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This one’s for Heimdallr, and the frost


giants on the rainbow bridge.










Book one










The arrival of Loki and the dawn of the Golden Age


Give a dog a bad name they say, and never was there any dog with a name worse than mine. I am a bad person, I expect. You will begin with your suspicions about me and I don’t expect to convince you otherwise. How could it be otherwise? In a long life, I have committed many crimes, some of them very serious indeed. But then, look at my peers. Which of them hasn’t? And yet here I am, chained to an eternity of torment while they walk free and continue with their crimes.


The truth is a slippery customer. We all have our secrets; it is our right to have secrets, don’t you agree? I have no intention of telling you everything but even so, I think you’ll find me worth listening to. I can recall your first breath, your first heartbeat. I can affirm, if you’re interested, that without me there would be neither. I have saved the gods, the giants, and even humanity more than once. I may be tempted to do it again, if I feel like it – which I might not. Where there is light, there is also darkness; where there is life, there is also death. That’s how it is. I am the movement between the two. I am the act of one thing becoming another. It’s the same for you, surely.


We all change. I change more than most. Don’t thank me. I can’t help it.


Yes, we change, you and I – but not the gods. Like books, they are unable to change their stories. They have their natures and their attributes. Their word is fixed. Change is not an ability that sits well, either among their worshippers or among the immortals themselves. The very idea! All-knowing, indivisible, eternal – you know the way it goes. Well, excuse me for pointing out the obvious, but that which never changes, never learns. True knowledge is not about the knowing itself, but about the ability to learn. Don’t you think? If it’s true that wisdom is the ability to understand this ever-changing world, then the gods and goddesses are stupid.


Sorry! You wanted wisdom, didn’t you? Truth. Certainty. Don’t look to divinity for that. They are, as one of them once said, what they are. Nothing can shift them from their natures.


And yet there are exceptions. Exceptions, as you will see, of which I am the first, the main, and the most important. Unlike the others, I adapt. I am not what I was yesterday, and tomorrow I will not be what I am today.


‘Oh, ho,’ I hear you say. ‘This scoundrel, like all the scoundrels who followed him, is going to tell us he has reformed!’


Wrong. I have not reformed. I own it. I own it all – all my deeds and misdeeds, all my mistakes and successes, the lot. Who would I want to convince? Reformation can never lead to rehabilitation in my case. Since my peers cannot change, they can’t conceive that I might either. My sentence is long, painful and unjust. There will be no remission for good behaviour, no mercy shown. It is impossible for them to entertain the idea that I might become something other than what I once was. It is beyond them. Those who never change themselves can never understand that lessons can be learned. Having passed my sentence, they are no more capable of changing my future than I am of changing my past.


All that said, I admit I am not entirely to be trusted. I am a bad dog. But even a bad dog has a story, and I know you want to hear mine.


You will know the stories, some of them anyway. How I made the gods age (true). How I killed the sun – a lie! Go out of your house at midday, look to the sky. What do you see? How I stole golden-haired Sif’s beauty. That, as you will see, was a mistake that stemmed from an injustice by her husband, Thor, god of the storm and murder, who then came to me on bended knee, begging me, begging me to make it well again. Which I did, and much more besides.


My aim is not to deny anything. I have my flaws. Unlike the other gods I am aware of them. I embrace them, in fact. They make me what I am. But I have also done a great deal of good in my time – more good than bad, I like to think. I have been your friend from the beginning. I gave you fire, when the gods would keep you in the darkness. They changed my name so that you could not know, but it was me, it was me all the time. I showed you the wheel, the smithy, the plough to name but a few. Believe me when I say that my compatriots have not loved me for any of it.


Listen, that’s all I ask. Listen. Then you can judge for yourselves.


Let us start at the beginning – with me. Unlike Odin, or Thor or Frigg or any of the Aesir, or Freya and Frey and Njordr and the Vanir . . . unlike the giants or the elves or men, I am one of those who sprang into being because the world demanded me; it had no choice. They were all bred like cows. I am.










My birth


Picture this: the woods, in the depths of winter. Ice grips the twigs and branches of an ancient forest. In the boughs, the squirrels jump and beneath them the deer lightly browse. Aurochs graze and churn the mud. Under their hooves birds hop and hogs grunt and scratch at the iron-hard earth. In the glades and heaths which the woods encompass, eagles soar, horses whinny, curlews call.


On this night, this wonderful and magical night, the moon, perhaps, is high and full. I like to think so.


