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Author’s Note


The wonderful stories we know as the Norse myths go back to the pre-Christian oral tradition of northern Europe. They were first written down in thirteenth-century Iceland, a country then enjoying an immense flourishing of literary activity that includes the peerless Icelandic sagas. An anonymous author recorded some of the myths in a verse collection known as the Poetic Edda. A lost earlier version of these poems was behind a more systematic work by the Icelandic historian, poet and politician Snorri Sturluson. Snorri did his best with the contradictions and obscurities of the original, always with an eye to making Norse beliefs palatable to a medieval Christian readership. His treatise became known as the Prose Edda.


The many popularisers of Norse mythology in later centuries have continued to interpret the stories in the context of their times.


In drawing on both Eddas here, I have stayed broadly faithful to the outlines of the exhilarating Norse cosmos and some of its most colourful inhabitants, while embellishing and reframing to suit my own fictional purposes – especially in reimagining the life-journey of the most interesting of them all: Hel of the underworld.


Since the spelling of names is wildly at variance in different tellings, I’ve proceeded according to personal preference and ease of pronunciation in English.










Midgard










Prologue


A pale moon glow guides him towards the burial mound. It has been a fine winter’s night, starlit, although now the moon is being shredded by quickening clouds. He tosses his bicycle on the grass. By the time he is feeling his way along the passage, the light has gone.


He can see nothing inside. It is blacker in this chamber than any blackness he has experienced before, darker than any joy-quenching darkness he has conceived could exist. The sun will come, though. The thought opens and blooms as he makes for the cell in the back wall, arms outstretched, working his fingers along the cold stone, feeling under its tips the marks of the Viking runes. The sun will come today, as it came to warm the polished bones of his Orcadian ancestors. Wait for the sun and then he will know.


Only, his pursuers are also here. He should have known they would come. His pursuers are instantly upon him, pressing around him in the dank air.


With panicky haste he pulls himself into the cell.


All about him the dead are closing in with their accusations. Remember, the shades whisper, how you frightened your child. Remember what you kept from her all those years. Remember what you did to your marriage. Remember that you never created one single thing of worth in all your life that you did not destroy or see curl away in the ashes of failure.


Blindly he fishes in his pocket. Such misery grips him as he holds the unsheathed knife before him; such regret for everything he has failed at; such self-loathing for the way he has treated the person he loves best; such a longing for the moods to leave him in peace and the pain to be over.


They are reaching for him now with fleshless hands, tugging at his clothes and screaming their reproaches. He shrinks into the stone but there is no escaping his accusers. Raising his knife, he plunges it into them. Again and again he stabs.


Blood ebbs from his wounds. The accusers withdraw. For seconds, whole minutes, peace washes over him – until there rises before him in that chill place an image, clear and bright, of his daughter.


What has he done?


He has to go back.


‘It’s no use,’ observes a new voice. He knows who it is.


He makes an attempt to speak, but his mouth is filling. His breath fights the sensation of falling.


‘You’re coming with me now,’ says the voice. ‘You can’t go back.’


‘It’s you,’ he mouths.


Sleek grey walls, gleaming a faint blue, are reflecting back his panic. He flings out his arms and feels ice.


Again he tries to speak through the cotton-wool mouth. ‘My daughter.’ He runs his tongue over lips like sand. ‘I need to go to my daughter.’


‘Oh, there’s no chance of that.’ The voice is light, amused, cold as silk. ‘You made your choice. You took the coward’s path through life – and your last choice, I may say, was the most cowardly of all.’


‘I was looking for—’


‘Yes?’


‘The sun.’


A tinkle of sarcastic laughter. ‘Find it, did you?’


‘You tell her, then.’ His words are slowing. Every syllable feels as if it is labouring through spindrift.


‘I tell her?’ The note of condescending amusement sharpens. ‘Do you know who I am?’


‘Tell. Helen.’


His vision is swimming. A face is beginning to form at the edge of it. Such a face. He closes his eyes to shield himself, but still it is there. So is the voice, which this time sounds just a shade irritated. ‘Tell her what?’


‘That I’m sorry. Tell her I’m sorry.’


‘You think I carry messages to the living, foolish man?’


Darkness seeping into him. Ice in every bone.


The voice recovers its silken poise. ‘I bring assurances to you alone, Donald Firth, and here they are. Your daughter will never understand what you have done. She will despise you all her days. She will carry the anger and the hurt of it to her own grave. She will be certain of only one thing in all her life: that you destroyed it.’


