story of her, Brasir, and their love. She wondered if the man beside her would recognize any of it, yet he simply smiled at the pleasant times and frowned at the multiple bouts of tragedy. The recitation spanned several days and was nearing the part when she had been half-starved and lost in a blizzard before discovering the glen with the life-saving dew that could only have been sent by the gods.

That’s when she heard a screechy voice cry out, “Mine!”

Spinning around, Brasir and Líf both saw a jötunn stumbling down the rocky slope of a nearby mountain. Though taller than a man, this giant was only nine feet in height. His gaping mouth was missing half its teeth, and his tongue darted to lick his lips. The loose-fitting pants, a hodgepodge of stitched-together hides, did little to disguise the gimp leg. Brasir and Líf’s hands met, and together they ran away from the stumbling jötunn.

Was he alone? Líf could have sworn that this was one of the very giants that had chased them into Glæsisvellir, the only part of this accursed world where humans could remain safe.

“In here,” Brasir practically shoved her under an overhang that served as an entry to a deeper cavern.

“Hervor!” Líf was ready to sprint back toward her sister.

“No! I cannot have you harmed,” the man urged, stepping in her way and blocking her path.

“Let me go. She is my sister!”

“You must remain safe.”

“Why?” Líf’s concern for her sibling twisted into anger for being, once again, coddled.

“I—” Brasir cut himself off, appearing perplexed. Behind him, the massive jötunn lumbered in their direction.

“It is too late to escape!” Thray pointed out what Líf had just realized. Releasing a frustrated cry, the woman turned back to the dark abode. There was not enough room for her to stand, so the stooping pair had to practically crawl farther into the recesses.

“Come out, Midgardian! Come out!” A disproportionally large hand swiped after them as the jötunn ducked down in pursuit.

Half-snarling, Brasir jabbed at the giant with his spear. The unusually thick flesh should not have broken, but it did. Brasir was using his dwarven-made gift. The dvergar were the best metalsmiths in all the worlds, and this was one more proof.

Not expecting such an outcome, the jötunn screamed and bumped his head in the process of backing out. “The human bites! The human has teeth! I will crush you and grind your bones into paste.”

He reached for his cudgel, a knobby weapon loosely formed from a tree’s trunk. The jötunn thrust the bludgeoning weapon into the hollow several times. It was not long enough to reach the pair, and by some strange bit of luck, the giant was too hesitant to reenter the low-hanging space.

Teeth gnashed in the gigantic face. Then he swiftly turned sideways. “I smell others.” He disappeared from sight.

“Hervor!” Líf was breathing heavily.

“Let me look.” As Brasir scooted toward the opening, the jötunn jumped back into view. His cudgel drove into the alcove, ramming the man in the chest.

“Ha! Ha!” the jötunn trilled, his voice screechy at best. “I have smelled them before. Now they are mine.”

“Líf, he’s coming!” cried Thray.

“I know!” The woman dove for Brasir’s spear. He had dropped it upon impact. In the next moment, she thrust the tip repeatedly at the jötunn’s hand, making the knuckles bleed. The cudgel was dropped.

Brasir, still on his knees, grabbed the other end of the bludgeoning weapon and pulled it away from the shocked offender.

The giant screamed and cried, retreating to the outside of the overhang. “I will get back in their good graces,” he snarled. “You will see. I will not be left out of the Call. I may be slow, but I will not be left behind! You will see!”

Tucking his bleeding hand under an armpit, he slammed his other fist at the stone above the opening. Again and again, he beat the rock.

Líf was about to make a run at the large brute when Brasir pulled her in the opposite direction. A loud crack was followed by large chunks of falling stone. Their exit was blocked.

Everything was swallowed by darkness, but Líf was not like everyone else. In the gloom, she could still see due to the fylgjur’s glow. Their available space had shrunk by half, and several pinholes allowed light to filter through the pile of stone. Perhaps Brasir could also see a little.

The jötunn paced outside. “They will see my good find. They will respect me. They will ask me to join the Call.” Then the sound of heavy footsteps faded away.

“Are you alright, Líf?” Brasir coughed.