So many trees! – but of them all, one stands proud. Highest, widest, most ancient, and yet still in its prime. An ash, of course – it’s always an ash. Black buds grace the arching twigs that spring so full of dormant life from its ancient boughs, many of them several dozen metres distant from the great trunk. It is home to millions of other lives – insects, mosses, lichens, birds, mice. A hundred generations have passed since it was a seed. No, two hundred. A thousand! At least a thousand. Maybe more, because in those days of myth, before man, time passed with more grace and lives were longer.


On the distant horizon, a mountain range towers above the sea of frosty trees, and among its remote peaks, a storm is brewing. But what a storm! An earth-splitting storm, an air-smashing, ground-tossing, rock-crushing devastation of a storm. The very daddy of them all. Rock giants toss their spears high in the air. Thunder roars among the peaks and echoes along the canyons and valleys that run down from the heights.


A flash! A crash! – another! The storm is moving down from its birthplace among the snowy peaks into the valleys, following the path of a great river down to the forest. Pow! The river is lit with fire. It flashes sudden gold in the half-light. Bang! Crash! Flash! Again! And again, and again! As the storm moves down to the warmer, wetter air below, it grows in strength. The dissonance grows, the lightning spreads its forked arms and summons charged ions from the earth. Crash! It tears at the sinews of the ground. The beasts turn and run or shiver in their burrows. No human eye or ear is there to witness its terrible splendour; this is before your time. Such a storm . . . such a storm! The earth itself bears witness and stories will be told among lesser beings from the memories of the stones themselves.


Behold, now the storm is over the forest. See the dark clouds swell above the trees, rolling and boiling with their charge, swollen with it, overflowing with it. You understand that in those dark and fatal coils, such a charge is brewing that the storm giants themselves recoil from it. The clouds snap and hiss and hum with it. The rain pours down in a sudden torrent that devastates the earth, floods the plains, overruns the rivers. It strikes boulders out of its path and overwhelms the cliffs. It uproots trees like weeds – but still the clouds withhold their charge. It grows . . . it grows . . . until at last not air nor water nor flesh nor bone nor stone nor clod can withhold it. It bursts forth! A bolt tears down from the dark heavens, crashing towards the fearful earth itself. The giants in their rocky strongholds cower and bend, heads between their legs, hands over their ears. The wood trolls yelp and hide. The gods themselves give thanks that they are not there to suffer such power, so much greater than their own, as heaven and earth conspire together to forge a single destiny, one that creates and destroys in a single blow.


CRASH! The charge strikes. The giant ash that has stood for so many thousands of decades splits down its centre as a fiery spear penetrates deep inside. The dense core of the huge tree is hollowed out in a fraction of a second by the force of that tongue of fire. Deep in the ground, rocks melt, and within the great trunk, the sap boils and turns to steam. The tree itself explodes into flames along its entire length and height and breadth. Wet with sap though it is, sodden with the deluge though it may be, nothing can resist that heat, which bursts through the buds themselves like flowers blazing into the darkness of the night. Half the tree sheers off and falls roaring to the ground. Around it the forest is aflame, an inferno of fire. Below it, the earth itself is alight. Above, the storm, exhausted by its mighty expulsion, coils and hisses and at last retreats. A softer wind blows; the clouds disperse. Starlight and a bright moon shine softly on a scene of fiery destruction as far as the eye can see.


Were any witness foolish enough to approach the stricken tree, they would see among the yellows and reds of the forest fire a point of superheated, ionised air, a blue-white womb of preternatural heat, burning deep in the remains of the trunk still standing, despite all, two or three hundred metres above the ground. And . . . what is this? See there – in the very heart of the fire, where the heat is at its greatest! A child. A boy, a baby boy. Unharmed by the awful heat, he even seems to revel in it. See! – he stretches out his tiny hands to play with the flames. And see how the flames twist and turn towards him as if they love him – which indeed they do.


A miracle? Perhaps. An act of creation by fire upon the earth, by lightning thrown down from heaven upon the world. A blessed child, he sits and coos, unfrightened, untroubled by the fire and the heat. In the womb of the tree, he grows and thrives as all around him, the fire rages among the stricken trees . . .


 


Fast forward a month. The forest is gone. Blackened lands stretch on either side, such was the heat and ferocity of that single stroke. Only the stump of the ancient ash still stands. In its heart, fire burns with the same white heat we saw before. And in the hollow of that trunk, burning but unburnt, teasing with the playful flames that flick around him, the child still lives. Unharmed. Loved by the sky and the earth and all growing things. Sacred. Holy. Born of the purity of the elements themselves.