‘Stop,’ mouths the man in his torment.


‘But this is what I do,’ says the smiling voice.










Utgard










Chapter 1


Imagine, once upon a time, a girl. She lives in a place of wild winds and bald mountains, jagged sea cliffs and pitted lava fields. Its name is Utgard.


With myth’s unerring eye for the sensational, the only personal detail that will be recorded about this young woman is her face. This face, as will be agreed by everyone she later encounters, is extraordinary. One side is lustrously, sparklingly, youthfully radiant; the other so discoloured that one day, once the myth-makers have got into their stride, it will be likened to the dark-blue hue of a corpse.


The girl has not seen her face. Nor, in the innocent family times she is enjoying as our own story begins, has her attention been directed to it by anyone else.


The girl lives with her mother and younger brother and sister in the land of the frost giants, which is part of Utgard. She and her siblings are not frost giants themselves. Each is something else entirely, for which state of affairs their father, his antecedents decidedly murky, is not considered blameless. But their mother is a frost giant and proud of it.


Utgard is the outside place, as its Norse name exactly describes. It lies on the periphery of what the wider world (by which is meant Asgard) considers civilisation, although this is one point among many that the girl will have cause to query. Utgard lies beyond and to the east of lofty Asgard, where the gods live, and Midgard, the middle earth, where humans have made their home.


The way these regions connect can be visualised as a world-tree, with its foliage in the heavens, its branches enfolding those three regions – which in a sense are whole worlds in themselves – and one of its roots extending deep down, deep, deep down, into the icy horrors of Niflheim. The world-tree means little to the girl. The only trees she sees or can imagine are the frail birches of Utgard that spring up here and there on the stony plains, smelling faintly of fruit after a rinsing of rain, shedding their leaves as soon as winter stirs and never within a wind’s whisper of reaching the sky.


 


At the outer edge of Utgard seethes the unruly sea that girdles all the worlds. The girl knows from the old stories that once upon an even further distant time there was no sea. No earth, nor sky, nor stars, nor day, nor night. There existed then only a bottomless abyss, a yawning void called Ginnungagap, in which the beginning of all things was waiting to be. Odin, the Allfather, the Uncreated, the Unseen, dwelled in the depths of this abyss and willed, and what he willed came to be.


First within the void, to the north, arose a cold place of freezing mists and swirling waters. This is Niflheim, home of the dark. Ice gathered in Niflheim, huge blocks of it, thick and blue, rolling over and under each other, screaming and bellowing in the depths.


In the south there came into being Muspell, which is as hot as Niflheim is cold. Muspell is on fire, its flames constantly fanned by whirling winds. At its edge stands Surtur, the Black One, who guards it with his flaming sword until the end of the world itself.


At the place where the ice of Niflheim met the warm winds from Muspell, Ginnungagap began to thaw. And it was there, in the midst of this great, dripping, primordial mildness, that life began. Within the quickening ice a male body formed. He was a vast frost giant, a really, really, unimaginably vast giant, whose name was Ymir.


The particular physiology of Ymir puzzles the girl if she thinks too hard, but she does find it pleasing that the first created creature in the cosmos should have been a frost giant, one from whom all races of god, giant and human are alike descended. She cannot imagine that the gods are happy about conceding this status to their oldest enemies; but, then, the obscure, mysterious figure of Odin does take the credit for willing it to happen in the first place, so perhaps they don’t mind.


Ymir seems to have been quite a fellow, though. As he was slumbering down there in the abyss, he sweated – so much so that from under his left arm there grew a male and a female, while one of his legs succeeded in mating with the other leg and begetting a son. The girl has given up wondering how this happened and accepts what the stories say: that from these astonishingly conceived figures the clan of frost giants came.


The first gods were begotten in a manner no less startling. First a cow was formed. Four rivers of milk ran from her udders to nourish Ymir while she sustained herself by licking salt from the hoar that had formed on the great blocks of ice. As her tongue rasped across one of the blocks, a male figure began to form inside it: first there was hair, then there was a head, and on the third day came the whole man. He was called Buri, this man. He was beautiful, big and strong, and from him are descended the gods.


Buri had a son by the name of Bor, who took as his wife Bestla the giantess. Together they had three sons, Vili, Ve and Odin, the latter son contriving to be born into the world he had personally created and in which he was about to get started on some less savoury activities. The girl is yet to discover her own role in one of these.


