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  His Only Hope Book Three Blurb

    
        
It's over. Thor has her.
 He'll kill her, right? Or will he just find a way to pull her magic out of her and extinguish her flames for good?
 As the dark forces in the city continue to gather, she has to fight for her life. Will he fight by her side or die?
....
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 Three today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

    


    Chapter 1

    I’m still alive. But barely. But there’s something that’s more important. I’m still in Thor’s arms. His rigid bicep is locked over my stomach. I can’t hold myself up anymore. That last-ditch burst of strength I used to produce my Phoenix flames is over. I swoon against him.

    At the back of my head, I know what’s gonna happen next. Hell, it’s not even at the back of my head. It’s at the forefront. It’s pulsing there through my cerebellum, spreading through my body, getting me ready for the end. Thor might’ve spared me until now, but his past will catch up to him. I swear I can feel the infection inside him, getting ready to snap his better reason like a twig.

    The storm is still raining down, strikes of lightning reverberating far off over the city. It’s a dramatic backdrop for what’s going to be the last moment of my life.

    I let out a shuddering breath.

    All of a sudden, Thor steps away from me. He lets me fall to the ground. Out of the corner of my eye, I see him stagger down to his knees. In desperation, I open my eyes wider as I check his body, wondering if he’s hurt. But he isn’t. He’s shaking as he stares at his hands then over at me, and it becomes clear he thinks his body has betrayed him. “You…” his voice cuts through the air, and it’s somehow far louder and more insistent than the storm.

    I smile. It’s really nothing more than a slight curl of my lips. “It’s over, ha? Well, I guess I saved you this one last time…. You have to do the rest on your own.” I close my eyes.

    “Don’t you dare,” he snaps. He takes a single step toward me, but that’s it. There’s still a substantial distance separating the both of us. I can’t struggle to open my eyes anymore. There’s no muscular control anywhere in my body. Moving my lips is an act of pure will. I only just manage it. “I’m… dying, Thor. You’re on your own now. You don’t even need to,” I let out the faintest dark chuckle, “kill me. These injuries will do that for you.”

    “You’re not dying, Astrid,” he growls. And for the first time, I hear something in his voice that shouldn’t be there. It’s determination, all right, but it isn’t directed at me.

    My heart trembles. I’m not ready for it. I’ve had to harden it off against what’s going to happen next – my inevitable demise at the hands of Thor. But it’s not happening, is it? And as every second goes by where he doesn’t spin his hammer at me, it lulls me into believing that maybe, just maybe he won’t.

    I open one eye warily. I lock it on him. It’s hard to see him through the streaking rain. It’s also hard to see him through my streaking tears. I don’t know how my body still thinks it’s a good idea to cry them considering the rest of me is shutting down. “… Thor.”

    “Say nothing more,” he hisses. “This isn’t what you think it is. This isn’t me….” I’ll never find out what he wants to say next.

    He just pushes forward. He goes to grab me up, but when I moan in pain, his eyes dart down to my injury. I’m just remembering how I got it. It wasn’t Thor. It was from that fight back in the alleyway. Just after I fell unconscious, a strike of power hit me from the sky – some lucky shot from the two black and white dragons I just took down. Though it wasn’t Thor who attacked me, it… doesn’t make it any easier to accept that this is my final demise.

    He hisses, hesitates, then places a hand on my injury.

    I wince back in pain, but it’s not a full-bodied move. Half of me wants to remain there, reminding me that of all the things that can soothe that injury in this twisted world, Thor’s hand is one of them. And that’s the most twisted fact of all.

    “I—”

    “You will stay still,” he snarls.

    This is where I should remind him of the fact that if I weren’t so injured, he’d be killing me anyway. I can’t form words anymore. My whole body is weak. I feel like my life is draining through my cupped hands.

    He remains there for several seconds. I don’t honestly know what he thinks he’s doing. It’s not as if he has any magic. He won’t remove his hand, though. He also starts muttering under his breath. It doesn’t take me long to realize that they are magical words. I can feel power in them, and the world around me reacts to it, even if it’s not actually channeled from his body.

    “What… are you doing? You want me dead, Thor.” I’m stupid to remind him of that fact. But I have to. Because I have to tell my thumping heart that this isn’t real. He isn’t trying to protect me. Thor hasn’t changed. He can’t until that infection is removed from him.

    “I just told you to stay still, Astrid,” he snaps.

