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  His Only Hope Book Four Blurb

    
        
Ragnarok is here. The sky will fall. But will Thor fall with it?
 Celeste must fight - everyone and everything. As the world starts to break and the city falls, she must find out the secrets at the heart of this mess. If she can't, Thor will fall, and the universe will fall with him.
....
His Only Hope follows a hidden goddess and the man she must save fighting to stop Ragnarok. If you love your contemporary fantasies with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab His Only Hope Book Four today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

    


    Chapter 1

    I stand there for a long time.

    I’m clutching my bangle in one hand and Mjolnir in the other.

    The window’s cracked wide open. It sends this roaring wind buffeting into me. It picks up my hair and makes it whip around my face. I stare down at the city.

    Soon enough, I turn away.

    The spire is completely trashed. It’s a surprise it hasn’t fallen down yet. And maybe it will. I do hear this ominous shake. But I don’t hurry. I have something to do.

    I reach the stairs and clamber down them quickly.

    I get to the right floor where I saw those chests that were half stuck in the in-between realms. “Yes,” I mutter as I realize they’re still there.

    I rush out across the concrete, get down on my knees, and cast a wary glance toward the shaking floor again. “Just hold on, spire,” I snarl. I set Mjolnir down. As for the bangle, I look for a convenient place to put it, then realize it’s better off on me.

    While I can certainly feel that it’s magical, I don’t think it’s gonna have any kind of distinct effect on me, so I don’t even shrug as I push it over my hand.

    It settles down against my skin. It has a cool, reassuring touch.

    I focus on the chests. Pressing my tongue between my lips, I finally settle my hands on one of them. It involves me half going into the in-between realms, but fortunately it doesn’t bring any pissed off generals to my side. They don’t swoop around me, setting my hair alight. I think I can hear some far-off screeches, though.

    “Got to be quick.”

    I don’t have to focus that much to drag the chests into the real world. I do, however, have to use a substantial amount of magic. These chests, just like the dragons I’ve been fighting, are tethered to the in-between realms. I have to first locate the tethers, then snap them.

    It’s hard. Whatever is in these chests, it’s obviously important. That lunatic Frank obviously kept them tethered to the in-between realms to ensure that only the strongest practitioners could break them out.

    He had no clue that I would come along.

    As I yank hard on one of those strands, sending a blast of magic spiraling out of my left hand, the strand finally snaps.

    I hear this crack. It’s like a mountain splitting in half.

    “Finally.” I shove forward. Before I can open the first chest, I concentrate on the other two. Repeating my moves, it only takes about two minutes until I grab those other boxes, too. The whole while, the floor continues to shake. As it plows up into my knees, it even sets my teeth trembling in my skull.

    As I already pointed out during the fight, by all rights, the spire should be nothing more than dust. Clearly, magic was protecting it. And just as clearly, now the general and Frank are gone, there’s nothing to stop it from breaking down.

    As another shudder passes through it, a chunk of concrete suddenly rains down on me from above. I don’t even bother to shove a hand up and punch it out of the way. I let it hit my head. It tumbles down, leaving dust caking through my hair, but it doesn’t cut me.

    I open the first chest. I’m surprised to find a chest plate inside. It’s astounding. It glints like fire. “What the….” I trail my fingers down it. My nails squeak across the metal.

    I go to cast it to the side, but then again, just like the bangle, I realize there’s nowhere to put it. If I set it down on the floor, what if that exact chunk of floor breaks and falls to the level below? There’s every chance that there are other enemies down there waiting for me. So the safest thing to do is keep it on my body. I quickly cram it over my head. It’s a little bulky at first, but as soon as it settles against my skin, something magical occurs. It sends this vibrating shudder into me, almost as if it’s some kind of laser checking my body’s dimensions. Then it cinches down until it’s locked against me.

    I jerk my hands open and slice my head down. “What the hell?” I stammer.

    I rap my knuckles on the chest plate. It rings out. But it’s starting to become invisible right before my eyes. It’s sinking in until it blends with the jacket I’m wearing. Then it’s almost as if it’s not there. Almost. I can still feel it hugging my skin, and I know full well that its protective properties are still in operation.

    I quickly open the other two chests. They too have chunks of armor. One has gauntlets, and the other has boots. I pull them all on. It only takes seconds until they conform to my body. Then I’m standing there in invisible armor. As I take an experimental step forward, I half fancy that I can hear it clanking – but that’s only in the in-between realms. Otherwise, anyone with their eyes set forward in Midgard would have no clue what I’m wearing.

    “This… is insane,” I mutter.

