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Chapter One

 

“What was that?”

 

I jerked my head up from my book. I was sure I'd heard something. The place was normally as silent as the grave which made it an ideal place to sit and read and think but …

 

There it was again. A soft clinking sound, a little muffled, not clear and crisp. I slipped a scrap of paper into my book to mark my place and closed it. As quietly as I could I slipped my feet off the desk and leaned forward to stand up. My chair creaked. The sound echoed briefly round the foyer and I froze, listening intently.

 

Silence.

 

I cocked my head and ever so gently put the book on the desk. My empty mug scraped the desk as my book knocked it. I relaxed a little and let my feet slowly down to touch the ground. The rubber soles of my trainers noiseless. I put my hands on the desk and rose to my feet. The chair gave a soft, whispery groan as my weight lifted off it.

 

Shhliing!

 

There it was again. It seemed to have come from the corridor behind me, on my left. I reached over for the torch and radio handset. Only the foyer was lit. A dim, soft light that didn't reach far down the empty corridors. 

 

Shhlinng!

 

Definitely the corridor to the left. As quietly as I could, I nudged the chair with my knee and it rolled backwards on its little castors. I put my hand over the keys on my belt so they didn't clank as I walked. Intently I made my way to the corner of the corridor and stuck my head around. The light from the foyer penetrated a short way then it got very dark. Far in the distance I could make out a glimmer of light from around a doorway.

 

Pang!

 

A different sound, but it had definitely come up this corridor. There must be an intruder. I thumbed the power switch on my radio and held it up to my mouth. I needed to contact base so that they could send round support. I pressed the transmit button. Normally when I did that there was a faint squelchy noise from the handset but this time it was silent. I glanced at it and the little red power light wasn't there.

 

Shhlinng!

 

I thumbed the power switch again but the light didn't come on. I gave it a shake and tried again. Nothing.

 

“Bugger.”

 

I quietly withdrew and crept back to the foyer desk. There was a phone there and I had memorised the number to ring. As backup, in case the radio didn't work. And in case the phone didn't work I had the radio as backup. Except the phone was dead, like the radio. There was no backup for when both of them were not working. Perhaps this was a flaw in our security procedures.

 

I twisted the chair round so I could get my mobile phone out of my coat pocket. It wasn't there.

 

“Oh sod it,” I muttered. 

 

I remembered I'd left it at home with my boyfriend. He'd left his phone at work and had to call someone so I left mine with him when I went to my night job.

 

Pang! Schhlinng!

 

Whatever it was, it was getting more active. I felt a chill run up my spine and the loose hairs under my ponytail twitched. 

 

What to do?

 

I stared at Egil's Saga, my book, translated from the original Icelandic. Egil Skallagrímsson's tale didn't offer any immediate inspiration. It had seemed a good idea to take the job as Night Security Officer when I started my research into Scandianavian sagas and mythology since that involved a lot of reading and I figured I'd be able to get a lot done. All night, undisturbed, heaven on a stick. In retrospect it might have been better if I'd spent some time studying self defence and martial arts. Perhaps some weapons training would have been a good idea too. Or maybe found a different job.

 

Craaaaaaackn!

 

“Be brave,” said Egil. “Be strong. You are a warrior. Act like one!”

 

I spun round but there was no one there. Was I going mad? Had a ninth century Icelandic warrior-poet really spoken to me?

 

He was right though. I had to be brave. Peeing my pants and whimpering in a corner wasn't going to solve anything. I thumbed the radio and shook it again. It didn't work, again. I closed my eyes and prayed to Hallbjorn Halftroll, Egil's grandfather, a man of immense size and strength.

 

“Follow me,” said Evening Wolf.

 

That was his nickname, Evening Wolf, since Hallbjorn Halftroll had a tendency to get a little strange in the evenings. Some researchers believed that Evening Wolf was the basis for the 'berserker' myth of Scandinavian warriors. By all accounts, and there weren't that many, Evening Wolf went a little skew-wiffy after the sun went down and it probably wasn't due to heavy drinking. I put the radio on the foyer desk and followed him.

 

Schhlinng! Pang! Ba-ba-ba-ba-ba!

 

“Pah,” said Evening Wolf with a derisive snort. “Little noises to scare little children!” 

 

He puffed up his massive chest. 

 

“Are you a child?” he asked me, his dark eyes flashing in the dim light of the inset halogen spotlight above him.

 

“Umm, no” I said, puffing up my own chest. 

 

Even with boobs my chest was a tiny fraction of the size of his. My upper arm was not much thicker than his forefinger and probably less muscular. What really pissed me off though was that his long, flowing, braided blonde hair was thicker and more luxurious than my own. It irritated me. I made a mental note to pick up some conditioner on the way home. Assuming I got out of this alive.

 

“I am ready to fight any foe,” I said bravely lying. “To defend my honour and bring glory to my clan!”

 

Well, I suppose I had a clan but we weren't particularly glorious, more honest shopkeepers than noble warriors. Not always that honest either, come to think of it. Uncle Percy had whiled away a year or two at Her Majesty's pleasure for more than one 'mistake' in basic accounting practice. I was the only one who had got as far as university and wasn't looked on favourably by the rest of the tribe. 'Poxy bloody intellectual liberal know it all' was my middle name, apparently, although the shortened form of 'Abigail' had been used at my christening. Antonella Abigail, I ask you. Was it any wonder I grew up almost an outcast in my own family? 

 

“Call me Toni,” I said. “Toni Axeshafter.”

 

Actually I liked the sound of that. Pretty cool, even though I say so myself. It would look impressive on my doctoral certificate. Aspects of Scandinavian Myth and Saga by Toni Axeshafter. Ooops, Doctor Axeshafter, if you please. 

 

“So be it, Toni Axeshafter,” he said. “But where be thy axe to shaft thine enemies with?”

 

He eyed me then selected a small, single bladed axe from the row of axes that were propped incongruously against the wall of the foyer, behind the security desk. To him it was no doubt little more than a useful kitchen utensil but it weighed a ton and I needed both hands to carry it. The blade was bigger than my head.

 

“Use it wisely,” he said, “and keep it away from me.” He spoke surprisingly good English for a thousand year old Icelander. “Come, let us enter Valhalla in a blaze of glory!”

 

“Umm, Valhalla?” I thought. “I'm too young to die.”

 

He squared his shoulders and strode purposefully towards the corridor. I followed in his wake. He stopped at the corner where the foyer became the corridor and peered round it, an arm the size of an Elm tree held out to stop me passing.

 

There was a brief scurry of quiet footsteps then a squeak. 

 

I rested my axe on the floor and relaxed my grip. One hand was beginning to cramp. The axe handle slipped from my other hand and clattered on the tiles of the foyer floor. Evening Wolf glared at me as I scrabbled to pick it up again.

 

“Let your plans be dark and impenetrable as night, and when you move, fall like a thunderbolt,” he said to me, tucking his long beard into his belt.

 

“How come you are quoting Sun Tzu?” I asked. “How on earth do you know about fifth century BC Chinese philosophers?”

 

“Sun Tzu's The Art of War is required reading in school for Viking children,” he said. “We have exams and everything. My mum got me a tutor after I fell behind when I had my tonsils out.”

 

Well, that explained it.

 

Schhlinng! Pang! Ba-ba-ba-ba!

 

More scurrying footsteps and what sounded like the faint chattering of monkeys.

 

There was a rough swoosh and Evening Wolf's hand flashed before my eyes. I leapt back in surprise and tried to brandish the axe threateningly. He ignored me and inspected the sword he'd just drawn from a leather scabbard slung from his hip. He looked at me and reached out a hand to touch my hair then gave a sudden tug.

 

“Oww,” I said. “Pull out your own hair, why don't you. You've got more than me.”

 

He held up his sword and lightly dropped my strand of hair against the edge. The two pieces of hair fell silently to the floor.

 

“Hmm,” he said. “It'll have to do, I suppose.”

 

Bzzztt! Pe-pe-ba-mmm!

 

I peered down the corridor and the faint light around the doorway in the distance went out. The EXIT sign right at the end flickered an eerie green then went out again. The corridor felt palpably evil.

 

“RAAAAAAGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH” roared Evening Wolf. He leapt forward and landed solidly in the centre of the corridor, facing down it. His sword held defiantly in front of him, both hands on the hilt.

 

I leaned against the wall and tried to recover from the heart attack he'd given me. My knees were like jelly and the sweat on my hands made the axe handle slippery.

 

“Ugh,” I muttered, “what's that?”

 

I wiped my hand against the wall and turned into the light from the foyer to inspect it. It seemed to be covered in some sort of red slime. It smelt unpleasant too, a fishy, metallic smell with a taint of rot and decay. My stomach heaved and I hurriedly wiped my hand on the back of Evening Wolf's fur jerkin. His sword flashed over my head as he whirled to attack the unexpected foe behind him.

 

“Odin's Breath!” he roared at me. “Never do that again!”

 

“But, but, ...” I stuttered, “but it's red slimey stuff,” and I held out my hand to show him.

 

“Fortunately you are short,” he said, recovering his composure. “Else your spirit would be conversing with your ancestors.”

 

Fizzzzzzzzzzzz!

 

A thin rectangle of light appeared down the corridor. It looked to be from the same room as before but it went out almost instantly.

 

“You don't suppose one of the IT nerds is working late, do you?” I asked, hopefully.

 

Protocol demanded that anyone working late let the security staff know. Being an IT company, most of the staff worked from home and telecommuted in but it wasn't completely unknown for someone to actually turn up to the offices and then get so absorbed in whatever little IT project they were working on that they forgot to go home.

 

Evening Wolf raised one eyebrow.

 

“May the force be with you,” he said.

 

“What?”

 

“May the force be with you,” he repeated. “I heard that somewhere and liked it. Been dying to try it out for real.”

 

I giggled. A Viking berserker quoting Star Wars? This wasn't turning out to be the peaceful night of study I'd expected.

 

“You need a little excitement in your life,” said my nan. “All that brain work's no good for a young girl. You need a baby to play with.”

 

“As if,” I said, “and put those things away. They're scaring me.” 

 

She was brandishing a pair of sharpened steel knitting needles. I could have been mistaken but it looked like there was an eyeball neatly kebabed on one of them. It gazed forlornly at me. Unsurprisingly it didn't blink, seeing as how it had no eyelids.

 

“Where's the other one?” I asked, pointing to the eyeball. “Don't they usually come in pairs?”

 

“He had a monocle,” she said. “It confused me.”

 

Right.

 

“Hey, nice outfit,” I added, as a flash of white light came from the foyer. 

 

She was wearing a shimmering, dark grey pencil dress which hugged her body tightly and set off her grey hair nicely. It didn't go too well with her string of pearls but what the hell. Sometimes you just have to wear family heirlooms and not worry about it.

 

“Thank you dear,” she said, giving me a twirl. “I just ran it up quickly while I was waiting. I used some of the serpent scales I found back there. They make a very soft leather, nice and pliant.”

 

“Can we please get on?” said Evening Wolf impatiently. “We have foe to slay and the night is not getting any younger.”

 

“He's not your usual type,” said my nan. “He looks very virile, good for you! About time you found yourself a real man.” She gave me a knowing wink which I ignored. She was obsessed with great grandchildren.

 

“What do you think this stuff is on the walls?” I asked. “I don't like the look of it.”

 

Evening Wolf gave up and started to make his way down the corridor, brandishing his sword. For some reason, although the nasty slimy stuff was flowing quite copiously down the walls there was none on the floor. 

 

“Looks like red slime to me,” said my nan, “or maybe it's that instant tanning lotion I've been hearing about. Smells a bit iffy though. Probably past its 'use by' date.”

 

She cocked her head as if listening.

 

“Got to go dear, your grandad is wanting his breakfast. Pop round for some tea later, we never see you anymore.”

 

“It's this job, I said apologetically. “I'm working nights now. Ooops, excuse me.”

 

Evening Wolf was getting close to where I thought the door was, the one that had the light that kept coming on. I ran down the corridor, dragging my axe behind me, the darkness pressing in. I pulled the torch out of my pocket and turned it on. To my surprise it worked and lit up Evening Wolf. He was glowering at me.

 

“Put that light out,” he whispered hoarsely. “We are near the source!”

 

I flicked the torch off and put it back in my pocket and hefted the axe again. The outline of the door glowed from a light behind it.

 

“No pretence,” I whispered to Evening Wolf, “but I'm scared to death.”

 

He held a finger to his lips and nodded towards the door.

 

“You open it,” he mouthed, “and I'll attack.”

 

That seemed a fair distribution of labour to me. I hoisted my axe onto my shoulder and reached out a trembling hand. The door handle was hot to the touch. I gripped it firmly, the red slime oozing between my fingers. Hot slime smelt worse than cold slime.

 

“Ready?” I whispered, trying not to breathe through my nose.

 

Evening Wolf braced himself, his sword arching back over his head. His blonde beard glowed faintly red in the darkness and his eyes blazed with the anticipation of glorious victory.

 

“Ready” he said, his voice rumbling like two ice floes crashing together. “Valhalla awaits my triumphant return!”

 

“So he's been there before?” I thought to myself. “Maybe there's some hope after all.”

 

I muttered a swift prayer, pushed down on the door handle and flung it open. With a roar of berserker rage Evening Wolf leapt through the open doorway, flailing his sword before him. I took a firm grip on my axe and leapt after him. And fell flat on my face, narrowly missing the axe blade. I scrambled to my feet and gazed around in astonishment. Evening Wolf was nowhere to be seen.

 

Before me stretched a magnificent fjord. The dawn sun sparkled off the grey blue sea and birds screamed around the towering craggy hills. Grassy meadows lined the shore and smoke rose from open fires in front of low stone houses. I could smell roasting meat and turned around. The carcass of a sheep was being roasted over a roaring fire and people were milling around, talking and laughing. Evening Wolf took a long drink from a cow-horn drinking cup and wiped his moustaches. 

 

“Come,” he called to me. “Join us in our feasting. We celebrate a great victory! The night is not yet over.”

 

He pulled out a short knife and sliced a hunk of flesh off the roast mutton. He stuffed it into his mouth and leered at me, meat juices running into his beard.

 

“A new day dawns and our beds beckon. Yonder is mine, cold and empty and crying for company!”

 

I backed away, nervously. He may well be as virile as my nan thought but he wasn't really my type. I liked men who mopped up their meat juices with a napkin, not kept them for later.

 

“My lady,” said a soft voice beside me.

 

I turned. A lithe, handsome young man, well built, clean shaven and nobly dressed was looking at me. He seemed a little worried.

 

“I think you should know,” he said, leaning confidentially towards me, “you're fired!”

 




Chapter Two

 

“You know the rules,” said Rajindah. “If I find you asleep or not at your post, it's instant dismissal. I'm sorry but that's the way it goes.”

 

I did know the rules, they'd been repeated several times the day I started. He didn't look that sorry though.

 

“I'm sorry,” I said. “It won't happen again.”

 

Rajindah smiled. 

 

“Excellent,” he said. “Then you shouldn't lose your next job. I'm pleased for you.”

 

I sighed. It looked like my career as a security operative had lasted no longer than that of waitress, barmaid, pizza deliverer and dog walker.

 

Rajindah picked up the radio handset.

 

“It isn't working,” I said.

 

He thumbed the power button and the little red light glowed brightly. He smiled happily at me.

 

“Raj One to Base, over.”

 

“Base here, Raj, wassup?”

 

“I need an operative at location 370 immediately, we have a sleeper, over.”

 

“370? Hold on, isn't that that new fluff? That bimbo, wassername?”

 

“That's an affirmative, over.” 

 

Raj gave me an apologetic shrug.

 

“OK, Raj, gimme a sec … OK, Deano'll with be with you in twenty.”

 

“Roger base, will report when he arrives, out.”

 

“Bimbo?” I said icily.

 

“You've met Winston,” he said, and left it at that.

 

True, I had met Winston. He was the base coordinator and was, how can I put it, casually sexist in his attitudes towards women. On the plus side though he didn't discriminate. He treated all women exactly the same, regardless of their ages, looks, relationship status or whatever.

 

Rajindah was looking expectantly at me so I raised my eyebrow in mute query.

 

“Time to go,” he said. “We'll send your termination pay in the next day or two. Umm, talk to Winston if you need a reference, although it's probably best if you don't, unless you're applying for Quality Control in a mattress factory.”

 

I didn't find that as funny as he did.

 

“What about my uniform?” I asked, picking up my mug, book, notepad and shoulder bag.

 

“Keep it,” said Raj. “We can't issue it to anyone else, it's unhygenic. Maybe you can use it instead of pyjamas.”

 

Once on a theme he liked to get the most out of it. Most importantly he didn't want it back which was good because I hadn't brought anything to change into and it was a bit chilly out.

 

“Oh, before you go,” he said as I turned to leave.

 

I turned back, half hoping he was going to yell “Surprise!” and tell me it was all a big joke.

 

“I need your badge and keys.”

 

The uniform was basically just a really cheap set of dark blue polyester slacks and bomber jacket and was completely anonymous. The only thing which gave it any sense of officialness was the badge with the company name and logo on it. I unpinned it and tossed it to him. He caught it with practised ease and held out his hand for the keys.

 

“Adios amigo,” he said and sat in my former chair and put his feet up on my former desk. He twirled the keys around on a finger and looked around in appreciation.

 

“At least it's warm and dry in here,” he said to himself. “Cushty.”

 

I went out the side door and let it lock automatically behind me. My little pink scooter was still where I'd parked it, hidden from sight by the large garbage container. I unlocked the chain which went through the front wheel and my crash helmet and slipped on the helmet. The chain went inside the cute little basket slung in front of the handle bars.

 

“On the bright side,” I said to myself, “there's a week and a half of back pay coming.”

 

As bright sides go it wasn't that sparkly, since I was a week behind on the rent. Still, as Mr Micawber says, more or less, income twenty pounds, expenditure nineteen ninety five result happiness, income twenty pounds and expenditure twenty pounds and five pence result misery. I was still in the happiness bracket.

 

It was still dark as it was barely 2am. The traffic was light and I made it home in a smidge under fifteen minutes. I crept into my tiny apartment and peered into the bedroom. It was dark but I could make out a lump in the bed.

 

“Cool,” I thought. “Tony's here, time for a cuddle and sympathy.”

 

I crept back to the lounge, a fancy name for a cramped unfancy little room crammed with books and a desk, and dumped my bag. I washed my face in the kitchen sink since I couldn't be bothered to traipse all the way to the communal bathroom upstairs then I crept quietly back into the bedroom. I slipped off my cheap polyester uniform and my only slightly less cheap cotton underwear and slid noiselessly between the blankets.

 

“Mmmm,” I thought, snuggling up to Tony's warmth. He half stirred then went back to sleep.

 

“You need a haircut,” I thought, inhaling a mouthful of hair as I kissed his lower neck.

 

I snuggled up close and slipped one hand around his chest for a cuddle.

 

“You're getting a bit fat too,” I said. He was beginning to develop man boobs.

 

“Mmm, not now baby,” she said groggily, “I'm sleeping.”

 

She said?

 

She?

 

What the …?

 

I leapt out of bed and slammed on the light. Tony gazed at me sleepily. So did Amy.

 

“Shit,” said Tony.

 

“Wha'?” said Amy.

 

“Oh friggin' wonderful,” said I.

 

I'd got back from being sacked to find my boyfriend in my bed with my best friend. Well, my ex-boyfriend, as he was now, with my former best friend, as she now was. It wasn't even really my bed since it came with the apartment. The bedspread was entirely mine though and I dragged it off the bed and wrapped it round me and stomped off into the lounge.

 

A moment later Tony hopped into the lounge on one foot, struggling to get into his undies. He stumbled and fell into a bookcase but managed to pull his pants up.

 

“Jesus, Toni,” he said, looking nervously at me. “It's, umm, not what it looks like.”

 

Amy appeared in the doorway in a short skirt, holding a pillow to her chest.

 

“I can't find my bra,” she hissed at Tony. “Find it!”

 

“Umm, hi Toni!” she said brightly to me. “It's, like, not what it looks like.”

 

There was a couple of minutes of frantic activity while they looked for Amy's bra then she remembered she hadn't been wearing one when she got here. They stood there, looking guilty, then Tony decided to go on the attack.

 

“What are you doing here?” he said. “You're supposed to be at work.”

 

“I got sacked,” I said.

 

It had been mildly entertaining watching them hunt for the missing bra but I was now sad, feeling empty and betrayed and starting to get angry.

 

“Why don't you both just eff off,” I said. “Go and shag somewhere else, for god's sake.”

 

“But Toni, …” said Tony, a pleading look in his eyes.

 

“Get out!” I screamed and threw the closest thing I could find at him.

 

It was my copy of The Oxford Classical Dictionary, hardback edition, with over eighteen hundred pages of densely packed text. It was a heavy read and an even heavier missile and it landed on his foot. I'm pleased to report that it hurt.

 

I'll spare you what followed. Suffice to say it got quite loud, didn't last particularly long and was largely one sided, until the guy in the apartment above decided to join in by banging repeatedly on the floor. 

 

Tony limped out of my apartment, closely followed by Amy. She paused in the doorway, looking sadly apologetic at me. She was about to say something but I encouraged her departure with a copy of Classical Mythology, 5th edition, also hardback but a slim eleven hundred pages. It missed her head, sadly, but hit the light switch and the room plunged into darkness as the door slammed shut behind her. The guy upstairs stopped banging on the floor and an uneasy silence descended.

 

I sat in the darkness for a while. It had been a shock but, to be honest, Tony wasn't the love of my life. In fact the only thing we had in common was that we'd both found it funny when we'd discovered we had the same name, only spelled slightly differently. I'd met him a week before landing the job at the security company so I wasn't even that used to him being around. I'd miss Amy more, since we'd been friends since 6th form college.

 

“Oh sod it all,” I said resignedly in the darkness. “I'd rather have my job back than Tony.”

 

Still, it didn't stop me crying myself to sleep. It hadn't been one of the better days of my life.

 

I woke up mid morning and the sun was shining which is often a good sign. I got out of bed and stepped on something cold and squishy. I looked at it. It was a used condom.

 

“Ugh, gross” I said, screwing up my face.

 

I went into the kitchen and got a paper towel and cautiously picked it up, using the towel and marched back into the kitchen, holding it at arms length, and dumped it in the bin. I washed my hands and poured some apple juice and went into the lounge. The books were still where I'd left them so I tidied them away then sat at my desk and stared out of the window.

 

After a couple of minutes I opened one of the drawers and rummaged around until I found an envelope. I wrote Amy's address on it then wrote “I think this is yours” on a piece of paper and went and got the condom out of the bin and put it in the envelope with the note. I didn't fancy licking the envelope so I moistened my finger with some water in the sink and used that instead. I'd addressed it to Amy since I felt a lot more betrayed by her than I did by Tony. After all, I knew he was a shit when I first got involved with him so his behaviour hadn't been wholly unexpected.

 

Revenge done, I contemplated the future. I needed a list to prioritise. When in doubt, make a list is my motto. Once you've safely listed everything that needs to be done you can happily ignore things without having to worry about anything you might have missed, and if anyone gets upset when you haven't done something you should have, you can truthfully say “It's on my list!” Little things like that are important to me.

 

I found a blank page in the notepad I always carried and I wrote:

 

Stamps

Wash sheets

Find new job

Conditioner

Find new best friend

Find new boyfriend

 

I stared at it for a while then swapped 'conditioner' and 'find new job' over. You have to get your priorities right, after all.

 

“My phone!” I suddenly exclaimed, “where's my phone?”

 

I jumped up and spotted it on the floor next to the ancient, two seater couch I'd found abandoned on the street and claimed as my own. I picked it up and checked for any messages or missed calls. There was only one, a message telling me I had a voice mail. I played it back but it was only Winston confirming my sacking and letting me know he'd authorised payment for my two nights work that week and that I'd get it at the end of the following week. Oh goody.

 

I put the phone on my desk then picked it up again. I was idly curious who Tony had needed to call the night before – which was why I'd left my phone for him to use. I looked in the Call Log and there had only been one call made. About ten minutes after I'd gone to work, to Amy, for 18:34 minutes.

 

I burst out laughing. It was obvious that he'd only borrowed my phone in order to get Amy's number.

 

“What a friggin' shit,” I said out loud. “Good riddance.”

 

I got my towel and washing bag and went upstairs to the bathroom. It was free and I had a shower. The water was reasonably hot which is one advantage of missing the morning rush. Back in my apartment I got dressed and made some toast and went back to my list. I crossed off 'wash sheets' since they'd been washed barely a week previously and both Tony and Amy had slept in them before anyway, just not together. Amy, I ought to mention, had stayed the night after a late night out, that's all.

 

I had an appointment with my thesis supervisor later that afternoon so I gathered together all my notes, and 'to do' lists and paraphernalia and shoved them in my bag and waltzed out the door. I locked it then unlocked it and went back in. I picked up the envelope for Amy, which I'd left on my desk, then decided not to bother. Tony wasn't really worth the price of a stamp. I binned the envelope and crossed 'stamps' off my list. Damn I was getting through the list quickly! Hoping the remaining items would be as easy I left again and locked the door.

 

“Hi Toni,” said Brad, coming down the stairs. “Had some fun last night, didn't you.” he grinned.

 

Brad lived in the rooms above mine.

 

“Yeah,” I said. “Sorry about the noise.”

 

“I, err, got the general idea,” he said, scratching his nose, 'about what happened. I think they know in the next street too.”

 

“Oh I wasn't that loud,” I said, “was I?”

 

“No, not really,” he replied, reaching the bottom of the stairs and standing in front of me. “So, erm, fancy coming out sometime for a drink? Now you're free?”

 

“Love to, Brad,” I said, lying my head off, “only I'm in the middle of a break up. Bad time, sorry.”

 

“OK,” he said, undaunted. “I'm stuck in the friend zone, then.”

 

“And you'll always be my friend,” I said, “solid and reliable.”

 

“Bugger,” he said. “I'd much rather be like Tony!” He laughed uproariously.

 

“Nah,” I said. “You're too sweet.”

 

Guys hate being called sweet which is why it's a useful little rejection technique. They can't get angry about it but few have the bottle to keep pushing once they're labelled 'sweet', at least not for a day or two.

 

He screwed up his face but wished me a nice day and went off to wherever he was going off to. I waited a couple of moments since I didn't particularly want him to walk me to the tube station. I go most places on my scooter but the daytime traffic in Central London scares the bejesus out of me so whenever I have to go to the uni I get the tube. It also works out cheaper since I get a student discount and the uni is only a couple of minutes walk from Euston Square tube station. My other main destination is the British Library which is only one stop further so a big yay for London Transport. I'm at University College London, in case you're interested, School of European Languages, Culture and Society. Pretty appropriate for Scandinavian mythology, when you think about it, assuming you're not based somewhere in Scandinavia.

 

I was way too early for my meeting so I went to the cafeteria in the South Wing for a coffee. It isn't the best coffee in London but it's potable and, significantly, cheap. It's also conveniently on my walk from the station to Foster Court where my supervisor lives which is why I usually stop there. When I say Linnea Olssen, my supervisor, lives in Foster Court, I don't, of course, mean it literally. I have no idea where she lives but that's where her office is.

 

Stupidly I forgot that the Medical Science Facility, which is right next to Foster Court, is just across the South Quad from the South Wing and members of staff frequently pop into the South Wing cafeteria for assorted nibbles. Amy, my treacherous, deceitful, slut of a best friend, happens to work there, if you can call the miserable pretence that she regularly seems to get away with work. And she had a fit of the munchies. So she skipped across the quad to indulge her munchies with an iced bun or something of that ilk just as I was sitting down at a spare table with my potable but insipid coffee.

 

“Hiya, Toni,” she said unashamedly, plonking herself down opposite me.

 

“I'm not talking to you,” I said, turning away to look out of the window across the Quad.

 

“Ohh pff,” she said. “It's not like he was serious, you were going to dump him anyway. I just gave you a good excuse.”

 

That's the trouble with best friends, you tell them your secrets and they twist them and dump them back on you.

 

“I'm not talking to you,” I said, watching a pigeon with avid concentration.

 

“I'll give you some of my iced bun,” she said, breaking about a third off and waving it under my nose, temptingly.

 

“I'm still not talking to you,” I said, taking it and stuffing it in my mouth before she could change her mind.

 

“Sod you then,” she said. “Did you say you'd been sacked?”

 

“Yeah,” I said. “I fell asleep on the job. Not good for a security guard.”

 

“So you're going to look for another job?”

 

“It's on my list.”

 

“We need some people for some experimental research,” she said. “It doesn't pay much but it's cash.”

 

My ears perked up at that. Amy is a lab technician. She doesn't do research but she gets paid to help others with their research. 

 

“What kind of research?”

 

“Blood protein polymer absorption and tissue growth,” she said.

 

“Ugh, sounds gross.” I screwed up my face.

 

“Yeah, it is actually,” she admitted. “That's why we pay cash.”

 

“Next time,” I said, twisting back to look her in the face, “throw your used condoms away. I trod on the bloody thing when I got up and I damned nearly posted it back to you. I swear I will if it happens again.”

 

“Ugh, no thanks,” she said. “It? What about the other one?”

 

“Oh god, you slut,” I said groaning. “So I've got that to look forward to as well?”

 

She laughed and got up.

 

“Oh you''ll survive,” she said. “Anyway, gotta rush, hun. You still coming to the Larder tonight?”

 

The Queens Larder is a cute little pub near the uni which has live bands and Amy and I sometimes went there.

 

“Yeah, probably,” I said. “Catch you later.”

 

She disappeared, taking the last of her iced bun with her, much to my disappointment. I retrieved my notebook from my bag and found the page with my latest 'to do' list and crossed off 'find new best friend'. Tony really wasn't worth it.

 

“Hello,” said a deep voice beside me. “Are you Toni?”

 

“Yes,” I said, looking up in surprise.

 

He slid into the seat recently vacated by Amy. It was a little difficult as he was surprisingly large and had long, flowing blonde hair.

 

“I've been looking for you,” he said. “My name's Hallbjorn.”

 




Chapter Three

 

“I met this really weird guy today,” I said.

 

Amy and I were in the Larder, nursing lemonades since they were cheap. We'd arrived a bit early and the live band's roadies, or more likely the musicians themselves since they weren't famous, were still setting up their equipment. 

 

“Oh yeah?” said Amy, watching a small guy with a big beard and a bald head fitting a snare drum to a delicate looking stand. “Weird like how?”

 

“He was massive,” I said, “muscles everywhere, even his muscles had muscles and he had this like long blonde hair down to here.” I waved my hand roughly level with my boobs.

 

“Sounds lush,” she said, turning to look at me. “Just my type, you seeing him again? When do I get to meet him?”

 

I laughed. Of course he was Amy's type, he was male.

 

“Get this though,” I said. “Just after you left the uni cafe he comes up to me and sits down and asks if I'm Toni then says he's been looking for me. Isn't that, like, weird?”

 

“Why was he looking for you?” asked Amy, her attention going back to the guy with the drums. He was now attaching a couple of cymbals to another stand. He had to bend over and his jeans were stretched tightly across his bum.

 

“He never said,” I said. “He asked me some stuff about my research into Norse mythology and after a bit I asked why he was looking for me but he then started getting really weird.”

 

Amy looked back at me, a puzzled frown on her face.

 

“He said he was looking for you but never said why? That is weird. Did he ask you out or something?”

 

“No,” I said. “But he did …”

 

The drummer had sat down and was giving his drum kit a test and drowned me out.

 

“What?” said Amy, leaning closer. 

 

The drummer made some positioning adjustments.

 

“… … …” I said, leaning forward myself.

 

“…?” mouthed Amy.

 

The drummer seemed happy with the position of his equipment and stopped testing.

 

“… my phone,” I said.

 

“I didn't get any of that,” said Amy, too loudly in the sudden hush. “What did you say?” more quietly.

 

“I said he gave me his phone number,” I said, “and told me to call him if I ever needed any help with anything. He made me put it in my phone. Look.”

 

I pulled out my phone and opened Contacts but couldn't find Hallbjorn's number. I curled my lip.

 

“What?” I said, “where'd it go?”

 

Amy was now watching one of the guitarists who was squatting down plugging cables into some sort of box and throwing the other ends across the low rostrum to various places, presumably to where the guitarists would be standing. The drummer was at the bar getting some drinks.

 

“Oh yeah,” I said, remembering. His number was under B for Bjorn, which was sensible since that's what he'd told me to call him.

 

“He said to call him Bjorn,” I said, hoping Amy wouldn't think I was stupid. Actually I knew she didn't think that since we'd been friends for a long time but we all have our little neuroses, although when it comes to guys she knows I am pretty stupid.

 

“Ohh, Swedish is he?” said Amy. She smiled, hungrily.

 

She looked at the number and I snatched it away before she could memorise it.

 

“Maybe,” I said. “Definitely Scandinavian though, being tall and blonde. I couldn't work out his accent though.”

 

“Lucky you,” she said. “So a guy comes up to you and gives you his phone number, what's so weird about that? Happens all the time.”

 

Well, it did happen all the time to Amy and, I had to admit, occasionally to me, even though I didn't have 'Hi guys!' written all over me the way Amy did. My body language tended more towards the “What do you want? Can't you see I'm busy?' style of subliminal messaging.

 

“It wasn't that that was so weird,” I said.

 

The guitarist was testing his guitar but he had the volume turned way down so the music was talkable around.

 

“It's more, like, I dunno, he was so intense,” I said. “It wasn't like a pickup, he didn't even seem to realise I was female. Like he was focused on a mission or something.”

 

“Wow,” said Amy, “that is weird.” Another frown crossed her face.

 

I doubt whether Amy had ever interacted with a male who wasn't totally aware of her being female. She wasn't beautiful in any conventional sense but she definitely exuded something that twitched guys' senses. Maybe it was the faint smell of acetone that she often wore when fresh from her labs.

 

All the band members were now on stage and were checking their equipment and the pub was beginning to fill up. As yet we were still on lemonades since, unusually when Any was around, no one had yet come up to offer us anything stronger.

 

The drummer noticed Amy watching him and gave his drums a flourish then picked up his beer and walked over. Amy smiled expectantly.

 

“”Allo darlin',” he said with a leer. “Love the dress, look better on me bedroom floor though.”

 

Amy's smile froze and she turned to me.

 

“This one's yours, hon, enjoy.”

 

The drummer spared me a glance then turned his attention back to Amy.

 

“Aww, don't be like that, babes,” he said. “You've got class. Watcha doin' after, like?”

 

“That your drum over there?” she said, pointing to the guitarist trying to get the drummer's attention. “Why don't you beat it?”

 

The drummer laughed. “Laters, babe.” He blew her a kiss and half ran back to the rostrum.

 

I don't know how Amy does it. The more she insults guys the more they crawl back, begging. Whenever I insult a guy he stops speaking to me and avoids me in the street.

 

The band started playing and people turned their backs on them, the way they always seem to do with live bands in pubs, even when they've travelled miles to come see them. A few minutes later, a guy came up to Amy and started talking in her ear. She listened and then put her hand on his chest while she talked into his ear. He nodded and disappeared, only to reappear a couple of minutes later with three drinks clasped in his hands. One was shoved in my general direction and the two of them got into a huddle.

 

I leaned back and listened to the band, looking around and tapping my fingers against my glass. They were quite reasonable although the singer didn't articulate particularly well but maybe he just had a cheap microphone. A couple of guys standing around tried to catch my eye and smiled nervously when they made eye contact but they stayed where they were so I figured they were probably in the queue to talk to Amy.

 

I caught a glimpse of Tony. He was standing at the far end of the bar, talking earnestly to one of the barmaids. I turned away since I didn't want him to catch me watching him and watched him out of the corner of my eye. He must have been asking for some sort of speciality beer since the barmaid listened intently and said something which made him nod then she walked the full length of the bar, rummaged around then walked back with a bottle and plonked it in front of him and held her hand out for money. He paid her then she went off to serve someone else. He looked up and saw me and waved. I ignored him and waved at the drummer, to show Tony I was ignoring him. The drummer ignored me and blew another kiss at Amy. He couldn't wave since he was drumming. She, in turn, ignored him and concentrated on the man who was still shouting in her ear. For a social event there was an awful lot of ignoring going on.

 

The band worked through their set and stopped for a break. The drummer started to make a beeline for Amy but walked past her with a casual “'sup babe?” before disappearing into the toilets. The man who'd been trying to talk to her had given up and was standing a couple of feet away, looking disconsolate and trying to pretend he'd rejected Amy rather than the other way around. It didn't work, he had failure written all over him. He spotted a fat girl with glasses and went to see if she was more tolerant.

 

“Hey, girls,” said Tony, coming up behind us and slipping his arms around our shoulders. “Which one of you lucky babes is taking me home tonight?”

 

“Tony!” said Amy, giving him a delightful smile. “We were just talking about you!”

 

We hadn't been but Tony grinned in anticipation.

 

“We were just comparing notes on how totally crap you are in bed,” she added.

 

His ego visibly deflated. I felt a twinge of sympathy.

 

“She's only teasing you, Tony,” I said. “You're not thaaaat bad, not really.”

 

I held up one hand and waggled my little finger. A couple of guys at the next table started guffawing. Tony made a face and walked away muttering something about 'lessies' and Amy and I started giggling. The drummer came back, smelling strongly of illegal smoking substances, holding the hand of a pretty dark haired girl who didn't seem to be entirely aware of her surroundings. He veered towards Amy, dragging the dark haired girl behind him and said “laters babe” to her again, for some reason, then deposited the girl beside the rostrum and sat behind his drums. It looked like they were getting ready for the second half of their performance. There was a brief round of half-hearted clapping. 

 

The members of the band had a brief discussion amongst themselves then started playing a repetitive introduction while the singer pulled the dark haired girl on stage and got her to stand in front of the microphone. She looked pleadingly at him and he made a couple of semi-encouraging gestures. Then she started singing.

 

“She's probably drugged up to overcome stage fright,” I thought charitably to myself. 

 

After a minute or so I couldn't take any more. Her timing was appalling, she slurred and missed a lot of notes, mostly the high ones and the low ones and a fair number of those in between.

 

“Going to get some air,” I shouted at Amy. 

 

She didn't hear me as her attention was focused on another guy who was talking into her ear and ogling her cleavage, not that she had much of a cleavage but guys liked to ogle whatever of Amy's they could see. I touched her arm and pointed to myself then the door and she nodded.

 

It was nice outside. The music was muffled and the air was clean. There were three guys smoking and talking among themselves and I stood there, clutching my bag and letting the ringing in my ears subside.

 

“Fancy a smoke, hon?” said one of the men, holding an open packet up to me.

 

I'm not a smoker but I do have one every now and then so I accepted with a smile and he lit it for me. 

 

“On your own?” he asked.

 

I explained I was here to listen to the band with my friend Amy and he asked my name.

 

“Not much of a band, is it,” he said, jerking his head towards the pub. “We couldn't take any more so we came outside.”

 

The other two were half watching their companion to see how he was doing with me. They were probably working out their chances if he lucked out. Still, they were nice enough guys, polite and mildly interesting even if none of them did anything for me so I stayed chatting with them for a while and had another smoke with them.

 

I went back inside when the music stopped and saw that Amy wasn't where I'd left her. I was scanning the bar, looking for her when something very large and blonde flashed in the corner of my eye. Startled I twisted round to get a better look but there was nothing large or blonde to be seen.

 

“Jesus,” I said to myself. “Now you're imagining that guy.”

 

I shook my head to clear it then spotted Amy. She was on the rostrum, snogging the drummer. They broke apart and he patted her on the backside and she laughed and stepped off the rostrum. She spotted me and waved and went back to our table and I joined her.

 

“He's just gotta pack his drums away,” she explained, taking a sip from her drink.

 

“Just as well I don't need a lift home,” I said. I'd come on my scooter since I knew Amy of old.

 

She laughed and waved her drink around the slowly emptying bar.

 

“Loads of people would give you a lift, hon,” she said. “Just pick one!”

 

She finished her drink, gave me a peck on the cheek and went to help the drummer with his equipment. I sat down for a few moments watching her. Her idea of helping the drummer with his equipment involved putting her hand in one of his hip pockets and carrying a pair of drumsticks with the other. He seemed to appreciate her help though, despite it being awkward to carry his drum cases.

 

I noticed Tony leaving, alone, and waited so I didn't run into him outside. 

 

“Been there,” I muttered to myself, “ain't going back.”

 

When I figured he'd be long gone I got up and went to the exit myself. I stood in the doorway to the pub and peered around, ready to jerk back inside if I spotted Tony. Something very large and blonde disappeared around the corner of the building.

 

“What the hell!” I said out loud. “Is that bastard following me?”

 

I half ran to the corner but there was no sign of Bjorn. I walked slowly down the street, scanning the dark spaces between the parked cars but he wasn't there either. I went as far as the end of the pub and peered down the alley. It was empty apart from a couple enjoying a quiet moment. The girl was blonde, admittedly, but she was by no means massive and she was totally absorbed in the man pressing her against the wall, who was also not massive or even blonde. They ignored me. In fact I doubt if they were even aware of me.

 

I slowly walked back around the pub and up the main street to where I'd parked my scooter. It bothered me that I had, twice now, thought I'd seen him. Given his sheer size it was almost impossible for him to hide and, since I hadn't been able to get a clear look at him, it could only be that I was imagining that I kept seeing him. That was disturbing. Why was I imagining this? What was my brain playing at?

 

I unlocked the chain on my scooter and put on my crash helmet.

 

“I suppose I'm seeing isolated fragments of things,” I said to myself, “and my subconscious is interpreting them into something familiar.”

 

The human brain does this all the time. When it encounters something the primitive parts of the brain immediately try to fit that perception into something already known in order to decide whether it is a threat or not. Like when you're driving down a dark road and see someone about to step out in front of you and it turns out to be a garbage bag or something. The autonomous part of the brain works on the premise that it's better to respond quickly to something that isn't there than it is to not respond to something only to find it really is there and is about to eat you. The primitive instincts are never far from the surface. So did I perceive Bjorn as a threat or was he merely something my primitive brain could recognise and dismiss?

 

I drove home, avoiding all the garbage bags and post boxes that pretended to jump out at me. I parked the scooter, let myself in and went to up to my rooms. Everything was familiar and just the way it should be so I went into my bedroom and saw something disgusting.

 




Chapter Four

 

When I did my degree I had to spend the second year in Scandinavia and I chose to spend it in Iceland, at the University of Iceland in Reykjavik, studying Icelandic Sagas. What's cute about the University of Iceland is that they only have two semesters and after the April exams you're done although that wasn't why I was there, of course. While I was in Iceland, I had my first real love affair, with a hunky Icelandic fisherman. We met at a nightclub in Reykjavik and, after a few torrid weekends in my bedsit, I more or less moved in with him and his parents. 

 

When April came around I delayed going back to England for three months and Kristjan took me around Iceland in a smallish old motor launch kept, as far as I could gather from Icelandic innuendo, by his father for seducing female tourists. I was still learning Icelandic so I could have been wrong but the launch hadn't been used much since Kristjan's parents had got married and his mother was a fiery Italian whose Icelandic wasn't much better than my own and went off into fits of Italian whenever the launch was mentioned. 

 

Vittoria and Gunar Sturluson were, and probably still are, a delightfully mismatched couple and Gunar stoically endured Vittoria's proudly Italian histrionics. All five of their children were bilingual in Icelandic and Italian and could get by in English when the need arose, as it did when Kristjan brought home this gauche foreign student. They all made me welcome and didn't snigger too much over the breakfast table.

 

We spent a few weekends giving the launch an overhaul and repainting it with various members of the family helping out when they had the time. When my exams were done we set off to circumnavigate the island, stopping to explore the fjords and bays and generally having a wonderfully romantic time, just the two of us.

 

The time slowly passed in an ecstasy of absorption in each other. It was mid July when I began to realise that our time together was coming to an end and we spent a few days on the Snæfellsnes Peninsula, a magnificent backdrop to romance with its glacier capped active volcano. It was there, on Djúpalónssandur Beach, amid the black pebbles that I found my obelisk.

 

It isn't a true obelisk. Obelisks have a square cross section and are generally several feet tall. Mine was circular and barely eight inches high but as a symbol of our love it towered loftily. It was jet black and smooth and rounded at both ends and had a single rune carved into it. It was no rune that I was familiar with and I intended to take it in to show my professors at uni back in England but I never got around to it. I found it on the beach and showed it to Kristjan and we swore all kinds of silly things over it by a fire in the moonlight. I really didn't want it to be trivialised by an English academic so I never asked any of them about it. 

 

Regardless of the significance of the rune my little obelisk was special to me and I kept it in a special egg carton on the bookcase beside my bed. It sat in a little nest of cotton wool in the centre back of the carton, proud and strong. The other five hollows held other little mementos of that time and I had painted the carton pale blue to remind me of the North Atlantic Ocean and the Icelandic sky. 

 

Needless to say our love affair didn't survive our parting. We promised we'd write and Skype and so on but within a couple of months my final year of my degree had taken over my life and the fishing season in Iceland had taken over Kristjan's and no doubt the old launch was being used for its intended purpose by him and his younger brothers. I bore them no ill will. Such intense affairs are to be celebrated, not regretted, and are only a foretaste of the love that is yet to come when you find your true life partner. Still, the obelisk stayed by my bed and, from time to time, I would touch it and remember, with happiness, not sadness.

 

So, as you can imagine, when I got home from the Larder I was pretty pissed off to discover what had become of Tony and Amy's missing used condom. Tony, presumably although it could have been Amy, had slid the condom neatly over my obelisk. It was pretty gross and after peeling off and discarding the offending item I scrubbed my obelisk under the hot tap. It was made of some kind of rock so it obviously wasn't going to be affected by immersion in Tony's body fluids but just the idea of it was a little disgusting. I curled my lip and scrubbed it hard with a nail brush dipped in shampoo then scrubbed the nail brush with soap and washed my hands with some anti-bacterial hand wash to be safe. I dried my obelisk on a towel and inspected it and it seemed OK, although it felt heavier than I remembered but it had been a while since I'd last held it.

 

And so to bed. It's just that, even though it hadn't lasted long, I'd lost my night security job less than twenty four hours earlier and I'd got used to being awake at this time so I couldn't sleep. I got up after an hour or so and made myself a cup of cocoa. I curled up on my little couch, wrapped in a blanket, with my cocoa and a nearly empty packet of Scotch Fingers and my copy of Egil's Saga. 

 

I'd first encountered Egil and his family in Iceland for my degree. Now, because I was doing my doctoral thesis, I had two different copies in supposedly the original Icelandic, which were both different, as well as four modern Icelandic versions and nine or ten copies of various English translations. How the various modern presenters of Egil's Saga varied provided useful clues to interpretation since no language corresponds literally to another language. Different translators pick up different nuances in the original text and translate accordingly so the various modern Icelandic and English translations varied and often contradicted each other as the effects of their nuanced interpretations compounded as the tale progressed. There being no definitive original merely made it easier to do doctoral research as the original intent of the author is never clear and unambiguous.

 

Schlinng!

 

The empty biscuit packet fell to the floor, scattering crumbs, as my arm jerked in unison with my head. I froze, waiting for the sound to reoccur then I breathed a sigh of relief. It was only someone's key in the front door and I heard the door swing open then bang gently against the wall. The landlord had been promising for as long as I'd been there to install a door stop but as the months went by the dent in the wall from the door handle got progressively deeper. The door shut and soft footsteps padded up the stairs. 

 

“Probably Brad,” I thought to myself. “Must be about half past one.”

 

Brad was a devotee of modern jazz and went to a small jazz club every Friday night where he did whatever modern jazz enthusiasts do in small jazz clubs and always came back around half past one. Invariably alone since, as far as I know, there are no known women modern jazz enthusiasts, or if there are, they aren't the sort to be picked up and brought home by people like Brad. Which is a shame really since he was a nice enough guy and having a woman in his life would make my encounters with him in the hallway easier.

 

I heard the door of the upstairs flat open and close and Brad pad around as he made himself whatever bedtime tipple or snack he favoured and went to bed. In some ways his choice of musical enthusiasm was good because relatively little modern jazz is conducive to sleep so he rarely played any this late. Conversely, when he did it would be some ultra smooth sax that blended in with the melodies of the night and, incredible as it may seem, actually helped the neighbours sleep rather than kept us awake. One had been so lovely that I'd made a mental note to ask Brad who it was and what it was called but I'd came to my senses in time. Enthusiasts pick up on the smallest scrap of encouragement and if I had I would never have heard the end of it. 

 

“Just got the latest recording of Discordant ClapTrap by The Wasted Youth Band,” he would probably say in the hallway. “Fancy coming up later to hear it with me? If you listen carefully you can hear the trumpeter's mother vacuuming the bedroom in the background while they recorded it on a mobile phone in her lounge on a wet Sunday afternoon in Basingstoke.”

 

Schlinng!

 

That wasn't the front door this time. I froze again, hoping Brad might have heard it too and would get up to investigate but his feet remained resolutely in his bed and didn't pad across the floor above me. Mine remained resolutely inside my blanket on the couch although my cocoa mug did hit the floor. Fortunately I'd finished it.

 

Pang!

 

I jerked my head around. Had it come from the kitchen? I kicked Egil off the couch and waited, my eyes straining to see through the kitchen door. Was that a faint light I could see coming through the gap under the door?

 

Silence!

 

Oh how irritating! I got off the couch and switched on the main room light. Whatever was making the sound would be undoubtedly less intimidating in the full glare of a 50 watt fly-speckled light bulb with a dirty off-white shade. Very slowly and tentatively I stole across the floor. Sadly it was a small room and I got to the kitchen door far too quickly. I reached out a slightly shaking hand and the blanket slid off that shoulder, scaring me.

 

“Be brave, the night has no fears for one such as you,” I would have said to myself if I'd thought of it. Instead I whispered, “Oh god, oh god,” in a trembly voice.

 

I touched the door and it seemed to be vibrating. But then, it was probably my hand that was vibrating, not the door. Its paint-scarred surface seemed, now that I was touching it, cool, reassuring and reasonably solid. I slid my hand down its surface, frightening myself when a finger nail caught in a flake of old paint. The cheap metal knob was cold to my touch. I paused. My plan, such as it was, was to fling open the door and turn on the light but for the life of me I couldn't remember where the light switch was. Oh yes, about shoulder height, on the left, next to the door. Sweet. I took a deep breath, got a good grip on the door knob and ever so gently opened the door enough to slip my hand inside. Door flinging was for superheroes, not scared girls alone in their flats with strange noises.

 

The light switch was roughly where I remembered it and I found it within milliseconds and flicked it on. Incredibly it went on and stayed on. Clearly my imagination had no future directing horror movies. I slowly pushed open the door and peered in. Apart from the usual mess there was nothing in there, not even a mouse.

 

Relieved, I went in and put the kettle on, more to justify my having gone into the kitchen than to make a drink. I pulled my blanket snugly around me and went back into the lounge for my mug.

 

Pang!

 

Definitely the kitchen. I leapt into the doorway, stepping on a corner of the blanket and nearly decapitating myself. The kitchen light flickered once but stayed on. There was still nothing in there although the kettle was beginning to hiss and the ill fitting lid jumped a couple of times. It didn't go Pang! but in times of stress one's hearing can play tricks. I opened the cupboard door and got out my coffee jar and rinsed the last of the cocoa out of the mug.

 

Schlinng!

 

I whirled around, nearly smashing the mug on the tap, and stared into my little lounge. There was a faint haziness moving on the wall and I snatched up a dirty fork from the drainer. There was blood dripping from its tines. 

 

“Awesome,” I muttered to myself sarcastically as I edged forward Ninja-style, “stabbed to death with a fork, as if.”

 

The patch of hazy brightness grew. There was a faint growling sound that got louder as the hazy brightness got brighter. It seemed to waver across the wall. I shrugged off the blanket, my eyes on the hazy brightness, my ears on the growling, my heart on the edge of disaster.

 

“Just a minute,” I said to myself, straightening up. “That's a car or something outside.”

 

I went to the window and peered around the edge of the blind as a large motorcycle ground slowly past. By the look of it, the rider had been drinking and wasn't able to get it out of second gear, or get both feet on the foot pegs at the same time or keep it fairly straight.

 

Click!

 

That was definitely from the kitchen and I was starting to get irritated. I ran back, fork in hand, to find the kettle had boiled and turned itself off. 

 

“Get a grip, you twat,” I said out loud, full of contempt for myself. 

 

I tossed the fork back on the drainer, its bloodstained tines now revealed to be congealed soy sauce from the dim sims I'd snacked on before going to the Larder. I put some coffee granules in the mug, added boiling water, topped it up with a little not yet out of date milk from the fridge and took it back into the lounge. I didn't turn off the kitchen light. I sat down on the couch, putting the coffee mug beside me on the floor. There was a drop of cocoa on Egil's cover and I wiped it off with the corner of my blanket.

 

“Once spring arrived and the snow and ice melted, Thorolf had a great longship that he owned brought out …” I read. I made a note on my notepad to dig deeper into whether the longship was great in size, reputation or performance or if it was merely a sarcastic or humorous reference to the longship and how it was referred to in other translations. It might be a significant point.

 

Pang! Ba-ba-ba-ba-ba!

 

“Oh for god's sake,” I said wearily to myself. “This is getting beyond a joke.”

 

This time it seemed to have come from the hallway outside my flat. I put Egil on the floor, nearly knocking over my coffee, and got off the couch, managing to get the coffee mug second time around with my foot.

 

“Arrgghh” I cried and ran to the kitchen to get some paper towels.

 

The carpet was old and already stained in a few places but the landlord had mapped all known stains and made it clear to me that any new stains would have to be paid for, even if he wasn't going to pay for a new carpet. I soaked up the coffee then put a little washing up liquid in a mug of hot water from the kettle to try to get the stain out. I did a wonderful job of making the stain bigger but didn't manage to get rid of it.

 

“Oh well,” I said resignedly to myself. “I'll just have to borrow mum's carpet washer when I move out. I wonder if Azriel will give me a bonus for fewer stains?”

 

Azriel is the landlord and not the sort of person who would take kindly to any requests for, well, anything really. Most likely he'd check the stains and replace any that were missing and charge me for the cost of doing so.

 

Pang! Ba-ba-ba-ba-ba!

 

The noise seemed faintly irritated this time, as if I wasn't doing my part by getting scared by it. I opened my front door, soapy hot water in hand and peered out. It was dark although I could just make out the staircase going up to Brad's in the light spilling out from my room. I couldn't see anything so I edged my way to the front door to turn on the hallway light. The switch was on my side of the hallway so I could hug the wall.

 

Ping!

 

There was the briefest of flashes, barely discernible to the human eye, as the hallway light blew. There was a spare in the drawer of the little desk beside the front door but I'd need a ladder to reach the light in the high ceiling. There was a ladder somewhere in the house but I didn't know where it was since the last time the light had blown I'd told Brad and he'd got very manly and changed it himself. Despite having spent my entire life with the convenience of electric light bulbs I still turned the light switch on and off a few times in the hope that past experience was wrong. It wasn't. Once blown, electric light bulbs stay blown and don't spontaneously reassemble themselves.

 

Walking the three paces back to my flat I realised that my hand was sticky. I cursed Brad since I didn't know the names of either of the people who lived on the other side of the hallway, on either floor. It could have been one of them who'd left a mess on the light switch but it was easier to blame the one whose name I knew. Back in my room I looked at my hand in the light. It seemed to be covered in blood.

 

“Surely not,” I said to myself in disbelief. 

 

I sniffed my hand and it didn't smell like blood. It didn't really seem to smell of anything much, except possibly a sea shore. I was about to taste it when I thought that probably wasn't a good idea so I went into the kitchen to wash off the slime. I turned to go back to the lounge, wiping my hand on a dishcloth, when I saw the red footprints on the floor, leading from the hallway to the kitchen.

 

“Oh shit,” I said and looked at my feet.

 

They were covered in red slime. All the way up to just below my ankles. The slime clashed badly with my toe nail polish.

 

“Ugh,” I said. “Gross.”

 

Pang! Ba-ba-ba-ba-ba! Schlinng!

 

I ignored the noises out in the hallway as I was more concerned about cleaning my feet. The stuff seemed to be congealing but it came off with a little tap water and half a roll of paper towels although it left my feet looking pinker than usual. The footprints seemed to have dried and a tentative poke with a fingernail suggested they would just lift off without leaving a stain. Azriel would be pleased.

 

Craaaaaaackn!

 

I jumped at that. Incredibly, the need to clean my feet had made me forget about the noises. I stood there, in the kitchen, protective blanket in the lounge, nasty red-soaked paper towels in my hand, waiting for another emanation of something. It wasn't long coming.

 

Creaaaakkkkkkk!

 

My flat door opened itself, very slowly.

 

In the light of the lounge I could see the hallway floor was covered in red slime, perhaps an inch deep at the doorway. It didn't seep inside. It was more like jelly and held its shape. Scared again but intrigued I cautiously went over and peered out into the hallway. What little I could see in the light spilling out was covered in this red slime. It even went up the stairs, at least as far as the light went, which was about one and a half steps. It seemed to be coating the walls as well. I bent down and gave it a poke. It seemed to have set, again like jelly. It was squishy and gave to the touch but didn't adhere to my finger.

 

Schlinng! Ba-ba-ba-ba-ba!

