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She was almost safe. The day had been as slow as the new ice sheets that would leisurely 

form each cold season beneath her people’s feet while they all eagerly waited for the ice 

to become solid enough to drive a sledge over. Almost as treacherous as the frosty pool 

crackling under the fish hunters’ weight when the ice was not yet sufficiently thick, 

eager to engulf and drown them when they lay upon it to spear fish through the hole in 

the ice, so had the day pierced her through. The wedding ceremonies in which she was 

the bride were so unfamiliar that they meant nothing to her. Why wouldn’t these men 

from the East be as quick and simple about wedding rituals as her own kin? No feast, no 

uncomfortable garments, no rings, no drinking from the same cup, no exchanging of 

swords; her people’s brides and grooms only offered presents to the other’s family to 

mark the wedding and they were off. As she wanted to be right now. Maybe they had not 

discovered her deception yet. Maybe her pledged sisters, the Daughters of the White 

She-Bear, wanted to protect the sacred sisterhood from the newcomers from the East 

and would not punish her for what she had done. Not now. Not here. 

She forced herself to smile. Her bridal crown was crawling towards her right ear. 

She was itching to take it off. Tomorrow she would bind her hair and keep it covered, so 

let her unbound hair cascade over her back one last time, in the long golden waves she 

was having such a hard time accepting as her own. She would not have to think of that 

with her hair bound and covered by the white veil her husband’s people’s married 

women wore. Her husband. Balder, bearer of light. The light that shone through her 

every time she looked at him, the light that shimmered brightly within her every time 

she thought of him. It had all been worth it. Although she had forsaken her kin to be with 

him, would never again recognize her own face on the water, nor would ever again be 

called by her true name, she felt no regret. She loved him as fiercely as Nanooka, the 

Mother Bear that her pledged sisters revered as their guardian, loved her cubs. Surely 

she would understand that.  

She gazed back at him, entranced. So shapely, with that long thick hair and beard she 

so loved to touch, his eyes as bright as the ocean he had crossed from his homeland to 

her land only to get pushed by winds and sea currents much farther north than he had 

ever intended, his lean and muscled body defined even beneath the heavy furs that had 
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sheltered him ever since he had been forced to drop anchor in this icy wasteland… Sur-

prisingly gentle for someone whose people were rumoured to drink from the skulls of 

the vanquished (not that she had ever seen him do that, but still), he had enchanted her 

with tales of distant lands he had voyaged to and fro in his great ship. He had also told 

her stories of his homeland in the days that preceded the wedding, smiling at his 

intended bride all the while. She loved his tales and was eager to hear him speak of 

places she could not begin to imagine. So, she asked him questions that he found 

intelligent, by the admiring look he would bestow on her on those occasions, and which 

he answered to the best of his ability. After all, she reflected, everybody knew they had 

not met before as he had left his homeland in the East to join his bride-to-be here, in this 

tiny settlement ruled by her father (who had been her husband’s father’s childhood 

friend, both of them having pledged their future offspring to one another). So, those 

questions would not be suspicious. 

To think that, if he had not been propelled north by wind and sea and had reached 

his intended destination farther south, she would never have met him, was something 

she did not care to contemplate very often. The season being high and the coast clearer 

of ice than it was in the colder months, his ship had been stuck in the floating icy islets 

near the shore, instead of much farther away from it. She had found him ashore as she 

was securing the heavy sack inside the sledge, her dogs barking loudly in the still 

morning. He was surrounded by other men who looked like him, searching for a village 

that clearly was not there, as she would later tell them in their own language, much to 

their surprise. (All the Daughters of the White She-Bear knew the newcomers’ language, 

as one of the legendary founders of the sacred sisterhood had been a woman from the 

East who had been saved by Nanooka herself when all her kin had perished before 

reaching the shore.) By the curious looks they threw her and the pack of dogs pulling the 

sledge, she understood they had never seen one of her kin before, although they had by 

now certainly heard about them. Despite being the only woman there and of a different 

kin, she had never felt afraid.  

The stranger’s eyes were kind, his manners respectful, his voice soothing. He 

listened attentively to her words, nodding from time to time while she explained to him 

how to reach his people’s settlement farther south. No man from the East had ever 

reached so far north, their ships being driven by currents and tides to the natural 

harbour where they had built their settlement. For her part, she was so far from home 

on the Daughters’ orders and had to be on her way back soon. Except that she was not 

going back. Not to stay, at least, only to do what she had to do before she could follow 

the stranger who had unknowingly speared her heart. This must be what seals felt while 

they were harpooned, why fish squirmed as they were speared, this irresistible, painful 

motion towards the catcher. A harpooned seal had no chance to escape its hunter, nor 

could a speared fish hope to survive. She was the seal; she was the fish. 
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 Her husband had smiled at her and winked mischievously while he put the ring on 

her finger, his smile deepening while they exchanged the swords. She could not help but 

feel that a harpoon or a fish hook would have been much more suitable, for how would 

she hunt seals or catch fish with a sword? Then she remembered she would not. She had 

to stop dwelling on her kin’s customs and adopt these unusual traditions as her own. It 

was a good thing the other girl — the one that now carried her own face, she thought as 

she involuntarily shivered — had a sword that had belonged to her family for 

generations, as she should, having waited for this one moment. Otherwise, she would 

not know where to find one, as her people did not own swords. Her former people, she 

corrected herself. She was one of her husband’s people now, she had better remember 

that. Always. As she had remembered every step of this long day by having asked one of 

the women who were to attend her at the wedding to get through all the details, because 

she was so nervous she was sure to forget something. As she was learning her husband’s 

people’s habits by paying attention to what they said and looking at them to see how 

they behaved in different situations. As she had learnt about the strange gods and 

goddesses they worshipped, so unlike her own. Former own gods and goddesses, she 

meant. These were her own now, even if she did not believe in them.  

 Her husband smiled fondly at her, dispersing these heavy thoughts, and lifted the 

heavy cup of mead they were to share, caressing her hand all the while. The guests 

roared with delight, beating their own cups on the banquet table, the women laughing 

while the men shared coarse jokes on what would follow afterwards. Would they laugh 

so hard if they knew the truth, she could not help thinking. But it was done. And she was 

not sorry. After the three-day-long wedding feast, they would leave her husband’s 

people’s northernmost settlement, two days’ walking distance from her home with the 

Daughters, and travel south to a much bigger one which he was to rule, with her by his 

side. And then she would be completely safe. The Daughters were not allowed to travel 

that far. 

 She smiled back at her husband and drank a long gulp from the marriage cup. The 

mead made her head swim. She was not used to strong beverages. The Daughters of the 

White She-Bear drank icy water, fermented drinks being used only in rituals. She looked 

around her. Everyone seemed to be having a good time. And then she saw the other girl 

— such a tiny figure that she was conspicuous amidst the long-limbed women from the 

East — approach her table from the depths of the banquet hall. Before she had done 

what she did, she had looked like the girl who was now upon her, their eyes the same 

colour and depth of a starless night, their long straight hair swinging with their every 

movement. 

 The noise in the room died down as she stood up, as white as a new-born seal pup’s 

fur. She felt as cold as the ice that had once burnt her hands when, as a little girl, she had 

neglected to put on her furry gloves while she tried to crack open an old fishing hole. 

The girl standing in front of her was Woka, the brave. Her best friend in her past life, a 
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pledged girl at the same time she had been pledged herself. They had supported each 

other through the long lessons and the harsh rituals of the Daughters and, after a few 

years, both had come to teach the youngest girls what they themselves had been taught 

as pledges. Guests were looking expectantly at her and her husband was frowning, 

clearly perplexed that someone who so obviously did not belong there would interrupt 

the festivities. But she knew. Without raising her voice, Woka looked her in the eye and 

quietly but firmly uttered the words she had feared above all others, the words she had 

almost persuaded herself she was safe from hearing: 

 ‘You have disgraced your own kin. You have dishonoured us, your pledged sisters. 

