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Prologue
 
   We scouted the ancient ruins of the old Ragnarok capital city of New Ishatak for more of the hybrid sentinels.  The Frost Giants of Jotunheim left them behind to prevent recolonization of the Ragnarok homeworld.  I still couldn't fathom that the Jotunn had wiped out every single living Ragnarok and animal on the planet with their culling devices so very long ago.
 
   It was almost surreal, the jungles had overtaken the cities over the eons since the planet was taken. The half crumbled plasticrete towers that jutted up toward the sky reminded me of the bones of some immense, long dead dinosaur from a bygone era, thrusting up through the jungle.
 
   I shook my head at this.  The second most technologically advanced civilization in the galaxy and our once sworn enemies had thrived here only to be annihilated by a single Jotunn vessel with ten men aboard.  Well, third most advanced now that our new allies, the Olympians, had come to stand by us after eons of hiding.
 
   I still marveled at what the people of Olympus had accomplished.  Their tech, though inferior in many ways, almost matched Asgard technology, and in some areas eclipsed our own in its brute force implementation.  I could understand brute force, that is the one thing that I, Kara the Wild One, First Valkyrie of Asgard excel in.  Artemis has become a steadfast friend to us in the eons since revealing herself to us.
 
   I stopped as a chill went down my spine and my nanites, my Verr, snapped up various overlays in my eyes.  Thermal scans and motion and vector tracking all confirmed what the shiver had indicated.  There were four hybrids charging through the ruins toward our location.  No, make that six, two more were converging from another grid.  Anticipating my order, the Verr set our scout team's coms to voice activated.
 
   I turned to my small scout team.  My mate, Kate the Raging Storm, First Valkyrie of Earth.  My sister in law, Inatra the Singing Rain, First Valkyrie of Ragnarok.  Artemis from Olympus.  And finally Intark.  I suppressed a grin as I looked at the rugged, middle-aged Ragnarok commander who helped me bring down the Jotunn Star Killer vessel that was threatening to destroy the planet Folkvangr all those centuries ago.  My daughter Essa wound up laying claim to him and he reciprocated, so it is with great humor that I sometimes call the man who looks twice my age, my son.
 
   I scanned the skies, somewhere up there is the fifth of my team.  You never know with her.
 
   I told everyone, “Heads up.  Four hybrids coming in at our ten o'clock, two at our three.”  They all nodded and the vegetation around us took on a bluish glow as all of us Valkyrie activated our nano-lattice.  The blue net pattern of compressed magnetic force covered our bodies and hardened us against damage.  Intark just smiled a predatory smile and took the huge chain gun off his back as easily as if it were a toy.  The seven foot tall Ragnarok warrior felt at home on the high gravity planet of his ancestors.  I shook my head at the man.  He had no nano-lattice like us women of Valhalla and it is impossible to make the man stay behind while we secure his homeworld.  That chain gun he had named Buttercup was his favorite toy, he says it is the one thing the humans of Earth did right.
 
   I know it has been eons, but I still couldn't get used to him with two eyes, since he wore an eye-patch the first time we met.  But after he and other Ragnarok, were injected with Asgard nanites, his missing eye had regenerated.
 
   Kate caught my attention and smiled, she always knew what I was thinking, apparently my emotions are too strong and bleed over the nanite link that us daughters of Odin and our children share.
 
   Artemis grunted, I glanced over and she looked nervous.  Hiding was the best defense the people of Olympus had perfected over the countless eons, so this operation didn't sit well with her.  I could understand, it was instinct for her to fade away.  I would never call that woman a coward though.  If pushed, she is one of the most deadly long range fighters I have ever known.
 
   That bow of hers is an amazing piece of technology, that is a great equalizer.  Its arrows can actually damage and even penetrate that unholy Jotunn armor.  I watched her cloak shimmer to life and grinned, the protection their reactionary cloth gave them was nothing to sneeze at either.  It afforded her as much protection, if not more, than our regenerative Valkyrie armor.
 
   She looked at me nervously. “There are six this time.  They are learning.  We should call for backup.”
 
   I understood the apprehension.  These sentinel hybrid creatures were virtually mindless bio-mechanical creatures run by combat computers.  They looked like the old three horned dinosaurs of Earth that I had seen once as a child.  What were they called?  Triceratops?  But their bodies were augmented with mechanical implants, weapons systems, and their immense bony foreskull was covered in that infernal Jotunn armor that only my power of Thor or Odin's Spear could damage.  Or of course Artemis' arrows.
 
   They always faced their enemies, to keep that tough armor between us and them.  The energy weapons they used at long range while ineffective against us Valkyrie, who could absorb the blasts with our nano-lattice, were an extreme danger to Intark and Artemis.
 
   If we could flank them and get around to their sides where they are more vulnerable, then a couple of us can do enough damage to take them down.  The battle computers on board allowed the lumbering beasts to counter our movements efficiently if they worked in concert with each other.  So our general tactic so far has been to isolate them one at a time to take them down.  We have taken hundreds down across the planet like that, but they are learning, like a hive-mind and are anticipating our patrols like this and coordinating attacks.
 
   Before I could respond to Artemis, an elated cry was heard over our coms.  “Yeeeeeetahhh!  We don't need backup, I am your backup!”
 
   My eyes snapped to the sky to see three familiar incoming cylindrical wind riders, marked in the colors of the Sky.  They numbered six now, a race of sentient ships of the Asgard.  There was a woman in her familiar three-point stance, standing on the roof of the lead vehicle, Pegasus, as the other ships, Looper and Swooper started barrel-roll peel-offs.  They dipped below the lead vessel just as the woman leapt off the roof of Pegasus as she veered off.
 
   The figure fell hundreds of feet just to lithely land on the roof of Swooper, and somersault off of the ship like it were a springboard.  The hybrids that had just arrived in the clearing in front of us opened fire at the last incoming vessel that just absorbed the blasts with its own nano-lattice.  Others opened fire on us.
 
   I stepped in front of Intark and Kate stepped in front of Artemis and we absorbed the blasts and waited for the beasts to get closer to engage.  Inatra hissed out a challenge like a Terran cat and Intark just stood patiently like a hunter, ready to fire a steady stream of thermite rounds into any target the creatures presented him.
 
   The woman in the sky had just rebounded off of Looper's roof and the wind rider veered off when she spread her arms and photonic webbing appeared between her arms and legs.  The coherent light sails making her look like a flying squirrel from Earth as she soared the last couple hundred yards to the jungle canopy.  There she switched off her glide suit and snagged a tree branch and swung around it bleeding off half of her speed.  She whipped up in a graceful arc and took a magnetic lance spear from her back as she took constant fire from the hybrids. She landed in a three-point stance on the rearmost hybrid, sinking the lance into its skull behind the immense bone and armor shield.
 
   The beast roared in protest and swerved.  Then it veered back erratically and ran full speed into the nearest hybrid, great horns impaling it.  I snorted in surprise, she was using the lance to guide the animal, like a horse.  Another Hybrid turned from us to contend with a woman and her rouge hybrid.
 
   She dove off just as they collided, taking each other down in a horrific sound of bone and armor cracking.  She landed lightly on the ground in a roll but just kept rolling under a fourth. Bringing her spear to bear as she passed quickly under it, disemboweling it as she passed.
 
   Kate and I concentrated on another with our power of Thor.  The lightning of pure compressed magnetic energy leaped from our hands, mine hitting the ground and blowing a crater in front of the animal, causing it to trip before it could react. Kate's striking its eyes and destroying them and cracking the armor around its eye sockets.  Before we could blink, the deafening roar of a chain gun sounded out and Intark was hitting the eye sockets of the beast and the cracks in the armor with a steady wall of thermite tipped bullets.  His battle cry sounding out.  The projectiles chewed through the creature and Intark must have emptied a couple hundred rounds into the hybrid's skull before it dropped.
 
   Then we all turned to the final hybrid.  It was almost upon us.  I grinned in anticipation and as one, Kate and I broke from the group and ran at an oblique angle away from the others. We fired lightning at the beast, it had learned from what it just saw and compensated.  I chuckled at the stupid beast, we were just the bait.
 
   I could feel it in the air before I saw it.  The compressed gravity of an infinitesimally small point singularity as Artemis pulled back on her bow and let loose an arrow at hypersonic velocities.  It went in one side of the hybrid's unprotected hind-skull and out the other side like a hot knife through butter. It embedded almost a foot deep in the plasti-crete wall behind the beast.
 
   It stood there motionless for three long seconds then simply just crumpled to the ground.  Inatra was in motion, dispatching the wounded hybrids with her lattice claws.  Then everything was silent.  We all looked at each other and grinned then let fly our battle cries in celebration.
 
   I looked over to the small graceful figure off to the side who spun her mag-spear in her hands rapidly and deftly slid it in place on her back. She stepped toward us with a huge grin on her face asking, “Now who here needed backup?”  I couldn't stop smiling at Kitty the Efficient, Second to Pegasus of the Sky, First Valklopt of Asgard, Valkyrie of the Sky.  I still saw that tiny girl at the gates of Valhalla from eons ago whenever I looked at her, named for her parent's hero, and my mate, Kate.
 
   I bumped shoulders with her as she reached us. “Showoff.”
 
   She gave me a toothy grin, even for how small she was, she was still slightly taller than me.  She chirped out in an over amused tone, “Why should you get to have all the fun Valkyrie?”
 
   We all shared a cathartic laugh and turned to finish scouting the grid as Pegasus swooped down to retrieve her charge.
 
   I smiled as I looked around,  New Ishatak, this would make a fine place for the Ragnarok to start resettling the planet of their ancestors.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 1 – Celebration
 
   Pegasus flew us back to Valhalla, eight hundred miles to the southwest across the Errant Sea to the Ishvan continent.  I took the time to think about the significance of what we were doing here on Ragnarok.
 
   After it had been discovered that the Frost Giants had revealed themselves to the inhabitants of this galaxy, they wiped out most of the Ragnarok race in search of the Asgard.  We were forced to make a stand on the planet Folkvangr.  There were still nine more vessels out there somewhere like the one which had destroyed the civilization on one planet and almost succeeded in destroying another.
 
   This had accomplished what millennia of fighting with the Ragnarok race had not.  It brought a tentative peace and cooperation between our races.  We had reunited some of the Ragnarok with their brethren Outcast settlement on the moon in the Earth system using our intergalactic quantum entanglement transport system or Bifrost.
 
   As we went through transitions to each of the other planets that Valhalla can reach through the veil, once every thousand years.  We set up small bases with Bifrost terminals.  We did not set up settlements on these planets.  We will wait for the native races to mature to agree to allow us to do so. Possibly one or two transitions from now.  But this gave us a network of transportation points between all of the planets we rotate through on our five thousand year cycle.
 
   On one of the planets, Alfheim, with its indigenous population who have elf-like features, we found more Ragnarok.  Three vessels that had enslaved the population.  After our own Ragnarok citizens had finally convinced them that the war was over and now their race was fighting extinction under the protection of the Asgard.  The Alfines we set free and almost the entire Ragnarok occupation force chose to take the Bifrost to the Earth system to be with the remains of their own race.
 
   Five years ago, we finally made the most anticipated transition before Earth.  The Ragnarok homeworld.  The citadel courtyard at the main gates was packed with Ragnarok who came from the Earth and Folkvangr systems for this transition.  It had been ominously silent as the transition occurred. My ears are still ringing with the deafening roar of elation that came from them as once again, Ragnarok warriors stood on Ragnarok.
 
   We had barely started scanning the world with our sensors when the citadel came under attack. That is when we learned that the Frost Giants had left behind a myriad of hybrid bio-mechanical sentinels to prevent any such recolonization attempts.  They were beasts out of your worst nightmares. The planet was buzzing with them.  We figure there is some sort of facility cloning them somewhere on the planet.
 
   The Valkyrie stepped out of the gates to lay waste to the beasts.  We couldn't stop the thousand or so Ragnarok that streamed out with us to engage the hybrids.  They suffered many casualties, but they swarmed over the terrors and showed them why the Ragnarok are the most feared warriors in the galaxy.
 
   So this has been our lives the past five years, combing the planet, grid by grid, and sending the army of patrolling hybrids to the ages.  Father, Odin, projects that at the rate we are progressing, we should have the three main continents cleared of the enemy by this time next year.  Sooner if we can pinpoint the cloning facility to stop new ones from being created.
 
   Today's patrol and battle, deemed New Ishatak's Return, I knew was most likely projected on the city dome.  People of three planets have been abuzz about it for days.  It held great significance to the Ragnarok race.  Their capitol city again theirs.  I grinned at the memory of Intark's insistence that he was in the team that took it.  He said something like, “It is only right a Ragnarok be a part of reclaiming the city that defined our civilization.”
 
   I was knocked out of my thoughts by a warm hand in mine.  I looked down to see Kate's hand clasping mine.  I looked up into her sparkling eyes and she had a gentle smile on her face.  “Waxing poetic again love?”
 
   I smiled back and nodded absently.  “Verily.”
 
   I glanced down as we flew through the gates over the unbreakable line of Einherjer, our gate guardians.  Then over the huge crowd of Ragnarok and Asgard in the courtyard.  Then I got distracted by Kate's glittering eyes and glistening lips. Wow.  She smiled.
 
   After we landed and exited the craft, Kitty landed lightly beside us from above and pushed her flying goggles up onto the top of her head.  I grinned at her.  I still didn't understand her insane habit of standing on top of the wind riders as they flew.  She insisted it gave her freedom and let her share the exhilaration of flight with her 'other people'.  This made me grin again, she was as close to the race of sentient ships, the Sky, as she was to her own people of Asgard.
 
   We looked at where we had landed.  Not at the gates, nor the Central Spire, but at Citadel Park.  I cocked an eyebrow at the women and Intark.  Inatra smiled and hissed gently. “What?  We're hungry.  We can deal with whatever pomp and circumstance father has dreamed up this time after we fill our bellies.”
 
   I held my hands up defensively and she grinned and looked around at everyone, “Shish Kabobs? Then without waiting for an answer she stalked off toward the food pavilions with Intark right on her heels.  Kate snorted and shook her head. “What is it with Ragnarok and beef?”
 
   I shrugged as we followed, it was a question I often asked, but I didn't care, all I wanted was a good stout mead!  We all switched our coms off as the incessant buzzing in them from father that threatened to interrupt our meal.
 
   We joked and discussed anything but the battle.  Then just as things were winding down, Arina walked into the white tented pavilion. She shook her head reprovingly and trying hard to hide her ever-present smile as she spoke to us, “ Well met Valkyrie, Intark, Artemis.  Really?  Leaving me to deal with Father?  I have had to listen to him complaining about the delay for an hour now.”
 
