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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Lightning and Fire series.
      

      

      When the simple bookseller, Stella, tumbles into the world of modern gods after saving an ancient Norse artefact, she’s cursed to reconstruct it or lose her life. As she regathers the pieces from across Norway, it grants her fearsome powers. She’ll need them as she’s sucked into the gods’ hidden world. One of power, treachery, lust, and above all, danger. She’ll break it – and her old personality – before the tale’s through.

      But she won’t break it alone. Thor, the new king of the gods, is trapped. Ragnarök is coming, but he’s weak. While the other gods were reborn in modern times, his powers are minimal. Without Mjolnir, he has no chance. So when Stella slams into his life wielding his hammer, the chase begins.

      …

      Lightning and Fire follows a simple bookseller and a modern god battling to stop Ragnarök. If you love your fantasies with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Lightning and Fire today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Lightning and Fire Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    Thor

    “You have one chance to save the world, Son.”

    I grunted, my throat hoarse, hands tense. “I always do, Father.”

    Odin leaned against a standing stone, the rough granite pushing into his back. He’d pulled off his long jacket, dumping it into the soft, mossy grass beside the stone circle. Glowing runes burned on his muscled forearms, matching his glowing amber eyes. He’d removed the cotton black patch from the left one. Now he stared out at the thunderous waterfall ahead, tumbling between the far-off jagged mountain peaks. I couldn’t tell you what he saw. I could tell you this. Long gone was the time when Odin could see everything and everyone. For long gone was the time when the gods ruled.

    “You can’t do it without Mjolnir,” Odin grunted, his calculating gaze assessing the stunning surroundings. We were ensconced in a small valley deep inside the Jotunheimen mountains. Thick, silver-barked birch trees hung at either side of the standing circle, like hair gracing someone’s angled face. A clear crystal river ran between us and the waterfall, froth and bubbles sliding past, catching the light in tiny rainbows.

    My gut tightened with a stab as they reminded me of the now-blocked Bifrost Bridge. The very reason the gods had lost power in modern times.

    Odin grunted again, finally tearing his gaze off the thundering white waterfall. “I can’t tell you how much time you have left. I can no longer see everything. That capacity is lost to time, Son. I can tell you this: without Mjolnir, you’ll never save Midgard.”

    “And I will save Midgard,” I rumbled. Every time I said that, it reinforced the urge deep within, someone hammering a promise onto a rock. Sink it, freeze it, burn it. You’d never destroy it.

    I’d never change my mind.

    Light reflected off my muscled chest as my own god runes burned on my skin, a brilliant, dazzling white gold. The shimmer lit up my angled chin, hard stare, and green eyes.

    “This time, it won’t be easy, Thor. You’ll have to do everything to save Midgard – even,” his voice dropped into a sharp silence, “compromise some of your old beliefs.”

    I stared at him out of the corner of my eye. Compromise my old ways? He meant my morality – the cast-iron ethical system that ran me. Humans might think I was a god of lightning. I was rather the god who knew what and when to strike.

    I’d be nothing without it. Just the husk of a semi-immortal fool who’d woken up in modern times with memories of the past gods.

    I stepped toward Odin. He pushed up from the standing stone. The hard runes carved into its surface glowed, the light sliding down his spine. It matched the red hue sparking in Odin’s far-off gaze. He cut his stare over the valley then locked it on me. “The time has come to regather Mjolnir’s nine pieces. You can’t stop the new Ragnarök without it.”

    Oh yes. The new Ragnarök. An old prophecy that wouldn’t die. For its sole goal was to kill the gods.

    With an edge this time.

    The gods might have been naïve fools last time. But we’d learned more since waking up in the modern age.

    They… we – now understood what Ragnarök actually was. The prophesied destruction of the quantum realm. The same place all our godly powers came from.

    I couldn’t tell you what we ultimately were or what originally created us. I could promise you this. We were gods sent, not just to save humanity, but to prevent the quantum world and the multiverse it ran from collapsing.

    “Without Mjolnir, you’ll never get past the first hurdle,” Odin grunted, slapping my shoulder, fingers lingering one second before his strong grip fell. As a father, he never usually touched me. Affection was not part of his repertoire.

    I’d woken to my powers at the tender age of five. My mother had held my hand. My father had pulled me into his office, thrown a weapon in my trembling grip, and snapped from now on, I’d protect Midgard.

    Odin’s sharp gaze slid down my clenched jaw, his eyes assessing me for motivation.

    Though the ancient god had lost most of his abilities in modern times, he could focus his remaining eye to see the truth when necessary. “You must do anything to protect her.”

    My eyebrows twitched. “Her?”

    Odin flinched like I’d caught him out on a lie. “Your hammer.”

    “Why refer to it as a her?”

    “A force of habit. Humans do the same with ships.”

    I considered my father.

    I didn’t have his senses; I couldn’t tell when someone was lying.

    But I knew this man. “… You wouldn’t be omitting something from me, would you, Father?” I asked as lightning slashed in the clouds above.

    Fine mist gathered in the valley, sliding along the dark gray peaks, twisting through the birch and pine thickets like tangled knots of hair. It didn’t obscure this range’s powerful form, just emphasized it. For the Jotunheimen Mountains were where the Earth learned to form teeth.

    As soon as lightning struck the air, it stirred something within me. An ancient force I could no longer grasp. For without my hammer, I couldn’t control storms nor call on their powerful bounty.

    Odin didn’t answer immediately. He turned and stared at the stone circle, walking amongst each of the seven carved rocks. He reached out and slid a finger down the tallest one. “A slip of the tongue, Son. I’ve omitted nothing from you. You have all the information you need. You already have one fragment. Find the others,” he hissed, voice urging me, a cracking whip behind a horse.

    Another slice of lightning lit up the sky, and I waited for the thunder. As it boomed overhead, it moved in me, disrupting the natural quantum fields that supposedly ran us gods.

    But it was a leaf lightly falling in a pond, and the ripple barely moved through me. A hint of power.

    I would need so much more to save Midgard.

    “I know that look,” Odin said, tone dropping. “You’re questioning if this is possible. You think we can’t stop Midgard from falling, think Ragnarök is inevitable, just as it was last time. But last time we changed it—”

    “Last time,” I growled, “we put Ragnarök off. This time we will have to face Fate’s full fury.”

    “Then don’t face it alone. Find your hammer. Without her, you can’t win. And once you find her, don’t let go.”

  
    Chapter 2

    Stella

    I ran my hand over my cream leggings, yanked on my white woolen turtleneck, and frowned as my phone rang. I glanced out of the thick triple-glazed window at the snow gathered in the shadows of this south-facing hotel.

    It was all so picturesque.

    And exactly what I wanted… right?

    I’d come to Norway to break out of the mold. Jenny would be proud.

    Speak of the devil. I grabbed my phone, saw her name on the screen, and half grinned, half groaned. I hadn’t finished by the time I answered and hit speaker phone.

    “Was that a groan?” she demanded.