She looked down where he crouched. Was that blood on his lips? Despite the glow, it was too dim to tell.

“Are you?” Líf dropped to his side. “Strip off your shirt. I need to see what damage was done.”

She pulled the kyrtill over his head. The man did not resist, nor did he stop her as she ran her hands over the areas where she expected bruises to bloom.

“Líf?”

She could not tell if any of his ribs were fractured, but at least none appeared broken. “Yes?”

“Have we done this before?”

The woman blinked. “No.”

Brasir’s face furrowed. “Have I almost lost you before?”

As Líf scooted back, the man grabbed her hand. There had been numerous situations that could have prompted her to say yes—close calls that nearly jeopardized her life, from blizzards to battles. Then there was her forced wedding to another, a union she could not prevent.

“I cannot lose you,” His insistence was unnerving. She pulled away, refusing to let his sorrowful eyes weaken her resolve, for all she wanted to do at this moment was to be near him, touching him, kissing him.

Brasir ran his fingers through his tangled hair and pulled at the coiled strands. “All I see is fire. Why do you burn me?” Raising his voice, he cried out, “Why do you burn?”
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​Chapter Three
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What had the well done to this man? He was broken and lost, but he was the only one who could save them. This was a cruel irony orchestrated by even crueler fates.

“He may not be the only one,” said Thray. She was cautiously observing the she-bear hunched near the back wall, flickering hot and cold hues.

“Don’t say that,” Líf snapped. The squirrel had once again listened in on her thoughts. Brasir’s ability to see hamingjur was unique, but he wasn’t the sole bearer of the knowledge needed to navigate their path. The answers lay in Helheim, and Líf was just as capable to guide them there as the shattered remnant of the man she loved. “Don’t ever say that again.”

Unable to hear fylgjur, Brasir responded as though she had spoken to him, “I do not wish to deceive you. I cannot. I see flashes of images, things that elude my memory and understanding. You are in them all.”

Líf yearned to be elsewhere. The man’s very presence was unsettling. He looked like Brasir, sounded like Brasir, but he was not the man she had freed in Thorinheim. Fighting back tears, she turned to the pile of rocks. Could she dig out of this prison?

She heard him moving as she lifted the first small stone. “Stay still. I cannot be sure how severe your injuries are.”

“What was he like?”

“Who?”

“Your Brasir.”

Líf inhaled sharply. He had not remembered any of her story. Why should she bother? Yet an inner impulse compelled her forward. “Kind to me, even gentle. Outwardly, he seemed resolute and unwavering in his beliefs. Honorable. Brave. A true warrior. He was my—” She could not complete her statement; the pain was too much.

Silence filled the dark space. Only the sounds of Líf’s grunts and groans were heard as she worked on clearing the sealed opening. Blistered hands and strained muscles didn’t deter her; there was an exhilaration in making progress, no matter how modest. Salvation depended on her efforts; her life was literally in her hands. A smile crept across her face in the gloom.

Eventually, a small tunnel of light was revealed. It was as thin as her arm and just as long, but her hand was able to reach outside.

“Thray, come here. Can you fit through?”

The squirrel scrambled up next to her, pressing her head into the hollow. “Quite possibly.”

“I need you to find Hervor and Harekson.”

“We cannot be separated,” Thray protested.

“I know it will hurt,” Líf admitted, “but I need you to try. Hervor has always been able to be a great distance from her fylgja. Their separation did not kill her, and it will not kill us. It’s just pain, Thray. Temporary pain. You know this.”

The rodent clacked her teeth and flicked her tail twice. “It is more than pain, but I will try.” The iridescent animal wriggled through the narrow hollow, disappearing into the sunlight.

Líf soon felt the sensations of knife slashes to her gut, the relentless agony intensifying until she collapsed.

“What is this?” Brasir demanded, his voice filled with concern.

“I sent Thray, my fylgja, away,” Líf confessed. She was trembling uncontrollably. Whatever she was enduring, she hoped her tiny guardian could function despite the torture.

