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			1

			Yggdrasil now soared well beyond the clouds. This time last year, the Norse tree of life had been no more than a large twig that Lin snapped off after Ragnarok, the final battle. She’d planted it everywhere she lived, but it had neither thrived nor died. When Loki had finally been destroyed the previous summer, it started to leaf out and grow so fast that Hunter knew if it were to be replanted, it had better be soon. He chose a spot between the woods and the house at his and Lin’s new estate on the Chesapeake Bay. Even on a clear day, we could barely see the glorious canopy we’d admired so much only a couple of months before.

			Hunter (formerly known as Hoenir, brother of Odin) felt beyond a doubt that its branches, still blanketed in summery green at Christmastime, had reached his heaven. One night, as we cuddled in bed, he dropped a bomb.

			“Mary, I am quite sure that Yggdrasil has reached whatever is left of Asgard.”

			“It certainly looks as if it could touch the sun.”

			“Well, I hope not that far. You know, I must climb it. I must know if anything of Asgard remains. It was our world, and we ruled it.”

			I clutched him tightly. “Will it be dangerous?”

			“Yes, I am afraid it will. There will be furious winds, all kinds of precipitation, and arctic cold. And it will take a very long time without rest, sleep, or food.”

			“Oh, Hunter, why don’t you just leave it alone? You are happy here in your wonderful home with your family. Why risk everything now?”

			“Because I must.”

			That sonorous tone meant the discussion was closed. It would be an exhausting, perilous journey—and even with his godly powers, he might not survive. While Hunter and his wife Lin (former handmaiden to Odin’s wife, Frigg) were theoretically immortal, that trait had weakened after Ragnarok to the extent that they must now undergo rebirth at regular intervals. Who knew the true limits of their strength?

			I didn’t sleep much that night. In the days that followed, I tried not to think about the climb, as it jangled my nerves to the point of rendering me inept. I couldn’t imagine living without my love. While Hunter was Lin’s husband, he was also my lover and my daughter Rose’s father. No one in the family minded. We all loved each other.

			Our traditional Christmas celebration left me flat, although I put a good face on it for Rose and the rest of the family. Lin seemed a little sad, too. Her Syrian protégé, Reem, delighted her a few months ago by announcing her plans to join a practice in the Washington area. Those plans changed when she decided to join Doctors Without Borders, sought after because she was now bilingual in English and Arabic. Lin doted on Reem as she’d had a daughter with the same name in Egypt many years before. Always outliving her children weighed heavily on Lin.

			Apart from Reem, the usual crowd had joined our celebration: Dr. Ayre (formerly Eir, Norse physician to the gods), friends Joe, Helen, and Lettie (who still managed Lin’s private investigation agency). Lin and Hunter’s children, Sven and Margareta, were home from college. Rose and I were considered family, together with my Auntie Peggy. I still marvel that I, a very ordinary young woman called Mary Lambert from a small town in Pennsylvania, had stumbled into this extraordinary situation. While I’d been hired to ghostwrite Lin’s memoirs, that had become sidetracked by more compelling events.

			At Christmas dinner, five-year-old Rose sat next to her Papa, with her beloved Uncle Joe on her other side. Joe Paglietti was a detective with whom Lin, a private investigator, had collaborated from time to time. He had recently married Helen, a lawyer. I, my Auntie Peggy, and Rose lived in a house on the Chesapeake Bay not far away, but we all spent a great deal of time at “the castle,” as we called the huge house Hunter had rebuilt, also on the Chesapeake Bay. Lettie, partner and manager of Lin’s detective agency, was still unattached. She thought she’d met Mr. Right, but he turned out to be a racist, so she broke it off. I looked around at them all, so merry. Our last Christmas all together? Lin watched me with her annoyingly enigmatic smile. She knew what I was thinking.

			The maid Dora clattered around in the kitchen, getting ready for her second grand entrance, the first being the presentation of a perfectly golden turkey. Formerly a Greek wood nymph, she was married to Stan, who managed the grounds, did odd jobs, and took care of the cars. Stan was surprisingly normal for a man with a leprechaun for a mother. To say we were a motley crew is an understatement that would put any British stiff upper lip to shame.

			After clearing away the turkey and side dishes, Dora marched the flaming Christmas pudding around the table, as she always did, and set it before Lin, who dished it out. We all nibbled at our helpings slowly, lest we test our capacity to breaking point. Silence reigned as we soldiered through, while Christmas tree lights winked their jolly patterns, reflecting off shiny ornaments and bathing the faces of those nearest in their flashy hues. Lin finished her pudding before everyone else and pushed back her chair.