    I flinched then threw my hands up wide. “I’m a little tired. I know why you’re calling, by the way. You want to know how the guided walk went. It didn’t. The guy got stomach flu. He cancelled.”

    “So go on the walk yourself. You’ve only got a day in the Jotunheimen mountains. Make use of it.”

    “I don’t want to get lost—”

    “I have personally been to those mountains.” Jenny’s Liverpudlian accent was like a musical slap. “They’re extremely well signposted. You don’t need a guide. You just need some guts.”

    I winced harder. Here we go. I loved Jenny. To the moon and back. But she was more direct than a neon sign and a blaring horn.

    “Come on, Stella, this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. For you, anyway. You don’t take risks. You never travel alone. Hell, the ballsiest thing you’ve ever done is get that tattoo.”

    I lifted the cuff of my white sweater and slid my thumb fondly over the little ouroboros tattooed on my left arm.

    I didn’t know if ballsy described it. Well-planned worked better. I’d wanted to get this tattoo since reading a book on Norse mythology at the age of eight.

    “Can we not have this conversation now? I’m in Norway. I’m having a holiday, and it’s great,” I began.

    “Just go on the damn walk. I swear to god, nothing will happen. It’s freaking Norway. What are you worried about, anyway? Storms?”

    My eyes opened wider. I hadn’t thought of that. What if sudden weather came in—

    “Stop it already,” Jenny groaned. “I can practically hear your thoughts, I swear. That hyperactive risk assessment part of your brain is spinning now, isn’t it? You’re wondering about all the different things that could go wrong. Take a deep breath and go on the walk anyway.”

    I shoved my bottom lip out, catching my reflection in the window.

    Long straight black hair, plain brown eyes. A pretty normal figure. You wouldn’t stop to look at me in the street. You’d walk right past for the next girl.

    It matched my personality. I preferred not to stick out.

    I crossed my arms. “Look, how are you going—”

    “Do not change the subject,” she growled. “Tell me you will definitely go on that walk. Actually, promise me. Make a pact. You’re good with those. Once you promise something, you have to do it.”

    Yeah, I did. Crazy but true. I might have the most risk-averse personality on the planet, but if I promised something, it was a pact.

    I groaned louder, looping some stray hair out of my eyes. “Don’t make me—”

    “You’re going to go on the bloody walk,” she snapped over me, “and you’ll have a bloody good time. Hell, while you’re there, walk off the beaten track.”

    “I wouldn’t—” I spluttered.

    “Do something crazy for once, Stella. You never know where it might lead you.”

    Jail? The morgue? OK, I could hear my thoughts. They were stupid.

    A queasy twist of nerves told me I could enjoy a nice walk in the mountains alone. If I loosened up.

    Fat chance.

    I was as tight as wound-up rope.

    “Promise,” Jenny snapped.

    I sighed but straightened. I looked directly forward like I stared her in the eyes, a judge giving a decree. “Jenny, I swear to you, I will go on that walk, and I will have a great time.”

    “Have an adventurous time. Do something risky—”

    “I’ve made my oath,” I snapped.

    She chuckled. “Good on you, kid.”

    “We’re the exact same age.”

    “But you’re still all soft around the edges.”

    “Jenny,” I growled in warning.

    “OK.” I imagined her expressively flopping her hand, her dress rings glinting, her wild red locks flaring over her shoulder.

    She had a definite aesthetic. I did not.

    I blended in with the crowd. I couldn’t remember doing anything to set me apart – not once in my life.

    “Do it, Stella. And call me when you get back. I want all the details.”

    I snorted at her. “You make it sound like a date.”

    “Hey,” an excited twist gripped her tone, “if you could find some nice Norwegian guy in those mountains and throw yourself at him, I’d be damned thrilled. You never put yourself out there—”

    “And we’re not having this conversation.”

    “You’re just so picky. It’s like you think some Prince Charming is waiting around the corner for you.”

    “Do I look like I’m a 12-year-old? There are no Prince Charmings in this world.” I frowned and stared through the windows as a flash caught my eye.

    Lightning blasted high in the snowcapped mountain tops.

    My gut clenched.

    I despised storms.

    Crap, what if it came down to the lower peaks and struck me on my walk?

    Ergh, I’d already promised to go.

    “You’ve gone all quiet. Go on your walk. Find your Norwegian Prince. Then call me.”

    “Fine, fine. Hold on, it won’t happen in that order—”

    “Too late.” She hung up.

    I frowned at the phone, slid it into my pocket, and sighed. Crossing my arms, I intently watched the far-off peaks again, eyes sliding along the dramatic topography, the tall, pyramid peaks, the U-shaped valleys, the cirques. I’d researched the geology before coming – I owned a bookstore. It was the least I could do.

    The Norwegians thought the Jotunheimen Mountains were the birthplace of gods and giants. I got why. Glaciers had carved a dramatic landscape from hard, igneous rock, and the light glinted off the dark, foreboding sides of every soaring peak.

    I waited a full two minutes. When every hint of lightning was gone, I reached for my pack.

  
    Chapter 3

    Stella

    The cool July air hit me. It might be summer in Norway, but it was pretty cold here. There were permanent snowfields and glaciers in this range.

    They weren’t close to me. That wasn’t the point. As I trod up a wide, well-maintained path, I caught the icy grip of far-off snow.

    The wind whistled past, moaning through the birch tree branches, the dark heads of Norwegian firs sliding together like clacking sticks.

    “Pretty windy,” I muttered as a gust roared past me.

    My lips started twitching.

    “Hold it together, Stella. Prove Jenny wrong. You can have a good time. You’re not a scaredy cat. You’re just….”

    Did I just hear thunder? My heart skipped a beat.

    I strained my hearing, hands going to my blue backpack straps, squeezing under the canvas to grip them hard.

    I angled my head up and peeled my ears.

    But I heard nothing.

    I released my death grip, lightly slapped my cheek, and grunted. “Maybe you are just a scaredy cat.”

    I hesitated on the cusp of turning back, then determinedly kept walking.

    I soon reached a break in the path. One section led down, the old path narrow and dangerous. The other led up.

    A new bright metal sign told walkers in both English and Norwegian they should take the upper path. The other one was closed for maintenance.

    I stood there for two full seconds, staring downward. I stupidly lifted my foot and angled down.

    I got three steps before I stopped. “Are you out of your mind?”

    I didn’t feel things. I didn’t have some physiological condition stopping my touch receptors from working properly. I meant spiritually. You know how some people can feel energy from the dead or something? I don’t know how it works. By the sounds of it, they head somewhere new – then their feelings assault them.

    I mightn’t have been that way in the past, but as I slowly turned from that lower path, a powerful rising sense gripped my gut, begging me to ignore the sign and go down.

    “What the hell is happening?” I hissed at myself.

    My feet wouldn’t move. Until I slapped myself. “Keep it together,” I snapped.

    I managed to push my reluctant body up.