And worst of all, you have defiled yourself by your own hands. You have forsaken your 

name, your body, and all that you are to entrap a man into marrying the complete 

stranger you have now become to yourself. You have used magic for your own benefit, 

something our rules strictly forbid us to do. And you have invoked the most secret magic 

of all to get what you wanted, so you will be punished for these crimes according to our 

laws. The Daughters’ Elders have decreed that, as a visible mark of your betrayal of all 

we hold most sacred, you will become translucent as the ice you used to play with as a 

child. You will turn into the ghost of what you once were. You will be as insubstantial as 

your pledged word. Your children, and your children’s children, will bear that curse as 

well. If a boy fathers a child, he will die. When a girl bears children, she will become 

weaker and frailer with every babe she has borne, until there is no flesh to sustain her 

and she dies. Within the next seven generations, the curse will run its course and your 

line will fail, unless a girl born from your womb can put an end to it.’ 

 She closed her eyes and trembled violently, holding herself tight. She looked at her 

hands. They had visibly become dimmer, the sinewy bluish veins more visible under the 

paler skin. No one spoke. Everyone stared in dazed silence at the stranger, a woman be-

longing to the people who were already living on this land long before the Easterners 

had arrived. They had not understood a single word, as Woka had spoken in their 

people’s ancient tongue and that was not a language her husband’s kin were familiar 

with. Still, the guests had known those were ominous words just by the way they had 

been delivered. Her husband, who had uncharacteristically been stunned into silence, 

held her gaze as she slowly lifted her head and beheld Woka. Her former friend spoke 

again, with undisguised sadness in her voice this time: 

 ‘I asked to be the one to deliver the Daughters’ sentence. As you are someone that I 

once held dear, I will also tell you this. Remember you yourself have brought this 

punishment on your own head when you decided to go against everything you once 

believed because of a man. And one who does not love you to start with, has never loved 

you, as you know better than anyone else. However, like whole mountain sides come 

crashing down from tiny fractures in the ice, so does this punishment have its own 

tipping point in the unborn girl who may still break the curse. If she ever comes to exist, 

she will be known as the chosen one because she will be born under the green and red 
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lights in the sky that can be seen from afar — the dancing spirits of children who died at 

birth — and will survive. Only a woman’s wisdom may redeem another woman’s folly, 

the Daughters have decreed. So, this girl will have to show generosity where you have 

only shown self-concern, by being able to sacrifice herself to save the people you have so 

carelessly left behind. May this girl be born, my friend. May she be brave enough to 

release you from this terrible retribution, Nauja.’  

 Nauja. Her true name, honouring the seagull whose freedom she had always envied, 

the name she would never again hear to refer to herself. Now she answered by the name 

of Sigrun, which for her husband’s kin meant ‘secret winner,’ as he had once laughingly 

told her. She had been a secret winner until now, though the other girl had won nothing 

but death. She almost choked on that thought. 

 Woka had already left the hall when everyone started talking at the same time, 

asking her who that woman was and what she wanted. Her husband gazed into her eyes, 

holding her close, while she felt the great snowslide that Woka had talked about 

crashing down inside her. Not to save her, though: It just thunderously destroyed any 

prospect of hope she might have had for the future. If she had believed in her husband’s 

gods, she would have felt hammered by his war god. She did not, but she knew that she 

was doomed all the same. Wildly embracing her husband, Nauja convulsively sobbed 

into his shoulder. The shock on his face when he looked at her again only confirmed 

what she had already known: The curse had fully come into effect. She had become 

translucent. 

***** 

 I have become a woman today. My moon’s blood has finally appeared, a few moons 

later than Innugati, my milk sister. I should still be asleep because the sun has not risen 

yet, but I woke feeling uncomfortable, so I got up and saw the blood. I knew what it 

meant, so I cleaned myself and changed the bedclothes. I was about to lie down again 

when I saw the lights in the sky. It seemed that red clouds were laced with green arcs 

and chased each other, or danced across the sky. I know what this means, although I had 

never seen them before this night. My father once told me that he had first seen these 

lights as a boy, in his native homeland across the sea. He had been told that the lights 

were the spears, armour, and helmets of the Valkyries, warrior women who rode on 

horseback and led fallen fighters to their final resting place at Valhalla.  

 On hearing him, my milk mother had remarked that for her kin the lights are babies 

playing with each other, the ones who did not live. And although the idea of women who 

fight like men does attract the warrior in myself, as I look at the lights it is not women I 

see. It is the babies that my milk mother told me about. I look closer. Maybe my baby 

brother, the one I never met, is among them. And maybe their mothers are there as well, 

looking after their children as they did when they lived. Perhaps my mother is also 
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taking care of the baby who could not take care of himself as he was so little. She died 

giving birth to him when I was still suckling at my milk mother’s breast, and the baby 

died with her. All my mother’s other children, me included, had our father and our milk 

mother, Tulugaq, to care for us. The baby had no one. 

 If I had been a boy, though, I would not have had to wait this long to become a man. 

They are trained in men’s fighting arts from a very young age and they become men 

naturally, when they master those techniques. It is as simple as that. For their part, girls 

have to learn every indoors boring task, such as preparing and serving food, sweeping 

dirty floors, and washing and mending clothes, so they know how to perform all these 

tasks when they run their own households as married women. In my case, as my father 

is the chieftain, I have also had to learn to make clothes, from spinning and weaving to 

cutting and sewing, as apparently that is something highly regarded by high-rank 

prospective husbands. Much good will it do me, though, as I don’t want to get married. 

Ever. In my father’s native homeland, he told me, women could also be warriors or 

seeresses besides being wives and mothers, but on this land there are none that I know 

of. Maybe that is because we have never been at war and have not ventured into distant 

shores like my father’s ancestors many moons ago, so maybe women warriors and seers 

were not needed here. That has not stopped boys from being trained as warriors, 

though, while wherever I look I only see married women carrying the keys of their 

homestead and giving birth to baby after baby so as to give their husbands healthy sons. 

I don’t want that for myself. I don’t want to run the risk of dying in childbirth and leaving 

my children behind, as it happened to my mother.  

 Tulugaq has told me that my father was mad with grief for a very long time, even 

more so because he had not wanted this baby. After I was born, the midwife told my 

mother that she could die if she had another child, and my father valued her life far too 

much to risk losing her. It had happened all the same, though. Tulugaq once told me that 

my mother had been overjoyed when I was born, because I was a girl. Then, as in the 

two times my mother had been with child before, both she and Tulugaq had called for 

the help of Pukkeenegak, their goddess of pregnancy and childbirth, as my mother 

delivered the baby, while outside the birthing chamber my father invoked Frigg, his own 

goddess of childbirth. The goddesses had heard my parents’ plea three times before. Not 

this time, though. After my mother had died in childbirth, my father insisted on burying 

her and the baby with all the honours he had always bestowed upon her while she lived. 

So, their ashes lie within a stone urn in a burial ship, entombed deep into the ground and 

marked by a mound, along with my mother’s most prized possessions and some clothes 

for the baby. Tulugaq tells me this is not the custom in my mother’s land. For once my 

father, who has always deferred to Tulugaq in other things, would not listen to her in 

this case, and she had not insisted.  