			“Hunter and I have something to tell you.”

			We all froze at this ominous announcement, several with mouths open and loaded forks poised. She paused as if making sure she had our attention. Lin was never averse to creating a little drama. I knew what was coming, of course, but an official announcement would make it—official.

			“Yggdrasil seems to have stopped growing. That means, we hope, that it has reached our former heaven, Asgard. Hunter will climb it on New Year’s Day to see where it leads.”

			“No, Papa, you mustn’t, it’s too far, too dangerous,” Margareta said, her voice unusually panicky for someone usually so stoic.

			“I must find out if Asgard is still there. I must see what remains. It was our home, our kingdom. From there, we ruled the world.” Hunter crossed his arms.

			“Papa, this is not wise. Please think it through again.” Sven sounded breathless.

			“Papa, please don’t go away. I want you right here.” Margareta’s alarm had shaken Rose. Hunter drew her onto his lap.

			“I must do this thing. I must find out. I will never rest until I do. But I am strong. I am a god. I will survive. And that is the end of it.” His voice left no room for argument.

			“When will you start?” asked Joe.

			“10 a.m. on New Year’s Day. I have purchased all the necessary gear.”

			“May we come to cheer you on?” asked Lettie.

			“Of course, I would welcome it.

			“I will also come. I will bring you a useful salve,” Dr. Ayre said. Her salves and potions were legendary. I went through childbirth happily high and feeling no pain; wounds and burns healed in minutes; Auntie Peggy’s arthritis barely bothered her anymore, and she’d made remarkable progress after her stroke, probably due to an ointment she rubbed into her forehead each evening; and Loki died for good after being shot while occupying the body of a fox, when the good doctor seized the moment to administer an injection that turned his immortal soul and mortal flesh to dust.

			As the big day approached, I felt as if Hunter had been diagnosed with a fatal illness. The love of my life was about to risk all, for the sake of what? The possibility that his heaven would still be waiting? All the gods had perished in the final battle. Maybe he’d find that the ice giants—Jotuns—had taken possession. They would kill him for sure. Maybe Loki’s son, the voracious wolf Fenrir, had survived and would wreak revenge for his father’s death. The massive creature had swallowed the sun and the moon, after all. Who knows what else he had managed to consume? After the battle, all the worlds had supposedly sunk into the void, and only Midgard had reemerged as far as Lin and Hunter knew, but what if others had popped up? I tortured myself with these “what ifs” as I lay in bed at night, often alone. When Hunter joined me, I clung to him like a limpet. I couldn’t lose him. Nor could little Rose.

			Finally, the waiting was over. We all stood around the tree, wrapped in our warm jackets and scarves against the cold wind sweeping off the Chesapeake Bay. Auntie Peggy, still using a wheelchair outdoors since her stroke the previous summer, insisted on being present. The mood was subdued enough that even Rose knew this was a serious moment. Hunter kissed us all, even Joe and Stan, men not used to male-on-male displays of affection. Dr. Ayre rubbed one of her wondrous ointments on Hunter’s face and hands. She also handed him a little plastic bag of pills, “For when you feel weak or overtired.”

			When he came to Lin, they stood with their eyes closed, foreheads touching, and seemed to stop breathing. I felt at once touched and jealous. I’d long accepted that Lin was Hunter’s wife and had been for millennia. He loved her and their bond was unbreakable. He loved me, too. I would get old and die, as would all his children—but he and Lin would not. It was a tragedy that stalked them through the ages. And now it haunted me.

			We stood around awkwardly while the two communed, not liking to stare or disturb them with chatter. After a good ten minutes, they separated. Hunter wore some sort of dark green padded jumpsuit. Given his enormous size, he must have had it custom-made. A thick rope encircled his waist and a long knife lay sheathed at his hip. His beautiful thatch of blond hair was tucked into a cap that fastened under his chin, covering his ears. He pulled on gloves that had some sort of rough surface on the palms.

			He approached the tree, climbed several branches, then turned and waved. We waved back. No one said a word. The keen wind cut into my cheeks while Hunter’s receding figure cut into my heart. He climbed so fast that, after ten minutes, he looked the size of a cat. Another five and he disappeared from view. Maybe forever. The enormity of losing Hunter, the love of my life and Rose’s hero, almost paralyzed me. Would we lose Lin, too? What would happen to us?