A baby boy. And his name?


Loki. Yes – it is me. Sired by the heavens upon the earth, a god, the only one untouched by Jotun blood – unlike Odin and the rest, who call their larger cousins dreadful names and pretend to look down on them, even though they are all three quarters giant themselves.


Yes. I, Loki. In this fiery womb I came into being. I have used my words to help you bear witness to my birth.


 


All that winter long I grew in the womb of the hollow ash, which smouldered on with its miraculous heat. A month, nine months, a year passed. Another year, then another. Not nine months but nine full years was my gestation time. The burning heart of the tree was the womb that kept me warm and fed me. I played with the embers and the sparks. And at the end of that time, the trunk split and I rolled out onto the floor of the springtime woodland, among the bluebells and foxgloves and dog’s mercury that had grown up when the forest fell.


And so my childhood began.


Gradually the forest regrew. In addition to the badgers and the bears, the foxes and deer, the aurochs and bison and the birds, I had family. Believe me when I say that my family got on better together than those of the other gods, who spent their time fighting, back-biting, quarrelling, bickering and ultimately, in murder. Famacide is an ugly thing. Where the ash tree fell, the roots still lived and in the spring of the very first year after the fire that sired me, grey shoots opened up into the freshest of green leaves. Within a few years, a sacred grove of young ash trees surrounded the mother tree and from their leaves, in my first natal year, my mother stepped, fully formed, in time to pick me up in her arms, cool as the green leaves themselves, to love and nurse and kiss my forehead. I was unhappy at first at being removed from the heat and wailed for a while until my skin grew used to the cool air of our beautiful northern woodlands. It was the beginning of many happy days.


A little later, my brother Helblindi hatched from beneath the earth, from a womb created where, at the moment of the strike, the first great branch fell blazing to the ground. We heard his wailing, mother and I, and it was I who first parted the leaf mould and found him lying there. Later, in my fourth spring, when the bees first made their nest inside the hollow tree, my youngest brother Byeleist was born. We found him cooing melodiously among the honeycomb, where the bees nursed him and made him strong.


So there you have it. The four of us – I, my mother Laufrey, and my brothers – come into the world in an act of combustion and renewal – in a way, as you plainly see, that the other gods were not. Perhaps they are not as necessary as I. Certainly, they all came about the new-fangled way – dicks and cunts for them, my dears. Whereas I, as you can see, came forth from lightning and leaves.


That is my genesis.










Asgard


Even then, in my very earliest years, I knew that I belonged with the gods. We knew of them in the Ironwood – who had not? Of how Odin and his brothers Vili and Ve had taken the remains of the slaughtered cosmic giant Ymir and strung his body parts on the gibbet of Yggdrasil, the world ash, to make the Seven created Worlds. How skilled they were in the holy art of creation, and the unholy art of destruction. How they knew how to make worlds from flesh, mountains from bones, the sky from a skull.


Immodestly, perhaps, I believed I had things to teach them myself.


So it was, once I achieved the full spring of my godhead, that I reached for my thickest furs, packed dried meats and fruit into my sack, put on my snow-shoes and kissed my mother Laufrey and my brothers goodbye. I set out on the long and perilous journey to Asgard where the gods lived.


Of that journey, I shall say little here; when you have lived as long as Loki, your life is not a book or a few volumes – it is a library. Let us stick to our tale. Suffice to say that my belief that I had something to offer the divines was not dampened in any way by my journey – on the contrary. The fact was that back then, when the world was new-made, when the blood of Ymir was still warm in the oceans and the sound of his heartbeat still echoed amongst the hills, the transformation of his carcass into mother earth and father sky was . . . well, perhaps not as firmly cast as it ought to have been. Odin and his brothers were mighty gods, no doubt about it. But creation was very young, they were very new to the game and . . .


I’m beating about the bush. Let me be plain: they weren’t very good at it.


Yes, the hills rolled off into the distance towards the sea. Yes, the mountains towered above me till I had to crane my neck to see their snowy tops. Yes, the earth was warm beneath my feet and the flowers and grasses nodded in the breeze of that early spring. But . . . not always. Suddenly the fragrant air would be poisoned by a blast of stinking decay. I would turn a corner and instead of a sunny bank, with the hawthorn in bud and the violets and primroses breaking cover under last year’s dead leaves, there would be a heap of bloody flesh, writhing with maggots as big as badgers, waving their heads in the stinking air. And yes, the sun shone silver on the rivers as they wound their way down to the sea, but then the moon would flicker, the hot breath of stagnant blood would pollute the air and the waters turned to an evil black-red slime that had me choking and heaving until my stomach was dry.


