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  His Only Hope Book Two Blurb

    
        
Celeste has Thor's power. She won't give it back. For now.
 Things continue to heat up. The Dark One won't let her rest. He sends his monsters after her with no reprieve. That only does one thing - it forces her closer to the man she must stay away from at all costs.
....
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 Two today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

    


    Chapter 1

    I… I can’t believe that I’ve finally done it. I’ve got his heart crystal.

    It continues to sing to me as I run.

    I throw myself down the corridor, my eyes partially closed. I just can’t keep them open while the crystal is in my grip. It threatens to take me back… all the way back to Asgard.

    I’m running with Thor again. It’s him. There’s no mistaking his eyes, nor the smile on his lips. I’m almost completely absorbed by the vision, so much so that I forget the real world and everything I know about Thor.

    He leans in, places a hand on my shoulder, then draws close to my ear. “No matter what happens—”

    What he says next becomes muffled. Tears race down my cheeks. They fall off my chin as I sob.

    I reach a corner. I have to open my eyes, though it’s the hardest thing in the world to pull myself from that vision. As soon as I start running down the corridor again, despite the fact it’s stupid, I close my eyes once more, all to be sucked into the vision. It happens again, but it’s patchy.

    “No matter what happens….”

    I hang on his words, waiting for his message, but it doesn’t come. Instead, a section of the ceiling above me suddenly caves in. Obviously my body is still paying attention to the world, despite the fact my mind and heart are not. I throw myself to the side, rolling quickly.

    By the time I come up, despite the fact I close my eyes again, the vision is gone.

    I shake my head wildly, tears raining down my face like a storm cloud. “No, please, come back,” I beg. It’s a little too loud.

    I hear footfall.

    In that moment, I almost do something stupid. I want to ignore the footfall and throw myself back into the vision. It’s almost as if I’m standing on the edge of two different realities. Whatever I choose to pay attention to right now will become my future. And I want that vision, more than anything else. Some stupid thought tells me that if I throw myself into it, heart and soul, this reality will simply dissolve, and I will be back up on Asgard.

    I don’t know what locks me to the spot, what finally allows me to open my eyes. Maybe it’s Marus’s disembodied voice, or maybe it’s the part of me that still remembers what happened with Thor on Asgard, even if the rest of me has forgotten.

    The point is, I stop myself, and it’s just in time.

    As my senses refocus on the real world, I start to feel something coming toward me. It’s strong magic.

    Blinking my eyes closed, but only for a fraction of a second, I try to figure out who’s magic it is.

    It strikes me. It’s Loki.

    Obviously he’s managed to push through Carlos and his men. Now he’s coming for the heart crystal.

    I freak out.

    I might’ve managed to get through several gods or demigods tonight, but Loki… he will be impossible.

    I search around.

    I can’t run back in the same direction. I already feel gods pushing in from that way. I don’t want to be trapped between them like a sandwich.

    I glance to the side, and I notice a thick door.

    I shove toward it. It’s locked, and even a blast of my magic won’t unlock it. I push a hand into my pocket, moving as quickly as I possibly can, sweat sliding down my brow and my heart trembling in my chest. I pull out the keyring from the gardener and shove a key into the lock, but for the first time, it doesn’t work.

    Swearing, I go to give up, hoping that I have just enough time to run away, but I spy the other keys.

    Maybe they’re gradated for strength or something? Maybe some of the keys are more powerful than the others at opening magical locks?

    I throw caution to the wind, and I decide to stay and trust the keys. The second key I shove in doesn’t work, but the third does. I see magic crackling up around it. I wait there on tenterhooks, every second drawing past like a knife sliding across my throat. Finally the door unlocks. I can feel Loki as if he’s just behind me. He isn’t yet, but he’s only one length of corridor away. He hasn’t spied me yet, but he will.

    I throw myself in and close the door, not slamming it but instead leaning against it until it slides shut. Then I push down it, my whole chest wall shaking as if someone has thrown an entire basketball team down there.

    I sit there against the door, one hand clamped over my mouth, more sweat on my brow than there is water in the entire Pacific Ocean.

    I wait until I hear footsteps.

    It’s Loki. He’s reached my section of the corridor. He was running before, but now he slows.

    He can feel me, can’t he? I’m not using my flames at the moment, but he must be aware that I practiced recently. I still don’t understand exactly what reflected fire is and what happens to the magic systems of other people when I practice nearby, but I know he’ll….