    Suddenly speaking doesn’t become an option anymore. A wave of pain slices into me. I groan, clutch my side, and grind my cheek into the wet rooftop. My hair fans over my face. The last thing I expect him to do is to push it from my eyes. But he does, and as soon as I feel his fingers trailing over my cheek, my eyes flutter open. He’s right there, and even if there were a storm right between us, or the greatest commotion in all of the galaxy, it wouldn’t stop me from staring up into his gaze. I go to open my lips, but I can’t.

    “Your injury won’t kill you yet. We have to get off this roof.” He leans down. He doesn’t throw me over one shoulder and instead holds me in front of him. He might not have his magic, but he still has the body of a god and is more than strong enough to hold me this way.

    All I can hear is the sound of his boots slapping through the puddles all over the roof. There’s also the occasional strike of lightning far off. I wince with every one.

    I don’t know how he’s carrying his hammer, but it has to be on him somehow, because I’m aware of its song. It’s always there, this never-ending backdrop. Despite the fact it’s not in my hand anymore, it anchors me anyway. It promises me that I’ll somehow get through this.

    I force my eyes open, and I stare at the sky again. It’s as tumultuous as ever. The storm hasn’t weakened any. And judging by the exact power raging through it, I know that whoever is producing it, it either has to be the Dark One or Jormungandr.

    “Close your eyes, Astrid,” he snaps.

    “So it will make it easier for you to kill me?” My eyes close of their own accord anyway.

    He doesn’t answer. I can hear him clench his teeth together and hiss. If I had the strength to open my eyes again, presumably I would see his neck muscles tense like tightly tied ropes.

    I go back to almost falling asleep in his arms. Who am I kidding? It won’t be falling asleep. It’ll be falling unconscious one last time. I have no idea what Thor has planned, but maybe he just wants to question me before I die? Or perhaps he wants to get me off this roof. I honestly don’t know what will happen if I die. Presumably, my Phoenix flames will be released. Maybe he doesn’t want the city seeing that on top of the dragons that have been circling over it all day.

    “I told you to rest,” he snaps.

    “You don’t care if I rest. Because you don’t care if I live. You came here to kill me,” I whisper.

    “You came here to kill me,” he shoots back, his voice somehow darker than mine.

    “But I didn’t, did I, Thor?” All darkness is gone from my tone. It’s so light that every single syllable could just float away into the air.

    With me in his arms, he can’t hide the fact that he stiffens. Every muscle, every joint, every tendon, they all work together until it feels like he has become a statue. “I don’t know what’s happening. But—”

    “It has to be manipulation, doesn’t it? It can’t possibly be the poison that you accepted inside your body.”

    “Do not speak anymore, Astrid.”

    “My name is not Astrid. It’s Celeste.”

    He hisses. “If you think I’ve forgotten that—”

    “What, you think Celeste was just some personality I invented to lure you in? Celeste was my entire life up until a week ago.”

    “… You… didn’t have your memories? You’re lying,” he snaps almost immediately. It’s like he’s a spring. Every time I tell him information he doesn’t want to hear, it stretches him. And there’s a very real point beyond which he cannot be stretched.

    “I don’t care what you believe. It’s the truth. I only woke up a week ago. I’d give anything to go back to life before then. It might not have been much… but at least it wasn’t this.”

    He dwindles into silence. I tell myself that, based on my understanding of how he reacts, this should be when he argues the most. He can’t accept the truth – or anything that comes close to it. But instead, all I can hear is his steady breath. His chest pushes rhythmically against my arms. I don’t know if it’s the effort of holding me, but he’s slightly out of breath.

    I open my eyes again. I search for the hammer. Thor is gonna be screwed without me. And there’s no way I’ll be able to fight again. I don’t know what spell he cast, but I’m only just holding on. And as soon as I black out completely, he’s going to be on his own.

    “What are you doing?” he growls, the deep move shaking through his barrel chest.

    “Where’s the hammer?”

    “Call it by its name. It is not some tool,” he remonstrates. “And it will not fall into your hand again,” he snarls.

    “I honestly don’t care,” I say weakly as I swoon once more, my eyes closing of their own accord as the tension I have to use to keep them open just abandons me in one go.

    “I won’t—”

    “Don’t tell me that you won’t listen to my lies. I don’t have any lies to tell. I have no… attention left over,” I say, almost about to black out once more. “I certainly don’t have the capacity to lie to anyone right now. The truth is horrible enough. I just want to know… that Mjolnir is there. You can’t let it go. Without it… you’re dead.”