   Inatra gave her a loving hiss, then laid the back of her hand on Arina's cheek.  As the centuries have turned, and the worlds have spun, I have never stopped marveling over their pairing.  The most gentle of souls and the first Valkyriefrior, Valkyrie of Peace that is Arina the Whispering Breeze and the most violent and feared Ragnarok in history, Inatra the Singing Rain, the Fox.  You could still feel their love for each other as a tangible thing.  I have no doubt that one day they will pass to the ages in each others arms.
 
   Inatra said quietly trying not to be overheard, “Well met love.  We were hungry.  Father's little surprises can wait.”
 
   Arina smiled and said, “Get your Valkyrie butt into Pegasus and take your medicine or by the Tree of Ages, Odin will drive me out of my mind with his complaining.”  She swept her gaze around and with an overly cute smile she added, “You too you surley lot.  Shoo, into the wind rider.”
 
   I tried to stop my snort as Artemis of all people responded. I swear I tried, and failed as the warrior of Olympus hung her head down comically, “Yes Arina.” and trudged toward the wind rider pads in the park.
 
   Then Arina scrunched up her nose and looked way up into Intark's eyes pointing a finger toward Pegasus.  The Ragnarok let out a rumbling belly laugh as he started marching toward the wind rider. Arina turned to the rest of us with a silly satisfied grin as we all got in step beside her to go suffer through whatever father had planned.
 
   No sooner had Kitty pulled her goggles into place and took a single step on the open lawns of the park. Then she dove into a high arcing flip into the air yelling “Yeeeetah!” As Swooper came barreling past almost faster than we could follow and she landed on his roof in her three-point stance and they went darting off into the air toward the Central Spire.
 
   Inatra was giggling with glee as she watched.  She shook her head as we stepped into Pegasus. “That tiny one is always so full of energy.”
 
   Kate laid the back of her hand on Arina's cheek as we sat. “But like you around her age, she needs to learn her own limits.  She was reckless today.”  Arina sobered a bit and nodded.  We all knew that the only two people that Kitty would listen to were Arina and Artemis.  I'm pretty sure she has a severe case of hero worship for the Olympian, and a huge crush.
 
   Pegasus apparently knew where we were going and what torture father had planned.  I swear, there is nothing the ruler of Asgard likes more than exhibiting his showmanship to the masses at our expense.
 
   I glanced down as we passed the shining new spire of the Bifrost terminal, it had been completed just a couple hundred years ago.  It has its own magnetic energy collector independent of the citadel so it is not a drain on the main power core.  It has five active gateways to the six worlds that the realm of Asgard in our pocket universe orbits around on the other side of the veil.  I grinned at the sixth inactive portal.  One day that would be the Bifrost bridge to Ragnarok.  I idly watched a couple cylindrical wind riders that were sized just right to fly through the gateway, pass through to another world, and new ones arrive here in Valhalla.
 
   After the Stand of Folkvangr, and the defeat of the frost giant Ymir and his Jotunn vessel, Arina had proposed a change in wind rider design to allow them to use the Bifrost gateways.  That would allow for faster troop transports or civilian evacuations.  Pegasus' new body, after the destruction of her original winged, boxy form was destroyed saving me, was the first to feature the new cylindrical design.
 
   Over the centuries the traffic in the science workshops where the Bifrost, or Rainbow Bridge, resided was getting way too heavy with the constant comings and goings to other planets.  So a new terminal spire was constructed at each settlement.  It always reminded me of Grand Central Station back on Earth in the twentieth century before the Ragnarok invasion.
 
   Then we started landing on Pegasus' private land pad at Central Spire and I hissed out at the crowds assembled, “Odin's beard!”
 
   Kate just chuckled at me, “Looks like father is at it again.”
 
   I looked around and said to the other daughters of Odin just as Swooper landed next to Pegasus, “Sacrifice the fresh meat first?”  The other Valkyrie nodded enthusiastically as the doors opened.  We looked expectantly at the hesitant Ragnarok and Olympian.
 
   Intark inhaled deeply and stood in his stooped manner so he didn't hit the ceiling with his head.  “I fear nothing.  I am a Ragnarok warrior.”  Then we all broke out into almost hysterical laughter when, in a sudden sweeping motion, the huge man thrust Artemis toward the door and she stumbled out into deafening cheers.  He shot us an overly pleased grin then stepped out after her.
 
   The only bright spot in the celebration of the retaking of the Ragnarok capital was that mother and Sif were here from Earth to celebrate with our people and our Ragnarok.  We hadn't seen mother in three or four days.  Something odd was going on in Earth space and she and Thor were monitoring it. And we hadn't had the pleasure of Sif's company in weeks.  As interim First Valkyrie of Earth since Kate was in Valhalla, she had her hands as full as Aunt Freya did at Folkvangr, mediating all the squabbles between rival Ragnarok in the Earth system.
 
   She 'vacationed' with us a month back.  She said she found it relaxing to patrol the jungles of Ragnarok and battle any hybrids we came upon.  She was a delight to watch in action.  She reminded me a lot of Kate's fluid and graceful style of fighting.  Like a deadly dance.  She preferred a double ended mag-spear in battle that she wielded like a bo staff, to other forms of hand to hand.  Since she could not produce the lattice blades or Odin Spears, the daughters of Odin could with our evolved nanites.
 
   These bladed magnetic weapons were created after the stand of Folkvangr in case the Jotunn return.  Our magnetic energy weapons and the Frost Giant's own armor shards are the only things we had to penetrate that ungodly armor.  They, like our Valkyrie sidearms, are powered by our own nanites.
 
   I looked at Inatra and Kat and sighed.  We stood together and braced ourselves and stepped out into the celebration Odin had put together to celebrate the retaking of New Ishatak.  It was just as blatantly overboard as most of father's other celebrations.
 
   He had shared with me once that this was by design.  The people of Valhalla needed something to focus on instead of the harsh realities of war.  So by celebrating the heroes that battle in their stead, it brings all the citizens and races together.  A common goal and common celebration.
 
   Then he spoke to my heart.  That it was just as good for the Valkyrie that protect the combined races. It helps lift the guilt of committing violence to stop violence.  To know that those they protect accept and appreciate the moral sacrifices the Valkyrie shoulder every time they go to battle.  It allows them to know that the Asgard have not turned their backs on the ones cursed to protect them.
 
   Later that night I collapsed into one of the overtly comfortable couches around our seating area and Kate joined me.  We looked over at Artemis, who had joined us just as Arina's entry chime sounded and her and Inatra came walking in looking just as exhausted as us.
 
   Inatra flopped down beside Artemis as Arina headed over to the service port to call up some mead for us.  Inatra had a half smiling smirk on her face.  It always looked a little out of place on her Ragnarok features but was a real delight to see.  She said, “Well met Valkyrie and Artemis.”  We exchanged well mets as Arina joined us with the mead and sat beside her mate.
 
   Then Inatra asked slyly, “Is it just me or would anyone else prefer battling the spawn of the Frost Giants out there than be the center of Odin's celebrations?”
 
   We all grinned and raised our mugs of mead as I said, “Here here.”  We sat back and drank and relaxed.
 
   Artemis stretched, I could appreciate her feminine grace that a warrior should not have.  Half of the combined races here in Valhalla have tried unsuccessfully to woo her to their beds.  Then she started to ask, “So the next few grids we clear on the planet tomorrow, should we...”
 
   All of us stopped and I tilted my head at her.  Kat made a clucking sound and Artemis looked around at us and had the decency to blush in embarrassment.  “Right.  No business at home.”
 
   I grinned and took a huge gulp of mead.  “You'd think that you would learn after all of these centuries together.”
 
   She just comically rolled her brown eyes at me and squished up her nose then took a long tug from her own mug.
 
   I was going to miss the woman when she left Valhalla.  She had determined that after we had reclaimed Ragnarok, and all six of the planets, or 'outer ring' of the star engine created by the Frost Giants, were under the protection of the Asgard. It would be time for her to return home to Olympus and share everything she had learned over the past four thousand years with us.
 
   She had taken up residence in our spare room with Samantha after Essa moved out with Intark. Samantha was the last of the Three Embers that lived with us now.  And soon I fear she will finally cave in and move in with Inatra and Arina's daughter, Brunhilde.  She and Essa spend more time in Folkvangr with her than here in Valhalla.  The Three Embers are inseparable.  I think it goes beyond family and is part of the strong link between their third generation evolved nanites.  The next evolution of the sentient Verr inside our bodies.  Point in fact, Samantha was there tonight.
 
   This would leave Kate and I alone.  That would be so strange.  Maybe it is time to think about more children.
 
   We just spoke about family and other happenings we have heard about from the other planets. There are many news, entertainment, and data feeds that now continually flow through the quantum entanglement communication channels.  As usual, we couldn't get much out of Artemis.  She was so guarded about what she shared about her race.  I get the feeling that there is some big secret she doesn't want us to know, which hurts a little as I see her as a sister now, and love her as such.
 
   After a while, Arina and Inatra said their goodnights, sharing human and Vanger style hugs with Artemis.  I still blush at those types of public displays of affection though they are slowly working through the Asgard society now.  It is almost a social norm now, but the old guard, stick in the mud Asgard like me, still see it is an intimate act.
 
   Then Artemis came over and hugged Kate, who hugged back enthusiastically, and then placed the back of her hand on my cheek.  I swear she was holding back a grin at my stuffy old ways.  “Goodnight sisters, I shall see you on the morrow.”
 
   I smiled.  She knows I like it when she calls us that.  I replied, “Goodnight sister.”  She retired to her room and I turned with Kate to retire.
 
   Just then, our com panels chirped.  Kroth, I just wanted some sleep!  I made a beckoning motion to the ceiling and father's face bloomed on the large holographic display that shimmered to life above the low table in the seating area.  He didn't look happy.  I straightened up at that and said, “Well met father.  What is it?”
 
   His lips pursed together in a thin line then he said, “I'm not sure.  Can you meet me in my workshop, bring the Little One?”  He paused.  “You may want to wear your armor.”
 
   At that Kat murmured, “On it love.” She rushed to our room to retrieve our armor.  Artemis poked her head out her door and I nodded once.  She disappeared back into her room to gear up.  I repeated again under my breath, “ Kroth!”
 
   Then I thought of Arina and gently said over our nanite link, “ Little one?”
 
   I had the impression of her gentle voice in my head, “ Yes Kara?”
 
   I smiled and tried to send an apology across the link as I said, “I'm sorry, but can you please meet us in father's workshop?”  Then added, “Wear your armor.”
 
   I hated to add that because she is the first of the Valkyriefrior, like the Three Embers and would do no violence.  But I figured that if father thought I might need mine, then something dangerous may be afoot. I wanted her protected as much as possible, not that anything could ever get past the personal shield that only she can project.
 
   This got a startled reply, “Oh... yes by all means.”  As I took my armor from my wife and started gearing up.  Through thousands of years of practice, we helped each other into our regenerative armor and checked each other over.  She made sure my Ragnarok family death veil was tied firmly on my left arm, a gift from a long dead friend that has been repaired and rewoven dozens of times over the years by Master Loomer Hajart.  
 
   As we headed to the door, Artemis strode out of her room with her gear on as well.  I grinned at the bow on her back. Besides the Valkyrie and Einherjer, she was the only person allowed weapons inside any of the Asgard citadels.  She has stood beside the Valkyrie for eons now and has earned our people's trust and love.  That bow was an incredible piece of technology that Odin and Arina both have said is almost at Asgard levels of sophistication.
 
   She wore regenerative leg armor that Arina designed for her, but she wore no armor besides that, her hooded cloak gave her as much protection as our armor, if not more.  And though her camouflage circuit wasn't quite as good as Freya's chameleon shroud, it came krothing close.  I gave her one last appraising look; she looked just like the Earth legends of her, the eternal hunter; then we stepped out of our quarters into the corridor.  Arina and, of course, Inatra were waiting at the elevators for us.
 
   Inatra shrugged and used an old Earth axiom she had become fond of.  “When it rains, it pours.” I nodded sadly and we made our way to father's workshop.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2 – Distortion
 
   We arrived at father's workshop and I was not surprised that Tyr and Mist were already there with him.  We all exchanged greetings and then Father made a flicking motion from his console toward the ceiling and the gigantic holo-display sprang to life in the middle of the screen.
 
   There were data streams scrolling below live scans of the asteroid field one hundred and thirty-seven light minutes outside of Ragnarok's orbit around its star, Rok.
 
   Before father could speak I saw Arina's eyes go wide as she absorbed the data being displayed.  She gasped and ran a finger through one stream and snapped her fingers wide and an overlay bloomed in front of her as she examined it.
 
   She looked up to father and said, “But this is just like...”  She trailed off as father nodded then turned to address us all.
 
   He glanced back at the holo-display then said, “The spatial disturbance that appeared in the Earth system a few days back, that Thor and Geiravor are investigating, has also appeared here in the Ragnarok system.  It was obscured by the asteroid field until our orbit progressed to a more oblique angle.  We don't know how long it has been there.  But prior scans from our previous orbit do not show the distortion, so it is safe to conjecture it appeared around the same time as the one in the Earth system.”
 
   He gave that a second to sink in before adding, “I had Freya dispatch one of the Ragnarok ships above the ecliptic to scan the Folkvangr system, and the distortion was there as well.  Behind the asteroid field on the fringes of their system.  Their scans never discovered it because of the heavy vetricite deposits in the asteroid belt.”
 
   Then he stated what we were all thinking, “This obviously isn't a coincidence on a cosmic scale and would seem that it is coordinated.  There is no trace of the distortion in any of the planetary systems we do not have a citadel.”
 
   I pulled up an overlay of my own to show the three distortions.  There was no radiation nor power emanating from them, no gravitational disturbances either, so they had no mass.  I squinted and asked more to myself than anyone else,  “An attack of some sort?  Who could generate these distortions? And to what end?”
 
   Arina corrected me as her hands blurred through all the data that was being amassed. “Not distortions... distortion.  Singular.”  All eyes turned to the Little One and she clarified, “The data we are receiving from all three locations is identical, right down to the quantum signature.  It is similar to our Bifrost but on a massive scale.  Its oblong shape is approximately one by two miles.”
 
   I blanched at the implication.  “It's a doorway?!”
 
   All of the color in Artemis' face drained away as she put both hands on the workbench to support her from swaying.  I saw fear in her eyes as she said hoarsely,  “You must evacuate the three worlds now!”
 
   Odin laid a hand on hers on the workbench, she looked to be hyperventilating.  He asked softly, “What is it Artemis?”
 
   The word that came out of her mouth was barely audible, tinged with fear she had never used when she spoke of the Jotunn, “Titans!”  The room went silent.
 
   Artemis never spoke of the Titans that her race was created by the Frost Giants to fight.  The Asgard were apparently the next phase in the process after the Olympians refused to fight for the Jotunn and were forced to flee and go into hiding for eons.
 