    I don’t have time to push that thought out, because rather than burst into the room, Loki simply walks past.

    I can’t believe it. I angle my head up and press my ear against the door. I wait for him to turn around, to kick the door down, and to end this, but he doesn’t.

    It takes me a full three minutes until I have the courage to lean up, grab the door handle, twist it, and glimpse outside.

    There is no one. For now. If I want to get out of here, I have to do it now. Another delay of even a second might cost me everything.

    Repeating that to myself over and over again, I finally push out.

    I’m shaky at first, and I tumble down to my knees, but I push up. The entire time, I clutch hold of the heart crystal. It gives me hope and strength when nothing else can. Hell, I imagine even if I somehow lost the ability to move my hand, it would still hold on to the crystal. The stone is possessed of this inner strength that doesn’t appear to be able to be crushed by anything.

    I run.

    I won’t describe my breath, nor my heartbeat, nor any single one of my physiological symptoms. Because I can’t. I focus on getting out of here. It’s not just for me. I need to get this crystal somewhere safe.

    I make it down several more lengths of corridor until I face the one thing I don’t want to. Right in front of me is a god. He has his back to me, and he hasn’t seen me, but that’s not the point.

    I instantly push back into hiding, throwing myself around the corner in the corridor. I inch out when I hear him pick up his ringing phone. He presses it against his ear. “It hasn’t worked. The mission is bust. But they don’t know I work for you yet,” the guard stammers quickly, obviously getting out his words as fast as he can.

    Maybe he’s under the impression that nobody is around yet.

    “I will continue to spy on them,” he reveals. Then he nods and hangs up his phone.

    I glance at him. I haven’t seen him before, but what does that mean? I don’t know anything about Thor’s private life or the company that he runs.

    But as I lock my gaze on this guy, I can’t deny what I just heard. He’s a spy, and I don’t need to rack my imagination to figure out who he works for. It will be the Dark One.

    All I have to do is think of that, and my chest clenches.

    The Dark One could’ve won today. Had I not been here, and had I not given this absolutely everything I have, he could have taken Thor’s heart crystal. Then….

    I’m not thinking straight. I shove forward.

    I know this guy is a second from turning around and seeing me. As soon as I push out of hiding, he tries to, but I’m faster. I use a burst of Phoenix flames. I haven’t been able to judge how strong a god is before, but now I think I can. All I have to do is tune in to his magic system, and I get an impression of how much force he has on board. This guy is a lot stronger than the last two gods I just fought. In other words, I need to make one massive, decisive blow if I want to take him down in a single hit.

    I dig deep. I gather all of the magic I can. I don’t even think in that moment that it means Loki will be able to track me down better. I have to get through this guy and ensure that he will never be able to hurt Thor again.

    Sure enough, as I crack my fist across the back of his skull, that’s all it takes. He swoons forward, his eyes rolling into the back of his head as he plants face-first onto the floor.

    I instantly lean down. I grab his wallet. Sure enough, there’s a black card in it. I don’t bother to take this one. I place it on his chest, hoping it’ll make it obvious who this guy really works for. Then I turn. It’s just in time to hear and feel Loki again. Maybe he doesn’t think he’s making any noise, but to my trembling heart, he is. I imagine I’d be able to hear him even if he were halfway across the city.

    Freaking out, I cast around again, and that’s when I see a room to my side. The door is slightly ajar.

    I get a sense of magic from within. Glancing down at the guy I just fought, I wonder if he was doing something to the place?

    There could be a booby-trap in there, I tell myself, but I also tell myself that any kind of booby-trap, no matter how dangerous, is going to be preferable to facing Loki head-on. I throw myself inside. I skid down to my knees, turn around, and close the door.

    I blink at the darkness.

    I wait for my gut senses to align, but they don’t. I’m kind of starting to take my extended senses for granted, but for the first time, I can’t see through the dark – not even a glimpse.

    “What the hell?” I mouth as I wave a hand in front of my face.

    I certainly don’t make a single sound, which is a good thing, because Loki has just reached the corridor outside. The light doesn’t seem to work in here, but my sense of hearing is still absolutely fine. I listen to him as he pauses above that man. I think I even hear him lean down and grab up the card.

    I wait for him to move off.

    I tell myself that I got into this room with plenty of time to spare. But he takes a step toward it.