Brasir scooted over and pulled her close. His arms wrapped around her like a living shield. Despite being a stranger, she allowed it. With her eyes pressed shut, she could almost forget that her Brasir was not the one gently rocking her and humming the foreign melody that he used to sing to her.

When the worst had passed, Líf relaxed against him. Her skin was slick with sweat and icy cold as if a fever had broken. When she looked around, she saw Thray wriggling back into the cave.

“I found them,” she panted. “I found them, Líf.”

Before she could reply, Harekson’s voice called out, “Líf? Brasir?”

“In here,” Brasir responded, while the small woman reached over and picked up the invisible squirrel. “We are fine, just trapped.”

Harekson must have been pacing just outside the rockslide. “I will get you out of there. Hold tight.”

“What else are we to do?” Thray sniffed. Her entire body shook, causing her fur to fluff up. She seemed overly satisfied with herself.

With Harekson working on one side and Líf, along with Brasir, on the other, they finally managed to remove enough debris to free those trapped. The sun was high in the sky, fully illuminating the valley. A mild breeze began to dry the perspiration off the woman’s skin.

In her elation, Líf reached up and kissed Brasir. The man just stood there, not exactly stunned but appearing to ponder the small woman’s unexpected action. Líf flushed, her cheeks as red as her hair.

Harekson was just as shocked but tried to hide it by pointing in a different direction. “I left Hervor over there under a shelter of some fallen trees.”

Líf immediately took off. As soon as she was out of earshot, she asked her fylgja, “Why did I do that?”

“There are some things about you that even I cannot explain, although your attraction is clear.”

The woman grimaced. “I wish you would have stopped me.”

“How?” Thray was indignant. “You will do what you wish to do. You always have.”

Hervor was no longer hiding in the thicket but already making her way around the rocky slope toward them. Relief filled her pale, tired features. “By Thor’s blessing! The gods are good.”

“Let’s not talk of the gods right now.” Líf noted the dark hue of her sister’s goshawk. “We should get moving. The jötunn will return for us. I know it.”

Helping her sister along, they met the men at the valley’s base and moved as swiftly as they could even after the evening’s earthquake.

The next several days dragged on, blessedly void of danger. They were approaching one of the largest mountains in the range. A haze swirled around its peak, appearing to slice the stone behemoth in two.

“Let me guess,” Harekson cast his dubious gaze upwards. “Our exit is up there.”

“I think so,” Líf admitted, wishing she could explain what it was like to interpret the impression of their path.

“You think, or you know?” Hervor questioned before shrugging and muttering, “It matters little, I guess.”

Brasir gave her a confirming nod, and they began ascending the stone. Unlike the gigantic roots that bound some of the worlds together, the angle of this mountain was not overtly steep. Finding their footing was surprisingly easy, for which they were all grateful. The second night upon the slope, they spotted movement in the valley.

“Jötnar,” Brasir rumbled as he squatted next to Líf. His movements were still stiff, though the bruising upon his chest was beginning to subside. Nothing had been broken or fractured. He had been lucky. His hamingja must still be respectably strong.

Torches flickered in the valley, marking the giants as they lumbered about.

“We should expect them to pursue us.” Harekson tugged at the ends of his ragged beard; they were growing far too long for his liking. “We are ahead of them, but it will not remain that way.”

“You are right,” Hervor sneered, or maybe the grimace was due to her increasing pain. “Though it appears they are headed to where you were imprisoned, they will swiftly discover that you have been freed. We should pack up. There will be no rest for us tonight.”

“That’s not wise.” Líf refused to risk her sister’s health if there was any other way.

“Do I look like Odin?” Hervor forced a wry smile. “Let the Allfather be wise, and I remain out of a jötunn’s belly.”

Líf was outnumbered, so she reluctantly followed the others toward the cloud-choked sky. At least the darkness helped hide them, and so they continued until the sun began its arc overhead. They took a brief break to eat.

“Would you look at that...,” Harekson was recoiling a bit of string that he used to make snares. There had not been time to set any today, so they were reduced to the food scraps they still had packed. But he would be ready to set them if ever they got another chance.