Odin and his brothers took it upon themselves to murder the hapless Ymir. They ripped him apart, flesh from bone, blood from vein, head from neck, eye from skull. Which does seem ungrateful of them, the girl has sometimes thought, although no doubt it had to be done, because the sons of Bor went on to shape the whole world out of Ymir’s torn body and here she is, alive to question it. From Ymir’s blood and sweat the brothers made the churning sea and the quiet lakes, from his flesh the earth, from his curly hair the trees, from his bones the serrated mountain cliffs and from his teeth millions and millions of gravelly stones. Out of his giant skull they fashioned the sky itself. Then they threw his brain into the air and clapped and cheered as it turned into clouds.


Humans had not yet been conceived, but in readiness for that day the sons of Bor prepared a place for them to live with the one resource from Ymir’s body still to hand: his giant eyelashes, long and fair. The three gods seized the eyelashes to form Midgard, and there that land lay, waiting for its people.


One day, walking along the seashore, the sons of Bor happened on two trees that had been stripped by the tides and washed up on the beach. From this knotty and battered driftwood, Odin, Vili and Ve carved human beings. All the day long, as the white waves withdrew and then tumbled back, the gods worked on their creations. They gave them movement; they bestowed intelligence, thought, the ability to see, hear and smell; Odin himself donated to them his very breath.


The gods pondered what they should call these, the first two humans in all the worlds. They chose the names of the two trees from which they had been carved. Both trees produced strong wood capable of enduring much. The woman they called Elm (Embla) and the man Ash (Aska). Together the pair went to live in Midgard.


The girl is curious about Elm and Ash, and about what those who came after them might be like. Humans are never seen in Utgard, and even the gods seem to take little interest in what Odin himself had a hand in creating.


As a home for themselves the gods made Asgard, calling it after their family name, Aesir, and adorning it with what is said to be a pleasant green landscape and many fine halls. In one of these halls Odin sits on his high seat with his wife Frigg by his side. It is to there that he returns from his famously restless wanderings, which he undertakes on his eight-legged horse Sleipnir in a bid to find out something, anything, that might forestall the doom that prophecies warn will destroy the gods one day.


Odin is clever. Everyone knows this. He sacrificed an eye to know all there is to know, gouging out the jellied ball with his own hand so that he might be permitted to drink at the well of wisdom; although, as the frost giants are apt to mutter among themselves, true wisdom might counsel some humility. Odin is fickle in his moods and loyalties, which makes him dangerous to friend and foe alike and heartily disliked by all. On this latter point, though, the girl’s sources are in fairness limited. She mainly hears of the foibles and follies of the Aesir through frost-giant gossip and the barbed tales of her father, Loki, who despises both god and giant alike (for all that he is a bit of both himself) and is delighted to be responsible for as many of their troubles as he can arrange.


Meanwhile, the frost giants of Utgard, pounded by ocean waves at the edge of the world, pursue wars without end with the gods of Asgard, who, conveniently forgetting who instigated the barbarous slaughter of the primordial giant Ymir in the first place, regard these ancient foes as unregenerate forces of chaos and destruction. For their part the frost giants take a modest comfort in reminding themselves that they were created first.


 


Much of Utgard is volcanic wilderness. The winds blowing across it from the sea have been known to freeze the girl’s eyelashes when picking her way across it. This is a land where streams of lava still erupt from the convulsing mountains of Muspell that helped to shape it. Many of these lava flows have been frozen by time into fearful shapes that loom grey and motionless over the rumpled landscape. The girl knows they are really mountain trolls who have wandered too far under cover of darkness and been turned to stone by the light of Day. What might it take to awaken their clumping malevolence? she wonders sometimes, passing beneath with a shiver.


Far up in the heavens the Sun and Moon are chased by two wolves, while Night and her son Day take turns to ride overhead in their chariots. Day’s horse is Skinfaxi (Shining Mane), who lights up all the sky and all the earth, making Utgard’s glaciers glisten and the pools of water from which the birches drink shimmer. Night’s horse is Hrimfaxi (Frost Mane). Foam from his bit feathers the gaunt rocks of Utgard and leaves traces of white on the cairns that have been built along the hewn pathways, one stone tossed upon another to guide the traveller home through the lava. Sometimes Hrimfaxi’s foam can be seen on the skyline, lightly spattered over an infant troll’s bald head. That makes the girl laugh.