    Terror pulses through me. Thor’s heart crystal reacts to it. It glows ever so slightly in the dark. It’s the only illumination I have been able to pick up so far.

    I use it to dart forward.

    This room is full of junk. But it’s large enough that as I throw myself forward, I get far enough away from the door that it won’t hit me when it opens. And trust me, it opens.

    I don’t think I’ll ever forget that grating groan in my entire life.

    I’m down on my knees, roughly in the middle of the floor. I won’t have to wait long for Loki to recognize me, but as he pushes into the room, the light from the corridor does not illuminate far.

    … I was right. There is some kind of spell cast on this room. It makes the darkness impenetrable.

    Despite the fact I can see Loki, he cannot see me.

    I can see as he narrows his eyes. They’re rimmed with green magic. If he weren’t hunting me, I would have to admit that they’re actually pretty intense. Not in a bad way, but in a way that really holds my attention.

    But there’s no time to be judging how handsome his features are right now.

    He does not push out of the room. Instead, he shoves in.

    He starts to narrow his gaze. As he pulses his hands into tighter fists, magic starts to curl around his fingers, plunge over his knuckles, then race up around his wrists. It’s the most powerful display I have ever seen. And it’s the kind of display that, if it were to meet my face, would spell the end for me.

    I make the mistake of shifting further backward. I think I’m quiet, but clearly I’m not. I see his gaze narrow in.

    “You’re in here, aren’t you?” he growls. “Is this your spell?”

    He takes a step forward. He comes closer to me, but I dart to the side. I don’t think I’ve ever been more thankful for an enemy’s spell in my entire life. If I could grab this darkness up and wrap it around my shoulders, I would.

    For now, all I do is control my breath. I still have a hand clamped over my mouth. I breathe ever so gently through my fingers.

    Meanwhile, Loki just stands there, becoming even more irradiated by magic. He looks as if someone plucked him out of a nuclear core.

    “You cannot hide from me. Not forever,” he growls.

    Though I shouldn’t speak to him, a part of me wants to.

    I need to point out that I am not in this to hide from anyone. I’m not in this to hurt anyone, either. I must just do the impossible – keep Thor safe without getting too close.

    I close my eyes, but only for a fraction of a second. It doesn’t matter. Loki can’t suddenly see me. He takes another step in, but that’s when a gust of wind comes from nowhere, catches the door, and slams it closed.

    Now I can’t see him, but he also has no idea where he is in relation to the rest of the room.

    He curses. “Whatever spell you cast, know this, I’m the most powerful god that has risen yet.”

    I get the strong urge to speak to him. I really do. But I can’t run the risk of him recognizing my voice.

    He lets out a chuckle, then lets out a blast of magic, too. Fortunately, it’s way off target. It lands several meters away. I can only hear it – I can’t see it.

    It doesn’t matter how powerful it is, obviously the darkness spell in this room is far stronger.

    I think I know where the door is. It’s straight ahead. He hasn’t moved. Which would put him directly in front of it.

    My heart pounds harder. I need to get out of here. As I clutch hold of the heart crystal, I swear it begs me to do the same.

    “Every god in the city’s coming here now. Even if you manage to escape from this room, you will not be able to escape them.”

    That urge to speak to him is getting stronger and stronger. I don’t think I’ll be able to contain it soon.

    But I need to get out of here. So I push ever so gently to my feet.

    I know that the only way to get out of here is to go through him. So it’s time for a test.

    He knows exactly who I am. There’s no point in hiding my Phoenix flames.

    I let just a flicker of flames push out of my jacket.

    Except I can’t see it. The only thing I can see is a glimpse of Thor’s heart crystal through my tightly clenched fingers. As I realize that – the heart crystal is the only source of light – I clamp my hand around it tighter.

    Obviously I make some kind of noise, because he throws a sudden blast of magic my way. This one’s closer, but I simply stand my ground, and it sails about 30 centimeters over my shoulder. It smashes into the wall, and while I can hear something catching alight, I can’t see it.

    “If you think I’ll let my brother go, you’re wrong,” he growls.

    I can’t take it anymore. With a hand still clamped over my mouth, I speak. I keep on the move, though. I duck to the side, knowing that he only wants me to speak so he can attack. “I’m not in this to kill anyone.”

    “Astrid,” he growls.