The world had been made from a corpse, and sometimes, the corpse showed through. It wasn’t surprising. We were all young and inexperienced back in the day – but it was an unsettling business, not knowing whether you’d be rejoicing in the young spring air or gasping for breath at the stink of an ancient corpse. I remember thinking even then that it was a good job that I, a shape changer, didn’t loose my will in mid-air as the other gods did, when I flew as a bird. Which I did often on that, my first journey, when I got fed up with soiling my shoes on rotten meat.


 


I found my way, after many adventures, to the bridge where the god Heimdallr guarded the way to Asgard. You’ve heard of it? Bifrost, the Rainbow Bridge? Not in those days it wasn’t. It was a clumsy old wooden thing, just a few tree trunks felled across the void. I was disappointed. Heimdallr stood, armed with a big wooden club with stones sunk in it, unwashed, covered from head to foot in bear grease. But – early days, early days! I held my nose and greeted him warmly. He stood aside to let me in. Despite the bad personal hygiene, Heimdallr had a nose for divinity. He recognised me; some say that, like Odin himself, he had foresight.


You may have heard the descriptions of Asgard in its glory days. The great buildings. Odin’s palace, with its doors wide enough to let five hundred men walk abreast . . . Baldr’s place, where no dirt, not a single speck of dust, could find a foothold. Well, it wasn’t like that back then. The mighty gods were living under heaps of stones, curled up on the clay like oversized rats, smeared with mud, wandering about the place clutching a handful of turnips to their chests and peering over their shoulders all the time, in fear that someone would come and steal them. And the filth! My god. No one had learned even the most simple sanitary arrangements my mother had taught us back in the Ironwood. I thought to myself, well, at least I can teach them to shit at the back of the house rather than right by the front door. Although, as I say, to use the word ‘door’ for the entrance to those heaps of wood and stones they slept under would be pushing it too far.


Governed by filth and fear were the young gods, in the old days. The truth was, they had plenty to be fearful of. The world was a dangerous place. It was dark, for one thing. We hunched around in the gloom like toads under a stone, creeping out only to make dismal war. Fearful battles were an almost daily event between the Jotun, the Dökkálfar, the dark elves, and the gods. This was in the days before men. Yes, Odin and his brothers had divided the body of Ymir up into the worlds and provided a home for us all, but there was a great deal of disagreement back then about who should live where and why. The Jotun were a powerful race and coveted Asgard; the Dökkálfar were as disagreeable then as they are now, and they had some terrible weapons. Already at this point they had learned how to mine and use metal, whilst we were still scurrying about smiting each other with wooden clubs, clods of earth and chipped stones. And there were monsters – dreadful monsters. In the dark recesses of Ymir’s flesh, where the magic had not taken hold, huge worms and maggots bred and feasted on his monumental decay. When they broke to the surface, all hell broke loose. Or they hatched, and came crawling out of the earth like gigantic flies, which is what they were after all, but flies that could belch fire and cough up clots of burning flesh. And there were trolls and elementals and undines and god knows what, other things that no one even had names for.


War back then was a great stony, cloddy affair, with boulders raining endlessly from the sky and clods as big as fields flying to and fro. A good thing to avoid. Much breaking of bones occurred. Yes, friends, the world was in a mess. To make matters worse, the gods themselves were at war with each other in those distant days. The two divine families of gods, the Aesir, gods of patriarchy and blood, and the Vanir, the fertility gods, could not agree about who should own what. It always comes down to that, doesn’t it? Ownership. At the time I believed that the war between the Aesir and the Vanir was simply because there wasn’t enough to own in those long-gone days, when even creation was thin on the ground. Since then, of course, I have seen the numbers of possessions spiral out of control, but nothing has changed. The more there is the more they want, and the more they have, the greater is their greed. What idiots we all are!


So no wonder the gods were stooping about, clutching their paltry possessions to their chests, peering over their shoulders in the red half-light, gulping down their food like dogs for the fear it might disappear off their plates. But what am I talking about? Plates? They had no plates back then. They ate off the ground or out of their hands, like the beasts they were.