   We Asgard were built along the same template as the people of Olympus, but with under-developed aggression centers in our brains so the Jotunn could determine where their design went wrong.  To their folly, the Frost Giants found that the Asgard were even more deadly than the Olympians.  Well, at least the Valkyrie that have spawned from Asgard.
 
   Artemis shared how all of the other iterations of machines and bio-mechanical creatures that were created to battle the Titans, like the hybrids had all failed to stop the Titans. So that is when the Frost Giants determined that more intelligent warriors were needed.  What they didn't count on was the fact that sentient beings have free will, and neither the Olympians nor the Asgard wanted anything to do with their war.
 
   Though she is a wealth of knowledge about the Jotunn, we haven't been able to get much from her about the Titans.  It seems to be a point of shame with her and we would never press to bring that shame to the forefront.
 
   All we know is that the Titans seem to be on technical parity with the Frost Giants and that their war had been fought since before time and this universe began.  They have been at a stalemate for most of that time.  At one point, the Titans had killed a single Jotunn.  Never before had that occurred in all of history.  That is when the genesis of our races began.
 
   But now, the combined races have stopped the Frost Giants from annihilating us, and so doing, killed ten Frost Giants, including their leader Ymir.  We also brought down one of their immense space battleships.  Father has postulated that since their numbers are so small; Ymir had indicated that there have always been one thousand Jotunn since time began, sprinkled among ten universes. That this may tip the balance in their war toward the Titans.
 
   I took one last look at Artemis and then hit coms.  Father was in motion too.  I contacted Kitty to ready our space defenses here in the Ragnarok system.  We were most vulnerable here. We had two Sky, three whenever Looper visited like today, and twenty space capable Hornet Class wind riders with magnetic spear capabilities, the first ever armed Asgard ships, manned by Valkfela from Folkvangr.
 
   The magnetic spears on the ships were developed to handle the transmission of pulsed of magnetic energy from the citadel. That would have destroyed thousands of vessels not equipped with the shunts and form that energy pulse into a spear of power that would momentarily have the ability to destroy the armor on a Jotunn Star Killer.  It would be less than a bee sting, but en mass, cumulative strikes may eventually damage or cripple the enemy vessel.  Earth and Folkvangr have better defenses.
 
   Earth has seven Hyperion Class dreadnoughts that were designed specifically to take the brunt of the ungodly powerful attacks from Jotunn Star Killer main cannons.  They have a thick honeycomb shell of carbon that is packed with asteroid material. That armor has been laced with vetricite from the mines on Folkvangr, all shielded by the most powerful nano-lattices that their limited power plants can generate.  Their main weapons wouldn't scratch the surface of Frost Giant armor, but that is why the ships were built for ramming.  They are mostly giant wedges covered with nano-lattice.  The Ragnarok had proven the effectiveness of ramming Jotunn vessels during their fight for survival.
 
   I do not understand the suicide run mentality of humans, but I do know they are fierce fighters and will resort to that kind of attack to ensure the freedom of their race.
 
   They are backed by an entire fleet of Hornet Class wind riders and no less than thirty-seven Ragnarok Vengeance Class Generational Transports that have arrived in orbit over the centuries.  All in all, the Earth system is the most likely to survive a Frost Giant assault.
 
   Folkvangr has a fleet of Hornet Class wind riders as well, along with two Vengeance Class vessels. But the work has just finished no less than a hundred years ago on the three Javelins!  The four mile long, system defense vessels of Freya, Song of Truth's design.  I still blush at the names the ships were christened with, the Kenatar, the Odin, and the Kara.
 
   Each one has a magnetic energy harvesting core the same size as the one that powers the defenses of her citadel of Heildfine.  They are protected by the most powerful nano-lattice ever conceived, straight out of the mind of Arina.  The lattice on the vessels rivals the strength of the dome shields that protect our citadels.  Plus, the hulls are made of vetricite alloy that will scatter most energy strikes that may get through, and diffuse the damage.
 
   There is but a single weapon on each Javelin.  Like the Hornets, the Javelins can generate a spike of pure magnetic force.  Thus the Javelin name.  But unlike the Hornets, the fury a spike a Javelin can generate, could bisect a small moon.
 
   Earth should complete its first Javelin in less than a century, the Sif.  I grinned at the vessel being named after my sister in law, I had actually pushed for it so she could share in my eternal embarrassment.
 
   Father was putting the alarm out to both Earth and Folkvangr as I spoke with the rest of our forces here on Ragnarok.  We were all aware that if the Titans attacked, Ragnarok would be the first target as we have virtually nothing to stop them yet.  I smirked at that.  It would be a mistake to underestimate the Valkyrie of Asgard.  We now number twenty-one, much closer to our peak number of thirty.  We can call upon the eight Valkyrie of Earth, the Five Valkyrie and seven Valkfela of Folkvangr to bolster our numbers.  Never before has Valhalla been more capable of defending our innocents than now.
 
   Artemis was looking at the controls on her Jump Pack, the device she uses to travel between planets.  It takes years to gather the energy necessary from the planetary engine the Jotunn had created to make the jump.  Was she running?  She saw the disappointment on my face and paused, then said, “You do not understand Kara.  You should have Valhalla do a crash translation through the veil to your realm until the danger has passed.”
 
   I stepped up to her and placed the back of my hand on her cheek.  She was trembling.  I smiled at her. “Please help me understand Artemis of the Hunt.  Are the Titans that much worse than the Frost Giants?”  I rarely used the title that father bestowed upon her and that seemed to snap her out of her panic.
 
   She closed her eyes as Arina came over to hug her arm and just comfort her.  Kat stood beside me as Artemis began without opening her eyes. “Ok... I will tell you all there is to know about the Titans. We Olympians numbered one thousand, some weird symmetry from the Frost Giants warped minds. Since they numbered one thousand and so did the Titans.  A cosmic balance of sorts.  But after our only encounter with the Titans, only three hundred of us remained.”
 
   She opened her eyes finally. Then she began to speak, “They must have detected the Frost Giant tech here and on Folkvangr, and all the armor shards from the Star Killer that were sent through to Earth for weapons development.  They will come here first as it is the least fortified system.  The Titans are...”  She was interrupted by a myriad of alarms going off at the consoles around the workshop.  Arina turned to the central holo-display and her hands were flicking through the data then she highlighted the distortion on the screen and energy buildup data started streaming below it.  The gateway was waking up!
 
   My eyes scanned it all and my Verr automatically snapped up overlays in my vision to show me the tactical overlays I needed.  I had long since stopped noticing when this happened, the Verr were such a part of me, an extension of me anymore, that it was just a regular part of my vision.  Kate and I were the only Valkyrie with evolved nanites that had the ability.  It seems it was woken up in us by stress, emotions, and pain that resonated with the Verr, and they created more direct communication pathways in our brains.
 
   I almost can't remember a time that I didn't have virtual data streams and overlays feeding me additional information that I needed in my vision.  The spacial distortion that once had no power signature was now alive with energy.  Nearby asteroids were instantly vaporized.  I sent Tyr at the main gates a quick message to have all Einherjer and Valkyrie at the ready in case of attack.  I heard Father doing the same for Earth and Folkvangr.
 
   Then a series of orbs, approximately twenty meters in diameter, came rocketing out of the distortion at fractional C velocity.  The sheer numbers of them were staggering, and from this distance it looked like the distortion was belching out a cloud of them.  They sped out toward Ragnarok and I commed Kitty, “Scramble the Hornets and the Sky.  We may have incoming hostiles.”
 
   I included a data feed with my message.  She acknowledged and as efficient as ever, my tactical readout showed our twenty Hornets and three Sky rocketing out of the thick Ragnarok atmosphere at almost hypersonic speeds just a minute later. They formed an orbiting hemispherical shell facing the incoming orbs and would keep just out of the known extreme range of Frost Giant weapons when they arrived.  Two thousand miles, though we knew the effective range was more like one thousand. It was better to play it safe with the Titans since we didn't know their capabilities.
 
   Mist was feeding Arina tactical information as she gathered it.  We watched over the next three hours as the orbs approached the planet, refining our scans.  But then Arina stopped and cocked her head.  I heard her exclaim softly, “Huh.”  Which got Odin's attention immediately.  If it gave her pause then, it was something of some sort of significance.  Father was still First Scientist even though he held the mantle of ruler of Valhalla, but he has said on many occasions that if he had not kept the title, Arina would be First Scientist of Asgard.  Her intelligence and cleverness for uniquely inspired systems rivaled his own.
 
   He stood next to her, towering over her as I watched the orb cloud slowly thinning as the minutes ticked by. It left a trail of icons glowing on the primary holo-display like a trail of gleaming pearls.  My Verr projected that the rate they were thinning, a single one would be eleven hundred miles above the planet at a fixed point relative to the distortion.
 
   Father scanned the data. “What is it little one?”  She didn't speak she just highlighted the trail in the holographic display by running her finger through it. Then she made a flicking motion and another display filled with data appeared in front of her and she highlighted a portion of it.  Then father grunted, “Huh.”
 
   Kate's eyes went wide as she looked at the data, and she murmured, “Oh.”
 
   I sighed heavily in resignation as I tried to prompt them with my eyes.  Inatra just hissed in frustration then said, “Do you care to share with the rest of us you krothing intellectuals?”  I held back a chuckle.  I was about to say almost the exact same thing.
 
   But then I got it just as Kat turned to tell us.  I said, “The spacing.”  My Verr knew what I needed and snapped up an overlay in my vision showing power levels of the orbs.  I saw what Arina had thought was interesting.  I flicked my finger through my virtual vision toward the holo-display and my overlay bloomed next to Arina's.
 
   The little one nodded.  “They are uniformly spacing themselves eleven hundred miles apart, and then power is being shunted through each to the next.  It is a power relay bridge of some sort.  And they seem to have the same range that the Jotunn energy systems have.  They have a resonant quantum signature, are they constructing a quantum tunnel of some sort?”
 
   I blinked then quickly waved my hand under my portion of the display then typed on the virtual keyboard that appeared.  As the final orb was moving into position, I scanned the orbs then said, “They are clad in the same armor as the Frost Giant's.  This isn't the Titans!  The Jotunn have returned!”
 
   Artemis was frantic, “No.  That is what I have been trying to tell you, the Titans are...”
 
   Before she could finish the final orb connected with the others and the entire structure pulsated once with a burst of almost incalculable energy.  Arina gasped as our communication system crackled to life pinging an incoming communication, “It IS a quantum entanglement tunnel!” 
 
   Odin made a beckoning motion with his hand. The primary display split in two, half with our tactical data and the other with the transmission and a face clad in some sort of helmet or mask that appeared to be made of Jotunn armor.
 
   I noticed a huge energy scan emanating from the closest orb.  They were doing a deep scan of the planet as they sent the transmission.  I wonder if they thought they were being sneaky. It was just the sort of thing the Frost Giants did.  Everything was smoke and mirrors with them to project a godlike superiority.  A snarling smirk spread on my face.  Apparently they didn't get any data from Ymir before we defeated him, or they would realize that they couldn't scan through our shields.  Our use of magnetic force as our power source seemed to befuddle them.
 
   Then I turned to the main screen again as an unexpected voice came from the display.  The high pitched guttural tones and clicks were translated by our systems.  A woman's voice said, “Inhabitants of this planetary body.  We have come to free you of the oppression of the Frost Giants of Jotunheim.  Please lower the shield around your village so that we may meet with your leaders.”
 
   Kate snorted.  I got it too, I have been working diligently on understanding humor better.  Mostly the masked woman had just said, “We come in peace, take me to your leader.”  I noted that the scan intensity increased at an order of magnitude directly over Valhalla.  The dome shield of Geiravor attenuated it and nothing got through to the citadel.
 
   I stared at the elongated mask, the only part of her face not covered were her eyes.  I blinked.  All of the Jotunn warriors had the bluish skin tone of their copper based blood and almost black eyes. Her's were a copperish red.  Was that an aberration or was this indeed a different race?  But then why were they using the same tech as the Jotunn?
 
   Father eyed me with a questioning look.  I said, “Her eyes are not Jotunn.”
 
   He glanced at the screen then nodded once, then opened a com channel with no visual.  “This is Odin of Asgard, ruler of Valhalla.  We are not in need of your assistance, we are quite capable of defending against Jotunheim incursion.  Please identify yourself.”
 
   Her eyes blinked twice, as if startled then she tilted her head and it were as if her eyes were glittering as she reached up behind her head. There was a clicking sound as she started pulling the mask forward while she said, “Salutations Odin of Asgard, I am Rhea, Queen of the Titans.”
 
   She shook out her long ebony hair as she pulled the mask off, and she looked back up to the display.  The only word I could use to describe the light blue-skinned beauty was, gorgeous.  But she was... a Frost Giant!  Then she smiled, an endearing smile to be sure, as she waited for a response.  I thought I detected something almost predatory in her eyes.
 
   Father spoke cautiously, he saw it too.  “Well met Queen Rhea of the Titans.”
 
   She tilted her head in a charming manner, “Oh Ymir's Horn, please address me as Rhea.  I find titles quite bothersome.  I did not intend to imply you couldn't defend yourselves, it is just that most undeveloped races like yourselves, find themselves easy prey for the Jotunn.”
 
   Father quirked an eyebrow and asked the question on my mind, “And you may address me as Odin... But you yourself are Jotunn are you not?”
 
   Something akin to raw unadulterated fury flared in her eyes.  She took a breath to calm herself before she replied, her smile seemed forced now as she said almost harshly but trying to keep a sweet tone in her voice.  “We are NOT Jotunn.  We are Titans.”  Then her face relaxed again. “Would you speak with me in person?  Ruler to ruler?  I can transport you to my ship.  I find it tedious communicating with someone I cannot see.”
 
   Father made a motion with his hand and activated the visual on our end, but noted he kept it tight on his face so the rest of us would not be displayed.  I grinned, knowing where I get my suspicious mind from.   Rhea's smile doubled.  Odin's beard it was inviting.  She said, “There you are.”  She arched an eyebrow and then inclined her head in acknowledgment.
 
   My father seemed to be thinking then he said, “If you wish to meet, please come down to enjoy Asgard hospitality and break bread with us.  I have many questions.”
 
   She chuckled in pure mirth. “Ah, a man after my own heart.  Suspicious and careful.  I think I would enjoy feasting with you in your little village.  I accept your gracious invitation.”
 
   Father nodded with a sly grin and then said, “Our protectors, the Valkyrie, will welcome you at the main gates at your convenience, how long will it take you to arrive?”
 
   She grinned. “I will be there momentarily after I dress appropriately for a feast.”  Then the transmission was cut from her end.
 
   Artemis blurted out, “Odin, you cannot have that creature in Valhalla.  I have been trying to tell you that the Titans and the Jotunn are a single race.  The Titans are the female of the species.  That is why there are but one thousand of each.  Before there was even time to mark the passage of events, the Jotunn believed that they should alone rule all of existence. That the Titans should create more Jotunn since the females of the species were the only ones capable of it.”
 