    As soon as he uses that word, it drags me back to my vision of Thor. We’re running hand-in-hand through the basement of Asgard. But what are we running from? Is there a mark on Thor’s throat? It looks like some kind of black smudge.

    That image strikes me, and it’s painful. I grab my head with my free hand.

    It’s a mistake. Loki attacks. I try to push back, but this one catches me on the arm. My Phoenix fire protects my flesh and my jacket, but I’m thrown back by the force of it. I smash into a collection of boxes, and they break apart, their contents hailing around me.

    He darts forward, obviously using his godly sense of hearing to track me. I push out with my foot just as I hear him try to punch me with a magic-laced fist. His fist connects to my shoulder as I twist my head to the side, but my foot also connects to his knee. It’s not just a simple attack. I let magic pulse out through my foot. He hisses as he jerks to the side. I put a lot of effort into that kick. Enough that he should’ve at least been pushed backward, let alone thrown across the room. But here’s the thing – the warning I should not have forgotten. Marus’s words come rushing back into my head, and they shake through my cerebellum as if I’ve just swallowed a pinball machine. There is no way I will be able to take Loki on. No way at all.

    As that realization strikes again, I shove to my feet, rolling to the side to get out of the way of another attack. It smashes into the floor. By the sounds of it, it digs out a huge chunk of concrete. I can feel dust spreading through the room. A few pieces of rubble even strike my cheeks.

    Loki takes several steps forward, but he always keeps himself between me and the door. I know he’s fully aware of which direction it’s in. Just as I know that he will be able to dart backward and stop me even if I make a single move toward it.

    “You will not be allowed to end the world, Astrid,” he says in a voice that is hard yet somehow soft with determination. That isn’t to say that he’s weak or anything. It’s just that he doesn’t need to scream it out loud for it to be true. It’s obvious that he both has the power and the will to stop me.

    I know I need to stay silent. He’s only drawing me into a conversation to try to win this fight. But I can’t.

    This is the first time I’ve actually been revealed to a god, even if he doesn’t know who I am and I’m keeping my voice mostly muffled. “I have no intention of bringing about Ragnarok,” I snarl back.

    It takes a moment, then he laughs, but it’s not a joyous affair. It’s this short sharp punch of a breath. It’s like he’s pushing it out of a gun. “There’s no point in lying. We know exactly what you are now. Your true identity has been revealed, and no matter how hard you try, you cannot wind back the clock.” With that, he comes at me again.

    I think… okay, this is mad, but I think I can see just a flash of his magic. It’s as if my eyes are adjusting to the dark, after all. While I manage to dodge his attack, that does not bring me any solace. If my eyes are adjusting, maybe his will, too.

    “I’ll do anything to protect my brother,” he growls.

    I see a flash of the door. It doesn’t last, but it’s just long enough that I know exactly where it is. There are a few chunks of concrete between me and it and one or two blown-apart cases. It doesn’t matter. I’ll be able to leap right over them.

    But I don’t go yet. I slice my gaze toward him. I pick up just a glimmer of him. I can see his face, but more than anything, I can see his green eyes, the illumination darting around his irises moving faster. It’s the most chaotic thing I’ve ever seen, and that just reminds me of everything I know about Loki – from myth, at least.

    “You’re one to speak,” I growl. “You’re always the one who betrays your brother.”

    There’s a pause. Then he laughs. “When have I betrayed my brother once?” There’s this confused note in his voice.

    I open my mouth, but then I stop. I have to control my frigging lips. I can’t say the first thing that comes to my mind, because every single thing I say will reveal who I am, whether I’m conscious of it or not. Every question, every action – all of it can reveal me if a person’s intellect is sharp enough, and trust me, if anyone is smart enough, it’s Loki.

    Sure enough, he lets out the slightest chuckle. “You have no clue who you are, do you? You still don’t have your memories, do you, Astrid?” His voice dips down low. Then he goes in to attack.

    I’m ready for him. There’s a crate just beside me. I kick it into his path. It disrupts him and gives me more than enough time to roll to the side. Now the door is just there, right in front of me. But he’s prepared for me. He suddenly attacks the floor. He sends this unholy charge of magic into it. It’s so bright and so strong I feel like it will rip my eyes out of my head.