Compared to trolls, the frost giants of Utgard are not especially big. True, they are larger than the divinely proportioned denizens of Asgard, although the many expeditions of Thor the thunder god into giantland have made it abundantly clear that at least one god has nothing to brag about when it comes to pert dimensions.


Nor does the land itself wholly live up to the frosty epithet. Yes, there are mountains that never lose their snow and glaciers frozen to the core, and in the darker seasons the cold does indeed slice to the very bone. But in the months before Skinfaxi takes his winter rest, this land also revels in long nights of sunshine, when the sky hoards its light and the mountains are washed in orange.


The girl loves the summer sun. Yet when she wakes before dawn to discover that Hrimfaxi has been scumming the puddles and coating the lava rocks with ice hair, she reflects that frost can also be beautiful. The girl has a feeling for beauty.


This is a land where the earth splits without warning and the mountains’ weary habit of exploding keeps families constantly on the move, fleeing choking air and the ooze of molten rock. The women look for shelter elsewhere then, and a fertile place to set up home and tend the beasts, while the male giants sally forth to find new (and in the female view of it, interminably wearying) ways of getting one up on the gods, a perennial favourite being their innumerable attempts to steal Thor’s powerful hammer. Life goes on. But in the meantime the girl has begun to discern something else about lava.


She notices that in some places where an older flow has hardened to pitted rock, green moss has colonised it. Aeons this must have taken. Aeons and aeons for stone to grow a cushion. The girl presses her face into the sleep-soft moss, first carelessly on one side and then more gingerly on the other, where the skin feels brittle and dry. She digs her hands deep inside the spongy spores and delights in warm, damp soil. She buries her nose among the trailing fibres and is intoxicated by the aroma of lush earth. Stroking the roots, she marvels that growth can be salvaged from even the hardest rock and the blackest dust.


In this waste of stone, tiny summer flowers have begun pushing into life: purple clots of creeping thyme, the blue ache of a lone forget-me-not, dots of pink campion in the sand. Wandering further, she gathers froths of meadowsweet and stars of bedstraw and handfuls of violet geraniums that have begun to peek through the volcanic gravel. By the coast she collects armfuls of the daisy flower they call Baldursbrá, named after a god whose beauty is famed as far as Utgard, although it never occurs to the girl to wonder why a flower with shining white petals and a bright yellow centre should be called after the brow of a son of Odin. She will find out soon.


What interests the girl now is only this: that volcanic sand can yield up flowers; that red lava can generate green moss; that here before her eyes ancient fire is begetting life.


As her brother leaps for salmon in the white river and her sister watches drowsily from between folded lids, the girl experiments. She squeezes stalks and shakes seeds and rubs petals. She dries and soaks and boils and mixes, producing soggy pastes and dubious-looking potions which her mother, Angrboda, accepts with a smile, agreeing that her cough has eased nicely, thank you, and the cut on this finger has mended with astonishing speed and she has never slept so well in all her life. The girl is not sure whether to believe her mother or not, but her own pleasure in the mutation of stone into bloom, the miraculous mending of harm, is certain enough.


There comes to the girl then, in a jolt of insight, a glimpse of what she, Hel, daughter of Angrboda, the frost giant, and Loki, most disreputable of all the gods of Asgard, might be for.


It is as fleeting as any insight that cannot be nourished and develops no root. Almost as soon as it arrives it will vanish in a flurry of toned muscles and golden curls. Because this is the summer that two gods will come to Utgard to hunt down the children of Loki. This is the summer the girl will learn who, and what, she is really meant to be.










Midgard










Chapter 2


Helen Firth steps out of Kirkwall airport into a blast of cold rain. She hunts up and down the row of hire cars, hauls her case into the boot, drops the keys, fishes for them in a puddle, fails to locate the heater, wrestles with the satnav, gives up on both, stares through the winter afternoon’s gloom at the scattered lights of Orkney’s Mainland, and listens grimly to the thrum of rain on windscreen.


What has she done? Really, what has she gone and done?


When an impulsive person makes an impulsive decision, regret can in general be borne with equanimity. Experience suggests you win some, you lose some, and another impulsive decision will more than likely sort everything out.