			“Bye-bye, Papa, I love you!” called Rose. “He waved to me,” she told us.

			We all looked at her curiously. 

			“He’s gone above the clouds. How could you possibly see him?” asked Sven, his voice angry and resentful. 

			“I can see above the clouds,” Rose answered, glaring at her half-brother, her eyes wide and reproachful.

			“Let’s go in now,” I said. 

			“No, I want to stay until I can’t see Papa anymore,” she replied in the rebellious tone I knew so well. Rose was not a normal child. Wonderful, but not quite normal. How would I cope with her on my own without driving her away?

			“Why don’t you all go in and have some hot chocolate,” Lin said. “Rose can stay out here with me.”

			“I want to stay,” said Margareta. “I can see him, too.”

			The rest of us trudged into the castle, Dora pushing Auntie’s chair. After Dora heated the milk and made our cocoa, we all sat around the kitchen table, staring glumly into our steaming cups. Sven sulked over his. I guess he was beginning to realize that his sisters had inherited a few powers that had bypassed him. They were modest as far as godly powers went, but I’m sure he resented it, even though he was a brilliant mathematician—unlike Margareta. Maybe he inherited that gift from his father, who played the stock market to great advantage.

			After draining my cup, I went to my room, climbed into bed, and wept. I’d slept poorly for so long that I fell asleep and didn’t awaken until Auntie wheeled herself into our suite to knock on my door and announce dinner.

			“I’ll be there in a while. I have to freshen up,” I called back. I knew my eyes must be puffy. I’d rather have remained alone but must think of Rose.

			A few minutes later, Lin knocked and entered without waiting for a reply. I was sitting on the edge of my bed, trying to muster the energy to get ready.

			“I know you’re upset,” she said. “So am I. But it’s something that he has to do. He’s the brother of Odin, a god of the Aesir. He must find answers. It’s his destiny.”

			She flopped into my armchair. “I have mixed feelings about the gods rising once more. Suppose Frigg wants me to resume my former life as her handmaiden? I like being married and having children. I like food, drink, and sex. I like dressing up and having fun. I can’t go back. It’s been too long and I’ve changed. I’m not that innocent handmaiden anymore.”

			Lin clutched the edge of the chair and bent her head, her pale golden hair curtaining her face. She was dressed entirely in black. She almost never wore black. Did the gods wear black to mourn?

			“Why are you dressed in black?” I asked. “Do you think he’s going to die?” My voice quavered.

			She laughed and looked up. “Of course not. A sales lady told me last week that I should wear black because it would look stunning against my fair skin and hair. She was right, don’t you think? I wanted to surprise Hunter. But he didn’t notice.” She dropped her head again.

			“I guess he had other things on his mind.” So vain.

			“In case you’re wondering what we were doing, head to head like that, we were forming a special connection.”

			“What do you mean? You already have the deepest connection imaginable.”

			“I can now enter his mind to see and hear whatever he does. I will record everything on my phone if you are not around to help. I haven’t started yet as the worst part of his climb is yet to come. I will sleep tonight and enter his mind in the morning. I will probably not sleep after that until his return.”

			“What a relief that we’ll know what’s happening to him.”

			“Just us, Mary. If things go bad, we must sugarcoat it for the others.”

			“All right. Do you want to do it here or at my place?”

			“Here. We need to keep Rose away from it. By the way, she said she was going to tell all her friends at school that her Papa climbed up to heaven. I told her in no uncertain terms that she was to say nothing of the sort.” 

			I couldn’t help seeing the funny side of it. “I can imagine how that would sound. I’d start receiving condolences!” Funny in the moment, the idea upset me once more.

			“Why don’t we meet in my room after breakfast?”

			I got up and went to the bathroom to wash my face and brush my hair. How soon would it be before I saw streaks of gray appear? At the first sight of one, I’d head off to the beauty salon. And plastic surgery was always a consideration. I sighed. Who was I kidding? You can only put off the inevitable for a few years. There would come a time when Hunter was still young and handsome and I was old and gray. To be accurate, Hunter would be reborn a rambunctious baby when I’d be in a casket, ready to be lowered into the soil. Lin would come back as a sixteen-year-old maiden who’d hire a nanny to take care of Hunter until he reached the necessary stage of maturity to take his place in her bed once more. The rebirths occurred every 130 years or so for Hunter and 150 years for Lin. Their powers had weakened considerably in the millennia after the fall of their world. Their immortality, while still in place, necessitated these inconvenient hiccups.
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			I managed a scrambled egg for breakfast. I loathed it when Hunter ate his very rare steaks so early and avoided looking his way, especially when he fed bits of it to Rose. In fact, I’d gone off beef completely, thanks to him. Today, though, I missed seeing those bloody smears.