    It’s then that a massive shudder suddenly passes through the floor. Now a meter-wide section of ceiling falls down toward me. I duck out of the way. Scrabbling on my hands and feet, I shove toward the stairs.

    I run down as quickly as I can.

    I hear other hissing creatures, and I come across a Leviathan or two, but rather than take them on, I just shoot past them.

    I’m focused on getting out of here. I also need to control the damage. Hopefully this spire falls down in on itself and doesn’t fall over. It’s way too tall, and there is way too much stuff that it can destroy.

    Breathless, I finally shoot out of the base of the tower. I skid onto my knees and turn. With my hair flying over my face, I hold my hands out.

    It’s just in time. The spire is finally falling. This great shudder passes through it. For some reason, in that moment I see it as a tree. It’s as if someone has pulled out all the wood from its trunk.

    I open my hands wider and call to my flames. It’s a surprise I still have them, but then again, it wasn’t like I had to rely on my power to end that fight with the general.

    If I hadn’t done that – figured out that I could take power from the in-between realms over to Midgard – I’d be dead now. So it’s time for me to test my luck again.

    I let magic shoot out, and I send it up into the spire. It spirals around the concrete as it comes down. At first it tilts toward me, but as I clench my teeth and focus until it feels like I’m going to force my brain out of my damn skull, its destruction becomes more controlled. It falls in on itself just as if it’s been detonated professionally.

    I have to focus, focus until it feels like I’m going to carve my mind in two. I pump as much magic as I possibly can into the tower. A few chunks of floor miss my spell, though, and one of them slices toward me. I have no chance to get out of the way. I have to stay exactly where I am. If I lose hold of my spell, then the spire will fall on me.

    I wince, knowing this is going to hurt, but it doesn’t. While the concrete falls on me, it just feels like dust. There’s this sudden charge of magic from my armor, and it blunts the impact until it’s like nothing more than being struck on the head with a pillow.

    “What the—” I stammer around a cloud of dust.

    Finally it’s done. The spire has fallen.

    I can hear alarms from the buildings closest. I think I can even hear screams. But nobody’s hurt.

    I shove up. I dust my knees off.

    I go to leave, but that’s when I hear police. Damn, some cop cars must’ve been in the vicinity.

    I really don’t want to run in front of them.

    And that’s when I realize I have another option. I haven’t used it for a long time. It’s been pretty much obsolete ever since Thor found out who I was, but Loki’s cloak is still technically around my shoulders.

    I suddenly grab it. It’s pinned under my armor, but that doesn’t matter. With a little charge of magic, it’s separated from my chest plate. I furl it over my shoulders and tug the hood over my face. I feel as the invisibility magic takes hold.

    Then I slip out through the construction tape just as a line of police officers stop, scratching at their heads as they stare in wonder at the destruction.

    I make it across the road to the car.

    When no one is paying attention, I clamber into the passenger seat. I’ve still got Mjolnir, but I was smart enough to place him into my ring earlier.

    Once I’m in the car, I pull him out, and he tumbles into the driver’s seat beside me. The car knows exactly what it needs to do, and it rumbles into life. It pulls out from the curb.

    I place a hand on my mouth. “That was insane.”

    “Indeed. You managed to do the unlikely. Congratulations.”

    I let out a little laugh. Then I yank my sleeve back. I don’t bother to pull the hood off my head. While I don’t think the car will allow anyone to see inside, I want to stay anonymous for a little bit.

    Maybe it will make it less likely that a whole phalanx of enemies will come after me. Because I know there’s going to be more. I might’ve defeated Frank and one general, but there are so many more monsters in the in-between realms. Jormungandr will be sending them my way soon.

    Yanking up my sleeve, I stare at the bangle. I don’t take it off. It feels comfortable where it is. Twisting my wrist this way and that, I slide my thumb down the smooth metal. But I look up at Mjolnir. “Is this going to do it? You said you needed something from the Golden Age. Is this… going to be enough?”

    For a few seconds, Mjolnir goes quiet, and no writing appears in front of my face. Then it blinks into existence in a flurry. It’s so quick, I almost can’t track it.

    “It is perfect. But we still need to hurry. And we must gather other forces.”

    My stomach kicks. “Other forces?” I thought this would be it. I palm my face. “There’s always more, isn’t there?”

    “Indeed.”

    “What other objects do we need?”

    “A powerful spell book.”

    “What about the one Thor had? I think he left it in his house.”

    “That will not be enough. You need one that is twice as powerful.”

    I swear. “And where exactly am I going to get one of those?”

    “You will have to find one.”

    I rub my face even harder until I don’t just see stars – it feels like the friction is going to start a fire. “What else?”

    “You will need several powerful objects. A Trinity, to be exact.”