 

This time it seemed to come from upstairs. I was beyond caring. I very carefully shut my door, making absolutely certain it was properly shut, and locked it. I backed away until I felt the couch. I picked up my blanket and wrapped myself securely inside it and sat down, my feet up on the couch. Huddled in the corner between the arm and the back. Shaking. Brain blank. I tried to call out “help” but my throat was constricted and all I managed was a rather pathetic “eh.” All the while I stared, wide eyed, at the door.

 

Tap!

 

I nearly screamed. I nearly fainted. My heart thudded, echoing around the tiny room.

 

Tap! Tap!

 

It sounded like the front door. There was someone at the front door! I sagged with relief then jumped up to run for the door. My pathetic cry for help had been answered! 

 

But what if it wasn't? What if it was whoever, whatever, had been making the noises and left the slime?

 

Oh!

 

Shit!

 

I heard the main door open. Creaking in protest as it always does. I heard the handle knock into the dent in the wall. As it always does. I heard silence.

 

Tap!

 

On my frigging door! I cowered back into the corner of the couch, trying to hide inside my blanket. Sweat beaded on my forehead. My hands gripped the edges of the blanket. My heart pounded. My breathing stopped.

 

Tap!

 

The handle started to turn. The handle I had only moments before locked and checked I had locked.

 

Creaakk!

 

The door started to open. Panicked I looked wildly around for a weapon. Knives and pans aplenty, in the kitchen. Nothing near the couch, apart from a flimsy lamp and books. Mostly paperback. Useless as weapons.

 

I screamed and fainted.

 




Chapter Five

 

I woke up in bed, the sun streaming in through the open curtains. I glanced over at my little clock.

 

“Yeah, OK,” I muttered and crawled out of bed.

 

It wasn't early enough to go back to sleep but not late enough to think I'd slept well. Ten am is an awkward time of the day. I was having a pee when the full horror dawned. I had to go out and find another job. 

 

“Ugh,” I said to the mirror and pulled a face.

 

I went back down the stairs to my kitchen and put on the kettle and watched it emotionlessly as it slowly boiled.

 

“Funny dream,” I muttered, yawning. “That's twice now. Wonder what it means?”

 

I took my coffee into the lounge and saw the large fresh mark on the carpet beside the couch.

 

“What?” 

 

I sat down and touched it, it was almost dry.

 

“When did that happen? Didn't I dream it?”

 

I looked around but there was no sign of any red slime and no noises other than the usual traffic noise. I went back in the kitchen and peered in the bin. Sure enough there was a wad of dirty pinkish paper towels. They smelt faintly of soy sauce.

 

“Hmmm.”

 

I cautiously opened the door to the hallway and suspiciously stared at the floor. I hadn't noticed any slime when I went up to the bathroom and there was still no slime, red or otherwise. I shut the door then opened it again and went to the light switch by the front door. The light wasn't working.

 

I padded back into the lounge and sat on the couch nursing my coffee. 

 

“What the hell is going on?” I thought, trying to work out a rational explanation for the stain, the towels and the light and how they fitted into my dream. Egil's Saga was still lying on the floor and I absently picked it up. “Once spring arrived and the snow and ice melted, Thorolf had a great longship that he owned brought out …” I read. 

 

I looked around and couldn't immediately see my notebook but my blanket was bunched up on the floor beside the couch so I picked it up and found my notebook underneath. There was my note about finding out what 'great' meant.

 

I took a long drink of my coffee.

 

“Nope, this doesn't make any sense,” I said. 

 

The last thing I remembered was my door slowly opening and I think I fainted but if it wasn't a dream, how did I get to bed? And if it was a dream, how come so many elements of the dream tied up with real things? And what had made those paper towels in the bin pink?

 

I pondered while I drank my coffee but didn't get anywhere so I made a conscious effort to stop thinking about it and think about a job instead. 

 

“I'll have a wander down the High Street,” I thought. “It seems to be a nice day and the walk'll be good for me. Maybe I'll find a clothes shop that needs a sales assistant and gives a good staff discount.”

 

That was a cheery thought so I jumped up, dumped the mug in the kitchen and grabbed my towel and toiletries bag from the bedroom.

 

“Just a sec,” I said, noticing my obelisk. It looked different.

 

Normally it sat neatly on its little cotton wool bed in the egg carton but now it was perched on the rim of the hole for the egg. It seemed to have got wider, or the egg carton had shrunk. It looked taller too. I stared at the carton and noticed that the pebbles and shells in the other egg holes looked much the same so the carton didn't seem to have shrunk.

 

I reached out to pick it up to refit it in the egg hole again and it was vibrating. Barely discernible but definitely vibrating. It was disconcerting. I held it with both hands and, yes, it was definitely bigger. Before, when I'd held it with both hands it was perhaps an inch at most longer but now there was definitely room for a third hand. 

 

“Oh you're just being silly,” I said to myself. “How can a rock possibly grow overnight?”

 

The thought crossed my mind that perhaps it wasn't a rock after all and I hurriedly put it back on the egg carton and peered at it. Well, it looked like rock and felt like rock. I picked a pebble out of one of the other egg holes and tapped the obelisk. It sounded like a rock too. The carved rune still looked the same although, and this must surely be my imagination, there seemed to be the faintest of faint red tinges to the shiny blackness of the obelisk's surface.

 

“Yeah, definitely my imagination,” I said to myself.

 

I picked up the obelisk again and tried to fit it vertically into its egg hole but it was definitely too wide so I left it sitting on the rim. It was a puzzle but there was no immediately obvious way forward with solving it so I decided to wait and see. I grabbed my towel and stuff again and gave the obelisk a look before going up to the bathroom.

 

I had a long shower but didn't wash my hair as it would take a while to dry and I wanted to get on with finding a job. Back in my flat I found a clean pair of jeans and a respectable looking blouse and quickly printed off ten copies of my short resume. I didn't bother to update it with the security job since they wouldn't be giving me a good reference. I dumped them in a cardboard folder and slipped it into my bag. I checked my phone had a decent level of charge and locked my door behind me.

 

There was a very large, blonde man leaning against the wall of the house on the corner. As soon as he saw me he disappeared around the corner.

 

“What is going on today?” I said aloud, staring at where he had been. 

 

“Problems?” asked Brad, coming out the door behind me.

 

“Just a lot of weird shit,” I said, glancing at him. He seemed normal. “My mind is playing tricks on me this morning.”

 

“You been smoking naughty stuff again?” he laughed.

 

“I wish,” I said, but it did make me wonder if there had been something going on at the Larder the night before and I was somehow experiencing some after effects. It wasn't unknown for people to smoke things there and I had had two cigarettes with those guys out the front. Maybe someone had even spiked my drink.

 

“Oh, the light's blown in the hall again,” I said.

 

“Yeah? I'll sort it when I get back,” he said. “You going anywhere interesting?”

 

“Got to find a job,” I said, edging down the road. “Catch you later.”

 

He nodded amiably and, to my relief, set off in the other direction. I didn't really want him hanging round and sympathising while I was going from shop to shop begging for gainful employment. On the corner I looked around but there were no very large, blonde men in sight.

 

My plan was simple. I'd go down to the High Street, which was only two streets away and turn left and go into every shop and ask if they wanted any casual workers. When I ran out of shops I'd cross the road and work my way back to the other end then cross over to the cinema and come back this side again to where I'd started then go home and think of another strategy. Experience had told me that going into shops and asking for a job usually doesn't work. In fact the last time it had was when I was thirteen and I'd gone into the local newsagent and asked about a paper round. Come to think of it, that was also the longest I'd ever held a job since it lasted nearly two years. I'd probably still be doing it if the owner hadn't sold the shop and the new owner hadn't decided to drop selling newspapers.

 

The first shop I went into was the launderette on the corner where I did my laundry. It was deserted although three washing machines were in use. I banged on the door marked Staff Only but no one opened it so after a minute or so I left. There wasn't much prospect of a job at an unmanned launderette so it wasn't really worth pursuing.

 

I asked the girl behind the counter in the sweet shop next door if I could see the manager. 

 

“Looking for a job, love?” she asked.

 

“Yes,” I said, smiling as happily as I could. “I have experience in retail.”

 

“Great,” she said, “you can have mine. The hours are shit and the pay is shitter, half a moment.”

 

She disappeared out the back and I could hear indistinct voices. She reappeared a few moments later.

 

“He said no jobs at the moment, sorry.”

 

I thanked her and went outside. I'd forgotten how soul destroying it is. There was no sign of any massive blonde men who might sweep me away to a life of exotic self indulgence either. Not that Bjorn had shown the slightest sign of that anyway.

 

I paused outside the jewellers shop and decided not to bother. They would undoubtedly want security checks and were very unlikely to hand out casual jobs to passing riff-raff.

 

“Do you have any experience with children's clothes?” asked the manager of Missy Miss.

 

“Umm, I used to wear them a lot,” I said, trying to look enthusiastic.

 

She didn't find me as amusing as I found myself and showed me the door.
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said the man in the Chinese Takeaway to the petite Chinese girl in a pale blue smock before turning to me, “you wan' take'way?”

 

I declined the opportunity and he muttered something else in Chinese. I didn't know what he said but it sounded contemptuous.

 

It was much the same working my way back down the other side of the High Street. Coming out of the Pre-Mix To Go after being forced to admit I didn't know the difference between Jim Beam and Jack Daniels I paused on the pavement, looking in both directions before crossing the road. A man looking suspiciously like Bjorn was standing outside the sports shop I'd recently vacated, looking in the window at their display of trainers. He hadn't noticed me and was still there when I stopped beside him.

 

“Are you following me?” I demanded, as assertively as I could.

 

“Of course I am,” he said, unexpectedly. “How else can I keep an eye on you?”

 

I stood there in astonishment. I'd expected denials and perhaps embarrassment and I was caught off balance.

 

“Why?” I said. It seemed the sensible follow on.

 

“Do you think they have those in a fifteen?” he asked, pointing to a rather garish pair of All Terrain trainers with green and pink flashes on the sides and, inexplicably, transparent windows in the heels of the soles.

 

“I doubt it very much,” I said. “Why are you following me?”

 

“I need some new shoes,” he said. “You walk a lot. Why are you going in and out of all these shops?”

 

“I'm looking for a job,” I said. “Why are you following me?”

 

“Have you had any strange experiences recently?” he asked, tearing his gaze away from the trainer display and looking at me.

 

“Only some weird, creepy guy following me,” I said.

 

“Where is he?” said Bjorn, bunching his muscles and looking suspiciously around. 

 

“Right in front of me,” I said.

 

“Oh,” he said, relaxing, “you mean me? Sorry.”

 

“Yes,” I said, “I mean you. Stop following me.”

 

“Nothing else strange?” he asked. “Unusual?”

 

I toyed with telling him about the dreams I'd had the last couple of nights.

 

“To hell with that,” I said to myself. “I'm not telling my dreams to a creep who's following me.”

 

“No,” I said firmly. “If you don't stop following me I'll call the police.”

 

“We need to talk,” he said. Mentioning the police seemed to have no impact on him whatsoever.

 

“No,” I said. “You need to stop following me.”

 

“OK,” he said. “I'll stop following you.”

 

I glared at him then turned and crossed the road. On the other side I glanced back and he was still standing outside the sports shop, looking at the trainers again. 

 

“Huh,” I said to myself and crashed into a middle aged woman outside the cinema. She glowered at me and marched off muttering to herself.

 

“Sorry,” I called after her but she ignored me.

 

I looked at the cinema. It was a large, imposing brick building and had three screens.

 

“Might as well,” I thought. I pushed open the glass door and went inside.

 

There was a tall, thin man standing in the foyer, looking out through the glass doors. There was no one else around.

 

“Umm, excuse me,” I said, “do you work here?”

 

He looked at me. “How can I help you?” he asked.

 

This was the first positive reaction I'd had all day.

 

“I wonder if I could see the manager?” I asked.

 

“I am the manager,” he said. “How can I help you?”

 

“Umm, I was wondering if you have any vacancies,” I asked.

 

“What dress size are you?” he asked.

 

“What?” I said. Was he some kind of creepy perve pretending to be the manager?

 

“You look like an eight,” he mused, looking me up and down.

 

I took a couple of steps backwards.

 

“Why do you want to know my dress size?” I asked, holding my bag protectively in front of me.

 

“Sorry,” he said, giving me a broad smile. “I must sound like a complete weirdo.”

 

I nodded, glancing to see if the door was where I'd left it.

 

“That lady you bumped into outside, Veronica,” he said, “has just quit. She's a size eight. If her uniforms fit you, you can start tonight. I'm desperately short staffed at the moment.”

 

“I'm a size eight,” I said, thinking I could always move the buttons or something.

 

“Great,” he said, “only if I have to order in a uniform, it'll take a couple of weeks so I might as well advertise, but if the dress fits …” he grinned. “Come into my office.”

 

I was a little dubious but followed him and he really did have an office, with a desk, chairs and filing cabinets and everything. I breathed a sigh of relief. There was a cheap polyester uniform, neatly folded, lying on his desk and another in a heap.

 

“This one's clean,” he said, “and I'll have the other cleaned by Monday. Now, let's do the paperwork.”

 

Twenty minutes later I found myself back on the street, clutching the clean polyester uniform, dark blue with red piping, and a printout of my casual employee's contract. My hours would be four 'til midnight, Thursday to Saturday and I would be getting full training on how to use my official, company torch at four o'clock that very afternoon plus free viewing of any movies that happened to be showing while I was on duty and a discount on the popcorn, burgers and soft drinks and two free tickets a week for any friends I might want to bring along.

 

Wow!

 

A job with perks!

 

Awesome!

 

“i gotta job@!” I texted Amy.

 

“sweet,” she texted back, “where?”

 

“cinema, start 2nite,” I replied.

 

“bugger,” she texted back.

 

“Oh yeah,” I thought, standing outside the cinema. “We were going clubbing tonight. Oh well.”

 

“sry,” I texted back. “need the money.”

 

“np, will get ramon rnd instead”

 

“ramon?”

 

“drummer last nite”

 

“Aahh,” I giggled to myself, “that's Amy sorted for the night then.”

 

I started walking home, the sun shining brightly and the weeds in the cracks in the pavement looking lush. The birds were probably singing but I couldn't hear them over the traffic noise. Bjorn was nowhere in sight. It was a good day. I paused outside ValuePlus Shoes and wondered if I could afford any yet.

 

“Best wait til I get my first pay,” I decided, “start off on the right foot.” Laughing, I happily walked home. It was a joy to be alive.

 

Bjorn was sitting on the steps when I arrived, waiting for me. He was wearing a new pair of trainers, black and grey with a blue zig zag on the side. His old ones were on top of the rubbish bin.

 

“Nice trainers,” I said. “Why are you still following me?”

 

“Thanks,” he said, lifting one foot and looking complacently at it. “I didn't follow you, I got here first. We need to talk.”

 




Chapter Six

 

“I don't know who you are or what you are up to,” I said forcefully, “but I start my new job in about three hours and I absolutely have to check my uniform fits. So you …,” I jabbed my finger at him, “… sit there …,” I jabbed my finger at the couch, “… and don't move or touch a damned thing until I say so.”

 

He sat meekly on the couch and it groaned mightily under his weight.

 

I glared at him, daring him to move or touch something but he didn't. He just sat there with his hands clasped in his lap, looking up at me. Admittedly he didn't have to look up far. Sitting on the couch his eyes were only slightly below mine but still, it was pretty cool. I felt quite empowered.

 

“Right,” I said. “I'll be back in a few minutes and you'd better have a damned good story.”

 

He nodded once, his sky blue eyes not leaving mine. I figured I'd best leave while I still seemed to have the upper hand and disappeared into my bedroom with my new uniform and pushed the door closed.

 

I stripped down to my undies and pulled on the skirt. It was fine around the waist but as I zipped it up it got a little tight around my bum. Still, I could live with that. It wasn't as though it was likely to split if I sat down. I slipped my arms into the jacket and, disappointingly, it was very snug across the shoulders. This was not encouraging since, technically, I'm more of an eight to ten, or even a ten depending on the cut, than I am an eight. Then I groaned. 

 

The bottom button did up nicely. The middle button would just do up if I really pulled it tight and breathed very shallowly and I could probably move the button over a quarter of an inch or so which would be helpful. The problem, though, was the top button. Even pulling tightly and expelling every last molecule of air from my lungs, the top button was a good inch away from the button hole. It also seemed the jacket had been designed to be unisex which meant that the tops of my boobs were squeezed upwards and spilled out over the lapels rather than swelling the appropriate part of the jacket the way a good female cut would have. Not a pretty sight. I looked like I was wearing an inflatable life jacket.

 

“Oh freaking hell!” I cried in frustration. “Sodding, bleeding, effing, scum-baked shitty crap!”

 

I pulled off the jacket and threw it on the bed and collapsed, with my head in my hands and tears of despair welling up in my eyes. One inch! One inch between me and a job. It could have been a mile.

 

There was a tap on the door.

 

“What!” I yelled.

 

“Is everything OK?” called Bjorn.

 

“Oh go away, for crying out loud,” I yelled, angrily. “It's all your frigging fault!”

 

OK, it probably wasn't but who cares about logic when there's a crisis?

 

I stood up and tried again, just in case I'd got the arms crossed or something. I hadn't. I pulled it off and inspected the jacket carefully. There were no adjustable straps, inside or out.

 

“Bugger.”

 

The jacket flew across the room and slid quietly down the door. Now what?

 

The door opened part way and Bjorn poked his head in.

 

“Umm?” he said.

 

“The frigging jacket doesn't fit,” I said, looking disconsolately at the floor. “It's too small.”

 

He tried to open the door but it jammed on the jacket. He glanced down, saw it and pulled the door almost shut again. An arm appeared and felt around until it found the jacket then pulled it clear so he could open the door fully.

 

“Show me,” he said, handing it over.

 

I slipped the jacket back on, very aware I was almost topless but he didn't seem to notice. He was studying the jacket.

 

“Pass it over,” he said so I did.

 

He inspected it closely then started to force his hands into the sleeves, trying to stretch the shoulders. I took the opportunity to slip on a dirty tee shirt lying on the floor beside my bed.

 

“Try that,” he said, handing it back.

 

Impressively it was a little looser across the shoulders but still a long way off fitting around the chest.

 

“What material is it?” he asked. “Polyester?”

 

I slipped the jacket off again and looked at the label.

 

“Yes,” I said. “Cold wash only.”

 

He smiled. “Do you have any hot water and a bucket or something?”

 

“Sure,” I said, “what for?”

 

“Polyester softens when it's heated,” he said. “We can probably stretch it to fit.”

 

“Are you serious?” I cried, hope flooding my veins. “Come on!”

 

I managed to squeeze through the tiny gap between his body and the door frame and ran into the kitchen and filled the kettle. I flicked it on and noticed he wasn't there. I went back into the lounge and he wasn't filling the doorway to the bedroom. In fact, the door was closed. I opened it and saw he was sitting quietly on my bed, an expression of almost rapture on his face.

 

Puzzled, I looked to see what he was looking at. My obelisk?

 

“What's up with my obelisk?” I said. “Forget it, I need you in the kitchen. Come on.”

 

He didn't move so I reached over and grabbed his sleeve and tugged. It was like trying to shift a Chieftan tank.

 

“Jesus,” I said, “how much do you weigh?”

 

“About a hundred and eighty kilos,” he said quietly, his eyes not leaving the obelisk.

 

“What's that in real money?” I asked. I'd never got the hang of metric.

 

“Four hundred pounds, give or take,” he said.

 

No wonder I couldn't move him. He was about four times my weight. I started to worry about my bed.

 

“Come on,” I said firmly, “the kitchen. You can come back here after.”

 

He stood up and, fortunately, my bed straightened up again. I hate beds that sag.

 

The kettle clicked as we went into the kitchen and I put the plug in the sink and poured in the boiling water. He grabbed the jacket just as I was about to immerse it.

 

“No, no, no,” he said, “that's far too hot. You'll melt it completely.”

 

I had no idea so I took his word for it and turned on the cold tap and stirred the water with a wooden spoon. He tested it a few times with his hand.

 

“That'll probably do,” he said after a while.

 

“Probably?” I said tensely. “Probably? How do you know anyway?”

 

“I read it somewhere,” he said.

 

“Oh, well that's fine then,” I thought sarcastically.

 

He held up the jacket by its neck and cautiously dipped the bottom hem into the water and watched it carefully for a minute or so. Then he inspected it closely.

 

“The fibres are still intact,” he said. “Looks like we're good to go.”

 

He plunged the entire jacket into the water and held it under with his hand and looked down at me with a smile.

 

“If we let it warm up we can stretch the seams,” he said. “Then you put it on and we'll pull it into the shape you want and let it cool down on you. That way it'll stay that shape.”

 

“You've done this before?” I asked.

 

“Yes,” he said. “It's a bugger getting clothes to fit me.”

 

Actually that was probably true. He looked to be roughly a 20XL and I didn't know anywhere that sold anything that big. Maybe in America?

 

He pulled the sopping jacket out of the water and started to pull at the seams around the shoulders and the upper half then held it out to me.

 

“Put it on,” he said.

 

It was very hot, like I'd just taken it off a radiator or something. He reached out his hands to grab my boobs and I jumped back against the fridge and slapped his arm. 

 

“Oy, watchit,”

 

His arm was as solid as a Chieftan tank as well. Maybe the designers had modelled the tank on Bjorn. I shook my hand to try to take away the sting.

 

“It needs to be pulled,” he said. “To make it fit.”

 

I stared at him suspiciously and he slowly gripped one of my upper arms and the jacket lapel on the same side. I tried to watch as he pulled but a bicep the size of a rugby ball obscured my eyes. He did the same the other side then gestured for me to try to do up the jacket.

 

“Wow,” I said.

 

The top button almost reached the button hole. This time I stood there patiently as he did it again. The top button slid smoothly into the button-hole.

 

“Awesome,” I said, craning my head to look.

 

“It needs some stretching for the middle button,” he said, inspecting my chest, “and could do with being a little looser overall. Take it off.”

 

I took the jacket off and he added some hot water to the sink and immersed the jacket again. Then he started stretching the back and got me to put it back on and tweaked around the middle button.

 

“Have a look in the mirror,” he said.

 

“Wow,” I said in the bedroom, impressed. The damned thing fitted!

 

OK it looked a tiny bit lopsided but who cares? The important thing was that it did up and my boobs looked respectable again.

 

“Now we have to cool it down so it stays that shape,” he said, so we trooped back into the kitchen and he made me bend over the sink while he ladled cold water over me.

 

“Now we hang it up to dry.”

 

We went back into the bedroom and I got a hanger and slipped off the jacket. I was wondering where to hang it where it would dry the quickest and caught sight of myself in the mirror. I looked like I had just won a wet tee shirt contest and my nipples were evidently proud of the achievement.

 

“Oh shit,” I cried and hurriedly put on my dressing gown. Modesty once again restored I opened the lounge window and hung the jacket in the slight breeze. Even if it was still damp I'd be able to wear it and keep the job. 

 

“Thank you,” I said, meaning it. “You've saved my life.”

 

“That's why I'm here,” he said. I thought he was modestly joking.

 

“Back in a moment,” I said and disappeared into the bedroom. I emerged a moment later, wet tee shirt-less but still in my dressing gown as my upper half hadn't warmed up to room temperature yet.

 

“Right,” I said. “Want a coffee or anything before you tell me what's going on?”

 

I made myself a coffee and gave Bjorn the carton of orange juice. He didn't seem the type to be satisfied with a dinky little glassful.

 

I sat on the couch and made him sit on the floor. It didn't seem to bend as much under his weight as the couch did.

 

“Why are you following me?” I asked.

 

“I was searching for the Blóð Guðanna,” he said. 

 

“Blóð Guðanna?” I said. “'The Blood of the Gods'? What on earth is that?” 

 

He got up and went to my bedroom and came back gently cradling my obelisk.

 

“This is the Blóð Guðanna,” he said, sitting back down, cross legged and holding it in his lap like a baby.

 

“That?” I said. “But it's just a carved stone.”

 

“No,” he said. “It is the Blóð Guðanna.”

 

We seemed to be going round in circles.

 

“What is the Blóð Guðanna?” I said and held up my hand. “And don't say 'this is'. Tell me what it actually is.”

 

He pondered for a moment. “It is an egg,” he said. “A god egg.”

 

“A god egg,” I said. “Right.”

 

I closed my eyes and leaned back. Hopefully my new job wasn't part of this ridiculous dream.

 

“OK,” I said, opening my eyes again. He was still there so I hadn't woken up yet. “So it's a god egg. That doesn't explain why you are following me. Unless you want to eat it for breakfast.” 

 

I thought this was remarkably funny, under the circumstances. Bjorn didn't.

 

“Do not joke of such things,” he whispered angrily and patted my obelisk reassuringly. “I am the Verndari.”

 

“Sorry,” I said automatically. “Verndari? You mean the guardian?”

 

“Yes,” he said. “I am the Guardian of the Blóð Guðanna and I have been searching for it!”

 

“Not much of a guardian,” I said, “if you didn't know where it was.”

 

He looked shamefaced.

 

“I lost it,” he said.

 

I had to laugh.

 

“I was playing with the puffins on Djúpalónssandur Beach,” he said, “and it must have fallen out of my pocket.”

 

How did he know I found it at Djúpalónssandur Beach?

 

“Why were you playing with the puffins?” I asked.

 

“I was bored,” he said.

 

Well, that was as good a reason as any. People always lose things at the beach, especially when they're playing with things.

 

“So let me get this straight,” I said, thoughtfully. “You are the guardian of this egg and you lost it on a beach so you started following me to find it again?”

 

“Pretty much,” he said.

 

“But how did you know I had it?”

 

“I didn't,” he said. “When I discovered I'd lost it I searched the beach. I turned over every stone and pebble.” he paused. “Do you know how many stones and pebbles there are on that beach?”

 

I shook my head.

 

“I do,” he said. “And it took me three months to turn each and every one of them over.”

 

I had to admit this was an impressive level of commitment.

 

“Then I started asking the local people who had been at the beach that day.”

 

“They told you I had been there?” I asked. “How did they know who I was?”

 

“They didn't,” he said. “But a vessel was seen and its name remembered and I tracked down that vessel.”

 

“Oh shit,” I said, jumping up. “You didn't hurt him, did you? You'd better bloody not have hurt him!”

 

“I have hurt no one,” he said, solemnly. “I merely befriended Kristjan Sturluson and he told me of his voyage around Iceland with his loved one.”

 

“He said that?” I asked, suddenly feeling guilty for not replying to Kristjan's last email, two years ago. “He really said 'his loved one'?”

 

“Yes,” said Bjorn. “So I came to England looking for you.”

 

I thought about it for a couple of moments. 

 

“But how come it's taken you so long to find me?” I asked. “Even allowing for turning over every pebble on that beach. I'm not that hard to find.”

 

“I knew the Blóð Guðanna was safe in your hands,” he said, “so I've sort of been having a holiday as well. It's been a long time since I was last in London. It's changed a lot. They had just started rebuilding that castle on the north bank of the Thames when I was here last.” 

 

“Oh?” I said, I wasn't really that interested. I was still thinking about Kristjan. “Which castle is that?”

 

“The one just outside the City,” he said. “It used to be called The White Tower but the sign said it is now called the Tower of London.”

 

“Oh yeah, that one,” I said. “I haven't been there for a long time either.”

 

It sounded like Kristjan hadn't forgotten me then.

 

“When did you last talk to Kristjan?” I asked. “Just a second, you said when it was being rebuilt? When the Tower of London was being rebuilt?”

 

“Yes,” he said, looking puzzled.

 

“But that was like 1300,” I said, disbelievingly. “Are you seriously expecting me to believe you are seven hundred years old?”

 

“I forget the exact date,” he said, “but 1300 sounds about right. And no, I'm not seven hundred years old.”

 

“How old are you then?” I felt it was an important point.

 

“I don't know,” he said. “But I do remember the Romans visiting Iceland. They called it Thule.”

 

“Don't be ridiculous,” I said. “That was like two thousand years ago. You're bullshitting me.”

 

“What you believe or don't believe doesn't affect the truth,” he said, “and it really doesn't matter how old I am. What matters is that I am here now, and so are you and so is the Blóð Guðanna.”

 

Frankly, I didn't know what to think. I took a sip of my coffee and discovered it was cold so I looked at my phone. I still had an hour and a half before work. I got up and checked my jacket. It was still damp but no longer sodden. 

 

“OK,” I said. “Your age doesn't matter. Tell me what the Blóð Guðanna is.”

 

“I have already told you,” he said, matter of factly. “It is a god egg.”

 

“What is a god egg?” I asked. I figured it was probably some kind of carved fertility symbol.

 

“It is an egg of a god,” he said.

 

“You what?” I said. What the hell was he talking about?

 

“You know what a chicken egg is?” he asked.

 

“Yes, it's the thing that hatches into a chicken,”

 

“So it is with a god egg,” he said.

 

I burst out laughing.

 

“Oh for crying out loud,” I said. “Gods don't lay eggs like chickens, don't be such a bloody idiot.”

 

“Where do gods come from, then,” he asked.

 

“They get born, of course,” I said, “like, umm,”

 

Now that I came to actually think about it I couldn't think of any gods that had been born. Or even been children. According to all the myths I'd heard of, gods invariably appear as fully formed adults. Thor, for example, is the son of Odin and Jörð but at no time is Jörð ever described as being pregnant or Thor a toddler. He never had a rattle, just a hammer. He's suddenly 'there', as a full grown adult. 

 

“Interesting,” I thought, getting sidetracked. “I wonder if I could put a chapter in my thesis analysing Norse social attitudes to childbirth and children through their depiction of their gods. As there are only adult gods, that would imply that only adults in society were valued which would suggest …”

 

Bjorn interrupted me.

 

“The gods retain their form throughout their lives,” he said. “They keep the form they have when they hatch until they die.”

 

“I thought immortal gods never die,” I said.

 

“They never die of old age,” said Bjorn, “as that would mean changing their form through an ageing process like yours, but they still die through accident or injury.”

 

“OK, that makes sense,” I said. “So what you're saying is that goddesses can't get pregnant since that would mean changing their form too.”

 

“Exactly,” he said. “You humans were created in the image of the gods but you are not gods. Your form is constantly changing from foetus to child to adult to old age and death and you don't live long at the best of times so the female protects the child inside her body. Gods, though, live for millennia and never change their form. New gods are protected inside the god egg and the god egg is protected by a guardian.”

 

“So what you are saying,” I said slowly, “is that my obelisk is actually a baby god?”

 

“Not a baby,” he said, “but essentially yes.”

 

“So which god is it?” I asked.

 

“No one knows,” he said, “until it hatches. It is a new god.”

 

This was going to take a while to get my head around.

 

“Hold on,” I said. “”You said 'you humans' just now. Aren't you human or do you think you're a god?”

 

He laughed. 

 

“I am half god, half human,” he said. “My father is the god Entar, son of Vidar, son of Odin. My mother, bless her immortal soul, was a Icelandic human impregnated by Entar. She is long dead now.”

 

“So you hatched from an egg, too?” I asked.

 

“No, of course not.” He seemed to think this was funny. “My mother was human. She got pregnant and gave birth to me like any other human.”

 

“So where do the eggs fit in then?” I was still confused.

 

“Goddesses have eggs,” he said. “They can't get pregnant.”

 

“So my obelisk, the Blóð Guðanna, is the egg from a goddess?”

 

“Yes,” he said patiently.

 

“Which one?”

 

“Emmafel, daughter of Bane, daughter of Freya,” he said.

 

That was pretty cool, actually. A specialist in Norse mythology with a real god egg, looked after by a real life demi-god. It's a shame my thesis assessors would never believe it.

 

I looked at my phone. 

 

“Well this has all been very interesting, Bjorn, I must admit,” I said. “But I have to go and get ready for work.”

 

I got up and checked my jacket. It was dry enough.

 

“I'll probably have a lot more questions for you when I've had a chance to think about all this. By the way, you're not planning on taking my obelisk somewhere, are you, my Blóð Guðanna?”

 

“Oh no,” he said. “I am the Guardian. I protect, not possess.”

 

“OK, that's cool then. I'm sentimentally attached to it, you see.”

 

I headed for the bedroom, wondering what top to wear under the jacket when a thought struck me.

 

“You said you've spent the last two or three years in London having a holiday?” I said.

 

“Yes,” said Bjorn.

 

“But you knew where the Blóð Guðanna was all the time?”

 

“More or less.”

 

“So what made you suddenly come to me, umm, two days ago? I asked. “When you're really only interested in the Blóð Guðanna?”

 

He stared at me, his massive form seemingly filling the room.

 

“It's been fertilised,” he said. “And you are its mother. I have to protect you both now.”

 




Chapter Seven

 

I managed to get to work on time, but not with a moment to spare.

 

“Hello, Mr Carmichael,” I said, a little breathlessly as I came in the glass door. I'd half run all the way from home. 

 

“Hello, Toni,” he said with a smile, looking up from the lady at the ticket booth. “Glad to see you made it on time.”

 

He turned to look at me properly.

 

“Ahh, the uniform fits, excellent.”

 

His eyes lingered on the upper half of the jacket. I charitably put it down to him checking to see that the style hadn't been compromised by the stretching, rather than checking out why it needed stretching in the first place. His gaze slowly worked its way down to my feet. I felt like an object under scrutiny.

 

“And you chose flats, very sensible. There's a lot of standing in this job, I should have warned you.”

 

Actually I would have worn my heels but I only have the one pair and a heel had come off a few days before when I'd got it lodged in a grating at Euston Square station. I had been planning to buy some new shoes when I got paid by the security company. Well, it was either that or pay off some of my credit card balance, so it wasn't really much of a contest. Maybe if this job lasted a while I'd be able to do both.

 

“Give me a moment and I'll show you round.”

 

He finished whatever he was saying to the woman in the ticket booth who nodded several times and then wrote something on a Post-It note which she stuck on the inside of the glass security screen.

 

“Toni,” said Mr Carmichael.

 

I'd been standing there like a tailor's dummy, not quite knowing what to do and I jerked to attention like an idiot.

 

“Let me introduce Fiona,” he said, beckoning me over. “Fiona is my Assistant Manager. If I'm not around come to her with any problems. Fiona, this is Toni, the girl I told you about.”

 

“Nice to meet you,” I said.

 

She glowered at me, a little like a truculent bulldog.

 

“You'd better be better than that bloody Veronica,” she growled. She even sounded like a bulldog.

 

When I'd first started at uni on my basic degree I'd had to do a number of presentations as part of the key skills requirement and they'd petrified me. A second year student I'd got involved with suggested that when I got up to give my presentations that I imagine everyone in the audience to be naked. Astonishingly it had worked and, even now, when I have to talk to someone scary I try that trick. The problem was that when I imagined Fiona naked she looked even more scary. I tried to imagine her as a cherub with little wings, a white tunic and a happy smile instead.

 

“I'll do my best,” I said brightly.

 

She suddenly smiled at me. It wasn't much of an improvement since she had slightly overlong canine teeth and they made her look like that bulldog in the Tom and Jerry cartoons.

 

“I'll show you round,” said Mr Charmichael. “Call me Mike by the way. We're a small outfit so there's no need for formalities.”

 

“She's really quite sweet,” he whispered to me as we walked away. “It's just that she gave up smoking yesterday and is a little irritable. Don't worry, the longest she's ever managed is three days.”

 

He led me into a large area with a sweets, pop corn and ice cream stall at one end and a small burger bar at the other.

 

“We've got four screens here,” he said. “The main auditorium has a capacity of 410 and is handled by Cindy. Screen Two takes 180 and is handled by Zoe. The other two screens take 40 and 20 and you'll be handling them both.”

 

“It says outside there are three screens,” I said. 

 

“Yeah, I know,” said Mike. “We only recently split the third screen in two and haven't got round to changing the signage. I'm impressed you spotted that.” He beamed at me so I smiled back. It seemed the right thing to do.

 

He took me into the main auditorium, much of the way guiding me with a hand on the small of my back, and introduced me to Cindy who was a happy looking, matronly girl in her late twenties. 

 

“The main auditorium is where we show the new releases,” he said. “Then after a week or two or so they move to Screen Two then to Screen Three, so by the time they get to you the numbers are down. Mondays and Tuesday we often don't have any customers in Screen Three.”

 

“What about Screen Four?” I asked.

 

“Ahh,” he said. “That's more for, shall we say, speciality movies. We get a fairly regular clientele there but numbers are always low.”

 

“What sort of speciality movies?” I asked, thinking that they might be something that would appeal to me. Documentaries, perhaps, or foreign art movies. I was a bit of a fan of Fellini movies, particularly those from the 1960s, like La Dolce Vita and 8½. I liked Bergman and Truffaut as well. I'd also been wanting to see that Icelandic movie Rams about the emotional rivalry between two sheep-farming brothers but Icelandic movies don't get a wide audience in England. 

 

“We've got Zombie Schoolgirls and Spanks For The Memories showing at the moment,” he said, expressionlessly. “Double feature with a fifteen percent discount for seniors on Mondays and Tuesdays.” 

 

OK, maybe not, even if they were artistically done.

 

He took me down the corridor beside Screen Two that led to Screens Three and Four. They had their own small foyer with red velour padded bench seating for those who turned up before the previous showing had finished. It was deserted. 

 

“This is the staff room,” he said, opening a door labelled, rather unimaginatively, Staff Only, halfway down the corridor. 

 

It was tiny, and had one of those portable clothes stands on wheels, a couple of hard chairs and a small desk with three battery chargers. One of them was plugged into a torch which had '3/4' painted on its bottom in pink nail polish. The room had depressing battleship grey walls and a single bare light bulb.

 

“Here is where the torches are kept and they're rechargeable. It's vital that you remember to replace your torch on the charger at the end of each day so it's ready for the matinees. If your torch goes flat you wont be able to show patrons to their seats.”

 

By the sound of it, I wasn't going to be showing that many patrons to their seats anyway and those going to Screen Four probably knew their way in the dark by now.

 

“Now,” he said. “The most important part of every cinema, the Projection Room.”

 

I knew what projection rooms looked like from movies I'd seen. They had these huge projectors with very large reels of film and the projectionist had to quickly swap between the projectors at the end of each reel and load up the next one ready and get the focus right and so on. I even know some of the terminology – the protective metal cases the reels of film came in were called 'cans', hence the expression 'it's in the can'. I even knew from those movies that projectionists were small, wizened men with glasses, dedicated to the cinematographic arts.

 

Mike took me into another room, slightly smaller than the staff room. It had a bench with four desktop computers and a large air conditioning unit that thrummed loudly. 

 

“Here it is,” he said sadly.

 

“This is the projection room?” I asked.

 

“Yes,” he said.

 

“But where are the projectors?”

 

“We don't use film anymore,” he said. “It's all digital and fully automated now. The entire programme of trailers, advertisements and movies is sent to us from Head Office on removable hard drives. We just plug in the drive and push Start. The computer dims the lights as well and adjusts the volume.”

 

“Oh,” I said.

 

I must have looked disappointed.

 

“Yes, I know,” he said. “All the romance has gone. We're just giant YouTube outlets now.”

 

I swear I saw a tear in his eye.

 

He showed me where the hard drives were kept, how to plug them in to the computers and how to push the Start button on the touchscreens. It wasn't that hard and apparently everyone who worked at the cinema had to know how to do it. 

 

“The show must go on,” he said brightly, “even if most of the staff aren't here. Any questions?”

 

“Yes,” I said. “When's payday?”

 

It turned out that he, or more usually Fiona, did the payroll on Mondays when it was quiet and the money went into our bank accounts on Wednesdays, which was fine by me since I'd be getting my final pay from the security company on Thursday. This meant I didn't have to live on pasta and tomato sauce past Tuesday. Cool.

 

It also turned out that my finishing time of midnight was more of a formality. I could actually leave when the last patron had left both my 'areas of responsibility'. None of the eleven men who were in Screen Four lingered after the end of the screening although it did take a while for two couples at the back of Screen Three to realise that their movie had finished and the lights had come on. Being aware of the opportunities that dark places held for young lovers, the cinema had thoughtfully provided double seats with no dividing armrest between them, all along the back two rows.

 

“More of a nanny, really, than a mother,” had been Bjorn's parting words when I'd stopped freaking out and headed for the door to go to work. I'd made a special effort to concentrate on doing my job to the best of my ability, aided by the memory of Fiona, so I didn't have time to think about motherhood or nanny-hood. This hadn't been made easy as all but one of the patrons for Screen Four had arrived at various times after the show began. This had meant that I had had to take each patron in to help them find a seat and the images on the screen were fairly graphic about how motherhood was initiated through conception. Still, the patrons seemed to enjoy the shows and none left before the end.

 

It was a cool but clear evening when I emerged from the softly lit foyer. For some reason I was absurdly pleased that I had remembered to plug my torch into the charger. Maybe it indicated that I had found my vocation. Toni Jamieson PhD (soon), Usherette had a certain melodramatic ring to it. If nothing else it sounded less seedy than the official Night Operative: Casual that was printed on my payslips from my last job.

 

I filled my lungs with air that had only the faintest tang of diesel and set off down the High Street. 

 

“OK,” I said to myself, allowing the events of earlier to come back. “I've got a giant man in my flat who says he's at least two thousand years old and he's protecting a stone I picked up on a beach that is actually an egg and it's going to hatch into a god of some sort.”

 

On reflection it almost made Zombie Schoolgirls as believable as the patrons would have liked it to have been. 

 

“Think logically,” I told myself, my footsteps pattering quietly on the pavement.”Is there anything, no matter how tiny, that might make this story believable?”

 

I could only think of three things, and each could have an alternate explanation. Kristjan and the beach were two and, although I hadn't told anyone other than Amy about Kristjan, who knows who he had told. It wasn't beyond possibility that he'd told some Icelandic weirdo about this easy English girl he'd known and the guy had come to find me with an absurd story. Admittedly it wasn't the sort of story that would make a girl more likely to jump into bed with him but getting me into bed might not be his objective. Weirdos are, by definition, weird.

 

The third thing was my obelisk. That was real and I had definitely picked it up on the beach back in Iceland and it was definitely not what I had thought it was. It was getting bigger, for a start, which is not normal behaviour for rocks.

 

I turned left into Midland Street. There were fewer street lights here and no brightly lit shop windows and, at that time of night, it was deserted and silent. A cat sitting beside the wheel of a parked car watched me walk past.

 

“Someone's got a leaking pipe,” I thought, noticing a street light reflecting off the ripples of a small stream in the gutter. A few paces further along I saw water was coming from a hosepipe in a front garden and water was flowing over the pavement into the gutter. As far as I could see the hosepipe went round the side of the house. If it had been connected to a tap in the front garden I would have turned it off but I was reluctant to trespass any further than that so I left it to trickle.

 

“OK,” I said, looking up Midland Street, “I can't immediately think of an alternative explanation for why my obelisk is getting bigger but that doesn't mean it is an egg. Maybe it's some kind of shell fish or something.”

 

A sudden sound behind me made me jerk around. I couldn't see anything in the semi-darkness, although the street light glistened off my wet footprints this side of the puddle on the pavement.

 

“So why does he call himself the Verndari?” I wondered. “Why use Icelandic when he knows I'm English. Mind you, he also knew I'm studying Icelandic mythology. How does he know that? Maybe he's just using Icelandic words because he thinks I'd be more gullible?”

 

That noise again. It sounded like a foot step. I turned and looked again but could see nothing. There was a sudden loud hiss and the cat streaked across the road, making me jump back nervously. 

 

“That's funny,” I thought. “I could have sworn there were only my wet foot prints there.”

 

There was clearly one, large, foot print beside the three I'd left after the puddle. But there was no one around who could have left it.

 

“You're being stupid,” I said to myself. “Obviously someone walked along here a few minutes ago and their other footprints have already dried. And cats get spooked by all sorts of things, who knows what goes on in their tiny little heads. Maybe a mouse bit back unexpectedly.”

 

A shiver went up my spine. The polyester jacket wasn't particularly warm and I only had a thin tee shirt underneath. I paused at the junction with Buchanan Road, suddenly nervous of being open and exposed as I crossed it. There was a faint slap of a footstep right behind me and I whirled, my ponytail flying out like a helicopter blade. A garden gnome leered at me and carried on fishing in a fake pond. Down at the High Street end I could make out the dim shape on someone. just standing there. I stared back, willing myself to stay calm. There was a small flare of light around the person's head which was quickly extinguished then the shape moved off up the High Street.

 

“Just someone lighting a cigarette,” I thought. “God you're jumpy tonight.”

 

I turned back and marched firmly across Buchanan Road. The letter box on the far corner seemed to be watching me approach.

 

“Wrowww,” said the cat, or possibly another one. I nearly screamed. It sidled up to me for a pat and I gave it a wide berth. It sat down and started to lick its bottom then cocked its head up and stared at me.

 

“Bog off,” I said. I was in no mood for cats.

 

It hissed and disappeared under a car, its tail suddenly double the thickness. I froze. Something had scared the cat. But what? I hadn't heard anything, I couldn't see anything. The night air was suddenly chiller. From somewhere down Buchanan Road I hear a whistle then “Come on boy,” and a door shut. I started walking up Midland Street again, the next street light seemingly miles ahead of me.

 

Two footsteps this time.

 

Again I whirled around, my shoulder bag thudding against a brick garden wall. There was nothing behind me. I shrank against the wall, one hand feeling its roughness, the other clutching my bag tightly.

 

“Who's there?” I called. I wasn't sure if I wanted an answer or not.

 

There was no reply. I started to walk back towards Buchanan Road but when I reached the end of the brick wall, where it became the hedge of the garden next door, I chickened out and turned and went back up Midland Street. I wanted to get home. I needed to get home.

 

“Ba-ba-ba-ba” 

 

My heart stopped. Had I imagined it? It had been so faint it was barely audible. Maybe it was just my own heartbeat. Goosebumps made my skin feel tight. I forced myself to take a deep breath and started walking again, faster, my senses alert to every rustle in the gardens, to every sigh of the faint breeze. I was nearly at the corner to my street. 

 

“Only five houses to go,” I thought, feeling weak with relief, “just round the corner then five houses, you're nearly there,” then I screamed. Someone had run a hand through my ponytail. I whirled around, my hands flailing behind my head. There was a tug on my bag and my head was wrenched back. I screamed again and lashed out but there was nothing to fight against, only the tall hedge of the house on the corner.

 

What courage I had left deserted me and I ran. I was about to turn the corner, my trainers straining to grip on the worn pavement when a giant shadow materialised, right in front of me.

 

“RAAAAAAGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH”

 

I crashed into it, panicked and sobbing for breath. A giant hand reached out and pushed me firmly into the hedge.

 

“Get behind me,” said Bjorn, dropping into a crouch. I stayed in the hedge. It seemed safer.

 

He stepped forward, his big head turning this way and that, his arms raised, his hands ready. Another step, pause, then another. Slowly he straightened and relaxed.

 

“It's OK,” he said, looking at me. “It's gone now.”

 

He reached into the hedge and pulled me out. I stared at him, my heart beating so fast it was almost a single continuous thrum.

 

“Hey, I don't suppose you've anything to eat in your bag?” he said. “I finished what was in your fridge.”

 

I just stared at him. Only will power was keeping me upright. Well, that and his hand.

 

“There's a McDonalds in the High Street,” I said, my voice thin and squeaky. “It doesn't close 'til 2am.”

 

“Nice,” he said. “Let's go. You want anything?”

 

He started walking down Midland Street and for want of anything better to do I followed him. At least he seemed to be on my side, however big a bullshitter he was.

 

“Umm, a cheeseburger would be nice,” I said, my voice still shaky.

 

“Do you want fries with that?” he asked.

 

“Please,” I said, “and a strawberry milkshake.

 

“How was work?” he asked. “Did they treat you nice on your first day? Make any friends?”

 

“Umm, Zoe seemed quite nice,” I said, “she looks after Screen Two.”

 

“What the hell is going on?” I screamed inside my head.

 

“That's nice,” he said. “Which way is McDonalds?”

 

“Up there on the left,” I said. “Ummm, what happened back there?”

 

“Oh, just a Giant,” he said. “Nothing really to worry about. Aha, here we are.”

 

A Giant? What the hell was he talking about? Bjorn was the only giant around here. He held the door open for me so I walked inside. Guys so rarely hold a door open these days you almost feel obligated to go through when they do, even when you're not going that way. Still, it was brightly lit and was deserted inside apart from the obligatory group of fourteen year olds lounging in a corner, throwing fries at each other. No Giants, although there was a garish Ronald McDonald effigy leaning against the wall next to the door to the kiddies play area.

 

“Can I have a Cheeseburger Happy Meal with strawberry milkshake,” said Bjorn to the bored looking girl at the counter, “and eight quarter pounders with large fries?”

 

She pushed some buttons on her console. “Do you want any drinks with the quarter pounders?” she asked.

 

“Umm,” said Bjorn, “yes, chocolate milkshake and a large Coke, better make it a diet Coke.”

 

“No problem,” she said. She still hadn't looked up. “Eat in or takeaway”

 

Bjorn looked at me. “Eat in,” I said. I didn't want to go back on the street for a while. Like twenty years maybe.

 

The girl nodded and pushed another button on her console.

 

“Five minutes,” she said, “number 214” and handed him a receipt.

 

She pulled out two trays from under the counter and went off to busy herself filling boxes with fries and stacking them on a tray.

 

“I need a pee,” I said. “Why don't you get a table?” 

 

Bjorn nodded and headed off towards the corner furthest away from the fries throwing teenagers.

 

After flushing and washing my hands I leaned my head against the cool metal of the hot air dryer.

 

“This is just too surreal,” I muttered and sat back down on the toilet seat. My brain refused to work. Slowly I dried my hands on lengths of toilet paper and dropped them on the floor.

 

“I was walking up Midland Street,” I thought to myself, forcing my brain. “I remember that extra foot print on the pavement and something scared the cat. Yeah, and there were footsteps, then something grabbed me and pulled my hair. But that was all behind me and Bjorn was in front of me so it couldn't have been him. What was that he said? Something about giants?”

 

I rummaged inside my bag and pulled out my phone, more out of habit than anything. There was a message from someone called Gilbert, at 5.45, asking if I wanted to go out for a drink later.

 

“Who the hell is Gilbert?” I muttered.

 

I checked the time and it was 12:03 so there didn't seem much point in replying, since he'd probably given up waiting hours ago.

 

“Wasn't that guy at the Larder Gilbert?” I wondered, “the one who gave me a cigarette? I don't remember giving him my phone number.”

 

I put my phone back in my bag and checked myself in the mirror. I was still a little pale faced but unexpected surrealism does that. I pulled off my hair tie and finger combed my hair and redid my ponytail. I couldn't tell if anyone had been pulling it or not.

 

“Oh shit!”

 

I stared at myself in the mirror. Some of my studies of Norse mythology was coming back to me.

 

The Norse Gods were from two tribes, the Aesir and the Vanir and they lived together in Asgard mostly, although some lived in Vanaheim, in a sort of friendly rivalry while us humans live in Midgard. The big enemies of the gods, though, lived in Jotunheim and were collectively known as Giants.

 

“Buggeroonies,” I stared at my reflection. “Giants!”

 

I marched out and found Bjorn. He was sitting alone surrounded by quarter pounders and boxes of fries.

 

“Talk to me about Giants,” I said. 

 

“Here's your cheeseburger,” he said, pushing a tray towards me. “Have a seat.”

 

He stuffed an entire quarter pounder into his mouth and reached for his Coke.

 

“By the way,” I said, sitting down. “Have you paid for all this?”

 




Chapter Eight

 

“Paid for?” Bjorn scratched his head and stuffed another handful of fries into his mouth. “I suppose so.”

 

“What do you mean, 'you suppose so'?” I demanded. “I don't get paid 'til Wednesday and I can barely afford the cheeseburger let alone all those. Don't expect me to pay for them.”

 

My fear was retreating and being replaced by a growing indignation. Muggers and junkies were part of everyday life in London but invisible things stalking the streets and playing with ponytails? Nah.

 

Bjorn looked at me with those innocent sky blue eyes of his.

 

“When anyone asks me for money I just say 'It's already paid for',” he said, “and they seem happy to accept that. I don't have any money and I've no idea where to get any.”

 

This was an absurd explanation and I glared at him but he just flicked his long blonde hair away from his face and carried on eating.

 

“Well, he ordered the food,” I rationalised to myself, “so that makes him legally responsible. Not my fault if he can't pay and gets arrested.”

 

I looked around but there was no sign of anyone even getting excited, let alone calling the police.

 

“So what happened just now?” I asked, unpacking my McHappy Meal box onto the tray.

 

“You mean when you were walking home?” he asked.

 

“Yes,” I said. 

 

“A Giant found you,” he said. “Ooooh, do you want that?”

 

“No,” I said, “they're a bit young for me.”

 

He grabbed the little children's book that had come with the McHappy Meal.

 

“I've been looking for this one,” he said happily, Vain Valerie like a postage stamp in his huge hand. “Now I've got all six!”  

 

He looked very pleased.

 

“How come I couldn't see this giant then?” I asked. “Giants are supposed to be big and easily seen.”

 

“Considering you're a specialist in this area,” he said, leafing though Vain Valerie, “you don't seem to know much.” 

 

I frowned.

 

“Surely you don't mean the Jötunn?” I asked.

 

The Norse Gods, the Aesir and the Vanir, were in constant battle with the Jötunn. Legend has it that one day there will be a final confrontation and cause Ragnarök, the Twilight of the Gods, and the end of the universe. The Jötunn were more usually called Giants, not because they were gigantic but because of an early mis-translation in which Jötunn was corrupted to Giant. According to the Poetic Edda, the Jötunn were pretty much human sized and varied in looks from beautiful to grotesque. Odin's mother, Bestla, was a Jötunn, by some accounts.

 

He nodded, stuffing another quarter pounder into his mouth with one hand and Vain Valerie into a pocket with the other. 

 

“Are you for real?” I asked. 

 

“Why do you ask so many questions when you don't believe my answers?” said Bjorn. “If you're not going to believe me, work out your own explanations and let me eat in peace.”

 

I unwrapped my cheeseburger and chewed on it thoughtfully.

 

“OK,” I said. “Why was a Giant looking for me?”

 

“When the Blóð Guðanna was fertilised it stirred up energies in the cosmos,” he said. “A new god is about to hatch and everyone is interested. The Gods, of course, since it will be one of them but the Giants will be out to destroy it before it can become a formidable factor in the balance of power. Everyone knows Emmafel, the goddess of the egg, but everyone wants to know who its father is, even the Elves and the Dwarves.”

 

“Right,” I said. 

 

There was an element of consistency in what he said, even though it was nonsense. The Gods and the Jötunn were just myths, cultural artifacts, good only for academic study and the occasional computer game.

 

“So you, the guardian of the egg, have been lounging around having a holiday and, suddenly, the egg gets fertilised, eddies swirl around the cosmos and you get worried and come find me because I've got the egg. Is that about right?”

 

“More or less,” he said, polishing off the last quarter pounder. “As Guardian I have to protect the Blóð Guðanna against accidental damage but it was never in any real danger until the eddies made it visible. Since I knew it was with you I didn't need to worry too much about it, but, now it's visible, it's in great danger.”

 

“If it's in such danger,” I said, spotting a logic error with which I could destroy his blatant fabrication, “why did you leave it to come and save me? Why aren't you with it now?”

 

“You are as important as the egg,” he said. 

 

“Oh yeah, I'm its mother,” I said wryly. “In that case why did you stay with the egg and not come with me to work? And why are we here now, and not back with the egg where you can guard us both?”

 

“Get out of that one, schmuck,” I said to myself, munching on the fries.

 

“I had to get help,” he said, “since obviously I cannot be with both of you at the same time and you are very independent. I stayed with the egg until my friend arrived and then, when I sensed you were in danger, I came looking for you.”

 

“So your friend is in my flat?” I asked. “Right now?”

 

The sod had an answer for everything and I didn't really like the idea of two weird guys in my flat. 

 

“Yes,” he said. “Rögnvald is watching over the egg.”

 

I watched him as I slurped my strawberry milkshake. He seemed quite serious. I wondered if there really was a Rögnvald in my flat or if he was simply making it up as he went along. Weirdos have to be quite inventive otherwise they'd be just plain ordinary and not weird.

 

“OK,” I said, slamming the milkshake cup on the table. “Let's go meet him.”

 

“Sure,” said Bjorn. “I'll just have a pee first.”

 

I dumped all the wrappers and boxes in a bin and put the trays on top and went outside into the cool air to wait for him. I was tempted to run home and lock the door but he knew where I lived and I doubted a locked door would make a lot of difference if he decided he wanted to come in. Plus he just might have a friend there waiting for me. Bit of an awkward situation, really.

 

“That's better,” he said, coming through the door.

 

“Any Giants around?” I asked. I don't know why I asked sarcastically, given what had happened barely forty five minutes earlier and the conversation just finished, but I guess the sheer normality of McDonald's calms the brain.

 

“No,” he said. “It's all quiet now.”

 

We walked side by side along the High Street and turned into Midland Street. A car went by but it was otherwise very quiet.

 

“So how did the egg get fertilised?” I asked.

 

“How does any egg get fertilised?” he replied.

 

“When did it happen?”

 

“Roughly forty eight hours ago,” he said. “You probably had a dream or vision or something when it happened and the energies were released.”

 

“Yeah,” I admitted. “I did have a funny dream. That's why I got sacked. I fell asleep on my night job.”