Now, I am a man of peace, everyone knows it, whatever they say about me. All I want to do is eat, drink and be merry – to have a laugh and not worry that my neighbour’s knife is going to end up between my shoulder blades. I did my best to broker peace between the warring factions – tried to show them that the difference between two rocks was not worth fighting over, that the womenfolk did their own sharing of their favours, whatever the men might say or think of it. That yes, one kind of flint might sharpen better than the next, but there was such a thing as sharing, taking turns and so on. It was no easy task. You would have thought, would you not, that peace is its own best argument, but I have to tell you – perhaps you will not be surprised – that among the gods there were those who actually favoured war. Yes, there are those who regard peace and prosperity as some kind of weakness or failure of the will. As if broken bones and young lives cut short and orphans starving in the ruins are the good things in life.


Two names. I give them to you now as they shall figure largely in tales yet untold and in the changing fortunes of Loki. One, the protector of all, from the rich to the poor, from god to man; the other, diplomat and politician, head of the affairs of the gods both at home and abroad. In other words, the gods of thuggery and violence, manipulation and deceit. Respectively, Thor and Tyr.


I met them early on in Asgard, as is the way of things; the bullies always seek out the new boy, isn’t that so? So it was in Asgard. But I get before myself, mortal: where are my manners? You will want to be introduced formally to the divinities that sway and prey upon your lives – those who created you, those that guide you, those by whose existence your days are formulated, like it or not. Let me be your roving eye on the earliest days of Asgard, in those distant days of half-light, of clots and clods and boulders, of roughly chipped stone and handfuls of flesh and bone, when the world was young and so were we.


Forgive the half-light, that dull red glow of embers all around us; it is day and the sun has not yet been placed in the bone dome of heaven. Only the dire fires of distant Muspel, the fire world that existed before time began, must light our way – that, and the occasional splash of yellow light from the precious flames we teased from the few damp straws and twigs at our disposal. It will be night soon, and then the surviving eye of Ymir will cast its silvery light above us to show us our way. The other eye was pierced by the spear of Odin as time began and is good for nothing but food for the worms. Be grateful, mortal. If you were being shown the place before my arrival, the gloom would not even have been broken by the firelight, since it was I, Loki, who taught the oafish gods of yesteryear how to strike two flints together to create a spark, which might be teased, using dried fungus, straw and twigs into heat and light. Magic!


So who do we see, crouching in the half-light, with mud up to their shins and their chins in a puddle, as they lap in the ditch like dogs? Why, none other than the mighty Thor and his sidekick Tyr, waiting, the pair of them, like so many in those distant days, for some bright spark (me) to invent the cup.


Pimply youths they were at this early stage in their venomous careers. Thor, eldest son of Odin, already in his adolescence, as big as a bison with enough meat on him to feed nations, should they be tasteless enough to want to try. Already his face is fluffed up by the beginnings of the huge red beard by which he became so well known, as is his arse and his . . . well most of him. His forehead is fairly clear, I’ll go that far. Big green eyes that make the women sigh, behind which there is all the intelligence of a hammer. Already he is as tall as three ordinary gods.


And little Tyr, he of the pointed face, acned beyond ugliness, with his limp blonde hair and his thin smile – still two-handed in those days (he had me to thank for his one-handed status before long). Look into his eyes, mortal, and see the intelligence there – the fear, the cunning, the ambition, the cruelty. What a combination! On his journey to what is laughingly called glory, this pimply youth had a long way to go. In time, he became the god of war – most terrible of us all. At this point, however, he was more like the god of throwing stones at girls.


Tyr in those days was a much-bruised boy, largely because every now and then the mighty Thor would get fed up with his continual whisperings and manoeuvrings and lump him one. What were those whisperings? Why, week by week, year by year, he would attempt to lure Thor into his own ambitions and plots, and teach the great red-faced oaf that if you want everything your own way, it’s better to be a leader than a follower, to plan rather than crush. It was going to be a centuries-long task, but Tyr was a man with a long patience.


It was Tyr I saw first. I had been invited to a feast of rotting fruit – the nearest we had to booze in those distant days – when this spotty youth came sloping up to me and told me his friend wanted to see me. The company I was in fell quiet, embarrassed, perhaps. Hoenir the handsome, god of shining, if you can imagine such a thing – but much in demand in the days before the sun shone better. Sjöfn, goddess of love, and Heimdallr, good company all – although Hoenir mainly for his beauty I have to admit; the shining god had a brain as dull as his skin was bright.


‘Maybe in a bit,’ I said – I was having a good time.


‘. . . might be better just to see him now . . .’ murmured Hoenir, the feckless chicken. So I went along and there he was, the mighty Thor, towering hairily above the young birch trees . . .