    I frown hard. “A Trinity? A Trinity of what?”

    “Trinity is the word used for three powerful ancient objects that have formed links between each other that cannot be broken.”

    “You’ve lost me here, Mjolnir.”

    “The objects can be weapons or pieces of armor—”

    My eyes open wide. “What about the armor I’m currently wearing?”

    “While it is indeed impressive, it is not a Trinity.”

    I slump back into the seat. “And where the hell am I going to get one of these Trinities?”

    “Likely you will find one around town. I will teach you how to look for them.”

    “Anything else?” I sigh. I can’t put up with the idea that there’s more stopping me from going to get Thor. In my head, I would simply obtain this bangle, then I would turn around and head straight to the substation. But it’s not going to be that easy, is it?

    All the while, Thor will be….

    I suddenly clap my hand over my eyes.

    I open my fingers a little to see that Mjolnir is writing to me. “Are you crying?”

    “No,” I say through puckered, snarling lips. “But this is too much. While we’re doing this,” my voice shakes with emotion, “Thor—”

    “Is holding on. You would know the moment that he lost. Because the sky would turn dark and the poison of Jormungandr would spill over the earth.”

    “I don’t get it?” Now my voice shakes so badly, if I didn’t know what I was saying, I wouldn’t understand myself. “Why did Thor do this to himself? Why did he sacrifice himself like this?”

    “To buy you time.”

    That is a kick in the guts. Hell, it’s a kick and a punch – it’s every violent move you can think of.

    All of this is happening because of me.

    I drop my face and instead clutch my arms around my middle. I grab my elbows, sinking my fingers in until I think that my nails are going to not just perforate the flesh, but rip it from my bones. I clench my teeth together, and it takes a long time to be able to hiss between them. “He shouldn’t have done that. He should just—”

    “Letting you fall was not an option. If he did, your flames would have been used to bring about Ragnarok.”

    My gaze slices over to Mjolnir. There are too many questions lining up in my mind. Yeah, I get it – Ragnarok is bad. Everyone needs to stop it. But….

    “What is it?”

    “I have a memory. At first, maybe I thought it was a dream, but I know it isn’t because Thor managed to re-create it in order to get to his heart crystal.”

    “I require more information.”

    “I remember being up on Asgard. I think it was before the infection took hold completely.” I rub my face. “Wait, does that make sense? Because the infection took hold in the observatory.”

    “The infection waxed and waned. Say what you must.”

    I’m still holding onto my elbows. I really sink my fingers in hard. It’s as if I want to rip the bones out. And when I do, what then? Will I move on to the rest of the bones in my body? Do I really think if I hurt myself all of this will go away? The answer is a resounding no. My body, and the magic within, are the only possibilities I can hold on to now.

    I let my hands loosen and fall into my lap. I turn to Mjolnir. “I remember running through some kind of basement. I know it was in Asgard. I was hand-in-hand with Thor. And….” I get up to the bit where he kissed me, but I can’t admit to it. It’s not like Mjolnir is a human or anything, and he’s already pretty much pointed out that he has a very limited capacity when it comes to emotional reasoning, but I still stop.

    “You what?”

    “He told me that I had to save myself. And he told me… that even if I have to bring about Ragnarok to stop this, I should. Why would he say that if Ragnarok was so bad?”

    Mjolnir becomes silent.

    I’ve already turned all the way around to face him, but now I get even closer. I reach a hand out. “Why would he say that, Mjolnir?”

    “Ragnarok is the assured destruction of the gods. It will obliterate Asgard. And as Asgard’s king, he will be destroyed.”

    I lurch back. My hair is squeezed between the passenger window and my back. I shake my head, pulling every strand hard as I do. “No. I wouldn’t do that to him—”

    “But if Thor said this, then there must be some reason for it.”

    “Maybe I remember it wrong—”

    “Yet as you already said, he had to recreate that memory in order to open the box.”

    “Kind of. The memory was of him… kissing me,” I finally admit.

    “Are you sure that it did not include the preceding information?”

    I go to say no, but then I shake my head. When I locked that box with that memory, I think I used the entire recollection. So I just stare glumly at Mjolnir. “There’s no way I’m going to bring about Ragnarok if it destroys Thor—”

    “Do not be so hasty.”

    “The current Thor doesn’t want me to bring about Ragnarok.”

    “But the current Thor does not have all of his memories.”

    “What are you talking about?”

    “The poison has been robbing him of certain critical information over the years. He has held onto what matters most, but other things have waned.”

    I blink quickly. I lean forward, getting closer to Mjolnir. “What?”