 

“Were you in a large, dim office?” he asked. “Hearing strange noises?”

 

“Yes,” I said, surprised. “How did you know that?”

 

“I came to you,” he said. “The egg alerted me and you needed my help.”

 

I stopped to face him.

 

“So that was you I dreamt?” I asked. “with the sword, in the corridor?”

 

“Yes,” he said. “It was part real, part dream. Things get confused in a cosmological eddy.”

 

“So was my nan really there?”

 

“Your nan? No, I don't think so. She was probably in the dream side.”

 

“Oh.” I walked on a few steps. “What about the red slime?”

 

“I didn't see any red slime,” he said. “That was probably your imagination too.”

 

“OK. What about last night?”

 

“Ahh,” he said, “that was the egg again, releasing more energies.”

 

“Where were you? Didn't you come to help me?”

 

“Yes, I did but you had fainted so I put you to bed.”

 

“Oh.” 

 

There didn't seem to be a lot else to say to that. At least I'd already been in my pyjamas so he hadn't undressed me.

 

“Just a minute,” I said, stopping again. “You're saying that when I was asleep at work, or I thought I was asleep, the egg was being fertilised?”

 

“Yes,” he said. “That was the first burst of energy, the moment of conception.”

 

“Does a god egg have to be fertilised by a god?”

 

“Of course not,” he said, looking at me with puzzlement in his eyes. “Gods can fertilise human women and human men can fertilise god eggs.”

 

“Oh sweet jesus. are you serious?”

 

“Sure, I myself have a god father and a human mother. Why?”

 

“I think I know who the frigging father is,” I was horrified.

 

“Who?”

 

I told Bjorn about Tony and the used condom that had been put over the obelisk.

 

“Would that have worked?” I asked, hoping against hope that it was impossible.

 

“I don't see why not,” he said. “Assuming it was still fairly fresh.”

 

I stared up and down the road then started walking back to the High Street then turned and walked back to Bjorn then half way across the road and back again. 

 

“Jesus,” I said, flinging my arms out to the sides. “Are you seriously telling me that Tony, that shit-faced, rat-bag, sleezy, loser of a cheating friggin' bastard is going to be the father of a god?”

 

I stared up at Bjorn, pleading with my eyes for him to tell me it wasn't possible.

 

“No,” he said, quite reasonably. “You're telling me that. I have no idea who the father is.”

 

“Oh for god's sake,” I cried, unaware of the irony of what I'd just said. “Doesn't it bother you that Tony's the father?”

 

“I have no idea who Tony is either,” he said, “and it wouldn't bother me anyway. I just guard the egg, not my problem who fertilises the thing. Someone has to and whoever this Tony is, he can't be anywhere near as bad as Loki and he's fathered several gods.”

 

Well, he had a point there. Loki the Trickster was about as bad a god as it was possible to get without moving over into the satanic realms. But Tony? 

 

“Jesus,” I said, quite loudly and more than once. “Jesus!”

 

“Hey, have you got any cigarettes?” I asked suddenly.

 

Bjorn shook his head. “Sorry, I don't smoke. I gave up two or three centuries ago.”

 

I had a major craving for the calming effects of nicotine in my bloodstream. I looked around then remembered the petrol station on the High Street. The twenty four hour petrol station. Which undoubtedly sells cigarettes.

 

“Come on,” I said, heading back down to the High Street. “Your friend can wait, this is an emergency.”

 

“A packet of those and a lighter,” I told the middle aged Pakistani gentleman in the petrol station, pointing to the Lambert & Butler Superkings.

 

“£13.50,” he said.

 

“Shit,” I said, looking in my purse. I only had a fiver.

 

“Have you got any money?” I hissed at Bjorn.

 

“”No,” he said back.

 

“Bugger,” I said to the world in general. 

 

The Pakistani gentleman looked expectantly at me.

 

Bjorn leaned towards him. “They're already paid for,” he said quietly.

 

“Ahh,” said the Pakistani gentleman. “So they are. Have a nice day.”

 

He pushed the ciggies and lighter under the grill. I grabbed them, said “thanks” and made a bee line for the door, hoping he wouldn't press the security alarm. He didn't but I waited until we'd got beyond the petrol pumps before lighting up.

 

“Wow,” I said. “I'm impressed. It worked!”

 

Actually, I was impressed. It had never occurred to me to be so brazen.

 

“Are they actually paid for?” I asked, “or did you just intimidate him?”

 

“I didn't intimidate him,” said Bjorn. “I was very nice and polite. If I wanted to intimidate him I would have done this.”

 

He lunged at me with a ferocious snarl and a fearful grimace, his teeth bared and his hands reaching for my throat. I nearly wet myself and dropped my cigarette in fright. Then he smiled and resumed walking. I picked up my cigarette and stared after him.

 

“No,” I said quietly to myself. “You certainly didn't do that.” 

 

Oh boy, that had been scary. And fast. Blindingly fast. One thing was for certain, whatever he wanted to do with me, kill me, rape me, take my obelisk, there wouldn't be a lot I could do about it.

 

“Hey,” I said, catching up with him. “You are on my side, aren't you?”

 

“Yes,” he said. “If anyone hurts you, I will already be dead.”

 

I couldn't help but like the guy. OK he wasn't the romantic type but he certainly knew how to make a girl feel safe. And, come to think of it, dying to save me was pretty romantic, in a way.

 

“Aren't you immortal?” I asked after a while.

 

“No,” he said. “I am half human. I age and will die one day.”

 

“But you're two thousand years old already?”

 

“Maybe more,” he said. 

 

“So how long do you think you'll live?”

 

“Ohh, a good few years yet, I expect.”

 

We turned into Midland Street. 

 

“Can you see the Giants?” I asked.

 

“You mean right now?”

 

“No, generally. I couldn't see what attacked me earlier. I was wondering if you could.”

 

“Yes,” he said. “Some Giants can make themselves invisible to humans but I can see them all.”

 

“Will they come back again?”

 

“Oh, for sure,” he said. “This is only the beginning. They have until the egg hatches to destroy it so they are even now gathering their forces and they now know roughly where you are and they know the egg won't be far away.”

 

Schlinng!

 

“Did you hear that?” I said, stopping, my heart in my mouth.

 

“Yes, he said, “Come on.”

 

“Was it one of the Giants?” 

 

I wasn't going anywhere until we'd clarified this point.

 

“Oh no,” he said, “that was just the egg. It's growing again.”

 

Pang!

 

“And that?” I asked, catching him up again.

 

“Yes.”

 

Ba-ba-ba-ba!

 

“Yes,” he said, without waiting for me to ask. That was nice to know.

 

A car drove past and turned into Buchanan Road and pulled up. There was a sudden blare of old disco music as the door opened and someone got out.

 

“In the evening the real me comes alive, I can feel it, something happens that I can't describe …”1

 

 

It shut off suddenly as the car door slammed and the car drove off, leaving a vacuum of silence. A front door slammed. Sounded like someone had got a lift home.

 

“Probably wasn't a Giant,” I thought to myself. “I wouldn't think they like old disco music.”

 

“So how long until the egg hatches?” I asked.

 

“Probably two or three weeks,” said Bjorn, “although you never know. They say Thor's took nearly a year.”

 

“A year? You mean I'm going to be hunted by Giants for a year?”

 

“I wouldn't think so,” said Bjorn. “Thor is a major god whereas this egg is going to hatch a demi-god if you are right so it will be a lot quicker.”

 

“And the Giants will keep trying to destroy it until it hatches?”

 

“Probably. Once it's hatched it will have powers of its own but until then it's vulnerable. A lot depends on what else they are doing.”

 

“Won't any of the gods help one of their own?”

 

He sighed and stopped walking. I lit another cigarette as this looked serious. 

 

“It is, shall we say, a political problem,” he said. “There is a permanent power struggle going on between Asgard and Vanaheim on the one hand and Jotunheim on the other, between the Gods and the Giants. It's a never ending struggle because when it does end, we will have Ragnarök, the end of everything. So yes, the Giants will try to destroy the egg because it may significantly affect the balance of power but the Gods may not come to our aid if they think it will bring on Ragnarök. They may decide that the loss of the egg is preferable to the loss of everything.”

 

“Wouldn't it be better if they just agreed to live together in peace?” I asked. “Wouldn't that be the logical option?”

 

Bjorn laughed. 

 

“Whatever gave you the idea gods are logical?” he said. “Gods created humans in their own image and since humans cannot live together in peace, why expect the gods to? The mentality is the same, only the power wielded changes. The Aesir are warrior gods. What do you think warrior gods will do when there are no wars to wage?”

 

“I have no idea,” I said.

 

“They'll just start another war,” said Bjorn. “They have no purpose otherwise.”

 

Well, wasn't that a cheery thought.

 

“What did you say your friend's name is?” I asked as we neared my house.

 

“Rögnvald,” said Bjorn. “He is a grandson of Gunnhilde and Eric Bloodaxe. I used to live just down the road from them.”

 

“Right,” I said, “back in Iceland, in the tenth century.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“In the evening the real me comes alive …” played in my head. 

 

In the evening? The real me? That rang a bell. 

 

“Bjorn,” I said, pensively. “Your name is Hallbjorn, isn't it? That's what you said back at the uni cafeteria?”

 

“Yes,” he said. “Hallbjorn Halftroll, although some people call me Evening Wolf.”

 

I started to laugh. I was walking home with a berserker, to meet the grandson of a Viking King who was watching over a god egg that was being hunted by Giants. No wonder I had started smoking again. I was still giggling when the front door opened.

 

“Holy crap” said Brad, landing on the floor of the hallway. “Who the hell is that?”

 

He'd run out of the front door straight into Bjorn and bounced off. Bjorn bent to pick him up.

 

“Pick on someone your own size, why don't you,” said Brad grumpily, dusting himself off.

 

“Err, Brad, this is Bjorn,” I said, “a friend of mine. Brad lives in the flat above me.”

 

“Nice to meet you,” said Bjorn, “Sorry about that, I didn't see you.”

 

“No harm done,” said Brad. 

 

He glanced at me. 

 

“So you've over your breakup then,” he said. “Damn you're a fast worker!”

 

“He's not that kind of friend,” I said hurriedly. 

 

“No, they never are,” said Brad with a laugh. “I hope you treat her better than the last one did,” he said to Bjorn.

 

“The last what?” said Bjorn.

 

“Boyfriend,” said Brad. 

 

“I am not Toni's boyfriend,” said Bjorn. “I am her Guardian.”

 

“Really? You don't look much like a father figure to me,” said Brad with a leer.

 

“He means he's my bodyguard,” I said. I didn't want Brad to think I had a sugar daddy. It might give him the wrong ideas, although I think he already had the wrong idea about me.

 

“What do you need a bodyguard for?” asked Brad, looking puzzled. “Have you been getting death threats? I thought you were studying Scandinavia, not Islam?”

 

“Kind of,” I said. “Anyway, where are you off to at this time of night?”

 

“Ohh,” he said, “just had a call from my sister. Mum's had to go into hospital, she fell down the stairs and broke her leg. I'm just off to the hospital now.”

 

“Oh that's terrible,” I said. I'd met Brad's mother a few months previously when she'd come to visit him and bumped into me on the stairs. She'd seemed a nice lady, if a little frail. “Give her my best wishes.”

 

“Will do,” said Brad, “anyway, gotta rush. You kids have fun.”

 

Bjorn retreated to the pavement to let Brad past.

 

“Oh by the way,” said Brad, “I may be gone for a few days. Be a sweetie and keep an eye on my flat for me.”

 

“Will do,” I called back. “Ciao.”

 

“This boyfriend you've just broken up with,” said Bjorn, coming back to the front door. “That's the Tony with the condom?”

 

“Yes,” I said. “And I've no intention of telling him he's about to become a father. Knowing him he'd run away to sea or something, although his ego is big enough to believe he could father a god.”

 

Bjorn followed me into my apartment. It was empty.

 

“So where is he, then?” I said. “This Rögnvald.”

 

“Probably in your bedroom,” said Bjorn, “since he's watching the egg.”

 

I went into the bedroom and there was no one there either.

 

“What the hell is that?” I said, in surprise.

 

There was a large, wooden boomerang with “Greetings From Australia” painted on it between a couple of abnormally happy looking kangaroos, hanging on the wall over my bed. I'd never seen it before.

 

“Oh there you are,” said Bjorn. “This is Toni.”

 

“Nice to meet you,” said the boomerang. “I'm Rögnvald. Cool place you've got here.”

 




Chapter Nine

 

“Umm, hello,” I said. What do you say to a boomerang? Many happy returns?

 

“Come down off of there,” said Bjorn. “Be polite.”

 

The boomerang melted and slithered down the wall and onto my bed. It re-solidified into the generic shape of a human, sitting on the edge of my bed. A few years ago I'd seen a picture of a face created by superimposing thousands of pictures of people's faces on top of one another and the result was a definite human face but one that was bland and characterless. Rögnvald's entire body was like that. Human, but totally average and could have been more or less anyone.

 

“Why on earth is it wearing such tight clothing?” I wondered, then I realised. He, for it was unmistakably a he when he stood up, wasn't wearing any clothes at all. His clothes appeared to be body paint.

 

“Umm, why are you only wearing body paint?” I asked, staring fixedly at his face.

 

“I'm a shape-shifter,” he said, “but I have to stay as a single shape with no separate parts. Clothes would be separate things so I can't do them.”

 

“But couldn't you just wear clothes anyway,” I asked, “rather than make them?”

 

“I'd look pretty stupid as a boomerang in a suit, wouldn't I,” he replied with a laugh. “When I change shape any clothes I'm wearing just fall off or get ripped to pieces so it's easier to just colour my surface to look like whatever shape I've taken.”

 

“So the painted kangaroos on the boomerang weren't paint, then?”

 

“No, just skin tones.”

 

I had to admit that was pretty impressive. However, he was still naked, despite his skin tones.

 

“Here,” I said, chucking him my dressing gown, “put this on. I hope it's big enough.”

 

It wasn't but he just changed shape to fit it. 

 

“Damn, that's a useful skill,” I said. Memories of numerous clothes shopping expeditions where what I liked never fitted came back to me.

 

“Yes and no,” he said. “Sometimes I forget what shape I am and see myself in a mirror and get a shock. One time I was a mirror and saw myself in another mirror and wondered why I wasn't there.”

 

I had to think about that for a few moments before I realised he was joking. At least I think he was joking. Bjorn had wandered back into the lounge as my bedroom was quite small and there wasn't much room beside the bed. Bjorn, being Bjorn, tended to take up a lot of space and with Rögnvald not on the wall anymore the room had got very crowded.

 

“I'm Toni,” I said. “Come into the lounge.”

 

I glanced at my obelisk and noticed that it was a little bigger than it had been but otherwise seemed OK.

 

I sat in my desk chair and Rögnvald sat on the couch. Bjorn was browsing through the books on my bookcase.

 

“Bjorn said you are the grandson of Gunnhilde and Eric Bloodaxe,” I said after a long silence.  

 

“That's right,” he said, “I learnt to shape-shift from Granny.”

 

“I thought Rögnvald was the son of Eric and Gunnhilde,” I said, “I read it in there.”

 

I pointed to my copy of Egil's Saga which was still on the floor by the couch. Bjorn picked it up and sat on the couch, squeezing Rögnvald over to one end. He started leafing through it, Rögnvald peering over his arm.

 

“My dad is Harald Óákveðið,” said Rögnvald, “Gran and Granddad's oldest son.”

 

I was about to ask what Harald was undecided about since Óákveðið is Icelandic for 'undecided' but Bjorn snorted and tossed Egil's Saga on the floor again.

 

“Egil was a wuss,” he said. “He claimed to be a warrior-poet but he was a piss poor warrior.”

 

“Why do you say that?” I asked. 

 

Despite everything, I was still a doctoral student researching Norse myths and any new sources were worth investigating.

 

“He was small and skinny,” said Bjorn. “Could barely hold a sword, let alone fight and he was scared of his own shadow. Not a bad poet though.”

 

“But why would he say Rögnvald was the son when he is really the grandson?” I asked. “Surely he would have known or are you saying this could be an error that crept in as his saga got repeatedly copied?”

 

“Could be,” said Bjorn. “I don't remember the exact words Egil used when he first composed this one but you've got to remember that he was a useless warrior so he depended on poetry for his living.”

 

“I don't get you,” I said.

 

“No one pays poets to tell the truth,” said Rögnvald. “They pay poets to make them sound better than they really are.”

 

“It's like with modern newspapers,” said Bjorn. “They're sensationalist and doom-saying because that's what sells newspapers.”

 

“Exactly,” said Rögnvald. “No one wants to sit round a camp fire listening to a poet telling the tale of a moderately successful fisherman who lives quietly with his wife and children. They want to hear about brave warriors doing great deeds, fighting great battles and raping every woman in sight. It's more exciting, especially the sex bits.”

 

“But why would Egil change Rögnvald's lineage?”

 

“Because Dad wasn't the sort of man people wanted to hear about,” said Rögnvald, “and Granddad was ashamed of him and there's no way he was going to pay a poet to sing about what Dad got up to.”

 

“I don't understand,” I said. “What did Harald get up to?”

 

“You know what Óákveðið means?” asked Bjorn.

 

“Sure,” I said, “undecided. So?”

 

“Let's just say that Dad did his duty with mum,” said Rögnvald, with a grin, “even though he didn't particularly like it.”

 

It had been a stressful evening and it took a couple of moments for the penny to drop.

 

“Right,” I said, nodding, “Harald basically disappeared from history because Egil couldn't sing about a homosexual warrior in an epic saga, at least not when Harald's father was Eric Bloodaxe and Eric was paying for, well, basically an eulogy.”

 

Damn, this would make an awesome chapter in my thesis. 

 

“So, umm, is there any documentary evidence to support this?” I asked. My professors wouldn't appreciate me basing my thesis on the verbal, eye witness accounts of a couple of men who claimed to be ancient Icelandic warriors.

 

“Of course not,” said Rögnvald, “no one ever wrote about Dad. Mum might have wanted to but she couldn't write.”

 

That was a pain. It's so frustrating when you want to rewrite history but don't have acceptable evidence to support you.

 

“So was Egil right about Gunnhilde?” I asked.

 

“What does he say?' asked Rögnvald.

 

“That Gunnhilde learnt shape-shifting from two Finnish wizards who tried to rape her and she was saved by Eric Bloodaxe who married her,” I said, summarising quickly.

 

“Oh, don't be so silly,” said Bjorn. “That's pure nonsense.”

 

“Why?” I asked. “It seems plausible to me.”

 

“Stop and think for a moment,” said Bjorn. “Wizards are supposed to be clever, aren't they.”

 

I nodded.

 

“So what kind of idiot would teach a woman to shape-shift then try to rape her afterwards?” he said. “Rape her beforehand, yes, but afterwards? When you've taught her how to turn herself into a rock or something that could kill you? Who'd be that stupid?”

 

“OK,” I said, “you may have a point there. So what's the truth then?”

 

“Gran was a young woman when she stayed with the wizards,” said Rögnvald. “Just imagine that, a healthy, attractive young woman living and studying with two dull old academic farts. What do you think she's going to do when handsome young warrior with 'future king' written all over him comes along? It's just that no one is interested in a story about a girl who leaves school and meets a cute guy and marries him so Egil wrote about attempted rape and a daring rescue against the odds and so on. Pure theatre.”

 

“It's the same with Thorolf,” said Bjorn, who'd picked up my notebook and read my note about Thorolf's great longship and finding out what 'great' meant.

 

“Did you know him too?” I asked.

 

“Sure,” he said. “Thorolf wasn't a king, he was just a village headman and he didn't have a great longship, he had a dirty old fishing boat that leaked and stank of fish. OK, we did use it for a few raids but only now and then and only to carry extra supplies. When you're raiding along the Seine in France you can't stop to go shopping.”

 

“I'm going to bed,” I said, feeling a little disgruntled. “You guys can make yourselves comfortable out here.”

 

I was getting irritated that my primary source materials were being gutted, especially as I couldn't use any of the replacement information. I wanted to be a respected professor one day, not a fringe fruitcake, unsupported by any acceptable data.

 

“What about the Blóð Guðanna?” asked Rögnvald. “Who's going to watch it while you sleep?”

 

“Well you're not coming into my bedroom,” I said sharply. “Especially as I'll never know what you're pretending to be.”

 

I didn't like the idea that he might turn into a sheet and wrap himself around me in the night or something like that.

 

“Bring it out here if you want.”

 

Bjorn brought the obelisk into the lounge and propped it against the bookcase and I went to bed. I would have locked the door but it didn't have a lock. Incredibly I slept very well but I was pretty exhausted and my brain switched off as soon as my head hit the pillow and didn't give me time to dwell. 

 

It was raining when I got up. It was also about lunchtime but those two facts weren't directly connected. I went upstairs for a pee and a quick wash and came back down and blearily looked in the fridge. It was completely empty. No milk, no eggs, no cheese, nothing. There was no bread either, and the half empty packet of crackers in the cupboard was gone. There was some spaghetti but I couldn't be bothered to cook it and I noticed the empty tomato sauce jar was in the rubbish bin. Grumpily I made a mug of black coffee.

 

“So where's Rog?” I said when I was awake enough to go into the lounge and start coping with life again.

 

“I sent him out shopping,” said Bjorn. “There's no food here and he needs some clothes.”

 

He was sitting on the floor beside the obelisk with his back against the bookcase, reading a Dick Francis novel I'd picked up in a car boot sale for a few pence. It was missing the front cover.

 

“Uh huh,” I muttered and sat on the couch. I stared out at the rain.

 

“He could probably use a raincoat,” I said after a while.

 

“Mmm,” said Bjorn. 

 

I found my bag and got out my phone. It was flat so I plugged it into the charger. I had no missed calls and only one message, from Amy, asking if I wanted to do something that night.

 

“So what do we do now?” I said after a while.

 

“Wait,” said Bjorn, turning a page and not looking up.

 

“OK,” I said and drank some of my coffee. There is something about Sundays that, no matter what is going on in your life, they are always incredibly boring. The mere fact that it's a Sunday means that even conversations are stifled and lifeless.

 

“Where'd Rog go for food?” I asked a while later.

 

“Asda,” said Bjorn. “The one at the shopping centre.”

 

“Uh huh.”

 

We sat there. I finished my coffee.

 

“Want a coffee?” I asked, getting up from the couch.

 

“Please,” he said, continuing reading.

 

I made some coffees and brought them in. He put his on the floor beside him and I got back on the couch.

 

“So we're just waiting then,” I said.

 

“Yup.”

 

“For the egg to hatch?”

 

“Yup.”

 

“OK, so is there any reason why I can't go out tonight?”

 

“Nope.”

 

I texted Amy back and said “love 2.” Bjorn sighed and turned a page. I sipped my coffee. Rain ran down the window. It was Sunday. 

 

Twenty minutes later I was lying on the couch, my empty coffee mug on the floor, staring at the ceiling. Bjorn was still sitting on the floor reading. Other than scratch his leg a couple times he hadn't moved.

 

The front door opened then closed and Rog appeared in my doorway. He'd found some clothes and was wearing jeans, a jumper, trainers and an anorak. He still looked generic. More importantly he had four large shopping bags of food. I forced myself off the couch and into the kitchen where he unloaded the bags and I put things away.

 

“Cool,” I said, looking at the two legs of lamb. “Haven't had a roast for a long time. Did you get any veggies to go with them?”

 

He emptied a bag full of potatoes, carrots, onions, mushrooms and a cabbage onto the worktop.

 

“I'll go out for more tomorrow,”he said. 

 

I looked at him, since there was about two weeks worth of food there.

 

“Bjorn'll have one of those legs for dinner,” he said. “He eats a lot.”

 

“Oh yeah,” I said, remembering the eight quarter pounders he'd had the night before. “So who's cooking?”

 

“Don't worry,” he said, “I will.”

 

“Great,” I said, “do some gravy as well.”

 

My phone went “da da da dahh” so I went back into the lounge. It was Amy. Apparently Ramon's band was playing at the Horse and Flag that evening, did I fancy going?

 

“OK,” I texted back, “what time?”

 

“I'm going out tonight,” I said. 

 

“Cool,” said Bjorn. “Anywhere interesting?”

 

“Amy's seeing the drummer of a band and she wants to go to their gig tonight.”

 

“Is that the band you saw Friday?”

 

“Yeah, you were there, weren't you?” I remembered catching half a glimpse of him on the street outside.

 

“Yup.”

 

“Were you following me on Friday night?”

 

“Yup.”

 

“Right,” I said. I thought about that for a while. “How long have you been following me?”

 

“Oh, three or four months,” he said, “although I've only been following you everywhere for the last three days.”

 

“How come I never spotted you?” I asked.

 

“I didn't want you to see me,” he said, finishing the book. “Good book, that. I enjoyed it.”

 

“Did I hear you say you were going out tonight?” asked Rog, wandering into the lounge. “Roughly what time?”

 

“I don't know yet,” I said. “I'm waiting for Amy to get back to me but it'll probably be mid evening.”

 

“OK, I'll do dinner for 6 then.” He sat on my desk chair.

 

“Great,” I said. It was nice to have someone cook dinner for me.

 

“So you're just going to let me go out tonight?” I said. “You're not going to follow me?”

 

I found it a little strange that neither of them was getting all upset and refusing to let me go out.

 

“Of course I'm going to follow you,” he said. 

 

Duh, silly me, I should have guessed.

 

“So how do you follow me when I on the scooter?” 

 

“I run after you,” he said, looking for another book to read.

 

“Wow,” I said in surprise. “You must run pretty fast.”

 

“Not really,” he said. Rog was drumming his fingers on my desk and staring out of the window. “You just don't go very far, so I can catch you up. That's why I had to get some more trainers though, I wore out the other ones.”

 

“I'll be going on my scooter tonight,” I said, “it's five or six miles away. Wouldn't it be better if you had some transport of your own?”

 

“I have now,” he said. “I got a bike yesterday morning, while you were asleep since I'm going to have to stay close by from now on.”

 

“Sensible,” I said as my phone da da da dahh'd again. “That way you'll be able to keep up.”

 

It wasn't Amy this time, it was an unknown number and I opened the text message. Gilbert again, asking if I fancied a drink tonight since I didn't get back to him about last night.

 

“Either of you know a Gilbert?” I asked. “Only this is the second time he's texted me and I have no idea who he is.”

 

“I know Gilbert Berensen,” said Rog, “but it wouldn't be him. He's in Stockholm. Actually I think he's dead now.”

 

I was about to delete the message when I thought “what the hell.” My choices were either sitting in a crowded pub listening to Amy going on about her sex life or sitting in my flat watching a shape-shifter and a giant berserker watching me.

 

“Hi, Gilbert,” I said when he answered his phone, “who are you?”

 

“Who is this?” he asked. 

 

“I asked first,” I said.

 

“I'm Gilbert,” he said. “You sound like Toni.”

 

“How do you know who I sound like?” I asked, quite reasonably, I thought.

 

“We talked on Friday night,” he said. “Outside the Queens Larder, with that crappy band.”

 

So I was right, he was one of the guys smoking outside the pub. I remembered I had some cigarettes so I fished in my bag.

 

“Which one was you?” I asked.

 

“The incredibly handsome one,” he said. “So where shall we go tonight?”

 

“How about the Horse and Flag?” I said, finding the packet and pulling out a ciggie. “Do you know it?”

 

“Yeah,” he said. “Bit of a dump, why there?”

 

“That crappy band is playing there again,” I said, lighting my ciggie. Rog coughed and flapped his hand in front of his face.

 

“Just as well you're gorgeous then,” said Gilbert. “What time?”

 

“Dunno yet,” I said, feeling quite pleased at the compliment, even though I know full well that guys will say anything to get in a girl's pants. It's what they say afterwards that counts. “I'll text you later.”

 

“Cool,” he said, “see you later then.”

 

I was about to say 'bye' when he hung up. “Bit abrupt,” I thought, frowning. The phone da da da dah'd again, this time from Amy with a time. 

 

“Gilbert can wait,” I thought to myself, “serve him right for being so abrupt.”

 

“Can you do dinner for 5.30 instead?” I asked Rog.

 

“Shhh,” he said. 

 

I looked up from my phone. They were both tense, looking at the ceiling.

 

“What?” I said, then I heard a footstep from the flat above.

 

“It's only Brad,” I said. “He lives up there.”

 

“He's with his mum,” whispered Bjorn. “You remember, last night?”

 

“So he came back,” I said, quietly. Bjorn whispering had unnerved me. “Could be getting a change of clothes or she didn't break her leg after all or something.”

 

“No one's gone in or out since we arrived,” Bjorn whispered, ever so quietly getting up, “apart from a woman upstairs on the other side who went out about 8 and came back fifteen minutes later with a newspaper. I watched her out of the window.”

 

Rog had gone over to the door to the flat and taken off his clothes. I giggled nervously. Normally guys took their clothes off when they came in, not went out. Not that many got to come in, just so we're clear on the matter, just a select few, very few.

 

Rog dissolved onto the floor and disappeared in the pattern.

 

“Get behind the couch,” hissed Bjorn, pulling the couch so it formed the hypotenuse of a triangle with the corner of the room, away from both the window and the flat door. I clambered over the back of the couch and stood nervously in the corner. He picked up the obelisk and handed it to me then reached behind my bookcase and pulled out a very sharp looking, very long sword. He held his finger to his lips and turned his back to me so he could see both the window and the door. He relaxed, in a very alert way. I didn't relax, in a very panicked way. 

 

We stayed like that for two or three minutes, Bjorn solid and unmoving, me doing an impersonation of a guitar string playing a heavy rock riff, then the hallway carpet started to flow in under the door. It stood up and turned into Rog.

 

“Three Giants up there,” he said quietly. “Looks like they're setting up camp.”

 

“Stay here,” whispered Bjorn and tiptoed to the door. He opened it and slowly started up the stairs. Rog shifted and turned into Bjorn, complete with sword. He, too, stood still in front of the couch, alertly relaxed. I continued vibrating, getting tenser by the second.

 

“ RAAAAAAGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH” followed by a crash as, presumably, the door to the flat upstairs fragmented. There were a lot of heavy foot noises, some muffled shouts and a couple of sounds of things breaking then everything went quiet. Very quiet. I held my breath.

 

Nothing happened for quite a long time and I had to start breathing again as I was beginning to feel faint. Bjorn appeared in the doorway, a happy smile on his face. 

 

“Sorted,” he said.

 

Rog turned back into his generic human shape and Bjorn got some paper towels from the kitchen to wipe his sword which he put back behind the bookcase.

 

“Did you kill them? I asked, wide eyed and white knuckled. 

 

“No,” he said sadly. “They ran away. Tossers.”

 

“Will they come back?”

 

“Probably.”

 

“Shouldn't we get out of here?” I cried, looking round wildly.

 

“And go where?” asked Bjorn. “This place is small and easily defended and you know all the nooks and crannies. Might as well stay here. There's no point in going somewhere strange, at least here we have the advantage.”

 

“But, but, …” I said.

 

“Trust Bjorn,” said Rog. “He's been fighting Giants for a long time and never yet been bested.”

 

“Well, there was that time in Warsaw,” said Bjorn. 

 

“She doesn't count,” said Rog, “she wasn't a Giant, she was a seductress.”

 

“True,” said Bjorn with a grin.

 

“What happened in Warsaw?” I asked.

 

“A girl there tried to rob him,” said Rog. “She persuaded him to take off all his clothes then tied him to a bed and then went through his clothes looking for money.”

 

“I thought you don't carry any money,” I said to Bjorn.

 

“I don't,” he said, “that's why she left me tied to the bed. Took me a whole day to chew through the ropes. Damn she was gorgeous though.” He laughed and shook his head at the memory.

 

“Well, now that all that excitement's over, I'd better get on with dinner,” said Rog, disappearing into the kitchen.

 

“I don't think I can eat anything,” I said.

 

“You've got to eat,” said Bjorn. “Keep your strength up and don't forget you're going out tonight.”

 

“How can I go out with Giants massing in the flat above?” I said, indignantly.

 

“Oh they won't be back there,” he said, “now they know we know about it. They've lost the element of surprise. Anyway, we'll both be with you so you'll be quite safe and it'll confuse them.”

 

“But if you're both with me, who'll be looking after the egg?” I asked.

 

“We'll take it with us,” he said.

 

“But aren't we vulnerable in a public place?”

 

“Nah,” said Bjorn. “They'll go wherever the egg is anyway and they won't have had a chance to reconnoitre. Besides, I thought that band was quite good, although that girl singer isn't anywhere near as good as Bjork. It'll be fun.”

 




Chapter Ten

 

“You cannot be serious,” I said, staring incredulously.

 

When Bjorn had said he'd got himself a bike I just assumed it was some big monster, like a Harley or something. A machine that struck terror into the hearts of all who saw it as it growled and snorted through the mean streets, crunching the bones of fallen Giants that had crossed its path.

 

Instead he sat astride a tiny little 49cc Tomos moped, pink and pretty, its tiny motor humming like a sewing machine. My obelisk was in a rucksack lashed to the dinky little luggage rack behind the seat with an elastic bungee strap. The moped's suspension was bottomed out under his weight and his sword was balanced precariously on the handlebars.

 

“It was parked up the road,” he said, “so I just took it. No one seemed to mind. There was a key in it and everything. Look.”

 

He turned off the engine and held the key out to show me. The pink plastic key fob had a red enamel unicorn's head on it with a rainbow mane.

 

I had to laugh. “Some girl's probably very upset you took her bike,” I said, “that wasn't nice.”

 

“I'll put it back when we're done,” he said. “Come on, let's go.” He started the engine again and revved it to show he meant business.

 

“You'd better come with me,” I said to Rog so he sat on the pillion of my scooter and shaped a crash helmet over his head.

 

“I don't expect you have a helmet,” I said to Bjorn. 

 

“No,” he said. “Helmets are for children.”

 

“OK, just don't let the cops catch you,” I said, pulling mine on and buckling the strap.

 

We moved off in convoy and I very quickly realised that whatever the top speed of the moped was, it would never achieve anything like it with Bjorn on board. Progress was painfully slow and I kept looking in my mirrors to see if he was still following. Holloway Road was quite busy and we got hooted by irate motorists as they swerved past us.

 

“You have to get something faster,” I called out to Bjorn when he caught up with me at some traffic lights.

 

“I'll keep my eyes open,” he promised. 

 

“Oh shit,” I said, under my breath, as a police car pulled up the other side of Bjorn.

 

I could see the cop in the passenger seat look at Bjorn then turn and say something to her partner in the driving seat. He leaned over and they both peered at Bjorn then laughed. The police woman wound down her window, eyeing his sword, the tip of the blade inches from her face.

 

“You look cold,” she said conversationally to Bjorn.

 

“I am,” he replied gravely, “although this is like a warm summer's evening in Iceland.”

 

“Where are you heading?” she asked.

 

“The Horse and Flag pub,” he said, pointing down the road.

 

She nodded. “Where's your crash helmet?”

 

“I'm wearing it,” said Bjorn, tapping his head.

 

“Oh yes, so you are,” said the policewoman. “Well, don't drink and drive.”

 

“I'll get a taxi if I do,” promised Bjorn.

 

She nodded again and glared at me as if all the crime in London was my fault then wound her window up. The lights turned green and I moved off slowly, wobbling a little with Rog's unaccustomed weight in pillion. Bjorn followed behind, the moped's engine labouring hard. 

 

“If he does give it back to its owner it'll need a new engine,' I thought, “and probably new suspension and a frame.”

 

We'd barely crossed the junction when the police car's sirens screamed to life and its roof lights started flashing. I sighed and started to pull over but with a loud whoosh the police car shot off up the road and screeched round the next corner on the left. More sedate cars started to pass us and one or two hooted derisively. A man in tight lycra on a bicycle overtook us with a broad smile on his face as he pedalled sedately. We eventually pulled into the pub car park.

 

“Well, that was embarrassing,” I said, undoing the rucksack from the moped's luggage rack. “How about that Kawasaki over there?”

 

I pointed to a gleaming, black Kawasaki Ninja H2 with green trim at the end of the row of parked motorcycles lined up against the wall of the pub. It looked lean and mean and fitted Bjorn's image.

 

“Maybe,” he said, “although bikes like that make me nervous. Ooooooooh, what's that?”

 

I looked where he was looking and saw a trike, half hidden beside a Ford pickup truck at the other end of the car park. Now, don't get me wrong, some trikes are gorgeous. Back in the Spring, a boyfriend had dragged me to a custom motorcycle show at The Bike Shed in Shoreditch and there had been some sublime trikes there, all chrome and power and oozing machismo. This one didn't scream 'macho' or even 'style'. It screamed 'rat trike'. It might have once been colourful but it was now covered in a thick layer of oil, grease and general dirt and looked to have a six cylinder tractor engine inside it and a discarded three seater couch on the back behind the driver's seat. The rear wheels were at least two feet wide each and the headlamp lens was broken.

 

Bjorn looked as though he was in love.

 

“Awesome,” he breathed, “just totally awesome.”

 

“Come on,” I said to Rog, “let's go inside, he can come in later if he can tear himself away.”

 

There was a moderately loud beat coming from the pub and as we walked in I gestured for Rog to get rid of his helmet.

 

“Ohh,” he said, “I forgot,” and it merged into his head.

 

The place was half empty. Probably more than half empty in fact and Amy was easily visible, sitting at a table not far from the band, watching them and nodding her head with the beat and paying very little attention to the guy sitting beside her. I touched her shoulder and she looked up and smiled.

 

“Didn't think you were coming.” she shouted. “Who's he?”

 

“Rog,” I shouted back, “a friend of mine.”

 

She smiled at him and Rog smiled back.

 

“Haven't I seen you somewhere before?” she shouted.

 

“Probably,” he shouted back. “I get around.”

 

I looked around for Gilbert although I had no idea what he looked like. There were several people at the bar, sitting on stools or standing, and one of them, at the far end, next to a frosted glass door, waved at me and beckoned me over.

 

“Ohhh,” said Amy, noticing, “you tart, two guys!” and she laughed. 

 

The chap sitting beside her must have got bored with being ignored since he got up, muttered something and slouched off grumpily. Rog took his seat.

 

“Look after this,” I said, passing him the rucksack, “I'll be back in a minute.”

 

“Are you at the uni?” I heard Amy ask Rog as I walked towards the bar.

 

I have to admit the man at the bar was definitely worth investigating. He looked to be a little taller than me and slim and had unruly wavy blonde hair and, when I got closer, intriguingly green eyes. He had the kind of smile that made me go weak at the knees. I knew that because he was smiling and I was weak at the knees so I propped myself on a bar stool beside him. The music was a little quieter here, although not by much.

 

“Hello, Toni,” he said.

 

“Are you Gilbert?” I asked.

 

“The one and only,” he said, smiling again so my knees wouldn't let me go away.

 

“I don't remember seeing you last Friday,” I said. He certainly wasn't the man who'd given me the cigarettes.

 

“Can you see me now?” he said, waving his hand in front of my eyes.

 

“Of course I can.”

 

“That's all that matters then, isn't it. Can I get you a drink?”

 

“Oh thanks, Bacardi and Coke.”

 

I glanced over and saw that Amy had two drinks in front of her and Rog was drinking the beer left by the guy who'd been sitting there.

 

“Bacardi and Coke and a lemonade, no ice,” said Gilbert to the barman.

 

“So, umm, how did you get my phone number?” I asked, turning back to Gilbert.

 

“I asked her,” he said, nodding towards Amy. 

 

“And she gave you my number, just like that?” I was irritated. Amy and I were going to have words later.

 

“I told her you needed true love in your life,” said Gilbert, “not a succession of mediocre no-hopers.”

 

I had to laugh. As pickup lines go this was at least original.

 

The barman dumped our drinks on the bar.

 

“£7.35 please,” he said.

 

“Oh, they're already paid for,” said Gilbert, passing mine over to me.

 

I froze. “What did you just say?” I said, disbelievingly. The barman went off to serve someone else.

 

“I told him to keep the change,” said Gilbert, looking puzzled. He sipped his lemonade and added, “I gave him a tenner.”

 

I stared at him. Admittedly the music did make talking difficult but did 'they're already paid for' and 'keep the change' really sound similar or had I imagined it?

 

“You have a problem with giving tips?” he asked.

 

“No, of course not,” I said. “I just thought you said something else, that's all.”

 

I noticed Bjorn come into the bar and look around so I gave him a wave. Incredibly Amy didn't notice him, she was engrossed in talking to Rog who, I noticed, had the rucksack on his knees. And Amy's hand by the look of it. Bjorn came over. 

 

“Hello,” he said to Gilbert, “Don't I know you from somewhere?”

 

“Hello, Hallbjorn,” said Gilbert, giving Bjorn a smile, which didn't seem to affect his knees. “I didn't know you were here. Are you with Toni?”

 

“Yes,” said Bjorn.

 

“Awesome,” said Gilbert, “that's a relief.”

 

“What's the hell is going on here?” I said. “Do you two know each other?”

 

“Palmgryn,” said Bjorn, slapping his forehead. “That's right. I remember you now.”

 

“Want a drink?” asked Gilbert.

 

“A diet Coke would be nice,” said Bjorn.

 

“So who or what is Palmgryn?” I asked as Gilbert waved a hand at the barman.

 

“He's an elf,” said Bjorn. “I met him, ohh, a couple of hundred years ago.”

 

“Oh for god's sake,” I said. “This is getting ridiculous. You're seriously telling me this guy is an elf?”

 

“A light elf,” said Gilbert, turning back to me. “Don't ever call me a dark elf. And call me Gilbert, Palmgryn was just a pseudonym.”

 

I sat there, speechless, for a couple of moments. According to the Prose Edda, two races of elves lived in Utgard, the Outer World; the Dökkálfar or dark elves and the Ljósálfar or light elves. The light elves lived in Alfheim, next door to Asgard, where many of the Gods lived and the dark elves lived in Svartálfheimr, next door to Jotunheim, where the Giants lived. Us humans, although there seemed to be precious few of us around that night, lived in Midgard, the Middle World. There are no prizes for guessing which are the good elves and which are the bad elves. Us mythologists have written hundreds of papers on the symbolism of light and dark in the context of good and evil. 

 

“OK,” I said. “Why not? I've got two demi-gods and a shapeshifter already and I'm being hunted by Giants, so why not an elf too? How about a troll or a dwarf just to make things interesting?”

 

“Please, don't joke about trolls,” said Gilbert. “They're not nice things.” Bjorn nodded, looking serious.

 

“So what brings you here, Gilbert?” he asked.

 

“Probably the same as you,” he said. “I'm guessing you're here on business or are you dating Toni?”

 

“He's my Guardian,” I said, “don't mess with him or he'll do you serious damage.”

 

“Ahhh, so you really are the one, then,” said Gilbert, looking pleased.

 

“Why are you here?” said Bjorn again. 

 

I had the funniest feeling he was getting a little impatient. I think Gilbert sensed it too.

 

“I've been sent by Mithfloren,” he said, looking at Bjorn then me then Bjorn again. “We received word through our spies that a new egg is going to hatch and I'm here to find out the truth of it.”

 

“Your spies?” I asked. “Didn't you pick up the eddies in the cosmos?”

 

“We cannot sense the eddies,” he said. “Only the Gods and the Giants can do that but we have spies in Svartálfheimr and the Dark Elves have links with the Giants.”

 

“Who is Mithfloren?” I asked.

 

“She's the Queen of the Light Elves,” said Bjorn. “Why haven't you talked to Odin or Freyya about this?”

 

“We did,” he said. “Odin denied it. He said there are no new gods hatching but our spies are adamant.”

 

“I was afraid of that,” said Bjorn slowly.

 

“What's happening?” I asked.

 

“The Gods aren't acknowledging the egg,” he said. “It looks like they have abandoned it.”

 

“So it's true then,” said Gilbert. “That's why you're here?”

 

“Yes,” said Bjorn, “but Odin didn't lie, he just didn't tell you the whole truth. It has a human father.”

 

“And Toni?”

 

“She's its mother,” said Bjorn.

 

“No, I'm not,” I said loudly.

 

“Take no notice,” he said to Gilbert. “Toni's thinking of human mothers, not egg mothers.”

 

“Well, what's the difference?” I demanded.

 

“Human children have some of their mother's DNA in them,” said Gilbert. “Egg mothers look after the egg but aren't biologically related, or only very rarely. Where is it? Can I see it?”

 

“He's got it,” I said, nodding towards Rog. I became aware that the band was having a break and Ramon was sitting with Amy and Rog. All three of them seemed to be involved in a discussion of some sort.

 

“So what's Rog?” I asked. For some reason it hadn't occurred to me to wonder before. “Is he a God or a Giant or something?”

 

“He's a wizard,” said Bjorn. “Human but a wizard.”

 

“But you've known him for a long time?”

 

“Oh my word, yes,” said Bjorn. “Something like seven hundred years.”

 

“Seven hundred? How can he be a human then?”

 

“Like I said, he's a wizard. Some sort of longevity spell I would think.”

 

I subsided and sipped my Bacardi and Coke pensively. The band was regrouping on stage and Ramon stood up to join them. He bent to kiss Amy.

 

“Must be pretty serious,” I thought irrelevantly, “this is day three and she hasn't found someone else yet.”

 

The band started up again and a couple of middle aged men in neat business suits came into the pub and stood inside the door, looking around.

 

“They look like police,” I thought. “Wonder if there's some dealing going on?”

 

I put down my drink and looked around but no one seemed particularly shifty. Rog got up and sauntered over to join us. Amy waved at Ramon, drumming his heart out in a corner. He waggled his beard at her and blew her a kiss.

 

Rog held the rucksack out to me, looking inquisitively at Gilbert. I took it, wondering if the policemen would think I was buying drugs off Rog. 

 

“This is Gilbert,” said Bjorn. “A light elf, come to find out about the egg.”

 

“Right,” said Rog. “Pleased to meet you, I'm Rögnvald, son of Harald Óákveðið, son of Eric Bloodaxe.” 

 

“Ahh, the wizard,” said Gilbert. “Bjorn was just talking about you.”

 

I saw two more middle aged, suited men come in through the other entrance on the other side. They seemed to make eye contact with the first two and they also just stood there, looking around.

 

A fifth middle aged man, also in a neat business suit. appeared from the toilets and went to the other end of the bar and leaned against it, nonchalantly.

 

“Can I see the egg?” asked Gilbert. “Is it in that bag?”

 

I looked at Bjorn and he nodded then looked round the bar. I opened the top of the rucksack and held it so Gilbert could look inside.

 

“Ahhhh,” he said, reverently. “I've never seen one before.”

 

One of the second pair of suited men was watching me intently.

 

“Oh shit,” I thought, “now the cops are interested. We're going to get arrested.”

 

Bjorn suddenly stiffened and nudged Rog and indicated the suited men with his head.

 

“I think you need to get out of here,” he said to me. “Go quietly, I'll meet you in the car park.”

 

“Is there another exit?” Rog asked the barman.

 

“Sure,” he said, looking surprised, “through the Gaming Room.” He pointed to a sign in the frosted glass door that said, conveniently, Gaming Room.

 

The second pair of suited men were slowly edging their way towards us from their end of the room. The original pair spotted them and started edging towards us from the other side of the room. The single man at the far end of the bar was looking in our direction, trying to see us around the people at the bar who were in the way. The band were getting into the groove of things.

 

Rog pulled my sleeve and we went towards the Gaming Room door. Gilbert looked surprised and decided to come too. Bjorn followed, backwards, watching the men advancing on us. One pointed and a bolt of flame hit the bar where I had been standing. There was a crash of broken glass and a sudden flare of flame as a bottle of alcohol exploded. There were some screams and a sudden commotion around the bar. The barman leapt forward and started spraying the flames with lemonade from the little hose beside the beer handles.

 

The five suited men converged, throwing bolts of fire and the bar disappeared in flames. Bjorn roared in anger and hurled himself onto the nearest pair, his fists and feet flashing. The other three jumped on him and Rog dragged me through the door. Gilbert hesitated then followed us. 

 

“Someone help Bjorn,” I screamed, hysterically.

 

“Don't worry about him,” said Rog, grabbing my hand and dragging me past the slot machines. “There's only five of them, he'll be fine.”

 

“That's right,” said Gilbert, grabbing my other hand, the one with the rucksack, and pulling me too. “I've seen him in action. We've got to get you out safely.”

 

They dragged me over to a double door and Gilbert kicked it hard. Nothing happened. He kicked it again and it rattled but didn't open. 

 

“Push the bar,” shouted Rog, “the bar.”

 

There was a metal bar running across the width of the door and Gilbert pushed it with one hand. The door opened and we fell out into the cold, damp air. There was a loud explosion behind us and the glass door to the Gaming Room shattered and balls of flame flared out, igniting the carpet.

 

Outside, people were milling round in groups, staring at the flames beginning to appear around the roof of the pub. Some of the girls were crying. There were people fighting to get through the main door and others inside were screaming. Two people were on their mobile phones, talking excitedly, and several others were holding their phones up, filming the live action.

 

“He said the car park,” shouted Rog, starting to run that way, dragging me and Gilbert behind him. “Come on!”

 

People were milling around the car park too, although no one was getting into their cars. A Hell's Angel was sitting on the trike, his arms draped over the handlebars, laughing. We stopped beside my scooter and the moped.

 

“Someone go help him,” I screamed and tried to run back to the pub. Rog and Gilbert stayed put, holding my arms firmly.

 

The large bay window of the pub suddenly exploded, shattered glass flying everywhere. We ducked and a girl screamed as a shard sliced into her face. With an almighty roar, Bjorn came flying through the window, bolts of fire chasing after him. He crashed onto the ground and rolled then leapt upright. Tendrils of smoke were coming off his body.

 

“The trike,” he roared, “get on the trike!” and lunged at the Hell's Angel, picking him up bodily and throwing him over the pickup truck. He jumped into the driver's seat and touched some wires. The engine roared into life. Rog and Gilbert dragged me onto the couch and with a lurch Bjorn rammed the gear stick and the trike shot forward, its front wheel lifting.

 

“Oh god,” I screamed, “there's Amy, there's Amy.”

 

She was staggering out through the other door, looking dazed and confused, her face bleeding. Bjorn abruptly changed direction, one back wheel of the trike lifting as it fought centrifugal forces. Gilbert reached out and grabbed Amy as Bjorn roared past her. Two men in ragged suits tried to grab her and Bjorn skidded the trike round again, searching for the way out. He saw it and accelerated, the front wheel of the trike lifting again as power poured through to the back wheels. A third suited man tried to jump in front of the trike but the front wheel hit him squarely in the chest and he fell, a back wheel jumping as it crushed his body.

 

The trike blasted out onto the road and Bjorn again swerved violently to avoid a fire engine, its light flashing macabrely red and its sirens echoing off the buildings across the road. Another fire engine, further down the road, answered its cries. Two police cars screeched to a stop outside the pub and firemen swarmed around the fire engine, pulling long hoses. The trike's six cylinder diesel engine blammed loudly as Bjorn accelerated up the road, now deserted as police shut down traffic.

 

He pulled over into a McDonald's car park a mile or so away and stopped next to a lamppost. 

 

“Where's the egg?” he shouted at me, turning around. 

 

“Right here,” I screamed back, the rucksack still tightly held in my hand, secured by Gilbert's hand tightly wrapped around mine.

 

“Great,” he said. “Are you injured?”

 

“I don't think so, but Amy's bleeding.”

 

Bjorn got off the trike and bent to examine me, his huge hands running all over my body.

 

“Great,” he said. “You're fine.” He bent over Amy.

 

“Where's Rog?” I suddenly screamed in panic. There was only me, Amy and Gilbert on the couch of the trike. 

 

“I'm here,” said the fire extinguisher, strapped tightly to the back of the driver's seat. “There wasn't room for all four of us on that back seat.”

 

“She's fine, too,” said Bjorn. “She's just got a small cut on her head. She'll have a nasty lump for a while and a headache but she's fine. We'll stop somewhere and get some elastoplast and aspirin.”

 

“What happened back there?” I asked, beginning to calm down. I noticed Bjorn's shirt and jeans were charred quite badly.

 

“Did you see those men in suits?” he asked.

 

“I thought they were police,” I said, giggling as shock started to hit me. “I thought they thought we were drug dealers.”

 

“They were Giants,” he said. “They nearly got you because I didn't expect them to find us so quickly. Damn that was stupid of me.”

 

He angrily slapped the lamp post hard and it buckled, its light flickering then going out.

 

“Oh my god! Noooooooooooo,” screamed Amy in the sudden darkness.

 

“What's happened?” I cried.

 

“I've lost a shoe!” she screamed, frantically searching the couch. “They're Jimmy Choo, they cost a frigging fortune!”

 




Chapter Eleven

 

“Bjorn will get you some new shoes,” I said soothingly to Amy. “He's good with things like that. Come on, let's go inside and get you cleaned up.”

 

Amy searched the back of the trike again then let me lead her towards McDonald's. You can say what you like about their food but they always have clean toilets, hot water and paper towels which counts for a lot when you've just been attacked by Giants which is something not enough establishments make allowance for, in my opinion. Halfway across the car park she doubled over and clutched me with one hand. I thought she was going to be sick or faint or something but she unbuckled the strap of her one Jimmy Choo shoe and took it off.

 

“Three hundred quid,” she said, looking regretfully at it. “Three hundred effing quid.” She threw it resentfully into a nearby rubbish bin.

 

“Wow, that was cheap,” I commented.

 

“Yeah, online sale, thought it was too good to be true.”

 

In the toilets I cleaned the blood off her face and Bjorn was right, it was only a small cut. It was just on her hairline so even if it did leave a scar it wouldn't be noticeable and the bleeding had more or less stopped anyway, although a lump was already growing under the cut.

 

“What happened?” asked Amy, once the mirror had reassured her that her looks were not lost forever.

 

“There was a fight and someone set fire to the pub,” I told her, which was completely true as far as it went. “You managed to get out and we grabbed you before things got worse.”

 

“Owww,” she said, gingerly touching her forehead. “The last thing I remember is waving at Ramon then a fire started at the bar and someone screamed then I was in that … thing … with you and some … Ramon, oh my god, what happened to Ramon? Is he all right? Where is he? Oh my god.”

 

She tried to force her way past me and get out the door, panic taking over. I held her and kept her from running out.

 

“I'm sure he's fine,” I said, trying to calm her. “I don't know what happened to the band but I'm sure he's fine. We'll go back and find out but you know these pub bands, they're always getting into fights. He knows how to look after himself.”

 

She pulled her phone out of her bag and rang him.

 

“It's turned off,” she said, hanging up and trying again. “Why's the sod turned it off?” She looked distraught.

 

“Come on,” I said, “Bjorn will take us back and I'm sure he's searching the car park looking for you.”

 

I took her back outside.

 

“We need to go back to the pub,” I told Bjorn. “Amy needs to find Ramon.”

 

“No,” said Bjorn, decisively. “We can't go back there.”

 

“Don't be stupid,” I said. “It'll be full of police. Even if those guys are still there, waiting for us, they won't be able to do anything.”

 

“The police cannot protect you against Giants,” he said. 

 

“We've got to go back,” shouted Amy, “Ramon is probably hurt. We've got to help him.”

 

She climbed into the driver's seat and wildly pushed and pulled things to try to get the trike to start. 

 

“What's the problem?” asked Gilbert, turning up with a takeaway coffee in one hand and a bag of fries in the other. Rog was right behind him chewing on a burger.

 

“We need to go back to the pub,” I said, “Amy needs to know what's happened to Ramon but Bjorn won't go.”

 

The engine of the trike suddenly started and Bjorn reached over and pulled a wire and it died. Amy hit him and shook her hand with the pain.

 

“No problem,” said Gilbert, “hold this for me.”

 

He handed me his cup and fries then held his hands to his mouth and tilted his head back.

 

“Whoo hooo, whoo hoo.” he said, then paused. “Whoo hooo.”

 

There was a sudden whooshing flurry of feathers and a large owl landed on the handlebar of the trike.

 

“Tribble whoo brrrr,” said Gilbert to the owl, or something like that. It chirruped in reply, eyeing us suspiciously.

 

“What does Ramon look like?” he asked Amy.

 

She gave him a garbled description then Gilbert and the owl twittered, chirruped and brrrrd to each other then the owl flew off in the general direction of the pub.

 

“Give him a few minutes,” said Gilbert, taking back his coffee and fries.

 

Amy was staring at him.

 

“I'll explain later,” I said, “just keep an open mind for now, OK. Just sit on the couch for a while and relax, you've had a stressful evening.”

 

She sat on the couch, still watching Gilbert. “Did he just talk to …?”

 

“Just chill,” I said. “Just go with the flow.”

 

She transferred her gaze to Bjorn, who just stood there, massive and unmoving then at Rog who was watching her, moving his lips slightly. He raised his eyebrows and smiled. She smiled back and relaxed.

 

“Just a simple relaxation charm,” he muttered to me when he realised I was watching him.

 

“OK,” I said, turning back to Bjorn, “what do we do now?”

 

“Buggered if I know,” he said, “but one thing's for sure, we can't go back to your flat.”

 

“Why not?” I asked. “You said it was a safe familiar place.”

 

“Yeah, that was then,” he replied. “But the Giants are massing. There was one in the street last night, three in the flat above this afternoon and five at the pub. God knows how many there will be next time, which means that they're taking this more seriously than I thought they would. We need to keep moving until I can find out what's going on.”

