
     [image: Cover]
   

 
    
        His Only Hope Book One

        
    

    
        Odette C. Bell

    

    
        [image: Odette C Bell]
    

    
        www.odettecbell.com
    




    
    Copyright

    All characters in this publication are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

    


    His Only Hope Book One

    Copyright © 2020 Odette C Bell

    Cover art stock photos licensed from Depositphotos.

    

    [image: Odette C Bell]
    
        www.odettecbell.com
    



  His Only Hope Book One Blurb

    
        
Sometimes destiny can't wait. The past will always rise once more.
Celeste's an ordinary woman with ordinary problems. But that can't last. An ancient power is rising within her. There's a fire inside her unlike any other. When she finds out she's a goddess, her life will never be the same. But when she finds out that every other god wants her dead, normal will be a thing of the past.
The most powerful businessman in the city turns out to be the most powerful man in the heavens, too - Thor, King of Asgard. Celeste fled there hundreds of years ago, never to return. For Thor vowed to kill her, no matter what. But things are not as they seem. As gods and monsters line up to destroy her, she's soon forced into the very arms of the man she must flee.
....
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 One today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

    


    Chapter 1

    “Whatever happens,” he looks right into my eyes, his own gaze blazing like fire, “you run. Do you hear? You run.”

    I stare up into my warden’s face, his old, marked brow slicked with sweat. His expression is a picture of fear – not for him, but for me.

    The floor thumps again. I can hear them coming. They’re not that far off. With every step they get closer, my heart pounds.

    “Say it, Astrid. Whatever happens—”

    I gulp, and it’s hard to force my way past the tension climbing my throat. “I run,” I gasp. My voice is as weak as my trembling hands. I’m trying to convince him that I’ll have the wherewithal to run, even without him, but I’m failing.

    Yet he has no choice but to let me go. His brow condenses, more tension ripping across his face. If it keeps continuing like this, it’ll tear him apart. Better that than the gods on our tail.

    I hear them now. Their cries split the air. They make my stomach pitch. It feels like I’m going to throw up my own guts. I cram a hand on my stomach. But once more I part my trembling lips to repeat, “Whatever happens, I run.”

    He grips my shoulder, his fingers sinking in hard. I don’t know if it’s because he’s trying to stop his hand from trembling, or because he wants this lesson to sink right into my body – past my mind, past my fears, and right into my muscles.

    “It doesn’t matter if you have to activate another gate. You get out. No matter what.” As he says that, his lips wobble around each word. There’s more fear building in his gaze. That’s because they’re getting closer. The floor is quaking underneath us. It’s like it’s an outstretched hand that’s holding us – one that’s about to fail.

    He turns me around just as he jerks his head to the side and locks his wild gaze on the open doorway at the other end of the room. The floor is now shaking so badly that the entire room is quaking. Dust and rubble rain from the ceiling above. In this old part of the palace, the ancient stones can’t take the pounding they are being forced to endure. One even cracks as I twist to the side.

    “Celeste,” he says as he grips my shoulder and shoves me forward. “You will forget me. You will forget most of this. But I will ensure your guard remembers. Try to trust him. Even if your mind cannot recall, let your heart remember every single thing that happened to you. And trust no one else,” he says as he starts running with me. He lets his old, wizened hand slip down and clasp up my trembling fingers. He yanks me forward faster. It’s just in time. They’ve reached the open doorway.

    At the lead is him. The one who will break me. The one who will do anything to kill me, all to stop his prophesied destruction.

    Thor.

    Light glints off his armor plating. His chest piece looks as if someone has trapped the galaxy down there. His hammer hangs at his side. The perpetually glimmering symbols of Asgard and the motif of the tree of life blaze along the metal. They suck light into them, just like the man himself. Though there are other gods behind him, all lining up, none of them have the presence of Thor.

    He locks his gaze on me. And as I turn one last time, my hair fanning around my face, his eyes try to cut me down. When that doesn’t work, he throws his hammer. Lightning blasts out of it in every direction.

    But before it can reach us, my warden turns. He opens his hands wide then compresses them together. Space twists. It tilts to the side, throwing the hammer off course.

    “Balthazar,” Thor screams my warden’s name, “you will pay for your treachery.”

    “There is only one traitor in your midst, Lord, but I fear you will never be able to see through his lies.”

    “Bring her back,” he roars, the whole room shaking. Large stones start to hail down from above. They smash into the roughly hewn floor. Wherever they gouge out holes, I can see energy fluctuating underneath. It is the beating heart of the palace – the power upon which every single god exists.

