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My father was proud of his Norse heritage and raised my siblings and me to value it, as well. He was a brilliant man with an adventurous spirit, who loved being outside in nature rather than indoors. He was fearless and taught us to never let fear control our lives.




At the age of 70 he was diagnosed with cancer that was not supposed to be terminal. But then he found out the doctors had misdiagnosed his cancer and had given him the wrong treatment. I remember him telling me this devastating news and through his sadness and mine, I sensed fear. He was not ready to go, not even close and believed when the lights went out, that was it. Clearly he was not a religious man, although at that point I believe he began to open his heart and mind to it as he embraced the prayers his friends offered for his wellbeing. Christians, Muslims, Buddhists and Jews alike.




When I was alone I would think about the fear I sensed in the man I had only known to be fearless. It bothered me, deeply, but what could I say? Nothing felt right. Then out of nowhere, the thought came to me to write him a poem. This made no sense to me, I do not read poetry and at that time, I did not write anything beyond emails and thank you notes. But the thought was relentless (that is not an exaggeration) so finally, I gave in.  I decided to write an epic and that it would take place in the time of the ancient Norsemen, the brave warriors, strong men and women, the Vikings he had studied and admired all his life. 




Unknowingly, my research would take me on a journey that was both fascinating and cathartic. The beliefs of these ancient people, their Gods and Goddesses, what happens to our souls when we die, are absolutely beautiful. It resonated with me in a way that was spiritual and it is where I found a way to tell my father that he didn’t need to be afraid.




He assured me, just days before he passed, that he was not afraid.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  







The air is crisp and clean with a hint of brine from the ocean beyond.

Walking along a path, an old warrior is admiring the blueness of the sky.

Pausing to take in the perfection of the day,

he puts his head back and soaks in the warmth of the sun.

It feels good, soothing, rejuvenating to his aching bones.




His thoughts return to the recent battle, another victory.

But as he well knows, with such a victory comes much loss.

Many returned to celebrate, yet the slain lay upon the field awaiting the Valkyrie.

This fray was one of many, but the first in which he was too old to fight.

The honor of death in battle will not be his.




A valiant warrior was he, feared by his enemies and celebrated by his comrades.

Proudly living his life according to the Nine Noble Virtues.

Therefore, he was comforted by the knowledge that when he leaves this world,

the Goddess, Hella, will watch over him until the time of his reincarnation.

Brought back to his family as another, with the soul of a warrior.




Grinning, he sighs, envisioning Valhalla, it had been his ultimate goal.

Eternity in the Hall of the Slain, preparing for Ragnarok under the command of Odin.

Dreaming of the magnificence the golden palace beheld since he was a lad.

The Norns, faithful weavers of the tapestry that is our destiny,

had something else in mind and for him this still held great honor,

to be worthy of returning to his kindred, after this life, made him feel proud.




The peace of this moment is interrupted by a misplaced sound.

Opening his eyes, he focuses, it sounds like weeping.

Following its direction, he comes upon a young female.

She is sitting on the ground, facing the ocean with her head in her hands.

Hunched over, her back is shaking with her sobs.

His brow draws together in concern for her wellbeing.




Approaching slowly, he sits by her, then reaching forward he touches her arm.

Startled, she jerks up her head and looks into his eyes,

fierce and intense, causing her sobbing to instantly cease.

She stares at the giant before her, she’s seen many, he must be a warrior.

Thick hair a silver gray, his face so weathered, aged and scarred.

But his eyes are ageless, clear and knowing, matching the blue of the sky above.

She doesn’t flinch when he reaches over and wipes away her tears.

Familiar he is not, but she feels comfort in his presence, nonetheless.




His voice is deep, his eyes thoughtful when he asks,

“Such grief,” he wipes away another tear. “What has brought this upon you?”

Taking in a deep, trembling breath, not wanting to say the words,

she whispers, “My father…he’s gone, killed in the battle.”

Lowering her head, the tears return, as she is unable to hold them back.




Handing her a cloth, he softly replies, “Ah lass, I am indeed sorry for your loss.

Now I understand. You will miss your father, your heart is broken.”

Wiping away her tears, she returns her gaze to his knowing eyes.

Her chin trembling with the effort not to cry, she responds,

“Yes, I miss him so much it hurts and I am afraid for my family, but…”




She pauses, taking another deep breath, he sees her eyes again filling with tears.

One escapes, rolling down her cheek, he is moved by the anguish he sees there.

Softly she explains, “…more so, I am afraid for him. I am afraid of how he died.

Was he in terrible pain? Was he frightened and suffering?

Is he still hurting and scared now, wherever he may be?”