 

“Keep moving?” I said, “but what about me and Amy? We're still in our going out clothes. We need to get changed, especially if we're going to stay outside much longer, it's bloody cold.”

 

“What about the Norns?” asked Gilbert. “If anyone knows what's happening, they will.”

 

Bjorn thought about it.

 

“Actually, that's not a bad idea,” he said. “We've go to go there anyway, sooner or later and they just might be willing to break the rules a little.”

 

“Umm,” I said, “aren't the Norns Giants? Isn't that, like, just giving them the egg?”

 

According to the myths, the Norns were female Giants who spun the threads of everyone's destiny.

 

“Yes, they're Giants but they're independent,” said Gilbert. “They don't get involved in the politics, they just track everything for the record. They won't harm the egg or give it to the other Giants. And at least we'll be on home territory.”

 

“How do you mean?” I said. “I'm on home territory right now.”

 

“For Bjorn and me, anyway,” he said, “and the egg when it hatches.”

 

“You're kidding me,” I said, getting agitated when I realised what he was saying. “You're seriously saying we're going to Utgard?”

 

Actually, it was worse than that. If the myths were true, the Norns didn't just live in Utgard, they lived among the roots of Yggdrasil, the giant Ash tree that supported the world. The thing is, Yggdrasil's roots were in Jotunheim, the Land of the Giants. Talk about going behind enemy lines.

 

“Yes,” said Bjorn, “I'm seriously saying that. We'll wait a bit to see if that bird found that man then we'll get you some warm clothes somewhere then we'll go see the Norns.”

 

“There's a J-Store Mega Mart a couple of miles up the road,” I said. “We can get some clothes there. They're open 'til midnight but how the hell do we get to Utgard?”

 

“We cross the Rainbow Bridge, of course,” he said. 

 

A group of teenagers walked in from the street heading for the bright lights and excitement of McDonald's.

 

“Wanna join us, gorgeous?” one of them called out to me and headed in my direction. “You can play with my McNuggets!” Bjorn took a small step forward out of the shadows and the lad sensibly rejoined the others.

 

“But isn't that, like, in Iceland or something?” I said.

 

Mythologically speaking, the Rainbow Bridge was the pathway that connected Midgard with Utgard and, according to the myths, was routinely used by the Gods to come and visit us mortals.

 

“There are several Rainbow Bridges,” said Bjorn. “The nearest one is in Oxford. I used it to get here.”

 

There is a limit as to how many times you can say “you're kidding me” so I kept my mouth closed. I just leaned back against the wheel arch of the trike and shut my eyes.

 

“Maybe it'll be warmer there,” I thought. I doubted it though.

 

“What about Amy?” I said suddenly, opening my eyes. “We should get her home.”

 

Bjorn shook his head. “They'll be looking there as well,” he said. “She'll be safer with us. Where's that owl got to?”

 

“Why don't I get us all some coffee and something to eat?” said Rog. 

 

“Why don't we all go inside?” I asked. “It'll be warmer in there.”

 

“Good thinking,” said Bjorn. “Always a good idea to eat when you can.” He picked up the rucksack.

 

“I'll wait here,” said Gilbert. “I'll come and get you when I have news.”

 

Rog nudged Amy and gently pulled her upright and we headed for the entrance. We'd just got inside when Rog saw the owl come back so we trooped outside again.

 

“Can you talk to birds?” I asked Bjorn.

 

“No,” he said, “only elves can do that.”

 

“He's fine,” announced Gilbert. “His beard got singed but he's unhurt. Do you want to send him a message, Amy? Let him know you are OK too?”

 

“How?” she asked. “I can't talk owl talk and I doubt Ramon would understand it even if I could.”

 

“Xang can carry a message if you write one,” he said. Xang was presumably the name of the owl.

 

“Use this,” I said, digging in my bag for my notebook. I always carry it for when I get sudden thoughts. I carry several pens too since they always run out when they're on their own.

 

“I wonder if he's looking for me?” said Amy. “What if he's worried about me too?”

 

“Tell him you're safe and and you'll ring him soon,” I said.

 

“But he'll just worry,” she said, “since he won't know where I am. What if he thinks I've gone off with another guy?”

 

Since Amy had a tendency to do just that I could see her concern.

 

“OK,” I said, after a moment or two. “Tell him you got a little cut on your head and you've gone back to my place for some aspirin.”

 

She scribbled several lines on a page in my notebook then tore it out and gave it to Gilbert. He folded it neatly and twittered at Xang who gripped the paper in a talon and took off again.

 

“What if he wants to reply?” she said, looking at Gilbert.

 

“Tough,” he said. “Xang's doing me a favour, not running a courier service.”

 

She looked daggers at him.

 

“Let's go get some clothes,” I said to Bjorn. “How long will we be away?”

 

“A couple of days,” he said, “if all goes well.”

 

“And if it doesn't go well?”

 

“An eternity, perhaps.” He shrugged his shoulders. 

 

“Oh great,” I said, “how do you pack for an eternity?”

 

“I've got to go to work in the morning,” said Amy.

 

“Phone in sick,” I said. “Tell them the pub you were in caught fire and you need a few days to get over it.”

 

“OK,” she said. 

 

She pulled out her phone and started writing a text message.

 

“Damn,” I whispered to Rog. “Could you teach me that spell?”

 

He just smiled at me. “It's an easy charm,” he said, “but it takes a lifetime to learn to say it right.”

 

“Are we going to eat?” said Bjorn.

 

“Why don't we go get some clothes first,” I said, “'cos I'm freezing and Amy has no shoes and then we can go get some food and stuff to take with us in case we can't get any where we're going.”

 

The myths and sagas had never mentioned anything about shops or restaurants. On the rare occasion they mentioned food it usually involved hunting and I doubted we'd have time to do much of that and I didn't really fancy the idea of killing something then eating it. I prefer my food the way it was intended, plastic wrapped and anonymous, not looking at me with sad eyes and bleeding everywhere.

 

“All aboard who's going aboard,” said Bjorn, climbing into the driver's seat and starting the engine.

 

“Where's the egg?” I asked. 

 

“I put it in the box at the back,” he said. “Let's go.”

 

“What box?” I asked.

 

He got out of the driver's seat and took me round the back of the trike. There was a large wooden box bolted to the chassis which ran almost the full length of the couch.

 

“Ohh, that box,” I said, opening it to check the egg.

 

As far as I could tell in the semi darkness it was appreciably larger than it had been that afternoon. In fact it looked as though it was sticking out of the top of the rucksack a little. 

 

“You seem pretty serious about Ramon,” I said to Amy over the rumble of the tractor engine and the wind in our faces.

 

“Yeah,” she said, “he's a really nice guy.”

 

“So you're going to hang on to him for a while?”

 

“I think he likes me,” she said, “I mean, like, really likes me.”

 

“Wow, Amy, it's only been, like, three days.”

 

“Yeah,” she said, “weird, isn't it. I think he actually cares about me. Cool, huh.”

 

“Is this the place?” shouted Bjorn, over his shoulder.

 

“Yeah,” I shouted back. 

 

He pulled up outside the J-Store Mega Mart and delegated Rog and Gilbert to look after the trike and egg.

 

“You'd better get some walking boots as well,” he said, “we may have some walking to do.”

 

“But just look at them,” said Amy, “they're so, so, ugghh.”

 

“Ramon won't like you dressing to impress anymore,” I said. “Anyway, it's only for a couple of days.”

 

“That's £398,” said the sales assistant when we'd finally found things that Amy could tolerate that would also be warm and reasonably weatherproof.

 

“It's already paid for,” I said.

 

“No it isn't,” he said, “£398 please.”

 

“Umm,” I said, wondering if I'd said it wrong.

 

“You can't use my card,” said Amy, “I'm maxed out.”

 

“Where's Bjorn?” I said anxiously. “I'll be back in a moment,” I said to the sales assistant.

 

He sniffed. “We're closing any moment,” he said. “Are you paying for these or not?”

 

“He is,” I said, spotting Bjorn looking at a selection of long overcoats. “I'll just go get him.”

 

“What do you think of this one?” he said holding one up.

 

“Nice,” I said. “Umm, I need you to pay for this stuff.”

 

“Just a sec,” he said and tried it on. Or rather, he tried to try it on. He could just get his arms in the sleeves but only one at a time.

 

“Do you have any of these in a bigger size?” he said to the assistant.

 

“I'm afraid not,” said the assistant. “We're about to close.” He looked at his watch meaningfully.

 

“OK,” said Bjorn. “Do you have any swords or spears?”

 

“I left mine at the pub,” he said to me as an aside.

 

“This is a clothes store,” said the assistant, “not a camping store.”

 

“Well, I feel naked without a sword,” said Bjorn. “Doesn't that count?”

 

“We're about to close,” said the assistant. “That's £398, unless there's something else …”

 

“Not even a machete?”

 

“No machetes. £398, if you don't mind.”

 

“Hmm,” Bjorn grimaced. “Oh that's already paid for,” he said.

 

“Excellent, let me just bag these for you then, sir,” said the assistant.

 

“So is it the grimace?” I asked.

 

“What?” said Bjorn.

 

“Is it the grimace that makes that work? When I said they were paid for he didn't believe me,” I said. Amy took the bags proffered by the assistant.

 

“I don't know,” said Bjorn. “I don't think I usually grimace. I've never really thought about it.”

 

“Shouldn't we put this stuff on now?” asked Amy.

 

“We'd better do that outside,” I said. “They're about to close.

 

We got changed just outside the door of the store, using their lights to see by. The assistant pretended not to watch as he locked the doors then double checked they were locked four or five times. Then Amy knocked on the door so he unlocked it again.

 

“Is there a bin anywhere?” she asked him, “only we've got all these tags and things.”

 

“I'm afraid we're closed,” he said and shut the door and locked it again. We put the tags in the bags and wrapped then round the door handle.

 

I watched Bjorn carefully at the 24 hour supermarket checkout. He didn't grimace.

 

“Damn,” I thought. “What the hell is the trick then?”

 

“Are we going all the way to Oxford tonight?” I asked Bjorn, “only it's 1am and we could use some sleep.”

 

“I didn't get much sleep last night,” said Amy. “Ramon stayed over.”

 

“And we can't really sleep on the trike,” I added, “maybe a minibus next time, hey.”

 

He stowed our supplies in the box behind the couch.

 

“Let's get out of London,” he said. “We can camp somewhere in the Chilterns.”

 

“Can't we go to a motel or something? Somewhere with beds and heating?” said Amy. “And maybe a kettle and a microwave, since we've got all this food and stuff but no cooker.”

 

Bjorn looked a little nonplussed by this. I can only imagine, as a former viking, he was used to roughing it and who knows what elves and wizards do. The sagas don't really get into the domestic aspects of life for non-humans.

 

“A hotel sounds good to me, Bjorn,” said Rog. “Camping isn't good for my arthritis.”

 

“What do elves do at night?” I asked Gilbert while Bjorn estimated the chances of a Giant finding us in a hotel.

 

“If we're away from the halls we usually just climb a tree,” he said, “and make a bed from the leaves.”

 

“What if it rains?” I asked.

 

“Leaves are waterproof,” he said, “although they do leak a lot.”

 

“OK,” said Bjorn. “We'll find a hotel although there aren't any in Jotunheim. We'll have to sleep rough there.”

 

Bjorn was as good as his word, though. Three quarters of an hour or so later we pulled up outside a large hotel on the A40. The receptionist looked dismayed when we walked in, leaving the rat trike outside the main entrance. I imagine we didn't look like the usual sort of people who stayed there.

 

“Two double rooms,” I said sweetly, “adjoining”. 

 

She thought about it then, with a visible 'what the hell' shrug of her shoulders did something with her computer and slid over two plastic cards.

 

“Rooms 620 and 622,” she said, politely. “They're on the sixth floor. The lifts are over there.”

 

“You three are in 620,” I said firmly when we were in the lift. “We'll have 622.”

 

No one disagreed although Bjorn insisted on having the egg in their room.

 

“It's been a hell of a night,” said Amy, crawling into one of the beds without getting undressed. “You really need to tell me what's going on.”

 

“OK” I said. “I've got a god egg and Bjorn, that's the big guy, is a demi god who's here to protect me and the egg with the help of some friends of his, Rog, who's a wizard and Gilbert, who's an elf. Oh and we're being chased by Giants, it was them who blew up the pub earlier, and for some reason which I don't really understand we're going to cross over a magic bridge tomorrow into the Land of the Gods and Giants to see some people who seem to know what our destiny is. Does that make any sense?”

 

I don't know if it did or not since she wasn't listening. She was already asleep. I turned off the light and tried to convince myself it was all a dream and that I'd wake up any minute.

 




Chapter Twelve

 

“So you're saying Lord of the Rings is true, then?” said Amy when I explained it to her again over breakfast. “That is so cool!”

 

“Umm, not really,” I said. “Tolkien was a professor of Anglo-Saxon at Oxford but he knew a lot about the old myths and legends.”

 

“Actually, that's not entirely true,” said Gilbert. “Tolkien was an elf himself, still is in fact.”

 

“Didn't he die in the 1970s?” I asked.

 

“No, he just went back to Alfheim. The character Bilbo Baggins is loosely based on himself although, of course, hobbits aren't real and there never was a magic ring. He made a lot of it up but elves like fiction too. It's not all about recounting past deeds, we all need a little fantasy and imagination in our lives. Back in Alfheim he wrote a few books about humans as well although they weren't as successful there as Lord of the Rings was here. We're not as interested in humans as you are in us.” 

 

“But why are you here?” asked Amy. 

 

“I was sent here to find out what's going on,” said Gilbert. “I'm still not entirely sure, although Toni seems to be significant.”

 

Amy looked at me, a slice of toast poised to go in her mouth.

 

“Hey, don't look at me,” I said. “I just picked up a rock one day and then suddenly it turns out to be a god egg and that loser Tony went and fertilised it and then everything went haywire then he turned up.”

 

I pointed at Bjorn who was sitting at another table in the breakfast room working his way though several plates of bacon, sausages and eggs.

 

“Oh it's all very simple really,” he said. “The giants are trying to destroy the egg before it hatches because it might turn out to be a major god. They don't know that it's only a demi god since it has a human father. My job is simply to make sure it stays safe until it can look after itself then I can go home again. Same with Toni.”

 

“But why are we going to Utgard to see the Norns?” I asked.

 

He screwed up his face and finished eating a sausage.

 

“Well, partly because the Norns manage the destiny of every human, god, giant, elf and dwarf so they might be willing to give us some information. At the very least they'll give us the egg's name and confirm that it is a god, or demi god.”

 

“I thought it was a god egg,” said Amy. “What else could it be?”

 

“It's possible, I suppose, that it could be an imposter of some sort, maybe a fake egg someone is using to try to pretend to be a god. That's why the Norns insist on confirming its identity. Humans steal each others identities all the time but the consequences could be a lot worse when a God's identity is stolen.”

 

“And the other reason?” I asked. “You said 'partly'.”

 

“Well, I suppose the other reason is that we haven't got any better ideas,” said Bjorn. “Are you going to eat that toast?” He pointed to the plate of toast on our table. I passed it over.

 

“This is your area of expertise,” I said. “You're the Guardian, shouldn't you have lots of ideas on how to protect it?”

 

“I'm a defender,” he said. “I defend things, not attack them. Running away is a worthwhile defence some of the time, especially when you don't know the strength of the attackers but any specific objective after you've run away is more of an attack strategy which is a bit of a weak area for me. My basic methodology is to wait until attacked and either fight back or run away and then wait some more. A lot of the skills are the same but the mindset is different.”

 

“Great,” I said sarcastically, “a body guard who doesn't like confrontations. Well, I'm a student and Amy is a medical lab technician, neither of us know anything about warfare and strategies. How about you Gilbert?”

 

“Oh, count me out,” said Gilbert raising his hands defensively. “I'm a light elf, we're into nature and harmony, not hunting and killing. I'm with Bjorn on this.”

 

“How about you, Rog?” asked Amy, looking round. “Don't wizards go on the attack with spells and things? Hey, where is he?”

 

“He was right behind me when I came down to breakfast,” said Gilbert, looking round, “I don't remember if he came in here though. You don't suppose he's changed into a table or something?”

 

“Oh god,” I said, “what if he turned into a plate of sausages and eggs and Bjorn ate him?”

 

“He can't do that,” said Bjorn. “He has to be a single, contiguous whole, not separate things like sausages and eggs. Anyway, I'm sure he would have tasted different or said something when I bit him.”

 

“Umm, if a shape shifter can change shape any time,” said Amy, pensively, “how do you know what to look for when he goes missing?”

 

“You don't,” said Bjorn. “If you think about it, it's a bit of a waste of time changing into a different shape if everyone still knows it's you. Rather defeats the purpose. If he's unconscious or dead he'll revert to his human form since he has to consciously set his shape so if you can't see his human form he's either fine or not there.”

 

“So is he here?”

 

“No idea,” said Bjorn.

 

“So what do we do?”

 

“We can either wait until he turns up,” said Gilbert, “or leave without him. Personally I think we should wait. I'm going to order some more fruit, anyone want some?”

 

“Oh, some more sausages would be nice,” said Bjorn. “Thanks.”

 

“Coffee for me,” I said, “and could you get some buttered bread? I want to take some bacon sandwiches for later.”

 

“I'm going to have some more of that honey nut stuff,” said Amy, “back in a moment.” She got up and went over to the cereal bar.

 

“Should we save something for Rog for when he turns up?” I asked. “Better get him a plate of something too. What does he like?”

 

“I had something earlier,” said Rog, walking into the breakfast room. “but thanks for thinking of me.”

 

“Hey, where've you been?” I asked.

 

“I've been going through the hotel register,” he said. “I wanted to know if anyone had turned up after we did.”

 

“Did anyone?” asked Bjorn.

 

“Yup,” said Rog, stealing some toast from the plate in front of Bjorn. “Five salesmen, apparently. Got here about an hour after we did. They took three rooms so I went up and had a look.”

 

“And …?” said Bjorn, putting down the sausage he was about to eat.

 

“Oh they're Giants,” said Rog, “no doubt about it. The same ones who attacked us last night. Is there any jam left?”

 

“Giants?” Amy and I both said simultaneously, although I stood up slightly before she did.

 

“Yeah,” said Rog. “We ought to leave but there's no great rush. They were sound asleep when I looked in on them so they'll be a while yet.”

 

“But shouldn't we get as far away as we can before they wake up?” said Amy.

 

“They arrived in a Mercedes,” said Rog, pouring himself a cup of coffee. “I let the tyres down before I came to tell you. It'll take them a while to get them pumped up.”

 

“What if they just take another vehicle?” said Gilbert. “That's what I'd do.”

 

“Oh yeah,” said Rog, looking dismayed. “I didn't think of that.”

 

“Right,” I said decisively, “we'd better go.”

 

“Just a minute,” said Amy. “Do we really have to go to this outguard place?

 

“Utgard,” I said, “well the guys think it's a good idea. I fancy going as well, after all, I'm studying Norse Mythology so it's an incredible opportunity to get some first hand field experience. It's not like we've got any better ideas, anyway.”

 

“I just want to see if Ramon is OK,” she said. “I tried ringing him before breakfast but his phone's still disconnected.”

 

“Would you rather stay behind on your own?” I asked, “The guy's are going.”

 

Bjorn had picked up the rucksack with the egg, which was definitely sticking out the top now, and was disappearing through the door with Rog and Gilbert following close behind him. Amy watched indecisively for a second then grabbed the last two oranges and her coat and started to follow.

 

“Why don't we find something more comfortable?” I asked when I caught up with them outside the main entrance. “And something less conspicuous? The Giants must surely know what this thing looks like and maybe if they can see it's here they might think we're here too.”

 

“Good idea,” said Bjorn. “Anything take your fancy?”

 

“How about that Porsche over there?” said Amy, pointing.

 

“No, it's only a two seater,” I said. “A van would be good then we can sleep in it if we have to.”

 

“This one,” said Bjorn, running over to a Toyota SUV. “You guys get our supplies out of the trike.”

 

I wondered if he was just going to rip the door off the Toyota as he didn't have the keys but he just pointed a finger at the car and all the door locks clicked open. He rummaged under the steering column and the car started. 

 

“Sweet,” he muttered and opened the boot so the others could dump our bags of food inside. We all piled in, Rog and Bjorn in front and Amy, Gilbert and me in the back.

 

“What's that?” asked Rog, pointing to a display screen with a stylised engine, battery and arrows on it.

 

“Hey,” said Amy, leaning forward, “this must be one of those hybrids, cool.”

 

“Whatever,” said Bjorn, studying the gear stick, “it's still got gears,” and he slipped the selector into reverse. “Which way is Oxford? I've forgotten which way we came in last night.”

 

“That way,” I said, pointing west. “Follow the signs for the M40.”

 

* * *

 

“When do you suppose people started growing things for pleasure?” I wondered out loud.

 

On the way out of London I'd seen the small garden of a pokey little house in the shadow of the motorway overpass. Even in November it was lush with colour and looked like someone had poured an awful lot of time and effort into making it an idyll, a retreat from the harsh realities of life in pokey little houses in pokey little streets in big, soulless cities.

 

“You what?” said Amy.

 

“Sorry,” I said. 

 

I have a tendency to have strange thoughts now and then and sometimes I accidentally inflict them on other people.

 

“I saw a wonderful little garden just now, though,” I continued, “and it made me wonder when in human history we started gardening for pleasure. After all, archaeologists and anthropologists spend a lot of time thinking about how we went from being hunter gatherers to farmers and that implies that all we thought about was food, which, I guess, isn't unreasonable but at some point in human history someone somewhere said 'sod it, I'm not going to grow crops on this spot, I'm going to grow pretty flowers for the sheer fun of it.'”

 

“Ahh, you're a romantic,” said Rog. “I hear what you are saying. I would think it happened when people reached a point where starvation wasn't an ever present danger and people could use their spare resources for spiritual sustenance rather than just food.”

 

“But surely the risk of starvation from crop failure never went away until the mid twentieth century,” said Amy, “with the rise of globalism and I'm pretty sure people were gardening for pleasure long before that.”

 

“I remember my mum had a flower garden, back in Iceland when I was a kiddie,” interjected Bjorn, “and some years we'd eat the flowers when the crops died, although we still had fish of course. Still, I hope whoever planted the first garden didn't starve to death for it.”

 

“Yes, my mother had one in Finland too,” said Rog, “although the reindeer usually ate the plants and then we'd eat the reindeer.”

 

“Enough,” growled Gilbert, “you're all talking nonsense. Humans have always grown plants for pleasure. When you were hunter gatherers you enjoyed the wild flowers and when you moved over to agriculture you kept the wild flowers around your dwellings and between the fields. No one planted the first garden, gardens just got domesticated and evolved like everything else. And back when the transition to farming was happening the men would go off hunting and the women would tend the crops and the men would come back with meat and flowers they'd picked which is why women love being given flowers. They symbolise home and family and safety and the return of your loved ones.”

 

“OK,” I said, “that makes sense and I kind of like the idea of domesticating wild gardens, it sounds cute. Don't elf women like flowers?”

 

“All elves like flowers,” he said. “Not just the females and we like them for what they are, as an aspect of nature and not simply because a particular plant is pretty. All plants are pretty, in their own ways, even the ones you consider weeds.”

 

There was something about driving along with this bunch of people that made me feel like this was a road trip from my undergraduate days when we'd just take off somewhere for a few days camping and drinking and stuff and the idea that we were being chased by Giants seemed absurd. A hangover of some fantastic dream the night before. Even the Rainbow Bridge sounded more like a campsite in Snowdonia National Park than a mystical, mythical pathway to the land of the Gods.

 

“So where is this Rainbow Bridge, then, Bjorn,” I asked after a while. 

 

I'd done my first degree at Oxford and I thought I knew the place reasonably well. Certainly no one had ever mentioned a bridge to Utgard.

 

“I'm not sure,” he said. “It's somewhere in a park, beside the river.”

 

“The Thames or the Cherwell?” I asked, pulling out my phone and going to Google Maps.

 

“I don't know,” he said. “It's near some toilets though. I think you'll find it on a map as High Bridge.”

 

“Hey, you don't mean High Bridge over the Cherwell in the University Park?” I asked. “I know it quite well.”

 

Actually, in my first year I'd been to a very drunken party at the cricket pavilion nearby and gone off looking for somewhere to have a shag with the guy who'd taken me to the party and instead ended up spending twenty minutes regurgitating all the booze over the edge of the High Bridge into the Cherwell and wishing it wasn't so high since it was making me dizzy. When I stopped throwing up I'd discovered the guy had disappeared so I'd gone back to the party. Life's more fun as an undergraduate than it is as a post grad researcher. 

 

This time round I wasn't drunk nor looking for somewhere for a quick shag so we just stopped at the Welcome Break at Headington to get rid off all the breakfast coffee. I swapped places with Rog so I could be up front with Bjorn to give him directions. For some reason it never occurred to me to drive, it was somehow Bjorn's role.

 

“Hey everyone,” I called out as we drove past Magdalen College, “that's my old college, oh turn right into St Cross Road, Bjorn, the park's at the end.”

 

“Looks old,” commented Rog.

 

“1456,” I said proudly.

 

“Oh, not that old then,”said Bjorn. “I remember back in 1002, Aethelred massacred all the Danes who were living in the neighbourhood, just over there a bit. None of these colleges were here then.”

 

“How come you weren't massacred with them?” I asked.

 

“Aethelred had them killed because he was afraid they'd join up with the raiders coming down the Thames,” said Bjorn with a laugh. “He was right though. I was with the raiders. Still, we got our own back since the massacre really pissed off Sweyn Forkbeard who lead the Danish invasion of England in 1003 and ended up becoming king of England in 1013 when Aethelred ran away. That's why he got that nickname.”

 

“What nickname?” I asked. “Oh, turn right at the end and pull up somewhere near the entrance since cars aren't allowed in the park.”

 

“Unready,” said Bjorn, ignoring me and turning right then left in through the park gate. “It meant 'badly advised'. If he'd had good advice he wouldn't have lost his kingdom to us Vikings.”

 

“Yeah,” I said, sitting up straight and looking around nervously. “You're really not allowed to drive through the park.” 

 

“Who's going to stop me?” he asked, “them?” jerking a thumb at some people who'd had to jump off the path to get out of the way and were shouting at us.

 

“OK,” I said, trying to calmly reappraise the situation. “Turn right where the paths cross …”

 

“Oh back there, you mean?”

 

“Yes,” I said, “where the Park Administration Office is, was.”

 

He did a U turn and tore up the grass of Napper's Arable, a previously quite nice area behind the Admin Building which, for some reason known only to the people who named it, is called the Tentorium.

 

“High Bridge is just down there,” I said, pointing to the bridge ahead of us. “If anyone's interested, Tolkien's Bench is just over …, oh shit, oh freaking sh …”

 

I cowered as much as the seat belt would allow me and put my arms over my head. High Bridge was a footpath and nowhere near wide enough for the car and Bjorn wasn't slowing down. Then he veered slightly to the right, towards the River Cherwell.

 

“We're going to drown,” I screamed.

 




Chapter Thirteen

 

“What's the matter, Toni?” asked Amy from the back seat.

 

I cautiously opened my eyes. The car was stationary but not under several feet of the River Cherwell as I'd expected. Instead we were parked in a clearing, surrounded by dense trees. There was no sign of the flat fields that were normally on this side of the river, or the roofs of the houses of Headington in the distance. I unravelled myself and twisted round to look at her, Rog and Gilbert.

 

“I thought we were going into the river,” I said. Hadn't they seen we were going to miss the bridge?

 

“Well we didn't,” she said, looking blank. “Not that we can see much from back here.”

 

“So why are we parked?” I asked Bjorn.

 

“I'm not sure which way to go,” he said. 

 

I looked out of the windscreen and now I could see that there were three paths going away from the clearing through the trees.

 

“We, er, came over the Rainbow Bridge then?” I asked. “'cos it looked to me like you went to the right of it.”

 

“Wrong bridge,” he said, frowning. “The Rainbow Bridge is beside the High Bridge, it's just invisible to mortals. Which one? Which one?”

 

“Would've been nice if you'd warned me,” I said. “I nearly wet myself. Where do these paths go?”

 

“One goes up to Asgard and Vanaheim,” he said, “one goes down to Jotunheim and one goes way down to Hel, but which goes where?”

 

The modern name for the mythological Hel is Hell but they're essentially the same place. Hel is underneath Jotunheim and is a very nasty place where warriors who died of old age or sickness went. Modern academics are fairly sure that much of the fearsome reputation of Viking warriors came from their fear of going to Hel as it was far worse than anything they'd encounter on the battlefield. Much better to die in battle, as a true warrior should, and go to Valhalla or Fólkvangr and get waited on by Valkyries.  

 

“Well, which one did you come down when you came here to find me?” I asked.

 

“I don't remember,” he said. “I wasn't paying attention. I just saw the bridge and ran across.”

 

“Why were you running? What was the hurry since you took a holiday as soon as you got to England?”

 

“I was being chased by Fenrir,” said Bjorn tersely.

 

“Who's Fenrir?” asked Amy.

 

“Umm, He's the son of Loki and the giantess, Angerboda,” I said slowly. “He's a monstrous wolf.”

 

“Oh joy,” said Amy faintly.

 

I really didn't want to know why Fenrir was chasing Bjorn.

 

“Which one did you use when you crossed over, Gilbert?” I asked, twisting round to look at him.

 

“I didn't,” he said, “I got a Scandinavian Airlines flight from Helsinki and came in to Heathrow. I've never been here before. I'm going to have a closer look,” and he got out of the car and headed off to inspect the rightmost of the paths.

 

“I'm pretty sure that's the path to Hel,” said Bjorn pointing to the leftmost path. It looked well used. “It looks like it gets the most people using it.”

 

“I thought only people who died of old age or sickness went that way,” I said.

 

“That's how most men die,” he replied. “Women go to Helgarfjell whatever way they die. I reckon Jotunheim is the middle one.”

 

I'd forgotten about Helgarfjell, the Holy Mountain. According to the myths it was a nice peaceful place where only women go after death. I had my doubts about its mythological value since a place populated only with women would be unlikely to be peaceful. The other two paths looked much like each other and Gilbert was inspecting them both.

 

“This one,” he called, standing beside the centre path. “It smells of Giants.”

 

“Good,” grunted Bjorn. “Where's that skirt you were wearing last night, Toni? Can I have it?”

 

“Well, OK,” I said, thinking it was a funny time for him to get a bit pervy. 

 

I got out and rummaged in the boot and found it. The egg had grown another couple of inches. I handed my skirt to Bjorn. He ripped it in half and went to the road to Hel and threw the pieces in the bushes.

 

“The Giants following us might think we went that way,” he said, answering my unspoken query. “Probably not but it's worth a try.”

 

“You think they're still following us?” Amy asked.

 

“Definitely,” said Bjorn. “That's the task they've been given and they'll do it until they catch us or the egg hatches. Come on, let's go.”

 

We all got back in the car and Bjorn squeezed it slowly into the centre path. It was only just wide enough and the side mirrors kept clipping the trees that lined its edges and Bjorn stayed at a fast walking pace. The path soon wound off to the left and the clearing quickly disappeared from view. The trees hemmed us in all around, stinking of rotting vegetation and little light filtered in from above. Even with the headlights on, the path was only visible ahead for twenty or thirty yards. It was only an illusion but it seemed as though the trees were parting ahead of us to let us through and closing ranks behind us. Every now and then what looked like eyes caught the headlights and reflected back, yellow and staring. There was no happy chatter coming from the back seat.

 

We'd been going for only an hour or so when the petrol engine spluttered and died and the electric motor took over all the work.

 

“Looks like we're out of petrol,” said Bjorn grimly. “We should have filled up in Oxford. Sorry guys, my bad. I wonder how long the battery will last?”

 

This didn't look to be the sort of place that had convenient petrol stations or even battery recharging points. I didn't like the idea of having to walk as this looked like the place where nightmares came from.

 

“Doesn't the battery charge while the car is moving?” I asked

 

“No,” said Amy. “That would break the laws of physics since the electric motor would move the car to power the electric motor so you'd have a perpetual motion machine. Hybrids recharge the battery from the petrol engine and when the car is braking which is what makes them so good in cities 'cos you're forever braking.”

 

I took her word for it since she'd specialised in science. In myths, no one ever runs out of energy. Of course, now that we were all thinking about how long the battery would last, it ran out. If we'd ignored it, it would probably have lasted for ever. Life is like that, even if science disagrees.

 

We rolled to a stop and the headlights went out.

 

“Great, now what do we do?” I said, peering out into the semi gloom. It looked a scary, threatening place and with no sound coming from the car I could hear rustles and movements from deeper inside the forest. 

 

“We walk,” said Bjorn, getting out of the car.

 

“Why don't we recharge the battery?” said Gilbert, getting out as well. “It's just electricity after all.”

 

“We don't have a charging station,” I said. “We need to plug the battery into something electrical to charge it. I guess we're going to have to walk. Just as well we got boots, huh Amy.”

 

She looked like she didn't like the idea of getting out of the relative safety of the car either.

 

“You just need a source of electricity?” asked Gilbert. “Will this do?”

 

A small, very black thunder cloud appeared a few feet above his head and rain started to fall, wetting Gilbert and the path around him. There was a flash of lightening and, almost immediately, a peal of thunder.

 

“Wow,” I said, “where did that come from?”

 

“He's an elf,” said Rog. “Elves have some power over local weather conditions.”

 

“Great,” said Amy, “but how are we going to get the lightening into the battery? We'll need to harness it in some way and then convert it into DC for the battery.”

 

“Isn't lightening DC?” I asked. “It seems pretty direct to me.”

 

“The wave shape is different,” said Amy. “AC is a sine wave and DC is continuous whereas lightening is a series of sudden impulse spikes with long tail offs, typically four for each bolt of lightening but there can be as many as forty or fifty.”

 

She grinned in that supercilious, know-it-all way that scientists do when talking to ordinary people.

 

“So where's the battery then?” asked Gilbert, ignoring her.

 

I opened the glove box hoping there'd be the Owner's Manual inside but there wasn't.

 

“It doesn't matter,” I said. “What we really need is the recharging point.”

 

We inspected the outside of the car. There was a fuel filler cap but no recharging point.

 

“Come to think of it,” said Amy, “I've a feeling you can't recharge a hybrid directly. They're designed to recharge off the petrol engine. The battery's probably under the bonnet.”

 

We opened the bonnet and there was no sign of a battery.

 

“Now what?” I asked, rhetorically.

 

Something growled in the forest nearby and made me jump.

 

“What was that?” I squealed.

 

“Probably a wolf,” said Bjorn, casually. “We need to get walking or we'll be sleeping in the forest tonight.”

 

“Try the boot,” said Amy and we trooped round to the back of the car. There was no battery there either although the Owner's Manual was tucked into a side pocket.

 

“Cool,” I said, grabbing it.

 

I checked under 'battery' in the index and there was an entry for jump starting. I flicked to the page.

 

“Says here you have to connect one lead to the red jump start terminal in the fuse box,” I said, “and the other lead to the engine itself. Let's have a look.”

 

We trooped back to the front and Rog took the cover off the fuse box. Sure enough there was a red terminal.

 

“All we need now is another car,” I said. “Maybe if we wait for the Giants in their Mercedes?”

 

Gilbert gently pushed me out of the way and another thunder cloud formed over his head. He took one shoe off and put his bare foot on the engine casing.

 

“Oww, hot hot hot,” he said and gripped the red jump start terminal between a forefinger and thumb. 

 

“Better stand back,” he said. “Never done this before, no idea what's going to happen.”

 

The rest of us retreated a few yards up the path. Gilbert held up his other hand and pointed it at the thunder cloud. Rain started pelting down all around him and a brilliant flash of lightening shot out of the cloud and hit his hand. His hair stood on end and sparks appeared around his ears.

 

“Mithfloren!” he said breathlessly. “That was exciting!”

 

Bjorn checked the battery charge level. 

 

“Impressive,” he said. “It says it's almost a quarter charged. Do it again, Gilbert.”

 

After the third lightening strike, Gilbert's clothes were beginning to smoke, despite the heavy rain falling on him, and he was giggling helplessly.

 

“That's enough,” I said. “We don't want to kill him. We need to get him back, dry him off and let him calm down again.”

 

Gilbert was wandering off up the path like he was drunk, giggling delightedly and singing snatches of song in a strange ethereal language. The thunder cloud followed like a pet balloon, soaking the path. I caught him up and reached for his hand to lead him back. An electric jolt threw me to ground.

 

“Oww,” I said, rubbing my hand on my bottom, “that hurt.”

 

“I think he's got charged up,” said Amy. “We need something metal to ground him.”

 

“How about the car?” I said. 

 

“No, that's on rubber,” said Amy. “That'll do.”

 

She pointed to a six foot metal sword stuck in the middle of the path, right in front of the car.

 

“That wasn't there just now,” I said. “Bjorn, is that yours?”

 

“No,” said Bjorn, “looks pretty handy though.”

 

Bjorn, Amy and I stood round the sword inspecting it while Rog shepherded Gilbert back down the path.

 

“There are some runes on the hilt,” I said. “I think they say 'Balrog'.”

 

“What?” gasped Amy, “you mean the Balrog that killed Gandalf?”

 

“I'm not sure,” I said, “they're a bit worn. Besides Lord of the Rings is fiction and Gandalf didn't get killed anyway. I wonder where it came from?” 

 

“It's mine,” said the figure sitting cross legged on the roof of the car. 

 

“Just touch this,” said Rog to Gilbert.

 

Gilbert giggled and and collapsed to his knees. Rog encouraged Gilbert him to his feet again and he fell against the sword. There was a sharp crack and he slid to the ground unconscious. The thunder cloud disappeared. 

 

“Who are you?” demanded Bjorn.

 

“I am Halfrog,” said the figure, jumping off the car. He landed in a puddle.

 

“Ugh,” he said disgustedly, “now my feet are all wet.”

 

He glared up at me, all three feet of him bristling with indignation.

 

“You should always look before you leap,” I said primly. 

 

“He's coming round,” said Amy, kneeling beside Gilbert.

 

“Wow,” said Gilbert, “that was intense! Phoaw.”

 

“Who or what is a Halfrog?” said Bjorn, ignoring Gilbert. 

 

“I am Halfrog,” said Halfrog. “And this is my land. To cross it you must pay the toll.”

 

“Where's my shoe?” said Gilbert, getting to his feet and leaning on Rog. 

 

Amy fetched it for him and he put it on.

 

“Is that your sword?” I asked. 

 

A three foot dwarf with a six foot sword seemed unlikely. If nothing else, how would it hang from his belt?

 

“Yes, it is my sword,” said Halfrog. “You go no further without my permission.”

 

“And you're going to stop us?” sneered Bjorn, towering over Halfrog. “You and whose army?”

 

“Me and my army,” said Halfrog, looking up almost vertically at Bjorn. “Them.”

 

He gestured behind us and we all turned. The path ahead was densely packed with dwarves, all carrying long swords, spears and axes.

 

“I am Hallbjorn Halftroll, son of Entar, son of Vidar,” roared Bjorn, whirling back to face Halfrog. “My name is feared in all of Jotunheim!”

 

“Can't say I've ever heard of you,” said Halfrog, unimpressed, “but if you're only half a troll you can't be up to much. Full trolls are pretty sad round these parts so a half a one is a waste of space. I am Halfrog, son of no-one 'cept my mother knows but I can skewer you like a spitted wazzock any time I want.”

 

With a slurp the sword leapt out of the mud and planted itself in Halfrog's hand, its tip pressed firmly under Bjorn's chin. Bjorn didn't move a muscle, except the ones holding his jaw shut. They clenched.

 

“Umm,” I said hurriedly. “I'm Toni. Why don't we all just stay friendly? I apologise for my friend here, he's never got the hang of the social graces. Why don't we make some coffee and have a nice chat?”

 

“What's coffee?” asked Halfrog.

 

“It's a nice hot drink,” I said. “Very popular where we come from.”

 

“Actually, I prefer tea,” said Gilbert. “Elderberry for preference although Lemon Myrtle is delicious too.”

 

“And who be you?” said Halfrog. 

 

“I'm Gilbert,” said Gilbert.

 

“I'll drink whatever you were drinking,” said Halfrog. “It must have been pretty good. I saw you dancing.” He grinned. At least it looked like he grinned since his beard moved in a grinning sort of way.

 

“Why don't you just put the sword down?” I said. 

 

It looked like Halfrog's talking to Gilbert had made the sword waver a little and there was a thin trickle of blood slowly sliding down Bjorn's throat. He grunted and tossed his sword over his head. It landed tip down in the ground and vibrated gently for a few moments.

 

“This is Rog,” I said, “and my friend Amy. Now, can anyone make a fire?”

 

Halfrog stared at me for a few moments then snapped his fingers. A weedy, miserable looking dwarf with a thin, straggly beard stepped off the path and reappeared almost instantly with some sticks of wood. He piled then in the middle of the path in front of Halfrog and put a match to the sticks. Moments later there was a merry fire blazing.

 

“Now what?” said Halfrog. 

 

“Umm, do you have a pot or a kettle?” I asked.

 

The weedy dwarf leapt forward, this time with a small cauldron. It was pretty obvious he was a servant or slave of some sort.

 

“That's one of my wives,” said Halfrog. “Cute little thing, isn't she. Name's Lelmain.”

 

“Very,” I said. “You're a lucky man, umm, dwarf. Now if I can just get to the back of the car …”

 

Halfrog stepped out of my way and I retrieved a jar of coffee, some bottles of water and a packet of wet wipes and returned to the cauldron. I handed the wet wipes to Bjorn and poured a bottle of water into the cauldron and put it on the fire. Bjorn wiped his chin and throat with a wet wipe and glowered at the blood on it.

 

“No, stay calm,” I whispered, putting my hand on his arm. He nodded, very reluctantly. 

 

We hadn't thought to buy any teaspoons so I estimated how much coffee was needed for one bottle of water. I hoped Halfrog wouldn't want to give some to all his army as there wasn't enough water to go around. Or coffee granules.

 

“Umm, so do you live around here?” I asked.

 

“Under here,” he said. “All your noise over my bedroom woke me up.”

 

“Ahh, I'm sorry,” I said. “We didn't mean to.”

 

“I'm sure you didn't,” he said genially. “No one means to wake me but it's my own fault for having my bedroom immediately under the path.”

 

“Couldn't you put it somewhere else?” I asked.

 

“If I did, I wouldn't hear passers by,” he said. “That stuff smells quite nice.”

 

“It's just about ready,” I said, “would you like some?”

 

We hadn't got any mugs either, I realised. We'd got coffee and water but nothing to make the coffee in, heat the water or drink it from. 

 

“Bit slack on the planning side,” I thought sadly. “I wonder what else we forgot?”

 

I tentatively touched the handle of the cauldron. It was warm but not hot so I picked it up and offered it to Halfrog. He took it and stuck a finger inside the liquid and licked it.

 

“Hmm,” he said and lifted the cauldron to his lips and stuck his tongue inside.

 

“Not bad,” he said and drained the cauldron. “Not bad at all.”

 

Whatever it was that had growled in the forest earlier growled again and Halfrog snapped his fingers. Two dwarves detached themselves from the massed ranks on the path and disappeared into the forest.

 

“Not much of a kick though,” said Halfrog, handing the cauldron to Lelmain. “Now, what did you want to chat about?”

 

“We're on our way to Yggdrasil,” I said. “We just want to be on our way and we're not here to cause any trouble. We want to be friends.”

 

I smiled my best smile in as friendly a way as possible.

 

“ Yggdrasil?” said Halfrog. “What in Hel do you want with that old tree?”

 

“Umm, we need to speak with the Norns,” I said. “They're waiting for us.”

 

“Them trouble-makers?” he said, irritably. “Why would you want to talk to them when you already know your destiny?”

 

The was a loud squeal from the forest and the two dwarves re-emerged, carrying a large rabbit with long, sharp teeth. It was clearly dead.

 

“We don't know our destiny,” I said, a little surprised.

 

“Do you not?” said Halfrog, watching Lilmain butchering the rabbit-like creature, its blood pooling on the path. “You're all going to die, just like that meckle, and we'll use your skins for drums. I like a nice bit of music in the evenings and I fancy that big lump will make a nice bass drum all on his own.” He indicated Bjorn who growled at him but didn't move.

 

“OK,” I thought. “This isn't going the way I hoped.”

 

“Umm,” I said, “You did mention something about a toll? What do you want to let us be on our way?”

 

“I'm pretty sure I just want to kill you all,” he said. “Something in that drink of yours is making me feel irritated and when I'm irritated I kill things.”

 

I knew I should have added some sugar.

 

“Pretty sure?” I said, desperately. “That means you're not absolutely sure so there's an element of doubt. I'm sure we can find something to help you counter the coffee and decide to let us be on our way.”

 

“Perhaps,” he said, casting his eye over the car then at each of us in turn.

 

“Yes,” he said. “That'll do nicely.”

 

“What will?” I said, hope rising up inside me.

 

“That,” he said, pointing at Amy.”Leave that and the rest of you can go.”

 

“Go to hell,” said Amy, stepping backwards in alarm.

 

“I most certainly will,” said Halfrog. “But you'll be there before me. A long time before me,” and snapped his fingers again.

 




Chapter Fourteen

 

“No,” I shouted, jumping between Amy and Halfrog, “we're not letting you have Amy.”

 

Bjorn jumped in front of me and Gilbert and Rog stepped beside her, boxing her in. Halfrog sighed wearily.

 

“Oh, you're just no fun,” he complained. “I suppose we'll have to do it the hard way, then.”

 

He waggled his finger in a circle then pointed at us. His army of dwarves advanced. It wasn't a long fight since we were badly outnumbered and two academic girls, a pacifist elf and an elderly, arthritic wizard tend to be more of a liability than anything and we kept getting in Bjorn's way. Still, he did his best and the path was littered with injured and unconscious dwarves before he was felled by a large tree trunk rammed into the backs of his knees by a group of dwarves working as a team and then bludgeoned repeatedly once his head was within reach. With Bjorn out for the count the rest of us were easy prey.

 

It took five of them to carry Bjorn's body, wrapped into a cocoon with vines and creepers from the nearby trees. The rest of us were bound with our hands behind our backs and leashes round our necks. We were led, or carried in Bjorn's case, up the path and down a tiny, concealed track into the forest.

 

“Thanks for trying,” said Amy, “although it doesn't look like it got us very far.”

 

“I still don't know what any of this is about,” I said, “but for sure it isn't worth anyone dying. I'm pretty sure they wouldn't have taken us captive if they were going to kill us.”

 

“I've heard that some tribes of dwarves are cannibals,” said Rog conversationally.

 

“Oh by Mithfloren's ears, that's a stupid thing to say,” grunted Gilbert. “It doesn't matter if they're they're cannibals or not, we're not dwarves. They may well eat us but it wouldn't be cannibalism.” 

 

“Oh shut up you two,” said Amy. “No one's going to eat us. I read my horoscope for this week and it was very positive. It said I was going on a trip and would make new friends but to keep a close eye on my finances. There was nothing nasty in it.”

 

“Oh well, that's all right then,” said Rog, testily. “If your horoscope said that it must be true. Oh looks like we've arrived somewhere.”

 

We were on the edge of a small clearing, grassy with scattered bushes. Several of the dwarves ran to the bushes and pulled them backwards, revealing trapdoors over deep holes. The dwarves started to descend into the holes using narrow ladders. We had our hands untied and were gently prodded into the holes with sword tips. Bjorn was just dropped down one of them, feet first fortunately.

 

At the bottom our hands were retied and we were marched, if that's the right word when you're bent over, through a tunnel lit periodically by flaming torches set into the walls. 

 

“Jesus, my back hurts,” I groaned after a while. 

 

The height of the tunnel meant that Amy, Gilbert and I had to hunch our backs and hold our heads at awkward angles to get through it. Rog just made himself shorter and walked upright. 

 

Soon the tunnel opened out at the top of a deep circular cavern with a platform spiralling downwards against the walls. Inset into the walls were wooden doors at regular intervals. The dwarf leading the way opened one and Bjorn's cocooned body was forced inside and the door slammed and locked. He groaned so he was presumably still alive. Gilbert was prodded into the next.

 

“Take that one to Midkel,” he instructed the dwarf holding Amy's leash. “Hey, where did the other one go?”

 

There was immediate consternation as the dwarves realised that Rog had disappeared. His leash and a knotted piece of rope lay neatly on top of some rumpled clothes. The lead dwarf stepped angrily forward and rammed his fist into the face of the dwarf still dumbly holding the other end of the leash. His head bounced off the rock wall.

 

“Idiot,” he screamed, “you let that one escape. I'm reporting you to Yashtar! You, you and you, stay here, the rest of you scum find that prisoner!”

 

The dwarves scattered, scurrying up and down the platform and searching the cells and corridors. 

 

“That one, in there,” said the lead dwarf, pointing to me then an open door. 

 

I was thrust inside and the door slammed, leaving me in total darkness.

 

“Bugger,” I said, quietly.

 

I stood there, hunched over with my head drooping, not daring to move. 

 

“Oh god,” I prayed in a whisper, “please let me be alone in here.”

 

I couldn't hear anything else in my room, cave, cell, whatever it was, because of the running and shouting going on outside although I could hear my heart pounding. Very cautiously I lifted my head. I didn't feel anything so even more cautiously I unhunched my back.

 

“Sweet, there's room to stand,” I thought. “Makes life a tiny bit easier.”

 

I became aware of a faint smell of something unpleasant, perhaps even rotten and I wrinkled my nose. I edged backwards until my fingers felt the rough hewn door.

 

“OK,” I said to myself, “how do I get this rope off?”

 

I still had the leash around my neck but I'd probably be able to get that off once I had my hands free. The problem was that they were tied behind my back. Well, there was only one thing to do. I had to try to climb through my own arms so they were in front of me, then I might be able to use my teeth to undo the knot. I'd seen it done in a movie and it didn't look that hard.

 

Getting my hands under my bum was the easy part. Sliding my tied hands under my thighs I realised that it wasn't going to be plain sailing after all. With my back pressed firmly against the door I tried to lift one leg and get my foot over and behind the rope around my wrists but I simply wasn't flexible enough. I got the tip of the toe of my boot snagged behind the rope and ever so gracefully toppled sideways and crashed onto the side wall of my cell, banging my head. It hurt. Even worse, I couldn't rub my head because my hands were tied up under my thighs and my bent leg was beginning to cramp. That hurt too. So did my shoulder. And my pride. 

 

“Sodding hell!” I muttered and leaned drunkenly against the wall.

 

Leaning there, I realised that everything had gone quiet. There weren't any feet stamping around outside my cell and what shouts I could hear were quiet and seemed to be far away. Presumably the search for Rog was going on elsewhere.

 

I couldn't get my foot back out from behind the rope either. When your leg is all scrunched up like mine was it's difficult to work the foot and the boot didn't help either since the rope snagged against the little metal hooks the boot had instead of lace holes. Still, with a lot of swearing, grunting and tearing of shoulder muscles I managed to get that leg through and stood up again, as far as I could, with one hand behind my back, one in front and the rope doing painful things to my crotch.

 

The second leg was easier though since I was able to sit on the ground and use my knee as a lever for the arm that was in front of me. When they do this in movies they must use elastic or something. Anyway, even though my wrists were still tied they were in front of me which is a huge psychological boost. I felt almost triumphant. 

 

“Nice one,” I muttered. “Now, untie those wrists!”

 

I tried to feel for the knot but my fingers wouldn't stretch far enough so I lifted my hands to my mouth and tried to find the knot with my lips. Now, if you think about it, when someone ties your hands behind your back the knot is going to be on the little finger side of the hand, not the thumb side. So, when you manage, after a great deal of pain and effort, to get your hands round to the front and hold them up in front of your face, where's the knot going to be? Yup, on the other side of your hands to your mouth. So, if you want to use your teeth and lips to undo the knot you have to get your elbows as high as possible and bend your wrists further than nature ever intended so that the knot is within reach of your teeth. At that point you discover that you have to pull the rope away from your teeth, using your teeth. 

 

In movies, the hero quickly contorts through the hoop of his arms, raises the rope to his teeth and does a quick movement rather like swallowing an oyster and the rope drops away. Total time – perhaps three seconds. In real life, once you have your hands in front of you, it takes forever. Hours of straining, sweating and cursing with your arms in the air, elbows pointing to heaven, wrists twisted and on fire and front teeth wishing you'd been to the dentist more often and brushed with a metal alloy instead of toothpaste. 

 

One other point. I don't know about in the movies but when real life dwarves tie you up they don't use nice, new rope, fresh from wherever they get their rope from. They use dirty old rope that's been used for god knows what and it tastes, quite frankly, disgusting. It's also gritty and slimy and smells of dead things and rather makes you not want to get your bindings untied after all.

 

Actually, there another point of difference with the movies too. In the movies, the actor playing the hero gets to go to the toilet before they shoot the scene so they don't have to try to get the rope undone while bursting for a pee as well. Fortunately I was wearing boots so when I pulled down my jeans after I'd finally got my hands untied and had got some feeling back in my hands and peed on the floor, I didn't get my feet wet. It was completely dark and I defy anyone, well any woman, to pee in total darkness and not get her feet wet. Actually, I think a lot of men would too, especially if they haven't got all feeling back in their hands.

 

Still, hands free and bladder empty I felt better able to cope with the realities of incarceration so I started to explore my environment. It didn't take long. At a rough estimate it was a five foot cube but the good news was that there was nothing in it other than me and a puddle on the floor by the door.

 

Now what?

 

Carefully avoiding the puddle, I found a corner and sat down. The walls, floor and ceiling felt like rock so I couldn't dig my way out, at least not without a pneumatic drill or explosives, neither of which I had in my pockets. I daresay Bruce Willis would have clawed a hole in the wooden door with his nails but mine wouldn't cope with that level of abuse. My nails have a tendency to split, probably because I don't eat as healthily as I should, so I keep them short. On the rare occasions that I want long, glamorous nails, I stick on some fake ones. Sadly, as far as I know, no one makes fake nails with diamond cutting tips so boring through the door wasn't an option.

 

“Aha!” I said, “what about the hinges?”

 

I leaned over and explored the edges of the door. Whoever had designed this cell knew what they were doing. The door hinges were on the outside. 

 

“Bugger.”

 

Just to be able to say I'd covered all possibilities, I dug my fingernails into the tiny gap between the door and the rock surround and tried to open it. You never know, in the panic caused by Rog's escape they might have forgotten to lock it. They hadn't. Then I remembered it opened outwards so I gave it a push. Well, you never know. 

 

Something you never think of when inside a rock cave or cell is that liquids don't soak in. I discovered this the hard way when I crawled into my puddle. It also made me realise that before too long I was going to have another waste disposal problem.

 

“I wonder if they'll give me a toilet break when they come to feed me?” I wondered.

 

I tried not to wonder if they'd actually bother to feed me, or if they did, what with. One thing was for sure, it wouldn't be a MacDonald's.

 

I don't know how long I sat there, in my little corner of my little cave. It seemed like a year or two but it probably wasn't since I wasn't even feeling hungry when the door opened.

 

“Sorry I took so long,” whispered Rog, peering in.

 

I jumped up and gave him a hug. Relieved is nowhere near an impressive enough word.

 

“How did you escape?” I whispered back, although there didn't seem to be anyone round and the torches in the walls were beginning to burn down.

 

“I shifted into a dwarf,” He whispered back, “then got sent off with some other dwarves looking for me. It took forever to get away from them and find my way back.”

 

“It's wonderful to see you,” I said, hugging him again, despite the fact that he was naked. “You'd better put your clothes on again.”

 

Fortunately his clothes were where he'd left them.

 

“Can we get the others out?” I asked.

 

Rog stuck his finger in the keyhole of Gilbert's cell and concentrated for a few moments then twisted his wrist and the door swung open. 

 

“Mithfloren!” he cried, before I shushed him. 

 

He was not tied up anymore and also had a graze on the side of his head roughly where mine was so presumably he'd gone through much the same antics as I had to get free. 

 

Bjorn, on the other hand, was still neatly bound in neck to foot creepers and he was definitely alive and taught me a few new Icelandic swear words and euphemisms. It took a while to get him untied as only one of us could fit inside the cell with him and he had to crawl through the door on his hands and knees.

 

“How do you feel?” I asked, remembering the battle on the path.

 

“My head hurts,” he admitted, crouching on the wooden platform.

 

“Let me feel,” I said and ran my hands over his head. It felt like a pineapple and there were a couple of streaks of red in his blonde hair. I hoped he didn't have concussion.

 

“Do you feel like you want to throw up?” I asked.

 

“No,” he growled, “do you?”

 

“How many fingers am I holding up?” I said, holding up three fingers.

 

“27,” he said. “Is this some sort of silly game?”

 

“You'll be fine,” I said. “We have to find Amy, I think that dwarf said to take her to Midkel, whoever that is.”

 

“It's the main hall,” said Rog, “Mid being dwarvish for main and kel for hall. It's a simple language really, having its origins in the proto-aboriginal languages of Niflheim, the land of the dead. You were in lakkels which means tiny halls.”

 

“Where is the main hall?” asked Bjorn, ignoring his brief lecture in etymology.

 

“No idea,” said Rog, “although she was taken down there and up that corridor.” He pointed to the level below us.