    “Without my magic, I’m dead. And you are the one who has my heart crystal. That will change. You will give it to me.”

    Ah, here we go. That’s why I’m still alive.

    As I finally realize that Thor’s not keeping me alive because he can’t bear to see me die, the last of my hope crumbles away.

    I go to black out. There’s nothing keeping me awake anymore, but for whatever reason, Thor won’t let me. It’s like he’s tied into my nervous system. He knows as I start to go under. He shakes me. It’s not that violent, but I can’t say it’s particularly gentle, either. “Astrid,” he demands. But when I don’t respond to that, he sighs. “Celeste.”

    I’m forced to open my eyes at that. I stare at him. “If I give you back your magic… you’ll kill me, won’t you?”

    He won’t look at me. He closes his eyes for a second then tilts his head up and looks at the sky.

    I want to see his eyes, but I can’t – I’m too low down. That doesn’t change the desire to chart his gaze. I want to know how much of the old Thor is left and how much of the infection has taken over. I think… I think once upon a time I used to gaze into Thor’s eyes as he stared at the sky. It was one of my favorite pastimes. For it was the closest I would ever get to eternity.

    Tears run down my cheeks again. I don’t know where they’re coming from. I’ve already cried a lot – I shouldn’t have any more to give. Yet they still come.

    I want to say that Thor doesn’t pay attention to them, but he does. I can feel as he darts his head down. Hell, I can practically hear his eyes move. “There’s nothing you can do—” he begins.

    “Let’s make a deal, okay? I’ll try my hardest not to black out if you try your hardest not to repeat that I’m a liar. I know you can’t see what’s in front of you,” my voice drops. “And I know that’s because the infection is already marching toward your eyes. It just….”

    “If you know so much,” he says, his voice dropping in bitterness, “then you should know better than to do what you have done.”

    There we go again. I really don’t want to fight him, but on some level, I appreciate that fighting him is honestly the only thing that’s keeping me awake. My eyes open, and it’s the strongest move I’ve made yet. “Why am I the liar, Thor? I keep telling you you have an infection inside you,” I hiss. “It comes directly from Jormungandr. Why do you think that you are in a state to be able to see what’s going on? Why do you think I’m the broken one?”

    “Because you exist to destroy.” There’s something so simplistic about the way he says that – as if he is repeating some fact that every single schoolchild around the world would know – that gets to me.

    My gut kicks. I think I become cold – or at least colder. I’m sure if he were to touch my cheeks right now, his fingers would freeze right off. He doesn’t need to touch them – he hasn’t moved his eyes off my face once. And I can see that he’s happy about that comment getting to me.

    “I am not—”

    “I was fooled by your power for some time. And I was fooled by your whispered promises,” he hisses, his voice twisting with bitterness. “But I will not be fooled again.” Again, he tilts his head up, and he gazes at the sky. And that’s when I see that black spark in his neck. It terrifies me.

    I start to shake. He stares at me, his lips instantly rumpling into a frown. I would say that there’s compassion in there, but how can there be when the infection is right there in front of me?

    “Astrid?”

    My eyes close.

    I can’t…. There’s no point holding on.

    “Astrid,” he bellows. He settles me down. We’ve already made it off the roof, and we were climbing down a set of stairs, but now he reaches a landing. As he drops me to the floor, he doesn’t do so with a bang this time. He places me down as gently as he can. “Astrid,” he insists as he shakes my shoulders.

    It doesn’t matter. I’m going under. And I… it feels like this time will be different. It’s almost like something is waiting there at the corners of my consciousness.

    And that’s when I hear and feel it – this dark presence, these even darker whispered words.

    I have never experienced something so stilling in all my life. This experience goes beyond what Loki did to me every time he stopped me in place. This is like having all of the life sucked out of me – all the heat, all the movement, all the promise and potential – all of it gone in a single second.

    I’m vaguely aware that Thor is still screaming my name, but I can’t do anything about it. Those dark words and that dark presence is growing. It’s not so much in a particular spot, but all around me, all underneath, and all within me. It’s as if it’s permeating reality like some kind of pernicious infection. And it’s when I think the word infection that I finally understand what it is.

    It’s that thing from beyond the universes – the dark creature that lives within the fabric that connects all.

    I’m not sure if I shudder. I really don’t know if I have a body anymore, to be honest. Everything is just falling away.