   She took a deep breath and continued, “But the Titans refused, stating that there should always be a balance that there would always be one Titan for one Jotunn.  All of creation would suffer if one held sway over the other.  The Jotunn tried to force it and the Titans resisted with extreme prejudice. Ymir's son was killed trying to enforce his father's edict.  He died at the hands of his mother, Rhea! That started the war between the Jotunn and Titans that has raged through all eternity.”
 
   Inatra squinted her eyes in distaste and asked, “ So their war is about... procreation?”
 
   Artemis nodded.  “Yes.  However, they have always been at technical parity and every battle has always been a stalemate with neither ever gaining ground.  So the Jotunn tried creating entire races to battle in their stead to overwhelm the Titans.”
 
   Then her voice hitched as she said, “But the Titans countered with their natural abilities.  They were able to take two-thirds of my race to fight for them instead.  It is our people's shame.  And they bred with our people to create a race of Halflings to fight in their stead.  It is a vicious cycle that needs to be broken.”
 
   I asked, “How did they convince your people to join them?”
 
   She shrugged. “To this day we still do not know.  Witchcraft?  Rhea had come into our base, preaching peace and cooperation.  Zeus denied her an accord, stating that though we were designed to battle the Titans, we had free will and had refused, and as such were in hiding from the Frost Giants.  We did not want to be involved in their war.”
 
   Then there was fire and hate in her eyes, “She was upset and stormed out of our base and turned and simply said, 'Come with me now!'  And all but twelve men of our race dropped their weapons and walked away with her, not a single woman did.  They now fight for the Titans and are used as breeding stock for the Halflings.  That was our one encounter with the Titans, and though no battle had ensued, we lost two-thirds of our people.”
 
   Her voice quavered.  “It took eons to get our population back to our one thousand.  All seven hundred younglings were the progeny of the twelve male Olympians who stayed.  To this day, no males but the twelve Olympians are allowed weapons since we know they are immune to Rhea's charms.  To this day, we still do not know how Rhea had accomplished the feat.”
 
   We all exchanged glances and I could see father was deep in thought. Then he shook his head and said,  “We will have to be on our guard.”  He turned to Arina and cocked an eyebrow at her, “Did you see?”
 
   Arin grinned and said, “Yes, it was realtime communication at over a hundred light minutes out. Our hypothesis about it being a quantum entanglement tunnel out there was right.”
 
   He nodded in appreciation of her observation and another alarm went off.  We all turned to the tactical display as a Jotunn Star Killer emerged from the spatial distortion.  Rhea's face appeared on our screen again, “I shall transport in five thousand oscillations.”  Then she cut the transmission again.
 
   Oscillations? Oscillations of what?  Arina answered the unasked question for me.  “They have started pulsing the energy flow through the quantum entanglement tunnel at a frequency just short of one second intervals, so she will arrive in five minutes.”
 
   Odin spoke a single word, “Valkyrie.” The daughters of Odin were sprinting out to the wind rider pads with Artemis at our side.  Kroth, Pegasus was in orbit with Kitty.  It is funny how used you get to certain things like having your friends of the Sky transporting you around.  I smiled at the thought of Pegasus.  There is no ship more valiant than her, she almost sacrificed her life for me once.
 
   Arina had us airborne before the doors of the vessel had closed.  She was as efficient as ever and the most skilled pilot in Valhalla except maybe for Kitty.  I looked around, it felt like we were riding in a machine.  I mean I know the interior is identical to Pegasus and the other Sky, but without the warmth and welcoming of her artificial intelligence.
 
   We landed smoothly at the main gates and strode out toward the shoulder to shoulder Einherjer, holding the line at the gates as immovable as they have always been for eons.  My heart swelled with pride for these men.  Artemis was pleading with me, “Kara, you mustn't allow her inside the dome shield.”
 
   I placed the back of a hand on her cheek.  “We must learn all we can.  Perhaps we can even determine how she was able to lure your men away.”
 
   She took a deep breath and nodded once, her eyes dark.  I saw the subtle movement of her straightening in resolve as she, in one fluid motion, removed her bow and one of her high-tech arrows from her back, and held them in one hand.  Then she used an Earth axiom that she has become fond of after hearing Kate use it on occasion.  “Then I have your back.”
 
   I smiled then reached a hand out and tapped the shoulder of the secondary line of men and he wordlessly made a hole for us. Then I reached up and roughly slugged the shoulder of a huge man at the center of the primary line who looked to be carved from solid plasti-steel.  Tyr was prepared and rolled his shoulder out of the way, avoiding most of my strike.  He shot me a playful grin as he made a hole.  I squinted an eye and shook my fist at him, then smiled.
 
   He chuckled.“Well met Valkyrie and the most fair maiden of Olympus.”
 
   I rolled my eyes as I stepped through the shield and out into the jungle clearing on Ragnarok as I said, “Well met old friend.”
 
   Artemis said from behind me, “Kroth Tyr, when will you stop trying to win me over to the bed of you and your mates?”
 
   He replied with humor, “When the Tree of Ages withers and dies lovely hunter.”
 
   Kate bumped my hip and cast her eyes back with a grin, she was just as entertained by their familiar banter as I was.  I took a moment to wonder again, why Artemis has never taken anyone to her bed in all her centuries with us here in Valhalla.
 
   We spread out in our familiar line.  Kate to my right then Mist and Inatra to my left. Arina moved behind me and Artemis a few paces to the left and back from Inatra, where she had a full view of us and any approaching threat.  She always kept a clear line of sight.  I appreciated that more than you can imagine.  Whatever she aimed at, that woman would hit.  I knew she was endlessly calculating angles and strategies just like I was.
 
   A minute later an enormous cascade of energy streamed down from the sky and struck the ground fifty yards in front of us. My eyesight dimmed from the brightness as my Verr snapped a protective overlay across my vision.  This was a Jotunn transport beam.  I still couldn't grasp the fact that the Frost Giants and the Titans were of the same race.
 
   All of us Valkyrie snapped up our nano-lattice, and Arina put a hemispherical shield between us and the transport beam, leaving a hole in it where Artemis was now aiming an arrow toward.  I could feel the warping of the air around us toward the artificial micro point singularity on the energy string of her bow.  There was a hum in the air from her jump pack as it fed power to the bow.
 
   Then the beam was gone and my eyesight returned to normal. I started gathering energy in my right hand in preparation for a strike with the power of Thor if this were an attack instead of a parley.  But then let the energy dissipate when instead of a Jotunn warrior decked out in battle armor like we had expected, there was instead a shapely, eight foot tall woman in a flowing white dress that resembled a toga.  Her ebony hair was pulled up in a sophisticated bun, with tendrils escaping that trailed down her elegant neck and went all the way down to her waist.
 
   She had the same bright purplish aura of the Frost Giants, her blue and red mixing freely, indicating to me that she held no distinction between right and wrong, good and evil.  This disturbed me on multiple levels.
 
   She shot an almost endearing smile at us and tilted her head as if she were appraising us.  Her red eyes went dark as she saw Artemis still aiming her drawn arrow at her, my Verr calculated the projected trajectory.  She was aiming directly at the pupil in Rhea's left eye.
 
   A smile replaced the dark look.  It was easy to tell it was forced.  It startled me when instead of her guttural clicking and a tinny voice from Jotunn translator circuitry.  She spoke in a smooth melodic feminine voice, in Olympian, well Greek I suppose.  I had no problems with it since all in Asgard had learned Artemis' language within a day or two of her arrival in Valhalla, thanks to our nanites.
 
   She said, “I know you.  The little archer.  You scratched my armor with one of your fascinating arrows upon my withdrawal from our first meeting.  I've meant to find out how that was possible.” Artemis pulled back a little further on the energy string and narrowed her eyes in focus in answer.
 
   The Titan regarded her for a moment longer. Rhea then turned to us Valkyrie and smiled more sweetly as she strode casually toward us, in an almost predatory manner, only to collide with Arina's shield ten feet away.  It flared as light warped across the surface then it faded to invisibility again.
 
   She smiled in curiosity as she touched the shield with one hand as I saw lights hitting her eyes from somewhere.  I had seen this before with Ymir, information was streaming into her, some sort of virtual heads-up display.  Then she looked between us all and back to Arina. Then she raised her left arm and typed something on some kind of clear plastic wrist console.
 
   She beamed her smile past me to Arina and said, “You must tell me of this wonderfully confusing energy you are using.  My scans cannot identify it nor its source.  It is fascinating.”
 
   Then she turned to me and said, “We have been observing you visually for a while now and are familiar with some of your customs.  Though I must admit that your shielding perplexes us, we couldn't get any scans.”  My Verr were warning me of low-level energy coming from orbit.  I hid a smirk, she had her vessel scan us as we spoke from the quantum entanglement tunnel.  She paused a second then said absently as I saw lights flashing in her eyes, “Intriguing.”
 
   Then she held her forearm down and out to me in greeting.  “I believe this is how you greet each other?  I am Rhea, queen of the Titans.”
 
   I took one last moment to appraise her.  I heard Kat's voice inside my head, across our nanite link as she felt me make a decision, “Be careful love.”  I sent loving feelings back to her as I stepped forward and reached my arm up, passing it through Arina's shield and bumping forearms with the pale blue woman towering over me.  I said, “Well met Rhea of the Titans.  I am Kara the Wild One, First Valkyrie of Asgard, Demon of Vengeance for the Ragnarok, and Right Hand of Kenatar.  Odin has sent me to determine if you are a threat.”
 
   She clapped her hands together excitedly, “Oh this is simply delightful.”  Then she tilted her head and gave a half smile and said, “Well met Kara... umm... and all the titles.  Can we dispense with the formality of titles, I find them quite bothersome.”  This I understood and tilted my head in capitulation, not losing eye contact with the woman.  I didn't trust her as far as I could throw her.  Well, actually I could probably throw her a great distance, but you get my krothing point.
 
   I looked back at Arina and she dropped the shield.  I started introductions, Artemis never lowered her bow.  By the time I was done, I was sort of wondering why we were so suspicious of Rhea, I mean, she was so pretty and her smile was... I shook my head, what the krothing hell?  My Verr were trying to tell me something with an overlay of my vitals, but I didn't understand them.
 
   Arina and Mist kept staring at Rhea too, but the others were not.  I must be imagining things.  She stepped up to Artemis and offered her forearm.  Artemis was a petite woman just slightly taller than me, so the eight foot tall woman towering over her, bending down to offer her arm almost stumbled back when Artemis thrust her bow up, bringing the arrow's tip just a hair's breadth from the Titan's eye and holding there like a statue.
 
   The Titan started a scowl at her but then she smiled and tilted her head down in acknowledgment. “Still too soon for niceties I see.”
 
   Then she turned to me, in a graceful motion that reminded me of... I blinked.  She addressed me, “Kara, have I passed your appraisal?  Shell we go speak with this ruler of Valhalla about what I have to offer?”
 
   I looked back at the citadel then her again.  “Just one moment.”  I typed a message on my wrist console to father, who had been monitoring the encounter thus far, asking what he thought.
 
   As I did that she looked at Arina and asked sweetly, “What is this power your race wields that I cannot identify?”
 
   Arina smiled back at her, she had never taken her eyes off the woman and Inatra was starting to look perturbed.  The Little One just started telling her, “We use magnetic force harvesting cores to convert the force into usable magnetic energy utilizing...”
 
   Inatra hissed almost violently at her mate.  This seemed to snap Arina out of it and she looked embarrassed that she was about to share a detailed description of our energy systems with the Titan.  I knew something else was going on here.  Rhea smiled at my Ragnarok sister and said, “Why did you stop her?  Don't you want her to help me?”
 
   Inatra stepped into the Titan's personal space and extended her lattice claws threateningly and hissed up at the woman.  The Titan didn't look impressed. Instead, she tilted her head and mused, “You are of a different race than these three.”  Indicating Mist, Arina, and myself. Mist hadn't taken her eyes of Rhea since she greeted her.  Then her eyes stopped on Kate and her eyes narrowed almost in a scowl. “And you are something altogether different than the rest.”  Then she looked at me and clapped her hands excitedly again. “Your race seems to have a sexual ambiguity, this could be so interesting.”
 
   I started to realize what my Verr were trying to tell me and I looked at my own vitals again.  I was aroused.  I had them scan her and saw it like a cloud around her, her pheromones were hundreds of times stronger than an Asgard's.  Was this how she convinced the Olympians to go with her?  Surely not.  But then again, Arina had almost given her useful tactical information without even thinking.
 
   The Verr scrolled a message through my vision, “ Fire Soul now understands.”  I nodded and had them send a message to father warning of the possibility.  He told me to limit her contact with citizens and bring her to my chambers where we could speak with the Titan.  Geiravor had come across the Bifrost and would meet us there.
 
   I looked up at her. “Odin will meet with you.  This way.”  I motioned toward the gates.  She offered her elbow down to me, and when I didn't take it, she offered it to Arina who blushed and reached to take it until Inatra hissed at her.  So the Titan turned to a flush looking Mist who reached up and took her arm eagerly and we all walked back into the citadel, the men of the line making a hole for us to pass.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3 – Rhea
 
   We took the wind rider to the Central Spire.  Artemis never resheathed her bow, she just held it in her lap.  In this enclosed space, I was feeling a little loopy and was fascinated with Rhea's lips as she crouched in her seat to avoid hitting her head on the ceiling of the craft.  That is until my Verr shocked my nervous system, knocking me out of my lustful haze.
 
   The sentient microscopic machines showed me that they had kicked my metabolism up tenfold and my body was burning off the pheromone induced chemical reactions in my body.  I warned Arina over our link and after a minute she was looking much more herself, I'm sure she had her nanites follow suit with mine.
 
   We brought her up to my quarters.  It was father's favored spot to meet visitors instead of anywhere near vital areas of the citadel.  Plus it felt less formal.
 
   We entered and my entry chime sounded.  Standing near the seating area were father and mother and to my surprise, Loki.  I enjoyed any time Loki would come to visit but pondered upon the reason Father had her come to this meeting with the Titan leader.
 
   She held onto her sanity by a thread, but that madness swirling inside of her, coupled with her intelligence, makes her possibly the most unpredictable and dangerous woman I know.  Teetering on the edge of madness, she has come up with technology that has befuddled some of our greatest minds, only Arina seems to understand her innovations.
 
   Artemis stood back in a corner, still holding her bow at her side as I made the introductions.  I smiled at father. “Well met father, this is Rhea, ruler of the Titans.  Rhea, this is Odin of Asgard, Ruler of the Realm, First Scientist, and Protector of the Innocent.”
 
   She offered her arm in greeting and father opted for the more formal grasping of forearms.  I noted the air around him almost sparkling as he said, “Well met Rhea, please address me as Odin.”  She looked at him and I saw her heads up display in her eyes as she held onto his arm.  After a moment, she raised an eyebrow.  Father chuckled. “Valhalla is rendering your pheromones inert for me, the citadel protects me.”
 