    I don’t know how I’m glimpsing this room from time to time, but I start to wonder if it’s my growing ability to see the in-between realms. It doesn’t matter. He attacks again. This time I have to go by hearing. I manage to dodge back. Once more, he’s between me and the door. I catch a glimpse of him straightening up. His muscles bristle against his tight suit. His lips pull back hard. “You may not have any memories, but trust me, the rest of us do. We know exactly what you are, even if you do not. If you care for this universe – if you care for the countless beings within it – then give yourself up. It will be a better fate than what is coming.”

    For just a second, he gets to me. But then Thor’s heart crystal pulses in my hand. It’s so strong that I almost open my fingers. I don’t drop it, but I let just a single slice of illumination out. I can see it like it’s this brilliant ray of sunshine. It doesn’t blind me, though. It warms every single part of my soul. But Loki doesn’t see it like that. It pulses through the room, and he screams, clutching at his face.

    This is it – my last and final chance.

    I shove forward. At the same time, I let a blast of my Phoenix fire out.

    It pushes into him, picking him up off his feet.

    He is far too strong for my Phoenix flames to be able to hurt him, but they get him out of my way.

    I reach the door.

    He screams. I feel his magic pulse into my flames.

    “I’ll come for you, Astrid. And there’ll be no escape next time,” he promises.

    I hesitate and throw myself out.

    I escape Loki.

    For now.

    
      For now….
    

  
    Chapter 2

    I do the impossible. I manage to get out of the museum. There are other gods, but I’m motivated. I also have the heart crystal. And it helps me.

    By the time I make it out onto the city street, I’m holding it as if it’s a baby bird. No. I’m holding it as if it’s my own heart. There’s so much reverence in my move that my hands are a cushion for it, one that’s willing to put up with any damage to keep it safe.

    It’s still raining. Hell, it’s worse than any storm I’ve ever been in before. The weather is completely uncontrollable.

    For the first time in my life, it’s working for me and not against me. As I push out of the back of the museum, I think I can hear other gods coming my way, but just as I run out across the car park, a strike of lightning blasts down from the heavens and hits the back of the museum. The door catches alight. I can hear screams within.

    I turn around, take several jerked steps back as I stare at it, then lift my head and glance at the sky.

    The heart crystal pulses once. I can tell it’s begging me to take the opportunity to leave. So I do. I whirl on my foot.

    I rush forward.

    The rain continues to pound me, but I don’t feel cold. Even if I were trapped in a comet, I wouldn’t feel cold as long as I had Thor’s heart crystal in my hand.

    I concentrate on one thing – getting home.

    I won’t let all the thoughts that want to assail me creep into my mind until then. By the time I make it to the shop, Marus is waiting there for me. He’s obviously tracked me back through the museum.

    The back door is open, the alarm is off, and he’s sitting there, his worried face turned up to me. “Quickly. Come inside.”

    I shove in, collapsing down to my knees as he kicks the door closed.

    He rushes in front of me. He looks me up and down. It’s clear he’s searching for any sign of injury. My face is angled toward the ground. My wet hair forms a curtain in front of it. He actually leans up on his haunches, places a paw on my cheek, and pushes it up to look into my eyes. “What happened? I created a distraction, but then I—”

    He glances down at my hand. He becomes completely silent.

    I lock a breath in my chest. Then slowly but surely, I open my fingers.

    I get caught staring at Thor’s heart crystal again. It’s… there is nothing in all of reality that comes close to it. It’s not like a star in my palm. It’s not like a planet, either. It’s… like pure potential. No, it’s pure potential wrapped up in hope. Pure potential can go either way – it can harm you or benefit you. This… this is designed to lift me up by the wings, even though I don’t have any.

    I push to my feet. I’m not that unsteady. I wipe the back of my hand across my mouth, dislodging a heck of a lot of rain and sweat.

    I look down at Marus. He’s still sitting there, his mouth slightly open in awe. He quickly glances up at me. “You actually found it.”

    I nod. I open my palm and stare at it. I practically bathe in its blessed warmth. “Where should we take this?”

    “The wizard’s den. Immediately,” he adds.

    I follow him up the stairs. I’m a little shaky, but I’m holding myself together.

    I let him open the stained-glass window. I pull myself in.

    Marus doesn’t take the best chair this time. He allows me to flop into it.

    Then he disappears from the room. He comes back with that box I stole from the wizard Constantine.

    I frown at it. “What do you want to do with that?”

    “Place the crystal inside.”