    “Astrid,” Thor calls once more. This time, it breaks through my reverie. It feels as if that darkness is going to swallow me whole, but at the last moment, I finally feel his hand on my shoulder. It’s like he yanks me back out of a vacuum.

    I can’t open my eyes, but I am fully aware of the fact that his face is close and his hands are closer as he clutches my shoulders with all his might. “Astrid. You will come around,” he spits. While there is anger in his voice, there is a great deal more fear. It drips through every syllable.

    Finally, somehow, I manage to open my eyes and thrust back that darkness. But it’s one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. When I come around, I feel like blacking out once more, but Thor won’t let me. I’m still on the ground by his feet. He’s hunched over with both his hands on my shoulders. And his face… is right there. His lips are close enough to kiss. I do not push forward and lock mine on his, though. I’m done doing that.

    He lets out a sigh as soon as he sees my eyes. He presses the back of his hand against his mouth and swears. He goes back to picking me up. “Don’t fall unconscious again,” he snaps, and the angry Thor is back once more.

    “What… you know what’s happening, don’t you?” I manage to hiss. I’m not really conscious of what I’m saying. Words are just lining up behind my mouth, marching out of it like wayward soldiers.

    But I am aware as Thor reacts to that. Not with his words – with his entire body.

    “You… You know what that thing is, don’t you? Why is it waiting for me?”

    “You have to go back to where you belong,” he says. There is no force in his voice at all. In fact, there’s only fear. Maybe he thinks I can’t pick it up because I’m currently crumbling under the pressure of my own fracturing consciousness, but I can.

    I just can’t do anything about it.

    “You will remain awake, Astrid. And you will take me to my heart crystal. The rest will be history.”

    History? Or the future.

  
    Chapter 2

    I can’t tell you what it’s like to be carried in Thor’s arms. Because it is at once one of the most blessed and yet cursed experiences of my life. I’m in so much pain, it’s almost unimaginable, but his presence… every time I concentrate on his beating heart, his warm chest, and the way I’m cradled in his arms, it takes me away from all of that pain. I’m like a pendulum swinging between both states.

    Thor doesn’t question me again. He probably rightly assumes that I won’t be able to answer.

    And I… I just remain there, kind of suspended. Waiting.

    I don’t honestly know what will happen next. I can’t fight Thor in his current state. He has his hammer, and I have absolutely nothing but my continually oozing injury. I’m not entirely sure what he’s done, but he hasn’t fixed it. It’s not on its way to healing. I know that I’ll need strong magic if I’m to have a chance.

    I just don’t know if I’m going to get that chance. Even if Marus finds me, I know he’s not going to attack Thor.

    I have no hope now, do I?

    A tear or two march their way down my cheeks. I don’t think Thor is paying attention anymore. He’s reached the base of the stairs of this building, and I can hear his wet shoes slapping through the lobby. “Don’t cry,” he says. For the first time, there isn’t that much anger in his voice. There’s just resignation.

    I manage the slightest laugh. It’s little more than pushing my chest up and down as I exhale a sharp breath. “Why? Am I not allowed to do that, either? Is that trying to manipulate you, too? You know not everything is about you, Thor.”

    He laughs. It’s almost melodious. “If only that were true.” His voice feels like it drops off a cliff. There’s no humor in there anymore. Just deep, deep resignation. “I would never admit this to anyone else, but it’s not as if you’re going to remember in your current state. You’re right. I never wanted that throne. Who would?” There’s such distance to his voice that it sounds as if he’s speaking to me from Asgard.

    I think I’m about to black out again, but his words force me to hold on. “Then get rid of it,” I whisper.

    He stiffens. I know he’s about to snarl, but maybe his mood has changed for some reason. Perhaps it’s even the fact that he almost lost me to that dark creature. Or maybe it’s something else. The point is, he chuckles, and he doesn’t snap. “If it were that easy, Astrid, I would. But I have to assume the throne of the sky, or people like you will in my stead.”

    “I don’t want your throne, Thor,” I say, and my voice is stronger than it has ever been. “I don’t even want these powers. I—”

    “You want to go back to your old life. I heard.” He repeats that, but he doesn’t say anything – he doesn’t spit at me that that’s not going to happen, that I’m going to be extinguished instead so everyone else can live.

    We make it to the front doors. I have no clue what building we’re in, but I know that he pauses. I can tell that as his head tilts back that he’s judging the storm. He takes a breath. Then he pushes through.