    “Think about it. The poison wishes to control his form. It is a gift from Jormungandr. It is there to destroy him and tear down the sky. Its first goal is to undermine him, and there is no greater way to undermine a king than by stealing away the facts that are most important in controlling his kingdom. Thor must have possessed the memory to unlock the box but forgotten or ignored why he told you to bring about Ragnarok.”

    I read with rapt attention. I lock a hand on my mouth. I drag the nails down the flesh. “So you’re telling me… that maybe… I need to bring about Ragnarok?” My voice falters with every word.

    “Perhaps. But first, we must find out more information.”

    I force a laugh. There’s always a first. There’s always more information, too – or more weapons or more power or something. There’s never an easy path forward.

    As I think that glumly, I turn from Mjolnir and stare up at the sky. It’s now night. There are a few scant clouds up there, but nothing like the storm that we faced earlier in the day. It’ll come back. That’s a guarantee. That storm with all its power and ferocity will haunt my every footstep until finally I end this.

    And as I close my eyes, round a hand into a fist, and place it against my heart, I promise myself one thing. No matter what it takes – even if it is to bring about Ragnarok – I will find an end to this sorry tale.

  
    Chapter 2

    Though all I want to do is head somewhere to rest, I know that I don’t have that option.

    I have to find the sacred objects that are required for whatever ceremony Mjolnir is cooking up.

    We’re focusing on the Trinity first.

    Mjolnir has some leads. Apparently three linked objects often leave some kind of residue. All we need to do is find that residue. But to do that, we’re on foot. Or at least, I am.

    It feels weird walking through the city in my cloak. No one can see me, but I can see them fine. Nobody looks normal. Their features are all compressed with worry. I don’t know why. Can they unconsciously feel what’s going on in the city?

    They probably can. Even back when I was ordinary Celeste, I think I had some clue that there was another world – a darker realm sitting above this one. A realm of intrigue and power. And fundamentally, a realm that could make or destroy Earth.

    As I pass another worried couple, walking hand-in-hand, their faces turned to the ground as if they can’t dare stare at the sky, I watch them glumly.

    “It’s okay – I’m still on your side,” I whisper to them, even though it’s too low for them to pick up.

    Mjolnir is still in his ring form. But he can communicate with me. The writing has to appear right on the inside of my hood, though. It’s the only way to keep it out of sight of ordinary folk.

    “You must hurry.”

    “I am hurrying.” As I walk, I push into a half jog, but I keep my hands held out wide. It isn’t because I’m trying to knock into people. It’s because, apparently, I’m trying to sift through the magical vibes of the city in an attempt to find the Trinity.

    “You must learn to concentrate better.”

    “This is me concentrating,” I hiss.

    I do it a little too loudly, and some guy on his phone pauses. He casts his gaze to the side, then to the other side, then shrugs. He walks off a lot quicker, his shoulders hunched towards his ears.

    He shoots a quick glance at the sky then jerks his head down.

    … Things must be pretty weird for the inhabitants of this city. Over the past few days, there has been some crazy weather. If you didn’t believe in gods, you would probably have started – especially with the last storm.

    “You must learn to sift through the magic of the city. It is hard, and you must gather it all into yourself and learn to search through for that which you seek, but it is doable.”

    I just grumble under my breath. How is it that I’m starting to have the same relationship with Mjolnir that I did with Marus?

    … And yeah, I used the past tense. It’s not just that I have no clue where Marus is, it’s that… I don’t really understand who he was to begin with.

    He clearly had a lot more information than he was willing to share. He always promised me that everything he did was for my benefit. But… I can’t shake the feeling that he had a much closer relationship with Thor than either of them admitted.

    As I think of him, I shudder, and I remember every single time I comforted myself by throwing my arms around his neck and burying my face in his fur. I certainly can’t do that with Mjolnir. Not unless I want to inadvertently knock myself out on his hard side. So I simply do as he says, and I open my arms wide, spread my fingers, and concentrate.

    I turn down a laneway. It’s good, because it means there are fewer pedestrians out on foot. I pass one or two people, then the laneway is empty.

    I let out a sigh. I go to open my arms, but then writing simply flashes over my hood. “Try harder. Thor is running out of time.”

    The word Thor can make me do anything. Even if I’m tired, it can make me run, it can make me fight – it can make me use every last scrap of energy I have. And now it does the same. I simply open my arms out wider even though they’re starting to shake.

    “I’m trying,” I stammer desperately. “But I don’t think I’m getting anywhere. I have no clue how to sift through all of this energy to find the Trinity. I don’t even know what it will look like.”

    “As I already explained to you, a Trinity is three linked magical objects. They can be of any category – from weapons to defensive charms, even to simple talismans.”

    “And why are you certain that a Trinity is in the city?”