    I got three steps. Then thunder boomed out overhead, a calamitous cymbal strike from the sky. I hadn’t seen the flash, but the almighty boom confirmed the storm was right above me.

    My anxiety surged like a firecracker, adrenaline burning, my tongue tingling, my skin cold.

    I’d never felt anything like it.

    I jolted back, terrified. I grabbed my chest.

    I spun to head back, but I was already an hour into this walk. I couldn’t outrun a storm. I needed to find somewhere to hide.

    I wore my rain jacket and good walking shoes. It wasn’t that cold. Trudging in the rain would definitely not kill me. The prospect of enduring a storm might.

    My teeth chattered as I desperately surveyed the sky. But there were no storm clouds. Dry lightning? In July? Was that a Norwegian thing?

    “Keep it together,” I snapped. “You’re proving Jenny right.”

    I ran up the path, fast enough small stones and gravel skidded under my camel-leather walking shoes.

    I soon spied a thicket of trees.

    Another blast of thunder boomed above me, loud enough to shatter windows.

    I shrieked, fell to a knee, and locked my hands over my ears.

    When I opened my eyes…. I swear I saw something staring at me through the trees.

    For a flash, I couldn’t move.

    Then, gripping my chest, I jerked to my feet. “You’re freaking seeing things,” I snapped. “You’re so damn terrified, you’re like a kid imagining things under their bed at night. Ah, pull it together,” I snapped. I lightly slapped my face.

    It was like the storm took that as an insult. I finally saw lightning. It slammed into a tree 100 meters away down a small incline.

    I’d never been this close to a lightning strike. Before it hit, the air became perilously quiet, something charging through it, an oddly familiar sensation.

    I shrieked, locked my hands over my eyes, then jerked them to my ears as the boom clapped out.

    It took five full seconds to pluck myself up to my swaying feet.

    I opened my eyes, but the after-flash still burnt on them like someone had stabbed a cattle prod into my face.

    I rubbed my brow, backed off toward a tree, then abruptly realized it was too tall.

    What if lightning struck it?

    I pushed into a run.

    I was no longer on the ordinary path. But as I veered around another tree, I saw a small animal trail leading to the left. My feet immediately took it.

    It pulled me around a large chunk of jutting granite, beyond a fallen mossy tree trunk, and down as the storm chased me.

    Another fork of lightning flashed overhead. It hit a tree, and the almighty bang shook the forest floor.

    “Oh god. There’s a reason you’re scared of storms. They never act normally around you.” I only just pushed those words out of chattering teeth as I burst through the tree line.

    My feet slid. I caught the edge of a precipitous path and rolled right down it.

    The next thing I knew, I was in a grassy grove ensconced between thick trees.

    My back struck something. It winded me.

    I twisted and faced a standing stone, ancient Nordic runes carved into its old moss-covered surface. They punched the breath from my lungs then absorbed every scrap of my attention, a sponge that’d never saturate.

    “What…?” I whispered.

    The air became charged.

    There was a walk you could do back near my house in England close to high-tension power lines. It zigzagged up a hill, and at one point, the lines crossed over the path only ten meters above your head. The air crackles when you’re that close to so much power. Your hair rises.

    You can taste the electricity all around you.

    But you can’t feel it in your veins like you’ve suddenly become electricity yourself.

    A surge of something shot through me, wired my teeth shut, and forced me to my knees.

    Pressure built in my head. Force vibrated in my veins.

    Something… oh god, something was about to happen.

    My head jolted up.

    And lightning sliced down.

    Time slowed. I couldn’t move away. I could only watch.

    The lightning moved down toward me, a godly hand I couldn’t dodge.

    My heart stopped.

    Thoughts emptied from my brain.

    
      Then the lightning struck.
    

    It pounded into me from above, a relentless force nothing in this universe could fight.

    It flattened me onto my back.

    As everything buzzed, the standing stones… I think they lit up.

    My eyes closed. As iron-tinged fear filled my mouth, blackness filled my mind.

    I slipped sideways.

    I fell unconscious. But with a difference. I swear I was pushed.

    The world became hazy and dark – then sparking lights flashed in the blackness. They moved fast, colliding and releasing untold energy like little nuclear blasts.

    I bobbed in the middle, frozen and alone.

    A tiny scrap of my brain knew lightning had struck me. I had to claw my way back to the conscious world and search for help. But I couldn’t leave.

    This entrapping, chaotic realm wouldn’t let me.

    More light collided, releasing rainbow explosions. They bent around me. I didn’t know much science. I’d seen the Doppler effect on a show once. It felt like I was trapped in a vacuum as photons surrounded me in an endless dance.

    There was nothing else. Just me in that endless sea of force.

    “Wake up. Get out of here. Escape,” I screamed.

    My escalating fear couldn’t save me.

    I went to say nothing could. But as my fear spiked, something parted the darkness.

    A hand. Strong, broad, old – but not in the sense it belonged to somebody at the end of their life span.

    … The word was on my tongue, paused on my lips like it’d waited my whole life.

    
      Ancient.
    

    It had a salty, familiar taste like a hard kiss.

    I reached out to the hand. I couldn’t close the distance between us. My heart beat harder, a yearning push forcing me forward.

    Had to escape, had to wake and reach help.

    Had to reach him.

    I gasped.

    And I woke.

    I shot up.

    At first I couldn’t believe it, thought I’d just blacked out. Then I saw the burnt grass beneath my butt, all scorched and bent up to the closest standing stone.

    Dear god…. Lightning had struck me.

    I squeezed a hand over my mouth, bending forward from the hips and shaking. “This can’t be happening. I couldn’t have been struck by lightning—”

    “Are you sure?” a rocky, deep voice queried behind me.

    I yanked my head around.

    And there, perched atop a standing stone, was a… thing. It wasn’t larger than a forearm. It had a stocky body, a long nose, and bright green eyes.

    I shrieked.

    I staggered up, body shaking. I grabbed my head. I’d been knocked unconscious… I must be hallucinating.

    The creature watched me with narrowed, stunning eyes. “If you’re trying to convince yourself it’s all in your head, don’t bother. It isn’t.” The guy lifted a foot and slapped it down. “This is unfortunately real.”

    “Who are you? I don’t care. Shit. You’re a vision. A hallucination. Crap. I was struck by freaking lightning. Go get help.” I blinked. “Go and freaking get help, Stella. Right now.”

    I turned.

    The creature jumped off the stone but couldn’t follow me. It could only move within the stone circle. It tilted its sturdy neck up, staring at me. “It’s really pointless to deny reality. It’s a feature of humans, not we nisse.” It seemed proud of that distinction.

    I shook my head harder now, sweaty strands fanning over my eyes. “Nisse? Wait, spirits?”

    “The good guys.” He slapped his stomach and bowed.

    “You’re a guy—”

    “Actually,” she punched her chest out, “I’m female. I would say nice to meet you, but you aren’t having a good day.”

    I hiccupped with unstable laughter. “Lightning struck me, and I’m hallucinating—”

    “Hallucinations are rarely stable. What you’re experiencing is real. Close your eyes.”