    It’s been nice not being rained on. But as soon as we walk out, the rain pounds down again. I find myself shrinking closer against his chest but can’t stop the drenching sheets from striking me.

    It wasn’t that cold before, but probably because I’m on the edge of death, I am absolutely frigid now. I half wonder if my breath is coming out in frozen sheets of white.

    It might be my imagination again, but Thor seems to cradle me closer. He doesn’t say anything, though. He continues to walk down the street.

    I have no clue if my cloak is still on. I imagine it must’ve fallen from my face at least, because Thor has been looking right into my eyes, and he’s clearly aware of where my body is. That means that people will be able to see me as he carries me down the street. That is, if there are any people out anymore. I’m assuming the sight of those two dragons sent every single sane person in this city indoors or into their cars to get out of here.

    “Everything… will be different now, won’t it?” I find myself saying, but I’m not speaking to Thor.

    He stiffens once more, but he doesn’t want to answer me.

    “Everyone’s going to know about magic now. I… failed.” As I start to black out, I lose track of the fact that it’s Thor I’m talking to. My treacherous mind makes me think it’s Marus. “Sorry….”

    “Nobody will know what happened tonight. You misunderstand the power of magic. It can black out the skies, it can wipe minds, and it can bring back the status quo.” As he says the words status quo, his voice twists with some kind of anger I have never heard before. I’m used to the rage he uses when he’s speaking to me. But this is different.

    I can’t open my eyes. I start to become quiet again. But that’s when he shakes me. “You will take me back to where my heart crystal is…. Never mind.”

    “What—”

    “It’s back at your workplace, isn’t it? It’s up the stairs,” he concludes.

    This is where fear should strike me, but what’s the point? I’m already a goner. It’s better for Thor to get his heart crystal.

    My mind swims in and out, but whenever it seems like I’m going to black out completely, he always shakes me or speaks to me. He accuses me of being a liar at least 10 more times, and it’s almost… as crazy as it sounds, it’s almost as if he knows that word will bait me. And he uses it as a last-ditch measure to ensure I’m awake.

    I know when we start to approach the antique store. I might’ve only been staying there for a few days, but it’s in my bones now.

    I almost let out a sigh of relief. But it’s not as if this place is going to save me again.

    Thor reaches the front door. There mustn’t be a single soul around. Nobody stops us. You might think that the police would be all over the streets after what happened to that restaurant, but maybe they haven’t moved out this far.

    Somehow, still holding me against his chest, Thor checks my pockets. He is clearly looking for the key. He pulls out that keyring I stole off that gardener.

    “And how do you have this, Astrid? It’s—”

    “I stole it off this gardener – or at least a guy who was pretending to be a gardener. He worked for the Dark One. He was… at….”

    “My lookout. Yes.” That’s all he says. There’s the grind of the key in the lock. He pushes the door open.

    “There’s… an alarm system,” I whisper.

    “I see.”

    Does he? Because if he can see, wouldn’t he question why I’m helping him out once more? Wouldn’t it be yet one more seed of doubt in his mind? If I really was this great manipulator who only wanted his throne, then I’d want him to be caught out by the alarm. It would give me one last chance to escape.

    He doesn’t place me down. He seems reluctant to let me go. He walks to the back of the store. The alarm is already whirring. Its pitching shriek should be bothering me, but it’s just a dull thud in my already thumping head.

    Fixing me against his chest once more, Thor reaches out a hand, and the next thing I know, the alarm whirs down.

    I can’t even open my eyes to see what he’s done. He still has no magic, right? So what’s he done? Hit it with a hammer?

    The next thing I know, he’s carrying me upstairs.

    He turns around. He stares at the place. Now I have to open my eyes, because I can feel as he stops and faces, not the stained-glass window, but the bookshelf on the other side. His chest seizes up.

    For the first time, he places me down. Then he rushes over. I watch as he plucks up my god box. His fingers tremble. He opens it. The crystal, of course, is not inside. He slices his gaze down to me. “Was this yours?”

    “I… get the feeling you already know that was mine,” I say weakly. I close my eyes again.

    Thor takes a strong step over to me. He places the box down beside me. “Where’s your heart crystal?”

    “Somewhere…” I can’t finish my sentence. I’m going to black out again. My injury is weeping worse than it was before. It’s something to do with the fact that Thor isn’t holding me anymore.