 

“Well, come on then,” I said, trying to set off at a run but my body wouldn't cooperate. Extricating myself from my ropes had left me with a variety of sharply defined muscle pains. A fast hobble was the best I could manage. By the looks of it Gilbert was much the same and Bjorn couldn't move fast anyway because he was almost bent double because of his height, regardless of any aches and pains he had.

 

We cautiously made our way up the corridor Rog had indicated, with Rog in the lead, looking like a dwarf again in case he was seen. I followed, carrying his clothes. 

 

“Which way?” whispered Rog, coming to a cross road. 

 

“That way,” whispered Gilbert, pointing to the left, “I can hear a lot of voices.”

 

We went that way and after a hundred yards or so I could hear the voices too. A way further on we rounded a corner and light blazed in. 

 

“Wait here,” said Rog, his voice almost lost in the hubbub.

 

He went to the end of the corridor and peered out then came back.

 

“There's a flight of steps leading down from here to the hall,” he said. “There seems to be a feast going on. Halfrog is there with maybe a hundred or more other dwarves.”

 

“Did you see Amy?” I asked.

 

“Yes,” he said. “She on the far side, her hands are tied to a big hook in the ceiling.”

 

“Bugger,” I said. “How are we going to get her out of there?”

 

“I could put them all to sleep,” said Rog. “although that'll put Amy to sleep as well.”

 

“Can you carry her out?” I asked Bjorn. 

 

He gave me a contemptuous look.

 

“Hold on,” I said, turning back to Rog. “If you can put them all to sleep, why didn't you do that above ground before we were captured?”

 

“The group spell puts everyone to sleep,” said Rog, “including me so we wouldn't have been any better off. We'd have just all woken up in the same situation.”

 

“Shit, so what's the point of doing it now?” I was exasperated.

 

“Because here you three will go back down this corridor so you can't hear me then come back in five minutes,” said Rog patiently. “Just don't forget to take me with you.”

 

“Five minutes?” I said, looking at my watch. “Come on guys,” and we went back down the corridor.

 

I watched the second hand on my watch .

 

“Oh shit,” I said, “how will we know which dwarf is Rog if they're all asleep?”

 

“He'll be his normal shape,” said Bjorn, “he can't hold a shape when he's asleep, so long as he's not dreaming then he could be anything.”

 

“Cool,” I said, feeling relieved. “But how are we going to carry him as well as Amy?”

 

“I'll carry him,” said Bjorn. “You and Gilbert take Amy's legs and I'll carry her shoulders.”

 

“Seems like a plan,” I muttered, “Come on, the five minutes are up.”

 

We crept back down the corridor. As we got closer we could hear that the feasting noises had turned to snores. Peering out of the corridor I could see Amy, asleep and dangling from the rope attached to the hook in the ceiling and Halfrog lying on the floor not far away, his sword propped against the wall. Dozens of dwarves were lying on the floor, across the tables and one was beside the fire, his beard singeing gently. There was no sign of Rog.

 

“I can't see Rog!” I said, worried. “Come on, let's go down and get Amy and try to find him.”

 

We went cautiously down the steps, although no one stirred.

 

“How long do you think they'll be asleep for?” I asked. It hadn't occurred to me to ask Rog.

 

“No idea,” said Gilbert, “we'd best be quick in case it isn't long.”

 

As if to prove his point one of the dwarves half lying across the table stirred and knocked his goblet to the floor. It clattered noisily.

 

Bjorn lifted Halfrog's sword and cut Amy down. Gilbert caught her and Bjorn hoisted her over his shoulder.

 

“None of these dwarves look like Rog,” I said. 

 

“He was probably at the end of the corridor when he did the spell,” said Gilbert. “Let's see if he's underneath something. He might have fallen off.”

 

“There he is,” said Bjorn, pointing to a fishing rod lying on the floor underneath the opening to the corridor.

 

“You're kidding me,” I said. “How do you know?”

 

“Dwarves don't go fishing with rods,” he said. “They divert rivers through tunnels with nets in. Rog must be dreaming he's gone fishing.”

 

I bent over the rod and looked at it. Bjorn was probably right since the rod was one of those rods that dismantled into sections but with this one the sections wouldn't come apart and I remembered Rog saying he had to be a single unit.

 

“Jesus,” I said, “What if it isn't Rog? What if it's just a rod left by some other prisoner?”

 

“We'll find out when Amy wakes up,” said Gilbert, “and if it stays a rod we'll just have to come back and find him again but I can't see Rog and there's nothing else incongruous here so we'll just have to risk it.”

 

“OK,” I said, making a decision. “At least, if this isn't him, when he wakes up he can be a dwarf again and probably find his way out. Let's go before everyone wakes up.”

 

We ran up the steps and Bjorn discovered he couldn't carry Amy over his shoulder and get through the low corridor so we ended up with him grabbing the scruff of her neck in one hand and Gilbert and me carrying a leg each. Fortunately she was wearing jeans. Bjorn carried the fishing rod in his other hand, with Halfrog's sword. 

 

We made it back to the cells but argued about where to go after that. Well, Gilbert and I argued. Bjorn had been unconscious when they brought him down. I was sure we'd come down one corridor and Gilbert swore he could smell the forest through another corridor. Bjorn listened for a few moments then headed off up the corridor I thought was the way, dragging Gilbert and me behind him.

 

“There could be any number of ways out to the forest,” he said over his shoulder, “but we may not be able to find the car again if we come up in the wrong place. If this way turns out wrong we can come back and try the other way.”

 

I imagine Gilbert saw the sense of this since he stopped protesting. Much to my relief we came out in the forest in a clearing that looked to be the one we'd been taken down. We were almost back at the path where the car was when Bjorn suddenly dropped the fishing rod and Rog appeared on the ground. 

 

“Friggin' hell,” said Amy. “I think I'm going to be sick.”

 

Bjorn lowered her to the ground so she was standing.

 

“You OK, Ames?” I asked, stroking her face.

 

“Yeah, I think so,” she said, straightening up. “Oww, why does my bum hurt?”

 

“Sorry,” said Bjorn, “I kind of banged it on the wall trying to get you into the corridor, maybe a bit hard. Can you walk?”

 

“Mmm,” she said, rubbing her behind. “How did I get out of there?”

 

“Tell you later,” I said, “we've gotta go, the dwarves will be waking up too.”

 

We hurried down the path and found the Toyota was still there, looking less incongruous than before because there was a large Mercedes parked behind it. 

 

We skidded to a halt and Bjorn advanced cautiously, brandishing the sword.

 

“There's no one here,” he said, after a while. “The car's empty. They must have followed us and couldn't get past the Toyota so they continued on foot. I wonder if there's any petrol in it?”

 

“Don't worry about it,” I said, getting in the Toyota. “Let's get out of here.”

 

The others piled in the back seat, Amy wincing and trying to find a comfortable way to sit. Rog offered to make himself into a cushion for her to sit on but she looked askance and declined his offer.

 

“Just a moment,” said Bjorn, going to the boot and opening it. “Odin's breath! The egg's gone!”

 




Chapter Fifteen

 

“Gone?” cried Amy. “Does that mean we can all go home again then?'

 

Gilbert and I jumped out of the car to check that Bjorn's eyesight wasn't failing. 

 

“No, child,” said Rog gently to Amy, staying on the back seat with her, “we're in Utgard and we're on a quest. No one's ever composed an epic poem about someone who gave up in the middle of a quest.”

 

Sure enough, the egg was gone, although the rucksack was still there.

 

“If anyone's going to write a poem about us,” said Amy tartly, “it'll be about Bjorn or Toni, not a hanger-on like me. No one even asked if I wanted to come along!”

 

“So what do we do now?” I asked Bjorn.

 

“No one is ever asked if they want to take part in a quest,” said Rog. “It's always thrust upon them.”

 

“We have to find them,” said Bjorn, looking around anxiously, “and get the egg back before they destroy it.”

 

“I just hate it when that happens,” grizzled Amy. “I hate things being thrust on me.”

 

“Won't they have destroyed it already? I asked, “like as soon as they found it?”

 

“There's a saying in your land,” said Rog, patting Amy's knee. “Some are born great, some achieve greatness and others have greatness thrust upon them. Looks like you're going to be one of the last group.”

 

“No,” said Bjorn, “they aren't powerful enough. They have to take it to Muspelheim.”

 

“So who writes the poem?” asked Amy. “And do I get any royalties?”

 

“What's at Muspelheim?” I asked. “Aren't there just more Giants there?”

 

“That's the problem,” said Rog, “you'll never know who's going to write it so you get no say in how you're portrayed. You just have to try to look good all the time.”

 

“It's the land of the Fire Giants,” said Gilbert. “They are the only ones with a fire hot enough to fry the egg.”

 

Even though I wasn't really the egg's mother I found that idea a little unpleasant.

 

“So I get forced to go on this quest and could still end up looking like a loser?” said Amy.

 

“Bummer, so which way do you think they went?” I asked. 

 

“You could never look like a loser,” said Rog gallantly. “You're far too attractive.”

 

“Someone say fried eggs?” called out Amy. “I love toasted fried egg sandwiches, especially with a little shaved cheese.”

 

“Later,” I said, getting back in the car. “We need to go find these Giants.”

 

“They wouldn't have gone back,” said Bjorn, getting in the car as well, “and it's very unlikely they'd have tried to cut through the forest so most likely they're still on the path, up there.”

 

He laid Halfrog's sword on the dashboard, the sharp pointy bit at my end. I put one foot on the dashboard in case the sword slipped. I felt I was getting blasé about danger, which was pretty cool.

 

“What if they are Fire Giants themselves?” I asked, remembering the fire bolts they'd hurled at us in the pub.

 

“It's possible,” said Bjorn, “but they still have to get the egg back to Muspelheim where burns the Fire of Astrogarth. No other fire is hot enough.”

 

“So it's a bit like Lord of the Rings, then” said Amy, “with an egg instead of the Ring and we're trying to save it rather than destroy it?”

 

“Kind of,” said Gilbert, getting in with a bag of food. “Tolkien based Mordor on Muspelheim and the fires of Mount Doom on Astrogarth.”

 

“Oh great,” said Amy. “I remember that bit in the movie where Gollum falls in. That's gonna be me, I just know it. Is there any chocolate in that bag? I need a fix.”

 

“Relax,” said Bjorn, pressing the Power button on the dashboard. “We'll get the Blóð Guðanna back long before we're anywhere near Muspelheim.”

 

Gilbert handed Amy a large bar of milk chocolate.

 

“Want some, Toni?” she asked, “before I eat the lot?”

 

“Yeah, why not,” I said and she broke off about a quarter and handed it to me. “What else have we got, Gilbert?”

 

“Umm, some bread, a cold chicken, a large tub of coleslaw and a bunch of bananas,” he said, rummaging through it. “Oh and some tampons, whatever they are.”

 

He unwrapped one and bit into it.

 

“Hmm, bit bland and very chewy,” he said and spat it out the window. “Yucky, actually, why did we get them?”

 

“You're not supposed to eat them,” said Rog. “They're special things for women.”

 

“Oh right,” said Gilbert, “like vitamins?”

 

Amy giggled through a mouthful of chocolate. 

 

“Kind of,” I said. “Give them to me.”

 

Gilbert passed them forward and I stuck them in the glove box.

 

“Is there anything to drink in there?” asked Bjorn.

 

“Hey, did anyone remember to pick up the coffee?” I said, suddenly remembering making some on the path.

 

“Yes, I did,” said Rog. “and the cauldron. It's in the back here.”

 

“Awesome,” I said, “maybe we could stop and make some in a bit?” I glanced at Bjorn.

 

“Maybe,” he said. “Once we've picked up a sign of their trail.”

 

“There's a thing of milk too,” said Gilbert, “although all the water is in the boot.”

 

We passed round the four pint bottle of milk and, inevitably, Bjorn finished it. Gilbert made some chicken and coleslaw sandwiches, using his fingers to spoon out the coleslaw. I felt like I was off camping.

 

“Hey,” I said, after a while. “I've just had a thought, why can't Rog shift into a bird and fly above the trees and find the egg that way?”

 

Bjorn screeched to a halt and we all looked at Rog.

 

“Sorry guys,” he said. “I can't. The power to weight ratio is wrong.”

 

“Ohhh,” said Amy, licking chocolate off her fingers. “Good point.”

 

Obviously she knew what he was talking about but I didn't.

 

“What?” I said, trying to sound intelligent.

 

“I can change my shape,” said Rog, “but I can't change my mass so to fly as a bird with my body weight I'd need a wing span of something like half a mile and I simply can't stretch that wide. The best I can do is to climb to the top of a tree but that wouldn't help since I wouldn't be able to see below the treetops.”

 

Bjorn started driving again.

 

“Couldn't you turn into a parachute or something and Bjorn could throw you up in the air and you could float down or something?” I asked, unwilling to give up the idea entirely.

 

“Physics isn't your strong point, is it,” said Rog.

 

Amy tittered irritatingly.

 

“Well, you come up with something better,” I said.

 

“I did,” she said. “'Let's go home', I said but no one agreed with me. Seems you all want to be in a poem or something.”

 

Bjorn stopped again.

 

“There's a fork in the path,” he said.

 

We all got out of the car and went to inspect the fork.

 

“Which way do you think they went?” I asked.

 

“No idea,” said Bjorn. “There's no footprints or anything.”

 

Both paths looked pretty much the same. Hemmed in with trees, fairly dark and what grass and leaves there were seemed undisturbed.

 

“Right,” said Bjorn after allowing time for someone to come up with a suggestion. “There's only one thing to do. Split up. I'll go this way and Toni, you go that way. Amy and Gilbert, you go with Toni and Rog, you come with me.”

 

“Why can't I go with you?” I asked. I felt safer with Bjorn around.

 

“You're the egg's mother,” he said. “You might feel something the others would miss.”

 

I might have guessed he'd have a good reason. Bjorn looked up at the thin strip of sky between the trees. 

 

“Looks like we've maybe a couple of hours before it gets dark,” he said. “So, we'll go down the paths for no more than an hour and try to find some signs they've been that way and then meet back here.”

 

“Why don't we all go down one path for an hour and see if we find anything and if not come back and try the other path?” I asked

 

“Because I need a break from your endless chattering,” he said. “And with a bit of luck I'll find them on my path and get the egg without putting you in danger.”

 

OK, the endless chattering part was a bit insulting but I could quite see his point about putting me in danger. It was definitely a valid point, only … 

 

“What if we find them my way?”

 

“Then hurry back here without them seeing you and wait for me,” he said.

 

I could see the sense in that too.

 

“Can we have some coffee first?” I asked.

 

“No, let's make use of what light there is while we can,” he said, pulling the sword from the dashboard. “We'll have to camp here for the night so we can light a fire then. Do any of you three know how to use a sword?”

 

“I doubt I could even lift it,” I said.

 

Amy and Gilbert shook their heads.

 

“Anyway, what if Halfrog comes looking for it?” I said. “I think it's a bit magical since it seemed to jump into his hand.”

 

Bjorn dropped the sword and stepped away from it.

 

“Didn't think of that,” he admitted.

 

“Let me have a look,” said Rog, stepping round Bjorn.

 

He squatted beside the sword and examined it intensely.

 

“Hmm, yes,” he said, “it does have a minor spell on it but I can counter that.”

 

He closed his eyes and his lips moved silently for a few seconds then he touched the blade. The sword shivered and flipped over. 

 

“All done,” he said brightly. “It's just a sword now.”

 

Bjorn picked it up tentatively and spat on it. Nothing happened, although why you would expect anything to happen I've no idea. He wiped his saliva off on his trouser leg.

 

“Right,” he said, pulling out his mobile phone. “An hour from now, OK?”

 

Amy and I pulled our phones out as well.

 

“Shit,” said Amy, “no signal.”

 

“Yeah,” I said. “So that means we can't phone you if we see anything.”

 

“Your satellite coverage doesn't include Utgard,” said Bjorn. “That's why we still use birds for long distance messages. Mobiles are much easier but that's the way it goes.”

 

“Should we synchronise mobiles or something?” asked Amy.

 

“What for?” said Bjorn, looking puzzled.

 

“I don't know,” she replied, “just they always do in war films before going on a mission somewhere.”

 

“Well it doesn't really matter what the time is,” said Rog. “We just keep going for an hour then come back. Well, fifty five minutes now.”

 

“That way,” said Bjorn, pointing along the right hand path. “Now. Go.” We went.

 

“Bit bossy, isn't he,” said Amy after we'd trudged maybe a hundred yards. “This is the twenty first century, after all. Us women have rights too now.”

 

“He's alright,” I said. “Don't be too hard on him. It's his job to look after the egg and this is the second time he's lost it. It's probably hurt his pride or something and he wants to look macho and efficient.”

 

“The second time? What happened the first time?”

 

“He lost it on a beach in Iceland,” I explained. “He was playing with some puffins and dropped it. That's how I found it and I brought it back to London.”

 

“Ohh,” she said. “Well, could happen to anyone I suppose.”

 

We trudged on.

 

“Shame there's no signal,” said Amy after a while. “I want to check up on Ramon. Probably ought to phone work and tell them I won't be in tomorrow either since it doesn't look like we're going to be finished here any time soon.”

 

“So what's happening with you and Ramon?” I asked. “You don't normally worry about guys you've just met.”

 

“Well, he's kind of cute,” said Amy, giving me a sideways look, “and I think we've got some sort of connection.”

 

“Oooooh,” I teased, “so is this, like, it? The real thing? Is he 'the one'?” and I put finger quotes around 'the one'.

 

“Maybe,” she said seriously.

 

I stopped and stared at her. This was not the Amy I knew. Although her hobby and passion was men in general she'd never, in all the time I'd known her, been serious about any man in particular. She was a bit like a stamp collector, always on the look-out for the next one.

 

“Wow, Ames,” I said, catching her up. “I'm sorry, I was only teasing you. I didn't realise it was, like, you know.”

 

“He makes me shiver,” she said, unexpectedly. “Every time I look at him.”

 

“Shiver good or shiver bad?” I asked. I'd known several guys who'd made me shiver, but in a bad way.

 

“Shiver good,” she said with a grin.

 

I grabbed her hand and gave it a squeeze.

 

“Bjorn was right,” said Gilbert. “You two chatter even worse than elf maids, which I didn't think was possible.”

 

We both gave him a dirty look, which he ignored and we trudged on in silence for a while. 

 

“So what are elf maids like, Gil?” asked Amy

 

“Beautiful,” he said. “Talkative but beautiful. Tall and slender and their faces are as fair as the moon in early spring.”

 

“Ohh,” she said, “so they're pitted with craters too then.”

 

Amy can be bitchy at times. Gilbert laughed. 

 

“Elves don't get acne,” he said. “It's a genetic thing you humans have.”

 

“Are you married?” I asked him.

 

“Yes,” he said. “Her name is Yalanilue, she is the fairest of the fair.”

 

“Do you have any children?” asked Amy.

 

“Only one,” he said. “Briareth, an elf maid. We will have more but we've only been joined for three hundred years and you mustn't rush these things.”

 

“How old is Briareth?” I asked.

 

“Shhh,” he whispered, freezing motionless. 

 

I froze too and Amy bumped into me.

 

“What?” I whispered back.

 

“I thought I heard something, over there,” and he pointed to the left.

 

He listened hard.

 

“No, must have been my imagination.” he said, walking on.

 

“So what are we actually looking for,” asked Amy.

 

“Some sign to show someone has recently been along here,” he said. “Footprints, freshly damaged plants or tree leaves, maybe if we're fortunate a piece of torn cloth, something like that.”

 

“Oh,” she said, then a few heartbeats later, “I haven't been looking out for anything like that.”

 

“There's something following us,” said Gilbert quietly. “Keep walking.”

 

Amy and I stopped and turned around, expecting to see another army of dwarves or a sabre tooth tiger or something. There was nothing there.

 

“I said, 'keep walking'” said Gilbert softly. “So why stop and turn around?”

 

“Umm, we don't like being followed?” I said nervously.

 

“Whatever it is isn't on the path,” he said. “I can just hear it in the forest.”

 

“It?” I asked, “or them?”

 

“Either one thing with four legs,” he said, “or two things with two legs. Maybe three or four yards away. Shhh.”

 

He listened intently again then slowly crept to the side of the path and knelt down. Very gently he parted some vegetation and peered in. There was complete silence. Amy and I held our breaths. The tension was suffocating. Ever so quietly and slowly Gilbert adjusted his position then … pounced. An ear splitting yowling-screech split the air and he re-emerged, blood dripping from his hand.

 

“Just one of your cats,” he said, lifting his hand and licking the blood off. “A tabby. Probably a stray that came over the Rainbow Bridge by accident, looking for food. Gave me a good scratch too. Poor thing.”

 

Amy and I sagged with relief. 

 

“Why did you call it a 'poor thing'?” I asked.

 

“This isn't its world,” he said. “We don't have any cats in Utgard. It must be scared to death of all the strange things round here.”

 

“Aren't there any mice?” asked Amy.

 

“Yes, but they're bigger than your cats,” he said, “and they're predators.”

 

“I hate mice,” she said with a shiver, “although I have to handle them a lot in the lab at work, and these are bigger than cats? Ugh.”

 

We walked on and I checked my phone.

 

“Another ten minutes,” I said, “then we'll head back.”

 

“So how many children do elves normally have?” asked Amy.

 

“Three or four,” he said, “although Yalanilue wants more.”

 

“I think I'd like two,” she said reflectively.

 

This was news to me since Amy had always taken great efforts to not get pregnant.

 

“With Ramon?” I asked. She ignored me.

 

“Can you smell smoke?” asked Gilbert, lifting his noise and sniffing.

 

We both stopped and started sniffing.

 

“Nope,” I said.

 

“Me neither,” said Amy.

 

“Maybe I'm just imagining it,” said Gilbert, “although I'm sure I caught a whiff of wood smoke.”

 

“Maybe there's a forest fire somewhere,” I said.

 

“Better hope not,” said Gilbert, “or we'll be trapped. This is all one huge forest.”

 

Well, wasn't that an entertaining thought.

 

“I can definitely smell wood smoke,” he said a little further on. “And some roasting meat but I can't tell which direction it's coming from.”

 

A minute or so later I could smell it too.

 

“We've done an hour,” I said. “Should we go back or investigate the smell?”

 

“Go back,” said Amy instantly. “We need to tell Bjorn,” she added as an afterthought. “He can investigate if he wants.”

 

“Investigate,” said Gilbert. “It could be the Giants setting up camp for the night.”

 

“Oh bother it,” I said, “why's it up to me to make the decision?”

 

“Come on,“ said Amy and Gilbert simultaneously, heading in opposite directions.

 

I stood there, indecisively, then followed Gilbert. Maybe all this talk of children had made me feel more protective of my egg. There was a sudden patter of feet and Amy joined us. 

 

“No way am I going on my own,” she said. “You two need me.”

 

We walked cautiously along the path, hugging the edge, the smell of wood smoke and roasting meat getting stronger with every footstep. 

 

“I can hear voices,” whispered Gilbert, “up ahead.”

 

For some reason all three of us started to go into crouches. Pretty stupid really since we were clearly visible to anything looking along the path but it was some sort of instinctive reaction. There's something primevally stupid about walking into danger fully upright. Maybe that's why warrior-types like Bjorn make a point of standing tall and squaring their shoulders, to show they're not scared like the rest of us. 

 

“Just makes you an easier target,” I thought to myself, trying to think myself as small as, say, a mosquito. 

 

“There's a clearing just up there,” mouthed Gilbert. “I think that's where they are. I can see their fire and it sounds like three or four different voices. Maybe five.”

 




Chapter Sixteen

 

It was definitely getting darker although the twilight was warmer than back in England so I guessed the seasons don't match up. Up ahead we could see a faint flicker of light on the trees on the edge of the clearing. We crept to the edge, hiding behind the tree line. Some distance away we could see four figures sitting around a small open fire with another bent over the fire, doing something to whatever was cooking.

 

“We need to get closer,” I whispered to Gilbert, “they're too far away, I can't see if they've got the egg or not.”

 

He nodded and pointed to a fallen tree the other side of the clearing. The top end of it looked to be a lot closer to the fire than we currently were and there was a deep blackness where its roots had torn a hole in the ground as it fell. 

 

“This is really not a good idea,” I thought so I nodded agreement and Gilbert started to edge around the clearing, keeping inside the trees. I followed and, very reluctantly, so did Amy. Slowly we worked our way around then, dropping to our bellies, we crawled through the lush grass, hidden by the tree trunk. Part way along the length of the tree, Amy gave a stifled cry.

 

“What's up,” I hissed, twisting to look at her.

 

“Spiders!” she screamed silently at me, “Look!”

 

I looked to where she was pointing. A small branch of the tree had a few partially dried leaves on it and on one of the leaves two very small spiders were quietly going about their business. The slightly larger one was all of a quarter of an inch across.

 

“Come on,” I mouthed at her, “ignore them.”

 

She crawled around them, giving the branch a wide berth.

 

“Nearly done,” said the Giant doing the cooking.

 

It was almost surreal watching them sitting in the forest in well tailored business suits. Even their collars were done up and their ties neatly tied, although one had taken off his shoes and was massaging his socked feet.

 

“My feet seem to have swollen,” he said to the others, “these shoes have been pinching something chronic. I think I'm getting a blister as well.”

 

“Burst the blister,” said another. “You need to let it dry out so the skin heals faster.”

 

“Nah,” said a third, “my mum says you should leave the blister to burst on its own. Keeps the new skin free from infection.”

 

“I always burst blisters,” said the second Giant, “and I've never yet had an infection.”

 

“You're more toxic than the bacteria,” laughed a fourth, “you infect them not the other way around.”

 

They all chuckled at this and the one with the sore feet poked his foot gently.

 

“Owww,” he said, “it's pretty sore.”

 

“Soak it in salt water,” said the one who argued against bursting blisters, “helps it heal faster.”

 

“And where am I going to get salt water round here?” said the footsore one sarcastically. “All we've got are those cans of lager we brought with us. Haven't seen any water all day and we're nowhere near the sea.”

 

“Fair call,” said the anti-bursting Giant, “guess you'll have to just suffer then. We've got a lot of walking to do tonight.”

 

I nudged Gilbert's thigh.

 

“They're not staying the night,” I mouthed. 

 

He nodded and pointed back to the forest so we crawled back again, Amy watching the spiders intently.

 

“Did you see the egg?” he whispered.

 

“Yes,” I whispered back. “It's in a bag near the fire. I could see the end sticking out and the shape looked right. So what are we going to do?”

 

“Go back and get Bjorn and Rog,” he whispered.

 

“That's what Bjorn said to do,” whispered Amy.

 

“Didn't you hear what that one said?” I whispered. “They're walking through the night. If we go back it'll take an hour and probably another hour to get back here. Who knows where they'll be by then.”

 

“They'll just be further up the path,” whispered Amy. 

 

“What if there are more forks?” I hissed. “We only found them now by chance so there's no way we can track them in the dark.”

 

“So what are you saying?” whispered Gilbert.

 

“I'm saying we need to think of something else,” I said.

 

“Hey, did you hear something?” said one of the Giants, looking around.

 

“Probably just that bloody cat again,” said another. “Can smell our dinner, I reckon.” He laughed.

 

“What if it's them humans looking for the egg?” said the first.

 

“Not likely,” said a third, “you heard what that dwarf said, Halfrog's got 'em. Won't be hearing nothing of them no more. 'Cept maybe the drum beats.” 

 

They all laughed at that. I had half an idea.

 

“Listen,” I whispered urgently, “one of us has to go back and get Bjorn and Rog and the car. The other two stay here.” 

 

What the other two did was the half idea I hadn't thought of yet.

 

“OK,” whispered Gilbert. “Who goes?”

 

“I can't,” I whispered, “I'm the egg's mother and I have to stay here so one of you two.”

 

“Gilbert can go,” whispered Amy.

 

“Actually,” I whispered, “probably better if he stays here, then he can whip up a storm or something if they start to move on.” 

 

I didn't really want to stay there on my own.

 

“Go to hell,” whispered Amy. “I'm not going on my own! It's nearly dark!”

 

“Actually that's not a bad idea,” whispered Gilbert. “Maybe if you run?”

 

“It isn't that far,” I whispered, “and the Giants are here and won't be chasing you and you'll be with Bjorn sooner too. And his big sword. You'll be safer with him than with us.”

 

“I have no idea why you're still my friend,” complained Amy, very quietly. “I hate you with every fibre of my soul. If I get eaten I'll never talk to you again! I just wanted you to know that, bitch, and if you ever get another boyfriend, which is highly unlikely, I'm taking him off you.” 

 

“Yeah, right,” I whispered back, “just like Tony huh. Get out of here.”

 

She made a very rude gesture then took a series of long deep breaths then suddenly hugged me.

 

“Love you, hun,” she said. “Pray for me,” and crawled away.

 

“I definitely heard something that time,” said the Giant, standing up. “I'm gonna take a look. Seemed to come from that there tree trunk.”

 

He started to walk towards us and Gilbert and I hugged the ground as tightly as we could, trying to hide in the grass. A bigger spider, at least half an inch wide, joined the other two on the leaf.

 

“It's ready,” called the cook. 

 

The Giant grunted and stared over our heads into the forest then turned and walked back to the fire.

 

“These wazzocks are skinny little things,” said one of them. “Ain't enough meat here for five of us. Next time get us a jumbuk, OK. They taste better too.” 

 

“You see one, let me know,” said one of the Giants. “Ain't no jumbuks round these parts.”

 

“Hey,” I whispered to Gilbert. “You can talk to birds. Why don't you ask one to follow them and let us know where they go?”

 

“There aren't any birds,” he whispered back. “Haven't seen any all day. In fact there aren't any animals around here either. The Giant's must have scared them away.”

 

We peered over the tree truck, watching the Giants tearing hunks off the spitted wazzock, stuffing the flesh in their mouths and tossing the bones into the undergrowth. They looked just like Phys Ed undergraduates in the student cafeteria. Despite it apparently being a small wazzock, it took them a while to eat it all and the darkness was deepening. I could see the end of the egg glimmering in the firelight. One of the Giants wiped his hands in the grass then belched loudly and got up.

 

“Back in a mo',” he said and walked two or three paces away from the others and turned his back on them. It sounded like he was pouring himself a drink.

 

“If they just all went away for a few moments,” I thought, “I could run in and grab the egg.”

 

“If you distract them,” I whispered to Gilbert, “I could run in and grab the egg.”

 

“Sure,” he said, “then what?”

 

“Bums,” I thought, “then what? Then they'll come looking for it and catch us and pretend we're jumbuks. Not one of my better ideas.”

 

“Oh shit,” I whispered. 

 

One of the Giants was stamping on the fire to put it out. Once it was just some glowing embers he started to scrape earth over it with his foot.

 

“Right, let's be off,” he said when he was satisfied the fire was out, “grab the bag, Durg.”

 

“Oh shit, shit, shit,” I muttered. “Think of something.”

 

“I carried it all this way,” complained Durg. “Why can't someone else carry it for a while?”

 

“Hey,” I whispered urgently to Gilbert, “can you make some fog?”

 

“Why?” he whispered back.

 

“It'll slow them down,” I whispered, “maybe even get them to stay here all night.”

 

“Good idea,” he said and looked thoughtful.

 

“Oh all right,” said a Giant, “as always, I gets the heavy work no one else will do. No bleeding thanks though, just like always.”

 

“Oh quit your whingeing, Bankel, you ain't done nothing for days,” complained Durg. “I'm the one that's been carrying it and I got run over two days ago. My chest still hurts. Hey, is it me or is it getting foggy?'

 

“Yeah, looks like it's getting foggy alright,” said another. “Maybe we'd best stay here 'til it lifts. Don't want to miss the turnoff and end up in Hel. Definitely getting thicker fast. What do you reckon, Vaben.”

 

“Let's give it ten minutes,” said Vaben. “If it's got thicker by then we'll stay here for the night, if not we'll press on.”

 

“Well done,” I whispered to Gilbert. “Can you make it thicker?”

 

He nodded. After a couple of minutes it was difficult to see the Giants, just vague shapes in the foggy darkness.

 

“OK,” said Vaben, “Kangd, go get some more wood and we'll make another fire. We're staying 'til the fog lifts.”

 

“C'mon Verst, give me a hand,” said Kangd and the two of them loomed larger in the fog. 

 

They followed the other side of the fallen tree into the forest and made a lot of noise roaming round, tripping over things and walking into trees and swearing. Gilbert and I cowered on our side, hoping the dark and the fog obscured us. I tried to breath silently, holding my mouth open wide. Something small flew in and landed on my tongue. It took every ounce of my self control to not jump up and scream. Closing my eyes and praying whatever it was wasn't poisonous I screwed up my eyes and tried to make a ball of saliva on my tongue to drown it then fought back a spitting reflex. Instead I tipped my head down and let the ball of spit slide off my tongue. It didn't taste very nice, whatever it was.

 

Within a couple of minutes, the Giants had another blaze going.

 

“Wanna break out those cans?” said Verst. 

 

At least I assumed it was Verst since I hadn't heard this voice before.

 

“Nah, get some sleep while you can,” said Vaben. “We'll need the cans tomorrow if we can't find any water.”

 

“Ugh,” said Kangd, “I bleeding hate water, rather drink thisple than that muck.”

 

“Go to sleep,” commanded Vaben.

 

There was some muttering but the talking stopped.

 

“What's thisple?” I whispered to Gilbert.

 

“I think it's what they call horse piss,” he whispered back, “but I'm not sure.”

 

One of the Giants started snoring.

 

“Hey,” I whispered, “when they're all asleep, why don't we creep in and get the egg then head back and meet Bjorn and the others on the path? That way we won't have to fight them, we didn't do too well the last time, remember.”

 

“Good point,” said Gilbert, “stealth beats strength any day.”

 

A few moments later another snore joined the first. It wasn't long before three of the Giants were snoring quite happily and a fourth was making wheezy, whimpering sounds.

 

“You don't suppose they've posted a guard?” I whispered.

 

“No one gave an order,” Gilbert whispered back. “Although they may have some sort of roster.”

 

One of my legs was going to sleep so I twisted round and sat up. All I could see over the fallen tree was dark fog and the glimmer of their fire.

 

“So you wanna go get the egg.” I asked, “and I'll keep watch?”

 

“Not really,” he whispered. “I can hear a lot better than you so it's probably best if I stay here and listen for the others while you go get the egg. Anyway, you're its mother. It might not like me picking it up.”

 

“Oh, you think it's going to start screaming?” I whispered sarcastically.

 

“Why risk it?” he whispered back. “How do you know it won't?”

 

I couldn't argue with that. I had no idea what the egg would do if someone it didn't like touched it. For all I knew it had screamed merry hell when the Giants took it but we just hadn't heard, being underground with the dwarves. Maybe it was now petrified and too scared to do anything. I had no experience of these things and the myths and sagas had never mentioned god eggs or how to look after them.

 

“Ughh,” I muttered after a few moments, “I suppose I'll have to do it.”

 

The fifth Giant started to snore but one of the others stopped snoring. Judging by the sound, he'd rolled over.

 

“How long do you think Amy's been gone?” I whispered.

 

“Maybe three quarters of an hour,” he whispered back. 

 

It would probably take her an hour or so to get back to the car and, assuming that Bjorn and Rog were there waiting, it could easily take an hour to drive here, perhaps longer since it was dark. 

 

“And what if the car needs recharging again,” I thought. “I need to get Gilbert back to the car and we need to get the car past the Giants while they're still asleep and they're at least an hour away, maybe longer, and if Gilbert leaves here the fog'll lift and the Giants may move on and they said there's a turning they're going to take.”

 

No matter which way I looked at the problem there was only one feasible solution. I had to get the egg and get it back to the car and the others and then we had to get ahead of the Giants. There was no escaping it, I was going to have to go in and get the egg, from under the noses of the sleeping Giants. Still, if Odysseus could escape from the Cyclops Polythemus I could probably get away from the Giants as well. Hopefully Greek mythology worked in a Norse setting. The only real question was whether to run off with the egg and leave Gilbert here to keep the fog going or take him with me to find the others. The other question, what to do if I woke the Giants and they caught me, I decided to ignore. Odysseus' approach would almost certainly not work. 

 

I explained the problem to Gilbert and he conceded that the best option would be for him to stay and keep the fog and, as soon as he heard us, he would then join us.

 

“It'll probably take ten minutes or so for the fog to disappear when I drop control of it,” he whispered, although he didn't seem overly enthusiastic about the idea. “Just don't wake them up when you get it. Fog won't stop them looking for you.”

 

The Giant that had rolled over must have rolled back and the one that was whimpering must have finished his bad dream since five snores now drifted across the clearing, each with its own rhythm. Now was as good a time as any.

 

I touched Gilbert's shoulder and whispered “OK, I'm off.” He squeezed my hand and I stood up. The fog should cover me and walking on my feet would make less noise than crawling. On tiptoe I made my way around the fallen tree trunk and headed slowly for the fire, feeling with my foot for obstacles hidden in the grass before putting it down as gently as I could and lifting the other. Falling over wasn't probably a good idea.

 

I don't know how long it took to get close to the Giants, perhaps a couple of minutes although it felt like hours. Their fire crackled happily and gave enough light for me to see them all. One lay directly across my path to the egg and he was lying on his back with his mouth open. Inches from his feet lay another while a third lay not far away from his head.

 

I froze. Should I try to step over him or go through the gap by his head?

 

“Go for the gap,” I said to myself, “less chance of losing balance.”

 

Taking tiny steps I ever so slowly made my way around his head, petrified that a blade of grass might touch his face and wake him. There was the bag with the egg, a few scant feet away, on the other side of the fire. I took another step and the Giant rolled over and put his hand on my foot.

 

How I did not scream I will never know.

 

I was half way through a step and my other foot was in the air so I delicately put it down on the ground, avoiding his arm. His hand was on the toe of my boot and I stood there, quivering, while he fondled it. God knows what his sleeping brain thought it was. The seconds passed. He didn't move his hand away. Then he stopped snoring and opened his eyes and looked at me.

 

“Whafl-alf-nnf-hrummmf,” he said and rolled over again, his hand lifting off my foot to scratch his bottom.

 

I tiptoed on. The flames of the fire reflected off the smooth gleaming end of the egg. It seemed to have grown again. As far as I could tell from the outline of its shape in the bag it was maybe two and a half feet long and a smidge under a foot in diameter, a far cry from the eight inch long obelisk I'd picked up on the beach in Iceland. Still, the bag had a carrying strap which would make it easier to carry. I bent down slowly, tracking all five sets of snores in case one of them missed a beat. They were all sound asleep. Cool. I gently grasped the carry strap and lifted the bag. 

 

It didn't budge. Shit! I grabbed it with my other hand and tried again. The carry strap creaked a little. The frigging thing weighed a ton! I tried again, straining to lift it and managed to get it a couple of inches off the ground but I had to let it down again. It was too heavy for me. I could probably have dragged it back to Gilbert but there was the nasty little problem of the Giants in the way.

 

I tried some of the new swear words I'd learned from Bjorn in my head. They didn't really help. 

 

There was nothing for it, I had to go back and get Gilbert. He could probably lift it by himself and between us we should certainly be able to carry it.

 

“Where's the egg?” hissed Gilbert when I'd finally made my way back to the fallen tree.

 

“It's too heavy for me,” I whispered. “You've got to help me carry it.”

 

“Mithfloren!” he hissed.

 

“I haven't touched it for several days,” I whispered, “Bjorn's been carrying it. The bloody thing has grown a lot, must be like a hundred pounds now.”

 

He peered over the tree. The Giants were still snoring away, oblivious. He muttered something in Elvish, perhaps a curse, perhaps a prayer, I couldn't tell.

 

“Come on then,” he hissed and stood up.

 

“We'll go round the other side,” I whispered, my hand on his arm, pulling him with me. “There's a bigger gap there and it's nearer the path.”

 

I felt him nod and come with me. We worked our way around the sleeping Giants, staying out of reach. I really didn't want to risk being touched again.

 

“Here,” I breathed. He could see the bag in the light from the fire. We both bent over and grabbed the carry strap. By Christ, it was heavy! Still, with the two of us we were able to lift it but it was difficult walking on tiptoe. Still, after many semi stumbles and anxious moments we made it back to the path.

 

“I can't carry it on my own,” I said quietly. “I'm going to have to leave it here with you and get the others.”

 

Schlinng! 

 

The egg shuddered. Three Giants stopped snoring.

 

“Whazzat?” said one, half sitting up. He lay down again and we waited, trying not to breath, until they were asleep again.

 

“Help me hide it,” whispered Gilbert, “further up the path then you go back for the others.”

 

It was easier on the path since there was no grass and we took the egg a couple of hundred yards further on to where the fog petered out and dumped it in some bushes. Gilbert squatted down beside it, hidden from the path.

 

“I'll wait for you here,” he said. “Take care going back past the clearing.”

 

I patted the egg then set off. The path was scary enough in the daytime but at night, in the dark, surrounded by fog and alone, scary was not even the beginning of it. When I came to the clearing I paused and listened. It sounded like only three of the Giants were snoring. 

 

“Oh god,” I thought. “What if one or two have woken up and are looking for the egg?”

 

I angrily told myself that if that was the case then there would have been a lot of noise and they'd have woken the others as well. The fact that any of them were still asleep was a positive. The quiet ones had probably just changed position. I carried on, as quiet as a mouse. A Midgard mouse, that is, not one of the giant Utgard mice that preyed on cats.

 

“I do so hope they aren't nocturnal,” I whispered.

 

When the fog petered out the other side of the clearing I started to jog, desperately wanting to find Bjorn and Amy. There was just enough moonlight filtering through the trees to let me see shapes in shades of black, enough to keep to the path. A single star twinkled in the sky above me. Something rustled in the undergrowth and I stopped jogging and started running.

 




Chapter Seventeen

 

“Hello,” he said pleasantly. “Beautiful evening, isn't it.”

 

He was standing beside the path and looked quite normal. He wasn't as big as Bjorn but he was attractively built and he had a calm, reassuring countenance.

 

“I suppose,” I said, slowing to a walk.

 

He started to walk beside me.

 

“You had a little bit of bother back there, didn't you. I was about to come and help but I saw you got out safely.”

 

“Yes,” I said, “well, we got out but I don't know if we're safe. Thanks anyway.”

 

For some reason I felt I could trust him.

 

“So why are you running away? Did your friend upset you?”

 

“Gilbert? No he didn't upset me, I'm just running because I was afraid of the dark forest in the fog.”

 

“Ahh, yes, quite understandable. Dark, foggy forests are not the place for, if you don't mind me saying, a very attractive girl such as yourself to be alone. Perhaps if I could keep you company for a while? At least until you feel safer?”

 

For some reason I started to feel safe too.

 

“Sure,” I said, “a little company would be nice. My name is Toni, what's yours?”

 

“I'm delighted to meet you Toni, what a lovely name. Mine doesn't really matter. After all, what matters is that you feel safe and secure.”

 

“Well, yes,” I had to agree. What do names matter, when all is said and done? They're just empty labels.

 

“And some light would make you feel safer, wouldn't it.”

 

A street light started to glow beside the path, its warm yellow light casting a pool of seclusion against the dark forest.

 

“Come into the light, Toni, where it's safe and warm.”

 

The man stepped into the pool of light and beckoned me with a delightful smile. It certainly seemed nicer there than on the dark path, so I joined him.

 

“Could I offer you a warm drink? Something soothing? Perhaps some little snacks to whet your appetite?” he asked. “Oh, how rude of me! A beautiful lady like you should not be standing. Please, allow me the pleasure of your sitting with me for a while.”

 

A pair of beautiful burgundy velvet high backed armchairs appeared and I sat in one. It was extremely comfortable. The man sat in the other, leaning forward, paying me close attention.

 

“Some wine, perhaps, or some warm spiced punch?”

 

An ornate occasional table appeared between the chairs with two crystal goblets of deep red wine and a candelabra of jasmine scented candles. He picked up a goblet and handed it to me, stroking my fingers as I took it. He smiled.

 

“Just a small sip,” he encouraged, “against the chill night air.”

 

To be honest the night air no longer felt chilly but I took a small sip to humour him. It was delicious and warmed my stomach. It wasn't quite wine; there was a hint of exotic spice but it was certainly very smooth so I had another sip, and another.

 

“Perhaps some canapés, Toni,” he suggested and a silver platter of smoked salmon canapés appeared on the table. “Or perhaps I can call you Antonella?”

 

“How do you know my name?” I asked, picking up a canapé. He seemed very intelligent and courteous.

 

“You told me,” he said. “Such a beautiful name for such a beautiful lady.”

 

Well, yes, I must have told him so I smiled. Antonella sounded very sophisticated coming from his lips. It was a shame my jeans and fleecy jacket didn't measure up to the sophistication, except that I wasn't wearing jeans and a fleecy jacket. Surprisingly I was wearing a silk, strapless evening gown. 

 

“Oh how nice,” I thought, stretching out one leg and pointing my foot so I could admire the elegant white evening sandals I was wearing. “Are those diamonds on the ankle strap?”

 

I was pretty sure they were but they suited the shoes perfectly and their style complemented my leg which was clearly visible as the gown fell away. I noticed the side slit went all the way up to my waist. It made me feel very glamorous and exotic. 

 

“How charming,” the man murmured, his eyes slowly travelling up my leg. 

 

He was wearing a superbly cut evening suit, I noticed, with a delicate red carnation in his lapel which matched the red roses in the vase beside me. He put down his wine and inched closer on the couch, the table now on the other side of me. He reached out and gently stroked my leg, his fingers soft and warm as they slid seductively over my knee and barely grazed my inner thigh.

 

“Oh my dear,” he murmured, his lips teasing the edge of my ear. “You smell ravishing, your perfume tantalises and seduces my every sense. I so very much want to kiss you.”

 

Funnily enough I very much wanted him to kiss me as well. He lifted his hand from my thigh and brushed my cheek with the tip of his forefinger. I slightly turned my face to his to make the angle better. There's nothing worse than kissing at the wrong angle.

 

“Your eyes,” he said, rapturously, gazing deeply into mine. “Two pools of mystery, beckoning me to dive into the depths of love, to dance naked with you for eternity.”

 

Admittedly an eternity seemed like a long time to be dancing naked but I appreciated the sentiment, especially as I was already naked, lying full length on a bear skin rug beside a roaring log fire. 

 

“Kiss me,” I said, my lips half open, my fingers entwined in his hair.

 

He lifted his hand from my breast and stroked the underside of my chin, his bare chest leaning over me. His lips grazed mine and I sighed. 

 

“Oh yes,” I said, every fibre of my being wanting this man, right here, right now.

 

He kissed me deeply then arched his head back and I felt his weight on me as his blood flowed thick and hot over my neck. I screamed and tried to scramble backwards as his handsome face dissolved into a ghostly white mask, his beautiful, even teeth turned green and jagged and his hair went lank and shaggy, on his back as well as his head.

 

“You horny little tart,” laughed Amy. “I've never seen you actually get it on with a guy before. You dirty little minx! Wouldn't have said he was your type though. You alright, hon?”

 

I stared wildly at her, gasping for breath and my heart pounding then pushed and kicked the body off me. My fleece jacket was wide open and my jumper pulled up to expose my boobs. I quickly pulled my jumper down and tried to stand up, only to discover that my jeans were round my ankles. Fortunately my knickers were still on, if a little skewed. I pulled up my jeans very quickly as Rog and Bjorn were watching and the headlights of the Toyota were like theatre spotlights.

 

Show over, Bjorn reached down and wiped the blood from his sword on the creature's back.

 

“What the hell happened?” I gasped. 

 

It's difficult to come down from an imminent seduction instantly, although blood and a slit throat does help a lot.

 

“That's a dark elf,” said Bjorn. “It played its magic on you. Just as well we came along when we did or you've have become its sex slave once it'd finished and you really don't want to be the sex slave of a dark elf. They're not the most considerate of lovers.”

 

“Wow,” I said, intrigued, “what happens then?”

 

“Let's just say that you'd spend your free time wishing you'd been trafficked to a slum brothel,” said Bjorn, grimly, “not that you'd have got a lot of free time. Dark elves like to share their slaves.”

 

“How did it find me?” I asked. “Was it after the egg?”

 

“No,” said Bjorn. “Dark elves don't care about the gods. It was probably just travelling through the forest and came across you by chance. Opportunities like you don't come along here very often.”

 

“We saw you in the headlights,” said Amy, “and Bjorn jumped out and slit the thing's throat.”

 

“Well, thank you, Bjorn,” I said, meaning it. 

 

“You're welcome,” he replied. “What's been happening here? Amy said you'd found the Giants.”

 

We got into the car and I quickly told them how Gilbert and I had taken the egg while the Giants were sleeping and that Gilbert was waiting with it further up the road.

 

“Right,” said Bjorn, “better get a move on. You're OK?”

 

“Yes,” I said, “it just feels like a dream now. Shouldn't we bury it?”

 

The dark elf was lying in a heap beside the path, still exposed by the headlights. It didn't look very nice and I shuddered. Amy squeezed my hand.

 

“I was only joking,” she said. “I was scared witless when we saw you. Just as well Bjorn knew what to do.”

 

“Leave it,” said Bjorn, “the forest scavengers will be along as soon as we're gone. They'll get rid of all sign of it.”

 

He put the car into gear and we moved away. I didn't let go of Amy's hand for a long time.

 

When the path started to get foggy, Bjorn turned off the lights and slowed the car right down to minimise the whine of the electric motor and we crept along, following the edge of the path.

 

“There's the clearing,” I whispered, “Gilbert is just up there, on the left.”

 

The Giants' fire was dying down although it was too foggy to see if they were still asleep. We inched forward slowly, the large SUV making barely a sound. The fog started to thin and I thought I recognised the bush where I'd left Gilbert and the egg.

 

“Just about here,” I whispered and Bjorn brought the car to a halt. He and I got out, Bjorn holding his sword at the ready.

 

“You two stay here,” he murmured to Amy and Rog, neither of whom had shown any sign of getting out.

 

I went over to the bush and walked around it. There was no one there.

 

“Gilbert!” I whispered. “Where are you?”

 

He appeared from deeper in the forest, defensively alert.

 

“That you, Toni?” he whispered. “What was the name of the pub where I met you?”

 

“You what?” I whispered back. “This is no time to reminisce!”

 

“The pub,” he whispered urgently, stepping backwards, “what was its name?”

 

I had to think about it. It was barely twenty four hours ago but such a lot had happened since and the name of the pub hadn't been worth remembering anyway.

 

“Umm,” I muttered, “ummmm,”

 

“The Horse and Flag, in Holloway,” hissed Amy, “Ramon's band was there, remember?”

 

“Oh yeah,” I whispered, “the Horse and Flag.”

 

“Good,” whispered Gilbert, relaxing. “A band of dark elves went by fifteen, twenty minutes ago. I was afraid they might be impersonating you. Come on, let's go.”

 

He disappeared back in the forest and reappeared lugging the bag with the egg. Bjorn opened the boot of the car and together they lifted it in. Bjorn closed the boot and leaned on it so it would close without making a noise. The rear suspension of the car bottomed out then bounced back up again. Gilbert climbed into the back seat and Amy gave him a half hug and I got in the front.

 

“You got back safely, then?” Gilbert whispered to Amy.

 

“Yes,” she whispered back. “I ran most of the way, I was so scared! But Bjorn and Rog were there when I got there back, was such a relief.”

 

“We were worried sick,” said Rog. “Bjorn was about to go up that path looking for you but I insisted he stayed at the fork in case you had to come back through the forest.”

 

Bjorn had put the headlights back on again and speeded up.

 

“Do you know if the Giants are still asleep?” he asked Gilbert.

 

“I could hear them all snoring,” he said, “until you drowned them out when you turned up. I didn't hear anything else so I expect they're still asleep.”

 

“OK,” said Bjorn. “We'll go for another couple of hours or so then we'll find somewhere to get some sleep. If they follow us it'll take them quite a while to catch up.”

 

“They said something about a turnoff,” I said, “and if they missed it they'd end up in Hel so we need to find it as well.”

 

“Ahh,” he said, “I wonder where that is?”

 

“If they're worried about missing a turnoff,” I said, “that suggests the main path goes to Hel so we ought to keep a close watch for turnoffs.”

 

“Yeah,” he said. “You watch your side and I'll watch mine. Did they say anything about how far it was?”

 

“No, but the way they were talking, it sounded like it would be today, not in several days. How far can Giants walk in a day?”

 

“Twenty miles,” he said, “maybe thirty, which means the turnoff shouldn't be that far away. We're doing about fifteen miles an hour.”

 

“Have we got any food out?” I asked, “that dark elf promised me food but didn't deliver and I'm starving.”

 

“'fraid not,” Gilbert said, “we ate it all earlier although there's more in the boot.”

 

“We'll eat when we camp,” said Bjorn.

 

“Party pooper,” I thought, then remembered just how much he normally ate and how hungry he must be right now, which made me feel better.

 

“Stop!”

 

Bjorn stopped the car.

 

“I thought I saw a turnoff back there,” I explained.

 

He reversed back and there was indeed a half concealed turnoff.

 

“Well spotted,” he said. “I wonder if it's the right one?”

 

“How can we tell?” I asked.

 

“Can't really,” he said, “all we can do is go and have a look.”

 

He drove into the turnoff and pulled up a little way in.

 

“Come on,” he said, getting out, “let's see if we can hide it so the Giants go the wrong way. With a bit of luck they'll end up in Hel.”

 

We pulled up some bushes and clumps of grass and arranged them as naturally as we could in the darkness.

 

“Can't wizards make lights or something?” I grumbled, tripping over my own feet in the darkness. At least I hoped they were my feet, not another dark elf's feet.

 

“Yes,” said Rog, “only I never got the hang of those spells. I always get explosions when I try, I just can't keep the damned things under control.”

 

We gave up after a while and hoped that what we'd done would be enough. We piled back in the car and drove on.

 

“Battery's nearly flat again,” said Bjorn almost an hour later and pulled into a convenient clearing. “Let's camp here for a while.”

 

“Am I going to have to recharge it?” asked Gilbert distastefully. 

 

“Do you feel up to it?” asked Amy.

 

“I suppose,” he said. “Although I think it'll be a good idea to discharge me after each strike. I think the buildup of static caused an electric high which was horrid.”

 

“Sounds like a good idea,” said Amy. “Assuming your brain is much like ours, it operates through electrical impulses so too much electricity wouldn't be good. Maybe that's why you seemed drunk or stoned. I don't suppose you'd come to the university for some study when this is all over, would you?”

 

“No way,” he said. “I'm going home.”

 

“Shame,” said Amy, “I know of at least two research students looking for topics.”

 

“And you think studying elf brains would get them their doctorates?” I asked. “Most likely get them kicked out of uni for being idiots. I can't use any of this for mine.”

 

“Yeah, I s'pose,” she said. “So, what, are we going to sleep in the open or something?”

 

“I'm staying in the car,” I said. “What the rest of you do is up to you.”

 

“I'll stand guard outside,” said Bjorn. “Sleep is for wimps.”

 

“Anyone want any food?” asked Gilbert. “Bjorn?”

 

“No,” he said, “being hungry will help keep me awake.”

 

Bjorn got out of the car and stood beside the path, his sword held to attention. The rest of us declined as well and Amy moved into the driver's seat. Rog and Gilbert managed as best they could on the back seat. We locked the doors.

 

There was light coming through the trees when Bjorn woke us.

 

“Dawn was a couple of hours ago,” he said, “I let you sleep, the girls looked like they needed it.”

 

I had, actually, and I felt a lot better for some decent sleep, even though I was a bit stiff. Amy was looking good, as always, but then she's the only person I know who does look good as soon as she wakes up. 

 

“It's going to rain,” pronounced Rog, “I can feel it in my knees, they're aching.”

 

Other than that we didn't talk much although Rog was able, despite his aching knees, to produce a small explosion to start a fire so Gilbert could cook some breakfast and, even more importantly, make coffee. How people ever managed to start their days before coffee was discovered I will never know. Coffee should be the first entry in all of those books titled “Inventions That Changed The World.”

 

We discharged Gilbert using Bjorn's sword between lightening strikes as he'd suggested. It seemed to work although he did have a temperature for a while afterwards, and Rog had the good idea to fill our empty water bottles while the storm raged around Gilbert. The water tasted unusually pure which was probably because Gilbert's storm hadn't been created the usual way with warm air currents carrying evaporated water up into the sky to mix with dust and pollutants. We even had enough water to have a decent wash although no one had thought to bring any soap or shampoo.

 

I drove after that, with Amy in the front seat on Gilbert's lap so there was room for Bjorn to get some sleep on the back seat. Rog shifted into a bean bag-like thing and lay on the floor in the back, with his head sticking up between the front seats like a happy puppy.

 

“I suppose we just keep following this path,” I said, “not that I've seen any turnoffs or forks. I wonder how far the forest goes?”

 

“I hear tell it goes on forever,” said Gilbert.

 

“Well hopefully we're going to end up somewhere,” I said. “We can't just keep driving for the rest of our lives.”

 

“It'll end in a while,” said Bjorn sleepily from the back. “Assuming we're not in Hel we should then be able to see Yggdrasil so we'll know which direction to go in.”

 

“How do we find the Norns when we get there,” I asked. He just snored, which didn't answer my question.

 

“Oklahoma, where the wind comes sweeping down the plain, and the wavin' wheat can sure smell sweet when the wind comes right behind the rain …”2

 

 

“Jesus,” said Amy, turning down the radio. “Whoever owned this car had a really sucky taste in music.”