When a self-contained overthinker of middle years, solitary disposition and careful habits – a woman who can spend five minutes agonising over which recycling bin to place the cranberry juice carton in – suddenly makes a wild and outrageous decision, the flood of regrets can be unstoppable.


Within days, possibly even hours, of stalking out of the consultant’s office and placing her house on the market, Helen was regretting it. But reversing the decision – easy enough, your impulsive person might airily insist – itself proved an impulse too far. So here she is, flopped over a steering wheel in an empty island airport in a storm of recrimination at her own folly.


The cold stealing up from her feet encourages her to move at last. Gingerly she inches the car on to unfamiliar roads, heading vaguely in the direction of a coastline into which the twilit sea is already smudging.


After asking directions of the only human still loitering on the outskirts of Kirkwall at 4.30 p.m. on a Saturday, she finally turns off the main road, bounces along a potholed track and pulls up at the end of a terrace of small houses overlooking Scapa Flow. Water and land have so thoroughly merged into mirk that only the gleam of orange pier lights hints at the presence of the sea at all.


 


It is nine next morning before she catches her first glimpse of what lies outside the first-floor flat. Remarkable, Helen thinks, stationing herself in front of the wide living-room window, that in all her recent Orkney musings she has given such little thought to how dark it would be at this time of year, how early the nights would arrive, how long they would take to yield to dawn.


Third mug of tea in hand, she waits for sky and sea to separate. In time a line of green slopes proclaims its presence on the other side of the water. Then the rain starts, carried straight at the window by a stiffening wind. Tendrils of sleet begin climbing the glass and almost immediately transform into giant flakes of snow. The newly revealed hills promptly vanish again, this time into milky fog, although in the minutes it takes to hunt down some bread, pop a slice in the toaster and bless the owners for the provision of butter, they are already rematerialising in ghostly form. By the time the dishes are dry the hills have resumed their former shapes as if nothing has happened.


A raven tumbles past, night-black over the newly whitened roofs. Then another behind it, and away.


All too well does Helen now recall the drama of the elements in a northern winter: rain soaking her on the way to school, wind doing its best to shove her off the road, spindrift whipping at her face. And five minutes later, serene sunshine. For a moment she stops fighting herself for being here and allows a tiny wave of exhilaration to trickle in.


Foolish whim or not, here she is. Orkney. A place she once knew. A place to die.










Asgard










Chapter 3


Tyr and Thor, two of the many sons of Odin, are the gods sent to bring the children of Loki from Utgard to Asgard. Tall (very tall indeed in the case of one of them) and glowing with ruddy self-assurance, they find the three siblings together by the river. The girl lays down her plants at once. The young wolf looks up enquiringly from his snooze. The infant serpent blinks.


Tyr raises a sculpted eyebrow at the serpent (reflecting, perhaps, that Loki has excelled himself in freakery this time) and bends down with a smile to pat the wolf. He addresses them all courteously. But as he turns to study the girl, his expression puzzles her. There is a revulsion in that look that shakes her, but pity also, each expression chasing the other; and mixed with both a gleam of what even in her innocence she knows to be desire. Tyr’s wandering, uncertain gaze is what first alerts the girl to something strange about her face.


‘The children of Loki are summoned to Asgard,’ Tyr says, collecting himself.


‘Why?’ the girl asks. She is the eldest and used to speaking for them all.


‘Odin has seen a vision of the future. He believes it must be stopped.’


‘Why?’ the girl says again.


‘You’ll find out soon enough.’ Tyr is growing impatient.


‘Can the future be stopped?’ the Worm pipes up. Young as she is, she is beginning to evince signs of her father’s taste for sophistry. ‘If it can be stopped, it was never the future to start with, don’t you think?’


Fenrir twitches an amused ear. Tyr stoops to fondle it. It seems to the girl that the god is giving himself time to work out what to say.


‘Well, the Allfather is very wise,’ is what Tyr comes up with. ‘Much cleverer than we are. And he says the future can be prevented.’


‘How does Odin plan to do that?’ the girl asks. Speaking the name of the Allfather as if they were old acquaintances gives her a frisson of pleasure: simple vanity really, but complicated by the faint suggestion of something else. Perhaps it’s the vicarious power that lies curled like a snail inside this powerful name which feels so good on her lips. ‘Odin.’ She hopes everyone noticed the casual way she said it.


‘He hasn’t told us,’ Tyr says. ‘Thor and I are merely commanded to take you to him.’