    I make a face. The entire idea of placing this crystal inside something I stole from Constantine really gets to me. There’s nothing wrong with the box per se, but it was in his office. It’s like it’s been crawled over by cockroaches or something. I shake my head quickly. “I’ll….”

    “What, my lady? Keep hold of it? You’ll wear it around your neck? You’ll put it in a ring?”

    I bite my lip.

    “It must be kept safe. It must be kept hidden,” he adds.

    I really don’t want to place the crystal in the box, but at least I pluck the box up. I close my eyes. It sounds mad, but I start talking to the crystal. “Do you want to go in here?”

    Marus doesn’t tell me I’m crazy for talking to a chunk of rock. He just waits there patiently, his eyes open with just a touch of awe.

    When the crystal doesn’t object, I place it down in the box. I stare at it for a few more seconds. Then I close it.

    Instantly, its light is gone. But I know where it is, and I give the box a loving pat. “What is this thing, anyway?”

    “It’s similar to that little star box we have that other crystal hidden in. Nobody will be able to know what’s inside. You will also be able to lock it.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “It is a very curious device. You can lock it with something peculiar to you – something special that only you can conjure up. It can even be a thought or memory. Unless a person can supply the exact charge of magic or thought, the box won’t open.”

    I lean forward. I clutch the box again. I’m ready even before Marus asks me what I should use.

    “I’ve got a memory,” I say. I close my eyes. I remember rushing hand-in-hand with Thor. And I remember him telling me that no matter what, I can’t let them make him hurt me.

    Remarkably, all I have to do is draw that memory to mind, and suddenly the box lifts up off my knees. A charge of magic races around it, and I can see as the seal locks. It flops back down into my lap.

    I blink wildly a few times. I try the lid. It doesn’t open. Not until and unless I recall that memory in full.

    “I hope you have chosen something strong, my lady.”

    “Don’t worry,” I say as I wipe a hand down my face and dislodge more rain, “I have.” I lean back. Cradling the box, I close my eyes. I’m content to sleep just here.

    Marus is obviously not happy with that. “You had a big day. You also used a lot of magic. You might find yourself sleeping for some time. So it’s better to do it in bed.”

    “You just want this chair,” I mutter as I nonetheless push up, the box tucked safely under my arm.

    “There’s that too,” he concedes my point. He turns into a lion then makes me grip his tail. I’m tired and all, but I don’t need someone holding my hand and taking me to bed. Still, I do stagger a little. Marus leads me into my room. Then he pushes me down into my bed with one of his giant paws.

    I am so happy for my soft pillow.

    What’s more, the bed is obviously magical, because, despite the fact my clothes are sopping, it does not become wet.

    I throw my jacket off but leave my dress on. I kick my heels across the room.

    “Now rest, my lady. Have sweet dreams.”

    Sweet dreams, ha? I don’t need them to be sweet. If they can tell me who I was in the past, and if they can reveal to me what happened to change Thor, I will give anything to make that happen.

    But I’m forgetting that old adage – you must always be careful what you wish for.

  
    Chapter 3

    I’m dreaming. I know that. Or at least some part of me does. The rest of me is completely caught up by the dream.

    I’m in the basement again. I know that I’m in Asgard. It’s not just the roughly hewn stone walls. It’s not just the symbols on them. It’s the magic within the place. It beats through channels in the floor. And it is… eternity. It’s time that has been pushed down and compressed into power.

    Thor’s right there. My hand is in his. He turns his face to me. It’s awash with terror. And that’s when I see the lines down his throat. At first it’s just a black smudge, but as he twists his head to the side and he reveals more of his neck, I can see this raised black vein.

    “Your neck,” I stammer, and I’m not sure if this is a memory or if I’m somehow living this dream and can now interact with it.

    He grips his neck. He lets his fingers slide over the raised vein. Then disappointment floods his features. But he keeps his hand over mine, and he clutches it harder as he pulls me forward faster.

    I don’t know where we’re headed, but as I glance forward, I see a room on the opposite side of the large expanse we’re in. I can see this subtle red light pulsing within.

    “What—”

    “Whatever happens, you can’t let it spread. Never let it spread to you,” he hisses.

    He suddenly jolts to the side, and I can see that black vein becoming far more pronounced. Whatever is within it, it’s moving. It’s this pernicious dark force. He grabs his neck and hisses in pain, but he can’t stop it. It spreads down his arm. I may not be able to see it underneath his armor, but that doesn’t matter. I’m fully aware of the path it takes as it tracks down his strong biceps, over his elbow, then branches out to his wrist. I can see the veins as they rise up and wrap around his fingers.