 

She'd been investigating the glove box and found a small box of USB sticks and had worked out how to play them on the car's hifi system. The first was full of music from movies.

 

“Some enchanted evening, you may see a stranger, you may see a stranger across a crowded room.”3

 

 

The second USB stick wasn't any better, being a mixture of Gangsta Rap and Death Metal.

 

“So gimme a hoe, a bankroll and a bag of weed, I'm guaranteed to fuck her till her nose bleed”4

 

 

“See if you can find some Wagner,” I said, “like The Ride of the Valkyries, da de de da dahh.” 

 

Amy did her best and we left the forest with appropriately enough, The Animals playing: 

 

“We gotta get out of this place, if it's the last thing we ever do, we gotta get out of this place, 'cause girl, there's a better life for me and you”5

 

 

Well, it was either that or the Teletubbies and there are only so many times you can say “eh oh” before it loses its appeal.

 

Ahead of us stretched an open plain of waving grass, from horizon to horizon, unbroken apart from a giant tree in the distance, off to the left, so tall its top was lost in the dark clouds that were gathering. 

 

“Told you it was going to rain,” said Rog.

 




Chapter Eighteen

 

It was quicker driving on the plain and I was able to take the car as fast as fifty miles an hour. I was reluctant to go faster because the tall grass hid a lot of holes and lumps but at around fifty it seemed to be able to cope, if a little bouncy.

 

“Hey, what was that?” I said. 

 

A tiny movement in the rear view mirror had caught my eye. I looked more carefully. It looked like something had come out of the forest, some distance now behind us.

 

“What was what?” asked Amy.

 

“I thought I saw something come out of the forest,” I said, “back there.”

 

They all turned to look while I concentrated on what was ahead. Bjorn stayed asleep, of course. Lying on his side, his head cradled on his arm, he didn't snore.

 

“Looks like reindeer,” said Gilbert.

 

“We know it's going to rain,” I said, faintly irritated. Had he just called me 'dear'? “Rog said it was going to rain and look at the clouds everywhere.”

 

“I'd say four, maybe five,” said Gilbert, peering back intently, a hand shielding his eyes from the non-existent glare.

 

“Probably just a habit,” I thought to myself, “like people putting their glasses on so they can hear you better.”

 

“Four or five what?” I asked.

 

“Reindeer,” he said.

 

“Ah, my bad,” I thought, relieved. “Think they're a problem?”

 

“Looks like they might be following us,” he said. “Reindeer are unpredictable at the best of times but it's possible that those Giants are riding them. I can't tell from this distance but they certainly seem to be carrying something.”

 

“Should we wake Bjorn?”

 

“No, let him sleep,” said Gilbert. “Even if they are the Giants they won't be able to catch us up at this speed. Reindeer aren't that fast and they can't keep up their top speed for long anyway. Besides, if they are the Giants they'll be carrying a lot of weight which will slow them down a lot.”

 

“But we're leaving an easy trail to follow,” I pointed out. 

 

All they had to do was follow the path cut in the grass by the car. It would take a few days for the grass to recover so they had plenty of time.

 

“No worse than the path through the forest,”he said, twisting back round to look forward again and re-settling Amy on his lap. “We'll be at the tree in a few hours anyway.”

 

“Just how big is this tree, then?” I asked. 

 

It didn't look that far away but there wasn't really anything to judge perspective. It could be a small tree not far away or a big tree a long way away.

 

“I've only been this far down once before,” said Gilbert, “but it's at least three miles around the trunk at the base.

 

“You're kidding!” I stared at the tree in the distance. It looked much like any other tree but according to Gilbert it was a gigantic tree a very long way away.

 

“No,” he said. “It has to be a big tree because it supports Asgard and Vanaheim as well as my land.”

 

“Alfheim's up there?” I asked.  

 

Amy and I both peered at the sky.

 

“Yes,” he said, “above the clouds. There's another world up there, just as Hel is below this world.”

 

“So why don't you all fall down?” asked Amy. Quite reasonably, I thought.

 

“Haven't got a clue,” he said cheerfully. “I'm not a physicist, I just live there. Bit like you people never worry about why you don't get thrown off that spinning ball you live on.”

 

“Gravity,” Amy managed to say fractionally before I did.

 

“Maybe,” said Gilbert, “but what is gravity, hmm? Do either of you know that?”

 

“It's the consequence of the distortion of space-time by a mass,” said Amy. “Doesn't Utgard have mass?”

 

“Ummm,” said Gilbert, looking perplexed.

 

“Magic,” said Rog, who'd been happily experimenting with the cigarette lighter in the back. He'd been putting his finger inside the hot lighter part to see if he could carry electricity the way Gilbert did. He couldn't but he didn't seem to get burnt either.

 

“What do you mean, magic?” asked Amy.

 

“In the beginning,” he said, “there were three places. Muspelheim, which was a realm of elemental fire, Niflheim, which was a realm of elemental ice and Ginnungagap which was a realm of complete silence and darkness between them. In time, the heat of the fires melted the ice and the drops of water dripped into Ginnungagap and collected together to form Ymir, the very first life form. Ymir was hermaphrodite and produced children who were also Giants like Ymir. After two or three generations Odin, the first of the gods, was born and he killed Ymir and created Asgard and Midgard and later, when the Giants were banished, he also created Jotunheim as somewhere for them to go. All these places are held apart and together by the powers of magic. This is why, when the final battle, Ragnarök, comes between the gods and the Giants it will destroy everything because the magic will die too.” 

 

“Right,” said Amy, “so like when the universe ultimately implodes, gravity will disappear because there'll be no matter left to distort space-time. Hey cool, huh.”

 

“No, not really,” said Rog. “Everything that we call 'the universe' is actually all inside Midgard. Utgard is outside our universe so what you call space-time is really just one part of Odin's magic. A facet, if you like.”

 

“So when Odin created Midgard,” I asked, “did he create humans as well?”

 

“Yes, Odin created the first humans, Ask and Embla,” said Rog.

 

Well, I couldn't fault his mythological knowledge. He knew as much as I did.

 

“So,” I asked, rather sneakily, “did Odin create other creatures elsewhere in our universe?”

 

“You mean the plants and animals?” he asked.

 

“No, I mean what we call aliens, on other planets,” I said.

 

“Wouldn't have a clue,” he said. “Odin doesn't tell me what he does. I wouldn't be surprised though since he has a tendency to take a joke too far. I wouldn't put it past Loki either to have created other human-like creatures on other planets just for the fun of it as well. He's a bit of a troublemaker, is Loki. He likes to stir things up just to pass the time. Why don't you ask the Norns? They'll know if anyone does, after all, they have to manage the threads of everyone's destinies.”

 

“Have you been to Utgard before?” I asked.

 

“No, I was born in Finland and I've stayed there most of my life. Studying, you see. This little trip was supposed to be just a holiday for me, helping Bjorn out for a while. I never planned for it to get exciting like this.”

 

He didn't look excited. 

 

“So you've never met the Norns, then?”

 

“No, just read a bit about them,” said Rog. “They're like reclusive celebrities. Famous but they shun publicity.”

 

“And they live at the bottom of that tree?”

 

“No, the bottom of the tree is in Hel. The Norns live among the roots which are up here in Jotunheim.”

 

“Aren't the roots at the bottom?” I asked.

 

“Don't you know anything?” said Amy. “Tree roots are roughly halfway down. With most trees the trunk is above the ground and the tap root is below the ground and goes down as far as the trunk goes up. The rest of the roots are just below the middle and spread out sideways.” 

 

“I guess I should have paid more attention in Science at school,” I said. Actually I'd spent most of my science classes drawing pictures of tortoises for some strange, probably Freudian, reason or writing the occasional love poem to boys who never noticed me.

 

We drove on in silence for a while then Gilbert looked behind us again.

 

“Those reindeer have disappeared,” he said. “We're going too fast for them.”

 

“When will we get to the tree?” I asked. “The battery is getting low again.”

 

“Maybe another hour or so. Will it last that long?” said Gilbert.

 

“No. I'm afraid we're going to have to recharge again, sorry.”

 

“Actually it was much better with the discharges of static,” he said. “I hardly felt a thing last time, just warmed up a bit fast.”

 

“There looks to be a small lake up ahead,” I said. “How about we stop and recharge there? That way you can have a swim afterwards and cool down.”

 

“Yeah, good idea. Maybe catch some fish for dinner if there are any.”

 

“Would you mind being a fishing rod again?” I asked Rog.

 

“Of course not,” he said, “anything to help.”

 

“Who's going to hold the rod,” asked Amy, “since it'll weigh whatever Rog does. Only Bjorn can use a rod that heavy and it seems a shame to wake him. He hasn't had much sleep in the last three days, poor thing.”

 

“I can do it myself,” said Rog. “I only need to turn part of me into a fishing rod.”

 

I pulled up beside the lake. It was fairly small but probably a bit too wide for me to swim across. 

 

“Looks like there are fish in it,” said Gilbert. “I can see the ripples where they're catching insects.”

 

“I'll see what I can do,” said Rog, getting out and going to the edge of the lake. He chose a spot further along the shore where there was a small promontory.

 

“I'll charge the battery,” said Gilbert. “Why don't you two find some wood for a fire?” 

 

Apart from the tree that supported everything, which was still a way off, there were no other trees in sight so Amy and I headed off towards a patch of reeds a couple of hundred yards away.

 

“Hey,” said Amy, “I'm going to go for a swim, I'm dying for a decent wash.”

 

“You think it's safe?” I asked, scanning the surface of the lake. There were no birds anywhere which seemed a little strange. 

 

“Yeah,” she said, peering in. “Look, it's so clear you can see the bottom and the fish look pretty small and harmless. I won't go far. You coming?”

 

The water did look very inviting and I fancied a decent wash as well. 

 

“I don't know,” I said, hesitating.

 

Amy stripped off, keeping the reeds between her and the car.

 

“Brrr,” she said, dipping her foot in, “it's cold but not too cold.”

 

There was a break in the clouds and the sun came out. It had been cool with the sun hidden but was now nicely warm in its direct light. 

 

“We don't have towels,” I said as Amy stepped into the water up to her knees.

 

“Oh we'll soon dry, especially if the sun stays out, ohhh look, a butterfly! Isn't it pretty!”

 

A large butterfly had decided to make use of the sun as well and was fluttering around, making passes over the water. Its iridescent hues glittered in the sunlight.

 

Amy started to splash water over herself and scrubbing the bits she hadn't been able to wash when the guys were with us. There were no shark fins or octopus tentacles to be seen so I stripped off and joined her. A couple more butterflies appeared and the three of them flew round each other in complex patterns, occasionally darting to the surface.

 

Amy accidentally splashed me so I deliberately splashed her back and we quickly got into a splashing contest, giggling like little children. After a while we declared the contest a draw.

 

“It's nice here, isn't it,” said Amy, looking around. “So peaceful. Back home this would be filled with noisy yobs kicking footballs around and yapping dogs.”

 

She lay back in the water and floated, looking at the sky. I swam out to where she was and trod water. I could see stones and weedy green stuff on the bottom and some small fish darted around my feet.

 

“So when are you going to find yourself a steady boyfriend?” asked Amy.

 

Now that she had found herself one she obviously thought I needed one too. Until now she'd always laughed at me for wanting relationships to last weeks instead of hours.

 

“Ohh, maybe when I've finished my thesis,” I said. “Serious boyfriends are too much of a distraction at the moment.”

 

I rolled onto my back and we both drifted for a while, talking about guys, as we so often did.

 

“Hey look,” giggled Amy after a couple of minutes.

 

I rolled onto my front again and trod water. We had drifted quite a way from the shore and I could see Gilbert didn't have a cloud over him any more. He must have finished with the battery. Amy was holding one hand in the air with three butterflies balanced precariously on her fingers. 

 

“Aren't they so cute?”

 

A whole flock of butterflies had appeared, probably encouraged by the sun. They flew in large circles over the surface of the lake, swirling around each other. The sun on their wings made them look like a huge shimmering multi-coloured sheet of metallic foil. Reds, blues, greens, golds, even some black and copper here and there. A dozen or more came over to join the others on Amy's hand. I held one arm up as well and some more broke away from the pack to join me, too.

 

“There's something almost spiritual when wild creatures want to be with you, isn't there,” I called over to Amy.

 

I waved my hand and the butterflies dislodged and shimmered beautifully as they came back to my arm. It was like wearing an ever-changing sparkling glove.

 

“I wonder what they're after?” said Amy. “Owww, one of them bit me!”

 

She shook her arm violently and started to tread water, sucking her finger. She pulled it out of her mouth and inspected it.

 

“Hey, it's bleeding!” she said. “Owwwww, that one bit my shoulder! Get away, damn you.”

 

She started to thrash her arms around her head to scare away the butterflies but they kept coming back and more were joining to see what the fun was about.

 

“Dammit!” I said as a small stabbing pain shot through my finger. 

 

I shook the butterflies off my hand and looked at my fingertip. There was a tiny hole in it and a drop of blood was oozing out. Two or three butterflies came over to investigate the wound.

 

“Jesus,” I said, staring in fascination. The end of the long thin proboscis of one of them was inside the drop of blood on my finger and it looked very much like the butterfly was drinking my blood.

 

“Bugger off,” I shouted at it and shook my hand violently. 

 

“I'm getting out,” said Amy, “I don't like this. The bloody things are eating me.”

 

“Me too,” I said and started to swim to the shore. We seemed to have drifted a long way.

 

This seemed to be a signal of some sort as the entire swarm of butterflies descended on us. Amy disappeared under a fabulous, shimmering shroud, emitting an almost constant stream of yelps. I felt a dozen stabbing pains in my shoulders and upper back and rolled on my back to wash the butterflies off. That was a big mistake as trying to do the backstroke made my boobs stick up out of the water. It was almost like I had a target painted on my chest so I quickly rolled back onto my front. I could see pink threads coming off my body as thin trickles of blood from fifty or more tiny cuts bled into the water.

 

Needles were being stuck into my bum and calves as well as my shoulders and neck. There were a few butterflies trying to get at my face and eyes but I kept dipping my head in the water. Desperately I tried to swim and splash a lot at the same time which wasn't producing much in the way of forward progress but the shore wasn't that far away. Amy had already reached it and had climbed out and was running towards our clothes, her arms flapping to keep the butterflies away from her red tinged dark skin. 

 

“Nearly there,” I thought grimly, trying to ignore the multitude of fresh stabs and stings from my existing punctures, “only half a dozen more strokes, nearly there.”

 

Then I screamed as something wound itself around my ankle and tried to drag me down.

 

“Help! Amy, help me!” I screamed as its grip got tighter. 

 

I was thrashing my arms about and kicking but whatever it was wouldn't let go. I couldn't see Amy as I'd twisted around but I could see Gilbert running along the bank.

 

My head disappeared under the surface mid-scream and I swallowed a mouthful of water. Judging by the lump, I probably swallowed a butterfly as well. Panicking, my foot touched the bottom and I thrust up as hard as I could. Taken by surprise, the thing holding my ankle momentarily released its grip and I shot out of the water almost to my hips then fell back again, covered in butterflies, stabbing and biting me. Another mouthful of water and I was fighting to breathe. Again I thrust hard, this time with both feet and managed to drag in a lungful of air and caught a glimpse of Bjorn powering along the shore, his legs a blur. He seemed to be shouting something.

 

Again I was dragged under and I started to feel dizzy and weak. A lassitude came over me and I began to go limp.

 

“I'm going to drown,” I thought then a massive tentacle wrapped itself around my waist.

 

“God dammit!” I tried to shout underwater, my innate contrariness and will to survive resurging and I started to fight back.

 

Another huge tentacle enveloped me and they both started dragging me towards a huge shape that lay just beyond my consciousness. Whatever was holding my ankle tore and I suddenly shot forward into the shape, knocking it over. I struggled and fought with all my draining reserves of energy. One of the tentacles slid over my chest and onto my head and I bit it as hard as I could. It let go with a loud roar and pulled back, only to entwine itself in my hair. Kicking and struggling it dragged me out of the water and threw me over its shoulder and carried me to the shore and dropped me on the ground.

 

“What did you have to bite me for?” shouted Bjorn. “You nearly took my finger off, by Odin's breath!”

 

“Wha?” I spluttered, gasping for breath. Bjorn's face was a shimmering mask.

 

Bjorn started slapping me, all over my body so I punched him in the face. He took no notice and continued slapping me. Hard. Then he jerked me over and slapped the backs of my legs, my bottom and my back.

 

Rog appeared with my clothes.

 

“Quick,” he said, “get these on.”

 

He'd used his shape-shifting abilities to create a makeshift net over his face which was confusing the massed butterflies. I glanced over to see Gilbert was helping Amy get her clothes on and simultaneously beating the air around her to ward off the butterflies.

 

I grabbed my jeans and pulled them on as Gilbert and Amy started running for the car, a comet-tail of butterflies streaming out behind them. Rog was flapping ineffectively at the butterflies around me and, as I pulled on my fleece jacket, I saw Bjorn's massive hands pull a dense mask of butterflies off his face to reveal an under-mask of blood.

 

“Get to the car,” he shouted at me, pushing me so hard I nearly fell over, “run, run.”

 

Rog grabbed my hand and we ran for the car, Bjorn close behind, stooping to scoop up mine and Amy's undies and other pieces of clothing as he ran. Amy threw open one of the car doors and we leapt in and slammed it behind us. There was a minute or two of frantic activity as we hunted down and killed every butterfly that had managed to come in with us.

 

The interior of the car grew dark as tens of thousand of butterflies enveloped it, the SUV shuddering as they fought to chew their way through Japanese engineering. I could hear Amy screaming then realised it was me. She couldn't be screaming as she was sobbing.

 

“Calm down, everyone,” said Bjorn, calmly. “We're safe for the time being.”

 

We calmed down, although it took a couple of minutes,

 

“The time being?” I said, staring in morbid fascination at the hundreds of butterfly proboscides battering the window next to my face. I rather fancied some of them were blood stained.

 

“Just don't open any windows,” said Bjorn. “This must be Sommerfugl. I've heard of it but never been here before.”

 

“Sommerfugl? Isn't that Norwegian? Something Lake?”

 

“Butterfly Lake,” said Bjorn. “I wish you'd woken me when we got here. This place is famous for its carnivorous butterflies. They say they can strip a bull to its bones in under an hour. Just as well you two were in the water.”

 

“What about Gilbert and Rog?” asked Amy.

 

“I was full of electricity for a lot of the time,” said Gilbert, “and just electrocuted them.”

 

“And I gave myself a thick leather skin,” said Rog, sadly, “which they couldn't bite into although they did eat the two fish I caught.”

 

“And what did you two do?” asked Bjorn rhetorically, “you both went and took all your clothes off! Absolutely brilliant!”

 

“It's getting lighter,” said Amy, “and the car's not shaking as much. Look.”

 

“Wow,” I said, as the windows cleared. “What's happening?”

 

“Looks like the sun's behind the cloud again,” said Gilbert. “That must have been what triggered them. There weren't any around until the sun came out.”

 

We watched in fascination as the butterflies melted away.

 

“Ohhh!” I said, suddenly remembering. “What grabbed me in the lake?”

 

I lifted my trapped ankle to my knee, expecting to find half a fresh water snake or a torn octopus tentacle or worse wrapped around it. Instead it was just a length of tough, fibrous weed. My foot must have got caught in some growing on the bottom of the lake. I started to unwind it and discovered it was rubbery and stretchy, like elastic. I felt embarrassed for panicking.

 

“You think it's safe to get out now?” asked Rog, “I left some of our stuff outside since we were going to cook some lunch.”

 

“I bet they've eaten all our bloody food,” grizzled Amy.

 

“Doesn't look like it,” I said, pointing to our shopping bags through the window. “Maybe they only eat fresh meat. On the hoof as it were.”

 

“Let's go and get cleaned up,” said Bjorn, “then have lunch. I could eat a horse.”

 

While the lads were cleaning the blood off their various exposed bits, Amy and I stripped off again in the car and wiped ourselves all over with wet wipes and a tube of antiseptic cream we had. Neither of us particularly wanted to go back to the lake to wash.

 

“I feel like I've been tattooed all over,” said Amy as we got dressed again, this time with our undies. “Stings, doesn't it.”

 

That done we washed all the dead, mashed butterflies off the inside of the car, which was pretty disgusting as their inch long bodies had burst yellow-green slime everywhere. Yukky. 

 




Chapter Nineteen

 

“Hello,” said the receptionist, her lip gloss working overtime. “Welcome to Norn Central. My name is Krista, how may I help you?”

 

She sat at a large desk, completely empty but for a computer screen. Behind her was another computer screen, filling the wall, on which was displayed a myriad of tiny dots. To say I was surprised would be the understatement of the decade.

 

We'd arrived at the base of Yggdrasil after climbing and descending endless small hills which got bigger as we got closer. I didn't know what I was expecting but when we eventually reached the trunk of the tree it turned out to be just that, a tree. Huge admittedly, over a mile wide, but still a tree. With bark. High above us were branches. There were even ants marching up and down the trunk, just like with normal trees. Even the ants were normal, tiny little things. It was all a bit of an anti-climax.

 

“So what do we do now?” I asked. 

 

Bjorn, Gilbert and Rog didn't know. All they knew was that the Norns lived in the roots of Yggdrasil but they had no idea where or how to find them.

 

“Let's just drive around it,” said Amy. “Who knows what's round the other side. Maybe we've come round the back or something.”

 

Getting to the tree hadn't been too bad since the biggest roots radiated outwards so we'd more or less just followed one of them and gone up and down over the smaller cross roots. Going round the tree, on the other hand, meant crossing the main radial roots which were huge. It was just as well we had a 4WD SUV and not scooters or bicycles. It was like crossing a small mountain range. Still, Amy had the right idea since, after the fifth arduous climb in second gear, we crested the top of the root and looked down into a valley.

 

As valleys go it was pretty ordinary. No sparkling streams of fresh mountain water, no leafy glades of normal trees, no herds of hardy mountain goats, just a scrubby gap between two giant roots which twisted and bent their way off into the distance. Still, there was a neat clearing and, nestled up against the trunk of the tree, there was a small, pre-fab portable office of the kind you get on building sites in England, only in better condition. It even had a small gravelled car park and a large sign.

 

NORN CENTRAL

Reception → 

 

A narrow path led from the car park to the building, edged with neat white stones so we got out and went up the path, Bjorn leading the way, sword in his hand. After all, who knows what horrors awaited us inside. The building had a plain frosted glass door and a small sign which said “OPEN” even though it was closed, so Bjorn opened it.

 

“Umm, we'd like to see the Norns,” said Bjorn.

 

Krista was looking at him appreciatively and it seemed to bother him.

 

“Do you have an appointment?” asked Krista.

 

“Umm, no,” said Bjorn, “I didn't know we needed one.”

 

“Well isn't this your lucky day,” beamed Krista, tweaking her stylish corporate power-dressing jacket slightly. “We're fully booked but we've had a cancellation so I can squeeze you in with Skuld today, although if you particularly want Urðr or Verðandi, I'm afraid there's a four year waiting list.”

 

It was just like visiting my local dentist. They always had long waiting lists but, seemingly magically, always seemed to have just had a cancellation as well. 

 

“Oh, that will be fine,” said Bjorn, looking confused.

 

“If I could just have your name, please,” said Krista, her hands poised and ready over the slim touch pad beneath the computer screen.

 

“Hallbjorn Halftroll,” said Bjorn. 

 

“Oh Bjorn,” enthused Krista, every ounce of her svelt figure radiating pleasure. “We've been expecting you. I'm so sorry I didn't recognise you, I really must apologise. How is your head?”

 

“I'm sorry?” said Bjorn, “My head?”

 

He ran his fingers through his long, blond hair and Krista almost purred. The rest of us needn't have bothered turning up.

 

“I saw your battle with the dwarves in the forest yesterday,” she said. “You performed magnificently and you're so much bigger than you look on N-Tube, which is why I didn't recognise you.”

 

I had seen Bjorn take on Giants, dwarves and even carnivorous butterflies but I'd never seen him nervous before. 

 

“Bjorn's scared of women,” I whispered to Amy and we both giggled. Krista shot me a disapproving look and returned her avid attention back to Bjorn.

 

“Umm, I still have a bit of a headache,” he admitted.

 

“Oh dear,” said Krista, full of concern. “Perhaps some aspirin?”

 

She didn't wait for an answer. Instead she ushered Bjorn, with the rest of us trailing behind, over to a small waiting area and fetched him some water and two aspirin and watched him while he took them.

 

“Thank you,” he said, faintly, sitting back in the oversized armchair.

 

“I'm a little surprised to find aspirin in Utgard,” I said to Krista.

 

“Oh I brought some with me, Toni,” she said. “You are Toni aren't you, or are you Amy?”

 

“How do you know our names?” asked Amy.

 

“I was watching you in the forest with that nasty little dwarf Halfrog,” she said. 

 

“Umm, how?” I asked.

 

“N-Tube, of course” she said, with a slightly puzzled frown as though I should have known.

 

“What's N-Tube?”

 

“It's our internal life monitoring system. Here, let me show you.”

 

She went back to her desk and fluttered her fingers over the screen and the main wall display suddenly opened up into a life sized display of us sitting in the waiting room.

 

I waved at myself, as you do when you see yourself on TV.

 

“So there's a camera in here?” I asked.

 

Rog was making faces at himself and Gilbert stopped him. Bjorn just sat there and Amy checked her hair.

 

“Oh no,” beamed Krista, “this is the visual of Bjorn's life, in real-time of course.”

 

“Of course,” I said. “So, err, can you look at anyone's life like this?”

 

Krista looked surprised. “This is Norn Central,” she said. “That's what we do.”

 

“Are you a Norn?” I asked.

 

According to the myths, Norns were old hags who weaved the threads of people's destinies. Krista was not old, definitely not a hag and there were no threads in sight.

 

“Oh no,” said Krista, beaming happily. “I'm just here on work experience. I'm from Finland.”

 

Well, that explained the aspirin.

 

“So how does someone from Finland get work experience here?” asked Amy.

 

“I'm going to do my MBA at Helsinki University,” said Krista, perching on the edge of the chair next to Bjorn and smoothing her skirt over her knees, “and I thought this would be useful for my gap year. It's a tremendous opportunity for me. Their IT system is out of this world!”

 

I rather got the impression she didn't know what irony was.

 

“So, umm, does N-Tube show the past and future as well,” I asked “or does it only work in real-time?”

 

“The full version can show you any moment of any life,” she said, “although I can only view the real-time on some lives. I'm not senior enough to have full access, and I shouldn't really have even shown you this since none of you have access rights but since you know where you are and what you are doing at this moment I didn't think it would do any harm.”

 

She jumped up and used the touch pad to return Bjorn's life back to a tiny dot on the main display then she froze for a moment, as if listening.

 

“Skuld will be with you in a few moments,” she told us, “she's just finishing with another client. Can I offer you some refreshments?”

 

“Oh, I could murder a coffee,” I said.

 

“With sugar or sweetener?” 

 

Krista used that special tone of voice that let me know she really thought I ought to be watching my weight a bit better.

 

“Sugar,” I said, tartly. I was damned if I was going to go on a diet for some blonde bimbo on work experience.

 

A section of the far wall dissolved and a middle aged, white blonde woman emerged with a man somewhat larger than Bjorn. The woman was wearing a severe but elegant white dress and the man was, incongruously, in a fur coat. Krista jumped up once again and pulled a large hammer out from behind her desk and handed it to him. He took it and strode off without a word.

 

The woman waited until he was gone then turned to Krista.

 

“Odin has left word that Thor's not to be allowed to use us anymore for spying on the others,” she murmured.

 

“Right, “murmured Krista back, looking serious, “leave it with me.”

 

She turned on her corporate lip gloss again and held her hand out towards us. Well, mostly Bjorn, although her little finger might have included the rest of us.

 

“This is Halbjorn Halftroll and party, Skuld,” she said.

 

“Ahh,” said Skuld, “you're late. Come on in.”

 

“If I could just take that for you,” said Krista, relieving Bjorn of his sword, “you can pick it up on your way out. Oh my, isn't it heavy, you must be ever so strong.” She batted her eyelids at him and he went slightly pink.

 

We trooped into what I expected would be her office or something like that but which turned out to be a small grey box that got bigger as each of us went in. When Skuld came in, the reception area shimmered and disappeared, to be replaced by a very long white corridor with no doors so we trooped out again.

 

“Come in here,” said Skuld, walking through the wall of the corridor. She disappeared.

 

Bjorn reached out to touch the wall and his fingers disappeared and he quickly pulled them back.

 

“I need to guard Toni,” he said and pushed Gilbert into the wall. 

 

Gilbert disappeared.

 

“Come on,” he said, reappearing, “it's only an office.”

 

He disappeared again.

 

“Fascinating,” said Rog and stepped forward. He disappeared too.

 

“Hmm,” said Bjorn. “OK, together.”

 

He grabbed my hand and dragged me through the wall. Gilbert was right, it was only an office, with plain white walls, a white floor and a white ceiling. There was a small white desk with a white computer screen sitting on it and a single white chair. There weren't even any shadows to help with orientation since there weren't any lights. The place just glowed gently.

 

Amy suddenly appeared, a look of panic on her face which quickly changed to relief.

 

“Please sit down,” said Skuld, sitting down in the only chair.

 

It was difficult to make her out since her hair and dress were almost exactly the same shade of white as the office. Something pressed against the back of my knees and I sat down reflexively. We all had chairs, apparently. They were white too.

 

“I'm confused,” I said.

 

“Of course you are,” said Skuld, “you're only human.”

 

I narrowed my eyes at the implied insult.

 

“You are Skuld, the Norn?” I asked.

 

“Yes.”

 

“Where are the others?”

 

She looked surprised. “They're all over the place,” she said.

 

It was my turn to look surprised.

 

“I thought there were three of you,” I said, “and you work together.”

 

She laughed. 

 

“Ah, you mean Urðr and Verðandi?”

 

“Yes,” I said. Skuld, Urðr and Verðandi were the traditional names of the three Norns, according to the myths.

 

“There are thousands of Norns,” said Skuld. “We're the three Chief Norns. Urðr is in Norn Ytreheim and Verðandi is in Norn Øversteheim.”

 

“I thought all the Norns lived together at the base of Yggdrasil and wove the threads of destiny,” I said. “What's all this about central, outer and upper Norns?

 

“That was a long time ago,” said Skuld. “Back in the days when we used threads to weave the tapestries of lives. We've had to upgrade and decentralise since then.”

 

“What do you mean?” I asked.

 

The others were looking mildly interested but were obviously content to let me do the talking. Krista materialised with our refreshments and small tables appeared beside each of our chairs.

 

“I brought some Karjalanpiirakka, too,” said Krista, “I hope that's all right.”

 

She put dishes of the tiny Finnish rice pies on each of our tables, together with what looked like cheese dip. I noticed Bjorn's dish was considerably larger than ours and he got a napkin which none of us got. Skuld didn't have anything.

 

“Thank you, Krista,” she said and Krista went back through the wall.

 

“You're thinking of the days when we had only a few million lives to manage,” said Skuld. “Now we have several hundred billion humans alone. There simply isn't the thread or the time to handle it all now so we were forced to computerise.”

 

“Good god,” I said, stunned. It's hard to imagine that even the gods have to keep up with the times.

 

“Which one?” she said, frowning. “I can't think of any that have been particularly good.”

 

“It's just a saying,” I said.

 

“Can I ask what computer system you use,” asked Amy. “I'm interested in these things.”

 

“We're currently using a system designed by that Greek god, ohh, what's his name …” she drummed her fingers on her desk. “Krista!”

 

Krista's head appeared like a trophy mounted on the wall.

 

“What was the name of that god we got the computer system from?” demanded Skuld.

 

“Hephaestus,” said Krista.

 

“Of course,” said Skuld.

 

“Wow,” I said, my mouth gaping, “so you mean the Greek gods are real too?”

 

I knew from my general studies of mythology that Hephaestus was the Greek god of Technology.

 

“Of course,” said Skuld. “All the gods are real, even those nasty little Roman household gods and those formless ones like the gods of capitalism and communism. Will you still be here in three years?”

 

“You tell me,” I said, “you know my destiny far better than I do.”

 

“Oh, I can't keep them all in my head,” she said. “That's why we got that super two computer.”

 

“What's a super two computer?” asked Amy.

 

Skuld consulted her computer screen.

 

“Ahh,” she said, “at the moment you have Summit, from IBM. Have you heard of it?”

 

“Of course,” said Amy. “It's the fastest supercomputer ever built. Made by IBM.”

 

Skuld laughed. “No it isn't, ours is thirty two thousand times faster and our new one will make this one look like a wooden weaving machine.”

 

“What's happening in three years?” I asked.

 

“So what's the new one going to be?” asked Amy.

 

“We're getting a quantum computer,” she said. “It's being built at the moment. That way we'll be able to operate in an infinite number of dimensions, instead of just the six.”

 

“Cool,” said Amy, her eyes lighting up. “What are the other two?”

 

“Well, one lets us move through space more easily,” said Skuld, evasively, “as you did coming into my room, and the other, well, it's difficult to describe.”

 

“What's happening in three years?” I asked, more firmly. 

 

I was curious to know if I was going to be alive in three years, as it would show whether or not I survived this little outing.

 

“Hmm? Oh, there's the Semi-Centennial Trans-Pantheon Meeting,” said Skuld. “All the gods get together to sort out various issues.”

 

She fiddled about with her screen, looking up my life probably.

 

“OK, you're one of those Christians, aren't you, Toni,” she said, looking at me.

 

“Nominally,” I said. I had been christened but I hadn't been to church since I'd been old enough to refuse to go.

 

Skuld looked pained.

 

“That's one of the issues on the agenda,” she said. “The decline in belief. Still, your chap, Jehovah, will be there, so if you're going to be around you might like to hear his presentation. Vishnu is giving the keynote address this time.”

 

My head was spinning. Me meet God?

 

“Will I be around then?” I asked, desperately hoping I would be.

 

“Oh sneaky,” said Skuld. “I can't possibly tell you your destiny.”

 

I felt crushed.

 

“Will Jesus be there?” asked Amy.

 

“No, it's gods only,” said Skuld. “Jesus is a demi-god, with a mortal mother.”

 

“So he's still alive then?” I asked.

 

“Perhaps,” said Skuld. “You don't need to know that.”

 

“How on earth can I use any of this in my dissertation?” I thought, sadly. “It's priceless but unusable.”

 

“Just a sec, are you saying the Bible lied,” asked Amy, sitting up straight. 

 

“What do you mean?” asked Skuld.

 

“Well it says in the Bible that God is the only God,” said Amy, “but you're saying that's not the case.”

 

“Actually, it doesn't,” said Rog, “what it says is something like 'you shall have no other god but me'. Exodus 20:3, I seem to remember. That can actually mean 'don't follow any other god but me,' but it doesn't necessarily mean that there aren't any other gods.”

 

“Hmmm,” said Amy, unconvinced. “So what software do you use?”

 

Computers had always been something of a passion of Amy's. Her knowledge of them had been one of the reasons she'd been taken on at the uni's medical research facility.

 

“Oracle, of course,” said Skuld. “We've got contractual obligations, although we have our own front end. We call it 'Doors'. We wanted 'Windows' since it lets us look in on lives but that was already taken. Doors do much the same.”

 

Bjorn had finished all his Karjalanpiirakka and had filched mine. Gilbert was looking sleepy and was about to lose his as well.

 

“Why do you need so much power?” asked Rog, who'd been listening intently. “A few billion lives shouldn't be that much to handle.”

 

“Oh I wish,” said Skuld. “You're just thinking of the humans. We have to track every single living thing, past, present and future.”

 

“Including plants, insects and animals?” he asked, “but why?”

 

“Reincarnation,” said Skuld. “A proportion of living things keep coming back in other forms so we have to track everything so that the right lives are inter-linked. It's a nightmare keeping track of it all.”

 

“Can you give us an example,” I asked. “This is a bit complicated for me.”

 

Skuld thought for a few moments, then waved her hand and a large screen appeared to one side of her. White, of course.

 

“Do you know anything about Buddhism?” she asked.

 

“I know of the Dali Lama,” said Rog, “but that's about it.”

 

An image of Tenzin Gyatso, the fourteenth and current Dalai Lama, appeared on the screen. He was in a large room with a number of others, all meditating. It dissolved into an image of a long, thin, green tube.

 

“Hey, that looks like a plague virus,” said Amy, staring at it.

 

“It is,” said Skuld, “and it's Chime Gyatso, the thirty eighth Dalai Lama, in the incarnation he has at your present time, and this …” the picture changed to a yak, “is what he'll be in his incarnation in about four hundred years.”

 

The screen disappeared.

 

“So you see, we can't just track and manage the life of Chime Gyatso, we have to do the same for every incarnation he has, past and future.”

 

“So can you show me what I used to be?” I asked, fascinated.

 

The screen reappeared, showing a caterpillar, munching happily away at a leaf.

 

“I shouldn't really,” said Skuld, “but that was you about four hundred thousand years ago.”

 

A caterpillar? 

 

“Can't you show me anything a little more recent?” I asked.

 

“Absolutely not,” she said, looking shocked. “If I said you were, oh, I don't know, Cleopatra, say, then that would change the way you think about yourself and have an impact on your destiny but I don't really see how knowing you once were a caterpillar will change anything.”

 

“Was I Cleopatra?” I asked, excitedly. That would be so cool! Might even make up for not meeting God.

 

“Of course not,” she said, sternly. “Cleopatra was a goddess and there's nothing like that in your lineage. You're one hundred percent mortal.”

 

Bummer.

 

“What about me?” asked Amy.

 

The image of a shrivelled seed on a patch of earth surrounded by tiny green sprouts appeared.

 

“That was you, ohh, three million years ago,” said Skuld. “You didn't germinate though.”

 

“Am I completely mortal too?” she asked.

 

Skuld just smiled and didn't answer.

 

“I'm impressed you had to go back three million years to find something trivial though,” said Amy, happily. “I must have been lots of awesome things.”

 

She's always had an ego and this meeting didn't look like it was going to make it any smaller.

 

“Any more questions?” asked Skuld. “Or shall we get down to business?”

 




Chapter Twenty

 

“Ah yes,” I said, “business. You mean my egg?”

 

“The Blóð Guðanna, yes,” said Skuld.

 

Bjorn sat up straighter in his chair and Gilbert gave a small, drowsy sigh and sunk deeper into his.

 

“What business do you have with my egg?” I asked. I wasn't exactly suspicious but I wasn't completely trusting either. I wasn't going to hand it over without a good reason.

 

“We just need to confirm its authenticity,” she said. “It'll only take a few seconds.”

 

“Is there any doubt?” I asked. Amy nodded in support.

 

“There's always doubt,” said Skuld. “With you humans it doesn't really matter if there is a mistaken or stolen identity unless it happens to be a reincarnation but with an immortal or semi-immortal it can be critical. What do you think would happen if, say, Odin was really an impostor, eh?”

 

“I have no idea,” I said, honestly.

 

“Nothing would exist,” she said. “We can't have that so we need to check that this apparent Blóð Guðanna is genuine and will have whatever powers it is supposed to have.”

 

“Do you get many impostors?” asked Amy.

 

“No, not many,” said Skuld, “although these Nigerian scammers are getting very sophisticated and there's no telling how much damage they could do if people believe in a false god.”

 

“I'll go and get it,” said Bjorn, standing up. “Umm, how do I get out of here?”

 

“There's no need,” said Skuld, touching her computer screen. “Here it is.”

 

The egg materialised on a hospital trolley between us and Skuld's desk. She stood up and walked over to it. Bjorn hovered protectively and I felt a wave of anxiety. 

 

“Thirty seven point two nine inches,” said Skuld. “Twelve point one four inches in diameter at the widest point and one hundred and fifty one pounds weight exactly. It seems to be developing perfectly healthily.”

 

“I'm surprised that Utgard uses imperial weights and measures,” I said.

 

“We don't,” said Skuld, absently. She was running her hands over the egg. “You just see and hear whatever language and units you are most comfortable with.”

 

She reached over her desk and brought out an old knitting needle.

 

“For example,” she said, looking me in the eye. “You read the sign outside as Norn Central because you prefer English. Hallbjorn read it as Norn Mið because he likes Icelandic, Rögnvald as Keskus-Norn as he is Finnish and Gilbert as …” and she said something unpronounceable and rammed the knitting needle into the egg.

 

I gave a cry and Bjorn lunged forward. Krista appeared and gently pushed him back to his chair. He didn't sit down because he was still mid lunge, frozen and motionless.

 

“Oh you naughty boy,” she chided him, “as if Skuld would do anything to hurt a Blóð Guðanna. You just stay there quietly and don't move.” She ran her hand over his thigh muscles.

 

“Just checking his balance and stability,” she said brightly, noticing me watching her. “Don't want him falling over, do we.” She smiled disarmingly and disappeared again.

 

Skuld pulled out the knitting needle and stared intently at it.

 

“The mother is Emmafel, daughter of Bane, daughter of Freya,” she said. “Good lineage, very good.” 

 

She touched her screen and looked at the needle again.

 

“Father is Antonio Francisco Corleone, son of Andolini Giovanni Corleone, son of …”

 

She broke off, frowning, then turned to her screen and did things, concentrating intently.

 

“Krista!” she barked, suddenly.

 

Krista's head appeared in mid air.

 

“Arrange a conference call with Urðr and Verðandi,” said Skuld, not looking up from the screen.

 

“Time-scale?” asked Krista.

 

“As soon as this meeting is over.”

 

“On to it,” said Krista, disappearing.

 

“What's the matter?” I asked. “Is there something wrong with my egg?”

 

Bjorn suddenly came back to life and grabbed at where Skuld would have been if she'd been moved backwards with him. He caught his balance and looked confused. Whatever had been holding him had clearly been released and Amy found it amusing so he sat down again. 

 

“Not a thing,” said Skuld, looking at me. “It's perfectly healthy and I can confirm it is genuine.”

 

“Why do you need a meeting with the other Norns?” I asked. 

 

“That's not really any of your concern,” she said, “but there are ramifications that we need to discuss.”

 

“Ramifications?” I asked, alarmed. “What sort of ramifications?”

 

“Oh just one or two minor issues that will impact the way we operate,” she said, “purely within the Norn sorority.”

 

“Oh for crying out loud,” I said, getting irritated. “Something's got you spooked and you need to tell me what it is. I am the thing's mother, after all.”

 

“Notionally,” she said, scanning something on her screen. “but I can't tell you anything since it will affect all your destinies. I cannot give you any information concerning any of your futures.”

 

“Oh, this is ridiculous,” I cried. “Surely you can tell me something?”

 

“Well,” said Skuld, “I can tell you that it will be male, he's definitely a demi-god and his name is Endurnýjanda. I really can't tell you anything else.”

 

“Endurnýjanda?” I said, “What the hell does that mean?”

 

“The Renewer,” said Bjorn, “it's Icelandic.”

 

“I guess,” I said, grumpily. “It still doesn't mean much though. Can't you even tell me when he'll hatch?”

 

“Sorry,” beamed Skuld. “Now, if that's all …?”

 

She deftly ushered us through the wall and back into Reception.

 

“Your conference call is on line 7,” said Krista. Skuld nodded acknowledgement.

 

“Goodbye,” she said, not offering to shake hands with anyone and disappeared through the wall again.

 

“Whereabouts in Finland are you from?” asked Rog.

 

“Rauma,” said Krista. “It's on the west, the Gulf of Bothnia.”

 

“Ahh, I know it,” he said. “I'm from Inari, up in the north. There used to be a very nice restaurant in Rauma, I went there several times with a lady friend of mine. It's probably closed down now, I haven't been there for a couple of hundred years.”

 

“Come on,” said Bjorn, “let's go. It'll be getting dark soon.”

 

Krista smiled at Rog and pulled Bjorn's sword from behind her desk.

 

“There's your sword,” she said, handing it to him. “Don't be a stranger!”

 

Bjorn gave her a half look and marched firmly towards the door.

 

“Is there anywhere around here we can spend the night?” I asked Krista.

 

“There's a camp site about three miles away,” she said. “Just follow the main root, you can't miss it.”

 

“Thanks,” I said.

 

Outside in the car park, Bjorn was checking the egg in the boot.

 

“Looks fine,” he said and showed me. It looked exactly the same as when we'd left it.

 

No one spoke as we drove away. I followed the main root as Krista had suggested and we found a clearing a little over three miles away with a sign next to it.

 

Norn Central

Rest Area

please respect

other patrons

 

It even had toilets and a barbeque area but, sadly, no showers. There was no one else there.

 

“Endurnýjanda,” I said thoughtfully as Rog cooked some food on the barbecue while the rest of us sat on the ground, watching him. “There's something about him that got her going. I wonder what.”

 

“'The Renewer,' Bjorn said,” said Amy. “I wonder if he can bring the dead back to life. That would certainly make things difficult for the Norns.”

 

“Maybe he's going to be a librarian,” said Rog, “and is going to invent a better filing system for them.”

 

“It can also mean re-use,” I speculated. “Maybe he'll be into recycling and is going to save the world.”

 

“I wonder what amazing people I used to be,” said Amy, lying back and chewing on a blade of grass.

 

“Probably the Whore of Babylon,” I said sarcastically and Amy leaned over and punched my shoulder.

 

“Do some cabbage leaves, Rog,” she called over to him, “Toni the caterpillar is looking hungry,” then looked at me. “Nice legs, hon, where are the other fifty?”

 

I pulled a face at her and swatted her grass.

 

“Janda must have some special powers,” I said, unwilling to let the issue go away. “I wonder what they are? Hey, Bjorn?”

 

“Hmm?” he said, looking up. He'd been counting the blades of grass or ants or something.

 

“When do gods and demi gods find out what their powers are?”

 

“We're born knowing,” he said. 

 

“There you go,” said Amy, “when he hatches just ask him. Easy. Speaking of powers, Gilbert, you can talk to birds and animals, can't you?”

 

“Yes,” he said, “why?”

 

“So how come you let those effing butterflies eat us? Why didn't you just tell them to go away?”

 

“I would have if it was just a few,” he said, “but it's impossible to talk to a rampaging mob. They were determined to eat you and just drowned me out. I have no control over creatures, all I can do is ask them to do things but if they don't want to …” and he shrugged his shoulders.

 

“Dinner's ready,” said Rog, putting the cauldron on the ground. 

 

We gathered around it to eat communally, with our fingers. It smelt fairly bland and tasted blander.

 

“I have no idea what powers whats-his-name will have,” he said.

 

“Endurnýjanda,” I said.

 

“But he'll be powerful,” he continued. “I started to feel something strange earlier and it took me a while to trace it to the egg.”

 

“Strange like how?” I asked.

 

“There's a buzz in the air,” he said, “very faint but definitely there, like when there's going to be a storm. I think he's going to be a wizard, a powerful wizard.”

 

“Only humans are wizards,” said Bjorn, “although Janda may have magical powers.”

 

“It was Tony's side that got to Skuld,” added Amy. “She was fine with Janda's mother's side but she went doolally when she found out about Tony's side. I wonder what's so special about that little creep? If he's anything like his dad, Janda's special power will be exploiting women.”

 

“Yeah, like you were so exploited,” I said, laughing at her. “Knowing you, Tony was the exploited one, not the other way around.”

 

Amy flicked some of her stew at me.

 

“At least I didn't think he was my boyfriend,” she said, “unlike some I could mention.”

 

“Yeah, well, don't remind me,” I said. “Bad move on my part. Shit, I hope Janda doesn't take after his dad.”

 

“Krista had the hots for you,” Amy said to Bjorn and laughed when she saw his face. “Don't be a stranger, honey,” she mimicked. “Oh you're so strong!”

 

“Hey, cut it out,” I said to Amy, suddenly feeling bad for Bjorn. “He's one of the good guys, be nice.”

 

“Females have an elemental power,” said Gilbert unexpectedly. “No matter what powers males have, females can always destroy us if they want to.”

 

“It's because men put sex before everything else,” said Amy, “then they blame us for it.”

 

“Amy's right,” I said. “It's not women who bring men down, it's men's sex drives that do it. I'm just guessing here but I would think a gay man can be brought down the same way and you can be sure it wasn't a woman then.”

 

“You see their power?” Gilbert said to Rog. “I tell them how powerful they are and they make out it's my fault rather than admit their power.”

 

“She's right though,” said Rog. “Men blame women for their own faults. I'm sure it's true of elves as well.”

 

“OK,” said Gilbert, “I'm outnumbered, you win.”

 

“Didn't you want to know about any of your incarnations, Rog?” asked Amy.

 

“I know them all,” he said. “It's something wizards do in their early training.”

 

“Were you anything interesting?” I asked.

 

There's something about a campfire and a full belly on a warm evening that makes the conversation rather aimless.

 

“Past lives are private,” he said. “Some are good and some are bad and you keep quiet about the bad ones and don't boast about the good ones although I will admit I was once a polar bear.”

 

“Hey, that's pretty cool,” I said. “At least it's better than a caterpillar.”

 

“Or a grain of wheat that died young,” said Amy. “I bet I was someone fabulous! Maybe the Queen of Sheba or Mata Hari.”

 

“You know she was a stripper,” I said.

 

“Who? The Queen of Sheba?”

 

“Nooo, Mata Hari.”

 

“No she wasn't, she was a famous spy who saved England in World War One,” said Amy.

 

“She was stripper before she became a spy,” I said, “and she spied for the Germans not the English and was shot by a firing squad.”

 

“Oh,” said Amy, “well I'm glad I wasn't her then. I think I was probably once a famous writer or something like that, I can feel it. So what was it like being a polar bear?”

 

“Cold, mostly,” said Rog. “That what I remember most. That and eating endless raw seals. Ugh. Anyway, I'm going to get some sleep, it's been a tiring day.”

 

“I'll take the first watch, Bjorn,” said Gilbert. “You get some sleep.”

 

“Thanks,” said Bjorn. “Wake me in four hours.”

 

Amy and I continued chatting quietly for a while then we too went to sleep.

 

It must have been after midnight when I woke up, a little chilly and stiff from lying on the ground. I'd had all sorts of strange dreams and lay there for a while, looking at the stars, trying to recognise any of the constellations but they were all strange and unfamiliar. I couldn't go back to sleep so after a while I got up for a pee. It was nice to use a proper toilet again, even though there weren't any lights.

 

When I emerged from the toilet, I saw Bjorn's silhouette, a deeper darkness in the night. He was sitting a little way away from the rest of us, rhythmically sharpening his sword with a stone.

 

“Can I sit with you for a while?” I asked quietly. 

 

“Sure,” he said, so I sat down next to him.

 

“Quiet night, isn't it.” I said.

 

“Yes, but those Giants are out there somewhere.”

 

I'd forgotten all about them. They seemed a distant memory.

 

“What are we going to do now?” I asked. 

 

“Just keep moving, I suppose,” he said, continuing to sharpen his sword. “We can go back to Midgard if you like.”

 

“That would be nice,” I said. “I don't really like it here. I'd much rather be back home with my books and stuff, reading about you lot rather than being here. Those Norns were too far out for me to cope with.”

 

“Yes, it's a lot more peaceful there,” he agreed.

 

We sat quietly.

 

“I don't know anything about you,” I said after a while. “Here you are protecting me and my egg but all I know about you is what I've read in Egil's Saga, the Saga of Ketil Trout and the Landnáma and there's very little about you in those.”

 

“Ahh,” he said. “That's about all there is to know, really.”

 

“Oh rubbish,” I said. “You were a berserker Viking warrior and now you're a Guardian but you must have once been a little boy with hopes and dreams. It couldn't all have been fighting and killing and even if it was something must have changed you so you started to protect rather than attack.”

 

“No,” he said, testing the edge of the blade with his finger and going back to sharpening it. “It was never like that. I was a little boy once but never a berserker.”

 

“But the sagas say you were,” I said. “They say that after sunset you'd go a little mad.”

 

He laughed. “Well, yes I did, from their point of view but I wasn't berserker mad, I was just different to the others.”

 

“What do you mean?” I asked, puzzled.

 

“I am descended from gods,” said Bjorn, pausing in his sharpening to look at me. “My father Entar is the god of compassion and protection and his father is Vidar, the strongest of all the gods save only Thor himself. I have great strength and great compassion and that is why my life's destiny is to be a protector and guardian.”

 

“What's that got to do with being a berserker?” I asked.

 

Bjorn sighed and resumed his sharpening. “My destiny is one thing,” he said, “and I have done my best, but my passion is poetry. I grew up as a warrior, yes, but I also grew up as a bard, a composer of sagas.”

 

“Wow.” I was impressed. “Do I know know of your sagas?”

 

“I looked at your books in London,” he said. “None of mine seem to have survived.”

 

“Can you remember any of them?”

 

“No,” he said. “My head is empty of sagas. I cannot compose them now either.”

 

“Why not?”

 

“Oh, who knows,” he said evasively. “Anyway, in the evenings I would recite my sagas or go to festivals which is why I got a reputation for being strange and different in the evenings. By day I trained beside the warriors but my night I recited poetry while the others got drunk. No one sings the praises of a sober poet.” He laughed.

 

“What were you like as a little boy” I asked. 

 

I had a feeling there was a sadness about him and I was getting to like him. He made me feel safe, which is a very good feeling.

 

“Oh, little boys are little boys,” he said. “We're all much the same.”

 

Clearly he loved to talk.

 

“Were you born in Iceland?” I asked.

 

“Norway actually, in a little village about half way up the coast.”

 

“How did you get to Iceland?”

 

“My mother was married to Ulf BrokenShield and when I was twelve or thirteen he went to Iceland to join Egil's army,” said Bjorn, “so we went with him. Life in a small fishing village is not good for a single mother and her son, especially one such as me.”

 

“Why? Were you a troublemaker?” I teased.

 

“I didn't make trouble,” he said seriously, “but I seemed to attract it. Even at twelve I was bigger and stronger than another other man and I went out of my way to protect those who suffered from the stronger boys, particularly the girls and I was always getting into fights. Ulf took us with him to keep me out of serious trouble. At least in Egil's army I was expected to fight although I refused to take part in raids and attacks. Because of my skills as a fighter I was put in with Egil's bodyguard and when they went on raids I was taken along to witness them and write eulogies.”

 

It suddenly struck me that life couldn't have been a lot of fun for a boy bigger than a man. The other boys probably wouldn't have wanted to play with him and the girls, well, girls can be quite vicious when someone's different and, let's be honest, they don't always like being protected from a man's attentions, especially when the man gave his attention in the way that the culture expected. 

 

“What about girls?” I asked. “Have there been any girls in your life?”

 

“Not really,” he said. “You know what Viking warriors were like. We'd raid a village or a city and use the women and toss them out or kill them when we were done but I could never do that. It was against my fundamental nature and I have lost count of the women I saved from my countrymen.”

 

I knew from my own experiences that peer pressure can be just about the most difficult thing to fight and when it's your entire community, not just a small circle of friends you probably don't have much chance of escaping it. It said a lot for Bjorn that he had not only resisted but actively fought against them. It wouldn't have made him popular.

 

“So you've never been in love?” I asked.

 

Bjorn sighed and put his sword down. 

 

“You're not going to let this go, are you,” he said and went quiet, gazing off into the darkness.

 

I stayed quiet too. If he didn't want to tell me he wasn't going to but it was nice sitting there in the dark with him, with my guardian.

 

“Her name was Zophia,” he said, after a seeming eternity of silence. “I was the guardian of Gunnar, who was leading a raid across the Baltic Sea. The plan was to go up the Vistula River, deep into Poland and our first raid was on the little village of Kdanzk, or Gdansk as it now is. We came in the early morning and by mid afternoon it was all over, most of their men were dead and the women were being passed around.”

 

He fell silent again, remembering.

 

“I was searching for food, not just for me but for the lads in my ship as well, and I came across this little courtyard on the edge of the village. I could hear a lot of shouting and went to investigate.”

 

He laughed.

 

“I found five warriors, pretty drunk as they usually were after a good fight, but they had this girl trapped in a corner but she wasn't giving up easily. She had a sword, no idea where she got it from, but she was keeping them at bay. If they'd been sober she wouldn't have had a chance but they were too drunk to fight and all they could see was this pretty girl but every time they tried to grab her she'd stab at them. She'd scored a few hits too before I got there. They'd all been bloodied.”

 

“Was that Zophia?” I asked.

 

“Yes,” he said. “She was magnificent! Her face was angry and her thick blonde hair a mess and her dress was torn and she was whirling this great sword around and shouting at them, daring them to come and get her.”

 

“What did you do?” I asked.

 

“I stood there and watched, wondering if she need my protection or if there were others in greater need,” he said, quietly. “Then she saw me and attacked me too. I wasn't drunk so I just took the sword away from her and she spat in my face. I think that was when I fell in love with her.”

 

“What about the others?” I asked.

 

“I gave her back her sword,” he said, “and together we drove away the others. Then I took her to her home. She lived with her parents on their farm two or three miles from the village and she'd gone there to sell some chickens. That's when I gave up fighting and became a farmer.”

 

I couldn't quite see Bjorn as a farmer. He didn't strike me as the type.

 

“Did her parents accept you, just like that?” I asked.

 

“Yes,” he said. “Zophia told them how I had saved her and they made me welcome. When the raiders came to their farm the next day I sent them packing and told them to tell Gunnar to never disturb us again and a few days later we married.”