			Rose said, “Dora, can I have steak for breakfast, like Papa?” 

			“No, precious, I don’t have any, since Papa will be away for a while.” Dora gave her a hug. “How about some oatmeal, or an egg, like your mother?”

			Rose crossed her arms and scowled.

			I heard a tapping sound behind me. “I know you miss him, Rose. We all do. We just have to make the best of it and carry on,” Auntie Peggy said.

			“Auntie, you’re only using a cane. Well done!” I said.

			“I’ve been practicing in my room. I feel like an old crock being taken everywhere in a wheelchair or rolling a walker along. I’m getting stronger, and I mean to keep it that way.”

			“I’m so proud of you,” I said. “But I do think the wheelchair is safer in places like the grocery store or the mall.”

			Auntie looked sulky. “I suppose so. But I don’t like it.”

			“I know you don’t, Auntie, but we just have to make the best of it and carry on,” Rose chimed in.

			After an incredulous pause, we all roared with laughter.

			“Cheeky little miss,” Auntie spluttered.

			“Lin and I have some things to attend to,” I told Rose. “Can you occupy yourself?”

			“Would you like to do some reading?” Auntie asked her. “We can take it in turns.”

			“I got a new puzzle for Christmas. We could do that,” Rose suggested.

			The two of them went off to our wing of the house, while Lin and I went upstairs to her room. I hadn’t been to their bedroom in this house before. The spacious room had been painted a delicate shade of blue, and the solid wood furniture was the golden blonde of Lin’s hair. Several large abstract paintings looked as if they portrayed the deepest reaches of the ocean or the outer edges of our galaxy. The combined effect was once of utter serenity. 

			She lay down on the silky cream bedspread, while I sank into one of two armchairs that felt as if it enveloped me. Thankfully, I carried the old-fashioned tape recorder with me whenever I stayed at the castle because I never knew when Lin would want to record a story for her memoirs. Because of her godly powers, she drained the battery of any electronic device she came close to. We’d discovered—actually, I discovered—that this energy came from her feet. A mixture of a mineral called shungite and silicone glue spread over the soles of her shoes solved the issue, as long as the soles connected fully with the ground.

			Her feet were up, so I set the old machine on a small table between the chairs, plugged it in, and inserted a new tape.

			“Be ready to switch it on as soon as I start talking. I have to connect.”

			“Okay.”

			She closed her eyes and chanted in a whisper. I didn’t know their old language, but picked out Hunter’s old name, “Hoenir.” I sat with my finger poised above the switch until my arm started to ache. Finally.

		

	
		
			Tape 1, 

			Volume 4

			“The wind screams around me. It is all I can do to hold on. Nature sometimes tries to outdo gods. I tied myself to a branch for a few hours, but the wind does not drop. I think maybe it is always thus in this layer of the sky. I must keep on up. Damn. That was close. It feels as if the wind is deliberately trying to throw me out of the tree. I must close my mind and think of nothing but up.”

			[image: ]

			Lin stirred. “He closed himself off. I’ll wait awhile. Perhaps his mind will alert me when he has reached a safer place. If not, I will try again in an hour.”

			It had been unnerving to hear Hunter’s deep voice coming out of Lin’s mouth. And hearing how even one such as he suffered from the dangerous, perhaps hostile, wind.

			“Shall I go down to the kitchen and get some hot chocolate?” I asked.

			“We have a kitchenette just along the hall. Come, I’ll show you.”

			Lin got off the bed wearily. Entering the mind of a loved one who faced great danger must have been taxing. We opened a door at the end of the corridor to a narrow room that had a sink, a hotplate, an electric kettle, a microwave, a small fridge, and an array of cabinets. Lin pulled a carton of hot chocolate packets from one of the cabinets, two mugs from another, then filled and plugged in the kettle. While the kettle boiled, she selected a packet of cookies from several sitting on the counter. We soon had our comforting drinks and snacks and ambled back to the bedroom.

			Lin sat in the other armchair, where we sipped and munched in silence for a few minutes.

			“You know, it occurred to me that Agna would want to know about this,” I said.

			“I know. She won’t be pleased I haven’t told her. I don’t know what to do about her.”