   She smiled hugely as she released his arm.  I swear she was genuinely delighted at something.  She said, “Oh how delightful!  Your race seems full of surprises for me.”  She stood considering father for a moment longer.  His slightly amused gaze never faltered.  He is among the largest men of Asgard, only Tyr is taller.  They are almost as tall as an average Ragnarok.  But this woman still towered over father by over a foot.
 
   I turned to mother. “Well met mother.”  I looked up to the Titan. “Rhea this is Geiravor the Spear of Asgard.  Odin's wife.”
 
   She tilted her head to rearguard mother then instead of offering her arm like mother was doing, she bent and kissed the back of mother's hand.  “The pleasure is mine... and apparently yours too.”
 
   Mother was blushing and I almost stepped forward in anger, nobody manipulates Geiravor! But I stopped when mother rose her chin in a defiant gesture with a sly smirk and said, “Pleasant as I find the effects of your presence, I alone chose who I am attracted to.”  And she pointedly took father's arm.
 
   I almost smirked as well, my Verr were showing me that mother's less evolved Verr had accelerated her metabolism as well.  I felt like all we were doing here was playing a game.
 
   Then Loki stepped up to her and tilted her head first one way then the other and holding out a scanner as she muttered, “Like puppets on a string.  Dancing to the unsung tune.  Dancing and spinning and spinning and dancing.” Then she seemed to step out of her madness a moment and said, “I need a larger sample.”  And she offered her arm to Rhea, who bent down to bump forearms and Loki grabbed the back of her head and kissed her full on the lips.  I was blinking in shock.
 
   Then she quickly released her and stepped away to the counter by our service port and was mumbling off in her own world as she started scanning her own lips.  My nanites showed me that her arousal was off the charts.  Rhea looked stunned for a moment before she stood.  I offered, “That was Loki.  She doesn't always follow social protocol.”
 
   Rhea stared after Loki for a moment then looked at me.  “She doesn't seem to be affected by my charms.  Your race is so full of interesting surprises.  Such variety!”
 
   Odin watched Loki and then looked satisfied with something before he turned to Rhea.  “Please have a seat and break bread with us and we can discuss what brings you to Ragnarok.”
 
   She nodded and put her elbow out and Mist took it instantly and led her to the seating area and sat with her.  That was getting disturbing to me.  Mist did not have the first or second generation evolved nanites, only the original Valkyrie nanites and it seems as though she was falling under Rhea's influence.  If a Valkyrie could so easily be manipulated, this woman was even more dangerous than we had believed.
 
   I glanced at Artemis, who was ever vigilant over in the corner.  I shot her an apologetic look, we should have listened better to her warnings.  I decided that it was just too dangerous to have the Titan in the citadel.  I didn't know how much of a hold she had on Mist, one of our most dangerous fighters, but any hold was too much.  I glanced over to Father as he sat, but he gave me one of his knowing head tilts, and raised eyebrow looks of warning not to talk.  He was up to something.
 
   Arina went to the service port and looked at what Loki was working on and she arched an eyebrow then called up some mead and food.  She placed it on the table and Father motioned to it with a hand and said, “Please.”
 
   She looked at the food then at all of us waiting.  Her brow furrowed and she sat back. “No please, after you.”
 
   Father snorted as he reached forward and poured a large mug of mead and took a large gulp, then started snacking on some of his favorite meats and fruits.  He chuckled.  “We'll get nowhere in our discussions if we can't look past our distrust of each other.”
 
   She took a moment to ponder that then tilted her head in capitulation.  Then she looked at Mist, “Pet, I'm parched.”  Mist quickly poured her a large mug of mead and handed it to her.  Rhea smiled broadly at her causing my Second to blush, then took a small sip.  After a moment, she nodded and took a more substantial gulp.  I hated how Mist was fawning over the Titan, it was unnatural.
 
   Loki was suddenly by father's side, I didn't even realize she had moved.  “I have what I need Uncle, I will have a solution on the morrow.”
 
   Odin nodded and Loki started walking toward the door.  Father stopped her as he spoke, “Loki, you will need someone to escort you back to your workshop on Earth.”  He turned toward the enamored Valkyrie. “Mist, please accompany Loki and see to her safe return to Earth.”
 
   Mist looked torn between doing as father said and staying with Rhea.  The Titan narrowed her eyes at father, she knew his game, removing the one person in the room she seemed to have sway over from the equation. Finally, she forced her smile again and looked down at Mist.  “It is ok, pet.  You have pleased me.  Do as your ruler asks of you.”
 
   Mist was smiling as she stood quickly and headed toward the door with Loki.  As almost an afterthought, she turned back to the room and said, “Good night all.”  Then they were gone.
 
   The moment the doors closed Rhea reached out to lay a hand on Father's arm as she laughed loudly and said, “Well played Odin!  I like this game, it is exciting!”  Then she timidly sampled a cold-cut sandwich then sat back to consume it with gusto.  It looked ridiculously small in her huge, long fingered hands.
 
   Mother spoke, “Why have you been watching us and why are you here Rhea?”
 
   The Titan looked at her then father, most likely trying to figure out the hierarchy here.  She inclined her head at mother then answered, “To offer our protection from the Frost Giants.”
 
   I shook my head. “And we told you we didn't require your protection.  We have defended our citadel from the Jotunn successfully in Folkvangr and destroyed their vessel.  Now we are ridding Ragnarok of the hybrids and other Jotunn defensive systems.
 
   Her eyes snapped wide.  “You destroyed a Star Killer?  Impossible!”  She sat up nervously when we said nothing to that.  “Ymir will hunt down your entire race and wipe it from existence for that affront once the crew returns to Jotunheim!”  She... feared Ymir?
 
   I smirked.  “There were no survivors, the Uniting of the races battled his nine warriors and I myself dispatched Ymir to the ages.”
 
   She seemed frozen in place for a long moment. Then she blinked. “It was the Ginnungagap you took down?”  She swallowed.  “Ymir is vanquished?”
 
   Then she threw her head back and started laughing in a delighted manner.  “Then the scales have tipped, the balance sways in my favor!  We can finally rid ourselves of the Jotunn!”
 
   She looked at me with glittering eyes, I still felt an edge of arousal.  Then she said, “I was going to play with you a little more Kara.  But you are beyond precious to me now.  You had done what we could not since before we created time.”
 
   She chuckled again and sat back into her couch with a supremely and genuinely pleased look on her face and reached for more food.  “Eat,” she prompted.  “There will be time for discussion after we celebrate.”
 
   So we did.  Arina, Mother and I were ravenous, with our metabolisms artificially boosted, we needed fuel.  We chatted about our battles with Ymir and his ship, the Ginnungagap.  Didn't that indicate great grassless gap or void?  We held back on certain details like the Star Killer vessel's prior damage before we met it in battle in space, and how my Verr figured out how to disable the power systems in Jotunn armor.
 
   In turn, she shared how the Titans took most of the Olympian race away from the Frost Giants to battle for them instead.  But all the new hybrid and defense systems the Jotunn had developed after their race split into two factions negated the advantage.  They were always at parity, no matter what either side tried.
 
   When the meal was over, we sat back and I asked, “No more games Rhea.  Why are you here?”
 
   She took a matter of fact tone as she said plainly, “Originally it was to take your races from the grasp of Ymir to try to use you to tilt the scales in our favor.  But now I know the scales are already tipped, we can win this war at long last.  You have given me a gift far greater than your lives.  With you, I can finally be free of the Jotunn.”
 
   Father raised a warning hand at her. “The Asgard will not fight for you, it is not our way.”
 
   She chuckled again and checked her wrist console and said absently, “That should be enough time.”  Then she narrowed her eyes at him and said, “You cannot stop me from taking what is already mine little man.  This has been delightfully fun.”
 
   Then there was a huge bright flash from her wrist console that took even my Verr by surprise and we were all seeing spots.  Artemis and I were the first to recover and we saw the doors closing behind Rhea.  We ran into the corridor with Inatra and Kate right behind us, to see Rhea diving into an elevator just as an arrow sliced cleanly through her arm and through the outer plasti-crete wall.  Blueish blood spattered all over the wall, and I heard Rhea hiss in pain.   “Artemis!  What are you doing?  She hasn't committed violence,” I said.
 
   She growled back as we jumped into another elevator. “It is just like before.  You don't understand!”
 
   I called Tyr on coms to have him send Einherjer to make sure Rhea didn't endanger anyone.  He seemed confused and really out of it.  Kroth!  I tried to puzzle out what Rhea was up to and her cryptic words before she dashed.  I didn't understand why she was even running, she wasn't our captive.
 
   When the elevator doors opened, the workers of the Central Spire were blocking us from getting out of the elevator, arms linked.  They were mostly the men of the four races with a few Asgard women sprinkled in their mix, I could see Rhea's head above them all heading toward the main doors.  I snapped out, “Make way for the ruling caste!”  The people didn't move an inch.
 
   I growled and just vaulted over the closest dozen or so, the others following suit.  As soon as we landed we were surrounded by the workers.  The largest Ragnarok among them, grappled with us, impeding our progress.  Odin's beard, has everyone gone mad?  I was assertive without harming our innocents and forced my way outside.
 
   The moment we made it clear, we saw a Vanger man leading Rhea onto a wind rider.  He was looking at her with adoring eyes.  Then it hit me as I looked around, so was everyone in the crowd that was gathering around the wind rider.  I could feel the distortion in the air as Artemis drew another arrow back.  But the largest Ragnarok men near the wind rider stepped between Artemis and Rhea, blocking her line of sight.
 
   The Olympian made a frustrated sound then she was leaping almost ten feet into the air and spinning and let lose an arrow in mid twist at the apogee of her jump.  It sliced through the closing door and through the floor of the wind rider and embedded itself in the plasticrete landing pad below the vessel as it took to the air.  She started tracking the ship with another arrow and I laid a hand on hers and had her lower her bow. “Hold Artemis, innocents may be harmed.”
 
   She looked at me for a long moment then exhaled in frustration and nodded.  We forced our way through the citizens blocking our path to the best of their abilities and loaded up in another wind rider and gave chase to the main gates.
 
   There were hundreds of people in the courtyard at the gates. We had to jockey for a landing close to the gates because there were men lying on all of the landing platforms, trying to prevent our landing.  When we got out we saw Rhea striding purposefully toward the gates and the hundreds of men gathered around and some Asgard women were following her.
 
   I yelled out, “ Rhea!”  She turned and froze as we started pushing through the innocents toward her.  All of the Ragnarok men in the crowd moved to intercept.
 
   Then Artemis raised her bow and Rhea said loudly to the Vanger standing beside her that was tying his shirt around her arm wound to stem the bleeding, “If she shoots, kill yourself pet.”  She handed him a knife that she had hidden somewhere in her dress.  The man nodded and put a knife against his own throat without hesitation.  By the Tree of Ages!
 
   Artemis loosened the pull on the bowstring a bit, hesitated and lowered it slightly before raising it again and pulling back yelling, “I cannot allow you to do this again!”
 
   Rhea cocked an eyebrow and laughed. “Oh, how precious, you think you have a choice here.”  Then she called out, “All you big brutes out there, if she fires on me, kill everyone.”  The Ragnarok men started smiling viciously as their gaze turned to the sea of men that just kept growing.  Artemis hesitated again then dropped her bow.
 
   Rhea smiled in a predatory manner. “There, now see how much easier it is when you do what you are told like my other pets here?”  Then her eyes narrowed at Artemis, “That is twice you have committed sacrilege by shooting me with your accursed arrows.  You need to be punished.”  Then she looked down at the Vanger man whom she dwarfed and said casually, “Be a dear and kill yourself pet.”
 
   Artemis screamed and my blood ran cold as the man slit his own throat without hesitation.  The sickening thing is that he was smiling lovingly at the Titan as he collapsed.  Rhea bent down and retrieved her knife and said, “Eww.” She wiped the blood off the blade on the shirt of an Asgard woman standing next to her.
 
   Then she turned, like she was dismissing us and walked through the secondary gate shield, her thralls following behind her.  I was stunned, I didn't know how to fight this battle, we couldn't lose more innocents like this.  It had to be her pheromones, somehow she had spread them through the immediate area.  Then an awful thought hit me as we pushed our way through the secondary shield and toward the line of Einherjer at the gate.  The MEN at the gate!  Tyr had sounded confused earlier!
 
   As Rhea approached them, the men turned and pulled their sidearms, Tyr at their center.  Rhea tilted her head back and laughed a silvery laugh and then said, “Oh please pets, lower your weapons.”  My heart sank as the line of Gate Guardians lowered their sidearms.
 
   Tyr half dropped his and stared at it like he didn't understand what he was doing.  Then he looked at Rhea and raised it half way then with an effort he aimed at her again.  He was sweating profusely.  About a third of the line looked between Tyr and Rhea and then raised their weapons again.  As we closed the distance between us, I smirked as I thought, “What now Rhea?”  
 
   The Titan cocked an eyebrow at Tyr, her eyes twinkled as she smiled widely. “Oh my.  You, I like.”  She stepped up to him and he kept his gun trained on her.  She reached out a hand and seductively ran a finger along his arm and then his collarbone teasingly as she walked around him.  She was only twelve inches or so taller than him.  His hands were shaking as he held his weapon pointing forward as she stepped around him.
 
   She purred, “You would make a fitting prize.”  She leaned down as if she were going to kiss Tyr but then he shook his head once as if to clear it then he snarled, “Not if you were the last female alive!” And shoved the sidearm against her chin before she could kiss him.
 
   She just laughed again and stepped past him giggling. “This is going to be such fun!” She left him quaking and looking down at his weapon then back toward her.  Now she was between the outer shield and the men at the line.  Finally, I had her, I knew what to do!  I reached my hand out in front of me palm up and made a grasping motion.  My Verr showed me the command was accepted by the citadel.
 
   A moment later Rhea went to step out and slammed into the unyielding shield.  I had put the gates on lock-down, none could pass through either shield.  This locked out most of the men and few women following her out.  There couldn't have been more than four or five hundred between the gates with us.  She spun and eyed us, blood on her face from the impact.  She screamed in outrage then locked eyes on me as I smirked.  She hissed,“You irritating flea!  Even the stupidest animal can be trained if a punishment is repeated.”
 
   Then she yelled out to the men at the gate, “ If she doesn't release us by the time I count three, kill everyone here!”
 
   Two-thirds of the Einherjer raised their weapons at the crowd.  Tyr and the men following his lead turned to point theirs at their own comrades on the line.  Tyr was shaking his head and pleading with them, “ Brothers, do not listen to her, she has bewitched you!  Fight it!”
 
   A couple dozen men turned to look at the Captain of the Einherjer, First Protector of the Gate, Tyr Hand of Justice, then down to their weapons then dropped them like they were on fire.  I looked at Tyr with pride, the respect he commanded among his men was stronger than Rhea's hold on them.
 