 

“Wow,” I said, “I never knew you were married. So Zophia fell in love with you too then?”

 

“Yes,” he said, “I would never have forced myself on her. She wanted to marry me and her parents approved so we did although it was difficult to find a priest since we'd killed most of them.”

 

“What happened to her? I asked, “after all, you're a demi god and she was mortal?”

 

“Yes,” he said sadly, “she was only too mortal.”

 

“What do you mean?” I asked. There was something in the way he'd said it.

 

“Barely six months later, Genghis Khan's great army swept through Poland,” he said. “The fighting was mainly in the south and east but a foraging party came to Gdansk and found Zophia's farm.

 

“Oh my god!” I said, holding my hands to my face, “what happened?”

 

“They killed them,” he said very quietly. “Her parents and Zophia. I'd been to the market, you see, and when I got back I found their bodies, or what was left of them. They'd been butchered. My Zophia, butchered.”

 

I had no idea what to say and tears started to well up.

 

“She was with child, you know. Six months with child.”

 

“Oh god,” I said, through my tears. “Oh god, what did you do.”

 

“I went berserk,” said Bjorn, matter of factly. “I, Hallbjorn the Protector, went truely berserk and I hunted them down and killed them. All two hundred and thirty of them but it didn't bring Zophia back. She was gone forever.”

 

He fell silent again and I put my arms around him, as far as I could.

 

“It was my own fault, you see,” he said, turning his face to me, pale and strained in the star light. “I wasn't there to protect them. I should have been there. They would have lived if I had been there. But I wasn't. When Zophia needed me I was not there.”

 

He sat up straight and picked up his sword.

 

“When the last of the foraging party was dead I came back to my senses and I swore that I would never kill again. I swore never to even eulogise killers or killing and I never went back to being a bodyguard. When I got back to Iceland I destroyed those poems and sagas that were written down. They were a debasement of everything I believed and I vowed to dedicate myself to nothing but protecting those in need of protection, whatever the cost to me, as I should have protected my Zophia and my child.”

 

He turned back to the empty night.

 

“I have sworn to protect others or die doing so, but I am a demi god. I cannot die.”

 

He thrust the sword into the ground forcefully.

 

“But that is all I want to do. Die so I can be with Zophia again.”

 




Chapter Twenty One

 

They came at dawn.

 

I was still awake, sitting on the ground beside Bjorn, still distressed from his sad tale and the appalling revelation that he wanted to die.

 

“I will die eventually,” he'd told me, “I am not immortal but it's a long way off.”

 

“Can't you be killed in battle?” I'd asked.

 

“I suppose it's possible,” he'd said, “although I don't know how. I can be injured, of course, and badly enough to stop me doing my job but whatever the injury is, I heal quickly.”

 

“Can you kill yourself?” I'd asked, not wanting to think about Bjorn dying.

 

“No,” he'd said gravely, “and even if I could I couldn't because of my vow. I cannot protect you if I let myself die. Even if I choose to stay and fight a foe when the sensible thing would be to run away I still won't die. The forces that rule my destiny won't let me die from a bad judgement call, especially one that is deliberate. It is my destiny to know that I failed and to live on with that knowledge in my heart.”

 

I found this whole scenario heartbreakingly sad.

 

“Do you think about her often?” I'd asked.

 

“Every day,” he'd admitted.

 

No wonder he often seemed distant when the rest of us were joking around or exchanging banter. I'd assumed it was because he was simply a serious sort of person, much like me, rather than because of his hidden inner demons. I resolved to be nicer to him and we sat, in companionable silence, watching the stars fade as a thin mist started to form and the sky slowly grew paler.

 

“Was your child a boy or a girl?” 

 

I'd thought it would have been nice to know, if only to give some form to his sadness. A son or a daughter, rather than simply 'a baby'. Maybe the son or daughter even had had a name.

 

“I never knew,” he'd said. “I would have liked a daughter, She'd have been beautiful, like her mother. I would have worried if I'd had a son and he'd grown up to be a warrior. He might have got hurt.”

 

“How old was Zophia?”

 

“17” he'd told me, digging holes in the ground with his sword tip. “I liked being married and farming. It felt good to be growing things and going home to a family after working hard in the fields and looking after the animals. Not like fighting and killing and destroying. I would have been a good farmer, I'm sure.”

 

I'd wanted to tell him he'd have been a good father too but I couldn't bring myself to say the words. Instead I'd asked if he'd met any other girls since. After all, it had been nearly eight hundred years. 

 

“No,” he'd said. “Neither before not after her. Not that there haven't been plenty of offers, like that Krista back there. It's just that when you've found the one, no others can come close.”

 

For some reason Amy and Ramon popped into my head. Amy seemed to think she had found her one although Kristjan had turned out not to be the one for me, even though it had seemed like he was at the time. I rarely thought about him now and when I did it was with fondness, not regret. I'd had a few lovers since but that's all they were, lovers, not my life's love. Maybe I would end up being one of the ones who miss out; after all, I was almost 26 and Zophia had been only 17. Perhaps I was going to end up as just another sad, old, loveless academic.

 

They came without a sound.

 

Not a rustle, footstep or swish of leaves.

 

They simply became visible in the mist as the sun started to rise. Hundreds of them, standing shoulder to shoulder in a circle around the camp site. All armed with spears and swords, shields slung over their backs. Their gaunt white faces grinning to reveal their jagged green teeth; their hair, flat and lank, hung from under their helmets. They stood silently, unmoving, just watching.

 

“Odin's breath!” muttered Bjorn when he first saw them.

 

He jumped to his feet and grabbed his sword and pirouetted to take in the whole camp site. 

 

“Back to the car,” he muttered to me, taking my hand and pulling me as he slowly backed, his head continually twisting to watch as many as he could.

 

They did not move, just watched us silently.

 

“Get in the car,” he hissed, so I did.

 

Watchfully, he woke Gilbert.

 

“Oh no,” whispered Gilbert, instantly alert like a cat and gazing round, “dark elves.”

 

“Wake the others,” commanded Bjorn.

 

Gilbert leaned over and pushed Rog who woke slowly and rubbed his eyes.

 

“Oh, what fresh hell is this?” he groaned when Gilbert pointed to the dark elves. “I really should have stayed in Inari.” He looked angrily at Bjorn. “It's all your damned fault!”

 

Predictably, Amy's scream slashed through the camp site and she jumped up and cowered against the car.

 

“Get in,” I said, opening a door.

 

The dark elves didn't move. They just stood there like statues. Funnily enough, they reminded me of the Terracotta Warriors of Xiang Yu, who rebelled against the First Emperor of China, although their deathly white faces made them seem infinitely evil whereas the Terracotta Warriors were kind of cute. For some reason it bothered me that I couldn't remember when Xiang Yu had rebelled, as if it mattered.

 

“Start the car,” said Bjorn, “you two, get in as well.”

 

I scrambled over to the driver's seat and touched the control wires together. Bjorn had hot-wired the car when we'd stolen it in Oxford since we didn't have the keys. My heart stopped and my legs turned to jelly. The battery was flat.

 

“The effing battery's flat,” I hissed at Bjorn. 

 

“Open the bonnet,” said Gilbert, “I hope there's time to charge it before they attack.”

 

He got out and went around the front and a small thunder cloud started to form then disappeared. He looked up, puzzled, and another started to form. That too disappeared almost immediately.

 

“I don't understand,” he said in confusion. “Why aren't they forming?”

 

Rog got out and went to peer at the air above Gilbert's head. He felt around and waggled his fingers.

 

“How odd,” he said then fell silent.

 

A dark elf, indistinguishable from the others, was slowly walking towards us. He stopped five paces from Bjorn and laid his spear on the ground then draw his sword with a loud clank and laid it next to the spear. It was rusty but the rising sun showed a glint from the honed edge. Gilbert and Rog went to stand beside Bjorn.

 

“Jesus, I need a pee,” said Amy, distractedly, and got out of the car. 

 

She looked over to the toilets then joined the others with a look of resignation.

 

“Bugger,” I said, feeling very conspicuous, alone in the large SUV. I got out and joined them as well. We probably looked like a racing team photo, Bjorn in the centre, massively tall, flanked by Gilbert and Rog, not so massive, not so tall, with me and Amy at the ends, decidedly not massive and not tall, with the car behind us.

 

“Team Humpty Dumpty,” I though stupidly to myself. “Who's going to put the egg back together again after this is over?”

 

Bjorn leaned forward and rammed his sword into the ground.

 

“I am Hallbjorn Halftroll, son of Entar, son of Vidar,” he said, his voice strong and cheerfully pleasant. “Why do you disturb us?”

 

“I am Anger, son of Rage, son of Fury,” said Anger. “I disturb everybody.”

 

He grinned disturbingly, as if to prove his point.

 

“What is your business here?” asked Bjorn.

 

“You have something I want,” said Anger.

 

Bjorn looked around our camping spot theatrically and held out his arms as if to say “we have nothing you could possibly want.”

 

“And what, pray, is that?” he asked Anger.

 

“Oh you are the ones who should pray,” said Anger, grinning even more, “not me. Pray that I spare your miserable little lives after you give me what I want.”

 

He held up a hand and gave a curt wave. Two of his army stepped forward and stood beside him.

 

“An egg,” said Anger, “just a small insignificant, little egg. Give it to me and I will answer your prayers.”

 

Bjorn stepped forward slowly and drew himself up to his full height and spat on the ground.

 

Anger sighed.

 

“I am a nice elf, really, and it pains my heart to do dark deeds, especially in dirty places,” he said, conversationally. “So I'll ask again, just in case there's been a misunderstanding.”

 

“There has been no misunderstanding,” said Bjorn, even more conversationally.

 

“Damn he's cool,” I thought admiringly to myself, before realising that even though he couldn't die, I could. Still, I didn't want to give the egg to Anger, either. I straightened my back and stood firm. Well, firmish.

 

Anger held up his hand again and clicked his fingers. The two elves beside him drew their swords and advanced on Bjorn. Their heads rolled on the ground. Bjorn bent over and picked up their swords and casually tossed them to Gilbert and Rog.

 

Six more elves advanced. Their heads rolled on the ground as well. So far, Bjorn didn't need Gilbert's or Rog's help.

 

“So you want to play tough, then, do you?” snarled Anger.

 

He clapped his hands and the eight dead elves got up off the ground and replaced their heads. Fresh swords appeared in their hands and eight more joined them from the periphery. Rog muttered something and made a hurling motion with his hand. Nothing happened so Bjorn stepped forward. Fourteen heads rolled on the ground then Bjorn turned to watch Gilbert and Rog dispatch their one each a little less efficiently. Neither of their heads rolled on the ground but they did die.

 

I glanced at Amy then darted forward and grabbed a dead elf's sword. It was surprisingly light. There was a sudden motion and Amy was holding one too. We backed up and got back in line.

 

The sixteen elves got up and were joined by sixteen more. Battle was joined. Thirty two elves were too many for Bjorn to deal with so he left a few for the rest of us. 

 

“Jesus,” I called to Amy, “I got one!” 

 

Admittedly it wasn't stylishly done as I'd never wielded anything more ferocious than a carving knife, and that was on a defenceless roast chicken, but still.

 

“I got two,” called back Amy, pointing to the one dead elf lying at her feet and the other in its death throes beside it.

 

I suppose to become a medical technician she'd had to learn how to use scalpels and assorted things like that.

 

The thirty two dead elves got up and were joined by thirty two more.

 

“Form a circle around the car,” shouted Bjorn and ran to defend the boot. 

 

Gilbert and Rog went to the front wings of the car and Amy and I went to the sides. Rog was panting a little with exertion and my heart was pumping with adrenaline. Fear too, it has to be admitted, since I was beginning to see a pattern here.

 

We killed the sixty four elves. It took longer and despite ducking and diving like every movie swashbuckler I'd ever seen, one of mine cut my arm. It hurt and blood dripped onto the ground. 

 

“Three,” I shouted to Amy, glancing behind me to see if she was hurt. She wasn't.

 

“Only four that time,” she called back. “That bloody Bjorn got in the way.”

 

Rog was holding the side of his belly and blood was soaking the front of his shirt. He leaned on his sword. Gilbert was panting. My arm still hurt.

 

I didn't have time to count them but I guessed the next wave had a hundred and twenty eight elves. We won, but only just. My left arm hung uselessly, completely numb and I could feel my right cheek flapping and blood was running onto my mouth. Amy was on the ground but picked herself up, bleeding from the head and limping badly. Rog was kneeling on the ground, holding onto his sword for support and wheezing badly. Gilbert seemed unwounded but couldn't lift his sword above shoulder height. Each time he tried, he winced badly and dropped it again. Bjorn's shirt was a bloody mess.

 

“Bjorn!” I shouted, and staggered in agony from my cheek. Holding my hand to my face, I lurched a couple of paces, using my sword as a crutch, to where he was leaning against the back of the car, waiting for the next wave of attackers.

 

“I don't think they're real,” I whispered, trying not to use my cheeks. “They double each time and they're all identical, I think it's an illusion.”

 

“Ah, interesting,” whispered Bjorn back. “I think we need to change tactics.”

 

As the next wave of elves advanced, Bjorn grabbed my sword.

 

“ RAAAAAAGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH” he roared and with both swords flailing cut a swathe through their massed ranks and launched himself at Anger. Three elves advanced on me and I lifted my sword and rammed it through the heart of the first then ripped it out and let the momentum carry it towards the neck of the second. He disappeared and the momentum swung me round and I lost my balance and bashed my head into the side of the car.

 

It didn't hurt.

 

I reached up and touched my cheek which felt … normal. I looked at my hand and there was no blood on it then I realised that it was the hand of my numb, useless left arm. I let go of my sword and it didn't fall to the ground. It wasn't anywhere. My right arm wasn't bleeding. Gilbert, in front of me, was standing quite normally, looking round in confusion. He was soaking wet. I ran round the side of the car and Amy grabbed me in a bear hug and started to cry but she wasn't hurt at all. Rog looked to be fine, although he was rubbing his hip, presumably because of his arthritis. He was soaking wet as well, his long hair decidedly bedraggled.

 

I hugged Amy back for a couple of moments.

 

“Come on,” I said, “let's find Bjorn.”

 

We went round the car and there was Bjorn, completely unbloodied. He was holding up a small creature by the scruff of its scrawny neck. 

 

“That's all it was,” he said, marvelling, “just this pathetic little piece of dwarf dung.”

 

He shook the thing and it cried out fearfully.

 

“Don't hurt me,” it whimpered. “It was just a joke, a little game. Wasn't it fun?”

 

“Look over there,” he said, nodding to the front of the car.

 

There were two small thunderstorms raging, rain falling in torrents on two patches of ground. No wonder Gilbert and Rog were soaked.

 

“So what the hell happened, then?” asked Amy.

 

“I'm guessing this thing Bjorn's holding created an illusion of dark elves,” I said, glancing at Bjorn. He nodded.

 

“I bet he stopped us from seeing Gilbert's clouds too,” I said.

 

“That must be why my explosion didn't work,” said Rog in relief. “I thought I'd lost the knack.”

 

He mumbled something then made a hurling motion with his hand and a bush on the other side of the camp site exploded nicely. 

 

“Awesome,” he said, grinning.

 

A thought struck me and I pulled open the car door and touched the control wires together.

 

“Yes, the battery's a little over half charged,” I said, climbing out. “He made us think it was flat as well.”

 

Bjorn shook it again.

 

“Mercy,” it shrieked, “I was only playing!”

 

“What are you?” he demanded.

 

“I'm nothing, I'm not even here,” it cried and burst into tears.

 

Bjorn snarled at it and it fainted. He let it dangle at arm's length for a few moments then dropped it on the ground.

 

“Do we have any rope?” he asked.

 

“I think there's some in the boot,” said Amy and ran over to the car. “Yes, here's some.”

 

She came back with about six feet of yellow nylon cord. Bjorn tied the creatures hands and legs and left it to revive.

 

“Breakfast!” said Bjorn, rubbing his hands together gleefully. “Nothing like a good fight to work up an appetite!”

 

Rog started the barbecue and heated the remains of the previous night's stew which we ate with bread then he made some coffee and we passed round the cauldron to drink it. We'd finished before the creature woke up.

 

“What's your name?” I asked it, gently. I thought the 'good cop bad cop' routine might work

 

“Don't let him hurt me!” it screeched.

 

“I won't, I promise,” I said, patting its head, “so long as you're nice and answer my questions. What's your name? I'm Toni.”

 

“Hoenir,” it said, very nervously.

 

“Hoenir?” I said. That name rang a bell in the dim recesses of my memory.

 

“Sounds like you know the name,” said Amy.

 

“Kind of,” I said, thoughtfully. “Oh yes! Hoenir is a minor Aesir, keeps cropping up in a lot of the myths and sagas but he's always different. In the Völuspá he's one of the three gods who created the first humans although the Mead of Poetry flatly contradicts that. Thinking about it, the best reference to him is probably the Ynglinga Saga where he is portrayed as a weak, indecisive idiot. Some scholars think Hoenir isn't a true god, he's more Odin's entertainer, like a medieval fool.”

 

“You won't tell Odin I'm here, will you?” cried Hoenir in panic.

 

“No, no, of course not,” I said soothingly. “So you know Odin?”

 

“Yes,” said Hoenir, reluctantly, “I make illusions for him, make him laugh.”

 

“So all this was just an illusion?”

 

“I suppose so,” he mumbled.

 

“So why did you stop the illusion?” asked Rog. “It was a pretty good one. Worked for me.”

 

Hoenir didn't answer so Bjorn's bad cop hit him.

 

“You stopped believing it,” he said, licking his split lip and trying to edge closer to me. “If you don't believe an illusion it doesn't work.”

 

“So why are you here?” I asked.

 

He didn't answer. Bjorn raised his hand and I stopped him.

 

“Would you like some bread” I asked, “or some coffee?”

 

“What's 'coffee'?” he asked so I let him try some from the cauldron.

 

“Nice,” he said, “coffee, I'll remember that.”

 

“Why are you here?” I tried again.

 

Hoenir watched Bjorn very closely.

 

“I wanted your egg,” he said quietly.

 

“You want to destroy it?” I asked. “Why? Aren't you on the side of the gods?”

 

“I don't want to destroy it,” said Hoenir. “I want it to make me strong and powerful, not weak and pathetic like this. If I had your egg then when it hatched I'd be its mother and I'd control it and everyone would look up to me and say nice things about me.”

 

“So you thought you'd just take it?” I asked.

 

He nodded.

 

“You wasted your time,” said Bjorn. “It wouldn't have worked. The egg is only a demi god, not a full god. None of the gods would respect you for being the mother of a demi god.”

 

Hoenir looked at me and I nodded. “The Norns have confirmed it,” I said. “It's a demi god. His name is Endurnýjanda.”

 

Hoenir seemed to shrivel and looked just plain pathetic. 

 

“Oh,” he said sadly. “I got it wrong again then. Typical.”

 

“Umm,” said Gilbert, “how did you find out about the egg in the first place?”

 

Hoenir looked at Bjorn who raised an eyebrow and Hoenir flinched.

 

“I overheard Odin telling Freya she had another great-grandson,” he said.

 

“Interesting,” said Bjorn, looking over at me. “So the gods do know about him.”

 

“What does that mean?” asked Amy.

 

“It means he isn't particularly powerful,” said Bjorn. “They're not frightened of him but at the same time they're not sending any extra protection so they're not worried about the Giants getting hold of him either.”

 

“So?” asked Amy.

 

“So we're on our own,” I answered. “With at least five Giants after us.”

 

“And probably some real dark elves,” said Gilbert, “since we killed one of them a couple of days ago. They've probably noticed he's missing by now and will be wondering why. Something in the forest will tell them and then they'll be after us too. They love taking revenge.”

 

“And don't forget the dwarves, you sad over-grown half troll bastard” said Halfrog. “Where's my bloody sword?”

 

He was sitting on the roof of the car, crosslegged.

 

“Oh go to Hel,” growled Bjorn and turned his back on Halfrog.

 

“Stop it,” he said to Hoenir, “or I'll get angry.”

 

Halfrog disappeared.

 

“Well, it was worth a try,” said Hoenir, his scrawny shoulders drooping. “Is there any more coffee?”

 

“Yeah,” said Rog, “this is all very nice, making friends with strangers in camp sites, but what are we going to do with him? Are we going to take him with us, or leave him here or shall we just kill him and be done with it?”

 

“Since the gods don't care,” said Amy, “why not just let him go?”

 

“He might try to pull some more illusions on us,” said Bjorn. 

 

“It didn't work though,” I said. “And when anything strange happens from now on we'll just assume it's Hoenir and not believe it. I say let him go too.”

 

“I say take him with us,” said Gilbert. “It'll be safer and we might have some use for his illusions later on.”

 

“I agree,” said Bjorn. “It could be risky leaving him behind.”

 

“That's two for leaving him and two for taking him,” I said. “What do you think Rog?”

 

“I think we should kill him,” said Rog happily.

 

Hoenir started whimpering again.

 

“What on earth for?” I asked. “He isn't dangerous, I mean, just look at him.”

 

“Oh, no reason,” said Rog. “I just thought someone should vote for the third option so it didn't feel too lonely and rejected. I suppose I could always turn him into a frog or something.”

 

“Oh don't do that,” said Amy. “Toni will only kiss him hoping he's a prince.”

 




Chapter Twenty Two

 

We left Hoenir at the camp site. How he got there we didn't know but presumably he knew how to get back to wherever he came from.

 

“So, any suggestions on where to go now?” asked Bjorn after we'd driven a little way.

 

“I wouldn't mind going home,” said Amy. “Especially since I never wanted to come on this trip in the first place and I should have been back at work days ago.”

 

“How about Alfheim?” asked Gilbert. “You can all stay with me and Yalanilue for a while and I'm sure the other light elves will help guard the egg.”

 

“What day is this?” I asked. 

 

I'd just checked my mobile but the battery was flat.

 

“Wednesday,” said Amy, checking hers. “Wow, is that all? Seems like weeks.”

 

“Tell me about it,” I said. “Hey, can we get back to London by four o'clock tomorrow? I probably won't have a job anymore if we don't. Like I've only done the one day so far.”

 

“OK,” said Bjorn, “one place is as good as any other. Let's go back to Midgard. There's a bridge not far from here or do you want to go back to the one we crossed before and go back to Oxford?”

 

“Where does the bridge come out?” I asked. “I'd rather not go back through that forest, but if the bridge goes to the north pole or somewhere icky I don't fancy that either.”

 

“Norway,” said Bjorn. “We can fly back to London from Oslo.”

 

“Cool,” said Amy. “I've always wanted a holiday in Scandinavia. Is Oslo far from your home, Rog?”

 

“About a thousand miles,” he said. “I'd invite you round for dinner but my cave isn't really big enough.”

 

“Get out!” said Amy, slapping Rog's leg. “You live in a cave? What for?”

 

“It's all part of the image,” said Rog, almost apologetically. “People come to me for love potions and charms to help them give up smoking and advice on the mysteries of life and things like that. They pay better if I live in a cave rather than a nice little house in the suburbs.”

 

“What advice do you give people?” I asked. “Do you have any wonderful solutions?”

 

“I'm a wizard,” he said, “not a mystic or a prophet. I always tell them the same thing, 'live life as if each day is your last'. People seem to like that and if they don't then I suggest they join a monastery of some sort.”

 

“What do you give them when they want a love potion?” asked Amy. “Eye of newt and toe of frog and shit like that?”

 

“That'd give them food poisoning,” laughed Rog. “No, I just decant some white wine into sheep horns I get from a local farmer and add a little cinnamon so it smells more exotic. Wine's always worked for me and they like the horns. Bit of a souvenir, you see.”

 

“So basically you're just a con man,” I said.

 

“No, not really,” said Rog, “I've never wanted people to come to me for things, it's just that they know I'm a wizard and they think wizards know about these things so they're really conning themselves. I have no more idea of the meaning of life than anyone else. I've tried telling them that but they insist so now I just make it sound profound.”

 

“I hate to interrupt,” said Bjorn, “but it looks like we've got company.”

 

He gestured off to the right and I could see a small cloud of what looked like dust, hanging in the still air. 

 

“What's that? I asked. “A cloud of carnivorous mosquitoes or something?”

 

“Not sure,” he said, “but I've been watching it and it seems to be heading our way. At a rough guess I'd say it's going to meet us somewhere round the bridge.”

 

“How far away are we?”

 

“Maybe fifteen miles.”

 

“Should we head for another bridge?” asked Gilbert.

 

“Not a lot of point. If whatever it is is after us it'll just follow and if it isn't then we should be able to cross this one. At least this one is close.”

 

He carried on driving and we all kept a watch on the cloud.

 

“Looks like something on the ground is throwing up the cloud,” said Gilbert after a while.

 

I could feel the suspense building, like a good horror movie. You just know something nasty is going to happen but you don't quite know what. Fortunately our trip didn't have an eerie soundtrack.

 

“Could be horses,” remarked Gilbert shortly afterwards.

 

Horses didn't sound particularly scary although judging by what else we'd encountered they were probably dead horses ridden by flesh eating zombies or something.

 

“Here's a fun question for you all,” I said, intending to try to break the tension. “If zombies are already dead then why do they eat? The food's not going to keep them alive, after all.”

 

“They still need energy to function,” said Amy seriously, “like any other machine and since zombies are dead people they've already got a digestive system so they might as well use it. Why? You think those are zombie horses?”

 

“Shut up, Toni,” I thought to myself.

 

“What's a zombie?” asked Gilbert.

 

“It's a dead person who's been brought back to life,” said Amy. “Well I suppose it could be anything that was living but they're usually people.”

 

“Ohhh,” said Gilbert, “you mean draugr.”

 

I really wished I hadn't mentioned zombies since, now Gilbert had reminded me, the sagas were riddled with references to draugrs. 

 

“There's a particularly nasty one mentioned in The Saga of Hromund Gripsson,” said Rog, thoughtfully. “His name was Þráinn, a former Gallic king but causing havoc in King Olaf's realm. After many battles, Hromrund the Viking manages to wrestle Þráinn back into his grave. I've often wondered how true it was.”

 

“It's more or less true,” said Bjorn.

 

“You've read The Saga of Hromund Gripsson?” I exclaimed. “How? It was lost centuries ago and there are only brief references to it in other sources.”

 

“They're reindeer,” said Gilbert, peering out of the window.

 

“ I have a copy,” said Rog. “It was given to me by the wife of Harald Magnussen who wrote it. I helped her once. How do you know it's true, Bjorn?”

 

“I knew Hromund,” said Bjorn, “he was a berserker as well. Good man in a crisis.”

 

“Wow,” I said, “We have to go to Rog's. I absolutely have to read that saga. Can I get a copy of it?”

 

My heart was thumping more than when we'd been attacked by the dwarves. A saga thought to have been long lost? Damn, this could make me famous in the field!

 

“Sure,” said Rog, “The local library has a photocopier.”

 

“Do you have its provenance?” I asked. “I absolutely have to have its provenance before I can use it in my thesis.”

 

“Hmm,” he said. “I suppose I could sign a document to say I've had it in my possession since 1323 when Harald wrote it.”

 

I was crushed. No one would accept the validity of a document like that.

 

“You wouldn't, like, consider giving me the original?” I asked. “Or maybe sell it to me?”

 

There are various techniques for dating old documents which would help establish its authenticity.

 

“Oh just take it,” he said. “I haven't looked at it for years and it's just cluttering up the place. I wonder where I left it?”

 

I was gobsmacked. An original Icelandic saga would be priceless and should be kept in a secured, environmentally protected vault and Rog just had it lying round somewhere in the back of a cave. Avarice, thy name is Toni, and boy did I have it bad.

 

“Reindeer?” said Amy. “You don't mean …?”

 

“Couldn't say,” said Gilbert. “There are lots of reindeer. Might be the same ones, might not.”

 

“Why are you nattering on about reindeer?” I asked. “Don't you understand what Rog has got?”

 

“Gilbert says the cloud is being thrown up by reindeer,” said Amy, “and those Giants followed us out of the forest yesterday morning, remember?”

 

“Oh shit,” I said, as the penny dropped. “Is that the only one you've got, Rog, or do you have any more?”

 

I twisted round in my seat to face him and stared intently at him. What if he had originals of previously unknown sagas? This would be like the Norse version of the Dead Sea Scrolls!

 

“Yeah, stacks,” he said, absently, looking out of the window. “I collected them for a while then I got bored. You can have them all.”

 

“Oh no,” said Gilbert. “Those look like those Giants on the reindeer. Now what do we do?”

 

“Not a lot we can do,” said Bjorn. “We'll just have to fight them and somehow stop them at the Bridge.”

 

“How far away is it now?” asked Rog.

 

“Two or three miles,” said Bjorn.

 

“Will they give up if we cross the bridge first?” asked Amy anxiously.

 

“They never give up,” said Bjorn. “Bit like those Terminators.”

 

“Terminators?” she asked. “What Terminators?”

 

“Didn't you see those movies?” asked Bjorn. “I saw them all at an All Night Terminators screening at the Odeon in Holloway Road a couple of months ago. Terminators are so cool!”

 

“Oh yeah,” said Amy, “I've only seen the first three though. I liked the second one with that guy who's made of liquid metal.”

 

I became dimly aware of something multi-coloured and shimmering ahead of us. Previously unknown sagas? Oh my god!

 

“Reindeer? Giants?” I said. “Where?”

 

“Over there,” said Bjorn pointing to them out of the window. 

 

They were galloping hard and it looked certain they would get to the shimmering thing before we did.

 

“Is that the bridge?” I asked. 

 

“Yes,” he said.

 

“How come I can see it? I couldn't see the one in Oxford.”

 

“They're invisible to mortals in Midgard,” he said. “But you can see them in Utgard.”

 

“Ohh,” I said, thinking about sagas. “How many have you got, Rog?”

 

“I don't know,” he said, staring at the galloping reindeer. “Couple of hundred, maybe.”

 

“Are you frigging kidding me?” I nearly leapt into the back to grab him. Two hundred previously unknown sagas?

 

“Are you sure they're reindeer?” asked Amy. “Only they don't look anything like Santa's reindeer.”

 

“Who is Santa?” asked Gilbert.

 

The reindeer had arrived at the Bridge and were lined up, blocking the way. We were still a quarter of a mile away but they were huge and black and their antlers rose high on their heads. It looked like they had glowing red eyes and clouds of steam billowed from their mouths.

 

“Umm,” said Bjorn, “if we do get into a fight, stay away from the reindeer, they're dökkdádýr, deer of the dark elves. Their antlers are incredibly sharp and that white gas coming from their mouths is acid. It'll dissolve your flesh and bones. Probably dissolve the car as well.”

 

One of the Giants pointed a finger at us and a bolt of fire exploded a few yards to our left. Another exploded further over to our right. Bjorn started to weave the car as we raced towards them. Rog unwound his window and leaned out, his long hair blowing in the wind. He threw his hand at one of the reindeer and a small explosion hit its flank. The reindeer reared up like a startled horse, nearly unseating its rider but was unharmed.

 

“I'm going to have to use strong magic,” he shouted, “this isn't working. Hold on to your hats!”

 

The lead Giant threw another bolt of fire at us just as Rog unleashed whatever magic he was invoking. The two must have collided right in front of us since the car exploded.

 

I stood there, beaming humbly and modestly as the assembled scholars rose to their feet as one and burst into rapturous applause. The standing ovations continued in wave after wave of clapping, cheering and foot stamping. The International Conference Hall was shaking to its very foundations. The Prime Minister of Norway was waiting offstage to announce that I was being awarded Honorary Norwegian Citizenship and the Head of the Nobel Committee was waiting in the Guest Area to talk to me about setting up a Nobel Prize for Academic Achievement in the field of Mythology, with me as its first recipient.

 

“It was just a lucky accident,” I kept saying, modestly, but their adulation was boundless. 

 

In fact my head was beginning to hurt from the noise.

 

“Why are there seagulls in here?” I wondered. There seemed to be several of them, squawking loudly.

 

“That's a lovely blue ceiling,” I thought looking up. “Shame about that nasty bright spotlight though.”

 

I lifted one hand to shield my eyes. It was covered in sand.

 

“Why am I lying on the stage?” I thought after a few moments. “And why does the applause sound like surf? Weird acoustics in here!”

 

My other hand was covered in sand as well. And my head hurt.

 

Come to think of it, my throat was very dry. So was my mouth.

 

“I really shouldn't be lying here,” I thought. “The Kings of Sweden and Norway are in the audience. They'll think I'm being very rude.”

 

I leapt to my feet and found I was still lying down. 

 

“Hmmm” 

 

I rolled over and managed to get to my knees. Both my hands were buried in sand. A small crab was looking at me sideways.

 

“Hello,” I said. 

 

It scuttled off, running in circles as the beach swung around crazily.

 

“Nice beach,” I said, patting it gently. “There, there, calm down.”

 

Slowly the beach calmed down and started to sway gently. A vast improvement.

 

I straightened my legs and stuck my bum in the air, hoping the two Kings and their families were the other side of me, and slowly raised my top half. The kings and their families didn't seem to be in the undergrowth so I turned round, slowly. They weren't at sea either. Good. I hadn't committed an unpardonable affront to their royal personages. That was a relief.

 

I looked into the wings over on my left. Oh well, the Prime Minister of Norway must have had another appointment and left the stage. Although it looked more like a beach.

 

A beach?

 

Well, that would explain why there were waves rolling in. Which was good since explanations are always good.

 

I sat down again. I had a pretty good idea that I wasn't at an International Conference of assorted academics of mythology. Which was a shame, since it had looked liked it was going to be fun.

 

So where the hell was I?

 

Well, there were a few clues. Like the surf, the sand and the undergrowth. I looked behind me. There were a number of palm trees as well.

 

“Yes,” I said, cleverly. “I know where I am. I'm on a tropical beach!”

 

Hey, I can be very astute sometimes.

 

“Squawk,” said a seagull in affirmation. It held its head on its side and clacked its beak at me.

 

“Damned right,” I said, giving it a thumbs up.

 

Next question. Life is full of questions, which can be irritating since it isn't full of answers.

 

“Which beach?”

 

“Squawk.”

 

Not a lot of help. My head hurt and my throat was very dry.

 

“Palm trees,” I croaked. “Palm trees have coconuts. Coconuts have milk inside them. Coconut milk is a very good cure for a dry throat.”

 

Technically that's known as a linear chain of logical reasoning and logical reasoning is what I'm supposed to be good at. Its called linear because the end is different to the beginning. If they're the same then it's circular. There are probably other shapes as well.

 

“Let's go get me a coconut,” I croaked happily and stood up again. “Hey, the beach has stopped moving!”

 

I slowly walked up the beach to the edge of the undergrowth where there was a palm tree. Squinting, I could see that it had some bunches of coconuts up where the palm fronds sprouted. Out of reach.

 

“I know,” I said to myself, “find something to throw at them and knock one or two down. Damn, that's a good idea.”

 

I looked around but there weren't any stones or anything suitable on the beach. I figured a handful of sand wouldn't work. Still, there might be something in the undergrowth so I turned back and started rummaging. 

 

“Aha! That'll do,” I said, gleefully, picking up a fallen coconut.

 

I stepped backwards so I could see the palm tree clearly and so the dislodged coconuts wouldn't land on top of me and threw the coconut as hard as I could. It went about two thirds of the way and fell back onto the sand.

 

“Bugger,” I said to the seagull that was watching me, from a safe distance.

 

I picked up the coconut and tried again. This time it went high enough but missed by a couple of feet.

 

“Don't worry,” I told the seagull, as I was picking up the coconut again. “Just getting my aim in. Third time lucky.”

 

Third time I did hit the bunch of coconuts but none of them were dislodged.

 

“Do you think I need something heavier?” I asked the seagull.

 

“Squawk,” it said.

 

“You're right,” I said. “Basic physics, to dislodge a bunch of coconuts I need something of equal or greater mass. Newton's 2nd law or something. One coconut isn't enough. Duh, silly me.”

 

I dropped my coconut on the sand and went to find something heavier. I searched around for a couple of minutes but couldn't find anything so I went back to the beach. The seagull was still there.

 

“Hey look,” I said, “a fallen coconut.”

 

Duh.

 

“Stop laughing at me!” I said angrily to the seagull.

 

It showed how wide its wings were. Pretty impressive.

 

“You don't scare me,” I said and sat down, cradling the nut in my lap.

 

The seagull settled down to watch the second part of the show.

 

It was easy enough to get the fibrous husk off the coconut, my fingers were strong enough for that. It was the shell that was difficult. I rapped it with my knuckles. The shell was hard. Shaking the coconut, I could hear the liquid sloshing around.

 

“Sounds good,” I said to the seagull. “You wouldn't happen to have a hammer would you?”

 

It seemed as though the seagull didn't have a hammer. Or an axe.

 

I stood up and threw the coconut at the sand. I didn't expect it to work since it must have fallen from twenty feet or more without breaking but you have to try the easy stuff first. So I jumped on it. That didn't work either although it did add a sore instep to my headache. 

 

“Hmmm.” I pondered the problem. “I'm going to have to find something hard to hit it with.” I got up and wandered along the beach.

 

A couple of hundred yards away there was a rocky outcrop which seemed promising so I hurled the coconut at it as hard as I could. It bounced off and nearly hit the seagull which had followed me. There were no signs of any cracks appearing.

 

“Just a sec,” I thought. “If I smash the coconut open all the milk will fall out and I've nothing to catch it in. Bummer.”

 

It's at times like this that you wish a kindly relative had given you a Swiss Army knife for your birthday, but they hadn't and even if they had I would have left it at home. So I kept on walking.

 

“Awesome!”

 

The seagull seemed to agree with me. We'd found a rock pool. Which had shellfish in it. I don't know the technical name for this particular shellfish6

 but its shell was long and thin and ended in a fairly sharp point. I grabbed it and dried it on my jacket. Fortunately its owner appeared to be away.

 

I sat beside the rock pool and used the shell to drill a hole in the coconut. It took a while but I managed. 

 

“Cool,” I said happily when I'd finally drilled through.

 

I lifted the coconut to my lips and tipped my head back. Three tiny drops came out. I scowled at it and tried again then shook the coconut. It sloshed beautifully but nothing wanted to come out.

 

“What would Amy do?” I wondered. 

 

I laughed at the absurdity of it. If Amy was here some guy would appear from the undergrowth and buy her a drink at the bar on the beach. Sadly I wasn't Amy.

 

“Oh frig it,” I said, realising. “Pressure.”

 

When milk came out of the coconut it created a vacuum inside. If I had a straw then the force of my sucking would be enough but it wasn't going to trickle out on its own. Either I needed a big enough hole for air to go in while the milk came out or …

 

“A second hole!”

 

Who said physics wasn't my strong point, hmmm, Rog?

 

The second hole was easier than the first and, boy, does coconut milk quench a thirst! It was good. At some point I was going to have to crack the coconut open to get the flesh out but I wasn't hungry yet so that could wait.

 

I sat there and surveyed my domain. I was still on a beach somewhere. Nothing had changed. It was pleasantly warm and there was a gentle breeze blowing and there was no sign of Bjorn or the others. In fact there wasn't anything, apart from the seagull and a few shellfish. So when I started to hear rustling in the undergrowth I couldn't decide if that was good or bad news. 

 

Then the seagull flew away.

 

Which probably meant it was bad news.

 




Chapter Twenty Three

 

The rustling grew louder and closer. I looked up and down the beach but since I had no idea where I was, I had no idea where to run either. I could be running into safety or into danger. Either way, the beach was pretty exposed. So I just stood there, fidgeting, my sharp shell in my hand and the coconut in the sand at my feet.

 

It wasn't a long wait. A few seconds later, the undergrowth parted and a penguin hopped out. It stopped and looked at me. I looked back at it. What on earth was a penguin doing on a tropical beach?

 

“Peep,” it said, waggling its little wings up and down a few times. Its belly and neck and the undersides of its wings were white and its back was black. Just like penguins on the telly.

 

It sounded a little nervous.

 

“Hello,” I said.

 

I relaxed my grip on the shell since I was at least twice as tall as the penguin and it didn't seem particularly threatening. It stuck its beak under a wing and scratched for a moment.

 

“Peep, peep,” it said and jumped forward. 

 

I stepped back and it jumped forward again. So I stepped back again. This went on a few times. The penguin stopped beside my coconut and eyed it for a few moments.

 

“Peep?” it said. 

 

It definitely sounded like a question, although what it was asking I had no idea.

 

“It's mine,” I said, trying to look friendly.

 

The penguin waggled its wings again then whacked the coconut sharply with its beak. The coconut split in half. The penguin eyed it again then looked at me.

 

“Peep, peep,” it said and headed for the sea.

 

“Umm, thank you,” I called.

 

I fancied it gave a farewell waggle of its wings before it dived into an inbound wave and disappeared.

 

“What a nice penguin,” I said, going up to the coconut. 

 

It had split into two roughly equal halves and all the meat was beautifully exposed. Even though I wasn't particularly hungry I scraped some out with my shell and ate it. It was delicious.

 

“Now what?” I said aloud.

 

Nothing answered, except for a faint rustle of the palm trees in the breeze.

 

“There are no footprints,” I said, looking up and down the beach. 

 

Actually, there were some. Mine, the penguin's and the seagull's. The rest of the beach, as far as my eyes could see, was unmarked.

 

“We were heading for the Rainbow Bridge,” I said slowly, trying to remember. “That's right and the Giants were throwing fire at us and Rog did some magic. I guess I got caught up in that and ended up here, wherever here is. I wonder where the others are? Are they round here somewhere or did they go somewhere else? Oh yeah, the car exploded. I remember that. Maybe the Rainbow Bridge is nearby? The explosion couldn't have blown me far.”

 

I didn't remember seeing any water near the bridge but then I had been too busy fantasising about what would happen if I got my hands on some new sagas and hadn't really been paying attention. Maybe the bridge was just around the corner. I stood up and peered as far as I could down the beach. It seemed to stretch endlessly with no bends. The same the other way. Neither way showed any sign of human habitation. No boats, no beach huts, no surf boards, not even any litter, apart from a small pile of coconut husk.

 

I turned around and studied the undergrowth. It was, well, undergrowth. There were plenty of palm trees along the edge of the beach and there seemed to be other types of trees further back.

 

“There's probably a road or a path of some sort in there,” I said. “I just can't see it from here.”

 

I walked up to the edge of the foliage but couldn't see any path. I was reluctant to go inside in case I got lost and couldn't find my way back to the beach.

 

“Oh don't be so silly,” I said, “there's nothing on the beach worth coming back for. So what if you don't find it again!”

 

Logic rarely overcomes emotion though so I stood there, looking around the undergrowth and listening hard for sounds. 

 

“Well, you've got to do something,” I said so I went back down the beach and picked up my coconut halves. It seemed very productive.

 

I scraped out some more of the flesh and chewed it to give me courage then went back to the undergrowth and stepped in. Nothing happened, which was encouraging, so I went further. Perhaps thirty or forty yards in I came across a narrow path. It seemed to run parallel to the beach although I couldn't see the beach any more.

 

“Cool,” I said.

 

I looked each way and it just seemed to go on forever, much like the beach. No bends and with undergrowth on either side. There was no one on the path and there weren't any footprints, just trodden grass.

 

“Which way shall I go?” I wondered.

 

I went to the right then changed my mind and went to the left then changed my mind again and went to the right. It seemed to me that the way the grass had been trodden suggested that whatever went along here went from left to right.

 

“Not that that means anything,” I told myself, ruthlessly applying some logic. “Whoever made this path could have gone from some little village a few hundred yards away and headed off on a thousand mile journey to get wherever they were going. Maybe I should go the other way.”

 

I turned around and went to the left again.

 

“On the other hand,” I said, pausing, “maybe they'd been following the path for a thousand miles and were almost at their destination.”

 

I turned around yet again and went to the right.

 

“This feels right,” I said and giggled. It actually felt very stupid but I didn't change my mind again.

 

I walked for what seemed like several miles. Trees, bushes, assorted plants and grassy things came and went but always seemed much the same. It was quite tedious. I saw quite a few birds of the sea shore variety up in the sky but encountered nothing on the path although I kept hearing rustles in the undergrowth on both sides.

 

“Hey, that sounds like water,” I said, suddenly, stopping in my tracks to listen.

 

The faint sound of the surf on the beach had been with me all the way but this was different. It was a definite tinkling of water and it seemed to be coming from … over there. I stepped off the path, waded through the undergrowth for a couple of paces and found myself in a small clearing.

 

It was quite the most delightful place I had ever seen.

 

The sound of water came from a small stream that tinkled and burbled happily. It came from a small waterfall on the far side of the clearing and disappeared under the ground heading in the direction of the path I'd been following. There was a tree with what looked like apples, red and juicy, and further away, another with oranges. It was supremely tranquil there and I felt relaxed and happy. 

 

I bent to taste the water and it was clear and seemed pure so I cupped my hand and had a drink. It tasted just like fresh water should taste and didn't make me feel nauseated. I wandered over to the apple tree and found that they were indeed apples. I ate one. It tasted just like an apple should. I went over to inspect the orange tree and they looked and felt like oranges although I didn't try one because just beyond it was a banana tree, with bunches of almost ripe bananas.

 

“Looks like I won't starve,” I said to myself then jumped back hastily as a swarm of bees swirled around me.

 

They seemed to ignore me completely. They just went around me on their way to, oh yes, the bee hive in the tree next to the banana tree. A couple of bees landed on my arm and seemed to be resting for a moment before they took off again and joined the rest of the swarm.

 

“Cool,” I thought, “so there's honey here too. What is this place?”

 

Well, I had no immediate answers so I pulled a banana off and went and sat beside the small stream to eat it. The sun was just over the trees now so it would be getting dark soon. I figured I might as well spend the night here and decide what to do in the morning.

 

Suddenly the place didn't look quite so nice. 

 

Great for a picnic but overnight? With no tent or blankets? What if it rained?What if it was raining now, upstream, and the little stream became a torrent in the night and flooded the clearing? I needed to find a suitable spot before it got too dark and make myself some sort of bed, maybe using some palm fronds.

 

I stood up and looked around critically. 

 

“Yes, that looks like a decent spot,” I thought and headed over. 

 

A couple of palm trees were growing quite close to each other at the far end, where the ground was higher and made the little waterfall. So, if the place flooded that would be a good place to be and the interweaving of the palm fronds looked like it might provide some shelter. I went to investigate.

 

“Holy crap.”

 

There was a homemade hammock suspended between the two palm trees. It looked to be woven from palm leaves and tied with vines and it was hung underneath a canopy that also looked to be woven.

 

“Hello!” I called. “Is anyone here?”

 

I called quite a few times but no one answered. It looked like someone either lived here or was camping but there was no one around at the moment. Then I noticed the fire. It was a few paces away from the hammock and wasn't lit. In fact it looked as though it hadn't been lit for a while since there were some small plants growing amongst the ashes.

 

Curiouser and curiouser.

 

I called out again. Nothing, although a bird called back in song and a few stray bees buzzed their way back to the hive.

 

I tested the strength of the hammock and it seemed fine.

 

“Well,” I said. “If there's a hammock here, there's a good chance someone will come here to use it and if they haven't turned up before it's completely dark I might as well use it myself. Gotta be better than sleeping on the ground, although a blanket and a pillow would be nice.”

 

I put my coconut halves down beside the fireplace.

 

“What's that?” I said in surprise. I could see in the gloom there was something piled behind another tree, not far away.

 

It was a pile of firewood, neatly chopped to the same length. Beside it was a box of matches and a blanket, neatly folded, on top of a pillow. I reached out to pick up the blanket then leapt backwards. There was a snake coiled on top of it. I wasn't frightened for some reason.

 

“Hisssss,” said the snake. It sounded almost friendly.

 

Its forked tongue flickered briefly then it unhurriedly uncoiled itself and slithered off into the undergrowth. Very carefully I picked up the blanket and shook it. There were no more surprises. I gave it a sniff. It smelled of fresh lemons and didn't feel in the slightest bit damp. Neither did the pillow. If anything, it felt new.

 

“Oh well,” I said to myself, since there was no one else to talk to, “in for a penny, in for a pound.”

 

I took the blanket and pillow over to the hammock and made myself a nice little bed for the night.

 

“A fire would be nice too,” I thought. “It'll be cheerful and if anyone turns up expecting their bed they'll be forewarned that I'm here so it won't be a total surprise.”

 

I picked up an armful of the firewood and built a fire then went back for the matches.

 

“Oh.”

 

There was only one match in the box. And, now that I thought about it, I hadn't laid any kindling down underneath the firewood. How was I going to light a small log with a single match?

 

It was getting too dark to find any kindling so I put the match back in the box.

 

“Oh, what the hell,” I said. “It's not like one match is going to be much use. Even if this fire does light, I've nothing to light the next one with. Maybe whoever uses this place has gone to get some more matches.”

 

More for the fun of it than anything else I struck the match against the side of the box and held its flame to one of the logs. It caught light almost instantly. Within a minute or so there was a nice little fire burning, its warmth cheery but not too hot. Its flickering made comforting shadows on the surrounding trees and bushes. I tossed the spent match into the fire and went to get a couple of bananas to toast and a stick to hold them with.

 

“This is the life,” I thought to myself, munching my toasted bananas. “Be nice to have some company though.”

 

It was now completely dark, although I could see stars through the tree leaves above me and the site reeked of calm and safeness. So much so that when there was a sudden noise in the bushes beside me I simply turned to look to see what it was rather than panicking. A large, fluffy koala bear slowly made its way out of the undergrowth, over to the fire and sat down, looking at me. It warmed itself for a few moments then slowly made its way over to me and climbed onto my lap and went to sleep.

 

“Make yourself comfy, why don't you?” I said and stroked it. 

 

My mum had given me a stuffed koala toy when I was very young and this one felt exactly the same. It brought back distant memories of love and security. I felt very contented.

 

“Come on,” I whispered after several minutes,”let's go to bed.”

 

I gently lifted the koala onto the ground and went over to the hammock. The koala followed me, snuffling. 

 

“I seem to remember that you have to jump into a hammock,” I said to the koala. It didn't contradict me so I took hold of the side closest to me and leapt in. The hammock sagged then rebounded.

 

“Too easy,” I said and wrapped the blanket around myself and put the pillow under my head. 

 

It was toasty warm and very snugly inside the blanket. The koala tried a different technique. It climbed one of the trees and joined me on the hammock. We went to sleep, me with one arm over the koala, and the fire flickering nearby. Nothing disturbed us in the night. It didn't even rain.

 

The sun was quite high in the sky when I woke. The fire had gone out and the koala had disappeared. I climbed out of the hammock and went to inspect the fire.

 

“Yup,” I said, “definitely out.”

 

I picked up the discarded box of matches to throw it in the ashes and it rattled. Surprised, I looked inside and there was one match in there. 

 

“Cool,” I said, “there must have been two after all.”

 

I got some more wood from the pile and, again, it caught straight away.

 

“Hah,” I said proudly to myself. “I must have been a girl scout in a former life. I wonder if there's a coffee tree round here?”

 

Toasted bananas had been nice for dinner but breakfast meant only one thing. Coffee. There wasn't any and I didn't have anything to heat the water in anyway. I was halfway through tossing the matchbox in the fire when it rattled so I didn't and opened it instead. There was a match inside. Unused.

 

“Way cool,” I said, trying to be nonchalant. A matchbox that never ran out of matches?

 

“Oh well, just live with it for now,” I said to myself and went to the stream for a wash.

 

“That looks remarkably like the cauldron we got from the dwarves,” I said, picking up the cauldron beside the waterfall and looking at it suspiciously. “Oh well, it'll do to heat water.” 

 

I filled it from the waterfall and took it back to my fire.

 

“Ugh,” 

 

There was something nasty and brown inside one of the halves of my coconut. I sniffed it, as you do, and smelt the rich aroma of good quality, freshly ground roast coffee. I dipped my finger in it and cautiously touched it to my tongue.

 

“Woo hoo!” 

 

I did a little dance then dumped some into the cauldron. I had no idea what was going on but whatever it was it was doing fine so far. I listened carefully but I couldn't hear anything that sounded remotely like a cow.

 

“Oh well, black coffee is good too,” I said.

 

I was sitting there, enjoying a nice cauldron of fresh, black, unsweetened coffee when I heard footsteps.

 

I dumped the cauldron on the ground and ran out into the clearing.

 

“Hello,” said the middle aged lady in a tailored business suit. “Can't stop to chat but it was nice meeting you!”

 

She carried on walking and disappeared into the undergrowth just beyond the waterfall. I stared after her in astonishment then ran after her.

 

“Hey, wait a moment,” I called but there was no sign of her, even though there wasn't much undergrowth to hide behind.

 

“Hey,” I shouted. “Where are you?”

 

I went in the direction she'd been going and found myself lying flat on my back.

 

“What the hell?”

 

I got up and tried to walk that way again. Something stopped me but at least it didn't knock me down that time. I felt around with my hand. There was nothing there so I tried to walk forward again. Again I was stopped. Again I felt nothing there. I stood still and moved my foot forward. It went easily, jut as a foot should. I put it down ahead of me. It went onto the ground. I pushed forward with my arm and it went to full length. I leaned forward to take a step and my body wouldn't go forward.

 

Baffled I stood there and tried all sorts of body movements. I could move any part of my body past that point but not all of it. I could go sideways, I could go backwards, I could even jump up and down but I could not move forward. I tried lunging and being stealthy. Neither worked. I tried going sideways a bit then forward, that didn't work either. Nothing seemed to work. There was a barrier of some sort, invisible, almost soft and yielding but a barrier and it seemed to be very wide. At least, I couldn't find any edges.

 

I slowly walked back to the clearing, deep in thought, not that any thoughts occurred to me other than 'there's a barrier there.' No doubt Amy would have some ideas with her scientific brain but I didn't and she wasn't here anyway. I picked a banana and ate it as I walked back to where I thought the barrier was. I tossed the banana skin into the bushes and it sailed gracefully though the air and landed on the ground. I went to pick it up and couldn't.

 

“Hmmm.”

 

It seemed the barrier was selective. I couldn't begin to imagine what it was. Force fields were things that existed only in science fiction and there was absolutely nothing in mythology remotely like this. I went back to the clearing and sat beside the stream. Not a thing occurred to me. After a while I took off my shoes and socks and dangled my feet in the cool water. That didn't provide any fresh inspiration either.

 

“Just a moment,” I said. “The sun's pretty high. I've been wherever this is since, say, midday yesterday and I haven't had a pee. I haven't even wanted to pee, let alone anything else.”

 

I experimentally squeezed with my bladder muscles and still felt no desire to pee.

 

“I've been drinking a reasonable amount,” I thought, “and I haven't been sweating so I shouldn't be dehydrating and if I was, wouldn't I have a headache or something?”

 

I didn't even have a dry throat. I spat on the ground experimentally and it looked just like perfectly normal spit.

 

“Excuse me, dear,” said the elderly lady behind me.

 

I twisted round. She was leaning heavily on her walking frame. 

 

“Phew, that was a long walk” she said, tiredly. “You wouldn't be a sweetie and get me a drink of that water, would you?”

 

“Certainly,” I said and ran to get one of my coconut halves.

 

I scooped up some water and passed it to her. Her hands were very shaky and she spilled a little on her thick overcoat.

 

“Oh that's so nice,” she said. “My name's Deidre Owens.”

 

“Toni Jamieson,” I said, “nice to meet you. Would you like to sit down?”

 

“Oh better not, dear,” she said and laughed ironically. “If I do I might never get up again. I don't think I'll be here long enough anyway.”

 

“Do you know where we are?” I asked.

 

“Yes, dear,” she said, giving me a funny look.

 

“Where are we, then?” I asked, faintly irritated.

 

“In between,” she said.

 

I waited for further explanation but none was forthcoming. She just pulled out a lace hanky and coughed gently into it.

 

“Umm, in between what?” I asked.

 

“Here and there,” she said.

 

I wondered if she was senile and had escaped from a nearby nursing home.

 

“I don't understand,” I said.

 

“Oh, you will soon enough,” said Deirdre. “Everything will become clear, just give it time. Anyway I need to get along. Thank you so much for the water.”

 

She started slowly hobbling off with her walking frame and I walked beside her. Even if she was mad it was nice to have some human company and, since she was heading for the waterfall, I was curious to see what happened when she reached the barrier.

 

I had to help her up the slope beside the waterfall and she struggled to get through the undergrowth. She had difficultly lifting her legs high enough. A couple of paces beyond the waterfall I couldn't go any further and watched helplessly as she struggled onwards.

 

“Lovely meeting you, dear,” she called back, “thank you so much for the water. See you soon.”

 

She waved and disappeared into the bushes. I could hear her slow progress for quite a while but I couldn't move forward.

 

What????????

 




Chapter Twenty Four

 

I spent a while trying to get past the barrier but nothing I did worked. I got really pissed off when another woman, probably in her mid fifties and quite burly, sneaked up on me and suddenly thrust me aside without even an 'excuse me' and marched past. I tried to follow but was again stopped. It was very frustrating. I don't know if it was simply because I couldn't, but I felt a growing need to get past the barrier. I had this feeling that if I could get to the other side everything would be all right and make sense. But, I couldn't. Fortunately, no matter how many times I battered myself against the barrier, it didn't hurt or do me any injury, unlike a real wall.