    Strangely, I complied, even with my fear-charged body and the leftover fuzz of the lightning strike.

    “Open them,” the little creature demanded.

    I opened them. Everything looked exactly the same.

    “Nothing’s changed, has it? What you’re seeing is stable reality. It’s just a different one to the boring claptrap you’re used to. You’ve finally wandered into the real world.” The creature crossed its arms.

    I shook my head one last pathetic time. My hair flew in front of my face, and I didn’t bother to pull it back. “This isn’t real,” I spat through clenched teeth.

    “Pray tell, what’s real?”

    “There’s the real world… then fiction,” I snapped.

    “There are multiple worlds, multiple realms,” her voice dropped, “all nestled above one another. All are protected by forces you can’t imagine. Now you’ve wandered into their world. You won’t wander out again.” It wasn’t delivered like a threat, but my back arched.

    With wild eyes, I stared around the clearing.

    Nothing was stopping me from running.

    I jerked away from the stone circle.

    The little nisse shook her head. “Don’t run. You don’t know what’s happening yet. I have to warn you.”

    “Warn me about what? T-that I’m hallucinating?”

    “We’ve already broached this. Hallucinations are unstable. This isn’t. It’s continuous, clear, vivid. You can use all your senses to confirm what’s there. Your body won’t lie to you. Your fear will.”

    “I was struck by damn lightning,” I snapped, suddenly realizing I didn’t need to reason with my hallucination. I had to leave it behind and go seek help.

    I took another step outside the stone circle.

    The nisse grunted behind me, “Don’t. You need help.”

    “And I’ll get it from medical professionals.”

    “They can’t help you. You’ve activated something inside you. You must seek guidance from the gods.”

    “Gods?” My voice tightened.

    An odd sensation trickled over my back then gushed, a few splatters of water leading to an unholy deluge.

    It made my mind blank, my thoughts echoing. As bitter, metal-tasting fear filled my mouth, I turned back to the nisse.

    Then I shook my head. “This isn’t real. I need help.”

    “There is still a god amongst these old mountains.” The nisse’s voice dropped. “Go to the hidden grove. Find them. They’ll explain everything.”

    “I don’t need an explanation.” My voice tightened in a whine. “I need help.”

    I took more steps away. I finally confirmed the nisse couldn’t escape the stone circle. Her small eyes widened. “Don’t run, human. You won’t get far. A god’s power has awoken within you. You require assistance, or it will kill you.”

    I laughed again, whip-quick. It crumpled at the end like somebody writing a long letter then screwing it up and throwing it in the bin. They didn’t need to communicate anything. They had to move.

    I finally found my jerky, unstable legs and lurched toward the clearing’s edge.

    I stupidly reached a tree, locked a hand on it, and stared over my shoulder.

    The insistent, wide-eyed nisse now stood on the closest standing circle, worry gripping its unfamiliar features. “Don’t run, human. Please,” sincerity tightened her tone, “you’ll die. As the god power grows within you, it will burn you from the inside out.”

    “This isn’t real,” I snapped one last time and threw myself into the forest.

    I should never have come here. I should never have doubted my fears.

    Now, they’d chase me for the rest of my life.

  
    Chapter 4

    Thor

    I stood at the discussion table, an enormous continuous piece of oak running 20 meters down the cavernous room, and crossed my arms. Behind me, floor-to-ceiling windows let in the stunning view of Oslo’s mountainous outskirts. A storm developed in the clouds far off near the highest peaks. I felt it, the lightning flashing over my back, raw power calling to me.

    I just couldn’t call back.

    The door opened. I knew who walked in.

    I saw Loki’s sly smile in the glass’s reflection. He slid a hand into his perfect tailored Italian suit pocket, tapped his phone case, and grunted, “You’re in a good mood, Thor. Judging from your hard jaw and drooped eyes, the world’s about to end, then?” he said with casual ease, his smile never lifting.

    The trickster god had a certain sense of humor. Underneath waited a serious soldier ready to do anything to stop Ragnarök.

    Because this time, every realm would fall for good.

    The door opened again, and Odin strode in. He was no longer shirtless. He wore an impeccable suit, a long black jacket swaying down to his powerful legs.

    He nodded at me once, walked to the head of the table, placed his phone down, and sat.

    Heimdall followed after him, his sharp, amber eyes staring first at the view then across at me.

    I smiled.

    Heimdall embodied loyalty.

    Tyr and Freja followed after.

    Everyone took their respective places around the table. It could fit 30 more people.

    But there weren’t 30 more gods.

    We hadn’t all woken up.

    Which meant the forces we had to fight the oncoming Ragnarök were fewer than needed.

    My left hand tightened into a grip I couldn’t shake, the fingers sliding deep and tight against my skin like knives tucked into sheaths.

    “Oh dear, the mighty Thor, Lord of Thunder, is in a bad mood.” Loki leaned back in his modern white chair, tapped his manicured fingers on the polished table edge, and shot me a frown. “Remember not to take it out on any goats.”

    I arched an eyebrow. “It’s been a long time since anyone sacrificed a goat to me. And they certainly haven’t done it in living memory.”

    Loki locked his elbows on the table and slid his tall body forward. Jet black hair fanned over disarmingly ice-blue eyes. My own irises were a mix of sharp blue and mossy green. They were nothing compared to Loki’s. They reminded me of midday sunshine sliding off the tip of an ice cap.

    “Just because you can’t remember your past life fully doesn’t mean it’s not there, waiting for you.” He gestured wide. Then he clicked his fingers. “You just have to control quantum superpositioning and remember your old self.”

    My teeth grated. Loki said it easily. It was the hardest thing in the world – no, the realms.

    Since waking up, us gods had learned so much more about ourselves. Modern advances in physics – especially quantum physics – had opened the lid on our secrets.

    But they hadn’t let me inside yet.

    My god form waited for me in the past. I was nominally connected to it in a superpositioned state. My strength and limited immortality came from that. But unless I could superposition properly, I’d never fully regain the power of my godly past self.

    Even though I needed it so badly.

    “He’s got that expression again,” Tyr snapped. “Does our mighty new leader require another lesson in quantum physics?”

    “He now heads up one of the world’s most important materials companies,” Freya snapped, defending me immediately. She crossed her slender, elegant arms over a stunning necklace she’d designed herself.

    In modern times, we worked to survive. Each of us had chosen an industry that could help the rest. Freya designed jewelry for the richest of the rich, rubbing shoulders with them to glean their secrets.

    I headed up a materials engineering company specializing in hardened substances used in the aerospace and defense industries. In reality, I used that tech to strengthen us. We had cars that could withstand rocket launchers, houses protected against even the most violent earthquakes, and phones shielded from all outside interference.

    But nobody was quite as important as Loki. A venture capitalist who specifically invested in surveillance, he shut down companies developing tech before it could find us.