Her questions had become frantic, but her eyes maintained contact.

He stares at her, taken aback by her selflessness,

touched by the pure love she holds in her heart for this warrior, her father.

To have created and reared such a creature told of the greatness of this man.

A man he hadn’t known, a warrior had hadn’t fought along side.

Yet, he knew with certainty, where her father was right now.




Standing up, he holds out his hand to the girl.

“Come, walk with me. I want to explain some things to you,

truths that are important for you to understand,

because the knowledge I give will bring peace to your heart.”

Taking his hand she stands, brushing the dirt from her skirt,

as they start down the path from which he came.




They walk slowly, side by side in silence.

He notices that she is looking down at the path, shoulders hung low.

“Lass, you are the daughter of a hero, stand proud, hold your chin up,

take in your surrounding as we walk, breathe in the pureness of this day.”

His command was not meant to intimidate and she seemed to understand.

Straightening her spine and pulling her shoulders back, she looks up at him,

as if in appreciation, she gives him a delicate smile.




“Tell me about your father.” His deep voice breaks the silence.

Without hesitation she begins here proud narrative.

Regaling him with tales of him as a playful father,

making her laugh with his silly antics and imitations of nonsense.

This, inadvertently acting as her own antidote for the pain.




Continuing on with her heartfelt recollections, she tells of him teaching her.

Although she is a female, he’d taught her how to use weapons,

to hunt and fish, and most importantly, to defend herself.

He was so proud of his “Valkyrie”, this was his favorite endearment.

Her voice becomes more steady and confident, exposing her pride.




As she recounts his skills as a warrior, he notes that her pace has quickened,

she’s become animated, swinging her arms and twisting her body,

pretending she holds a sword, mocking her father’s battle practice.

Her dramatization amuses him and he lets out a loud chuckle.

Drawing her attention, she looks up at him, her eyes dried of tears.

Smiling sweetly she says, “My father was the greatest warrior that ever lived!”




He grins with genuine fondness, “Aye, of that I have no doubt.

You have every right to be proud, lass. He was indeed a hero.”

As they make their way through the wooded path, they come upon a clearing.

Stepping out into the breeze off the ocean, he guides her to a bench formed from stone.

Motioning for her to sit, they make themselves comfortable, side by side.

Pausing to take in the stunning view, the sound and scent of the sea

and the warmth of a cloudless day, her turns to her and firmly states,




“Your father in not in pain, he in not afraid.

He fought valiantly and died in battle with honor, not fear.”

Her attention is riveted to his eyes, seeming to glow in the sunlight.

“Your love for him causes you to fret over his last breaths and for his soul.”

She blinks…once…twice, keeping her gaze locked with his.




“Your father was taken from the battlefield by the Valkyrie to Valhalla,

the most glorious of halls, massive and lined with gold.

There he will feast on an endless supply of meat and enjoy the finest spirits.

He will practice daily, honing his skill for the greatest of all battles,

Ragnarok, where Odin will lead them to victory!”




Looking over the crashing waves he continues,

“The sacred writing tell of our Gods, where they dwell,

the fierce battles they fought and the sacrifices they made.

My grandsire would recite to me the verse that told of Valhalla.

My brothers and I were made to learn them as well.”




His voice is strong and clear, his expression content as he begins,




“A hall I know standing fairer than the sun,

thatched with gold and Gimle bright.

There shall dwell the doer of righteousness

and ever and ever enjoy delight.




Where Odin’s towers rise to view,

This may be known by symbols so true.

Broken shaft of many a spear

emblazoning the roofs it does appear.

The domes with shields are covered over

and coats of mail surround the floor.




     Five hundred doors and forty more,

So I deem stand in Valhall.

Eight hundred champions go out each door 

when they dare to fight the Wolf.




Heidrun, the goat, on the hall it stands

eats from  Laerath’s branch,

the crocks she then fills with the clearest of mead,

will the drink not ever be drained.




     Andhrimner, the cook, speedily returns,

as the fire beneath his vessel, Eldhrimner, burns.

Saehrimner, the boar, in broth he simmers below,

the best reflection heroes know.

Few think how many warriors dine,

off his rich and endless chine.




     All the Einhejar in Odin’s court

deal out blows every day.

The slain they choose and ride from the strife, 

sit later in love together.




He continues to stare out over the vista, pausing in appreciation of the prose.

Turning to gaze upon her fascinated expression, he says,

“Valhalla is the place where warriors and kings reside after death.

Our All Father is grateful and proud to have the valiant souls of the slain.

The Writings, again, tell us of Odin.