 

After a while I went back to the clearing and made myself a comfy little sitting place beside the waterfall. I positioned it so that I had a good view of most of the clearing and spent much of the day there, just sitting and watching the people go by. There were quite a few, most in a tremendous hurry but several stopped to chat for a few minutes or longer but none gave me any enlightenment. Interestingly they all came from the path and headed off to the barrier, although it wasn't a barrier for any of them. Not a single one ever went the other way. Still, it was nice relaxing in the sun, in my comfy spot with plenty of fresh fruit and coffee. Back in the clearing I didn't feel the need to get past the barrier as strongly, if at all. I spent a little while, between visitors, trying to figure out a way to catch some of the fish in the stream. Most were tiny but a few looked big enough to eat, if I could catch them.

 

It was early afternoon when the young girl turned up. She burst through the undergrowth from the path like a raging bull and screeched to a halt when she saw me then backed away fearfully until she was up against a tree then stood there, trembling.

 

“Hello,” I said, “what's your name?”

 

She just stared at me. She looked to be maybe seven or eight.

 

“Would you like an apple?” I asked, lifting one from the ground beside me and holding it out.

 

She half nodded and a couple of tears rolled down her cheeks. She was a skinny little thing and there was a touch of Asian about her. Perhaps a little Filipino in her ancestry. Anyway, she was wearing what looked to be a school uniform and her long dark hair hung in a pony tail.

 

“I'm not going to hurt you,” I said gently. 

 

She just stared so I half threw and half rolled the apple towards her and it came to a halt a couple of feet away from her. She looked at it then at me then back at the apple then darted forward, grabbed it and backed away again to the relative safety of the tree. Then she burst into tears and dropped the apple.

 

“What's the matter?” I asked, soothingly. 

 

I slowly got up and started towards her but she kept out of reach. Whichever way I moved she moved away so I couldn't get close. In the end I gave up and went back to my seat and she settled down, with her back against a tree and cried for what seemed like hours. A constant, low key weeping of heartbreaking misery rather than sudden grief. It was sad but she clearly didn't trust me enough for me to help and, callous as it may seem, you get used to it after a while.

 

Three or four more women came through while she was there and two tried to talk to her and offer comfort as well but she wouldn't have anything to do with anyone. She never even said a word. Late in the afternoon I went off to my fire to make some more coffee and when I came back she'd gone. The apple lay where she'd let it drop.

 

Just to see what would happen, I lit the match and used it to burn the matchbox. It was probably a silly thing to do since without a matchbox with a never ending supply of matches I wouldn't be able to make a fire but after watching the matchbox shrivel and burn to ashes I found another box beside the firewood. Inexplicably I found a bunch of grapes beside the hammock too. I left them alone though since I'd never been fond of grapes. The koala came and joined me beside the waterfall when it got dark and kept me company.

 

“I suppose I've lost my job at the cinema,” I though at one point, a little wistfully. The koala expressed no opinion on the matter.

 

Admittedly it wasn't the greatest job ever but it was still a job and would have provided an income. If I ever got out of this place.

 

“You've spent the whole day here, just sitting around,” I said to myself as the koala and I lay in the hammock. “You'll never get back home if you don't try.”

 

I vowed to get back on the path the next day and keep walking until I found someone or somewhere that would help me get home.

 

“It's just so lovely here,” I said the following morning. “I'll stay a little longer, just for the rest. I'll move on tomorrow, for sure.”

 

Lying in the hammock I'd heard one or two people go through in the night and throughout the morning several more people went past. In the early afternoon a group of three women ambled through, admiring the scenery and chatting aimlessly with each other. They took no notice of me but I decided after they'd disappeared to see if the barrier was still blocking me. It was more idle curiosity than anything since I didn't have a strong need to get past it anymore.

 

There was a loaf of bread and a bowl of tepid meat stew there.

 

I tried to walk over to the bread and stew but couldn't, of course, since the barrier was still blocking me but I went as far as I could then reached over with my hands and picked them up and lifted them to my side.

 

“How very odd.” I said. “I wonder where these came from?”

 

I carried them back to my little home. They were a very welcome change from fruit and I was able to get a little honey from the beehive with my shell to have on the bread. That was delicious too. 

 

Another night passed, although the koala didn't show up this time. Maybe he, or she, had passed through the barrier too?

 

“Oh there's no rush,” I said to myself the next day. “I'll move on tomorrow. Definitely.”

 

I thought it was Saturday, which meant I'd missed two evenings of work and it seemed very unlikely that I'd get back to London that afternoon so work, if I still had a job, wasn't going to be an issue again until the following Thursday. I also had a mission.

 

I wanted to know where the bread and stew had come from. I was also quite curious to know whether there would be any more since fruit can get a little monotonous after a while. So, I found myself a nice little spot beside the barrier and got back to hard core relaxing. More people went past, some rushing, some leisurely, some with no time to even acknowledge me, some stopping for a word or two. Regardless, I lay on my back, chewing a blade of grass and watching the birds in the sky. There were some clouds but none looked like rain clouds. Just another day in paradise by the look of it.

 

“My brain must be working very slowly,” I said to myself at one point. “This is the third day and god knows how many people have gone past and you've only just realised that they have all been female. That's not the way you're going to get your doctorate. You have to be a lot faster than that.”

 

Now that I thought about it, there hadn't been a single man or boy. There had been a whole range of ages, with Deirdre probably being the oldest, but every single one had been female.

 

“How very strange,” I said.

 

“What's strange?” said a voice, just as my nose became aware of the smell of fresh baked bread.

 

I sat up. There was a comfortably fat, middle-aged woman with a loose bun and a simple flowery summer dress standing, looking at me. She had a loaf of bread in one hand and a plate of sliced meat in the other. I jumped up and tried to stand beside her but she was definitely on the other side of the barrier.

 

“It's strange that there are no men anywhere,” I said. “I've seen any number of women and you and I are both women but not a single man.”

 

She looked very puzzled.

 

“What did you expect?” she said. “This is Helgarfjell.”

 

“Helgarfjell?” I said, stepping backwards in surprise. “Helgarfjell?”

 

“Yes,” she said, then rather bluntly and, perhaps a little rudely, “you're dead.”

 

I just stood there staring at her. Helgarfjell is the place in Norse mythology where women go after they die. Men go to Valhalla or Fólkvangr, or Hel if they were cowards. 

 

“What?” I said, after a few moments. “What?”

 

“Well,” she said, putting down the bread and the plate, “you're not quite dead yet, not technically, but you're on the edge. You know this barrier here?” and she lifted her hand and seemed to touch something between us.

 

I nodded, too blown away by the unexpected news of my death to be able to say anything.

 

“When you actually die you'll cross through this barrier and then you'll be in Helgarfjell.”

 

“So where am I then?” I asked, finding what little wits I seemed to have left.

 

“You're in between,” she said. 

 

“In between what?” I asked.

 

“Helgarfjell and the Sea of Life, which is just past those trees,” she said, pointing behind me to where the beach was.

 

“So you're saying I'm dead?” I asked, incredulously. This wasn't anything like I thought death would be.

 

“No,” she said patiently. I suppose, since she seemed to be claiming she was dead herself that she had learned infinite patience. “You're almost dead but not quite. You're hanging on to life by a thread. That's why you're still in between.”

 

“But, but, but?” I stammered. “How?”

 

“Wouldn't have a clue, lovvie,” she said. “Only you know what happened to you before you got here. Although I'm guessing it wasn't a beheading.”

 

“What?” was all I could muster.

 

“A beheading's a quick death,” she said. “Them what's been beheaded fly through here like nobody's business. You've been here three days now so yours is pretty long drawn out. Someone torturing you then, are they?”

 

Actually that sort of made sense. Most of the others who'd been past had been in a great hurry so presumably they'd died quickly whereas the ones who'd gone slowly had taken longer to die. Deirdre had maybe simply fallen asleep and quietly passed away.

 

“There was an explosion,” I said.

 

“There you go then, lovvie,” she said, cheerfully. “You got blown up and you're dying a slow lingering death. Bits of you missing I shouldn't wonder. Me, I died in childbirth. Took almost a whole day.”

 

“But I don't feel any pain,” I said, clutching bits of my anatomy to make sure they were still there. 

 

“Never does, dearie,” she said. “That's the nice thing about dying. If it hurts, you're still alive, that's the golden rule.”

 

“There was a girl here yesterday,” I said. “She was here for hours and cried all the time. She seemed very young. 

 

The woman's face fell. “Yes, that was nasty, poor kid. There's a special place in Hel for thems what did that to her. Best not to dwell on these things. She's here in Helgarfjell now which is almost a paradise.”

 

“Almost paradise?” I asked.

 

“Well, it is paradise if you're a lesbian,” she said and started laughing. “No men, see. Fortunately most of your urges go when you die, otherwise it would be Hel!” She wobbled happily. “Name's Margot, what's yours?”

 

“Toni,” I said. We shook hands through the barrier.

 

“I heard there was someone trapped in between,” she said, “which is why I brought you some food. Gets a bit monotonous in there. Here, we've got everything, except men.”

 

“So does every woman who dies come through here?” I asked.

 

“Oh lord save us, no,” she said. “Millions die everyday and cross over all along the coast. This is just one of hundreds of thousands of crossing points. I live just over the hill back there and me and a few friends keep an eye open for lingerers like you. Try to ease your passing, so to speak.”

 

“Do you get many lingerers,” I asked. 

 

“No, most are in a desperate hurry to cross over.”

 

“Only I found a hammock and a fire and a few odds and ends,” I said.

 

“Yes, that was Simone.” said Margot. “She was in a coma for over three years. She only passed over a couple of weeks ago.”

 

Three years? Here? My heart sank, It was a nice place but three years?

 

“So, errm, is there only the one way out?” I asked and gestured to her side of the barrier.

 

“'Fraid so, luvvie,” she said. “Just a matter of time. You're dead, you just haven't quite finished dying.”

 

She must have seen the look on my face.

 

“Don't worry about it though, everyone crosses over sooner or later and now we know you're here someone will come along every day to bring you some food and keep you company for a bit. Usually me but if not, one of my friends.”

 

“Well, that's very kind of you,” I said. “I wonder how long I'll be here?”

 

She shrugged. I guess she had been French since she shrugged in that expressive way only the French seem to be able to do. Margot was also a French name. 

 

“Looks like you need some time to come to terms with it,” she said. “Here, take these and go away and have a think. It's really not that bad after all.”

 

She passed the plate and the bread through the barrier and I discovered that the barrier allowed us to hug, although neither of us could get wholly past the barrier. She was as much trapped on her side as I was on my side.

 

I wandered back to my seat beside the waterfall. I felt very sad.

 

“I'm too young to die,” I thought, a tear coming to my eye. “And I really thought I was going places!”

 

“Am I going the right way?” asked a shaky, nervous voice.

 

I didn't even bother to look up. I just jerked my thumb in the general direction of the area beyond the waterfall and said “that way.” Then I started to feel rebellious and angry. It's a bit of a personality flaw, I daresay.

 

“GOD DAMN IT” I shouted at the top of my voice and jumped up. “I refuse to give in like, like, …”

 

I couldn't think of anything that giving in would be like.

 

“There's the Sea of Life over there,” I said, “I'm damned well going to swim back to my life and sod the lot of them! If that bloody penguin can do it, so can I!”

 

I marched with great determination back to the path and crossed it and plunged into the undergrowth on the other side. The beach was only twenty or thirty yards further on and I broke through the undergrowth onto the beach. It looked exactly the same as the stretch of beach I'd first arrived on, although there was no rocky outcrop nearby. The waves rolled in steadily.

 

My feet sank into the sand as I ran down the beach and I stopped on the edge of the surf, breathing a little heavily.

 

The sea stretched out to the horizon, unbroken. There was no sign of anything, no islands, no distant coastlines, no boats or aircraft, no life. I was going to be a long time swimming.

 

“Sod it,” I said. “At least I know I can't drown since I'm dead already.”

 

I stepped into the water. It was like a thick spongy slime and my foot only sank in a couple of millimetres. I walked further out, rising and falling with the waves and didn't sink in. The Sea moved like water but it wasn't liquid. I knelt down and tried to dig my fingers in. They went in readily enough but it was more like jelly or those slime things young kids like to play with. It distorted but I couldn't break the surface. I could only bend it. I couldn't even reach the fish I could see darting this way and that. I hit the surface a few times then jumped up and down then collapsed into a heap on the surface of the Sea and wept. My tears formed little puddles which trickled away as the waves rolled leisurely underneath me. I couldn't get back into the Sea of Life. I sat there for quite a while, just watching the beach. Three or four times I saw people suddenly appear, wander around for a while, as I had, then disappear into the undergrowth. It seemed to be happening all up and down the coast line.

 

Slowly I got up and walked on the water back to the beach and disconsolately made my way back to my clearing. It was already beginning to feel like home, that comfortable familiarity welcoming me. I didn't feel like eating but I decided to anyway. It wasn't as though I could rebel against the system by starving myself to death since I was already dead. 

 

The meat Margot had brought me was raw.

 

“Shit,” I said, holding up a slice. “Does this mean I'm a frigging zombie now?”

 

I licked the raw meat and decided I wasn't a zombie. No way was I going to eat this stuff raw, which is what zombies in movies always do. Interestingly I discovered you can fry things in a cauldron as well as boil them, although not at the same time. That night the koala came back, or possibly another one, but it looked much the same, and I dreamed of Rog. 

 

The next day was much the same. I met up with Margot and we chatted a bit about our lives and she gave me some more food. I asked if there were any books in Helgarfjell.

 

“Don't rightly know,” she said. “I can't read so I've never bothered to find out but I'll ask around.”

 

Monday was no different, either, although Margot brought me a couple of books. One was on the principles of aerodynamics and the other was a book of Russian nursery rhymes. I read them both though although there are no prizes for guessing which was the more interesting.

 

Tuesday was largely uneventful as well until I saw a man walk into the clearing. I was reading the political thriller book Margot had brought.

 

I stared at him. It was very strange seeing a man after having got used to an endless stream of women and girls. He was wearing leather trousers and a sleeveless vest and had quite a number of rough tattoos. They looked like they'd been done in a prison rather than a tattoo artist's shop.

 

He walked across the clearing in the way that tough guys walk so they look like they're tough, even when they aren't. Then he spotted me.

 

“'Allo gorjus,” he said. “Yor a bit of all right, int ya.”

 

He made me distinctly nervous. 

 

“Umm, hello,” I said. “Umm, are you in the right place?”

 

“Reckon so darls,” he said, “if yor 'ere then it's gorra be the right place,” and he leered, looking me over like a prize pig.

 

“Only Helgarfjell is just for women,” I said.

 

“Sweet,” he said, “my kinda place,” and he scratched his crotch energetically then held that hand out to me. I didn't proffer mine.

 

“Name's Marjorie,” she said, “you's can call me Maj, wat's yor name babes?”

 

“Toni,” I said. 

 

“Wanna come to a party?” she said, coming up close. “Just me an you, like.”

 

“Ummmm,” I said, backing away, “maybe another time.”

 

“Yeah,” she said. “I gorra run now, laters babe,” and she swaggered off past the waterfall. 

 

“Wow,” I said to myself. “You don't get women like that at university!” It took me a while to get back into the book.

 

That night I dreamed of Rog again. This time he seemed to be bending over me and talking but I couldn't make out what he was saying. There was someone else in my dream but I couldn't make out who it was. I hoped very much it wasn't Marjorie.

 

A couple of strange things happened on Wednesday though.

 

When I'd first arrived in the clearing and discovered the barrier I'd felt a very strong need to get through it and into what was beyond. As time went by, though, that need had got weaker and on Wednesday I started to get a funny feeling of not wanting to go near it. It was very strange. It wasn't anything as strong as revulsion but it was a definite reluctance. Still, I forced myself to go and sit in my usual spot beside the barrier to wait for Margot, even though I'd have preferred to sit in my spot by the waterfall. In fact, I even caught myself thinking about making myself another spot beside the stream, down where it went into the ground, near the path. I fancied the view would be different there and I would be less conspicuous to the women passing through.

 

The other strange thing was that Margot didn't turn up. This time it was a young woman, with long thick blonde hair and a delightful smile. She was well built but carried none of the surplus that Margot did. 

 

“Hello,” she said, striding towards me, “you must be Toni. I'm a friend of Margot's. She's visiting another lingerer a little further up today so I've come to say hello. I've brought you some chicken and some cheese as well as some bread, just for a change.”

 

We exchanged dishes and I reflected that this must be what happens in prisons, with the warders passing food in and taking away the slop bucket, except I still hadn't even had a pee.

 

“This is very kind of you,” I said. I wondered if I ought to try to make contact with the other lingerer. “What's your name?”

 

“Zophia,” said the girl. “Pleased to meet you.”

 




Chapter Twenty Five

 

It's a measure of how slow my mind had become that I didn't instantly associate Zophia in Helgarfjell with Bjorn's Zophia in Poland. It was many hours later as I was sitting where the stream went underground that I remembered what he'd told me.

 

“Well, Zophia is dead,” I told the puppy that had joined me around lunchtime. Dogs always know when there's food around. “So she's bound to be in Helgarfjell but what are the odds, hey?”

 

The puppy didn't know and, judging by her sad, enquiring gaze, desperately wanted to be informed.

 

“Several million to one,” I told her. “There are hundreds of billions of women who've died throughout history and there must be millions who died in their late teens, who were blonde and who are named Zophia.”

 

The puppy seemed impressed by this and licked my chicken smelling fingers appreciatively before wandering off to the waterfall end of the clearing and disappearing.

 

“Hey ho,” I said, watching her go. “Maybe I'll catch up with you later.”

 

It was relaxing and peaceful in the clearing and, even though I was trapped there, I wasn't in any great hurry to move on either. 

 

“Just live in the moment,” I said to myself. I found it excruciatingly funny.

 

I was still chuckling about it, and living in the moment, when I went to bed. I dreamt about Rog again. He was standing over me and his long hair tickled my face then he slapped my cheek a couple of times and turned away, shaking his head. It was a strange dream.

 

“So were you ever married or in a relationship?” I asked Zophia when she turned up the next day. It seemed the lingerer in the other clearing was a long termer like myself and Margot had gone to see her again.

 

“Oh yes,” she said, her face lighting up momentarily then clouded over. “We'd only been married a half year.”

 

OK, well probably millions of young blondes had died over the millennia just a few months after getting married.

 

“What was his name?”

 

“Halny,” she said, her face lighting up again as she thought about him.

 

OK, this was probably another Zophia then. 

 

“So, ummm, how did you die?”

 

I felt awkward asking Zophia this question since I didn't know the correct etiquette. Relationships were unlikely to be a taboo in Helgarfjell since such things occupied a large chunk of our lives when we were alive but it occurred to me that maybe dead people didn't like to talk about more intimate things such as how they died.

 

“Oh,” she said, her face clouding over again. She clearly wasn't one to hide her emotions. “We don't really talk about things like that here.”

 

“I'm sorry,” I said, then to try to cover up my embarrassment I rushed headlong into telling her I'd died in an explosion.

 

“That's strange,” she said. “I would have thought an explosion would have been quick. It took me an hour or so to cross over but then, I'd been cut to pieces and left for dead.”

 

“Do you know who by?” I asked.

 

“No,” she said, this time looking puzzled. “They were strangers who came to my father's farm.” Then she laughed. “They were funny looking men too, with little slanty eyes,” and she pulled back the corners of her eyes to show me.

 

Halny? Something was gnawing at the corner of my mind. Halny was a bit like Halle which was a bit like the first half of Hallbjorn.

 

“Was Halny your husband's real name?” I asked “or a nickname?”

 

“Ohh, Halny was just my pet name for him” she laughed. “Halny is Polish for mountain and my Hallbjorn was as big as a mountain,” and she tried to stomp around like a four hundred pound giant to prove her point, laughing and giggling. 

 

Bingo!

 

“Was he a Viking?” I asked.

 

“I don't know what a Viking is?” she said, looking puzzled again.

 

“Was he a giant warrior from across the sea?” I asked. “Did he come to Gdansk and save you from some other warriors?”

 

“How did you know that?” She stared blankly at me then started to back away, fearfully. “Are you an evil spirit?”

 

She made some sort of squiggling motion with her hand in front of her as though she was trying to ward off something nasty.

 

“I knew him too,” I said.

 

It took me a little while to convince Zophia that I wasn't some sort of draugr trying to get her away from Helgarfjell but in the end she believed me and we spent a long time talking about him. She was particularly impressed to discover that he was a demi-god as it was something he'd neglected to mention to her, although it was patently obvious that even seven or eight hundred years in Helgarfjell hadn't dimmed her love for him. She was embarrassingly emotional when I told her that Bjorn still mourned her passing and hadn't gone off with another woman.

 

“It's a shame you weren't together long enough to have a family,” I said, when she'd dried her tears. I wanted to know about their unborn baby and didn't want to be too blunt. This seemed a reasonable question. I thought she was going to cry again but she didn't.

 

“We nearly did,” she told me, very sadly. “I was six months gone when I died.”

 

“Is she here in Helgarfjell as well?” I asked.

 

“He was a boy,” she said, quite proudly, “so he wouldn't be here anyway, but children who die before they're born go to the spirit realm. Most have no real form, you see, but in the spirit realm they keep their innocence and take on a form that suits their true nature. I am sad that he was never with me but I am happy he is in such a wonderful place. Tell me again about how Bjorn swore to save people after I was gone?”

 

She had an almost insatiable appetite for information about him, which was understandable.

 

“Oh I wish I could have seen him without his beard!” she cried, at one point, clapping her hands and bouncing a little. “It always used to tickle me!”

 

It was probably a little churlish of me for being slightly pleased the next day that Margot was back. Bjorn was a nice enough guy but I didn't have the endless fascination with him that Zophia had and I was running out of things to say about him. I couldn't even resort to the sagas since they said little about him too. Mind you, I didn't really want to talk to Margot either, but I felt I ought to. And we talked for a while and she exchanged my books and gave me more food. After she'd gone I felt agitated and, instead of going back to the stream to have a look at the books I just dumped them beside my spot and went for a walk.

 

I suppose in the back of my mind I wanted to check the Sea of Life again, see if it was still a jelly, although I camouflaged it by telling myself I wanted to collect some coconuts. Some coconut with honey I thought would be nice although custard would be even better except there was still no sign of a cow for the milk.

 

The Sea was as irritatingly jelly-like as before and I walked around on it for a while then wandered back to the beach to gather a few fallen coconuts. I sat on the beach in the sand, just gazing out to sea and wondering how to make a skateboard. I figured if I had a skateboard I'd be able to do a little surfing. I suppose at the back of my mind I was also half thinking I might be able to skateboard across the Sea instead of swimming.

 

It was as peaceful there as it was in my clearing and, sitting in the shade of a palm tree, I dozed off, not having got anywhere with my halfhearted attempts to design a skateboard. Even if I could find a suitable piece of wood, what would I use for wheels and how would I attach them?

 

“Stop it, damn you!” I cried out irritably. Someone was hitting me in the face, repeatedly

 

“Toni,” said Rog, “Toni,” smack, “wake up, Toni,” smack, “Toni.” He was very insistent.

 

“Let me sleep!” I said and tried to push him away.

 

“Come back, Toni,” smack, “Toni. Come back, wake up,” smack, “Toni.”

 

“Arggghhh!” I shouted and opened my eyes. Everything was blurred and out of focus but even so I could see there was no blue sky or yellow-white sand.

 

“Hello Toni,” said Rog, happily, “Welcome back! Here, drink some of this.”

 

He poured a little something into my mouth and I spat it as hard as I could at what I thought was his face. It tasted like camel droppings dissolved in cockroach intestines.

 

“Come on, drink some more,” he said, “it's good for you.”

 

I spat it at him again and tried to get up. He wouldn't let me.

 

“Go to sleep,” he said soothingly, “you need to rest.”

 

“Why did you wake me up just to tell me to go to sleep?” I wanted to ask but it came out more like “Blerr bleh hhmph.”

 

“Just sleep,” he said and trickled some of the camel/cockroach mixture into my mouth and stroked my throat so I had to swallow it. It made me retch and he gently rolled me onto my back again.

 

“Just sleep,” he said, even more soothingly, so I did. It was easier than arguing.

 

I woke up again a while later and, after a few seconds, everything came back into focus. I felt very alive, although it was very difficult to move. 

 

“Where am I?” I said to the world in general.

 

From what I could see this wasn't a beach or clearing. It looked to be a perfectly normal bedroom and I was in a perfectly normal bed with a perfectly normal bedspread over me.

 

“Hello, babe,” said Amy, appearing in my field of view. “How do you feel?”

 

She stared into my face anxiously.

 

“Good,” I said. “I feel good. Where am I?”

 

“This is Rog's place,” she said, stroking my face and hair. “Oh I'm so pleased to see you!” She burst into tears.

 

“I got you some grapes,” she sniffled, “a few days ago, because that's what you get people who're sick. I forgot you hate grapes.”

 

Ramon appeared briefly and led her away.

 

Ramon? 

 

“Hello, Toni,” said Rog, appearing. “Would you like something to drink?”

 

I tried to hide under the perfectly normal pillows and he laughed. “It's only water,” he said, “come on.”

 

He helped me sit up and arranged another pillow behind me and helped me drink. Bjorn appeared looking very anxious but then he broke into a broad smile. 

 

“Good,” he said, gently touching my hand. “Very good.”

 

He slapped Rog on the back and Rog winced and staggered. 

 

“Go away,” he said, irritably. “Toni needs to rest.”

 

Obediently Bjorn left.

 

“What happened?” I asked. 

 

“You've been sick,” he said, and stuck his little finger in my mouth. “But you seem to be over it now, your temperature's back to normal,” and took his finger out of my mouth again.

 

“But what happened?” I persisted.

 

“I'll explain later,” he said, “for now you need to just sleep. Drink this.”

 

I thought it was water so I took a mouthful but it wasn't and I couldn't spit it out because Rog had his hand over my mouth so I threw up instead.

 

“What is that disgusting stuff?” I asked as Rog wiped my mouth.

 

“It's a little concoction of my own,” he said, “made from cat piss, mountain hare dung and the juices of spiders.”

 

I threw up again.

 

“You need to sleep,” he said.

 

I kind of agreed so I went back to sleep.

 

When I woke again, the room looked exactly the same although I had a lot more movement now and, looking around, I could see the bedroom was lit by candles and the walls seemed to be made of rock.

 

“Hello,” said Gilbert. 

 

He had been sitting in a chair on the other side of the room talking quietly with someone I didn't recognise. When he saw I was awake he got up and came over and sat on the edge of the bed.

 

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

 

“Much better,” I said and sat up. “Oh! I need to pee.”

 

Gilbert laughed. “The toilet's over here,” he said, “do you think you can make it or shall I get bucket?”

 

I really didn't want Gilbert helping me pee and there was that stranger to consider as well so I grimly got out of bed and made my way to the bathroom. After a couple of steps I discovered I didn't need to do it grimly and just walked normally. Despite the place obviously being a cave, the bathroom was surprisingly modern and had a flushing toilet as well as hot water.

 

“Gonna have a shower,” I called out after a few moments.

 

“Enjoy!” called back Gilbert. “Give me a shout when you're done and I'll bring in some clean clothes.

 

It was only then that I realised I had been naked when I got out of bed and walked across the room.

 

“!” I thought. “Ooops.”

 

The shower was beautiful, even though the water pressure wasn't the best in the world. Rog even had a half decent soap and some excellent shampoo, but then his hair was longer than mine. I was towelling myself dry and wondering if he had a hair dryer when I caught sight of myself in the mirror. 

 

“Hmmm,” I said, staring critically at myself.

 

It was still me but there was something subtly different. My face was a tiny bit thinner and my cheekbones a tiny bit more prominent. My hair seemed to be thicker and glossier and even my lips a tiny bit fuller. It was difficult to pinpoint anything in particular but overall I did seem to have changed. Not a lot but … still, it could just have been the lighting. I let the towel drop and, yes, I seemed to have lost a tiny bit of weight. My boobs were just a tiny bit bigger and more, well, perky, even though I hate that word. My legs seemed to be a little more toned as well, as did my bum. Very strange. Even the calluses on my heels seemed to have gone.

 

I wrapped myself back up in the towel and called out to Gilbert who brought in my clean clothes, except they weren't mine. It was an old dressing gown of Rog's and a pair of thick woolly socks. They were clean though and better than wearing a towel. I wrapped my hair in a smaller towel hanging on the back of the door and brushed my teeth using, presumably, Rog's toothbrush. It's a bit of a cliché but I really did feel a million dollars. Even my teeth seemed to sparkle, almost as much as my eyes.

 

“So tell me everything that happened,” I said, striding back into the bedroom. “Oh, hello.”

 

I'd forgotten there was a stranger there.

 

“Toni,” said Gilbert, jumping up. “You look wonderful. This is Endurnýjanda.”

 

It took me a few seconds to realise that he wasn't referring to the egg, which was nowhere to be seen, but the man who was standing next to him.

 

“Hello mum,” he said, with a broad smile, and held out his hand.

 

“But, but, …” I stuttered, “you've hatched! Wow!”

 

I don't know what I had been expecting, but he looked like an accountant or a lawyer. He even wore a grey three piece suit and his short hair was neatly combed. He certainly didn't look like a demi-god.

 

“I hatched yesterday,” he said. “I was sad you weren't there but the others told me about you.”

 

“Well, ummm, I'm delighted to meet you.” I said and took his hand.

 

It all felt very strange.

 

“So how long was I …?” I didn't know what to call it. Asleep? Unconscious? Dead?

 

“Eight days,” said Gilbert. “We lost you at the bridge last Wednesday and this is now Thursday. Do you want to go back to bed or do you feel up to joining everyone in the lounge?”

 

I followed them into the lounge and found Rog, Bjorn, Amy and Ramon were in there, playing Boggle.

 

“Toni!” screamed Amy and ran over to give me a huge hug. “Toni!”

 

After a while she let me go and I sat down in a chair. Janda fussed over me and brought me some very sweet, very milky coffee and a pile of sandwiches.

 

“So what happened?” I asked, yet again. “I remember an explosion then I was in a strange place for a long time then I woke up here.”

 

“That was my fault,” said Rog, sheepishly. “I fired some strong magic at the Giants but I forgot to put an anti-backfire spell on the car so when my spell hit the giant's thunderbolt it sort of got a little nasty.”

 

“There was a huge explosion,” said Amy, “right in front of you and you bore the brunt of it. When the car exploded we were all thrown clear but you were, ummm, …”

 

“You were dead,” said Rog, bluntly. “You'd been killed by the psychic shock wave.”

 

“I thought something like that had happened,” I said and told them a little about where I'd been for the last week.

 

“So what happened to you guys?” I asked.

 

“We took you over the Rainbow Bridge to Rog's cave.” said Bjorn.

 

“Oh, don't listen to him,” said Amy. “He doesn't know how to tell a story! What really happened is that when Rog said you were dead, Bjorn went completely off the rails …”

 

“Berserk, you mean,” interjected Gilbert.

 

“Yeah, whatever,” said Amy. “Anyway, he completely lost it and ripped those Giants to pieces, it was pretty awesome.”

 

“You mean they're dead?” I said. “I thought they couldn't be killed.”

 

“They're not dead,” said Bjorn, a little bashfully, “it's just that it'll take quite a while for them to pull themselves together again.” He twitched his eyebrows and gave a little laugh.

 

“Then Rog said he might be able to save you if we could get you back to his cave,” said Amy. “Apparently he had some really old spells that he could use but he had to look them up.”

 

“Absolutely,” said Rog, enthusiastically. “I've been dying to use them for centuries, just to see if they worked!”

 

“And so we ran over the bridge and …” said Amy.

 

“How did you get me across?” I asked. I was feeling a little awed that Bjorn had gone berserk over my death. Only the second time ever he'd done that.

 

“Bjorn carried you,” said Gilbert. “Rog and I carried him,” pointing to Janda. “Mithfloren, he was heavy!”

 

“And,” said Amy a little forcefully, irritated at all the interruptions, “we crossed over into Norway and got a plane from Oslo to Inari. That trip is a story in itself since we went from Norway to Finland with a dead body and a five foot lump of rock and no money or passports but I'll tell you all about that later.”

 

“I don't know how they did it,” said Ramon, holding Amy's hand. “I had enough trouble getting here from London with a passport and just a small bag.”

 

“What are you doing here?” I asked, “not that I'm not happy to see you.”

 

“Oh hun,” said Amy, getting serious. “You remember back at that pub where there was that fire?”

 

I vaguely remembered something like that in the long distant past so I nodded.

 

“Ramon's phone got broken so he couldn't answer any of my calls or texts,” she said, “and when he got another phone I didn't answer him! And, like, when I finally got back with a signal and got my phone charged I had, like two hundred missed calls and messages!” She smiled happily at Ramon.

 

“I was going out of my freaking mind,” admitted Ramon.

 

“So when I phoned him, he was like, 'I'm getting the next plane, stay where you are' and then he was here. We're staying in a hotel in town.”

 

“I'm staying in a hotel,” said Ramon, “sweetie here's spent most of her time with you. She's been worried sick.”

 

“Why aren't you staying here?” I asked. “With the others.”

 

“They've been trying to explain what's been going on,” said Ramon. “I've been struggling to get my head around it and I needed some, like, space.”

 

“Yeah, I can understand that,” I said. “So, Rog, it looks like I have you to thank for bringing me back to life.”

 

“Oh I just recited the spells,” said Rog. “It's Bjorn you need to thank, he gave you his time.”

 

“What?” I said, puzzled, “you mean he sat up nights with me or something?”

 

“No,” said Rog. 

 

“She doesn't need to know,” said Bjorn.

 

“We've been through this before,” said Rog, irritably. “Of course she needs to know. She'll find out eventually anyway, now shut up and let me tell her.”

 

“Tell me what?” I asked, thoroughly mystified.

 

Bjorn started to say something but Amy glared at him and he shut up.

 

“The spells needed energy to work,” said Rog, “I'll try to explain this as simply as I can but I had to use one spell to keep you from crossing in to Helgarfjell and another to pull you back here and they're both very energy intensive. Umm, and I don't mean electricity or anything like that. No human energy is strong enough so I needed some of Bjorn's Utgard energy, his life essence if you like.”

 

“What?” I was having difficulty understanding. “What do you mean 'life essence'?”

 

“Ummm,” said Rog. “How can I explain this?”

 

He picked a sheaf of papers off the table. They seemed to be covered in dense mathematics.

 

“OK,” he said, waving the papers, “the maths is way over my head but as far as I can work out, Bjorn gave up roughly seven hundred years of his life to supply the energy. I'm pretty sure it took about a hundred and fifty years worth to stop you crossing and about three hundred to bring you back. It would have been impossible without him. Nothing in Midgard is powerful enough.”

 

“Are you frigging kidding me?” I cried. “Bjorn gave up seven hundred years of his life to save me?”

 

I was absolutely astounded.

 

“Oh you haven't heard the best bit yet,” said Amy, grinning.




Chapter Twenty Six

 

“Tell me,” I said. My head was spinning.

 

“What's three hundred plus a hundred and fifty?” she asked. 

 

“Just tell me,” I said. “Don't play games.” 

 

Maths had never been my strong point.

 

“Four hundred and fifty,” she said, “but Bjorn gave up seven hundred years.”

 

“So?” Amy was clearly getting at something but my mind would not grasp it.

 

“So what happened to the other two fifty?” she asked. “Tell her, Rog.”

 

“Yeah, “ he said, “I, umm, well, you have to understand that I've never done this before and, umm, it was a bit of an emergency so there wasn't a lot of time to prepare, but, umm, I rather think I gave you an overdose.”

 

I stared at him. What the hell was he talking about?

 

“Umm,” he said, looking uncomfortable, “the Lífskjarni Calculus is fiendishly difficult, so I could easily be wrong in my calculations, but, ummm …”

 

“Oh for god's sake,” said Amy. “You're going to live about two hundred and fifty years longer than you were going to.”

 

“Maybe more, maybe less,” said Rog, hurriedly, “there are no guarantees. And we're only talking about expectancy, you could still die tomorrow in an accident.”

 

My head was spinning. 

 

“You mean I'm going to live to, like, three hundred and something?” I said.

 

“Oh there's more,” said Amy, with a wicked smile. Bjorn was looking embarrassed.

 

“I'm not getting this,” I said, putting my head in my hands.

 

“You've got a little bit of Bjorn's demi-god essence,” said Gilbert, gently. 

 

“What?” I cried out, jerking back in the chair. “I'm a … what? I'm a demi-god?”

 

“No, no,” said Rog, hastily. “You, umm, didn't get a full shot of the essence, so technically you're not a demi-god, more of a semi-demi-god. A demi-god-lite, if you like.”

 

“Have you seen yourself in the mirror recently?” asked Amy.

 

I nodded.

 

“Notice anything?”

 

“Umm,”I said, “well I seemed to look a little fitter, but then I've been dead for a week so that's probably good for weight loss.”

 

Amy laughed.

 

“Bjorn is a direct descendent from Frigg, Odin's wife,” she said. “OK, four generations, but you've acquired some of her legendary beauty. I so hate you! You're going to live for three hundred years or more and be gorgeous! And …”

 

“And what?” I asked. I couldn't handle any more of this.

 

“If you should ever get pregnant with a god, your baby won't be a demi-god, it'll be more than that,” said Amy triumphantly. “Just imagine!”

 

“She's right,” said Rog. “Because you are now more than human, if you have a baby with a full god that baby will be more than a demi-god, although it won't be a full god since you're not a full god yourself.”

 

“I'm going to bed,” I said. “I'm still in between and I'm dreaming all this crap. I can't frigging handle it.”

 

I got up and stalked back to the bedroom. This was all some kind of nasty joke.

 

“See?” I heard Ramon say to Amy, “I told you it would be too much for her to handle this soon. No one ever listens to me!”

 

I shut the door of the bedroom so they would know I wasn't too happy with them and got into bed.

 

“Demi-god-lite, please,” I muttered. “pull the other one.”

 

I pinched myself but I didn't wake up.

 

“This is all a joke,” I said out loud. “They've made it up to cheer me up.”

 

I threw back the covers and went to the bathroom mirror. The person looking back at me was definitely better looking than she'd used to be.

 

“Just a minute,” I said and peered closely at my face in the mirror. My skin has a tendency to go blotchy when I'm stressed and, boy was I stressed! But I wasn't blotchy. In fact I'd never seen my skin looking so healthy. I yanked up the arm of my dressing gown. I'd had an accident as a child when running with a knife and there was a scar on the inside of my forearm as a result. Except there wasn't. It had gone. I pulled up the other sleeve in case I'd got the wrong arm. I hadn't.

 

I slowly went back to bed, my head so full of thoughts that none of them could move.

 

There was a gentle tap on the door.

 

“Can I come in, mum?” asked Janda, sticking his head round the door.

 

“Sure,” I said, “we haven't really had a chance to talk yet.”

 

I wasn't too happy about him calling me 'mum' either, but we could work on that another day.

 

“I kind of know how you feel,” he said, “since I was only born yesterday and there's a lot to come to terms with.”

 

He sat on the edge of the bed and held my hand. Well, he was the great grand son of Freya, the goddess of love and compassion. I daresay he had inherited some of that himself.

 

“It's all true,” he said, “what they were saying. I checked Rog's calculations myself. He wasn't far wrong. He's underestimated by twenty years or so.”

 

“I really can't handle this at the moment,” I said. “It's all too much.”

 

“I understand,” he said. “But there's no rush. Take all the time you need. Shall I go?”

 

“No,” I said. “Tell me about you. Did it hurt when you hatched?”

 

We talked about the hatching and what he'd been doing for the thirty or so hours he'd been in the world. So far he seemed to be enjoying things although he did want to travel and see something more than the inside of a cave in Finland, no matter how well equipped it was.

 

“So do you know what your special powers are?” I asked after a while.

 

“Yes,” he said. “Although I only have the one. Other than that I'm fairly normal.”

 

“What is it?” I asked.

 

“My name is Endurnýjanda,” he said, “the Renewer. That's my special power.”

 

“What can you renew?” I asked, remembering Rog's joke about librarians.

 

“Life,” he said. “I have the power to choose what form a life is reincarnated as.”

 

“Hey, that's pretty impressive,” I said, although, to be honest I was suffering badly from overload. “So when I die, eventually,” I gave him a rueful grin, “you can reincarnate me as whatever you want?”

 

“Yes,” he said.

 

“I need to sleep,” I said. “Would you mind?”

 

He squeezed my hand and quietly closed the door behind him. Maybe it was because I'd only recently come back from the dead or maybe my brain just shut down in self-protection but I fell asleep almost immediately.

 

Something I had discovered as an undergraduate is that when you get a lot of fresh new information the best thing to do is to go to sleep. That way the subconscious gets a chance to really work on it and when you wake up again all that information is making sense and you can begin to see new relationships and connections which would take ages if you tried to consciously process it all. I probably slept for fifteen hours, maybe more, and when I woke up I felt so incredibly alive than I could feel that what Rog and Amy had said must be true. I felt … wonderful.

 

I leapt out of bed and went in search of food. Armed with coffee, toast and honey I wandered into the lounge and found Bjorn and Janda. They were watching Finnish daytime TV and looked as though any excuse to stop would be most welcome, no matter how trivial.

 

“Where are the others?” I asked.

 

“Gilbert's gone back to Alfheim,” said Bjorn. “He said to give you his warmest farewell and if you are ever in Alfheim you're to look him up. He desperately wanted to get back to Yalanilue and Briareth but he refused to go until he knew you were well.” 

 

“Oh that's nice of him,” I said, tucking into my toast. “I'll miss him. Where's Amy?”

 

“She and Ramon have gone back to his hotel. They'll come round later but they wanted to get some sleep. And Rog is doing just that. He's exhausted.”

 

I could imagine. 

 

“I wanted to have a chat with you,” I said, putting down my plate. “Ummm, you have given me some of your essence and seven hundred years of your life. That's an incredible thing to do, I have no idea how to thank you.”

 

“No thanks needed,” he said. “I was your Guardian, just doing my job.”

 

“Yeah, I don't think Kevin Costner would have gone that far for Whitney Houston in The Bodyguard,” I said. 

 

“Of course he would have,” said Bjorn. “He would have given up his whole life for her. I only gave up part of mine. I still have plenty left.”

 

“Well, say what you like,” I said. “But it was an incredible thing to do. No one else would ever do a thing like that for me and I have no idea how to thank you.”

 

I made him get up and gave him the longest hug. 

 

“If I can ever do anything for you,” I said, “just let me know.”

 

He smiled and nodded and I picked up my toast again.

 

“Oh shit,” I said. “I almost forgot! Listen, while I was in between I met up with Zophia.”

 

Bjorn jerked backwards in the chair then sat there, stolidly. He seemed afraid to say anything.

 

“We had a long talk about you,” I said, “and you need to know that she still loves you and misses you and …”

 

I ground to a halt because Bjorn was crying. He didn't move, he just sat there, like a mountain of solid rock, with two trickles coming from his eyes.

 

“Would you excuse me?” he said politely and got up and left the room.

 

I felt bad. I'd told him because I thought it was good news but I seemed to have got it wrong. Maybe he was better off thinking she no longer existed rather than was still around, but in a place he could never go. Even if he died, they still wouldn't be able to be together since she was in Helgarfjell, a place he could never go, and he would be in Valhalla, where she could never go. It was a shame they couldn't both be together in the same place. 

 

My mental faculties must have been returning since it only took me a few seconds to make a connection.

 

“Jesus,” I whispered. “Je-sus!”

 

I turned to Janda, who was sitting there quietly, still gazing at the TV even though it was off. Finnish daytime TV is even worse than English daytime TV.

 

“You can reincarnate things,” I said.

 

“Yes,” he said. “I've already done it, I accidentally stepped on an ant earlier so I reincarnated it as another ant.”

 

I quickly explained Bjorn's story. 

 

“So could you reincarnate Zophia as herself?” I said, praying desperately that Janda could. This was something I could do to thank Bjorn for everything he had done for me.

 

“No problem,” he said. “So long as she agrees.”

 

“What do you mean?” I asked.

 

“It would be unethical to reincarnate her against her wishes,” he said. “If she is reincarnated through the normal processes that's one thing but a forced reincarnation like this would be tantamount to slavery.”

 

“But did you ask the ant?” I asked. I thought it best not to mention that the gods, on the whole, are a remarkably unethical lot.

 

“Of course,” he said. “It was quite happy.”

 

He paused.

 

“I think Bjorn would need to approve as well,” he said, looking every inch a lawyer.

 

“Can you ask her?” I said, “even though she's in Helgarfjell?”

 

“Certainly,” he said.

 

“Then do it,” I said, making an instant decision. “I'll get Bjorn.”

 

I brought him into the lounge and explained what we were going to try to do.

 

“I need to warn you of something, though,” said Janda. “If Zophia agrees to be reincarnated she will have to go through the whole process of conception, birth and childhood again. She won't just magically appear as a full grown adult.”

 

I looked at Bjorn. 

 

“I've waited seven hundred and seventy years so far,” he said quietly, “a few more won't matter. I agree.”

 

“Excellent,” said Janda. “Let me find Zophia.”

 

He went into a trance and Bjorn sat there. I couldn't imagine what he was going through. What if she said 'no'? It didn't bear thinking about.

 

Janda sat there for an eternity. I started to wonder if he'd had a stroke or something and had died, sitting on the couch.

 

“Sorry,” he said, lifetimes later. “Had a little trouble tracking her down.”

 

“Did you find her though?” I asked. My hands were shaking and my heart was skipping beats.

 

“Yes,” he said and stood up and stretched.

 

“Well,” I demanded, “what did she say? Tell us!”

 

The suspense was killing me. Bjorn looked dead already.

 

“Oh,” he said, “sorry. She said 'yes'.”

 

Bjorn started breathing again, which was just as well. So did I.

 

“Umm, so how does this work?” I asked.

 

“I just have to find a suitable mother,” he said, “and tweak the DNA at the moment of conception.”

 

He thought for a few moments.

 

“How about Amy?” he asked. “She's going to conceive in about …” he looked at Rog's wall clock, “… three minutes.”

 

I looked at Bjorn. He seemed incapable of anything. He just sat there, as frozen as he had been when Krista pushed him back at the Norns.

 

“Do it,” I said, then cleared my throat. “Do it.” 

 

The clock ticked slowly on the wall, Bjorn and I stared fixedly at it. I tried not to think about what exactly Amy and Ramon were doing. 

 

“Are you going to finish that toast?” asked Janda.

 

“Help yourself,” I said. I couldn't eat a thing since my stomach was absolutely full of butterflies. Quite possibly the carnivorous ones from Butterfly Lake, since I had swallowed one. “Umm, how will we know when it's done?”

 

“Oh,” said Janda, “sorry. It's done. Zophia has been conceived. I forgot you can't see these things.”

 

Bjorn let out a long slow breath.

 

“Cool,” I said. “There's just one little problem. How are we going to tell Amy and Ramon?”

 

It turned out not to be that difficult after all. 

 

Amy didn't mind in the least. She was ecstatic to be having a baby and delighted that it was going to be with Ramon. Her only concern was that she didn't like the name 'Zophia'.

 

“Call the child what you want,” said Janda. “Names are just labels, it won't affect the organism itself.”

 

Ramon was delighted at first as well, until he realised than in less than twenty years Bjorn was going to be his son in law. It took a while but I managed to bring him round to the idea by pointing out that his wife, or partner since they were a little undecided on this aspect of their relationship, and his daughter were going to be the best protected people on the planet. Not even presidents got the level of protection Bjorn would provide.

 

Amy and Ramon flew back to London the next day. Bjorn went with them, of course. No way was he going to let Zophia out of his sight again. Janda left too as the Norns urgently needed to meet with him since he had the power to change destinies and they needed to develop ways of handling this in their systems. I stayed with Rog for another couple of days, clarifying what I could of my new life status. It seemed that my health was going to be considerably better too and I wouldn't significantly age. As far as Rog could estimate from the complex maths, when I did die, some way into my fourth century, my physical body would be in its mid to late forties. Being a full demi-god Bjorn wouldn't age at all but I was only a semi-demi-god and so I would age, just a lot more slowly. 

 

Flying back to London on Finnair seemed quite tame and I spent a lot of the trip wondering just how real any of this actually was. After all, it would be a long time before I showed any real signs of not ageing and a fair while for Zophia to become old enough to be recognisable as Zophia, in personality as well as looks.

 

I was still pondering this when I got out of the taxi outside my flat. 

 

“£39.75, luv,” said the taxi driver when I got out.

 

“Ahh,” I said, standing there like stupidly, like a mannequin. 

 

I'd forgotten that I didn't have any money. Rog had got my airline ticket and it hadn't occurred to me to think of payment.

 

“Problem, luv?” said the taxi driver, He was already reaching for his radio handset to tell his controller he had a non-payer.

 

“Umm, it's paid for,” I said.

 

“Right you are then, luv,” he said, looking at his meter, then he turned to me with a huge smile. “Cor, smashing tip, thanks, let me grab your bag. Nice day, innit.”

 

He got out of his taxi and carried my plastic bag with a change of undies in it up to the front door. I thanked him. Inside the hallway I fished my door key out from its secret hidey hole. When I'd left, nearly two weeks before, I'd hidden the key there since we'd been going to the pub and I never took my flat key to social events since keys can be so easily lost. I let myself in and closed the door behind me.

 

The place was exactly the same as when I'd left. There were a few books on the floor and the stinking remains of the meal I'd had with Rog and Bjorn. Rog had intended to do the washing up when we got back but we ended up going to Utgard instead. I shoved it all, leftovers, plates and everything, into a large garbage sack and dumped it in the bin outside for the garbage people to deal with. Then I made the first decent cup of coffee I'd had since I'd left. You get used to a certain brand and, anyway, the milk was only a day past its 'use by' date so it was still fine.

 

I took my coffee into my little lounge and dumped it on the floor and went and got changed into a comfy old pair of jeans and a sloppy sweat shirt and found the emergency packet of cigarettes I had. The egg carton display I'd made for my obelisk looked very sad and empty with the obelisk long gone.

 

Back in the lounge I sat down and lit a ciggie. I curled up on the couch, all alone, coffee and ciggie in hand.

 

“Bliss,” I whispered, “pure bliss.” 

 

There wasn't even a sound from Brad upstairs. I wondered how his mother had gone with her gall stones or broken leg or whatever it was. I slowly finished my ciggie and sipped my coffee then dug out my mobile phone and plugged it into the charger. A few minutes later it pinged to tell me I had a message. Then again, then again.

 

One was from my mum, wondering why she hadn't heard from me. I texted back to say I'd been away and that I'd ring her in the morning. One was from Linnea Olssen, my thesis supervisor, telling me I'd missed a scheduled appointment with her and that if I missed the next I would be removed from the doctoral program. The other was from Mike Carmichael, the cinema manager, informing me that since I had failed to turn up for work for two weeks he had replaced me and I was to consider myself unemployed and that it wouldn't be in my best interests to ask him for a reference.

 

I put the phone back on the bookcase and lit another ciggie. I was home, but it didn't really feel like it. I picked up the copy of Egil's Saga that was lying on the floor beside the couch where Bjorn had left it and flicked through the pages, glancing at snippets here and there then closed it and put it back on the bookcase. I took my Icelandic version of the Poetic Edda down and leafed through that then put it back. Somehow it didn't seem all that important anymore. I got up, suddenly restless and took the first few chapters of my thesis out of my briefcase and started to read it. After four pages I thumped it down on my desk. It was a load of rubbish, to be honest, now that I knew the truth. I'd been there and the old tales were just that, tales. But I couldn't use any of my knowledge since none of it could be attested. Who was going to believe a twenty six year old girl who claimed to have gone to Helgarfjell and talked with Norns? No one. 

 

“Oh sod it,” I said, suddenly depressed. “I'm going to have a bath.”

 

I stripped off again and put on my dressing gown and grabbed a towel and a few other odds and ends and went upstairs to the bathroom. Fortunately the other tenants had left some hot water and I ran a nice hot bath, locked the door and got in.

 

“I've got no job,” I said to the ceiling light. “My thesis is garbage, my best friend is in a relationship and is going to have a baby and all my friends are going to be dead long before I even look any older. Not much of a life to look forward to.”

 

I wallowed in the bath and in self pity for a while.

 

“Bjorn's happy,” I said to the dysfunctional ceiling fan. “He's getting Zophie back soon. Amy's happy, she's got a man and a baby. Gilbert's happy, he's back in his own land with his family. Rog is happy, just to be back in his cave with his books and spells and stuff. Hell, even Janda is happy, working with the Norns and doing his thing. We went through all this together and I'm the only one with nothing good to look forward to. Even Kristjan will be long dead before I die.”

 

I cried a little, I confess, then pulled myself out of the bath and went downstairs to comfort eat a grilled cheese sandwich. Only the bread was mouldy.

 

I practised some of the new Icelandic swear words Bjorn had taught me while I got dressed again and went out to my scooter to go and get some food from the supermarket. It wasn't there.

 

“Oh freaking hell,” I muttered. I'd left it at the pub when we'd escaped on that trike. I went back in and called a taxi. The scooter would inevitably have been stolen by now, if it hadn't been destroyed in the fire, but I needed to check.

 

The taxi took me to the Horse and Flag pub, although the driver couldn't understand why I wanted to go to a burnt out pub. 

 

“I'll buy you a drink somewhere else,” he said, with a cheeky grin. 

 

I declined the offer and he didn't seem particularly bothered, not even when I told him the ride had been paid for. Whatever the knack was, I seemed to have acquired it.

 

“Heyyyy,” I said, delighted, standing at the entrance to the pub car park.

 

I ran over to my scooter. It was still there, incredibly, and didn't seem to be damaged. My key was still in the ignition and my crash helmet still chained to the front wheel. The Tomos moped Bjorn had ridden was still there too. I touched its seat, remembering and felt sad again.

 

My scooter started, after coughing a couple of times, and I slowly rode it out of the car park. I paused for a break in the traffic then decided I really couldn't face going shopping and going home. There was nothing there for me anymore. I pulled out and went in the opposite direction instead.

 

“That's the MacDonald's we went to, after the fight with the Giants,” I thought as I drove past. 

 

I was temped to go back and have a burger but there didn't seem to be much point. The J-Store Mega Mart where we'd gone to get some clothes was much the same too, although they were having a sale now. I drove fairly aimlessly, mostly on auto-pilot, lost in my thoughts and memories. I didn't even notice the hotel we'd stayed in on the edge of London, the one where Rog had let down the tyres of the Giants' Mercedes. In fact I didn't really register much of anything until I found myself in Oxford. The afternoon rush period was just beginning. 

 

“What am I doing here?” I asked myself. “Weird.”

 

I checked the fuel in the tank and discovered it was virtually empty so I pulled over at a petrol station in Headington and filled up. This 'it's paid for' lark was becoming quite addictive.

 

“I suppose I'd better go back to London,” I thought then decided to go see if the Rainbow Bridge was actually there. 

 

If it wasn't then, just maybe, this whole thing had been a dream and I'd wake up and everything would be back to normal. I'd still have Amy and still be motivated to do my thesis and maybe even die at a decent age.

 

I slowly wound my way down St Cross Road and turned into University Parks. People weren't as bothered by a little scooter as they had been by the big Toyota SUV and no one shouted or waved angrily at me.

 

I turned right at the Park Administration Office and drove very slowly down, at barely a walking pace, to High Bridge when I parked the scooter and took off my crash helmet. I fancied I could see a faint shimmering of something to the right of High Bridge. I put the helmet on the scooter's seat and slowly walked over for a closer look. The River Cherwell gurgled its way past, heading for the Thames and London.

 

I slowly walked forward to where I thought I saw the shimmer. I was almost at the water's edge and took a couple more paces. One more step and I'd be in the water. There didn't seem to be a bridge here after all. 

 

“Oh well,” I said, “it must have all been a dream then.”

 

I didn't feel as happy about that as I thought I should have. I caught sight of a duck or mallard riding on the water out of the corner of my eye and looked down to watch it go past and realised I was standing, quite naturally, a foot or so off the grass. 

 

“Woah,” I said, losing my balance and stumbling to my knees.

 

I was still a foot or so off the grass, even though I could feel something solid under my hands and knees. I inched forward, staying on my hands and knees and found I was gently rising, going over a bridge that wasn't there.

 

I panicked at that moment and got up and ran back to my scooter.

 

“You're going mad,” I said out loud. “You need to go home and get some rest.”

 

I put on my crash helmet and started the scooter and did a wide U turn to go back out of the park then did another so I was back, facing the 'was it there or wasn't it?' bridge. The bridge I'd crossed with Bjorn and the others. The bridge to Utgard, home of the giants, and the gods and the demi-gods.

 

“And the semi-demi-gods,” I said, quietly. “That's where I belong now.”

 

I opened up the throttle and went for it.

 

I didn't look back.

 

 


Notes

	[←1
] 

	In the Evening by Sheryl Lee Ralph, Almighty Records, 1984







	[←2
] 

	Oklahoma lyrics © Concord Music Publishing LLC, from Oklahoma, 1955







	[←3
] 

	Some Enchanted Evening lyrics © Concord Music Publishing LLC, from South Pacific, 1958







	[←4
] 

	One More Chance by Notorious B.I.G., © Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC, BMG Rights Management, 1994







	[←5
] 

	We Gotta Get Out Of This Place by The Animals, © EMI Music Publishing, 1965







	[←6
] 

	Terebridea or, colloquially, Auger snails
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