    He locks a hand on my shoulder. “Astrid,” he says, his voice shaking me as his hand jostles me slightly.

    I open my eyes weakly. “It’s in the wizard den,” I say.

    Yeah, I’ve just given everything away. But as I’ve already said, if I’m on my way out, Thor will need his heart crystal.

    “I was wondering if you would admit that there’s one here. I can smell it. Where is it?”

    I can feel his gaze on me, even if I can’t open my eyes. And I know, to him at least, this is a test.

    “Behind the window,” I say weakly.

    His eyes are still on me. I can feel that, but I just can’t open my own to see what the quality of his gaze is. I hear something in his voice as he mutters under his breath, though. It’s some kind of incantation.

    He chants through several, and in a minute or two, he finds one that works. I can hear as the glass retracts.

    I wonder if he’ll leave me right here, knowing full well I’m not a threat. He doesn’t. He plucks me up once more, and again, I feel that blessed relief. As it spreads through me, I sigh, and there’s nothing I can do to hide it.

    I can sense as he slices his gaze down to me. “Your pain will end soon.”

    One tear trails down my cheek. This has to be the last one. Because statistically, there won’t be time for any more. “Just get it over with quickly, will you? Do me that much of a favor.”

    He says nothing.

    I can hear him walking through the drawing-room then down the stairs. All the while, he is attentive. “This is a powerful place. The wizard who is pumping energy into it must be strong indeed.”

    “The wizard… is dead.”

    “I don’t know who told you that, Astrid, but they were lying to you. A wizard den like this must be continually pumped with power. If the wizard were dead, then the den itself would wither up.”

    “No… Marus wouldn’t lie to me.”

    “And who is Marus?”

    I freak out. I can go down, but I won’t let Marus go down with me.

    “Is he the lion who’s been assisting you? I’ve heard the stories. Where is he now?” I want to say there’s viciousness in his tone, but there isn’t. It’s just easy.

    “I won’t tell you. Take me, but leave him alone.”

    “I would never—” Thor stops. We are walking past the door into my bedroom. He freezes. I feel as he turns toward it.

    I would give anything to flop into my bed right now – with a whole host of magical potions to ensure that I wake again, that is.

    Thor has found his heart crystal. Maybe the box is visible just under my pillow. Or maybe he’s just got such a visceral connection to it that he knows it’s in the room. He walks over. I’m drawn in by every single footstep. They’re like a drum beating down to my last moment. He’s gonna get his magic back. And then….

    I start to black out again. Everything I have tells me that he’s just going to let me get swallowed up by that dark creature, but he doesn’t. He darts over to my bed and places me down.

    He grabs my shoulder and calls my name, but I can’t really hear him anymore. That dark presence is spreading through my mind.

    I don’t think I’m breathing anymore.

    I feel him shake me. That’s it. That’s the last connection I have to my body. I’m surrounded by blackness. I’m being pulled back, back through space, back through the universe.

    There’s nothing I can—

    Just before I can feel that dark presence surge around me, something snaps me back to reality.

    It’s a hand – and it’s covered in magic this time.

    I open one wary eye to see Thor. The box is in his hand. And the crystal is beating with his power.

    He just accessed his magic. I watch, almost in still-frame, as his power returns to him. A strike of lightning comes down from nowhere and blasts into his head. It sends energy rippling all over his body. It races down to his feet then back up to his face. The last thing it reaches is his eyes. They pulse open with untold force.

    All the while, he keeps his hand on my shoulder. By all rights, I should be burned to a crisp, but I’m not. His magic only holds me in place and stops me from spiraling backward into unconsciousness and certain death.

    His head jerks back, and he screams, but it isn’t in anger. It’s at the last of the magic pulsing through his body.

    His hand is ripped off my shoulder for a few short seconds as his body is pulled into the air. More magic spins around him until, with a clunk, he lands. And that’s when he slices forward.

    I give the weakest smile. “So this is it?”

    “No. Not yet.”

    I feel him lock a hand on my injury. I don’t know what he’s planning to do. Is he going to torture me before he kills me?

    That’s not what happens. This blessed heat spreads through me.

    I finally black out. But this time, I know that I’ll wake.

  
    Chapter 3

    I don’t dream. Except I do kind of dream. I’m left with impressions – these broken snippets of memories. They don’t link together in a cohesive narrative but instead spread around me as if someone has shredded photographs. I see Thor. I feel his lips. His arms are all around me. But then I see the infection. I’m running with someone – maybe it’s Balthazar or someone else. I reach a room. A gate is opened underneath my feet, and I watch as the gods fight while I’m spirited away.