   Rhea growled and said, “One!”
 
   She locked eyes with me,  damn her red eyes were pretty, I wanted to... I shook my own head, in this enclosed space, her pheromones were getting more concentrated and I was starting to get aroused even through my nanite increased metabolism.  She recognized the battle within me then smiled sweetly and said almost seductively, “Two.”
 
   The affected Einherjer took aim.  I knew she wasn't bluffing, she had demonstrated that killing for her was just as easy as breathing.  I lifted my hand in the air and spread my fingers and the primary shield dropped.  The Titan grinned at me. “See?  Now that wasn't too bad was it?  It is so delicious that I can command you like my pets without having control of you.  And your race has no sexual preference or boundaries. I've never had female pets before.”  She put her elbows out and two Asgard women stepped past the Einherjer to eagerly take her arms and they walked out of the citadel with her other thralls and over half of the Einherjer.”
 
   She looked at the Einherjer and got a cruel smile on her face.  “No, not you loves, I need you to kill the Archer.  I'm done playing with her now.”
 
   I could hear her laughter echoing as the torrent of energy of a Frost Giant transport beam engulfed her and most of the innocents she had in tow. The ones who were too far away were vaporized, torn apart, or thrown away from the fury of energy like rag-dolls.
 
   Though the loss of life so violently and indiscriminately was almost enough for me to start retching on the ground, my immediate concern were the Einherjer turning their weapons on Artemis.  Her cloak could absorb a shot or two but not dozens!  She was already on the move back to the secondary shield as they opened fire.  Tyr and the others were trying to wrest the weapons from their grasp.
 
   A random blast hit Artemis in the left shoulder, the fabric of her cloak shimmered as she was spun violently and landed on the ground.  Kat, Inatra and I leaped and landed between the Einherjer and our friend.  Our nano-lattice flared as we absorbed all of the energy weapons fire quickly.  They dropped their sidearms and rushed us, trying to get to the Olympian, who was back on her feet behind us.
 
   I glanced at the secondary shield, there must have been a couple thousand people now, prominently Ragnarok, pounding on the shield.  I hissed, “Kroth!”  I didn't want to commit violence on my own people!  That is not what the Valkyrie do!
 
   I had no other choice, I couldn't let the men of the line kill Artemis.  I dropped my head in shame as two blades of blue crackling energy slowly extended from my arms as the men charged us.  Just as they were about to clash, I heard a crackling at the secondary shield then the familiar feel of Arina's personal shield bubble engulf me and the other women. It left the Einherjer pounding on her shield to no effect.
 
   I looked up at her and then laid the back of my hand on her cheek.  “I have never been happier to see you in my entire life Little One!”  The other women followed suit.  I looked back at the line then opened my hand and the primary shield snapped back to life.  I asked my Verr to please speak with the shield, they did and I yelled, “Tyr, take your unaffected men out the gates, we will isolate the other Einherjer until the effects wear off.  See to the injured innocents out there, we will send healers.”
 
   He nodded and ordered his men to pull back, they exited the citadel and a couple of the men trying to get at Artemis attempted to leave too but the shield wouldn't let them pass.  I looked through the secondary shield.  Ok, that just left the love starved throng still trying to get out the gates to join Rhea.  They were harmless enough, jut trying to follow their lust.  I looked at the daughters of Odin and Artemis.
 
   I pulled Artemis into a hug.  Something I rarely ever do, showing a shameless public display of affection like this.  I blame the Human and Vanger influence on our society these past few eons.  Then I whispered in her ear, “You were right and we were fools not to listen to you.  I am sorry sister.”
 
   She nodded with a tear rolling down her cheek. Then we all walked with Arina, her shield bubble easily moving through the locked out secondary shield and pushing the love-struck crowd aside as we headed back toward a wind rider and the Central Spire.  We needed to get to father's workshop to determine what to do and how to get our people back.  Kroth!  I do not know how to fight this and it just frustrates me!
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4 – Nano Phage
 
   We saw medical wind riders flying toward the main gates to assist the wounded and dying outside the gates and to transport them. The Einherjer stuck outside the gates had their emergency transponders which would allow them through the shields I had on lock-down, isolating the Einherjer that were under Rhea's influence.
 
   The four of us Valkyrie gasped in unison as a momentary burning shock went through our nervous system.  I blinked and a message from my Verr scrolled across my vision.  “Invaders have been purged.”  Invaders?  They had no more information for me when I inquired.  Their ability to explain concepts to us is very limited.  I just took it in stride, my nanites are my friends and wouldn't do anything they didn't believe was necessary.  They saw me as their charge, and their single-minded purpose was to protect me.
 
   I opened my mouth to convey this to the others, but they all had that smug look on their faces that let me know that they were aware of the conversation I had with my tiny protectors.  They always tease me about how my thoughts and emotions are too loud and often bleed through the link we share.
 
   Artemis was just looking between us and made a frustrated sound. “None of that silent communication stuff.  You Valkyrie can be frustrating at times.”
 
   I grinned at Kat.  Ha!  I can share with someone at least! I replied, “The Verr gave us a little shock and informed me that the 'invaders' had been purged.  Whatever that is supposed to krothing mean.”
 
   She regarded us for a minute then turned to the door as we landed.  We went sprinting into father's workshop.  He was already there with the central holo-display active and no less then thirty virtual consoles in front of him.  He was monitoring everything.  I looked at the Star Killer on the screen, it still hadn't moved from its location just outside of the spacial distortion.
 
   I turned to father and croaked out with pain evident in my voice, “How many?”
 
   He took a deep breath and flicked his finger and one of the virtual consoles swung around the holographic display and settled in front of me.  I paled.  Rhea had taken seven Asgard men and three Asgard women.  Twenty-three Vanger men, two human males, and almost two hundred Ragnarok men.  The Ragnarok seemed the most susceptible to the Titan's pheromones.  That was a sobering thought knowing how deadly the Ragnarok were.
 
   But what made a vice tighten on my heart and ice start flowing through my veins were the casualty reports.  Thirty-seven Ragnarok dead, five injured, one human dead, seven Vanger dead with one wounded, one Asgard woman dead and one male who lost his legs but will survive.  All of that violence and death was just incidental damage wrought by the transport beam, and I knew that Rhea didn't even give it a second thought.
 
   I saw green icons spreading out into the system forming a flanking pattern between the planet and the Titan vessel.  Kitty was forming a net, she'd be in optimum position outside of the Star Killer's weapons envelope just outside of an hour now.  Two Hornets stayed near the planet by the quantum entanglement tunnel.
 
   Then I looked up, everyone was looking at data most relevant to them on their own virtual consoles.  I took a deep breath and turned to father.  “How did she do it?  I mean, I know her pheromones were strong, but to affect such a large number of people throughout the populace?  She was in a limited number of spaces.”
 
   He was nodding grimly. “It seems her pheromones somehow spread out to blanket the area, too great of an area unless they were somehow self-replicating.  He flicked his hand and the main screen split in half and a hologram of the citadel bloomed.  There was an irregular cross section of the city highlighted in red and it seemed to be shrinking as I watched.
 
   He continued, “It is acting almost like a contagion, but we have isolated it now and the city's atmospheric processors are now filtering it out.”
 
   I didn't like that at all.  If we hadn't contained it, would it have spread through the entire citadel?  I glanced over at Artemis.  Her people had fallen prey to the same, and for the most part except for some Asgard women, it only seemed to affect males.  On top of that, it seemed to affect the Ragnarok the most and the humans the least.  I looked up at Kate, who was busy at a tactical station plotting orbital paths.  Was that why Rhea seemed the least pleased by Kat earlier?  Humans continue to surprise me.
 
   I was about to ask a question along those lines when a com beeped and father slashed a hand then motioned with his finger and a console was replaced by Loki's face.  She was frowning.  She nodded toward him. “Well met Uncle.”
 
   Father inclined his head. “Well met Loki.  What word do you bring us?”
 
   She flicked a holographic finger toward the center of our room and the citadel map was replaced by a chemical framework with many data streams flowing beneath it.  She was calmer than normal so her thoughts seemed more focused, keeping her erratic manner in check.  She blinked a couple times then realized we were all looking at her, she smiled and said, “I beg your indulgence.  I received a full dose to obtain a sample and am still a little distracted.”
 
   I noticed how flushed she looked and realized that she was still aroused by her kiss with Rhea.  But she was somehow able to keep her wits about her.  Or maybe it is that she cannot keep her wits about her in her half mad mind that is what insulated her from Rhea's influence.
 
   She started in, her tone that reminded me so much of a teacher imparting knowledge on young ones. “It is a nano-phage that we were all exposed to, biological machines not dissimilar to our nanites that target the pleasure and baser urge centers of the brain. It opens up pathways in the brain that make those affected more susceptible to the one who's bio-signature matches the phages.  In this case Rhea.  She, in effect, creates an almost animalistic love and lust response in her victims.  Stoking their base desires, then crafts her will around that.”
 
   Then she smiled and took a deep breath like she was enjoying something.  Then shook it off and said in a flat tone,  “I am working with our bio-engineers here in Saellifor, I should have a solution to negating it in a few hours.  I would do it faster, only I'm a little... distracted.”
 
   I nodded, that was good news, then asked, “Why does it seem to affect some races more than others?”
 
   She tilted her head and smiled at me like I should know.  “A couple simple reasons really.  First, some of the areas of the brain affected by the nano-phage that govern the baser instincts are lesser developed in some, like the Ragnarok.  Then in others like the humans who live in the dirtiest environment with a diverse array of pathogens that they need to combat have developed almost supercharged immune systems that help to fight the phage.  Then she looked at Kat and chuckled, dirty little humans, and stuck her tongue out cutely at her.  Kat crinkled her nose up and gave a playful smile back.
 
   That answered the two questions I had and father said, “Thank you Loki.”  He glanced at a chrono then added, “We will see you on the morrow.”  Then Loki cut the transmission.
 
   Then Odin turned to us.  “Now that that is handled the more pressing matter is...”  His eyes narrowed dangerously.  “...how do we get our people back?  Rhea is not answering any of our hails.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5 – A Warning
 
   We had strategized into the early morning hours before we retired to get some sleep.   We wouldn't do anyone any good if we were sleep deprived.  I slept restlessly.  I felt like I had failed my people.  It is the job of the Valkyrie to protect our innocents and ensure things like this didn't happen.  I am just a tool of violence, and in this case, my huge capacity for violence did us no good.
 
   When we woke and donned our armor, we heard Arina's entry chime in the great room of our quarters.  I grinned, even after all these eons she still acts like Kate's Second and prepared breakfast for us each day.  I loved the Little One with all my heart.
 
   Inatra was with her and Artemis came out of her room and we all ate solemnly.  She shared with us at long last, the details of the first and only meeting between the Olympians and the Titans.  Then she finished with, “Then when the Frost Giants returned and confronted us on our failure to fight the Titan's, they attempted to kill us all.  The beasts said that we were a failed experiment that needed to be terminated and reset.  We lost most of the Olympians who remained after Rhea had used her siren's song to lure our men away, and most of the population we had restored.  We were able to escape with fewer than one hundred.  We continued to evade and hide from the Jotunn until we found Olympus, the prefect hiding spot... in plain sight.”
 
   I laid a consoling hand on Artemis'. She said, “We have never known the fate of the others of our race who were enslaved by the Titans. Except for glimpses of their offspring, the Halflings that the Titans send out to hunt for us.”  Then she took a deep breath. “As our numbers grew slowly over the eons, having only twelve men in the genetic pool, we stopped procreating when we numbered five hundred.  Our genetic diversity wouldn't sustain much more inbreeding.”
 
   Then she chuckled.  “That's why none has ever won me over to their bed here in Valhalla... it is almost instinct for us Olympians to not breed.  It is a mental block I need to get over.  You have such great genetic diversity here.  I have almost forgotten what it is like to be intimate anymore.”
 
   I nodded slowly at that, I could not imagine what her race had gone through, they were an endangered species.  Even the Ragnarok, who were virtually annihilated by the Frost Giants so very long ago, had almost a half million people sprinkled across the galaxy to rebuild their race.  They now number twenty-three million.  A far cry from the twenty billion that used to live on this very planet, but an insurmountable number for a race that was thinned to just twelve males and eighty-eight females.
 
   Odin's beard, they had to breed from necessity, to restore their race.  Artemis was there!  Had she had been one of the ones to breed?  She never speaks about family or children.  Though we have been her friends for so many centuries, there is still much we don't know about our secretive Olympian.  Most of her long life she has had to think about what her race has been pressed to do to endure.  I can't imagine the things that may have bent their own morals to ensure the survival of their people.
 
   Olympians have an almost perfect genetic makeup, with such a dense chromosomal and DNA structure that their cells can regenerate almost infinitely.  We Asgard use nanites to accomplish the same, but to them, it is a natural ability.  They can heal almost any damage in days, their variable metabolism sees to that.  In all physical ways, they are a superior race to the Asgard, we only surpass them with our technology.  This seeming immortality must be like a silent torture to a race that has seen themselves brought to the brink of extinction but can not ever bring their numbers beyond five hundred for fear of degrading the genetic pool due to inbreeding.
 
   We finished our meal and made our way to Father's workshop.  He was, of course, already there.  I know that mother had stayed on Earth last night to assist Loki and to slap some sense into the artificially lovestruck Mist.  I shuddered to think what would have happened if she has followed Rhea as her thrall.  Mist, my Second, my sister, was the most dangerous non-evolved Valkyrie with a fury like my own.
 
   I believe that whenever mother does not share father's bed, he never sleeps. Instead, he just putters about in his workshop.  There is no man that loves his wife like Odin does, their love has inspired more songs that any other and is the stuff of legends. Arina liked to always remind Kat and I that the songs of our romance number almost as many, much to my chagrin.  The ballad of the human Valkyrie, who tamed the Wild One has been my eternal embarrassment on multiple planets.  I snuck a glance and a smile at my Kat.  Kroth do I love that woman!
 
   I heard her sweet raspy voice in my head across our nanite link, “Love you too troublemaker.” Then she bumped hips with me.  Arina was smiling cutely suddenly.
 
   I gruffed out, “Is my link always broadcasting?  Or am I that easy to read?”
 
   In unison, all of the evil women including Artemis, who does not share our link said, “Yes.”
 
   I growled in confusion and shook my head as I stepped up to father and laid the back of my hand on his cheek and stole one his lines, “Well met father.  I swear that the women of my family will be the death of me.”
 
   He chuckled heartily. “God morrow daughter.  How do the humans say it?  Welcome to the club.” We exchanged cheesy grins and then everyone greeted father, Kate kissing his hand like she always did.  This always put a smile on father's face and made him forget about the pressures of his position for a moment.
 