From their great height they could see into the valley and all the way to the smudge of the forest where Mímisbrunnr lay. Yggdrasil’s root slit the sky like a black thread. Near its tip, the woods spread too far to make out anything in particular, except that one tree towered over all others. How close had they come to passing by that gargantuan plant? It was a strange sight to behold, but hadn’t they seen many phenomena over the years? Yet even that giant tree was only a miniature of Yggdrasil in all that ash’s glory.

So far there was no sign of the jötnar. However, Líf doubted that they had dispersed.

“That man is not entirely gone.”

Líf turned toward the dark-skinned man and wondered what her expression had looked like to have elicited such a remark. She had been staring at the location of the well where Brasir had lost his mind.

Harekson was quick to assess the situation and guided Hervor further up the incline, leaving the pair alone.

“Do you remember anything outside of my red hair?”

Nearby, the shimmering bear huffed and grunted. Brasir admitted, “Brief glimpses and a few certainties. But mainly his feelings for you.”

“Never mind. I don’t want to hear it. He is gone. Leave it at that.”

Yet Brasir continued. “I do not wish to see you in pain. He wanted to share his life with you.”

“Stop it.”

“He dreamed of taking you as his wife.”

“I said that I do not want to hear this.”

“He loved you, Líf. And so do I.”

“You?” Líf stopped herself from screaming and lowered her voice. “I don’t even know who you are. You have no name, no identity.”

“I have a name.”

“If it’s not Brasir, what is it then?”

“The name my mother gave me upon birth—Thrasir.”

Thray snickered, “Well, at least he is not so off of his scrambled head. Maybe I should be flattered that he fused his name with my own.”

Líf was not amused. “Could you have chosen anything less similar to his?”

“That is my name. My mother wrote it in the blood of my afterbirth as she lay dying.”

Líf wanted to block out the ludicrousness of this situation. Storming after the others, Brasir followed at her heels. He refused to shut up.

“The blood smeared, distorting the first rune. My father mistakenly called me Brasir, but that was never my true name.”

“Enough, please. That’s enough.” Líf hated to look into the eyes so familiar and foreign to her. Was there any truth in what he said? The story of his naming was just as Brasir had told her, except for the important detail about the misidentified rune. Yet hadn’t the seeress years ago implied that his name was not what he claimed?

“I know this to be true just as I know you have always been my destiny.”

In a burst of fury, Líf slapped the side of the man’s face. “I want Brasir. Give him back to me!”

Her fingers stung, only adding to her own hurt.

“I would do anything for you to keep you safe. I would even change who I am if I had that power. I love you, Líf, my fire. If only that was enough....”

The man in Brasir’s form walked away, giving her the space she so desperately craved. How could she ever feel anything but revulsion for him? He not only bore the face of her lover but also had the audacity to profess feelings for her, feelings that were not his own but remnants of memories left behind in his body. He was too rigid and reserved, too distant, and she told Thray so.

“Was not Brasir all those things?” the tiny fylgja asked. “He cared for you deeply, but he always kept his secrets. He was not an open man. At least it was never easy for him to be that way. How is this Thrasir any different except for the fact that he has readily professed his feelings from the start?”

Líf’s mouth dropped open as she watched the squirrel jump from scraggly tree to scraggly tree. “I don’t know that man, Thray.”

“Maybe not, but I do believe that he will keep his word and try to protect you. And for that, I like him.”

Once again, Líf found that all she desired in that moment was to find shelter in Brasir’s arms. Did a name mean so much? What of a feeling or memory? She hurried to catch up with the others.

Brasir, or rather Thrasir, held back a bit of thorny brush so that she could slip by. She began to ponder. Could she ever love him? Someone she knew yet did not? And what did it matter? Her end was nearing, though not as rapidly as Hervor’s. All she could do was focus on what was important: reaching the gates of Helheim. Love, in whatever form, was not an option.
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​Chapter Four

[image: image]


They had reached the precipice of the mountain, if one could call it that. The haze that had appeared halfway up turned out to be a noxious smoke, not another storm barrier between worlds. To breathe comfortably, the survivors had to pull their tunics and dresses over their mouths and noses.