    As a massive crack blasts through the floor and opens up underneath my feet, my gaze is drawn to it. I see that energy flickering, dancing like eternal flames, and calling to me, always calling to me.

    Though I know I must run and I mustn’t allow myself to be distracted, I open a hand toward it, my fingers trembling even more than they did before. That part of me that cannot ignore the eternal flames rises once more, but Balthazar is there to stop me. He jolts in from behind. Rather than run with me, he picks me up.

    He might be old, but he still has the true force of a god. I feel it pumping in his veins. It is irrepressible. For now. When I am gone….

    I can’t finish that thought. I grab his collar. “I can’t do this without you,” I hiss.

    He doesn’t even look down at me. He sets his blazing gaze forward. We have almost reached the room before us. I can see a hint of a circular platform within. There are strange contraptions all around it. They lack the immaculate, traditional quality of most of the architecture of the palace. For they are ancient. They come from a time before this reign of gods. Something about them calls to me, even now, even as tears run down my cheeks at the prospect of losing Balthazar.

    “Do not worry, my lady. This is only a departure of sorts. All forms are reborn.”

    My gut trembles. I want him to tell me that he will be okay, that he’ll survive this. But I see the look in his gaze – to him, he doesn’t care if he does. There’s only one task that’s important – getting me out of here before it’s too late.

    I still grip his collar. “I don’t want to go without you.”

    “Only you can travel down to the other realms. I cannot go. I must buy you the time. You understand where you are going, why you are doing this. You know why this is important.”

    Yes. I do. My whole soul vibrates with the knowledge.

    I have to leave before Thor kills me.

    For if he kills me, the light around us will die with me.

    He will destroy his kingdom without even being aware of it.

    Just as we reach that open doorway, I lean up, strain over Balthazar’s shoulder, and catch sight of Thor once more.

    He’s too far away to see his features. All I can make out is his figure. His hammer has returned to his hand. His shoulders are hunched, but I know better than to conclude that he has given up. Sure enough, he tilts his head up. He stares at me. I swear flames should be blazing around his face now – he is that intense. He opens his stiff lips. “No matter what realm you travel to, Phoenix, I will come for you. And I will stop you before you can open the heart of Ragnarok and bring death to the gods once more. It will be you who will pass this time. Not me.”

    My gaze wrenches off him as we make it into the room.

    Within me, my heart trembles. I stare at that raised platform. It’s gold, and around it are concentric circles that glow this deep neon blue. There’s an energy in the room – a hum, too. It causes my teeth to chatter in my skull and makes my skin vibrate.

    There are markings all over the ceiling and the floor. They are ancient symbols. I have only ever glimpsed them in my dreams.

    Balthazar slows, though he cannot slow forever. The gods are still hot on our heels.

    He jerks forward and places me down in the middle of that platform. I go to leap up, to grab his wrist, but he just opens his hand and sends power spiraling down into the base of the platform. It lights up. The room was already aglow, but now it looks as if it’s turning into a bright star.

    Balthazar has to hide behind his outstretched arm. Me, I don’t even blink. If it’s one thing I can put up with, it’s bright light or fire of any description. Fire is within me, after all – my very lifeblood, my very reason to be.

    I still stretch a hand out to him. He cannot push beyond the circumference of the circle anymore. As more power pumps out of it, some kind of shield appears, locking me in place. My fingers slide against it, crackles erupting and dancing around my flesh. They light up my embroidered sleeves, travel over my purple robe, then reach my bright white hair. “Please, Balthazar. Try to come with me. You can’t go down like this. Not for me—”

    “If not for you, my lady,” he says, his voice quiet but his determination as strong as any mountain, “then there is no one in this universe I am willing to sacrifice myself for.”

    On the word sacrifice, tears brim along my eyelids. They trail down my cheeks. I force my hand harder against that shield, but it simply rebuffs me. “Balthazar, no.” I clench my hand into a fist and start pounding it against the magic, but it doesn’t matter. It continues to rebuff me.

    “My lady,” he gets down to one knee and bows to me, “you may not remember me, but I beg of you to remember this.” He looks up at me just as the gods reach the room behind him. “You must forge your own path. You must understand your heart. And no matter what happens, you must stay away from the gods.”

    I watch in gut-wrenching, heart-destroying terror as Thor reaches Balthazar.

    He looks down at me, then pushes his hand out to grab Balthazar’s collar.