‘A Jotun?’ I asked Tyr.


‘Thor – he thinks you’re Jotun!’ yelled Tyr suddenly. And before I knew it I was hurtling through the air and – splat! Right into a rock. I got to my feet, half stunned, to find my way blocked by the hairy one, who was poking me in the face with his huge, rock-hard belly.


‘Think you can call me names, do you? Think so? You can have me, is that what you’re saying? – eh, eh? My mate says you think you can beat me up.’


And I’m going . . . ‘No, no, I never said that. No . . .’ And then splat! I’m face down in the mud with him sitting on my head. And then I’m up, half suffocated, gasping for breath, getting pushed around and then – splat! Face down in the mud again.


What a greeting! This on my first day. But halfway through it I thought – hang on! This is ridiculous. I’m a grown man, a god! And so I turned myself into a horsefly and stung the fat bastard on his eyelid – the skin was too tough elsewhere to get through. But even then, mortal, I underestimated Thor, for his hand flew to swat me so fast I only just got away – my fly snout stuck in that tough skin for a precious moment – and I slid out from under the wind of his fist just in time. For the mighty Thor is not only strong, he is fast – fast as lightning in fact. None of any less divinity than myself could have escaped.


But it ended well. Splat! He got himself right in the eye. He howled like an avalanche and started thrashing around, clutching the injured organ, rolling on the snow, screaming for help.


It was not kind of my friends to fail to warn me what was likely to happen with Thor, but to be fair to them, Tyr had approached as quiet as a cat. He was on us before we knew it, the devious bastard, and none of them dared to speak in front of him. But as it was, I got the last blow in to the mighty Thor and left him with a black eye, which he did not easily forgive. I had to keep my distance from the pair of them pretty much forever after that.


You see! Asgard the beautiful? Ludicrous. A patch of mud and a few fruit trees, lorded over by a fat psychopath and his sidekick. So where were the grown-ups, you might ask? Why was the field left to a bully? A good question, and one that I asked myself.


I needed allies, that much was clear. I needed friends with power. As soon as I’d cleaned myself up I decided it was time to seek out the real gods: Odin; Vili and Ve, his brothers, who helped murder great Ymir and make the world . . . perhaps; but Odin, certainly. His name was the one that everyone spoke of with awe and fear. Such was his sway over the gods at that time, that even Tyr, whose ambition was endless, did not ever conceive of replacing him at the head of the gods – only of becoming his right-hand man and gaining influence over him. The fact is, since it was by the will of Odin that creation itself was maintained, they were terrified that if he ceased to be, creation itself would fail. If that happened, instead of sitting in the mud eating fermented apples, they’d be sitting in a pool of rotting entrails – not nearly so much fun.


Odin, as you may have gathered, did not spend a great deal of his time with his eldest, Thor. He sat at home in his cave a lot of the time, engrossed in the mysteries that he loved so dearly. So dearly in fact, that he mislaid the entire world in the end, as we will see later. When he did come out it was with the women that he preferred to spend his time. There are obvious reasons for this; sex, of course. Food was another. Sif, that rolling boulder of a woman, whose bright hair could shake fruit out of the trees and vegetables from the ground, was popular back then. Fertility goddesses featured a great deal in those early days. Freya was there, she who made the swine farrow and the cows calf, who made love like the empress of sex that she was. Sjöfn too – obviously a popular lady. Eir, who ruled over medicine and curing. In those days there were a lot of infections – what can I say? Of course it was the women who were the most popular deities back then. Thor only got away with it because most of the grown-ups had other things to do. He was deeply unloved back then, by man, god and beast. Only later, when the Jotun wars kicked off, did his popularity increase out of proportion to his actual abilities.


Odin and his goddess, Frigg, lived together with his brothers in a great, wide-mouthed cave – the biggest cave in Asgard, of course, they being the chiefs of the gods – with a huge fire built in the entrance. Vili and Ve were sitting at the back, off their faces on mushrooms, playing knuckle bones, which is about as far as the idea of party had gone in those dark early days.


I was disappointed, to be honest. I had expected more than two hairy oafs and a set of hand bones. Looking back now, I think they were depressed. They were only young – barely out of their godish teens at that time – but already they had killed the source of us all, sacred Ymir, who was neither man nor woman but both, and therefore mother and father of all creation. They had spent the next few centuries dismembering the body and hanging the parts on Yggdrasil, where their brother turned them into the realms of creation. No wonder, then, that their spirits were low. Creation is a wonderful thing, but it was not they who had done that part of the job. They got stuck with the butchering. No wonder they were depressed. And they have been like it ever since.