    “Because this is the city of destiny. You were born here, and you were raised here, and magic would have been attracted to you.”

    “It would be better if it was attracted right into my hands right now,” I mutter to myself. I close my hands a little bit then open them wide. I get back to trying to sift through the energies. If anyone could see me right now and I wasn’t cloaked by my hood, they would have some credible questions. I would look like a complete fool. Here I am, walking down the middle of the road, my hands held out wide, a peeved expression on my face. It would seem as if I was going to give people passive aggressive hugs.

    I make it down the laneway. Then I head onto a main street, and I veer down another laneway. All the while, I don’t feel a thing other than my shaking shoulders. The small of my back is starting to hurt, too. I have no clue how much longer I can keep this up.

    Mjolnir is not about to let me drop. “We have an hour.”

    “What do you mean we have an hour?” My voice shakes as I hiss that. “You don’t mean we have an hour until Thor falls—”

    “No, we likely have more time. He is strong, and he is determined. And he has been putting up with the infection for some time.”

    “So what do we have an hour for?”

    “Jormungandr will not let you go freely for much longer. He will understand what you are doing. His forces will be spreading through the city already in search of you.”

    “You think we have an hour until the next big fight? How can you possibly know that?”

    “The storm. Have you not stared at it recently?”

    I go to say what storm, considering there’s nothing but scant clouds, but as I jerk my head up, I see that they have coalesced once more.

    Some guy suddenly runs past me. He has a briefcase held over his head. Which is smart, because a second later, it starts to spit.

    I swear. I yank my head back down. I close my eyes. Sure enough, I can feel the storm’s power. And Mjolnir’s right – when it reaches its crescendo, more monsters are going to spill over the city.

    I stare at my left hand. Forming it into a fist and opening it wide once more, I try to calculate how much magic I have left.

    “Your only option is to hurry,” Mjolnir writes in front of my face.

    I push off into a run. I make it down several more streets. I travel three whole blocks, but you know what? I don’t feel anything. Frustration is beginning to build in me like an inferno. I swear if I open my mouth, it’s going to burn the clouds above.

    I just have no clue what I’m doing. Everyone’s always told me I’m powerful, but I begin to question that fundamental fact. If I really were powerful, then why would I be so damn weak? The Dark One managed to reach in and grab hold of my power just like that. There was nothing I could do to stop him. And as for every other single fight I’ve ever had, it’s been luck and maybe a little bit of intelligence, but not raw, brutal force that has kept me going.

    I drop my arms.

    “Astrid,” the writing begins in front of my face.

    I stop. I’m at the mouth of a laneway.

    I don’t feel anything down it, but I just want to get somewhere private. Even if most people are running from the rain, it’ll take a while for the streets to clear completely.

    I push down it. Thankfully, it’s tight and narrow, and there aren’t even any cars, let alone people.

    I get halfway down it, then I turn, and I settle my shoulders against the wall.

    “What are you doing?” the writing remonstrates in front of my face. My ring is even shaking. I get the impression that Mjolnir is about to burst out of it and knock me on the head.

    I lock my arms around my middle again. I settle my head down.

    I close my eyes.

    I can see the writing flashing in front of me – the light of it makes it through my tightly squeezed eyelids.

    What am I doing? Giving up? I don’t really know.

    I just… I’m dragged back into that conundrum I thought of earlier. How can I be so powerful yet at the same time so weak?

    Yeah, I get it, every damn enemy in existence is coming after me, and that has a way of chinking a girl’s armor, despite how strong she is to begin with. But I just….

    Surely if Morgan wants me back, and surely if he plans to use my power to destroy this very universe, then there’s got to be more inside me?

    It can’t just be the power I can channel from the universe. It has to… there has to be something more.

    I sigh and open my eyes.

    My ring is now shaking so badly, I am certain that Mjolnir is a second from rushing out and bopping me on the noggin.

    “There’s got to be some other way,” I finally share my deepest fears.

    “The only way is to search. You cannot find if you don’t look.”

    I laugh. “You’re right—” I begin. I stop quickly.

    “Yes, I am. Now—”

    “No,” I say, and there’s exactly no volume in my voice whatsoever. “You’re wrong.”

    “What? You cannot find these objects unless you search for them. I appreciate you may be tired, but you must understand that unless you push, the entire universe may be on the line.”

    That’s a hell of a slap around the ears, but I still don’t push off, open my arms, and continue to search. Instead I press my lips together. I look up at the sky briefly. Then I stare at my hands. “There’s another way to find without searching,” I admit quietly.

    There’s a long pause now. Maybe Mjolnir thinks that I’ve finally snapped. “A Trinity of objects has a certain feel. You must look for that feeling among the magic of this city.”