 I watch the seagulls far above and wish I could also fly. I would go to both my 

mother’s and my father’s homelands, as neither of them was born in this village. My 
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father’s forefathers have crossed the wide sea from a distant mainland in the East and 

have settled on this green land for some generations now. My mother’s ancestors come 

from the northernmost part of this land, from the lands where ice never melts and, 

wherever you look, you only see white plains. Or so my milk mother always tells me 

when she talks about the land she has not been to again long before she started nursing 

me. Tulugaq had also been my mother’s closest friend, and her family has always been 

linked to my mother’s through the heart-bond of milk mother. Since none of the women 

in my mother’s family were ever able to nurse their own children because of a strange 

skin affliction, so I was told, a milk mother would take their place, and she would be the 

mother’s own milk sister. Tulugaq’s own elder children were born a few moons before 

each of us. Their birth order is the same as ours, except for the last child. Tulugaq has 

two older sons, Amaqjuaq and Kappiataitok — who are my brothers Frode and Sigurd’s 

milk brothers; Innugati — my own milk sister; and the little girl Availuk — who has no 

milk sibling, having been born after my mother’s and baby brother’s death. 

 I once thought that my mother belonged to the same kin as my father. I was wrong, 

so my milk mother told me when I was very little. One evening, she was combing my hair 

and made a remark on how soft and shiny it was. So, I asked her if my mother’s hair was 

like my own, as I don’t recall my mother at all. She stopped combing my hair, looked me 

in the eye and told me that my mother’s hair had been like the other women’s hair in our 

village. Then, I asked my milk mother why my hair was different from my mother’s and 

every other girl I knew — except for Innugati, Availuk, and herself. Tulugaq told me I 

had got that hair from my mother’s people, which were her own as well, and that 

Tulugaq had been named after the ravens whose lustrous sheen her own hair had 

always resembled ever since she was born. My mother’s ancestors had at some point 

married outside their own kin, so they were usually shorter than my father’s people, but 

taller than my milk mother’s people, and their eyes or hair could be dark. My mother’s 

eyes had been dark, although her hair was not, whereas I have my father’s eyes. And, 

except for my brothers, my skin is different from everyone I know: You can nearly see 

through it, so sometimes I feel that I could almost drift away like a cloud. Maybe that is 

the reason why I felt back then that I didn’t belong in my own body and would like to fly 

away like the seagulls. Little as I was then, I decided I would visit that land that seems so 

different from this — and I vow that I will do it one day. 

 So, I have got my father’s people’s height and eyes the colour of the sky after a storm 

has receded, and I have got my mother’s people’s hair. I have not got their skin colour 

though, as my mother’s family has been afflicted over time with a strange disease that 

she has passed on to all her children — the same which had prevented her from being 

able to nurse us. Because of that, my two older brothers and I share the same 

discoloured, almost transparent skin colour that makes our deep-blue veins stand out as 

they criss-cross our heads, the only part of our bodies that remains exposed to other 

people’s eyes. If you are close enough, you can also almost look through us, as if we were 

spirits, and see whatever is on the other side only slightly darkened by us. From the back 
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it is not so bad, as our hair covers our skulls and hence our veins, which are like scars in 

our pale faces when seen from afar. It is unnerving, or so I have been told. Therefore, my 

father has decreed that no one outside our immediate family (our milk mother, her 

husband, and our milk siblings included) may approach us closer than twice the length 

of our outstretched arm. I am so used to that now that I do not even notice how different 

we really are anymore, and I quite like the idea that my veins look like scars. Battle scars 

show your strength, or so my father has always said, and that is the quality I most 

admire in a person. 

 When I was still very little, my mother had the good sense to tell my father she 

wanted me to learn boys’ tasks as well, such as fighting, hunting, and fishing, alongside 

girls’ chores. He cared so much for her that he did her bidding in secret, as it would not 

do to train a girl in men’s arts in my village. So, from a very tender age I practised with 

my father in the use of sword and spear in combat, as well as the art of tracking and 

trapping prey. To do that, my father would take me with him in hunting expeditions ‘so I 

could take some air in peace, away from staring fools’ — his saying whenever we went 

out together. Not even my brothers know about this. Only Tulugaq, my milk mother, and 

Innugati, my milk sister, share this secret. This was my mother’s request, as both my 

father and Tulugaq have ascertained. 

 More oddly still, my mother begged my father in her dying breath that I should be 

taught the arts of herb gathering and healing, as well as the ancient lore of her kin, 

something usually reserved for our wise women. My milk mother masters both skills. 

Tulugaq has learnt the arts of herb gathering and healing from my father’s people in the 

long years she has lived in this settlement, and was taught the lore of her kin by her own 

mother, who had been my mother’s milk mother. Tulugaq was at first regarded with 

looming suspicion by the wise women of my father’s people because she was a stranger 

here and clearly belonged to another people. However, eventually they would come to 

accept her as one of them because they respected her outstanding ability in the healing 

arts. My milk mother was always eager to help whoever sought her out, regardless of 

their kin. As importantly, she also succeeded in a particularly difficult case involving my 

father’s second-in-command’s own little daughter where other less skilled healers had 

failed. This had also helped build up her reputation as an extraordinary healer who 

never boasted of her continuous success, as she might well have. So, thanks to my milk 

mother, I am now a skilled healer as well (her words, not mine), although I still have 

much to learn. 

 Tulugaq has also taught me the lore and traditions of her kin. She has told me how 

they hunt seals and walruses to eat and use their furs to make warm jackets, boots, and 

gloves that protect them from the cold; how they catch fish in holes in the ice; how they 

use dogs that look like wolves, with the same blue eyes I have, to pull sledges that fly 

over the icy plains. She has also told me, over and over, many stories that her kin tell 

their children and their children’s children: the tale of Sedna, the young girl who is cast 
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into the sea and becomes the keeper of all the sea animals; the tale of Lumiuk, an abused 

blind boy who finds refuge in the sea, where he recovers his sight and ends his abuse; 

the tale of Kiviuk, which explains why there are so many fish and no trees in the icy 

plains; the tale of Tikta’Liktak, a young hunter’s journey home after becoming lost on an 

ice floe; the tale of Nanook, the great white bear that decided whether hunters deserved 

success in finding and hunting bears, and punished those who went against their 

traditions. I like these stories so well because the people in them are young like me, and 

are able to change their lives by themselves. This gives me hope that one day I will be 

able to do the same. 

 But Tulugaq has also told me a tale I like above all others because it always reminds 

me of my parents. It is the story of how Ticasuk — a woman from my mother’s kin — 

and Gudrun — a woman from my father’s people — first met before becoming the first 

two pledged Daughters of the White She-Bear, an ancient sisterhood whose main 

purpose is to defend my mother’s kin from grave danger by using healing arts or magic: 

 ‘After a heavy snowstorm had trapped Ticasuk inside an ice shelter some distance 

from her village and she was finally able to go out and retrace her steps back home, she 

chanced upon another woman retreating from a shore filled with what looked like the 

remains of a strangely shaped ship. The woman was alone, and Ticasuk could see that 

she was a stranger to this island, as the woman’s skin, hair, and clothes were so different 

from her own. They could not speak each other’s language, but Ticasuk understood by 

the stranger’s vivid gesturing that she had only survived the shipwreck that had sunk 

both people and goods because she had crawled out of the empty barrel of fresh water 

that had sheltered her from the ice-cold water and had followed a mother bear with two 

cubs across the ice floes and into safety. Once that happened, the three animals had 

vanished. Ticasuk first doubted her understanding of the stranger’s mimicry in this 

particular, but she was so insistent that Ticasuk decided in her turn not to insist that no 

mother bears with young cubs had ever been sighted on that part of the land, and much 

less acted as guides to wanderers or lost people.  