    He used that surveillance gear to spy on the modern world to ensure nobody suspected we were gods. Odin handed him direct targets. He worked for Europe’s foremost security agency. Though with his infinite wisdom, he should head it, he specifically directed the division working on conspiracy theories. He scoured intelligence signals for any theories of modern gods. Tyr worked in the judiciary as a judge, prosecuting targets Odin sent him.

    Together, we protected one another.

    If humanity ever found out our secret….

    I found my seat, pulled it out with a rough hand, and slid into it.

    As Loki’s eyebrows peaked and his darting eyes read my expression, I finished my sentence. If the modern world found out we were real, they’d stop us from doing our job.

    We had to delay or stop the new Ragnarök, or everything – every realm – would fall this time.

    “Is that simple, beautiful brain of yours crunching its gears again, Brother?” Loki asked. “Still struggling to wrap your noggin around modern quantum theory?”

    My lips pulled into a placid smile. “Mother’s right. I head up a material engineering company—”

    “That relies on a lot of tech I give you. Don’t worry, Brother, it’s simple to understand. We gods are products of the quantum realm, and we serve it. Should that service stop—” He ran a thumb over his throat.

    I drummed my fingers hard on the table.

    I should take control of the conversation. Odin did instead. He cleared his throat, a guttural punch. He may not technically lead the gods anymore. He’d stepped aside for me. But we all still followed him in our hearts.

    “I’ve called this meeting for an update.”

    Technically, I’d called it.

    Freya pushed forward, her delightful ruby necklace sliding against the table’s edge with a clunk. It showed off her beautiful, piercing green eyes. She locked them on her husband in adoration. “Dear, though I’m sure you’re used to directing things at your little intelligence agency, our son is technically in charge here.” She gestured at me with an open hand.

    I smiled, lips pale and stiff.

    “Then update us,” Odin pushed. His eyes hardened. I could tell he thought of our last meeting. He wanted proof I’d tried to find Mjolnir’s other pieces.

    I’d searched for 30 years since waking up. I’d discovered one. I kept it in this house’s vault.

    Eight other pieces remained.

    They should call to me. Mjolnir was my hammer. I’d sacrificed it specifically to delay Ragnarök.

    It was only theoretical I could regain it.

    My hand reached out and pulled back in, fingers sliding hard over my palm. I activated a spark of a gravitational wave. But I had nothing to pull toward me.

    Mjolnir was gone and likely would remain that way.

    Loki cleared his throat. He pulled his amused eyes off me and slumped back in his modern, expensive chair. The light fabric across the back scrunched. He lacked my broad shoulders. He was still powerful under that skinny form. Unlike the rest of us gods, he hadn’t lost much magic. Magic… an old word. Skills fit this modern world better.

    He could still move through matter, using quantum phasing to shift through states. And he was still a master of illusion. “Nothing much to report. I just did my due diligence on a new company, a promising unicorn. It’s already worth two billion. It’s still in private hands for now. It uses AI-driven surveillance tech to assess people’s emotional states in public spaces. Better than anything the Chinese have got. The Americans too.”

    Odin nodded. “Acquire it. Dismantle it. Take what we need.”

    I flinched. It was a metaphor. It sounded like ripping down someone and pulling their organs out of their carcass.

    If humanity ever knew what we were and what we’d done—

    I locked my hand on my lap. I drummed my taut knuckles against my knee.

    If humanity ever knew the full truth – that the entire quantum realm and the whole multiverse was on the line – they’d panic.

    They lived in a narrow world. They had no clue just how big reality was.

    “I’ve also developed a new, faster algorithm to log interesting search terms. Combined with my new emotional-profiling software, it should filter anyone who’s credibly researching us,” Loki concluded.

    Odin nodded. “Continue. I should have a new target for you soon, anyway.”

    Loki clicked his fingers and laughed. “I forget you’re technically the one in charge of finding my targets.”

    A low blow. Anyone who spent any time with Loki knew to ignore his frequent barbs.

    They didn’t come from a place of malice, usually just boredom. Loki existed to mix things up. He was chaos personified. And in this modern world, now I knew what us gods really were, chaos had its place. Without a constant injection of change into the quantum realm, it’d shut down. Technology would fail. Reality would glitch. And one day, everything would go dark forever.

    A long shiver ran up my spine, gripping the back of my head like a snake’s tail.

    “I guess we’re up to your update now.” Loki leaned forward, elbows suddenly slipping down as he folded his fingers and placed his chin on them. “What’s your update, dear Brother?”

    All eyes were on me. I glanced briefly at the table. “I’m still looking into Mjolnir’s other pieces—”

    “Quite pointless, by the way. They don’t exist. Only one fragment survived,” Loki said like he knew that for a fact. “It’s a wild goose chase going after them. We’re wasting time when we should surveil our real enemy.” His deep voice tightened, the first glimpse of seriousness. Loki might be a trickster god on the surface. When he had a real target, he tore into it, tooth and nail. Those ice-blue eyes flashed, light along a steel dagger. He pushed to his feet. He locked his knuckles on the table. “I’ve felt more fluctuations in the realms recently. The trolls are coming.”

    Everyone straightened. Loki’s head dipped down, the strands of his ebony hair sliding over his eyes like fingers obscuring something powerful.

    Nothing could stop Loki, though. “I’ve tracked multiple targets – registering credible fluctuations in quantum waveforms. They always slip away. I swear to god,” he laughed at his own private joke, “something’s coordinating them.”

    “They are echoes, just like us. They’ve superpositioned with their old selves from the original reign of the gods.” Odin shook his head, his point clear.

    Loki’s dangerous gaze locked onto Odin. “And if they aren’t? If they’re more than echoes, and someone is coordinating them – no, actively creating them – then what?”

    His question rang out, a hammer blow against soft stone.

    My right hand clenched tightly, and I felt lightning off in the far hills. I could do nothing with it.

    I pushed to my own feet. “We should not rule out the possibility somebody is coordinating them,” I grunted, the first time I’d actually led this meeting.

    Odin’s peeved gaze slid across me. A challenge. I took it head on, body not flinching, gaze hard.

    “Very well, Son. You’re in charge. But I think it is a wild goose chase. There will always be echoes from Ragnarök. We are echoes ourselves.” He placed a hand on his chest and half bowed as if saluting time. “But nothing coordinates the trolls. I would know. As would Heimdall.”

    Heimdall had remained quiet the entire meeting. His amber eyes were stunning, the closest thing to gold without raising suspicion. He suddenly stared over Odin’s shoulder at the expansive view of rolling mountaintops and wide, crystal-clear rivers. He was a security systems architect. He worked with Loki. Heimdall’s specialty was securing data. It spoke to his guard side from old. He was just as important as any one of us, perhaps more so. He secured our data from the outside world.

    “Loki may be right,” Heimdall’s deep voice rumbled around the long room, reminiscent of a horn blast, “something is stirring out there.” His sharp gaze cut up to the sky and held it.