    For a moment, time stands still. All there is is Thor and me, our gazes locked, our destinies intertwined.

    He says nothing. There’s no time. But words don’t need to express what’s already written over his face. I see the deep hatred – the centuries-long anger. And the need to end this. To him, I am nothing more than an agent of his destruction. A weapon to be destroyed, a ghost to be eliminated.

    Balthazar is not about to go down. As the whole room begins to hum, sounding like a thousand birds getting ready to take flight, Balthazar jerks to the side. He opens his hand wide and activates his arm channels. Light blasts down his forearms and into his palms. Two circles appear, and as they fill with energy, he throws them toward Thor, but Thor is ready. Even without his hammer, he can take such an attack. He just flexes one large bicep, lets energy build up along it, shores up his stance, and takes it. I watch his energy blast through the room. It’s only just visible above the growing light.

    “Stop her,” he screams at the other gods as they sprint into the room.

    “If you hadn’t lost your way, my Lord, you would realize there is no way to stop the gate when it begins to open,” Balthazar says, and I hear the disappointment in his tone. He sounds like a father who’s lost a wayward son.

    But there is no filial recognition in Thor’s gaze. He snarls, his lips pulling over his face like whips. “The old ways were barbaric. Fictions – myths designed to manipulate. You have fallen far, Balthazar. Trust me,” he says as he pulls out his hammer and starts to charge it, “you have disappointed me more than I have disappointed you.”

    “I only pray that in time you see what is happening here underneath your nose before it is too late,” Balthazar says. He opens his hands, flattens them against his chest, then closes his eyes.

    “Balthazar,” I shriek at the top of my lungs. That hum in the room is getting far louder. It’s becoming hard to hear all the other screaming gods. But I am so attuned to Balthazar that even if he were to give one final whisper, I would pick it up. I’m on my knees now, my purple robe rumpled around me. I’m beating my hands against the shield.

    No matter what I try, it does not work.

    Balthazar keeps his hands flattened on his chest.

    Thor reaches toward him, his hammer glowing with charged lightning.

    Balthazar looks at me one last time. “You will not remember this, Celeste, but your heart will. Find it, and all will be unlocked.”

    With that, he thrusts forward. Energy blasts off him. Several gods were about to throw themselves at the shield, but as the room fills with his power, they are thrust back.

    I have a chance to scream Balthazar’s name one last time. Then I feel myself being lifted up off my knees. My hair and robes tumble around me as I’m caught in an invisible wave of power.

    As I am lifted up, my eyes reach Thor’s gaze. Once more, time slows, and he stares right through me. I see his lips cracking open. Then, regardless of the cacophonous noise filling the room, I hear his warning, “I’ll come for you, Phoenix. And this time, there will be no rebirth.”

  
    Chapter 2

    I wake up with a rocking sigh. I’ve got a terrible headache. As the breath pushes from my chest, I inch my fingers up and clasp my head. I wince immediately. “Damn, it feels like I’ve swallowed a car and it’s speeding around my brain. Knocking into things,” I add disjointedly as I shove up. My pillows tumble out from behind me. They strike the dusty floorboards. I kick them out of the way as I swing my legs over the side of my bed. There’s a full-length mirror on the opposite side of the room. It’s dawn, and rays of orange and purple tinged sunlight are streaming in through the old cracked blinds above my bed. It gives the mirror this ethereal glow. As I glumly stare at my disheveled appearance, that glow catches my eye. My lips twinge into a frown as I try to trace it in the air. It takes me a few seconds to shake my head. “What the hell are you doing, Celeste? You’ve gotta get to work, remember? Because work – work pays the bills. And if you don’t pay the bills,” I push up, stretch, then walk over to the wall and let my fingers trail over the crumbling plaster, “everything falls down around your ears.”

    Stretching again, and feeling a knot so large in my shoulders, it would take a team of firemen to pull it out, I reach the landing.

    It’s dusty. Everything in this house is dusty, regardless of how much I actually dust. I swear that it’s full of imps, and every morning while I’m sleeping, they’re out there throwing dust around like glitter.

    That, or this place is super old, and it is just disintegrating.

    I frown at a patch of plaster on the floor. I tilt my head up and see there’s a new hole in the ceiling. There is a section of damp. We had a lot of rain last night. And obviously the roof has started leaking. Again.

    I wince, throw a hand over my eyes, and grind my palm back and forth until I see stars. It’s better than seeing what’s in front of me. “More bills, I guess,” I groan.