 However, that same night Ticasuk could see for herself that the stranger’s words 

had been true: Forced to find shelter where none that Ticasuk knew of could be found 

before they arrived in the village because of an even heavier snowstorm, and almost 

blinded by the heavy snow blizzard and the strong gushes of wind, Ticasuk and the 

stranger were plowing through the snow ever more frantically when they both distinctly 

saw a big white mother bear standing on the frozen ground with two cubs playfully 

chasing each other around her. As the women stopped and stared at her, the great 

animal turned her head back towards them and purposefully moved forward a few 

paces, the cubs jumping around her all the time. When the women stood motionless, the 

bear slowly turned back and walked a few paces in their direction before stopping and 

retracing her steps forwards, insistently turning her head back as if she was inviting the 

women to follow her. When she was satisfied that they did, the mother bear paced faster 
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until the distinct darker solid shape of what looked a newly-made ice shelter could be 

seen through the blizzard. When the women reached it, they could no longer see any of 

the animals ahead of them. They had faded away from sight as soon as Ticasuk and the 

stranger were safe. 

 Many moons later, when the stranger was able to understand Ticasuk and teach her 

her language in return as she was welcomed into Ticasuk’s village, Gudrun — that was 

the stranger’s name — and Ticasuk agreed that the mother bear had been as intent on 

watching over them and guiding them into safety as she would her own cubs. Although 

our people, and especially our hunters, believe that the mighty white bear Nanook is 

almost man, and give him respect by hanging a bear’s hide inside their ice homes and 

letting it stay there nearly a moon before they use the fur to make warm clothes, no 

mother bear was ever known to protect women. As Ticasuk and Gudrun were both 

certain they had seen the mother bear and had been saved by her (in Gudrun’s case, 

twice), they started calling her Nanooka, for the mate of Nanook and mother of his cubs.  

 In the moons to come, Ticasuk (a name that, for our people, means ‘possessor of 

knowledge’) would turn into the most gifted healer of our people, and Gudrun (whose 

name, for your father’s people, means ‘secret lore’) would greatly develop the powers 

that had first brought her to our land. It is said that, still at her home in the East, she had 

often talked of a green land surrounded by ice that could be reached by her people’s 

dragon ships after a long and perilous sea voyage, and had insisted on being onboard the 

first ship that left her shore across the water. Together, they who had become closer 

than blood sisters, Ticasuk and Gudrun would create the sisterhood known as the 

Daughters of the White She-Bear, a name that honored their savior and confirmed their 

spirit kinship to each other and to the mother who had protected them. In the shelter 

they had built for that purpose, they would teach the healing and magical arts they had 

perfected to the most promising girls, so as to train them to be able to heal the wounded 

and overcome even the strongest foes that Gudrun had foreseen would one day arrive to 

our shores. When newcomers started to come to our land not many moons after the one 

fateful attack that almost razed our village to the ground, Gudrun would seek their 

women and talk to them to avoid a repetition of that almost fatal fight. So, some of their 

daughters also became pledged to the Daughters of the White She-Bear, and peace 

prevailed for a great score of moons. I don’t know if there are still pledged girls from the 

East, since my kin left their home village so many moons ago. What I do know, my child, 

is that Gudrun’s language has always been taught to our people’s pledged girls, as both 

Ticasuk and Gudrun believed that sharing a language, like sharing food and weapons, 

may bring strangers together and turn them into friends.’  

 Tulugaq always smiles when she says this, and I know she thinks of my mother, who 

was as close to her as the long departed Ticasuk and Gudrun had been to one another. 

And they had been right: Although she had not been a Daughter of the White She-Bear, 

my mother could speak my father’s language because it had always been taught from 
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mother to daughter in her kin. She had taught my father her mother’s language and had 

taught Tulugaq my father’s language as well, so that they could speak directly to one 

another. Both my brothers and I, as well as Tulugaq’s husband and our milk siblings, can 

speak both languages as well. So, when I listen to the tale of Ticasuk and Gudrun in my 

mother’s native language, I feel closer to her and to her kin. It is as if, by hearing the 

same words she once heard, I can share her love of the place she never returned to. That 

is why I ask Tulugaq to tell me all my mother’s people’s stories so often — and, above all 

others, the story which is closer to my heart, the tale of the first two Daughters of the 

White She-Bear.  

 For now, I have to tell Tulugaq and my father about my moon’s blood. They have 

been most insistent that I should let them know as soon as it happened, as they have a 

message from my mother that can only be disclosed then. As much as I have taunted 

Tulugaq over the years to tell me what it is, she has always smiled and said I would have 

to wait as that was my mother’s wish. I know it will be something important by the way 

my father has started every time we have chanced on this subject. I’m certain there will 

be no mere words to congratulate me for having become a woman. I hurry towards the 

kitchen, to stir the fire in the hearth so as to cook the first meal of the day for my father 

and brothers.  

 When I was little, because my mother had died and my father would not have thralls 

in his house, Tulugaq would come every morning to perform this task. She would bring 

Innugati with her and, while she cooked the meal, would teach us both how to prepare 

food so as to store it for the cold moons of the winter: cutting the meat and drying it or 

salting it or smoking it so it would not rot and could later be boiled in heavy cauldrons; 

drying fish; preserving the fruit in honey; making butter, buttermilk, and salty cheese 

from the milk produced by her cattle... I actually learnt how to cook before I knew it, 

because she made such a game of it. After the meal was prepared, she would leave us to 

eat it and would depart to her own home with Innugati, having done the same for her 

family before she came to our household. Now this is my first task of the day. 

 My father is leaning against the door frame, the cold seeping into the warm kitchen 

as he has already poked the fire alive, and is looking at the sky. The lights are no longer 

visible. He turns as I greet him and smiles at me: 

 ‘Dagny, my daughter, how come you are so late to prepare your father’s first meal? I 

see your warm bed has more charm than your old father’s empty belly, but still…’ 

 He is teasing me because I take pride in being the first person to wake up. My father 

always says that he and my mother named me well, for my name means “a new day 

started.” My mother used to call me Yakone, though, as Tulugaq and Innugati still do, for 

“red dawn” in their people’s native tongue. So I smile back while I reply: 
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  ‘Father, it is you who have risen before the sun today. I will prepare your food more 

quickly if you close the door so the cold won’t extinguish the fire.’  

 He laughs and pats my hand, after closing the door. Other fathers might be offended 

by this apparent disrespect, but not my father. He likes my quick answers as they show I 

think quickly as well, and that is always an advantage — ‘even if you are just a girl,’ as he 

likes to add just to hear my protests. While I busy myself with the meal, I add: 

 ‘I rose later today than I usually do because I woke up in the night and watched the 

lights in the sky. I had never seen them before, so I was at the window for some time and 

I did not go to sleep right away...’ 