‘I’ll tell our mother, then.’ Angrboda will worry to find them gone.


But Tyr says there is no time for leaving messages. They must come now or they will all have to answer to Odin, and that includes him.


So there and then they set out for Asgard: the young woman, the young wolf and the baby serpent, only offspring of the frost giant Angrboda, who will not see her children again.


 


Asgard has trees. Wonderful trees. As the petrified lava fields of home retreat, the girl is amazed by the height and density of the foliage and the canopy it forms overhead, green and shot through with scattered sunlight. Somewhere up there the throaty woo-woo of a wood pigeon is answered by a whole symphony of woo-wooing. The scent of pine makes her giddy.


There are oaks as well as firs in this forest, and beeches, and birches, and alder, and ash. Hawthorn tangles with stately elms. At her feet are lush clover, wild orchids, yellow pea, tall moon daisies, a carpet of speedwell. She longs to stop and touch, itches to collect, but it has been a long way already and the gods are in a hurry.


She entertains herself instead by trailing her fingers over the trees as she passes, feeling the whorls and flakings in the bark. There are trees with lumps in their flesh, trees that look as if lava has been poured down their bodies, trees with ivy throttling them and mistletoe menacing their branches. Always something hurting, the girl thinks.


She crunches over fir cones and acorns. She drinks from a pool surrounded by ferns and buttercups, where insects send out rippling circles on the still surface and another forest shimmers in the water, an underworld of upside-down trees. She is surprised to feel happy as she walks.


Perhaps it comes from watching her brother padding contentedly beside Tyr in the warm air, so proud and so fine. Everyone says he will be a great wolf one day. Tyr, now that he has stopped gaping at her, appears genuinely cordial. His eyes crinkle when he smiles down at Fenrir, who is looking around curiously as he lopes along, taking everything in. Everything except treachery, of course, which none of them has yet learned to sniff out.


Their sister is shuffling behind, pleading for everyone to slow down. Worm has never been one to exert herself, but she is small and it’s a struggle to keep up.


Tyr’s companion, Thor, has been trying so earnestly to shorten his stride to accommodate the rest of them that he is practically mincing. This endears him to the girl. The god of storms and thunder is such a massive figure – all bulk and bulges and flaming beard – that she can see why the frost giants fear him. But there is nothing threatening about his behaviour here. He does some twirly tricks with his hammer to show off and you must be able to hear his bellow of laughter a mile off. When the girl begins to tire, he offers to carry her. Lifting her into his arms, he fusses a bit over which side of her face is allowed to touch his chest and tugs her hair forward clumsily until it covers the rest of it, but the girl is too weary to care. She feels safe up here, being bounced through the forest in Thor’s huge arms.


Worm pleads to be carried too, but Thor says that would be taking courtesy to Loki’s children too far. Tyr laughs at that. Fenrir shoots the girl a swift, questioning look, to which she has no answer.










Midgard










Chapter 4


It is a matter of some vexation to Thorfinn Coffin that more people did not turn up to his new group this evening. Patting the shoulder of an elderly lady in frothy carpet slippers who only came, as they both know, for something to do when Coronation Street was not on the telly, he steers her gently to the door.


‘Goodbye, Mrs Sandford. So glad you could make it.’


‘Such an enjoyable evening, Thor,’ she beams. ‘I’ll see you next week.’


Thorfinn sets to stacking away the unused chairs. Those who did join him were few enough to colonise the leather sofas around the library’s large windows, through which the lurid lights of Stromness harbour are still shining.


Stromness.


Straumur nes, the Vikings who inhabited the many islands of Orkney from late in the eighth century had called it – a detail to delight a man who shares his forename with the most famous of Orkney’s Norse earls. He is less proud of the Coffin part, which his grandmother liked to describe as the cross a good Orcadian has to bear if her daughter insists on marrying a mariner from Devon. But it gives Thorfinn Coffin pleasure to explain to the tourists he guides around the monuments of Orkney’s Mainland for a living that straumur refers to the sea’s streaming current and nes to a promontory or headland; that Hamnavoe, the bay encircling Stromness, was the Norsemen’s Haven Bay, likely named for the shelter from storm and enemy it afforded their longships; and that in subsequent centuries a plethora of whalers, traders, fishing vessels and government warships clogged Hamnavoe’s safe anchorage and Stromness’s plentiful hostelries in an abundance hard to imagine today.