    I reach the old stairs. I do not run down them. I have the coordination and all, just not the death wish. I carefully place my hand on the banister, and I try out the first step. That’s the worst. Sure enough, as I put weight on it, it complains as if I have just taken an old skeleton and asked it to hold up a human body.

    It sounds as if it’s not just going to crack under my weight, but turn to frigging dust.

    I ease my way past the damaged step, then walk down the rest of the long staircase. As soon as I reach the base, I stretch again, but it does nothing to eke the tension out of my body.

    “One of these nights, I want to wake up from sleep refreshed,” I mutter to myself.

    I make it into the kitchen. It is the nicest part of this house. It’s old, but it’s quaint. There are blue-and-white teacups sitting on a cracked but chic French dresser. There’s an old-style stove, a kitchen bench with a chipped but still functional marble top, and some pretty Art Deco tiles behind the sink. It’s the one place in the house I keep crisp and clean. I reach over, trail my fingers over the tiles, then finally let a grin settle into place over my lips. Yeah, I have knotty shoulders, and I had a crap sleep, but at least I have a house.

    It’s not much, but it was left to me in my mom’s will. It’s far outside of the main city, but that doesn’t matter. I enjoy the walk to the bus station every day. Speaking of which. I slice my gaze over to the clock on the wall. It’s warning me that I have five minutes to get ready. I’m not even dressed.

    Launching myself at the fridge as if I am a human cannonball, I clutch it open, my fingers sliding over the smooth metal. Biting my lip, I realize the only thing inside is old Chinese. And by that, I mean at least a week and a half old. I pin my lip with my incisor, pushing in hard, wondering if I can risk the ancient takeout, or if it would just be saner to drink toilet water.

    I pluck it up experimentally. I draw it close and waft my hand over it, just like they teach you to do in chemistry class so, if there is toxic gas, you don’t instantly suck in a lungful.

    I make a pained face, whirl around, dump the container in the sink, and flatten a hand on my stomach. “I don’t need breakfast,” I try to convince my stomach, even though it takes that exact opportunity to give a warning gurgle, reminding me I have to feed it or pay the consequences.

    I grind my teeth back and forth across my lips again. I shrug. “I’ll just find something on the way,” I lie.

    Even if I do run across a café selling something nice at this time in the morning, I won’t be able to afford it.

    Racing into the bathroom, I grab up my work clothes. I cram them on.

    I don’t usually go to work this early – I work in a bookstore; I’m not a baker. But we’ve had a recent shipment of books. I have to unpack them this morning before the shop opens at nine.

    Yawning again, I make it to the door. I open it and intend to rush out, but I double back quickly.

    “You again?” I snarl at the scraggly black cat sitting on my doorstep. Its fur is all mangy, but it has these eyes – eyes that would look appropriate on a sci-fi poster. They are some of the most penetrating I have ever seen. It glowers at me. Then it meows, the pitch of its cry like fingernails over a blackboard.

    “I don’t even have food for myself, buddy,” I snarl at it as I inch past and close the door before it can shove in. “I’m certainly not gonna feed you. Go to the strays home or something.”

    I don’t know what it is about this cat and me. Usually, I adore them. I had them, too, when my mom was alive. But I can’t afford them anymore.

    This Is different, anyway. I don’t know if it’s the way it glowers at me. Maybe it’s its eyes. Maybe it’s that its damn personality reminds me too much of my own. The point is, it irritates me, so I edge past it, jump down the steps, and go to ignore it, but that’s when it shoots forward. It starts to curl between my legs.

    “Go away,” I snap. “Where did you even come from, anyway?”

    It ducks forward and looks at me. Maybe it’s trying to answer me. It can’t exactly speak English, and even if it could, I don’t think I’d care. I go to brush past it, but that’s when it uses its claws to get my attention. I’m thankful that I’m wearing thick stockings. Its claws fortunately don’t scratch me too hard, but it does ladder my nylons.

    “Hey,” I say as I shove it off. “Just get out of here.”

    I raise my fist to the cat, not that there would be any way I would ever actually physically hurt the little guy. He clearly knows this because he just settles his glower on me harder. He meows. I’ve described it previously as sounding like nails down a blackboard. I swear it’s more insistent than that. It’s also really loud. The cat is small for his age. It looks as if he’s perpetually stuck in a kitten state. Yet he meows like he’s a frigging lion.

    I glower at him one last time, then reach the gate.

    I run.