    Then there’s nothing but darkness beneath me – this dark pool of water. I feel myself sinking underneath it. It reaches my ankles and then my knees. Its coldness pervades my entire body. It robs me of every last scrap of heat. And then I watch my flames. They spread up over my hands. They float over my arms, and the primary Phoenix twists around. It stares at me, caws, then flies away, leaving me forever.

    I scream as that last impression stabs into my mind.

    I jolt awake.

    I expect to find that I’ll be on some cliff somewhere – ready for Thor to throw me off into oblivion. But I’m not. I’m in bed.

    As I look down at my arms, I realize my Phoenix flames are still there, despite what that haunting dream showed me. I rip my torn sleeves back, and I see the power underneath my skin.

    Then I slowly reach a hand down, and I clutch my side. There are bandages over it. I can still feel underneath, and as I palpate the skin, I appreciate that massive wound is starting to heal.

    I shake my head. None of this makes any sense. I….

    “You’re awake,” someone says. It takes me no time at all to realize that it’s Thor.

    I jerk my head to the side, and I see him. He’s standing with his hands behind his back. Inexplicably, there’s a window in this room now. It stares out across the city. It is the wrong vantage point. The antique store is only two floors high, but it seems as if we’re up in that lookout above the city.

    I part my dry lips back. “How… am I still alive? Why am I still alive?” I add, my voice feeble.

    He won’t turn to me. Mjolnir is right there beside him. He hasn’t plucked it up or anything. He doesn’t need to. I can see little charges of lightning now permanently slicing down his wrists. If he wanted Mjolnir to protect him, all he would have to do was whisper a single word, and the hammer would jump easily into his grip.

    “I found your heart crystal,” he says.

    I instantly grab my chest. My fingers slice in, gathering the fabric until I’ve got such a tight hold of it, it will take a crowbar to rip it from my grip. “Just get it over with. Just kill me already—”

    “Do you really think I want to kill you?” I can’t place his voice. Is that disappointment twisting through it or clear exasperation?

    “Yes. You tried to kill me—”

    “Did I?”

    “I remember,” I shriek.

    “Do you?”

    Is he gaslighting me here or something? I continue to hold on to my top. I shake my head. “I’ve got my memories – not all of them. But I can see fractured moments.”

    “You were the one who told me not to trust my memories and senses because I have Jormungandr’s poison on board. Have you ever thought that you shouldn’t trust what’s in your mind, too?”

    I shake my head once. Then I freeze completely. “Why?”

    “I’m not the only one who is infected, Astrid.”

    I… he’s not saying this. There’s no way.

    I try to conclude that I must still be asleep, so I do the only thing that’s logical, and I go to lie back down.

    “That won’t help,” he says in an empty tone.

    “You’re just… you’re manipulating me,” I say, holding onto that word as if it’s a safety blanket.

    “You’re the one who does all the manipulation,” he hisses.

    Finally. There’s Thor. That’s the one I was waiting for. This is just some kind of game.

    I might have my Phoenix flames back, but I know I will be no match for him, so I just roll over. It will be easier to go to sleep. I don’t want to face what will happen next.

    “As I already told you,” he says in a voice that’s stuck between something strong and something completely weak, “going to sleep will achieve nothing. In fact, from this point on, it’s likely going to be dangerous for you.”

    “Why is that?”

    “Because the wall that was separating you from your past memories is going to crumble now that I have my power back.”

    “You don’t want me to get my memories back?” I hiss. “You don’t want me to find out what you’ve really done?”

    He finally turns to me. I can see that lightning rimming his irises. If I ever questioned his power, now there’s no point. It’s… insane. It’s far greater than Loki’s force. Far greater than anything I’ve seen before. It makes me close my eyes.

    “With your eyes closed, you cannot stop what’s going to happen next.”

    “So just do it already,” I hiss.

    “I’m not going to kill you.”

    “Yet,” I snarl.

    He doesn’t say anything to that.

    “I know you,” I hiss. I grip my head. I twist my fingernails in until I’m dragging them down my skin. “You know how cruel it was to have to protect you? To know that you were always going to do this? To know that as soon as you got your power back, you would kill me? Even though I had to bust a gut to do everything possible to save you?”