    I shake my head. “I can just bring it to me. That’s the other way. You can search, or you can create conditions that bring the things that you want to you.” I have not suddenly turned into a New Age junkie. I don’t think that just by picturing this Trinity – not that I have any clue what it looks like – it will suddenly shoot out of nowhere and fall into my grasp.

    But I am realizing that when it comes to me at least, there’s always another way.

    “You seem confused,” Mjolnir writes.

    I laugh. There’s a dry, embittered edge to it, but there’s also a dash of humor. “I’m always confused. It’s my perpetual state now. I’m not going to let it get in my way.” I clench my hands into fists. “Don’t you want to ask me how that other way works? How you can bring something toward you even without searching for it?”

    “No such other way exists—”

    “It’s the same way I go in and out of the in-between realms,” I say as I glance up at the sky once more. “With light.” As I say light, my voice becomes reverential. It drops until it’s barely a whisper.

    This time, Mjolnir pauses for a lot longer. “What are you talking about?”

    I can tell the hammer is finally intrigued.

    I take a step forward, pushing myself off the wall. I continue to stare at my hands. Then one last time, I stare at the storm. I yank my head down, determined not to look at it again until it breaks and Jormungandr sends his monsters after me.

    “You can search by shining a light on something. Or you can shine the kind of light that makes things come to you.”

    “You are confused,” Mjolnir writes a lot quicker this time, obviously concluding that I’ve snapped after all.

    I shake my head. “I’ve seen the tree of life,” I whisper. “And I know it wants to help us.” I close my eyes. “I can feel its desire for this realm to remain.”

    “What exactly is your plan?”

    “You said we just need a Trinity – that there is no specific Trinity out there that we require for the spell. Fine. Let’s wait until one comes to us.”

    My ring vibrates. Yep, Mjolnir definitely thinks I’m mad now.

    But I don’t back down. “I’m going to shine a light. A light brighter than any I’ve shown before. We’re going to head into the in-between realms, and I’m gonna see what comes to find me.”

    “See what comes to find you? I can tell you. It will be generals. Jormungandr will not let you get away.”

    “I think I’m learning how to stay out of his clutches. Now, come.”

    I don’t give Mjolnir the option to stay here. He’s still trapped in my ring. Ensuring that there’s no one around, I whip a hand over my head, and I call on the tree of life. It blazes brighter than it ever has before – because maybe it agrees with my plan.

    A second later, I arrive in the in-between realms.

    I’m standing right on the tip of one of those waterfalls. I can feel the ethereal water rushing around me. It has a lot of force to it, but I’m not pulled off the edge.

    I glimpse down through the realm. I think, far, far below through a line of enshrouding mist, I can even see that graveyard. I don’t shudder.

    I turn.

    Swiping a hand over the ring, I call on Mjolnir, and he shoots out into my grip.

    Now I’m here, I know that the cloak isn’t going to work anyway, so I yank it off my face. Mjolnir’s writing appears a few inches from my nose. “This is dangerous. I can already hear the dragons.”

    Mjolnir’s right. Anyone would be able to hear them. Those creatures are so loud, it sounds like they’re going to deafen entire civilizations.

    I turn over my shoulder and cast my head in the direction of where they’re coming from. This long line of them is blighting out the horizon.

    “Come on. Let’s do this.” I rush back along the side of the waterfall. I don’t know what I’m looking for. And the reason I don’t know what I’m looking for is because this is probably madness.

    I’ve just had one too many hits to the head. By shining a light, do I really think the things that I need to save Thor are going to come to me?

    As I doubt that, I see a little of the tree of life motif I used to transport here. It’s still flickering under my feet. And as I run forward, it sends little symbols of trees spreading out from my shoes.

    I suddenly twist my head to the side, and this angle gives me a perfect view down through the realms. I swear I can glimpse the tree of life.

    You know, I’ve never asked anyone why the tree of life is in the in-between realms. Maybe a version of it is here, but the real one is somewhere else. I quickly doubt that possibility, though. The tree of life belongs here, because it connects the realms. That’s its fundamental point.

    “Astrid, you are running out of time. If you have a plan, I suggest you enact it now. Those dragons will near. And there is no way you can take them all on, not in your current condition.”

    I let go of Mjolnir. He doesn’t need my help to follow me. And plus, two of those dragons are gonna get here in about a minute. I need him to deal with them.

    He doesn’t need to be told that.

    He flies over my shoulder and starts spinning around my head. He’s already developing several charges of magic. They’re strong enough that hopefully he’ll be able to deal with both of those dragons in a single hit.