    He doesn’t follow me. As I turn my head over my shoulder, I see him jump up onto the cracked gate post.

    He locks his gaze on me. I swear that gaze could follow me across the city.

    It takes me a while to shake it off, even when I get around the block.

    I make the bus just before it leaves. I’m out of breath as I pull myself into one of the back seats. I don’t immediately go for my phone. I close my eyes instead. I think I can half-remember some kind of dream. It was a crazy one, too. I remember being lifted up off my feet in a cloud of invisible power. And I remember light – this brilliant, insanely bright light. It’s all around me, all through me.

    I find myself staring at my palm. Then I begin to tune in to the conversations on the bus.

    “Did you hear about the exhibition?”

    “I’m sorry, but why the hell are you talking about some exhibition? I haven’t been to the museum once in my entire life.”

    “Yeah, I get it, you’re more of a celebrity person. But that’s why I’m asking if you’ve heard about the exhibition.”

    The two gossiping girls I’m listening to are right in front of me.

    There are few other people on the bus yet, so I’m listening to their conversation by default.

    I go to tune out, but that’s when the one taking charge grabs her friend’s arm and gets a manic kind of grin on her face. “Do you have any clue who is the patron of the exhibition?”

    “Why are we still talking about this?”

    “Because it’s only one of the wealthiest – and hottest – men in the world. Thor Asdor.”

    I roll my eyes. I hate celebrity news. I feel like this world is hard enough for most people, and rather than latching onto people’s lives who are more successful, it’s better to just keep your head down and away from all that dross. It puts the wrong ideas in your head. You see somebody driving past in a fancy car, and suddenly you think your perfectly fine car isn’t good enough, all because it has the wrong rims.

    I cross my arms and close my eyes again, but it’s pretty hard not to listen to their conversation, considering they’re loud and there’s no one else on the bus.

    “You are kidding me, right?” the other friend says, her voice shaking with genuine disbelief. Either she’s faking her emotions, or she cares so much that some rich idiot is in town with some exhibition, that she’s acting like this is the best news of her life.

    “He’s in town, too. He’ll be here for a month or something. Apparently he never leaves the exhibition. He likes to think he guards it.”

    “That is so romantic.”

    Sorry, romantic? Try possessive. Also, who cares? Yeah, exhibitions of genuine historical items are interesting and all, but this is a private collection. If Mr. Asdor actually cared about history, he’d donate his stuff.

    I can read between the lines. This will be some kind of glorified PR exercise. It would be easier than, you know, actually giving money to charity or something.

    The conversation is making me sour. Fortunately, it stops pretty quickly. Or at least, I stop paying attention to it. I find myself frowning as I try to remember the contents of my dream again. I have appalling dream recall. I can usually remember a few flickers – one or two moments – but that’s it.

    Last night I… was running. Because every single night in every single one of my dreams, I’m running. I can remember that detail, at least.

    I try to shrug it off. Running dreams are common, right? At the end of the day, dreams are meaningless, anyway.

    I promise myself that as the bus stops at the train station. I jump off and immediately huddle into my collar as a fiendish wind shoots down the street. Tugging my head up, I see that clouds are clinging to the horizon. They haven’t marched their way across the whole sky yet, but there’s certainly a dark promise of rain and storms to come.

    Even though it’s impossible, I think I can hear far off lightning.

    I just dismiss it. I ride the train in a daze. My eyes are open, but I’m not really seeing anything. I can do that sometimes. It’s this weird ability of mine. It’s like the actual focus behind my mind can dim, even though my body is going through all of the normal daily functions. I… I kind of liken it to this between realm. It’s almost like my psyche is spreading to some other place. Just like my dreams, I can’t really remember it, but I don’t need to.

    By the time I get off the train and complete the short walk to the bookstore, I’m actually refreshed. That happens when I let my mind wander.

    I open up, get into the storeroom, and immediately start unpacking boxes.

    I plan to do that for several solid hours, and I put a podcast on. It’s when I’m listening to it happily that I hear the back door open. I frown and look up to see my boss. He’s harangued. Grabbing his white hair in a tight grip, I swear he’ll pull it out. He looks like a mad scientist at the best of times, but now he’s extra-special disheveled. Not only is he unwashed and his clothes are rumpled, but his glasses aren’t even sitting straight. They’re all askew as if some bully has just grabbed him by the pants and shaken him around.

    “Ah, you okay, Manfred?” I lean up and drum my fingers on one of the boxes I’ve just opened.