			“Why? She’s like your sister. What’s the time there now?” Agna, a Norse witch, lived in London.

			“It’s early afternoon over there. Remember, her mistress was Freya, who plotted to bring down my lady Frigg and take her place at Odin’s side.” Lin slapped her cup down on the table, picked up another cookie, and bit it in half as if to kill it.

			“I had forgotten. And you don’t know where her loyalty will lie.”

			“Right. I’m scared, Mary.” Her chin trembled. I’d never seen her so vulnerable. It made me feel scared, too.

			“You’re scared of big changes, dangerous discord.”

			“Exactly. I don’t want to give up the life I have now. Unless I can gain immortality for my children.”

			“I don’t think Agna will want to, either,” I said. “Maybe you should give her the benefit of the doubt. She knows about Yggdrasil, after all. She must be wondering.”

			Lin sat up straight. “But still. It’s risky.”

			“If her loyalty still lies with Freya, you will lose her friendship. If you show your distrust at this stage, you will most likely lose her friendship. Trust her, but with your eyes open.”

			“You are very wise sometimes, Mary. I’ll call her right now.”

			They spoke in English, so I listened to Lin’s side of the conversation, in which she told Agna about Hunter’s expedition and how she was trying to follow his progress. Then the plaintive tone, wondering about what changes might come about, and how Agna felt about it. Lin looked happier by the time she hung up.

			“You were right. She’s worried about changes. She doesn’t want to use her powers for evil. She doesn’t want to give up her life. She’s flying over in a few days.”

			“Plane or … under her own power?”

			“The Atlantic’s too wide for her to fly under her own steam these days. Don’t forget, we’re none of us as strong as before.”

			I hoped Agna was telling the truth. She’d struck me as a decent sort of person—well, witch—who was unlikely to double-cross her best friend. But who knows?

			Lin stiffened. “He’s opened up again.” She sprinted to the bed, lay down, and closed her eyes.

		

	
		
			Tape 1, 

			Volume 4 (continued)

			The wind dropped some, but now the rain has started. Hard rain. Hail, I suppose, biting my face. I must shelter and close my eyes to protect them. I have goggles in my pocket. I am afraid of dropping them. The wind is picking up again. If only I can get well above the clouds, where there can be no rain. But there might be wind, I think. Or maybe not. I will tie myself to the tree again.

			Goggles. Must hold them tight. They should be under my cap. But I cannot hold the cap and put on my goggles without dropping one of them. I must not lose them.

			That wind roars, maybe it roars my name. Yes, Hoohoo-nir, hoohoo-nir, over and over. It will drive me mad. I put my cap in one pocket. I get my goggles out of the other pocket. My hair is soaked. I am putting goggles on. My cap is back on. It is hard to fasten with gloves. I will put one glove in my pocket. My cap is fastened. Water is dripping from my hair down inside my jacket. My other glove is on. I must continue on up.

			The ice comes at me harder, driven by the wind. It gets worse the higher I go. Are the Jotuns still alive, still warring with us gods? Oh, such a gust, I almost lost my footing. I am not feeling so strong now. But it is too risky to get out a pill. I can hardly breathe, the air is so cold.

			No more thinking now. Just up, just up. Up.
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			Lin sat up. “Closed off again. Poor darling. How he suffers.”

			This was a horrifying ordeal. Only a god such as Hunter could have survived this long. How long could he tolerate this onslaught of brutal weather?

			“I’m really afraid for him,” I said.

			“Me, too. He has great strength and endurance. But even gods have their limits. Would you mind going to the kitchenette? There’s a bottle of white wine in the fridge. You’ll find a corkscrew in the drawer next to it, and a couple of glasses in one of the cabinets. We need a glass or two.”

			I struggled with the corkscrew. To this day, I’m not very good at it. I finally got it open and managed to fish out a crumb or two of cork. I grabbed the bottle by the neck with one hand and the glass stems with the other, and triumphantly bore them along to the bedroom.

			Lin was seated in the armchair, drumming the fingers of her right hand on the table. When I poured the wine, she almost snatched it from the table, draining it in one go. I poured another. It didn’t take me long to down my first glass and start on a second. We both felt rattled. Not so unusual for me, but unheard of for Lin.

			“You should go to Rose, Mary. She’s missing her Papa.”

			“Yes, I should. And maybe you should go to Sven and Margareta. They must be very worried, too.”

			“I’m just afraid of missing a communication.”

			“Even if you’re with everyone, you’ll feel it. You can just excuse yourself. Go to the bathroom, if necessary.”