    That frees me up to move and think. It also frees me up to open my hands and spread them wide.

    “Here goes nothing,” I say. I finally find what I’m looking for. It’s just a blank patch of dirt. There’s nothing crazy growing out of it, and there aren’t tiny fractured waterfalls trapped in every stone. It’s just earth.

    And what is earth but the in-between? It is a realm for other things to go through.

    It supports. It holds. It protects. It allows trees to root themselves into it so that they may stand taller and reach for the sky.

    And that’s what I do. I don’t turn into a tree or anything, but I plant my feet down. I yank my head back. I breathe and open my arms.

    Every time I’ve used my Phoenix flames, I’ve done so in an unholy attack. I’ve used their blazing force to destroy. But I’ve never used that force to light things up. Whenever I encountered one of my many enemies, they always referred to me as starlight or something like that. They’ve referred to me in terms of how much light I can share.

    And now is the time to share it.

    I jerk my head back. I focus.

    I call on my flames unlike I have ever called to them before. And I let that blazing brightness spill out.

    At first, it’s nothing – barely a spark of illumination. It starts in my heart. And it spreads out to my arms. Whenever I call on my Phoenix flames, they distinctly come from my left arm. This is different. It’s like it’s coming from the root of my heart or something.

    As the light flickers above my form, it starts to get brighter and brighter.

    Mjolnir suddenly spins faster. I hear a crack as lightning shoots off to the side.

    Out of the corner of my eye as I open it slightly, I can see that that lightning has just struck a dragon. It swooped in close to blast me with a line of fire, but it never gets the chance.

    That lightning sends it spinning off down into the lower realms.

    There’s another dragon, though. Mjolnir has to jerk to the side, breaking his circle around me. The hammer smashes into the dragon’s stomach. It lurches, but it’s not down. It suddenly curls around and grips Mjolnir with its claws.

    “Come on, Mjolnir,” I say through clenched teeth. “You can do this. Buy me all the time I need to get as bright as I possibly can.”

    All of my energy – all my memories, all my life – I put it all into shining. As brightly as I damn well can.

    It’s hard at first, but as my body realigns and understands what I’m asking it, it gets progressively easier.

    This vibration picks up along my skin. It’s at once one of the most terrifying and yet exhilarating experiences of my life. It’s as if the boundary between where I begin and everything else starts is starting to break down. I feel connected in a way I never have before. And I feel light. All of the heaviness holding me down – from gravity to the situation, to the horror of what I was before I entered this universe – drifts away.

    It’s not burning up – it’s just being put in perspective. It’s as if true reality is revealed to me, and all of my unnecessary emotional burdens slip away.

    I open my arms wider. I tilt my head back more. I close my eyes firmly until nothing would be able to break them open. And I damn well shine.

    I’m no longer really aware of Mjolnir’s fight. He has to be winning, though, because no bursts of fire suddenly shoot out and turn me to ash.

    There’s the constant crack of lightning. It fills the air with thunderous blasts.

    I soon fall down to my knees, but it’s not because I’m starting to lose control of my body. It’s because I am using every single process – every scrap of energy, every thought, every heartbeat – to burn more brightly.

    That light shines off me until I can feel this shudder picking up through the ground beneath us.

    I’m forced to open my eyes.

    In a crazy sight I will never forget, the chunk of land we are on begins to invert. It tilts up and spins. But we aren’t thrown off.

    It confuses the dragons, though, and they fly to the side.

    It gives Mjolnir all the time he needs to dispatch three more.

    I hold my arms out wide. As the land we’re on spins, I see more and more of the in-between realms. I glimpse the tree of life once more. Is it just me, or is it shining brighter, too?

    I even think I can hear Jormungandr hissing.

    Writing suddenly appears in front of my face. “You are having an effect on the realms. I did not believe you before, but I do now. I feel magic realigning.”

    I don’t really know what he means, but I smile at his words, and I damn well burn as brightly as I possibly can. No. Not burn. That word has become embedded in my consciousness. It’s the only way I can discuss my powers. But there’s another side to me I’ve been ignoring.

    It’s not a side that can be extinguished. And it’s the most powerful force I have.

    With one last blast of energy, I give it everything I can, and I shine as brightly as it’s possible to do.

    And just as my brightness reaches its peak, I swear I see three objects picking up into the air. They aren’t close by. They’re off further into the realms.

    My eyes open wide as I stare at them.

    “That’s it,” the writing says, appearing so quickly, it’s like Mjolnir’s screaming. “I have detected the Trinity. Now, go out and grab them while I hold these dragons off.”

    I shake my head. “They’re going to appear in Midgard. I can feel them transporting there now.”