There were children there, too – young gods, born of Odin and his wife Frigg. Hermod the swift, scribbling in charcoal on the walls – trying to invent writing, I think. I helped him later on. A girl, a little younger, who I had seen gnawing on a knuckle bone earlier whilst Thor had been bouncing me off his fat belly. This was Sigyn. She had since washed some of the mud off herself and was revealed to be somewhat older than I first thought. She made eyes at me.


‘Too young,’ I told her.


‘I can be as old as you like,’ she replied. But I didn’t take the matter further, not then. I said too young, but I should have said, too severe. She did not look like a girl who loved to laugh. And – those teeth! She had teeth like farmyard implements. It would be like kissing a ploughshare.


And – one more. I should mention her now, since she comes into our tale further on. Angrboda was her name. Aged at that time about ten years, although the years of the gods vary even from god to god and Angrboda’s years as a child were very long. But wait! I hear you say. Those of you who have read the Edda, the old tales, will know her name, but not as a goddess. She was Jotun, was she not? Not, mortal! Do not believe everything you read. She was a goddess, a child god at this stage, not yet Become into her full powers. You must remember that Loki is not the only liar in the Nine Worlds, not by a long way. She ran about in the shadows of the cave, bone-thin, mud-smeared, naked, her hair a crow’s nest, her great eyes staring – mad as chaos. She played at her crazy games – staring into the fire, or at the cave wall, or at her own hand, with such intensity it made the skin on your neck creep. Or she would fling sticks on the ground, or scatter rocks, and collect spiders or beetles and throw them into the air, and dance around them, crowing. She had no language, no words, no sense in her that I could see. She scared me, I don’t mind saying it, because what kind of goddess would this mad child grow up into? When I asked where she came from, who her parents were, no one knew. For this reason some thought she was not a goddess at all, but one of the seidr, the witches, born out of the void. But many years later, when she changed – when she Became, as we say – into herself, it was apparent then that she was one of us. Only the divine can Become and develop attributes.


I felt sorry for her. Everyone ignored her. I gave her a bone to gnaw out of humanity. Of her, mortal, you shall hear more.


Frigg was there too, of course, weaving blankets out of some sort of hair. I didn’t ask what kind. I paid my respects, you can bet. She was an important deity at that time, when all anyone wanted was food, and agriculture hadn’t yet been invented. She accepted my gift of a lump of raw flesh and gave a regal nod towards the shadows at the back of the cave.


I didn’t see Odin himself at first. He was right at the back, staring at a wall. And – Oh, my lord, I thought to myself – this one is worse than his brothers! A wall starer. His round hairy body, topped with a dense black cap of hair and beard, made him look something like a bear in those days, or some kind of a gigantic furball thrown up by an even more gigantic cat. By his side were his ravens, Memory and Thought, pecking at the bones left over from his last meal. Although back then they’d be better named as ignorance and flatulence; the Allfather was farting like a bear. I made for him – just on the off chance, because I promise you, what I had seen of Asgard so far had left my heart in my boots.


I crouched down beside him, cautiously flapping the birds back a bit. I didn’t like the look of those beaks.


‘What do you see in the shadows, friend?’ I asked him in a friendly tone – trying to break the ice gently, you understand.


I fully expected another grunt but instead he came up with the intriguing idea . . .


‘There is a shape behind the shape of things that is the true shape,’ he said. ‘I’m hoping I may get a glimpse of it here.’


Now that’s more like it! I hadn’t got a clue what he was talking about and I supposed he was at least half mad, but at least it was a concept. I went along for the ride.


‘I know about shapes,’ I said. ‘I have more than one, you know.’


At that Odin, who had been staring fixedly at the vague shadows on the wall up till then, turned to look me full in the face. He had two eyes in those days, dark green eyes, set so deeply in his head, they seemed to be looking in as much as out.


‘Loki,’ he said.


For once I was at a loss for words. He knew me already?


‘I’m glad,’ he said, rising from his place on the floor. ‘I’ve been wanting to meet you. Teach me about shapes.’


‘How do you know me?’ I asked.


‘Shadows,’ he said, nodding at the wall. ‘I’ve seen your shape. Under this one,’ he added, poking me in the ribs with a fat, grubby finger. ‘Under the man, under the falcon, under the snake. Even you, Loki, have a shape of your own, although you can never know what it is.’


Now then! There’s your god for you. There’s your god.