			“I suppose you are right. Let’s finish the bottle.”

			Before long, we went downstairs, Lin steadily, me not so much. I went through to my wing and reclined on the sofa in the living room. Rose and Auntie were engrossed in their puzzle on the small dining table.

			“How’s it going?” Auntie asked.

			“Fine, thanks. Lin and I spent some time talking about household matters. And so on.”

			“That’s nice, dear.” From the look she cast my way, I could tell she didn’t believe a word of it.

			Out of the blue, Rose asked, “Mama, why don’t I call you Mom like the other kids in my class?”

			“I guess everyone referred to me as your mama, so that’s what you learned to call me. Don’t you like it?”

			“Well, I like Mama best, but I’m tired of being different and keeping secrets.”

			Auntie broke in. “Every family has secrets. When you are older, you will know which things are important to keep to yourself, and which are not. Meanwhile, it’s best to be very careful.”

			“I see. I think I’ll stick to Mama. It sounds more cuddly. I don’t really care all that much what the others think.”

			“That’s the spirit, Rose,” said Auntie.

			I smiled and nodded. I didn’t have the energy to do much more.

			“Will Papa be home for dinner?”

			That took me by surprise. “Didn’t you understand he was going on a long journey?” I asked. “He won’t be home for some time.”

			“I thought so, but I wasn’t sure. No one said, exactly.”

			She climbed down from her chair and came to me for a cuddle. It felt good. Comforting for both of us. Auntie went on with the puzzle.

			I don’t remember what we had for dinner, being so torn up with worry and pity for Hunter’s situation. Here we were in a nice warm house, eating a hot dinner, and soon to be tucked into a cozy bed. Most of the conversation took place between Sven, Margareta, and Auntie. The kids decided that they should help Auntie practice walking with a cane along the driveway every day, as long as conditions were not slippery.

			“But you have to go back to university,” Auntie said.

			“Until then,” Sven said.

			“Two days from now,” Auntie retorted.

			“Well, Mary can help, can’t you?”

			“Of course,” I said. “Happy to.”

			“Well, then,” Margareta said with an air of finality.

			I kept glancing at Lin. It may have been my imagination, but I thought she looked as if she were waiting to hear a distant phone ring. But, no interruptions. She wasn’t wearing black anymore, but a cashmere sweater in her favorite sapphire blue, and gray wool pants. She looked stunning, as always, with her long, golden-blond hair, perfect face and complexion, and a figure that was flat and curvy in all the right places. Hunter took care to tell me often that I was beautiful, too, but I could never compare.

			We all moved into the living room for coffee. Auntie and I didn’t drink coffee so late, but all the others did. We had lemon and ginger tea with a spoonful of honey.

			“I really must put Rose to bed,” I said. “I’m pretty tired, so I think I’ll just read in my room.”

			“Good night, see you at breakfast,” said Lin. “We can continue our discussion after that.”

			I hoped she wouldn’t mess up recording on her phone if Hunter connected again. She had to remember to put on shoes and be grounded, too. I remembered coating the soles of her slippers, so maybe it would work out. At least she had a good memory.
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			Lin didn’t come down for breakfast. I could hardly eat, torn up with fear for Hunter. I felt pretty sure Lin’s absence didn’t bode well. I was glad the kids were still here, as they distracted Rose from asking about her father all the time.

			After I’d pushed down the last forkful of scrambled eggs, I went back to my room and paced for a while. Supposing it was bad news? Should I invade Lin’s privacy? But I had a right to know. Didn’t I? I went upstairs and knocked on the door.

			“Come in,” a sleepy voice answered.

			Lin was still in bed, and I had woken her. She turned over to face me and frowned.

			“Lin, I was so worried when you didn’t come down. Is everything all right?”

			Her face relaxed. “It is. Let me play you something.” She sat up, picked her phone off the bedside table, and fiddled with it. That made me nervous. I moved to take it until Hunter’s voice stopped me. He sounded hoarse and weak.

			“The top. I have reached the top.” A thud and a pause. “I fell. The ground is so soft and spongy. It is lovely and warm up here. Bright and dry. I cannot get up right now. Crawling away from the hole where I came in, although I am no longer sure where that was. Perhaps it closed up. Hope I can find it again. So soft and warm. Lots of little clouds coming toward me. They are covering me like blankets. One slipped under my head. I shall sleep now. A good long sleep, I hope.”