It was only then that they realized the mountain was split in two. No sharp peak stabbed the sky. Instead, there was a circular ridge that dipped inward like a massive bowl, the origin of the troubling smoke.

“Where to now, Líf?” chirped Thray. As long as her human was well, the fylgja was unaffected by the suffocating haze.

The woman had yet to convey the path to Helheim to the tiny creature. Thray had not been privy to the images that Líf had been shown at Mímisbrunnr. But why bother? Much of what she had seen was nearly indescribable, and she doubted she could find the words if needed. What worsened the situation was that Líf had not foreseen this place. “I’m not sure.”

“What do you mean, you are unsure?” The squirrel dug her sharp nails into Líf’s shoulder, and the woman winced visibly.

The others were staring at her, waiting for guidance. She had no answer. How could this be? In recent days, she had found the way through memory. While her visions were not connected in a solid line, they had been enough to uncover the next clue when needed. This was different. She had expected the opening to be here, but they had climbed to the highest point on the ridge, and there was nothing. Surely she couldn’t have forgotten something this crucial, could she?

Struggling to maintain her composure, Líf leaned over to Thrasir. They had failed, and he would soon panic as well.

“Down there,” the man pointed into the basin.

Harekson immediately assisted Hervor in finding the strongest footholds. Líf waited until they were far enough away before asking, “Are you certain?”

“I have seen it.”

How could that be? Didn’t they know the same path? Thrasir was still scrutinizing her. “My memory is not complete,” she began. “You and I might only have fragments of the entire picture.”

Thray’s nose twitched, “So you are forced to work as one. Interesting.”

Líf disliked the idea of relying on a man who couldn’t remember himself. What if his other memories were missing? They needed to hurry. There was too much at stake.

They had passed the halfway point of their descent when they discovered an alcove where the airflow kept much of the smoke at bay. The weather was changing, and the scent of rain was in the air. It seemed a prudent place to rest, though every passing moment heightened Líf’s anxiety.

She idly toyed with the horribly frayed end of her hem, pulling loose threads and watching them unravel. If Hervor had been awake, she would have chided her sister’s foolishness. Why ruin clothes when they didn’t have a chance to mend them? But her sister had slipped into a light slumber as soon as she lay down.

Thrasir, also restless, had left to scout the best path for them. Thray was the one to notice two dark forms flying in circles over the basin. They held little amusement for Líf.

Seated between the Lothbrandóttirs was Harekson, staring keenly at the shieldmaiden, much like the woman’s fylgja used to do.

“I often wonder,” he spoke softly so as not to disturb Hervor, “what difference it would have made if I had believed what you claimed back in Midgard. It no longer matters, yet I cannot help but return to these thoughts. Would Sigird be alive? The others?”

“Stop that, Líf!” Thray snapped and bristled.

The woman had switched from picking at the threads to her own cuticles, one of them now bleeding. “Our brothers perished far from Midgard. They would have remained in our home if not for you.”

The squirrel bloomed in hot hues. “That was cruel.”

Líf was angry—angry at Hervor’s plight, the loss of so many, and another loss, that of Brasir. Harekson should feel guilty. Because of him, the Lothbranson family was forced to flee. Why not try to clear their names by following Brasir? They had been naive to think that retribution would come.

Harekson continued sullenly, “When a wrong has been committed, a punishment must be dealt. Yet there is no punishment of worth for this. I had wanted to be better than what I am, to do great things for my subjects and bring honor. Yet I alone corrupted my dream. I was an ignorant fool.”

Líf squeezed her injured finger and watched a bead of blood rise, red as her hair and the fury now blazing through Thray’s glistening fur. Their connection was clear, hers and Thray’s. Yet, she was unsure if all those disparaging feelings the fylgja displayed were jointly theirs or independent of one another.

Harekson broke the silence with a dry chuckle. “I am a fool. I had a brief hope of redemption, in a future where Brasir found his answers and our lives were saved.” He rocked his head back, smacking it against the stone behind him. “I should have wedded you two. There never was an ideal time; I recognize that. But as a son of a jarl and grandson to a king, I could have given that brief happiness to you and him. I do not know why I never offered, despite the relentless threats to our lives. I am sorry, Líf, daughter of Lothbran. I am sorry for all of it.”