Nowadays cruise liners and car ferries are what seek out the harbour, disgorging flocks of visitors to wander the town’s wavy central street and exclaim at the charming alleys plunging one way to the sea or climbing vertiginously up its other side to the braes above. No reason to be sorry about that. Most livelihoods in the town, including his, depend on tourism of one sort or another.


Tonight’s venture had nothing to do with his job, though. Thorfinn slings on his coat and puts out the library lights, still feeling disappointed. It has proved hard to get folk to budge from their living rooms on a January evening, unless they live across the road, like Mrs Sandford. Maybe he ought to be glad there is so little call for a bereavement group, though his own experience suggests that long after folk are supposed to have fulfilled the clichés – moved on, found closure – talking can still help and the absence of it still hurt. It has long been clear to Thorfinn that an island community may know your business, but not so reliably your heart.


Clamping on an excessively large woollen hat, he locks the door and prepares to tramp home. He’s thinking he might go round past the Co-op. See if they’ve got one of those family-sized lasagnas that Ranald likes. Which he will then be required to demolish all by himself, of course, because Ranald is back at university after the Christmas break, taking with him every paired sock in the house and any incentive his father might have to cook.


Thorfinn navigates the wet cobbles nimbly for a man with a tendency to shamble whom nobody would describe as trim. Maybe he’ll round off the pasta with a peedie dram of Highland Park. The whisky was a gift from a well-endowed and, he suspects, romantically hopeful American visitor who turned up on the same guided tour of the Maeshowe burial mound every day for the best part of a fortnight in the hope of seeing the sun that lines up with the chamber for three weeks on either side of the winter solstice. On the afternoon that the sun did make its precarious voyage through the clouds at last, she flung her arms around him, bounced chests and thanked him as profusely as if he personally had been the one to summon this solar miracle. The hug lasted a mite too long for comfort, but he accepted without scruple the bottle she pressed on him before leaving for the ferry. Waiting day after day for the sun to show up, and adapting his spiel over and over under the ardent gaze of at least one visitor who had heard it all before, surely deserved a modest reward.


This morning’s snow is turning to rain again as he makes for the lights of the supermarket. The skies over the harbour are sagging grimly. Salt lingers in the wet air, along with diesel fumes and the smell of frying.


Lasagna and chips. He grins to himself. Now you’re talking, Coffin.










Asgard










Chapter 5


The gods gather around the strangers in a grassy circle, murmuring pleasantly to each other while darting swift glances at the siblings. Most are too polite, or perhaps too wary, to stare for long.


The girl recognises Odin’s stately wife Frigg, goddess of marriage and fertility, who looks mildly fed-up, as if she has heard once too often every story and any dream her husband might have in mind to recount when he gets here and would rather be seeing to her flowers.


Beside Frigg is their son Baldur, just as recognisable but compelling attention in a quite different way. Hel recalls the tall daisies on the shores of Utgard, the peerless shine of their petals, the disc at the centre of each as yellow as the sun. Baldur is radiating just that fresh loveliness. It is not the bland prettiness that frost-giant gossips ascribe to Baldur the Beautiful of Asgard. His brow, to be sure, is smooth and pale as the Baldursbrá flower, but it is his eyes that draw you. Alive with light and eagerness, they lend his whole face an incandescence the girl finds herself longing to bathe in. When Baldur sees her looking, he does not glance furtively away as the others do, but holds her gaze and searches it, as if – and she will think of this one day – as if he senses already the braiding of their fates to come.


At Baldur’s side, leaning lightly against his shoulder, is the god she guesses must be his blind brother, Hodur. There is an unmissable stillness about this god as he stands drawing strength from the touch of Baldur’s shoulder, exuding a faint air of resigned disengagement. Only Hodur’s eyes are not still. They are rolling so rapidly that it is Hel who looks quickly away.


Another pair of eyes seeks out her attention. These surely belong to Heimdall, stern watchman of the gods, who guards the shimmering rainbow bridge that connects the rest of the world to Asgard, seeing and assessing every danger that threatens the gods from far and near. The steady grey eyes hold hers with a grim but disinterested intensity that displays neither ill will nor the faltering flickers of desire she detected in Tyr’s. Heimdall’s look is neither cool nor warm, but severely thoughtful. The girl wonders, suddenly – a thought out of nowhere – what it might be like to have such a man for a father.
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