 He looks at me more soberly and his voice softens as he says: 

 ‘The night you were born, these same lights lit the sky. In my homeland, as my father 

and his father before him used to say, the lights are usually green, but that night they 

were so red that the sky seemed to be on fire. You were actually named Dagny because 

of these lights, and your mother always called you Yakone because of them. You were 

our own new day, our own red dawn…’  

 His gaze shifts, unfocused, and his voice trails off as though he was thinking out loud 

and not talking to me. I did not know I had been born on a night like this, but I know that 

my father is thinking about my mother. I know that he still misses her. That is why he 

never got wed again. While I think of what to say to change the conversation to happier 

thoughts as I don’t like to see my father like this, Tulugaq enters the kitchen, her dark 

eyes gleaming: 

  ‘Come quickly, Yakone. Inuksuk says that the calf is already struggling out of its 

mother! He and Amaqjuaq have been there since our first meal. You said you wanted to 

see a birth this time, so…’ 

 I did. I have pestered Tulugaq’s husband, Inuksuk, and their eldest son, Amaqjuaq, to 

let me know when one of their prized cattle delivers a calf. Inuksuk knows everything 

there is to know about the cattle my father’s forefathers are said to have brought along 

to this land, and he is teaching both Amaqjuaq and my eldest brother, Frode, how to best 

deal with the animals. The eldest milk siblings are both strong and reliable, and can be 

depended upon to take care of the animals. Not so my second brother, Sigurd, and his 

milk brother, Kappiataitok, who prefer hunting and sword-sparring to tending to the 

cattle. So, it’s upon my father to teach these two. As for the almost new-born calf that I 

have been so eager to see, Tulugaq stops talking when she sees my face. And then she 

notices my father, standing near the window, his back turned, apparently gazing up at 

the cloudless cold-season sky. She immediately understands what is going on, as she has 

often seen my father like this over the years. She notices the table is set, the plates still 

untouched, and gently calls my father to come and eat, apologising for having intruded 
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upon us so early in the day. I know she is surprised we have not taken our first meal yet. 

This is the time my brothers usually take theirs, while I eat earlier with my father as he 

leaves home before my brothers do, but today my brothers have left before the first 

lights in the sky to join a seal hunting party. So, I just tell her what I had told my father 

concerning my late arrival in the kitchen.  

 My father takes his usual chair and invites Tulugaq to sit with us as well and share 

some of our food, the clouds having disappeared from his eyes. She refuses, saying she 

has to check on the cow. I then ask her why she didn’t send Innugati or her little girl in 

her stead, as this is a busy time for women at home. She replies in a lower voice that my 

milk sister is still sleeping, after having been cramped with women’s pains for most of 

the night. That reminds me of my own news. I ask her to stay a little longer, so that I can 

deliver it to both of them at the same time.  

 My father has finished his meal, so I quietly tell them about my first moon’s blood 

while I start to pile up the dirty plates and cups to be washed. Neither of them says a 

word. They just look at each other, the smiles having fled their faces again, and they 

stare at me. I flinch. Is it always this awkward for a girl to speak about the first time she 

bled? I will have to ask Innugati. And then I notice the shadow of the faraway look my 

father has when he thinks of my mother crossing Tulugaq’s eyes as well. This is when I 

know something is very wrong. That has never happened before, as Tulugaq is always 

happy to talk about my mother. What is happening here? I am about to break this 

uncomfortable silence when Tulugaq, following a nod from my father, gently makes me 

sit down again before she starts speaking:  

 ‘Yakone, you are now a woman. It was your mother’s wish that you knew the truth 

about what you have always thought was just a discolouring skin disease as soon as that 

day came. None of what I am about to tell you was ever kept a secret from your father, 

because your mother wanted him to know this before they got wed in case he would 

want to change his mind. That never happened, as I told her it wouldn’t. If a man may 

have thralls and chooses not to have them because he believes all men should be free; if 

he is ready to marry a woman who does not belong to his own kin because he sees 

beauty where others would only be repelled; if he is willing to marry a woman whose 

face he can almost see through because he loves her, then I would say he would not 

change his mind regardless of what your mother told him. Your father was never the 

type of man to be afraid of the truth. In fact, I believe he even loved your mother the 

more for telling him that story.’  

 My father drops his head and squeezes her hand, while she continues: 

 ‘Your mother’s dying request was that I would be the one to tell you this sad tale, as 

it is our land and our people I will be talking about. You see, my child, as both your 
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mother’s family and my own have always been involved in it, I am better able to explain 

some details than your father could.’  

 She quietly proceeds to tell me the strangest story of them all, one which happens to 

be true, unlike the others she told me as a child. She tells me the girl Nauja’s story: how 

she was pledged to the Daughters of the White She-Bear; how she fell in love with a man 

from my father’s kin, and used her training in magic to marry him by tricking him into 

believing she was his intended bride, as she traded her body for the other girl’s body; 

how no one ever knew if she had killed the other girl in order to perform the most secret 

of all the Daughters’ rituals, one that had only been used once before to save a whole 

village by sacrificing their bravest huntsman; how she was found out and cursed with 

translucence on her wedding feast, a punishment that would be extended to her children 

as well; how a few moons afterwards a tiny baby girl was born to her before her time in 

the settlement they had never left because of her troubled pregnancy; how that child 

was so unlike his people’s children that Nauja’s husband suspected her of having carried 

in her womb the child of one of the men from the icy plains instead of a child from his 

own loins, therefore forcing Nauja to confess what she had done; how her husband had 

abandoned her and had refused to acknowledge the child as his own because he was 

disgusted by her magic; how he felt deceived into loving someone she was not, despite 

Nauja’s ever more urgent pleas that she had done that because she loved him; how 

Nauja had died in the arms of Woka, her best friend, who had had to leave the Daughters’ 

service after losing her right hand to frostbite during an errand further north which had 

her dogs scattered after a white bear’s attack, Woka herself only having escaped by 

invoking the Mother Bear’s protection; how Woka, by then a mother with a new-born 

child of her own, had comforted her disgraced friend by assuring her that she would 

pass Nauja’s tale on so the girl that had been foreseen would know it and could break 

the curse; how Woka had pledged herself as milk-mother to her friend’s child, who was 

thus able to outlive her mother when no one had expected her to; how that curse had 

passed from mother to daughter ever since that time; and how Tulugaq’s own family — 

Woka’s children and grandchildren — had stood faithfully by my mother’s family ever 

since. 

 ‘So, this is why my skin and my brothers’ skin look like this,’ I say out loud while I 

casually trace the thick purplish line that rides up my arm underneath the see-through 

skin. ‘A curse, not a disease then. I never thought that such powerful magic even existed, 

but this is my mother’s story, and her mother’s and her mother’s mother all the way 

back to Nauja... So, tell me, Tulugaq, how did the Daughters of the White She-Bear know 

how to cast such a spell?’  

 I can tell that my father is also interested in Tulugaq’s answer, although he just looks 

at her without saying a word. My milk mother looks steadily at both of us as she replies 

softly:  
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 ´I don’t know the answer to that question, Yakone, as I’m not a Daughter of the 

White She-Bear. However, I know that only the most promising pledged Daughters are 

initiated in magic rituals. They are taught about the most secret magic at their disposal, 

one that is believed to have been used only once before in the history of the Daughters’ 

sisterhood, since not every girl has in her the necessary strength or the required skill to 

perform this spell. It is said that the only time it was used, our people were 

outnumbered and the village had no hope of surviving a fierce attack led by warring 

newcomers, as they were intent on forcing our people from their homes so they could 

reclaim them for themselves.  

 Gudrun herself is said to have sought peace from the newcomers for the people she 

had long considered as her own, but they paid her no heed. So, she resorted to desperate 

measures to save the village: When the best huntsman volunteered to lead the 

newcomers away from the village, Gudrun offered to change his body with a dead 

enemy’s to ensure that he would be successful in that terrible task, as he would have to 

live as the fallen foe and among enemies from then on. However, in order to work 

properly, the magic rites could only be performed by someone very close to him so their 

bond could strengthen the spell. So, his younger sister — by then a rising Daughter of 

the White She-Bear — offered to do it, but she was so weakened by grief once her 

brother departed that her life force abandoned her, and she died shortly afterwards. As 

the hunter never returned, some said that Mother Bear Nanooka had rewarded the 

siblings’ courage by allowing them to reunite as two of her own cubs, while others yet 

said that brother and sister were together once again in the red and green lights that 

lighted the sky.  