This was what she had been waiting for—to see Harekson humbled and broken. In that moment, it did not matter that he had changed or how helpful he had become. He was the one who set this course, and he deserved to feel the torment he caused so many others.

Thray’s growls could not stop her. A sharp caw was heard right before the crackle of thunder. Líf snapped, “You do not deserve our empathy. You killed them. Now you must live with that.”

Harekson nodded, his face was a mask of tragedy. The swine near his boots was strangely quiet. Only Hervor stirred twice before settling in place. When Thrasir returned, the storm had begun, cooling the abysmal heat, even if only incrementally.

“I found the opening to Muspelheim,” he announced as he shook droplets from his hair. “There is a tunnel leading from the basin’s floor that should take us to the realm of fire. We should leave now while rains cool the flames.”

“Flames?” Líf asked worriedly.

“You will see.” Thrasir gestured for them to follow.

Harekson cast a concerned look at Hervor. In their homeland, rains were often cold and unpleasant and might only worsen the shieldmaiden’s condition. Fortunately, the precipitation here was more temperate, and the air had become relatively breathable. This was their best chance. Thrasir was right.

It took both Harekson and Líf to help guide Hervor down the slickened stones. As they neared the basin’s floor, a small pool of rainwater had formed in an indented rock where a raven was bathing.

“We should refill our pouches,” Harekson suggested, a prudent idea for a prudent man.

Thray and the other fylgja eyed the raven as it took wing and headed in the direction of its mate’s incessant calls. “The gods are watching,” said the squirrel.

“I don’t see why they would.” Líf closed her eyes and let droplets rinse off her skin. This was as close to a bath as she had had in days. “They have long forgotten us.”

The bottom of the mountain’s basin was all stone, devoid of a single weed. It was as lifeless as their destination. Yet in several pockets, steam rose despite the rains. From the source of the searing heat, a faint light emanated.

Harekson carefully leaned over one, then quickly jumped back before another belch of hot air burst forth. His fingers ran over his features, ensuring nothing was burned. “This is not a mountain. This is a volcano, like those found in the east.” He referred to Midgard’s geography rather than this realm’s. Regardless, the women recognized that word, though Thrasir appeared bewildered.

“Volcanos spew liquid fire at times. We are standing on one right now, though this one only slumbers. If it awakens, we are all doomed.”

Now the cracks in the rocky ground were even more concerning. “What time of day is it?”

“It’s growing later,” Hervor responded to her sister before adding, “The quakes will begin shortly.”

Líf blanched. “What happens to this stone when they are shaken?”

“How far away are we?” Harekson immediately questioned their guide as he resumed helping Hervor.

Thrasir growled in irritation. “We must cross to the far side.”

Lightning split the sky. The pair of ravens whirled about in the increasing winds. Their distressed voices were drowned out by thunder and pelting rains. With the next echoing boom, Harekson’s boar squealed and ran wildly in zigzags.

“What’s gotten into her?” Líf asked her fylgja, but her answer came from Harekson. “Jötnar!”

Behind them, a line of nine giants picked their way around the steaming crevices. The giant on the far left was the one with the gimp leg. The others were just as grotesque. None were taller than ten feet, their bodies sporting vile abnormalities from extra or missing limbs to a particularly ugly creature with two complete torsos fused near his waist. Whatever clan these jötnar comprised, they were the least attractive to the eye, though blessedly small for their kind.

“See!” The gimp trilled in his oddly pitchy voice. “Thor’s pets. Here in Jötunheim. My find. Mine!”

The Midgardians immediately began running. The giants might be cautious about the blistering geysers of steam, but they could quickly overtake them if they bolted ahead. Where was Thrasir’s exit?

In moments, a new thundering rumbled, this one created by the plodding of heavy feet. Refusing to look behind, Líf stopped only long enough to help her sister when Hervor tripped. Was that brief act enough to risk their lives?

Thrasir had also slowed his
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