Odin and I got along at once. He had a taste for mystery; I had a taste for tricks. You would never guess how much those two have in common. If you can change your shape, you are beyond shape; if you exist at the fulcrum where one thing turns to another, you are of both – a mystery yourself. So it was that Loki made friends with the greatest and chief among the gods. Odin and I were as close as kittens in a bag. We talked, drank, laughed and adventured together; all the Seven Worlds he had made were our playground. Of course, that was not the end of the machinations of Tyr, and the rage of Thor, but my friendship with the Lord of All held them at bay. Henceforth they had to make their plans in private, quietly, behind closed doors.


Odin was not just about mysteries; he had the power, he had the knowledge. Already back then his two ravens travelled the worlds over and brought back secrets they had seen, conversations they had overheard. Tyr would have given all he had to own such birds – and he did get to use them in the end, but that is a story to be told later on. Above all, Odin Lord had the gift of life and death. None dared challenge him.


Yes, mortal, it was a clever move on my part, but friendship, as you must know yourselves, can be a fickle thing. Friends love each other for a while, but then they fall out, particularly when the sons of one of them tell spiteful tales and plan the downfall of the other. But let that tale too come in its time of telling. I had further plans for Odin. Many times I suggested to the Lord of Creation that we swear brotherhood together. In that world, at that time, oaths could be made from the roots of meaning itself, oaths that bind beyond love, beyond fashion or taste or blood; they can be tied to creation itself. But Odin was cautious and so, for a long time, all I had to rely on was his liking me. And I knew from experience, friends, that liking and Loki did not always hang together as well as I wished.


My first days in Asgard, then, formed the blueprint for all the others that followed – making enemies and friends within a single breath, enjoying the present with an eye on tomorrow. And helping others to form that most divine of conditions – civilisation.










My work begins


Once I had settled down, I turned my hand towards basics. Where to shit. Hygiene. A clean supply of water. Decent food, medicine. Then, once the gods had grasped the fundamentals, how to wash, and how to tend a simple fire and not to piss in the drinking water, I turned my hand to that most tricky and bedevilled of tasks – politics.


I know! What was Loki, god of clever, tricks and fun, doing messing about with such foolish a thing as politics? Perhaps my very attributes are an answer to that, but I would be the first to admit it should not have been me – it should have been Odin. Of course. The trouble was, Odin wasn’t interested. He was always far too absorbed in finding out about the powers behind things to actually deal with things themselves, even if it was the welfare of his own that was at stake.


You sort it out, Loki, I’m too busy . . . Doing what? Oh, foretelling the future, turning base metal into gold, inventing new forms of magic. You name it. If it was impossible, Odin wanted to do it – leaving poor Loki to sort out the problems of the day-to-day running of Asgard. And yet, do the old stories tell of these things? How I led Frigg to sheep for wool and to flax for linen? Have you, mortal, heard the stories about the theft of metallurgy from the dark elves, the Dökkálfar or agriculture from the light elves, the Ljósálfar? Of course not. Did Snorri, who told so many stories of the gods, bother to write mine down? No. Did the Skalds sing of them? No. Loki was always the butt of jokes and, apparently, the cause of strife. Yet nothing could be further from the truth.


 


That ridiculous war between the two families of gods, the Aesir and the Vanir, that was the first thing. It was the work of Tyr, of course, who had spent the centuries before I arrived on the scene inventing dark stories about the Vanir – some agricultural nonsense or other about which fields grew the best turnips and who owned them, if I remember – which the other Aesir were stupid enough to believe. Result? War. How on earth could something so stupid as turnips get so out of hand?


That war, the first of all wars, was fought by moonlight and the burning embers of Muspel, the distant fire world, home of great Surtr, who existed before existence itself, who will exist forever – long, long ago, before there was a sun in the sky, before love and marriage had been invented . . . before mankind roamed the earth. It was a bitter war, but at last it was settled, with you-know-who (me) appointed by Odin as peacemaker, despite ferocious objections by Tyr and Thor, who of course would have loved nothing more than to go to war forever. Hostages were exchanged, marriages arranged, lands handed out, oaths made. We went so far, as you may have heard, as mixing our spittle, each and every god among us, and making from it a new god, Kvasir, who was then sent out into the world spreading wisdom and knowledge among the Jotun and the elves. Mankind, alas, was too late for wisdom; by the time you came along, Kvasir was long gone. Even so, it was not a popular move amongst the gods, who wanted to keep all the good things in life for themselves – as if wisdom and beauty grew any less the more was used!
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