   We started the ritual of pulling up our virtual consoles.  He mentioned, “Samantha has asked when she can come back to Valhalla from Folkvangr.  I told her that you would probably prefer that she stay at Brunie's until this Titan matter is resolved.”  Kate nodded thanks to him for that.
 
   I glanced back at the empty tactical station and asked, “Tyr?”  The big man was always on station when we needed to make plans.
 
   Father shook his head.  “ He is still not fully recovered from the heavy concentration of pheromones he was exposed to.  But he is functional and is overseeing his men still stuck between the shields, making sure they have food and supplies until their compulsion wears off.  Many still want nothing but to kill Artemis for Rhea to please her.”
 
   Then he got a little quiet. “I also believe he is shamed and does not wish to face you Valkyrie yet.”
 
   I shot father an incredulous look. “How can he think that?  He resisted when others could not, and was able to sway others from her hold.”
 
   Odin took a deep breath.  “He is ashamed that couldn't fire on the woman even when she stood in front of him, so many lives could have been saved.”
 
   I pursed my lips, I had nothing but pride for Tyr, how could he believe we would think ill of him.  I locked eyes with Odin. “I shall speak with him.  There was nothing but valor in his actions at the gate.”
 
   Father gave me a single nod of appreciation then turned to the door as it opened.  Loki strode in with a purposeful gate with mother and Mist flanking her.  They love-struck look in Mist's eyes was gone and she looked almost embarrassed and...  angry.
 
   Loki gave us greetings then held up a case to father, she seemed more in control of her unhinged side at the moment.  The rest of us greeted mother and Mist.  Loki spoke with a slight smile on her lips, “We have found a solution to counteract the nano-phage.  She opened the case and handed a holo-pad to father.  This adaptable self-morphing code can be uploaded to all Asgard nanites to target any biologicals with Titan signatures.”
 
   Then she was lost for a moment. “It truly is a remarkable piece of engineering that phage, and quite enjoyable too.”  She blushed then straightened up.  Then pulled out a canister,  for those without the nanites on any of the worlds, this will give them the antigen needed to combat this type of Titan bio attack.  I have sent one to each world to release into the atmosphere.  It should go global within ten to twenty hours of release.  Use this one in the citadel atmospheric processing plant.”
 
   I nodded at that, there were still thousands of Ragnarok and humans that did not want to accept Asgard nanites even after all these centuries.  They preferred to live natural lifespans instead of our pseudo immortality.  This would protect them from Titan biological coercion.
 
   Without a word, father took the canister and walked over to one of his consoles and plugged it in and we heard a hissing sound as the contents were dumped into the citadel's environmental systems.
 
   Then he reviewed the data on the holo-pad then nodded in appreciation as Arina looked over his arm and her eyes went wide as she smiled.  She was one of the few people who could actually understand Loki's genius.  Odin ran his fingers through the instruction-set and flicked it toward the nanite control console.
 
   Then he pulled up a com session with Tyr.  “Tyr, the antidote for the Titan pathogen has uploaded to the nanites in the citadel.  You should see results...”  He paused and looked at Loki, who was slowly spinning around with her arms wide.
 
   She murmured, “Clickity clack, we take our will back.”  She noted Odin's eyes on hers and she smiled and added, “In but an instant numbering one, Titan will is all undone.”
 
   He smiled and turned back to the hologram of Tyr. “Immediately.”
 
   Tyr's hologram glanced at Mist then back to Odin and looked embarrassed and said, “I felt the umm... arousal leave.  The men at the gate look suitably confused, I am letting them out now.”
 
   Mist chuckled at him. “Do not be embarrassed husband, I would have killed to share Rhea's bed.  When Loki used me as a guinea pig for her solution, I felt the same when my attraction was suddenly gone.”
 
   Father just rolled his eyes and cut the transmission. We all turned to the man holo-display to discuss how we could get our people free with Loki singing something in the background about, “Terran bats,”
 
   I said to him, “Freya's cloaking shields do not work against Jotunn scanners.  Any attempt to try to insert a boarding party on the Star Killer would be swiftly dealt with by their primary weapons.  There is no way to get close enough to surprise them.”
 
   Then I looked at him. “Would the nanite update reach the men on the Titan vessel?”  He shook his head. “Not through that ungodly armor of theirs.”  My shoulders slumped.
 
   Loki was now swooping through the room flapping her arms and singing, “When the bat goes squee, she gets a squee back.”
 
   Arina stopped and slowly turned toward the woman and a smile slowly bloomed on her face with her “I have an idea!” look.  I cocked an eyebrow at her when she glanced at me.  She looked back at Loki.  “As usual, dear sweet Loki is ten steps ahead of us all.”  Then she turned to a virtual console and said, “One moment.”  She typed a few things then her smile got bigger.  “You were right Loki.  It is exactly like our Bifrost.”
 
   In recognition of what was going on Odin said, “Oh!” Kate made an exasperated noise and hissed out, “Do you three care to share with the Neanderthals of the class who can't calculate the the location of an event horizon of a black hole in their head?  Remember to dumb it down by an order of magnitude for us normal people.”
 
   Arina smiled almost patiently. “But an event horizon is not something that...”  Kat cut her off with an extremely humorous glare.  Arina a giggled and said, “Sorry.”  Then she pointed at the quantum tunnel on the main display and said comically like a mother talking to a small child just to be funny.  “The tunnel, it goes both ways.  It is always on.”  She started bobbing up and down dancing in place with Loki's singing for the long moment it took for it to sink in.
 
   Oh... OH!  Kate smiled and shoved Arina's shoulder just to have Inatra with the same realization on her face. She shoved her back the other way with a predatory grin on her pretty Ragnarok face, as she hissed in anticipation of the hunt like a Terran cat.
 
   I voiced it, “We can use their own Quantum Entanglement Tunnel to park a wind rider on their doorstep before they knew what was happening!”  I didn't add that it would also be within their main cannon range as well.
 
   Loki stopped dancing and her madness seemed to vanish as she deadpanned, “Duh.”  The workshop broke into boisterous laughter.  Odin's beard, we were one probable suicide mission away from attempting a rescue of our people.
 
   Within an hour, Tyr had joined us and we were discussing possible mission plans when we were hailed by the Titan vessel.  Father took a deep breath and cleared the main display and then accepted the hail.  A strange looking person was on the display, he had Olympian features but had the pale blue tint to their skin of a Frost Giant.  There was what I assumed was an Olympian man sitting beside him who wasn't that much smaller.  Was this a small Frost Giant?  But then my eyes went wide, a Halfling!
 
   I heard Artemis gasp. “ Eros?”
 
   The Olympian looked up from his station and looked torn between his duty and ignoring the woman.  He looked a little confused. “Artemis?”
 
   There was the guttural clicking offscreen, the Jotunn language.  A female voice was telling him to get back to work.  He looked away quickly like he was embarrassed.  “Yes mistress.”
 
   Artemis was saying, “ Eros?  Eros, I thought to never see you again.  Eros?”  But the man ignored her.  He had that same dreamy look on his face as the people we saw that were enraptured by Rhea.
 
   Then collectively we all jumped slightly as a deep bass voice came from the Halfling.  “Fetch me Odin of Asgard.  Our Queen demands it.”  The man didn't seem to be as distracted as Eros and he seemed put out to be speaking with people he obviously believed were below his station.”
 
   Father stepped forward. “I am Odin, and you best keep a civil tongue when addressing me.”  The glare father gave the man made me glow with pride.
 
   The man didn't blink, he just said, “Our Queen sends a greeting to your gates, it also serves as a warning.  Do as she bids you and further demonstrations will not be necessary.”  Then he cut the transmission.
 
   We all stared at the blank holo-display then over to Artemis.  I asked, “Eros?”  Wasn't he like Cupid or something in Earth legend?
 
   She was still pale, in some sort of shock, her lips were pursed into a thin line as she whispered, “My brother.”  Then fire lit in her eyes and she stood up straighter and snarled, “If others of my people yet live on that accursed vessel, then we must rescue them with your people.”  She said it almost as if in challenge.
 
   I smiled softly at her. “Of course.”  This got a returning smile from her but then my eyes snapped wide and I spun toward the holo-display.  “The gates!  What did that Halfling mean?”
 
   As if on cue, alarms started going off in the room.  Kate was already pulling up tactical displays Tyr at her side.  A Jotunn transport beam was depositing dozens of hybrids and other Frost Giant attack units.  Arina's hands were flying through the display and Odin's eyes were following her as she blurted out, “They are grabbing hundreds of sentinels from the planet surface and depositing them at our doorstep!”
 
   Tyr brought up a display of the main gate shield as it was taking hits from dozens of Jotunn weapons. It was bowing and warping as their onboard computers started modulating frequencies, trying to defeat the shield.
 
   I started running toward the door as I called up the Valkyrie on coms,  “All Valkyrie to the main gates!  We are under attack!”  The other daughters of Odin were by my side, I heard Tyr right behind us on his own coms instructing all available Einherjer to the lines.
 
   We ran out of the Central Spire and dove into a wind rider and Arina was yelling at the cockpit, “To the main gates!” We had been already in the air before she had sat in the pilot's seat and took control from the computer.  As only she could, she rocketed us toward the main gate courtyard and landed gracefully at the nearest pad at speeds that almost boggled the mind.  We were already diving out of the doors before she finished her landing.
 
   Data started flowing through my vision as father fed tactical information to us.  I could see Kat's glassy look in her eyes indicating she saw what I did.  The others checked their wrist consoles for the data.  We never slowed as we joined other arriving Valkyrie in a sprint to the line of men at the main gates.
 
   I could feel the thrumming in the ground from mammoth beasts ramming the shields as other spat a continuous assault of energy weapon fire at it.  I stared at the sight before me, it was something from a twisted nightmare.  There were huge hybrids, some sort of winged sentinels, and other nightmarish Jotunn cybernetic creatures we had not come across yet.  Like a giant swirling mass of flesh and machines trying to gain access to Valhalla and send our innocents to the ages.
 
   I gritted my teeth as I ran through the secondary shield.  Our men at the line behind the primary shield stood shoulder to shoulder, unflinching at the hellish assault just inches in front of their faces.  These were the Gate Guardians that made my heart swell with pride.  If we Valkyrie were to fall, these men would hold the line without fail.
 
   I glanced at the women all charging directly into the nightmare with me without hesitation and said, “Let us show these krothing Jotunn beasts that none may threaten the safety of the people of Valhalla.  Let us show them the might of the Valkyrie!”
 
   Odin's beard there were hundreds of them, we had never battled so many at once.  The creature inside of me, what the Ragnarok had called the Demon, was smiling in anticipation.  I was an instrument of destruction, the bringer of violence so that my people would never know it.  I was Valkyrie.
 
   I let my battle cry fly and the other women joined in as crackling blades of blue energy extended from my arms. I leapt over the Einherjer at the line and through the main shield directly into the tempest beyond.
 
   I was struck by the continuous fire at the gates. The modulating energy fire was warping my nano-lattice.  My skin began to burn as I landed a kick to the leg of some sort of six-legged praying mantis looking creature that hads twin turrets mounted on its large front shoulders.  It must have been twelve feet tall and had an insect's exoskeleton, reinforced by Jotunn armor in strategic places.
 
   I heard a satisfying crack as the hard shell covering its leg yielded under the ferocity of my strike.  I rolled under the creature as it tried striking me with it's massive forearms.  I struck at the pincer-like claws with my Odin Spears and one connected, leaving a sizzling gash.  The insect stumbled back and read up in pain, it's hissing squeal something form a night terror.
 
   It lashed out with an ungodly long forearm as it scrambled backward. I felt white hot pain bloom in my shoulder as the impact sent me spinning off into the air, only to collide with a hybrid's huge bony skull shield, knocking the wind out of me.  I was already rolling as I hit the ground, avoiding the trampling attack of the creature.
 
   I cupped a hand and lashed out with the power of Thor as I rolled.  Blue lightning of pure compressed magnetic energy slammed into its armpit, severing servo connections and tendons alike.  The beast fell forward under its own weight and momentum.  I rolled to my feet and leaped as another creature landed a blow where I had just been standing.  I landed on the crippled hybrid's back and sprang into the air directly at the hobbled mantis in a high arc.
 
   Its turrets blazing at me and my lattice absorbing the hits.  I landed on its shoulders as it thrashed and before I could land a blow, I was in it's vice-like jaws.  It felt like it was going to split me in two and I grabbed either side of its jaws and screamed out a challenge as I pushed with all my might.  There was a sickening tearing sound as I tore its jaws asunder.  I snagged its neck as I fell and jammed a glowing Odin Spear through it, severing its head from its body.
 
   It continued to strike at me blindly.  I glanced at the battle computer module grafted to the flailing body's back and trust a hand up toward it and released the power of Thor.  Reducing the pack to slag.  The ground shook as the body of the mantis fell, unmoving.  Time seemed to slow down and I instinctively dove left just as a huge horn from a hybrid lashed through the air where I had just been standing.  But the huge bone plate still impacted me, sending me tumbling along the ground, lattice flaring at each impact.
 
   I rolled to my feet.  Kroth could those things strike hard!  I noticed some blood in my vision and wiped it away and took note of the battlefield as I dodged a trample attack.  I grinned at Inatra, she was on top of a winged creature hacking away at it's back while Mist attacked it from the front.  The other Valkyrie were working in teams of three trying to push the closest of the attackers from the gates.
 
   I was struck again and impacted a small tree, snapping its trunk.  Then I caught sight of who I was looking for.  Kate was letting loose her battlecry as she gracefully dove and danced across the backs of a group of hybrids that were still firing on the gate shields.  Systematically destroying their energy weapons before spinning, dodging and vaulting off to the next.
 
   I loved that she could keep a clear mind and think as she fights.  What she was doing would ensure the gate shields would not fail.  This left the others, like me, the task of stopping the beasts themselves.
 
   I caught a pile-driving attack from another mantis creature.  Its carapace cracking in my grip, then I Slashed upward with an Odin Spear with my other hand that sank deeply into its thorax.  I had to roll out of the way as it fell lifelessly to the ground.
 
   I felt the pressure wave and the singing of one of Artemis' hypersonic arrows and one of the winged creatures spiraled from the air then smash into a hybrid with bone snapping force.  The more we attacked, the more that seemed to step in to replace the fallen.  The Valkyrie were slowly being pushed back toward the gates.
 
   I growled at that and screamed, “Valkyrie, push!”  Running, I leaped as deep into the enemy ranks as I could.  I saw red as I let fly my battlecry again, some little part of me registered that I was losing control again, that I didn't sound Asgard.  I was letting my inner Demon out and that always scared me.  I spun in place firing lightning from both hands in huge, deadly arcs.  Taking out the legs of  at least a dozen beasts.  I was being struck from everywhere as I battled deeper into their ranks.
 