 It is also said that Gudrun would later strive to perfect the magic ritual so that a 

trained Daughter might perform it even if she was not related in any way to the person 

whose body she would change. However, Gudrun also insisted that magic is supposed to 

be used only under the most dire need and always on behalf of our people, never to suit 

your own purposes, so very few chosen Daughters perfect their magic skills.’  

 I don’t have time to feel disappointed, as my father takes over then: 

 ‘Know that when you were born, my daughter, your mother cried for joy when she 

saw the night sky as bright red as the blood she was losing. She had wanted so badly to 

have a girl child, even more so after the question of who would rule after me had already 

been decided. And when you quietened down after she had called you Yakone, after hav-

ing tried other names and failed to make you stop crying, she was sure that was another 

sign. You see, your mother’s kin believe that a baby cries because their parents are not 

calling them by their right name, so she was overjoyed when you cried no more after-

wards. She said you would be the girl the Daughters had predicted would come so many 

moons ago, so there would be no more translucent children, and our boys would be able 

to father their own children without risking death. That was why, Dagny, she wanted 
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you to be prepared when the day came. As she did not know what you would have to 

face, she wanted to give you your best chance by arming you with a woman’s household 

knowledge, a man’s combat skills, and a wise woman’s healing ability.’ 

 For once, I am lost for words. This is of so much more importance than I ever 

thought it would be that I don’t know what to say. My father continues: 

 ‘You will have to go on a journey to your mother’s native land. You will have to seek 

the Daughters of the White She-Bear and ask for guidance so you will be able to know 

what is required of you. But you won’t travel alone, my daughter. Your second brother 

will go with you as soon as the season is warm enough for you to go. Two will not be too 

many to face such a long journey.’ 

 I am happy that Sigurd is coming with me. He is less serious than our eldest brother 

and likes to constantly tease me, but he is also the first to defend me from other people’s 

teasing. Besides that, he is a good hunter and a fine swordsman. As for me, I feel like a 

Valkyrie, getting ready for war. This is going to be my war against time to destroy an old-

age curse that has wrought so much destruction in the lives of innocent people. I have to 

win it. I have to deserve my mother’s confidence in me. I have to be worthy of all the 

loving forethought of having me trained as a warrior and a wise woman as well as the 

household head. Before I have time to say any of this, though, Tulugaq intervenes: 

 ‘Not two, four. My brother, do you imagine for a moment that Innugati and Kappiata-

itok would ever accept that their milk siblings made this journey without them? I speak 

for Innugati and Kappiataitok when I tell you they will go too, as it is only fit that the 

children of my womb accompany the children of my milk in such a perilous journey.’  

 My father objects, saying she and her family have done too much already and that he 

would never put her children at risk. Tulugaq silences him when she says that she cares 

for my brothers and me as much as she cares for her own children, so she would never 

dream of sending just the two of us into the wild, nor would our milk siblings ever 

consent to that. I know that is true, as neither Sigurd nor I would ever turn our back on 

our milk siblings in a situation like this. Besides, Tulugaq adds, it might be useful that 

Innugati and Kappiataitok join my brother Sigurd and I as they clearly belong to her kin. 

That might prove an advantage to us, who clearly don’t (my second brother has just our 

mother’s dark eyes, taking more after our father). My father does not argue that 

undeniable truth; he just looks at her and nods, saying: 

 ‘Tulugaq, before my children were born I respected you as my wife’s sister, as you 

always stood by her. Ever since my children came, even before Bergjlot died, you have 

truly become a sister to me. You have helped me raise my children and have looked over 

them like a mother, so I pray the gods that no harm will come to either of them.’ 

 My milk mother just smiles while she quietly replies: 
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 ‘Trygve, rest assured of that. I am going to tell Innugati and Kappiataitok about their 

departure, and you have to warn Sigurd as well. Then we have to fix a date for them to 

leave and make them ready for the journey. We have a lot to arrange before they go, so 

we had better start right away.’ 

 I look at them both and just say: 

 ‘I’m ready. I want to do this. For my mother.’ 

***** 

We have arrived in our mothers’ native homeland. And we are surrounded by foes. 

 When they learnt the truth and knew that I would have to free us all, Sigurd, 

Innugati, and Kappiataitok were more than willing to join me on this ‘curse-breaking 

expedition,’ as my brother laughingly named it. He can find the good side in any situation 

and nothing ever daunts him, which is a good thing when none of us knows exactly how 

I’m supposed to break the curse. 

 We had to wait almost four moons before my father deemed it safe to start the jour-

ney, as the cold season seemed to stretch on and on. After much discussion on how we 

would get there, it was settled that one of the smaller ships anchored in the bay would 

sail north and leave us at the northernmost settlement of my father’s kin. Not many men 

would be needed to man the ship that would sail near the coast all the way up, and could 

use the homebound voyage to hunt seals and walruses. As my father’s kin has the sea for 

blood in their veins, this was sure to be the fastest, most uneventful way to reach the 

northern settlement. And so it was, a fine short sea voyage where Innugati and Kappiata-

itok got their sea legs. Both Sigurd and I had got ours long before, in several fishing 

expeditions with our father. My father’s men deposited the four of us ashore and sailed 

back home, and we prodded on to the village where the curse had been cast so many 

moons before. From there, we would have to go on foot to our mothers’ settlement 

further north. And so we did, after we had put the food and the heavier furs we had 

brought with us because of the cold in Sigurd’s sledge. 

 After a long walk, dragging the sledge through the icy plains and having to huddle 

together for warmth inside broken-down shelters during two very cold nights, we have 

finally arrived this very morning only to find that our mothers’ village has been 

deserted. There are smoking and charred fish hooks and harpoons scattered 

everywhere, two dead dog-wolves underneath a turned sledge, an abandoned child’s fur 

glove, and some blood-darkened furs (in the middle stages of preparation to become 

usable, I quickly notice) tumbled down beneath a work bench, but no sign of people 

anywhere. The houses we enter are empty, the frozen remains of food still lying on the 

tables suggesting that people have left in a hurry. The dog-wolves have been dead some 

time, but the smoke in the air leads us to believe that the people cannot have departed 
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very long ago. And then Kappiataitok, with his hunter’s eyes trained on the ground, sees 

a trail of blood leading out of the village behind one of the houses, next to sledge tracks 

that are deep enough in the solid ice to let us understand it was pulling a heavy weight. 

We frown. What has happened? Have the people been attacked by white bears or wolves 

and been wounded so badly they had to leave in a hurry? Sigurd and Kappiataitok look 

at each other, and then look at us girls. 

 ‘There is something strange here,’ Kappiataitok says quietly. ‘Our people are used to 

hunting bears and wolves, so even if there had been an attack they would have known 

how to deal with it. This disorder and the dead dog-wolves were not caused by wild 

animals. The village was under attack, and the people had to flee. But I don’t understand, 

Mother never told us about attacks to our people before…’ 

 ‘I know where the people must be,’ Innugati interrupts her brother, before I can tell 

them all about the fateful attack so many moons before that Tulugaq had told me about 

on the morning of my first moon’s blood, when she disclosed my mother’s secret. Sigurd, 

Kappiataitok, and Innugati listen to this woeful tale in silence, and then my milk sister 

speaks her mind:  

 ‘They must have sought shelter at the house of the Daughters of the White She-Bear. 

I know that can be done in times of great danger. Let’s follow the sledge tracks out of the 

village. When we find the people we will know what has happened here. And,’ she turns 

to me, ‘we will be closer to the ones who can tell you how to break the curse.’ 