			Lin turned off the recording. “That’s it. He’s still asleep, or I would have woken up, too. We will just have to wait.”

			I felt like doing a little dance. “He’s safe.” I sat down. “I haven’t slept much since he started. What a brutal climb.”

			“It was. But you know how strong he is. Not only in his body but in his mind.” Lin lay back on her pillows and closed her eyes.

			“I guess he is. I’m confused, though. I expected the climb to take longer. And what about the airlessness of space? And how can there be wind and hail up so high?”

			“Once you get to a certain point, the route to Asgard takes a different path. A path that is hidden to all but the gods.”

			“Oh, I see.” I might have known. “Shall I ask Dora to bring up a tray?”

			“Yes, why not? I don’t feel like getting ready yet. Coffee and pancakes.”

			Dora received my request with a grunt and a snort.

			I found the others in the family room. Sven was helping Rose with another puzzle, 1,000 pieces this time. Margareta had her nose stuck in a book, and Auntie knitted, rather more slowly than she used to. I noticed she sat in an armchair, a cane by her side. She had made excellent progress. Her weakened left hand managed the needle quite well, and her face had regained its normal appearance. She had spoken clearly for a few months now, which I knew gave her tremendous satisfaction. She’d always been articulate and precise in her speech. Dr. Ayre’s salve had also made a drooping left eye and jaw straighten up and probably accounted for the speedy return of mental acuity. Walking was taking a little longer, but she had made great strides, to coin a phrase.

			I cleared my throat, suddenly feeling emotional. “I just want to let you all know that Hunter has reached the top of Yggdrasil and has emerged into a warm, dry, and soft place where he is enjoying a well-earned sleep.”

			“Is it Asgard?” Sven asked.

			“He didn’t say. When he wakes and starts exploring, we’ll know more. Your mother is exhausted and having a lie-in. As soon as he wakes, she’ll sense it.”

			“When is my Papa coming home to me?” Rose asked, her chin quivering.

			“Just as soon as he can, Rose,” Margareta said. “He’s our Papa, too, you know. We also miss him.”

			“Yes, but you and Sven are away all the time. You’re used to it. I’m not old enough yet to be away from Papa.” She started to sob.

			“Come on, Rose. Let’s go look for shells,” Sven said. “It’s really cold, so we’ll have to dress warmly.”

			He led her out. “I think I’ll go too,” said Margareta. “The sea always makes me feel better.” While glad the kids were so good to Rose, I couldn’t help feeling like a third wheel. She had so many adults looking out for her. Well, I was her mother when all was said and done, and she knew that. 

			“She’s a lucky little girl,” Auntie said. “She’s got loving siblings that will always look out for her, no matter what.”

			“I know,” I said. “It’s just that sometimes I feel she doesn’t need me much anymore.”

			“Oh, she knows who her mother is. You are still her main rock. And her Papa, of course. You are all traveling a sticky road.”

			That was the first time Auntie had acknowledged out loud that Rose was Hunter’s daughter. It must have been obvious for a long time, but it was one of those things not spoken of. 

			“Are you very shocked by the situation?” I asked.

			“I was at first. But I suspected the Thorens were different, even before we were officially told. It seems completely normal to me now. And you’d be surprised by some of the things I’ve seen. A Russian spy who was a circus clown midget, for example. He traveled all over Europe with that circus. The ringmaster, his father, was a big burly chap, and his mother was a contortionist. His family had no idea what he was up to. They were devastated when he was found dead in a ditch just outside the last Serbian town they camped in. But at least they didn’t have to know his history. He had a lot of blood on his hands. And you never heard this story.”

			“You mean he was assassinated?”

			“I will say no more.” Auntie closed her mouth in a tight line that ended the matter.

		

	
		
			4

			It was two days before I saw Lin stiffen and her eyes open so wide I could see the whites all around the irises. We had just finished breakfast and had been sitting around after all the others left the table. She got up and almost ran upstairs, beckoning me to follow. Once we got to her room, I quickly inserted a new tape into the machine and switched it on. We sat in the armchairs on either side of the small table. Nothing happened for a few minutes. Lin sat completely still, her eyes closed. I could have used my phone, since her feet were planted firmly on the floor, but force of habit made me think of the tape recorder first.

			She opened her mouth a few times, but nothing came out. I wondered if I should rewind the tape. I stretched out to the switch, but then she started to channel Hunter.