    “No. I’m going out of my mind.”

    I tamp down on the sarcastic part of me that wants to point out that he has been going out of his mind his entire life. It’s a perpetual state of being for him. And don’t get me wrong – I like him for it. He’s a lot zanier than most of the people I know. But the point is, he doesn’t look any crazier than usual.

    “Did I tell you about my other venture? Of course I did. I’ve told everybody about it.”

    “You mean the antique store you bought for your wife?”

    “Yeah, the antique store.” He clenches his teeth together and forces a breath through them. It whistles through the room. “She’s sick today, and that no-good sales assistant she’s hired has taken the day off. I need someone to watch the store.” I can practically see as the cogs are turning in his mind. As his gaze latches onto me, he obviously realizes I’m his employee and thinks that that means I can work for him, wherever he pleases.

    I straighten up. I try to control my expression. “I don’t know a thing about antiques.”

    “You don’t have to. I don’t expect many sales today. The weather is not conducive to foot traffic.” He darts a finger to the side and waggles it at the impressive floor-to-ceiling shop windows. They let in an unrivaled view of the sky. And let me tell you, it’s a lot darker and more menacing than when I walked in.

    Even though I’m inside, I still wrap my arms around my middle. The storeroom opens out onto the shop floor through a large set of double doors. I get the urge to go over and close them. That won’t change the storm – it’ll just keep another buffer between me and it. And let me tell you, I have always hated storms. Lightning, especially. I used to freak out at it when I was a kid. I would become inconsolable. And another thing? I’ve always had this fear – this perpetual, irrational, but immovable fear that I will be struck by lightning at some point in my life. It is only a matter of time.

    “If you don’t expect anybody to come to the antique store, why are you keeping it open?”

    “Because we’re expecting several special shipments today. I need someone there to man the desk and sign for them. And you’re perfect.”

    There are a thousand things I can say to that. First and foremost is that I am employed in his bookstore. I am not his slave. I don’t have to do whatever he bids.

    But Manfred is already grabbing his phone from his pocket. He calls his wife by the time I even open my lips. “It’s fine. Celeste has thankfully volunteered to watch the store.”

    Volunteered? Really? Though I hadn’t managed to force any words out, my expression would show just how reluctant I am to do this.

    The decision is already made, anyway. He shoves his phone away and grins at me. “You know where it is, don’t you? It’s just around the block.” He actually shoos me off.

    I frown at him. “Don’t I need the keys?”

    “Oh, yes. Of course. I’ll come with you and open it up. The alarm can be temperamental.”

    The last thing I want to do is leave the storeroom. Though I had to get up early, I really like unpacking books. It’s a brainless task. It also keeps me away from other people. And before you think I’m agoraphobic, I just need to… get started in the morning. Maybe it’s a hangover from my dreams or the fact that I live alone, but I just need some me-time before I’m ready to face the rest of the world.

    But there’ll be no me-time today. He rushes me out of the back of the store. Immediately wind charges down the laneway, grabs my loose hair, and whips it around my face in a frenzy. Sure, Manfred has shorter hair, but for whatever reason, the wind isn’t picking on him. It sticks to me. It tugs at my skirt, rips my blouse out from where it’s tucked in at my waist, and otherwise tries to pull me apart.

    This probably sounds paranoid, but it bears saying anyway – the weather always has it in for me specifically. I remember as a kid camping near a river only to have my tent inundated despite the fact it was higher up than my friend’s tent. Then there’s every single time I’ve run to the bus during a rainstorm only to find other people at the bus stop are completely dry. My house leaks all the time, too, and before you put that down to bad maintenance, back when my mom was alive, she was pretty handy. There wasn’t a single leak. But it still damn well rained inside sometimes. I swear that every single storm cloud out there has a pact to hunt me down.

    I’m glad of the fact that the antique store really is just around the block. By the time we reach it, it’s so dark out, it feels like it’s night.

    Manfred takes the time to pause, the key in the lock of the back door, and he turns his head all the way back. His wild eyebrows peak, and his lips jerk open. “It’s gonna be a crazy one today. Destiny changer,” he mutters.

    I ignore most of the stuff he says. He is easily the most eccentric man I have ever met, but that one gets to me. “Sorry?” It’s usually a mistake to draw Manfred up on one of his strange statements. The smartest thing to do would be to let it go.

    Let it go I can not.

    He turns to me, a wild grin spreading his lips as he finally opens the door, shoves in, and quickly presses in the alarm code to deactivate the system. “It’s a saying I’m fond of. You’ve heard it before, right?”