    I shine brighter. I let out as much energy as I can, giving the Trinity of objects all they require until I hear three distinct pops.

    They disappear.

    Finally.

    I know I don’t have time to spare. Yeah, Mjolnir’s doing a good job and all, but suddenly I hear this swoosh from above me. I jerk my head up. The chunk of land we are on has finally righted itself. As I stare up into the sky, I’m treated to the sight of an enormous dragon. It’s… at first I honestly think it’s Jormungandr – it’s that large. But I realize it’s a different color. It’s also slightly smaller. This must be Jormungandr’s second-in-command.

    The creature has a second to turn its head down, and it locks its menacing, glittering gaze on me.

    I see as much malice as it’s possible to witness in that gaze. And it’s all directed at me. If its eyes could tear me apart, they would. If they could burn me to a crisp, they would. If they could stamp on every recollection of me until I was ripped right out of the fabric of reality, they would.

    If I were stupid enough to give them the chance.

    “Now,” I scream as I open my hand. I’m not Thor, and by all rights, I shouldn’t have the ability to call Mjolnir to me, but it’s clear he has realigned himself fully with me. He shoots into my grip. As soon as I have him, I call on the tree of life underneath me. Its symbol blazes brightly. Somehow, it intermingles with my own light and shines like a newborn star.

    It’s just as that huge dragon opens its mouth. A massive blast of power shoots down.

    At the last moment, I transport.

    But I’m not stupid enough to stay where I am. I instantly dart to the side. I give it everything I can, and I roll and flip. It’s a good thing. Because that dragon’s attack comes through the transport spell into Midgard. It completely obliterates a chunk of wall beside me and the ground where I’d been standing.

    I stagger back, and I’m forced to bring up an arm to hide behind it. Radiant heat blasts out everywhere.

    “Oh my God,” I stammer as I let go of Mjolnir.

    Writing appears in front of my face. “If that fire had struck you, you would have died. I have never seen that dragon, but—”

    “He’s Jormungandr’s second-in-command,” I say. I stare warily above me, but he hasn’t managed to transport into Midgard. It won’t be long, though. I can tell that right now Jormungandr is gathering the power to send him here.

    I shiver. Then I remember what I’ve done. I yank my head to the side. I close my eyes. I can feel those objects that shot out of the in-between realms.

    It’s the Trinity. And they’re waiting for me.

    “Are you ready, Astrid?” Mjolnir writes.

    With one eye open, I nod. Then I walk forward.

    I have never been more ready in my life.

  
    Chapter 3

    It would’ve been convenient if all three of those objects had landed around me, but they haven’t. I got a lock on them, though. Even if someone were to grab them up and move them, I would know where they were taken.

    Mjolnir doesn’t need to write to me again. I yank my hood over my face, lock him in my ring, then push into a run.

    I head toward the closest object.

    As I near it, I lock onto the sense of it. It’s powerful, alright – and it’s some of the strongest power I have encountered before.

    It feels old but somehow also feels ageless. It’s like… it’s fundamental. That’s it. It’s a part of the fabric of reality. And thus, while it can feel ancient as if it’s been here forever, at the same time, age does not affect it.

    I find myself running down a main street. It takes me a while to realize where I am. As I reach the end of the street, I get a stronger sense of that object. I stop. I tilt my head to the side and see that I’m being directed toward the largest cathedral in town.

    It’s all lit up. Even though the storm is dark outside, the light coming from the church manages to hold back the darkness.

    I stop across the street from it. I shove my hands into my pockets. When a pedestrian darts in front of me to get out of the rain, I rub my ring. “This is it. Is there anything I should know?”

    “Be careful. There will likely be a monster guarding the object. I imagine that when it was transported through to this realm, something may have come with it.”

    “How could you know that?”

    “Because Jormungandr was clearly aware of what you were doing. Now—”

    “I don’t need to be told to hurry.”

    I march across the street.

    Fortunately, there’s precious little traffic, and I don’t have to negotiate my way through it.

    I don’t know what would happen if I were hit by a car right now. I know it would be pretty frightening for the driver, considering I’m invisible. But the point is, while I am starting to realign better with my power, I cannot deny that the Dark One used most of it.

    I’m in a perilous position. I’m both weak and strong. I’m both motivated and de-motivated by the fact that this fight is only beginning.

    I have to walk that fine line.

    Oh yeah, and I have to hurry.

    I reach the doors into the church.

    Fortunately I don’t have to open them in my cloak, as someone suddenly rushes out.

    They’re clutching a gold cross. Before the door can close, I put my foot in it, keeping it open. I whip my head over to the person. They mutter about something ghostly
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» woman with ordinary problems.
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