    I scream. He simply clenches his bad hand into a tighter fist then closes his good fingers harder around mine. He turns to me, his eyes widening. It’s in fright, but not for himself. “No matter what happens, you can’t let it spread to you. Even… even if it means ushering in Ragnarok, you do that. Do you understand?”

    No. I shake my head. Tears well in my eyes. As my head jolts from left to right, they rain out like a storm cloud. “Thor. No. I—”

    We’ve just reached that small door. I can see the strange red light pulsing within, but I have no clue what is in the room. He suddenly grabs my face. He only uses his good hand. The whole while, the left side of his body shakes. I can feel that pernicious energy traveling further through him. He’s being poisoned, right in front of me, and there’s nothing I can do.

    “No matter what happens, Astrid,” he says as he brings his face close. “If you have to, you bring about Ragnarok. You do it for us. And you do it for the universe.”

    I scream his name.

    Then he pushes forward and kisses me. It doesn’t last. It’s a singularly sweet moment otherwise punctuated by the hell of this dream.

    As he pulls away, I scream his name.

    But that’s when I feel something jump on my chest.

    I wrench my eyes open only to realize it was a dream after all.

    Marus is on my chest. His paw is up in the air as if he’s about to claw my face.

    I shove up, and he jumps to the side.

    I grab my chest above my heart. I look at him. “What—”

    “I was about to wake you up, my lady. You were having a nightmare.” His words are quick, his worry obvious.

    I shake my head. Then I palm my face. I let my fingers drop. “It wasn’t….”

    “It wasn’t a nightmare?”

    I turn to him, my gaze sharper than it ever has been before. “What happened during my last days in Asgard? I… who sent me to Midgard? It was Thor, wasn’t it?” There’s so much hope in my voice, I don’t even know what it will do to my throat.

    He frowns. Then, not looking at me, he shakes his head.

    Confusion jolts through me. “But I—”

    “Thor had been after you for some time before you fled.”

    “No—”

    “The god who helped you escape was Balthazar.”

    That’s not the first time he’s mentioned that name. I clasp a hand over my eyes. “This doesn’t make sense. I dreamed—”

    “Your true memories of Asgard are locked away. As they must be. It is very unlikely that they will be able to resurface. If they do, they will resurface all at once. You will not get flashes,” he says with some confidence.

    I drop my hand and stare at him. I want to tell him what I dreamed of, but what’s the point? He’s probably right, isn’t he? That dream was just wishful thinking – something my confused mind threw up to try to reconcile my growing feelings for Thor with the fact that he objectively wants me dead.

    I shove out of my bed. That’s when I realize that the box with Thor’s heart crystal in it has made its way underneath my pillow. I push the pillow to the side. And I lean in. I go to grab it, but I freeze.

    I can’t become attached to his heart crystal. It’s like becoming attached to the man himself.

    I decide to just leave it there. It’s safe enough. No one is gonna make it into this den, anyway.

    I turn to Marus. “It’s the weekend, right? I think I’m just going to—”

    “You slept for two days. It is Monday.”

    “Stop kidding with me,” I laugh as I rub my eyes. I start to think of the things I’ll do this weekend. The thing I will not do is head out into the city. I’m just gonna flop around in my bath.

    “It’s Monday,” he repeats again, his voice flat.

    “Please stop playing with me.”

    “I would never play with you. You slept for two days. It is only natural. That fight on Friday was a hard one. I also,” he looks to the side, obviously gathering the courage to say what he needs to next, “believe that the heart crystal may have affected you,” he says quietly and evenly. “But do not worry. I have been watching over you. And your magic seems to have reasserted itself. You are ready for another week.”

    “Ready for another week?” My voice shoots up. “I want a weekend. I need a bath.” I add that pathetically as I clench my hands around my middle and lock my hands over my elbows.

    “Well, a bath you will not get. You have to get ready and down to the store in a few minutes. Alas, there is only time for a small breakfast, too.”

    I groan.

    I find some clothes. I put them on.

    Though it’s the very last thing I want to do, I drag myself out into the store.

    Manfred has finally given me a set of keys and the code for the alarm, so I don’t have to wait outside for him.