“‘What kind of dream is it’, said Odin,

‘in which just before daybreak

I thought I cleared Valhall

for the coming of slain men?

I waked the Einherjar,

bade Valkyries rise up

to strew the bench and scour the beakers,

wine to carry for a king’s coming.

Here to me I expect heroes 

coming from the world,

certain great ones,

so glad is my heart.’”




Her eyes are gloss over with the remnants of her tears.

Emotions on the edge of spilling over, breathing deeply she says,

“Thank you. Thank you for sharing that the with me.”

Pausing to gather her thoughts she asks,

“Do you truly believe my father is not suffering, that he is at peace?”




With a gentle smile he raises his hand and places it upon her cheek.

Callused and massive, yet warm and comforting, she leans into it.

He reassures her, “Of this, I am absolutely certain.

He is without fear, there is no pain, no discontent,

no worry or doubt, no mistrust, no hate.”




Holding her attention with his fixed gaze he continues,

“Eternity in Valhol is a most honorable fate, your father has earned it.

Let your heart rejoice for a life lived with dignity and integrity,

that of a father, son, husband and champion, whose blood flows in your veins.

Celebrate a life well lived and rest assured he is at peace.”




Standing, she leans forward and embraces him with unexpected strength.

Taken aback by her earnest show of affection he pauses,

then slowly wraps his enormous, battle hewn arms around her slight form.

How strange, he thought, the he should happen upon her this day.

The reassurance he gave her comforted his soul as well.




Catching him off guard, she releases his neck and sits upon his lap,

as naturally as if she had done it a hundred times before.

Reaching down, she takes his oversized hand and studies it with keen interest.

With her tiny finger, she touches his calluses and traces a faded scar.

Looking up, she says, “You were a warrior, I see it in your hands.”




“Aye lass, indeed I was. A fair portion of my life was spent on the battlefield.”

He wondered how she felt about this, him surviving what her father had not.

Bringing her gaze up to his, she looked puzzled, perhaps even concerned.

Brow drawn together she says, “You will not die on the battlefield.

Eternity in Valhalla, with my father, will not be your fate. Then what shall be?”




Again, her selfless concern touches his heart, an endearing creature is she.

“Your thoughtfulness during such a painful time does not go unappreciated.

My afterlife will not be spent within the golden palace of Valhol,

however, I look forward to it all the same and it holds equal honor.

For when my time comes to pass, I shall be greeted by the Goddess, Hella

in the underworld where she resides where I will await my reincarnation.”




Confused she says, “Reincarnation…I know not what this is.”

With a deep chuckle he responds, “Well, I suppose not, sweeting.”

Lifting her up off his lap, he says, “Up with you, let us walk again.

‘Tis a fine day and it will renew our spirits and clear our minds.”

Reaching over, she wraps her tiny hand in his as they head off.




The tide is low now, making the shoreline more suitable for walking.

Soothing is the sound of waves breaking and their cadence over wet gravel.

“Reincarnation is not such a difficult thing to understand.” He says.

“When we leave this world, our soul makes the journey to Helheim.

There we await the time when our family has need of us again and

Hella returns our soul back to this world but in the body of another.”




She looks somewhat surprised by his explanation and after a moment says,

“This is wonderful, is it not? Is it a grand and amazing place like Valhalla?”

Her enthusiasm is so charming he laughs, “Aye, it is a wonder, to be sure.

Grand and amazing without doubt, but in a different way than that of Valhol.

Imagine a day like today, perfection to each of our senses, for eternity.

And, of course, there is only happiness and peace while we await our return.”




With eyes bright and a smile of sincere joy, she looks up at him,

“This makes me very happy. I think I shall like Helheim far more than Valhalla!”

Her comment earns a hearty laugh. “Indeed I think you would, lass.

Would you like to know what makes me happy?”

Nodding her reply, he continues, “That my destiny was not eternity in Valhalla,

for had it been, I would not have the opportunity to see you again.”




His comment stops her, the wind blowing her hair over her shoulder,

her expression that of puzzlement. “What do you mean, see me again?”

Kneeling down in front of her so they are eye to eye, he takes both her hands.

“I mean, that when I leave this world and begin my time in Helheim,

I shall ask our Goddess, Hella, not to return my soul to my family,

not until your long life has been fulfilled and your time has come to pass.

Because then, you and I shall have a chance to share another day like today.

We shall walk, hand in hand, along the shore on a crystal clear day,

and you can regale me with the grand adventures of your life!”




He notices the tears return to her eyes and hopes he has not made her sad.

Then, surprising him, she reaches up and wipes away a tear from his own cheek.

He had not known he started to weep, for he couldn’t recall ever doing so.