 I nod. She is right, of course. And then I notice something else, something that has 

bothered me ever since we stepped into the village: 

 ‘The smoke! It is not only of things burning. It smells of the herbs we mix to draw 

away evil. Someone tried to use them to protect the village.’ 

 Innugati lifts her head. She has also had the same training I have had, so she can 

identify the smell too. Then Kappiataitok, ever the hunter, exhorts us to follow the trail 

of blood and the sledge tracks, and Sigurd urges us on instead of wasting more time 

trying to understand what has happened. So that is what we do, only to have to stop 

abruptly where the tracks stop some distance from the village, right up to the sea. There 

are no seals sunning themselves on the shore or diving in the cold water, the air is so 

still it is unnerving, and there is no sign that a ship, or even a small fishing boat, has ever 

harboured there. We look around us, trying to find some clue that can lead us on, when I 

see something glittering in the distance:  

 ‘Look! There is a house in the middle of the ice, over there,’ I point north. ‘Do you see 

it?’ 
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 Sigurd, Innugati, and Kappiataitok all look to where I am pointing, but no matter 

how long I point or how hard they stare, they cannot see it. And yet there it definitely is, 

shining in the late morning sun. I can even distinguish what is behind the walls, the 

shadow of scarce furniture, and the smaller dark dots of the people inside. Although I 

had never seen it before, there is something strangely familiar in that house. I am about 

to say that when I discover what it is: the fact that I can see beyond the walls as clearly 

as I can see beneath my own skin. That can only mean… 

 ‘The house is see-through,’ I announce to my puzzled audience. ‘That is why I can 

see beyond the walls. It is just like our skin is,’ I say, turning to my brother. ‘Look closer. 

You have to be able to see it.’ 

 ‘No,’ Innugati chimes in. ‘Don’t you see? I’m sure the house you see must be the 

Daughters’ house. Mother told us it was quite close to the village but not easily 

accessible, and that must mean not everyone can find it because they can’t see it. The 

fact that you can, and we don’t, must mean you are really the girl they foresaw, the one 

who could save your family.’ 

 As Innugati’s words sink in, I realise that once again she has to be right, so I will 

have to be the one to guide the three of them. The problem is, of course, how to reach the 

small island without a boat. I look around and then I see them, a trail of irregular ice 

blocks that go straight towards the house. We can use them to reach the house — except 

that none of my companions is able to seem them either, so they won’t be able to step on 

them without the added risk of tumbling into the water. We look at one another, trying 

to find a solution that can work for all of us since they won’t let me go on alone, and then 

I remember the herbs I am carrying with me. If I drop a few leaves on the see-through 

steps, my companions will have a visible spot which can be stepped on. I will be the first 

to cross and the last one (Sigurd insisted) will pick the leaves and pass them on so I can 

use them again as I proceed. This will take a long time, but it is the only plan we have, so 

we go on. I won’t describe the painfully slow and daunting crossing. It is enough that we 

managed to reach the house safely. I can now see more clearly what lies on the other 

side of the walls: people huddling together in small groups everywhere, wrapped-up 

children leaning against older people — and two bigger figures lying on the floor, a dark 

pool of blood near two broken spears which protrude from their bodies. Signs of trouble, 

all of them. 

 I am about to knock on the door, having just seen someone pass it, when it is 

opened. An old woman stays inside, looking at each of us for some time in silence. Then, 

her eyes never leaving mine, she says in my mother’s language: 

 ‘You have come at a bad time, girl. We are under attack. Now is not the time to do 

what you have come to do.’ 
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 I do not stop to wonder how she knows who I am. She is certainly a Daughter. I just 

look her in the eye as I answer levelly: 

 ‘Daughter of the White She-Bear, I have come a long way to find you — and I have 

found you, even if you’re not easy to find. I won’t go back without doing what I came to 

do. I can see that you are in trouble, so let us be of use. My milk sister and I are trained 

healers; my brother is a skilled warrior; and his milk brother is the best hunter I know. 

We can help with the wounded. We can also help you fight your attackers — if we know 

who they are.’ 

 She seems satisfied with my answer, as she slowly smiles and gestures for us to 

follow her inside. She leads us through darkened hallways filled with more people to an 

inner room, where the oldest woman I have ever seen sits on very white seal furs on the 

floor. She seems frail, but her voice is surprisingly strong when she greets us after our 

guide has introduced us: 

 ‘Peace, my child. May the Mother Bear guide you.’ 

 I did not know then this was the customary greeting among the pledged Daughters, 

but I returned the welcoming words. She is certainly one of the Elders, so she may be 

able to help me. I repeat my offer of help, and she smiles. She takes my hand: 

 ‘Go then, child. Our powers are failing us. We have not been able to repel our foes, a 

band of rogues bent on rooting us out. The Daughter we sent to reason with them was 

killed on the spot, even though she was elderly and one of their own people. They yelled 

at her, saying that she was acting above her station and did not show them the proper 

respect due to the stronger party. Then they speared her down with a sword so swiftly 

that she was not able to defend herself, and dropped to the ground never to stand again. 

Our two strongest hunters, the ones we invested our powers in, are no longer able to 

fight either after they avenged her death. We could only hide our people to keep them 

safe.’ 

 Sigurd and Kappiataitok both step forward: 

 ‘We are ready to take their places, Elder Daughter. Give us weapons and point out 

your foes, and we will fight them to the death.’ 

 The old woman smiles, this time sadly, and looks at me when she answers: 

 ‘I thank you for your courage, my children. But the time has come for the strongest 

magic we have, the one that made you what you are now. The only way to stop the 

punishment that was caused by selfishness is to act generously on behalf of your whole 

people. And that means capturing the leader of our foes, killing him, and exchanging 

your body for his without his men ever finding out. This means you will have to live from 
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then on as a man and among enemies, so as to drive them away from our shores. Are you 

willing to do this?’ 

 But before I have time to say anything, my brother wails: 

 ‘No, Elder Daughter! Not that! There must be some other way to fight your enemies 

off without sacrificing my sister!’ And, with sudden inspiration, ‘I will take her place! I 

will kill the chief and I will trade my body for his! I’m a warrior, I can lead men, and I can 

live among them much more easily than my sister ever could. And I’m also affected by 

the curse, so I must also be able to put a stop to it.’ 

 I am dazed. Things are going too fast. I only know I will never let my brother go in 

my stead, and that is what I tell him: 

 ‘Sigurd, I will do this. Our mother knew there might come the time when I would 

have to know how to fight, so I’m also a warrior. Our father has trained me ever since I 

was a child. I will find a way to come back home once I have driven these foes from our 

land.’ 

 Innugati looks at us both and takes my hand, saying softly: 

 ‘I will go with you, my sister, as one of your men, and we will return to our land 

together. You will not live alone among enemies, not even for a short time.’ 

 I look at her gratefully. Never has her name, meaning ‘friend’ and ‘companion’ in my 

mother’s tongue, meant so much before. I think fleetingly of Nauja, who traded her body 

for love and lost everything in the process including herself, and I know that I will still be 

me even trapped inside the body of a man (and a foe, no less), as my milk sister won’t let 

me forget who I truly am. Nor will I ever let her forget who she is, I silently vow as I re-

member how the first two Daughters of the White She-Bear, Ticasuk and Gudrun, stood 

by each other their whole lives. So have we done back home, and so will we do in a 

foreign land. It will be so much easier to bear with Innugati by my side, until we can 

come back —because I am determined we shall return to our bodies and our land.  

 My brother starts to protest, but the Elder Daughter stops him with infinite 

compassion: 

 ‘My child, your sister is right. She must be the one to undertake this task. The curse 

said explicitly that it would take a woman to break it.’ To me, she says once more, ‘Are 

you willing to do this?’ 