    Maybe. There’s a lot that Manfred is fond of. He has thousands of sayings. Suffice to say, I do not keep track of all of them.

    He jams a thumb in the direction of the roof. “Storms like that are built to change destinies.”

    “You sure they’re not built to deliver rain?”

    He doesn’t even chuckle at my snide joke. He shrugs and turns toward the windows at the front of the store. We can only just see them from here. This place is chaotic. It’s a jumble. And I get it, that’s part of marketing. The more you make people search, the more they find stuff they don’t know they want to buy. It’s a health hazard, though. I inch my way around an old yellowed stack of magazines. I glance at the windows once more. They’re nowhere near as impressive as the bookstore. They are also old. The glass is kind of warped, and the metal between the panes is all rusted. That does not detract from the view. Somehow, it’s even darker. It looks like the storm is about to break. But… it doesn’t feel like it. It’s gonna brew like this all day, something inside tells me. Then, when I have to leave, it’ll break – right on top of me. With a shiver, I trace my fingers up and down my arms.

    It takes Manfred a while to get back to answering me. He picks his way to the front counter, muttering to himself the whole way. It’s only when I get close that I realize he’s actually reciting poetry. But he’s doing it in a language I don’t know.

    My frown etches deeper across my lips. I feel like I’m chiseling it into my chin. “What are you saying?”

    “It’s an old Norse poem.” His eyes glitter. They always do that when he intends to teach me something. “I live my life by it.”

    Really? I can count about a thousand different theories that he lives his life by. Manfred has poor critical thinking. He believes every single thing he comes across. Being in his head would be like permanently being in this store.

    “It’s pretty,” I lie. I don’t know if it’s the cadence of the language, or the actual words he’s saying, or just the overflow from my dream this morning, but the poem creeps me out.

    “Destiny,” he lifts a finger again, something he always does, and grins, “is brought on the wings of the weather. When we can no longer flourish in these times, the great god of storms, Thor, will rise to tear down our old edifices and lift us up anew.”

    I should ignored the words. I’m prepared to. I know exactly how to control Manfred and get him to stop reciting one of his crazy theories. But all I hear is one word. Thor. It brings me right back to what I overheard on the bus.

    It shouldn’t. The Thor from Norse myths is one thing. The actual name Thor is pretty popular in Norway, as far as I understand.

    But my brain is doing strange things today. My gut twists. My back straightens a little. My hands hang tensely by my sides.

    Manfred might look like his head is in the clouds most of the time, but he’s actually pretty astute when it comes to psychology. He glances at me then claps his hands. “I had the same reaction as you when I heard those words. There’s something visceral about them. Something that reaches in here,” he thumps a hand against his chest wildly as if he’s trying to drum his way down to his heart, “and lifts you up. If only we could all have our own Thors to tear through our old edifices and help us rise once more.”

    I take a step back from him. I feel like I’ve been hit, even though I clearly haven’t.

    Fortunately, his phone rings, and it distracts him.

    It’s his wife, and judging by past conversations I’ve overheard, this will be a long and fraught talk. It gives me all the reason I need to dart off and hide behind one of the overflowing bookcases.

    I shouldn’t say hide, but it feels like that. As I reach the end of the stack, when I’m out of sight of him, I press my back against it, and I close my eyes. It’s my turn to drum against my chest. I’m harder, though. I really thump my heart. I’m trying to pull out my confusion.

    “What’s wrong with you today?” I mutter under my breath.

    I’m wrong, and Manfred’s conversation doesn’t last that long. I hear him walking out from behind the counter. “I shouldn’t have to tell you what to do. Like I said, there won’t be any foot traffic.”

    “And if there is?”

    “You know how to use an EFTPOS machine. If they’ve got cash, you know how to use a register, too. Just record the item number and the time it was bought if it’s with cash. Otherwise, scan in the barcode.” With a shrug, and without a goodbye or a good-luck, he walks off.

    I could stop him and ask for more instructions, but honestly, I want to be alone.

    It’s still early in the morning, and I’m assuming I only have to open the shop at nine.

    That means I have several hours to kill.

    I start by walking around the store. There are two levels. I frown as I reach the stairs. They look even ricketier than mine. I test them out, and they don’t kill me. I climb to the top of the building. It’s a lot nicer up here. I’m guessing the expensive antiques are kept here. It makes sense. To get to the stairs, you have to pass the counter, so whoever’s on it will always be able to see who’s coming up and down the steps and what they’re carrying.