With sincerity and wisdom beyond her years, she looks into his eyes and says,

“What a gift fate has bestowed upon us, guiding you to me this day.

You were right, the knowledge you’ve shared has brought peace to my heart.

I was afraid of death, yet now I see beyond my fear. Thank you.”




“Allow me to share what my own mother shared with me when I was a lad.

You see, a boy in our village died, he was not much older than I.

Fearing my fate would be the same, she eased that fear with these words.




Content we are in this life we know so well

Its familiarity a warm and soothing blanket

Secure in its fiber like that of a swaddled babe

In time, from us it shall be lifted

Exposing us to the cold draft of fear

That of which to us is unknown

Yet in truth, the cold can be invigorating

The unknown a grand adventure

So when the blanket has been lifted 

Dance with abandon through the chill

And rejoice in the odyssey that lies ahead”




“That was beautiful.” She whispers above the sound of crashing waves.

“It has helped you, has it not, to live a life without fear of the unknown, of death?”

Taking her hand once again and moving slowly along the shoreline, he agrees.

“Yes. My family’s sharing of wisdom has encouraged me to live with less fear,

but understand,” he says on a laugh, “I am human, therefore by nature,

fear of death is part of my being, else I would not fight so hard to survive.

And there is no doubt I enjoy being alive, this life is filled wonder.

But I rest easy when the sun has set and the silence of the night takes over,

for I contemplate the afterlife with reverence not fear.”




After a moment she says, “The knowledge your mother shared with you,

when you are lad, and all of which you have shared with me today,

I know from whence it all has come.” Pausing briefly, her face alight with a smile.

“It is love, pure and true, handed down from all who have come before us.

Be it our Gods or a grandsire, a mother or friend, its meaning is all the same.

Because love is endless, therefore it will be with us when we leave this world.”




Once again, her wisdom is unexpected, taking him by surprise.

Shaking his head he responds, “Your mind is quite keen for such a wee thing.

I would have to agree with you, because although fear is indeed powerful,

there is nothing more powerful than love, for what else is as healing,

as comforting and reassuring, what else can override fear and hate?

One would kill for love, but more importantly one would die for love.

And you are right, it is everlasting and we shall take it with us to the afterlife.”




She ponders the meaning of all he has shared and how it has comforted her.

“You were right,” she says after a moment, “My father is not in pain,

he is not afraid or suffering, for the man I know him to be,

I now have no doubt he is dancing with abandon through the chill,”

letting out a laugh, she adds, “and more likely commanding the odyssey!”




He can feel the size of his own smile stretching across his face, 

A reflection of the one that has brightened hers with beautiful joy.

Finding contentment in the sound of their progression along the shore,

they walk quietly, each pondering with gratitude this chance encounter.

Breaking the silence, she squints up at him, the sun glaring behind his silhouette,

“Would you like to come to my cottage, my ma has a stew warming?”

With genuine surprise, but pure delight in his heart he replies,

“That is very generous of you, I would like that very much.”

Rubbing his hand over his belly he says, “As would my grumbling stomach.”




And so they head off, hand in hand, leaving the crashing waves behind.

The sound of their laughter echoing across the shore.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




These are short descriptions of the Norse Mythology terms I used in this story. I would highly recommend digging deeper into the subject, it is truly fascinating and much more interesting than my summaries. Each one could (and does) have its own book or, at the very least, chapter in a book. 







Valhalla - The hall of slain warriors that live under the leadership of Odin. It is a splendid palace where they have an endless supply of meat and spirits and they practice their skills in battle for the final and greatest of all battles, Ragnarok. 




Valkyrie -  Warrior maidens that serve Odin, who sends them to the battlefields to choose the slain who are worthy of a place in Valhalla. These are magnificent females, beautifully suited in armor riding powerful flying horse. 




The Nine Noble Virtues:

Courage 

Truth 

Honor

Fidelity

Discipline

Hospitality

Self Reliance

Industriousness 

Perseverance




The Norns - The mysterious weavers of our fate.  There are three of them; Urd - The Past; Verdandi - The Present; Skuld - The Future. They are are said to be the caretakers of Yggdrasil, which is the sacred tree that holds the nine worlds of Norse mythology. Similar to the commonly known Tree of Life. 




Helheim - the underworld realm of the Goddess Hella. She is said to judge your soul upon entrance. Good souls go to a place of eternal beauty and wait for their reincarnation and the bad souls go to a place that is frozen and miserable for eternity. She is particularly caring toward children.




The Valknut Symbol - featured on the cover of the book is commonly thought of the symbol for slain warriors and that its power lies with Odin. 
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