    I instead insert myself behind the counter. I lean down, lock my chin on my hand, and close my eyes. But it’s a mistake. All I can see is Thor as he leaned in to kiss me. I open my eyes immediately, but the image isn’t gone. It’s still there, just an impression in my mind, but one that will become sharper if I dare feed it.

    Marus is still in the room, though he’ll have to become scarce when Manfred arrives. He jumps up onto the counter and frowns at me. “What is with that expression?”

    I push up, stiffening immediately. I neaten my hair. “What expression are you talking about?”

    “You just shot the counter a very strange look. What was your nightmare about?”

    “I—” I can’t share this with Marus, especially since he already confirmed it was nothing more than a dream.

    Marus is already clearly worried about my attitude toward Thor. He might be thrilled that I’m now determined to protect Thor, but if he finds out I’ve been dreaming of kissing him, things will change.

    I sigh.

    I walk over to the front doors. I stare up. “There isn’t a single cloud in the sky,” I say, my voice dripping with disappointment.

    “I thought you would be happy with that? You’re the one who’s always complaining that storms are out to get you.”

    “… Yeah.” That’s one of the weakest things I’ve ever said. All I can do is think of how the storm protected me on the way back from the museum.

    I think about the museum, and my eyes bolt open wide with terror. “Thor,” I stammer.

    “What? Is he on his way here?” Marus demands as he jumps off the counter and rushes toward me.

    I turn to him, and I must look as pale as an ice sheet. “No, the museum. He’s going to know it was me,” I say. I don’t think I’ve ever pushed words out of weaker lips before. “He’s going to know that I’m the one who stole his heart crystal.”

    “Slow down, my lady. Why?”

    “Not only is there footage, but he’s going to know that I disappeared from the main room. God, I wasn’t thinking straight. I should’ve gone back there—”

    “You are not dealing with a mere house cat,” he says, and his whiskers twitch up, a certain kind of smile pressing across his lips. “I’ve already dealt with the footage, and as for the people in the main room, that is dealt with, too. Long before you even left the museum, I woke them all up with strong magic, and they fled. There is no footage, and there is no one to say that you did not flee with them.”

    I stand there, blinking as I stare at him. “You… actually did that?”

    “Of course.” He sits straighter. I think his shadow elongates. I can almost see his lion side.

    I get down on my knees. I go to pat him, but that’s when I hear the back door opening.

    I jerk my head in the direction of upstairs, and he rushes up them before Manfred comes into sight.

    I’m still down on my knees when he does. I pretend I’m checking a crack in the floor.

    He walks over and frowns at it. He shrugs. “This store is old, but it’s sturdy. Not much can get through this place,” he says with a strange look in his eyes. Then he nods over at the counter. He’s got something under his arm. He slaps it down. It’s a wad of paper.

    I push up, brush the dust off my skirt, and walk behind the counter. I frown down at it. It’s a collection of photos. They all look like antiques. That, considering my paltry knowledge, is all I can say.

    I frown at them then up to him.

    He’s looking at me. It’s a somewhat disarming look.

    “Ah, Manfred?”

    “Crazy, ha?”

    “Sorry?”

    “What do you mean sorry? I say crazy, and the only thing you should be thinking of is what happened to the museum on Friday night.” He leans back, crosses his arms, and whistles.

    My gut clenches, but I manage a casual shrug.

    “Sorry, did you shrug your shoulders? The museum is practically in tatters. Fortunately, most of the damage was to areas not showing art. That’s not the point. The place was full-on attacked by the storm. You know three strikes of lightning struck the ground? There was even a gas leak. People were unconscious momentarily. It’s insane,” he adds.

    I just stand there, nodding. When I realize that looks too strange, considering I reputedly lived through that chaos, I clamp my hands around my middle, and I draw my shoulders up high toward my ears. “It was crazy,” I say in the weakest voice I can manage.

    “I didn’t get a chance to go in the end,” he says with a shrug. It’s entirely too nonchalant, considering he was so excited about seeing Thor.

    Speaking of Thor. I squeeze my lip between my teeth and drag my canines over it. “I guess you’re gonna want me to go find that box again today—”

    “Box?”

    “The one for Thor—”

    He shakes his head. “There’s no point.”

    I stand a little straighter. “Why?”

    He shrugs. He scratches behind his ear. “I just get the impression that it’s somewhere I won’t be able to find it now.”

    I stare at him with narrowed eyes. Marus has said on multiple occasions now there
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