 ‘I am,’ I answer as firmly as I can. 

 So, a plan is drawn there and then. My brother and Kappiataitok will hunt down the 

enemy chief and one of his men, and bring them back to the Daughters’ house. The 
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chief’s body will thereafter be traded with mine, and the other man’s body will be traded 

with Innugati, who has silenced my brother’s plea to accompany me in her stead by 

telling him that this way both my father and her parents risk losing only one child each if 

the worst comes to the worst. That will not happen though, she hastens to reassure him 

as she sees how his face is drained of colour at the mere thought we might not succeed. 

‘We will return,’ both Innugati and I pledge as we look our brothers in the eye and 

fiercely hug them in turn. The Elder Daughter has told us how to recognise the chief, so 

Sigurd and Kappiataitok will capture him during the night, when our enemies will not be 

expecting any attack, and take Innugati and I back instead to their camp. While we wait 

for the night to fall, Innugati and I work side by side with several Daughters helping the 

wounded and feeding the children. Sigurd and Kappiataitok keep busy honing their 

weapons, arranging their hunters’ boots so they can tread softly, and getting nearer the 

enemy’s camp so they will know more about their numbers and their weaknesses, to use 

them against our foes. 

 Night falls. Before they leave, my brother hugs me again, tells me he is proud of me, 

and asks me to come back home as soon as I can, as our father and our eldest brother 

will miss me sorely, and so will he. Innugati and Kappiataitok also say their farewells, 

and then it is time for our brothers to go. While they are out, the Daughters will prepare 

Innugati and I for the ritual of body changing, so that we can go through it as soon as our 

brothers are back with our fallen foes. I am not afraid that Sigurd and Kappiataitok 

might fail. My brother knows as well as I do what is at stake. So, he will do what he has to 

do to ensure the curse is broken, and our mother’s people — our people — are safe. 

 Later that night, true to their names (Sigurd means ‘guiding the victory’ in my 

father’s language, whereas Kappiataitok means ‘brave’ in my mother’s tongue), they 

return carrying two corpses on their backs. They are not even bloodied and their 

weapons are clean, so there has been no struggle. Our foes must have been asleep. All 

the better for what we have to do. Otherwise, it would have been very difficult to return 

to the enemy’s camp if they had been on the alert. 

 The ritual is surprisingly short. In no time, the fallen men have acquired our appear-

ance and Innugati and I are two tall, stout, bearded men in their prime. My left eye is 

missing and the empty socket is covered by a dark patch of cloth roughly tied at the back 

of my head. That had been the chief’s distinguishing mark. Now it is mine. The four of us 

look at each other and embrace, under the quiet gaze of the Daughters. It is strange to 

have a man’s body, and an enemy’s at that, but I am very used to men’s ways, since I am 

the only woman at home. And the important thing is that I am still Dagny for my brother 

and Yakone for Innugati and Kappiataitok, although only my milk sister will be able to 

appreciate that for the moons to come. Then Innugati gasps, pointing both at my brother 

and at my body lying on the floor: 

 ‘Look! Your skin has closed in on itself! We can no longer see through it!’ 
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 We stare at each other, my brother and I, and at the fallen body. It is true. The skin is 

very pale, but you cannot see through it any more. Before, you could clearly see the veins 

intersecting with each other and the blood coursing through them making them bulge 

and pulse. You could even make out the bones beneath the skin. Now, apart from the 

blue shadows of the veins at our wrists, there is nothing inside our bodies that you can 

see beneath our skin. We are free at last! My brothers can finally father children without 

dying! And that single hope makes me sure I will return one day to see their children, 

who will be the first to have opaque skin in many generations. We all embrace again, 

Innugati and Kappiataitok sharing our joy as they have shared our sorrows ever since 

we have become milk siblings. The Daughters congratulate us, their eyes shining in the 

candle light, while the Elder Daughter embraces each of us fiercely, looking into our eyes 

as she says: 

 ‘My children, may the Mother Bear guide you into the happiness you so fully deserve 

after all your efforts on our behalf, as none of you gave a second thought to the risk of 

being killed yourselves. Sigurd, you have slain the foe that led the attack to our village so 

that you could help your sister break the curse over your mother’s bloodline, and you, 

Kappiataitok, have aided your milk brother to the best of your ability. Innugati, you are 

going to forsake home and kin to follow your milk sister into a faraway land when you 

could easily stay behind, and will faithfully stand by her as a fellow man for as many 

moons as it takes for you both to return. And you, Yakone, have put an end to the curse 

that has caused your family so much heartache for so many moons. So, I will say it once 

more: May the Mother Bear guide you into the happiness you are so worthy of after 

enduring so much hardship for other people’s sakes!’ 

 And now it is time to go. My brother and Kappiataitok lead us back to the enemy’s 

camp. I look at the sky and think of the green and red lights I last saw at home. All you 

can see now is the crescent moon and tiny dots of light sparkling in the sky. When I 

wished I could see my mother’s homeland and my father’s distant land in the East, I 

never thought it would be like this, a woman trapped inside a man’s body. I will be the 

seagull I have always envied, making the enemy leave our shores and return home, and I 

will fly back to my family as soon as I can, with Innugati by my side. At long last, I am 

home in my body, even if it is a man’s body for a while, free from the curse that has 

punished my mother’s family for so many generations. 

 I look at my brother one last time: 

 ‘I promise you I will come back.’ 

 And I briefly hold Innugati’s hand as we silently head for the chief’s tent. I feel my 

brother’s eyes piercing my back, but I move on. I cannot look back. 

***** 
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Dagny, my foremother, is legendary for her undaunted spirit among my people, and 

especially looked upon by us girls. 

 Many moons ago, she released her family from a long-lasting curse, and sailed away 

from her mother’s land as a man leading his warriors back to their homeland so that she 

could save her mother’s people from their attack. My foremother returned with her milk 

sister and both regained their women’s bodies, as they helped the Daughters of the 

White She-Bear find a way to reverse the body-changing ritual — something that had 

never been done before. 

 Dagny’s father and Tulugaq, and her husband were still living when their daughters 

returned, and they were overjoyed to see their long-lost children once again. Dagny’s 

and Innugati’s siblings had all been married with children of their own — except for 

Sigurd, who had been waiting for Innugati all that time. Much as he had always loved her 

as a sister, he only first saw her as a woman when she offered to trade her body with the 

fallen foe. True to his father’s blood, he respected bravery in a woman, and admired 

Innugati even more so for taking on such a risky task out of love and loyalty for his sister 

when she could have stayed behind.  

 Sigurd and Innugati got wed on their foremothers’ home village after seeking the 

counsel of the Daughters of the White She-Bear, since no milk siblings had ever wed 

before. Much to everybody’s rejoicing, the Daughters ruled that the bond that had linked 

them ever since they were babes was not a blood kinship, but a heart and spirit 

connection which they should always trust. Their wedding redeemed the long lost 

Nauja’s fateful double-dealing, since they knew each other full well, and chose one 

another without deceit. They loved each other for who they were, and found their own 

magic in a love that sustained them for so many moons while they were apart.  

 As for Dagny, she taught girls how to use herbs and how to fight, something that had 

never been done in our village before. Having vowed never to be wedded, she only broke 

that vow many moons later, when the strongest warrior in our village fell wildly for her 

after she had defeated him in a mock-combat for all the village to see. Dagny finally 

found her equal in a man who was neither afraid to be scorned nor felt humiliated 

because a woman had bested him, she who had lived in a man’s body for so long.  

 It is her story that we ask our elders to tell us the most. 