    My back chilled. Out in the hills, lightning struck three times. I counted each blast, tasting them on my tongue, a darting, wild race of energy. I longed to feel it on my skin, pulsing through my veins and shaking in my muscles.

    Lightning made me alive.

    Until I found Mjolnir, I’d never feel its forceful embrace again.

    I nodded once. “We have our respective tasks. Continue.”

    Loki snapped a mock two-fingered salute. He stood, his chair clattering behind him. It slammed onto a polished gray concrete slab. He lifted it with one lithe foot and pressed it back against the table. Then he slid a short-nailed finger down his sharp jaw. He tapped his chin twice. “I think I’ll be seeing you around, Thor. You’re still useful in a fight at least.”

    I didn’t rise to his bait. I could still fight. And god knows these past 30 years, I’d pulled out my strength to fight stray trolls. But my skills were diminishing. Loki’s had never changed.

    He didn’t rely on anything for power – I did.

    Once more, I turned and stared at the sky, catching a lightning flash.

    No, I didn’t catch it. I saw it with mere eyes. Without Mjolnir, I could catch nothing.

    And when I found it—

    Odin stepped close. He shocked me, but I didn’t startle.

    “Find her— find Mjolnir,” he corrected quickly.

    My eyebrows locked down. “That’s the second time you’ve referred to my hammer as a woman.”

    Everyone except for Loki had already left the room. He paused, expensive loafers squeaking on the polished concrete.

    I frowned across at him.

    He flashed an open-lipped smile. I had no clue what it meant.

    “Careful, old man. You’re slipping in your old age.” Loki snapped another mock salute and walked out.

    I frowned at my father. “What does that mean?”

    “That despite an infinite temporal gulf, Loki is still an asshole.”

    It was amusing to hear him use those modern words. And deliberately distracting.

    Odin pressed his fingers into his brow. He was bald and wore it well. His skull, polished and gleaming, looked like a standing stone.

    His patch covered his left eye. He adjusted the strap. “Do not pay attention to Loki. You can regather Mjolnir’s parts. Do so quickly, Son.”

    “I’ve tried for 30 years—”

    “You’ve tried your ways. Try mine.”

    My lips pressed thin over my teeth. “I have standards, Father.”

    He crossed his arms. “When I ceded my throne to you, I expected you’ll do what it’ll take to save the gods and Midgard.”

    My eyes flashed. “Do not question my loyalty for Midgard,” I snapped. Midgard coincided with a close clap of thunder.

    Suddenly, my father looked hopeful. Then his lips puckered into a snarl. I hadn’t commanded the weather, after all. “Mjolnir waits for you, Thor. Go find it. Lose your compunctions. Every single realm is on the line. We cannot let Ragnarök reoccur. We cannot stop it without Mjolnir.”

    “Lose my compunctions—”

    “You are here to ultimately protect the human race and every other realm, too. We always thought There were only nine realms connected by Bifrost. How wrong we were. Countless realms exist in the multiverse. Will you let them fall because you won’t bend to do what you must on Earth?” He spun and walked out, his phone ringing.

    He answered in English.

    I turned and watched the storm.

    I reached a hand out to it. For one blissful second, I thought I commanded the next flash that blasted through the sky, but I could no more pull it toward me than I could click my fingers and find Mjolnir. I was a god on paper, nothing more.

  
    Chapter 5

    Stella

    By the time I got home to my dusty, cramped second-hand book store, I was spent.

    I walked in the front door, dumped my bags, and almost cried.

    I immediately grabbed my left sleeve, yanking it up and sliding a finger over my ouroboros tattoo. I swear to god, it’d started shimmering on the plane.

    I slapped my cheek. “You’re fine. You’re absolutely freaking fine.” I heard my words. I didn’t believe them for a second.

    I hadn’t gone to a doctor in Norway, just couldn’t stomach it. Once I’d walked back to the hotel, I’d fought this overwhelming urge to run. It had won, and I’d left.

    I’d researched getting struck by lightning 1000 times only to conclude I’d imagined the whole thing.

    The grass was burned, true. It could’ve been burnt before I fell unconscious. When lightning strikes you, it leaves permanent branch-like scars. It screws with your nervous system. It burns you. There are signs. There were none on me.

    I suddenly clutched my left wrist like it hurt. It wasn’t pain. Just this tingle like my hand wanted to reach out to something.

    I screwed my eyes shut, thinking of that dream, the chaos, the light, the hand—

    I clenched my teeth harder. Then I slapped myself. “You just fell unconscious for some reason. Then you either dreamed about that nisse, or you hallucinated it. But you’re fine now,” I said determinately.

    I absolutely wasn’t fine. But if one thing was going for me, it was my outrageous ability to just tuck my head down and keep going.

    I picked my bags up, unhooked the sign reading private that prevented customers from heading to my quarters above the shop, then trundled up the dusty stairs.

    I reached a short landing, pushed the door open, and dumped my bags unceremoniously next to my vintage blue velvet couch. I then flopped face-first onto it. “You, girl, are completely fine. You just had… a little turn.” I sounded like my war-veteran pops. In the modern age, we romanticize and emphasize trauma. In the past, they stiffened their upper lip and pretended it hadn’t happened.

    I knew which I preferred.

    I peeled myself off the soft velvet. But I frowned. It was wet.

    … No, I was wet. I slid a hand over my brow. Beads of sweat covered my skin.

    “I’m running a temperature?” I snapped.

    I walked over to the little door leading to my bathroom, shoved it open, grabbed a flannel, wet it, and slapped it over my face. Then I prepared a quick dinner. Baked beans. I had no fresh food in the house.

    I sat on the edge of the couch, woozy.

    My laptop rested in its cradle.

    My eyes darted over to it.

    I got the strongest urge to research the stupidest crap.

    I wanted to type modern Norwegian gods into a search engine just to see what I got back.

    I finished off a spoonful of baked beans and shook my head like a golden retriever jumping out of a pool. “You’ll go on a list. A stupid list,” I added. “People will think you’re going crazy because, woman,” my voice hardened, “there’s a high possibility you are. You have to put this behind you,” I growled. “And you need to freaking move on. Right now. Open the shop,” I said, clapping my hands.

    I walked downstairs after switching my flannel for an ice pack.

    I must’ve picked something up on the plane.

    I wasn’t feeling sick, just hot, the itchy, trapped-in-your-skin kind.

    Maybe It was contact dermatitis?

    My paranoid little brain could cook up 1000 million reasons for a new symptom. I usually obsessed over them.

    Now something distracted me.

    I walked right past the open sign and strode down the dusty stairs to the mythology section.

    A friend had looked after the shop while I was gone. But none of the books in this section ever sold. People didn’t care about physical information when they could just ask an AI assistant.

    Crunching down on my knees, I selected an old, hefty tone from the 50s and pulled it out. I slid onto my butt and propped my back against a box of old magazines, then opened the dusty cover.

    Thor stared back at me, the most powerful god of ancient Norse myth, a figure of justice, loyalty, and force.