    I reach my hands out. I touch a few old brass trunks as I pass them.

    It’s a lot more open and a lot prettier up here. It would make a great apartment. There are a few circular Persian rugs on the floor. I get the urge to lie down on one and just nap for an hour.

    Manfred could return at any moment, though, so I don’t do that. I continue to search around.

    There’s a really pretty stained-glass window on the main wall that stares out at the street.

    I gravitate toward it.

    The glass is strange. I’m no window expert or anything, but it seems thicker. There’s also… something inside it. Tilting my head to the side, I realize it’s some kind of gold leaf or something. There are strange symbols in it.

    I reach out and let my fingers trail down the glass. It changes the angle of the light. The sun has just burst through the looming clouds. It strikes the stained-glass. The warped glass sends it out in split rays. Turning around, I track them. One lands on the carpet, one lands on the stairs, and another lands on an old box. It’s in a crammed bookcase. The box looks like it’s just acting as a book divider.

    Frowning, my attention completely locked on it now, I walk over. My feet are a little unsteady. I don’t even notice. I reach the box. Pausing for a few breathless seconds, I shove out, and, trembling, I grab it from the bookcase.

    I really must’ve slept badly last night. My nervous system is a mess. I’m trembling because of a box? God, if I didn’t have a full workday ahead of me, I’d check myself into the nearest clinic. I take the little box over to the carpet. I sit on it. I place the box down, and I just… stare at it for a bit.

    “You’re mad. You know that, Celeste, don’t you?” I admonish myself as I rub my head hard. No matter how much I turn my nails in and try to dig out this insanity, it won’t come. My senses are locked on that box. So is my heart. I feel… it’s weird, but I feel like something is trying to grow within me.

    I reach forward. There’s a simple clasp. I let my finger slide underneath it. My gut clenches. It feels like chains wrapped around my body. I’ve never felt this tense in my life. It’s like I’m on the edge of something – a precipice, a threshold, a—

    Just as I go to open the box, something tears across the carpet and slams into my side. I shriek uncontrollably and bat it away. It’s only then that I realize it’s a cat. And it’s only when it turns its judgmental yellow gaze on me that I realize it’s my cat – or at least the stray that’s always bothering me.

    “What the hell?” I stammer in a high-pitched voice. “Where did you come from? Did you follow me?” I’m accusing it like it’s a person. It can’t follow my words. That doesn’t stop me from spitting them.

    I clutch up the box and secure it under one arm. Then I go to pick the cat up, but it rears back and reveals its claws. There’s something seriously smart about this little guy, because as I go to dart behind him, he just takes a step back, always following my moves.

    Letting my arm drop to my side, I huff, and I stamp my foot. “You’re getting out of here, one way or another.”

    I pretend I’m not interested. Then I dart in from behind. Sure, the cat will probably scratch me, but it’s not going to be anything compared to what Manfred will do if he finds a black cat in his store. He hates them. He’ll be irrational. I’ll try to tell him I don’t know how the cat got in, but it won’t matter.

    As I grab the cat up, he focuses on the arm that’s holding the box. He sinks his teeth into it. I shriek, but I don’t drop the box. At the back of my head, I’m fully aware that it’s probably worth more than my entire fortune put together. But the cat isn’t done. Sinking his teeth further into my arm, he uses it as purchase, then damn well kicks the box out from underneath my elbow. It goes tumbling over the floor. I hear something inside crack.

    “Dammit,” I shriek as I drop the cat.

    I scrabble over to the box, but the cat’s there. For whatever reason, he doesn’t want me to open it. He gets in my way again, but I just bodily shove him back. “What the hell is wrong with you?” I snap.

    I stand. The box thankfully looks fine from the outside.

    The cat actually tries to launch up my leg. I just shove him back. Then I open the box.

    I….

    There’s a crystal inside. A small red crystal. And it’s beating. Just like a heart.

    Blackness condenses around me. It flows in from some unknown source. It grips my body. Climbing every muscle, it reaches my face. My consciousness dims. I stagger down to one knee. The cats there, but he’s no longer biting me. Just as I tumble to the side, he actually offers up his body before my head can crack against the side of the box.

    That’s the last thing I’m aware of. No – that beating red crystal tumbles out onto the carpet, right in front of my fingers. Just before I lose consciousness completely, I clutch it up. As it settles in my grip, I feel its power.

    For it is a power I have always been destined to hold.
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