    He doesn’t answer. I fully expect him to scream that I’m lying and that there’s no way I was protecting him and this was all part of some plot. He doesn’t. He turns around and continues to look at the view.

    “What are you even doing?” I spit.

    “Ensuring no one finds this den,” he says, his voice quiet.

    I blink quickly. There’s no way that he’s guarding me. “You’re—”

    “I’m what?”

    “Lying,” I say weakly. I stare at my hands. I try to chase away that dream where my flames were extinguished, but it’s impossible. It’s haunting my every waking moment. I close my eyes, and tears start to rain down my cheeks again. I thought I’d cried them all earlier, but obviously my short sleep and whatever magic Thor pumped into me has given me more.

    “Tears won’t do anything, either,” he says, and I wonder if there’s a slight note of compassion in his voice.

    “Then what will do something?” I growl.

    “You need to help me. One last time. For the sake… of what we once were,” he says, struggling through that last bit.

    I stare at the back of his head. “What?” I gasp as my lips open weakly. “Help you?”

    “Don’t say it like that,” he snarls. I fear that means that the old Thor will come back, but his shoulders only tense for a few seconds. “You claim… you claim that you have no intention of bringing about Ragnarok. You claim,” he takes a long time to add the next bit, “that you are attempting to save me. Prove it. Help me one last time.”

    “… And then you’ll kill me?”

    “Stop saying that.”

    “Why not? I remember what happened up on Asgard. Not everything. But… you fought me. You tried to… stop me from getting to some room that was pulsing with red. I—”

    Now his whole body becomes so filled with tension, I swear that every single muscle is just going to pop and ricochet around the room.

    “That….”

    “What? Didn’t happen?”

    “It wasn’t….”

    I wait for him to tell me that wasn’t him. It was the infection. But he won’t do it.

    I’m still kind of weak, but I can get out of bed. I don’t know if that’s a good idea. I’m comfortable with Thor on the other side of the room with his back to me. Okay, not comfortable – but it’s certainly preferable to him being right in front of me. But I can’t take it anymore. I throw the covers back, and I stumble out of bed.

    He turns immediately. For a fraction of a second, he is not controlling his gaze, and I watch as he stares at me in fear. But it doesn’t last. As soon as I can prove that I can stand, he parts his lips back from his teeth. “Your only option is to help me.”

    “Or you’ll what?”

    “Don’t you say that I’ll kill you,” he warns. “I will lock you away.”

    “Right.” Really? My only reply to that is right?

    I can think of a thousand other insults. I know that he’s playing some game. And I don’t know why. I know that he will kill me. Everyone has been telling me he will. Even Loki told me he’ll kill me. But….

    Why isn’t he plucking up Mjolnir? Why isn’t he using his magic on me?

    We just stand there and stare at each other. It’s like we’re in some kind of standoff. Neither of us has guns, but we don’t need them. Our gazes are enough.

    I can’t tell you how much time passes, but with every ticking second, when he doesn’t attack me, and when I don’t attack him, the tension in the room starts to resolve. Or at least, it starts to change. My stupid, treacherous body reminds me that this is Thor. It’s the same man I’ve kissed twice now – three times if you count my dreams.

    I swallow. I turn away. I look at the door. My gut kicks. “Marus—”

    “Is your lion, correct? He has not returned.”

    I turn to him, my eyes wide and shimmering with tears. I can’t control my emotions. It kicks in my gut. “He—”

    “Is alive. As far as I can tell, he’s on the run from Serena.”

    “You have to—” I take a step forward.

    So he takes a step forward toward me. “I have to what?” His arms drop to his sides and loosely swing there. His gaze is on me – and it would take the destruction of the world to rip it off.

    “You have to stop her,” I say, my voice vibrating with fear. “Marus shouldn’t be drawn into this. This is ultimately between you and me. He’s—”

    “Been helping a traitor,” he concludes, and there’s a note of such coldness in his voice that it crushes any hope I’ve had that he’s changed.

    I shake my head. I go to run from the room.

    I know he’s gonna stop me, but the question is how. Will he use his hammer? Or will he chase me down and grab me up? My stomach kicks in treacherous anticipation.

    He does neither. He simply clicks his fingers, and the door snaps closed.

    I run into it.

    I stagger back. “Open this door, Thor. Let me save him. I know it doesn’t mean much to you, but he’s all I have.”

    Thor turns quickly, and I imagine it’s because he doesn’t want me to see his face. “Serena
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