    It was just a picture, a colorful line cutting. But it gripped me like that hand from my dreams, squeezing my heart, never letting go.

    I missed several breaths then caught up all at once, gasping like a diver finally reaching the surface.

    I slammed the book closed. “Oh my god, Stella. You are losing your bloody mind.”

    I went to shelve the book but stopped.

    I inched the cover open again. Stupidly, pathetically, I locked a hand over Thor’s face, obscuring his powerful features. He rode a chariot, his hammer held high above his head, a red cape flaring over his shoulders.

    Most details were irrelevant, including his mossy-green, half-blue eyes. My gaze locked on the hammer, a magnet to iron, a lock to a key.

    My breathing strained, a choking lump in my throat.

    I couldn’t look away.

    I slid a finger down the line cutting, and a tingling jolt sliced through every nerve ending like I’d swallowed electricity.

    I yanked my hand back, screamed, dumped the book, and retreated upstairs.

    I was running a fever. Only that could explain my crazy actions.

    I’d sleep, wake up, and ignore Norway.

    I’d never return.

    Because Jenny was wrong. Some risks aren’t worth it.

    Maybe I was wrong. Because some risks never go away. They follow you until you finally face them. Then they begin the chase.

  
    Chapter 6

    Odin

    My fingers tightened around my coffee cup, the steam wafting over my expressionless face.

    Footsteps echoed behind me. I didn’t turn. It was Filip. My second in command.

    He stopped beside me.

    “Filip.” I acknowledged him without turning from the view.

    I stared down past Oslo’s waterfront.

    I didn’t see the shops or fancy hotels. I didn’t watch the tourists and locals enjoying a fine summer day.

    I stared beyond. According to Loki, my ability to see through the realms was not a gift given to me because I sacrificed my left eye. It was provided by the quantum realm. I aligned to a higher state. Or a quantum tunnel. I couldn’t remember his exact theory. How irrelevant. It was modern language that couched an ancient, epic reality.

    Another theory would come. Then another would replace that. But the gods and their powers would remain.

    As long as Ragnarök did not rise again.

    “You always look so thoughtful when you’re staring at the water,” Filip commented, his smooth Swedish accent like a hand gently patting something. But Filip had teeth.

    Anyone in the modern world required them.

    Humanity was becoming stronger weekly. Gargantuan shifts rocked the tech industries as new discoveries and inventions came to market. Nobody could keep up.

    But I could see the larger picture. My true gift. Ultimately, they all just wanted more power.

    “Perhaps I’m not looking at the water,” I paused, sipped my coffee, and focused.

    Filip laughed. “What, staring through it to some hidden world?” His dull brown eyes darted behind his black glasses, and he sized me up. “If it were anyone else, I wouldn’t believe it. With you….” He left the question open and shrugged expressively. Then he cleared his throat. “The director is about to retire. She wants you to put your hand up. No one else could run the agency like you.”

    I stared ahead, never blinking. “You know what I’m about to say.”

    Filip sighed, half exasperated, then stared at his expensive polished black shoes. “That you prefer where you are. You like looking into conspiracy theories. I never asked you why.”

    My finger tapped the coffee cup’s black lid then paused, the short nail turning in, “Because I like to understand how things work.”

    Filip snorted. “You’re investigating conspiracy theories. Stories the delusional tell themselves because they feel disempowered.”

    “Stories, even if they are delusional, help you understand what people think, what meaning they’re trying to make. How they suspect,” my voice tightened, “the world really works. Sometimes we forget as we investigate them that most people are always searching for a larger theory, a greater world order.”

    “Watch yourself,” Filip said playfully. “If anyone hears you talking about a greater world order, they’ll suspect you’ve bought into the very things you investigate. But I don’t think that’s possible.” His gaze studied me again. “You couldn’t believe in conspiracy theories. You seem,” his bottom lip pushed out as he searched for the right word, “too firmly rooted in reality.”

    Filip was astute. He didn’t know how astute.

    “You’ve come to me with information,” I reminded him.

    “Oh yes. In the past this was where I would’ve shadily offered you a file hidden in a rolled-up newspaper. Now I’m just going to prompt you to check your email.”

    “Nobody is around. Just tell me.”

    Filip still stared over his shoulder, eyes narrowed. “You never know when someone is surveilling you with powerful microphones these days.” He sighed. “It seems there is nowhere to be private in this world anymore.”

    I didn’t bemoan his point. It wasn’t technically true. Privacy came, but at a cost. Few had the power of us gods and couldn’t provide it to themselves.

    “What is it?” I prompted again.

    “His name’s Lars Hansen. He runs an influential website. It was mostly ignored, but it’s gained some popularity in the past several months. It’s not the conspiracy we care about so much as Lars himself. We think he’s working as a Black Hat hacker.”

    “Think?”

    “He knows how to hide his tracks well.”

    “And his conspiracy theory? What’s the narrative and belief system?”

    “Gods,” Filip said suddenly, lifting his hands and spreading his fingers like a jazz musician on stage.

    I didn’t react.

    I stood there, in the middle of Oslo, sipping on coffee, a modern god come to life.

    My cold gaze slid down Filip’s face. “… Gods?”

    Filip shrugged. “You know how it works with conspiracy theories. You’re right. They want a cohesive world order. They’re introduced to conspiracy theories one step at a time, always escalating, looking for something greater. Just believing some shadowy cabal is in control is nowhere near as powerful as believing modern gods walk amongst us, directing everything we do.”

    “And that’s Lars Hansen’s exact theory?” I demanded.

    “I wouldn’t say he has an overarching theory. He seems to just gather made-up information.”

    “You cannot gather made-up information. You generate it.”

    Filip clicked his fingers, his thick eyebrows noting my point graciously. “True. He scours the Internet, gathering other people’s theories, supposed observations, and musings, and hosts them on his site. At this point, he hasn’t radicalized anyone. There seems to be a small likelihood he will. You can muster up the motivation to fight a cabal. But how does a mere mortal fight a god?”

    I watched Filip carefully. The answer was easier than he thought. Especially if the gods no longer wielded the same power.

    “I’ll check my email,” I grunted.

    “Am I being dismissed, old friend?”

    “You are free. You can do what you want.”

    He laughed. “Oh, but in these modern times, free is such an interesting word. Free to do what?”

    A hand clenched inside me. Free to live in a stable reality. There was no other freedom he wanted. Trust me.

    Humans could distract themselves with the Internet, with money, with semblances of power. They had no clue what reality really was and how fragile it had become.

    “Good day, old friend. And good luck.” Filip walked away with a brief wave.

    I pressed my coffee cup against my lips and stared out across Oslo. Luck? I wouldn’t need it.

    The foolish wait for luck. The powerful go out and consolidate it.

    And there was only one thing I needed.

    I yanked my phone from my pocket and texted my son, prompting him once more to gather Mjolnir’s pieces from around the world. It didn’t matter how he did it – what rules he’d break. If he didn’t find her soon, we’d die.