		

	
		
			Tape 2, 

			Volume 4

			I feel better … strong now. The sky is bright blue, but everything around me is clouded in a wall of mist. My cloud blankets have tumbled away. I will walk. I have to get used to this spongy ground. I feel as if I will tip over if I am not careful. It is like that time we first set foot on Olympus. I see the blue outline of trees and hills ahead, hardly misty at all. A long way ahead. There are many beautiful flowers growing along the road. They are the color of jewels. I only see them clearly when I draw alongside. They smell sweet, too, sometimes like roses and sometimes like lilies.

			I hope I find some other remnants of our heaven. Some little thing.

			Is that a house? Just ahead on the right. It keeps disappearing behind the mist. I am drawn to that place. I walk toward it, but it does not become closer. I will run now. I seem to run as fast as I used to, before Ragnarok. It is good to feel so strong.

			Finally, I reached the portal of a very big house. The ground shakes with a kind of rumbling noise. There is no door, only an arched entry with a very high threshold. I am going inside.

			Damn! Every time I raise my foot, that threshold spikes upward as if to break my leg. Ha! This time I kicked it. The ground shifted fast under me. I almost fell but jumped into the place. It is more than a house. This is a vast hall. Like Valhalla, but misty. There is one long hall with archways leading off from each side. Big thrones line the walls. Some are empty, some have statues sitting on them. How did these come to be?

			I stand in front of the first throne and marvel at the immense figure before me. Its one eye stares straight ahead, hands resting on its lap. It looks like pictures of the Pharoah statues Mary brought back from Egypt. I look into a big face without expression. But it begins to seem familiar. And that one eye. Can it be? It has taken on the appearance of my dear brother. It makes me feel so sad. My brother, my father, my lord. Odin, father of the world. Now just a figure of stone.

			“Hoenir, is it you?”

			He has not moved, yet he has spoken.

			“It is I, my dearest brother. It is I.”

			I kneel and rest my head on his lap. The stone softens and warms my cheek. It smells of wood smoke and herbs. I rise again.

			Lights dance around the wall behind my brother. They move around him, now darting over and around his statue. Now they circle his head like a halo, all the colors of the rainbow. The mist in the hall has cleared. Lights dart everywhere now. It has become as bright as day in here.

			“You survived, Hoenir. You are whole. And Lin, she is in your mind, too. What are you doing with Frigg’s handmaiden?”

			“Yes, I only just survived. I was grievously wounded. Lin found me and carried me to Hel. We rested there for a millennium while I recovered, before journeying back up to Midgard—Earth is what humans call it—when it arose from the void and became fertile once more. We have lived there together ever since as man and wife. Midgard is the only one of the nine worlds remaining—unless Asgard comes back to life.”

			“Have you offspring?”

			“Yes, three. A boy and two girls.”

			“Only three after all this time?”

			“Yes. Our powers are not what they were. We have had very many, but our children are not immortal.”

			“A great sadness for you. How came you here?”

			“Yggdrasil. Lin cut a sprig after the battle. She planted it wherever we lived, but it never thrived. Until Loki was finally killed last summer, that is. Then it started to grow and gained many branches and leaves. I had to wait for it to grow all the way up here.”

			“Loki survived also?”

			“Yes. He was as wicked as ever. Freya’s witch, Agna, also survived. She hid deep in the mountains. We had many terrible troubles with Loki. Finally, when he took the form of a fox and was injured, the physician Eir—another survivor—injected him with a potion that destroyed him. Before that, he had pursued and bothered us for such a long time. He wanted to kill us.”

			“So, Yggdrasil led you here?”

			“Yes, I climbed the tree for several days. It was an ordeal, but I had to see what, if anything, remained of our world.”

			“I have been waiting for eons, never knowing if there was anything to wait for. I can rise again if enough people believe and call my name. A few people on earth still believe—I hear their prayers—but I must hear my name called loud and clear by many, feel their love, hear them spread my word. Only then will I be freed from this stone prison.”

			“Most people on Earth have other gods now. Some become very angry if they think anyone is challenging their beliefs. But I will see what I can do.”

			“Thank you, brother. I have had so long to think and dream. I do not need worship or sacrifice. I do not need temples or statues raised in my name. I need to spread Odin’s Word. I have caught glimpses of life in Midgard, the chaos of want and war. They need to hear me and believe my way is best.”

			“What is your word? Religion on earth often leads to war, starvation, and other unspeakable atrocities.”

			“I ask no one to give up their religion. My word is that people shall take the good from their religion and refute the evil. I suspect humans still use religion and warp
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