    I stared at Oslo one last time and briefly closed my eyes, imagining with my clear sight what’d happen when the quantum realm started to fall.

    Little things would occur first – glitches in technology, strange weather events. People would start to lose their memories. Ocean systems would begin to shut down as quantum glitches magnified up into the biological realm. Then reality itself would start to break. Patches would crumble. Time would flow in the wrong direction. And finally, everything would shut like a book slapped closed and thrown in the bin.

    When you know what your end looks like, it makes you fight harder.

    And I knew exactly what Ragnarök would bring. I’d tasted it once.

    Not again.

  
    Chapter 7

    Stella

    Dreaming. I was definitely dreaming. Back in that black void, nothing around me, trapped amongst the sparking, colliding light. It swallowed me, chaos burning in my skin.

    Nothing could save me. The world bent, shuddered, and screamed.

    Everything flashed. I thought I glimpsed the real world, but I couldn’t reach it. A heavy pressure weighed down on my chest, making it hard to breathe.

    As my fear rose, my body burned, something building inside me. It had to escape. Had to release….

    Release into….

    I saw that hand, glimpsing it in the dark, far-off but there. As light collided and sparked around it, it reached me.

    I lost my breath, my brain, my damn soul. I shed it all. I only wanted that hand.

    It had always reached for me. Through every dream, through the past….

    God. Something was pinning my chest in the real world. I was asleep, but I couldn’t wake. Oh hell, it got heavier and heavier.

    I almost twitched, but I couldn’t escape the dream.

    The hand started to slip further away.

    Panic besieged me, a ram pounding a fragile door, demanding entry. Pushing to crush me—

    “No, come back. Please. Don’t leave me alone,” I cried, heating up, temperature spiking.

    I strained and reached out, but I only pulled those exploding blasts of light toward me. They spun around me, getting faster, ramming my body, pulling me down.

    The darkness was inky black, as thick as choking squid ink. I couldn’t see through it. The flashes started to subside.

    But I wasn’t waking up, just sinking deeper. The weight on my chest—

    “Please,” I roared at the hand, “reach for me. One last time. Reach for me.”

    The hand shot toward me out of the darkness. A force inside me spoke to a force inside it, tying us together, entangling us in a knot nothing could break.

    The hand grabbed mine, and in an exhilarating rush, it tied its fingers around my palm.

    For one split second, everything felt fine. Then a face enshrouded in darkness pushed toward me.

    My heart gave out. I reached for the face, knowing I must pull the darkness back.

    I couldn’t touch it.

    But the hand’s grip was still solid and true.

    “Wake up,” a deep, ancient voice whispered in my ear, exhilarating every part of me, every cell, every particle. I shook in response, leaning toward it, a satellite pulled toward something bigger.

    “Wake up, Stella, and find me before it’s too late.”

    I lurched, bursting awake like someone breaking through an exploding balloon.

    A weight tumbled off my chest. I heard far-off laughter. I almost saw a figure. But as my bleary eyes adjusted to the mid-morning sunshine streaming through my slatted blinds, I realized I’d imagined it.

    I hadn’t imagined the fever.

    I locked my hands over my face, pulled them back, and gasped. Sweat covered them, dripping between the webbing.

    I rasped through a parched, dry throat, and grasped my water bottle. I bit off the lid and drank the whole two liters.

    Nauseated, I clamped a hand on my stomach and swung my legs out of bed then crumpled over my knees. I rocked. “It was just a dream. And this… this fever… just take paracetamol.”

    I pushed to my feet, unsteady.

    I reached the drug cabinet in my bathroom, grabbed out two tablets, and swallowed them.

    I stared at myself in the mirror. I looked like hell, a ghoul come to life to haunt the living. Deep shadows pooled underneath my eyes, and my shoulders hooked forward, messy hair tumbling around them in a knotted sheet.

    I pulled back from the basin but glimpsed something. I stared down at my wrist. Light shimmered over my ouroboros tattoo. It punched the breath from my chest.

    I shook my head. “You’re hallucinating…. You’re delusional because you’re feverish.” I clamped the back of my hand on my forehead. “Maybe you should go to the doctor?” I scratched my fingers down my cheeks. I pivoted and walked to the window. That’s when I saw lightning flashing. My whole life, storms had terrified me – the panicked, holding-onto-the-sofa, hiding-under-the-covers kind. A phobia you couldn’t click your fingers and overcome in a single day.

    But I rushed over, grabbed the frayed blind cord, and hooked them up. Breathless, I stared as lightning flashed in a stormy gray sky.

    Stared, and voluntarily got closer. My groping fingers grasped the old, rusted window catch, yanked it left, and hoisted up the frame.

    A blast of wind shot around me, fanning my messy hair from my face until nothing obscured my vision of the storm.

    It was thickest above my house, I swear. The dark clouds gathered until the impenetrable slate gray looked like a great ship sailing overhead. Then a flash. Bright, sharp, mine.

    … Mine?

    Thunder boomed directly above my house. My hackles didn’t rise. A hot sensation sparked within, begging me to get closer.

    I was on the second floor of my two-story brick building. I wasn’t in the middle of town, just off on the outskirts. But it was midmorning.

    … And I was about to crazily climb out of my window. All to get closer to the storm.

    A forest rimmed this street from behind, and as thunder boomed out again, it must’ve struck a tree. It cracked, the thunder shaking into my lips, heart, cheeks, and back. It shook me from the inside, pushing something out.

    Screw it. In a freaking world of my own, I climbed out of my window. A big old elm brushed up against my building. It wasn’t hard to grasp a crooked branch, haul my butt onto it, shimmy down, then slide along the trunk.

    I fell onto my shaking, pallid feet, stared up at the storm as lightning flashed, and headed for the forest.

    I was a mix of terrified and entranced.

    At the back of my head, I knew I was delusional. The fever had obviously spiked. It could be 42°. Hell, I could still be in bed, hallucinating.

    It didn’t feel that way. I was alive like never before, the energy tingling through my body and unlocking hidden passages, kicking through doors, shattering barriers.

    I threw myself into a run, ignoring my bare feet.

    I plowed down a steep incline, over a mossy, wet log, and into a clearing.

    I can’t tell you why I did what I did next. There was no sense. Just instinct.

    I plunged down onto my knees on sodden grass and flung my arms open.

    I stared up at the storm and prayed for lightning to strike.

    And it did.

    Time slowed again, just like in Norway. I watched jagged force slicing down from the heavens like a crack in glass – no, reality. The world just looked one way. Break the mirror, and you’d see what was really there.

    The compulsion to get struck by lightning stopped the second it actually hit me. I screamed as it forced me backward onto my shoulders. My body crumpled and convulsed as the force bolted through me, wild horses with nowhere to run.

    My mouth arched. Then it closed. My eyes slid shut.

    I couldn’t deny it. Last time, I’d told myself I was delusional. This time, I smelt burnt grass, the keratin of my hair, and my singed cotton night dress.

    My eyes
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