   My last rational thought was that I preferred the old days, fighting the Ragnarok, they didn't hit as hard.  The battle went on for hours.  I was trying to regain control over my baser instincts as I realized that the fighting had just about stopped.  I was holding back the charge of a hybrid who had me pinned against the still body of another.  I had a huge horn in each hand and my arms were shaking with the supreme effort of holding the beast back.
 
   I suddenly released the horns as I dove into the air into a high arc.  Vaulting over the creature's fore-skull as it suddenly fell forward with no resistance. I rolled across its back and hit its battle computer with an Odin Spear, severing its connection.  I was thrown off of it's back as it shook as if shedding water.
 
   I rolled as I impacted the ground.  It was still bone jarring.  The stupid creature was looking around the carnage of the battlefield and turned and looked dumbly at me, it tripped, landing with its head on the ground.  I charged it with an Odin Spear shrieking out my intent as it struggled to stand again.  I was in mid swing when Arina was suddenly between me and the animal.  My strike stopped with the lattice blade mere inches from Arina's head.
 
   I panted, my eyes wide, in that strange half madness of blood-lust.  If it had been any other Valkyrie, they wouldn't have been able to stop their attack in mid-swing.  I blinked.  Arina knew this.  She reached out and cupped my cheek, grounding me.  Then she leaned down and kissed my cheek.  The shock of that pushing back the battle haze inside of me.  She smiled and said, “Kara, sister, the field is won, we are victorious.  Please show the poor animal mercy.  You have freed it of its electronic slavery, it is no threat to the innocents of Valhalla.”
 
   I just blinked at her as I felt Kate's arms slide around me from behind.  I just nodded dumbly, taking in the horror of the battlefield.  Hundreds of mammoth bodies lay strewn about.  Healers were helping a couple of my bloodied Valkyrie hobble off the field and through the main gates.
 
   Kate was saying, once we disabled the energy weapons, the Ragnarok joined us in the battle.  “We lost two Ragnarok men and one woman, but we stopped the sentinels from breaching the gates love.”  I nodded breathing hard, trying to reassert the rational part of my brain.  After the battle of Folkvangr against Ymir, where I had actually become the Demon of Vengeance.  I have found it harder and harder to release the rage of battle.  I feared that a piece of me actually liked the violence and wholesale destruction I could bring to bear.
 
   I clung to Kate's arms at my waist as I watched Arina, the gentlest of all Asgard step up to the hybrid.  She reached out and started petting its snout as it struggled to its feet.  It dipped its head so she could continue caressing it.  She spoke softly to it, “Come on Tiny, let's get you checked out by the healers.”  She reached up and tugged on it's foreskull shield and after a few seconds it walked with her.  I just gawked in amazement.
 
   Inatra looked similarly shocked as she wiped the blood from her forehead and walked with her mate.  Arina glanced back at Kate with a childlike look on her face. “Can we keep him?”
 
   Kate's laugh sounded like silver chimes to me as she chuckled. “You better ask Father that.  Who is going to feed him, and clean up after him?”
 
   I finally smiled at the sight of the Little One leading a dinosaur through the main gates of Valhalla.  Only her pure heart could have even contemplated that.  I glanced back at Kate as I pulled her around in front of me and looked into her eyes and whispered, “I'm sorry.”  I always felt shame at the joy I was taking in the battle lately.
 
   She shut me up with a kiss then said, “You have nothing to be sorry about.”  Then she led me back into the gates.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6 – Demands
 
   We retired to the barracks after being checked out in medical while Arina stayed with Tiny.  The healers had wanted Inatra and I to spend at least a day with them but we politely refused.  Back in the day, we took more damage than this fighting the Ragnarok hordes.  I snorted at the thought of comparing a flood of rampaging prehistoric beasts to the Ragnarok.  Inatra slapped the back of my head as she gently hissed at me.  Kroth, I was broadcasting again.
 
   I turned toward the cafeteria with my sisters in tow, mumbling, “ I need mead.”
 
   Artemis snorted this time and said with genuine mirth in her voice, “Of course you do.”
 
   Us Valkyrie started almost inhaling multiple plates of food and copious amounts of alcohol to give our nanites biologicals to repair the damage to our bodies.  The krothing archer made a show of just snacking on a little cheese with a self-satisfied grin on her face.  Showoff.  I gave her an indignant look and said, “You are eating for one, I am eating for over a few million.”
 
   She chuckled as she popped a grape into her mouth.  “Your Verr don't require sustenance, they get their power from the citadel.  You're just a little piggy Valkyrie.”
 
   Kate took a huge bite of her beef brisket and spoke with a full mouth, “She's got you there love.”
 
   I smiled and took a matching bite from my plate.  Inatra cocked an eyebrow at Artemis in challenge, but the Olympian held up a hand in surrender. “I would never presume to call you a pig, Fox.”  Then Inatra grinned with satisfaction and hissed softly at the smug looking Olympian.
 
   Kate was staring at her hands as she was tearing a chunk off of her bread.  “Has anyone given it any thought.  What Arina said?  That the Jotunn beasts we have been fighting here on Ragnarok are just enslaved and fighting against their will?”
 
   We were all silent at that, indicating that like me, they couldn't get it out of their heads.  I know the hybrids were not evolved creatures but were they truly innocents?  Were they no different than the Olympians or us Asgard?  Created by the Frost Giants to fight the Titans for them?  And like the blunt weapon I am, I have been slaughtering them since we arrived here in Ragnarok without a thought.
 
   I spoke barely above a whisper, “We will need to adjust our strategy when dealing with them in the future.”
 
   Everyone nodded silent agreement then we finished our meal in silence.  We went to the showers to clean up then met with all the available Valkyrie and Einherjer to discuss rescue options.
 
   Tyr joined us there and shared casualty numbers.  Besides the three Ragnarok warriors we had lost, fifty-three were wounded.  Seven humans and one Vanger were on the injured list as well.  Two Valkyrie, Sigrdrifa, and Rota, were trampled and sustained significant injuries, it would be a week or possibly two before the healers cleared them for duty again.
 
   Two of the main shield projector nodes suffered some minor circuitry damage from the warping of the frequency rotation of the assault.  But the secondaries held, it would be a day before the primary projectors were replaced.
 
   Clean up crews of Einherjergeir were using heavy equipment to clear away the huge carcasses of the slain Hybrids.  Two were still alive but heavily wounded.  One, a giant mantis creature was trying to attack the men and was put out of its misery.  The other, a winged cross between a pterodactyl and a giant bat, Arina ordered brought through the gates. There the healers would examine and make sure the remains of the battle computer grafted to the base of its skull were extracted.
 
   Then I pulled up the new holo-tank that was installed after the battle against Ymir.  The huge display made the one in father's workshop seem small.  The tables in the room had been rearranged in concentric circles around the display. Three rings of white Einherjer tables on the outside surrounding the single ring of black Valkyrie tables  The table that I sat was a red, so dark it almost matched the black tables on either side.
 
   Here sat three First Valkyrie of three different races.  Kate, Inatra, and myself, representing Earth, Ragnarok, and Asgard.  Artemis sat with us, representing the Olympians.  Interspersed around the outer ring of Einherjer tables were some yellow tables where any Ragnarok, Vanger, or Human warriors who wished, could sit in.
 
   I grinned at Intark who didn't care about protocol and just sat at the primary Einherjer table with Tyr and Jeffery.  That man would never miss any planning that might involve violence and a chance of something blowing up while protecting the innocents of any of the allied races.  My daughter, Essa, chose well.
 
   We spent the rest of the afternoon in frustration, trying to come up with a plan that wasn't a suicide mission.  My last suicide mission, where I had actually died, was burned into my being, leaving a scar inside of me that would never heal.  I preferred not to repeat the experience.
 
   We had a risky extraction strategy that could possibly work.  But the huge glaring flaw was that we had to somehow first board the Star Killer before we could put it into effect.  Their main cannons and closer in point defense weapons would shred any incoming vessels.  Our Hornets and the Sky could take any of the point defense energy weapons fire without blinking. But those main cannons, the Sky could take one, possibly two hits with Arina's beefed up energy shunting units onboard.  The Hornets would be lucky to survive a single strike.
 
   The Hornet's main defense was their random evasion course programming that could get them in strike range momentarily to strike at the gunports on the Jotunn vessels that were a known weakness. They then swoop back out of the main cannon's effective firing envelope.  We doubted it was good enough to get them all the way through to the point defense weapons envelope that was below the main cannon's line of fire.
 
   I checked in on father to see if there was any news on the diplomatic front.  He relayed, “They have not accepted any of our hails as of yet daughter.”  I sighed internally.  Kroth!  Of course, there wouldn't be a peaceful way to do this.  Then he added, “Inshak told me that someone accessed the Ragnarok databases at the Ragnarok embassy spire and did a mass data dump minutes before the attack.  One of the enthralled men must have initiated the transfer.”  The implications of that were chilling.  That would be every scrap of knowledge and history of the Ragnarok race.  It wouldn't have any technical or strategic information about the Asgard, but what the Ragnarok had learned on their own.
 
   I put that information aside, then we in the warrior caste redoubled our efforts in finding a solution that wouldn't end in everyone passing to the ages.  There was also the sobering truth that it was entirely possible that the Titans would just kill all of the hostages out of spite when we began our assault.  I saw no distinction between good and evil in Rhea's aura, the two mixed freely, just like Ymir's.  They held no moral distinction between the two.  It would be just like tuning on a light to Rhea to kill them all, and it wouldn't be of any more consequence than flipping that switch.
 
   We calculated the spacing and placements of the main cannons.  They had a virtually three hundred and sixty degree sphere covered with the seven cannons.  Six spiraled around its axis and one forward cannon.  There was a small cone directly astern that was unprotected but was impossible to approach.  With the engines powered up, anything in that zone would be vaporized.  Leaving the only weak point, going head on, only the forward canon could protect a similar cone at the bow of the ship.
 
   So we concentrated on any boarding party rescue missions utilizing that approach vector.  Kate at one point sat back in frustration, running her fingers through her hair and pulling it tight against her scalp.  “Why does it look like we'll all be wearing red shirts on this away mission no matter what we do?”
 
   Then she sat up straight.  “What if we do what you and Intark did?  Ride an asteroid in?  The deception worked against Ymir's people.”
 
   Intark growled like a wolf from his seat behind us.  He said in his deep baritone, “They would be looking for that exact deception.  They have our Ragnarok records now.  The entire assault on the Ginnungagap would be in them.”  Kate nodded and my heart fell.
 
   I changed my line of thinking.  What is it that Rhea wanted from those men and Asgard women?  An army to use as a weapon against the Frost Giants.  And why was she still in the system now and not bringing her vessel in range to destroy the entire world like Ymir had tried on Folkvangr?  I exhaled, it was because she still wanted our men, but we had denied her all but a few when she fled the citadel.  I grinned, she wouldn't attack until she had what she wanted.  Our people were safe until then.
 
   Then I frowned, but then why the attack with that huge group of Jotunn sentinels from the planet?  Arina chose that moment to walk into the room and said in her sweet voice, “A test maybe sister?”
 
   I grinned at her.  “It isn't polite to listen in on my thoughts Little One.”
 
   She grinned cutely and looked like she just wanted to hug herself as she said, “Then stop yelling.”  Then she stood behind Inatra and laid a hands on her shoulder, in plain view of everyone.  I blushed for her.  Then she said as she swept her gaze around the room. With an almost mothering look at some of the most deadly warriors in the galaxy and said with a smile, “It is very late, you all need to eat and retire.  You will all think better on the morrow, with fresh minds and body.  You are all no good to the innocents if your minds are dulled by exhaustion.”
 
   She placed her hands on her hips and cocked her head as if in challenge.  I almost chuckled as I said, “Yes Arina.” A  murmur of chuckles sounded throughout the room.  None of them would talk back to the gentle Arina, our first Valkyriefrior, Valkyrie of Peace, either.
 
   I looked around.  “Ok everyone, get some rest.  We will have at the problem on the morrow with fresh minds.”  Everyone mumbled assent as we all stood and started filing out.
 
   After everyone filed out it was just us at the First Valkyrie table, Intark, Tyr, Jeffery, and Mist.  Mist reached out and grabbed the hands of her mates, Tyr, and Jeffery and dragged them toward the door calling, “On the morrow ladies.”  We all murmured a good night.
 
   Intark loomed over us all and gave a tired smile and addressed us as he bowed his head slightly. “Ladies...”  He beamed a sarcastic grin down to me as he tugged on the scarf tied to my left arm.  “Itty bitty Ragnarok.”  He was already jumping out of the way when I tried to backhand him in the gut.
 
   That left the five of us.  As we walked out Inatra chuckled at me and said in a childlike mocking tone with an Asgard accent, “Yes Arina!”
 
   I rolled my eyes and shoved her into the door frame as we left the room with an, “Oops.”
 
   She hissed and chuckled. “I will end you Valkyrie.”
 
   “You shush love,” Arina replied.
 
   And we all broke out in boisterous laughter when Ina said in a resigned tone, “Yes Arina.”
 
   Artemis opened her mouth to chide us all for being softies around the Little One when Arina raised a finger at her and cocked an eyebrow expectantly.  Artemis shut her mouth and we all shared another bout of laughter.  We all knew the laughter broke the tension of the daunting task of what lay before us, but it still felt good.
 
   As we sat in a wind rider on the way back to the Central Spire, I had to do a double-take at our adopted pseudo-sister from Olympus.  “Artemis?  You have been smiling ever since we left the barracks, what has you in such jovial spirits?”
 
   She shrugged and replied like it was common sense, “My brother is alive.”  This brought a smile to all of our lips.
 
   Kate assured her with undeniable surety. “And we will make sure to bring him, and any Olympian who yet lives on Rhea's vessel, home along with our people.”  We all added in our yea's of agreement.
 
   After landing, we made our way into the spire and up to our quarters.  Inatra and Arina said their goodnights, and shared touches with us, then retired to their quarters next door.  I almost chuckled as Kate and I started dropping armor across the floor as we peeled out of it and made our way toward our  bed chambers.  I heard Artemis' bow then arrow sheath clunk on the ground too as she headed for her and Samantha's room.  I chuckled inwardly, we were acting like old ladies.
 
   We all knew we should probably eat, but we were tired, we could have a big breakfast instead.  Kat had just gently pushed me back on the bed and straddled me, leaning in to lay a wanting kiss on my lips when an incoming message started pinging from a wall console.
 
   In mid-kiss we both sighed and chuckled, our lips still connected. I backhanded the air and accepted the call in audio only.  “This had better be good, or by the Tree of Ages, I will hunt you down.”
 
   I sat up straight when father's voice came through. “Daughter, we have an incoming transmission from Rhea's vessel.  It is coded for you only.”
 
   I sighed and closed my eyes for a second, feeling the pleasant warmth of the arousal I had experienced with my mate just moments earlier ebb away.  Another thing Rhea will answer for.  Kate climbed off of me and started grabbing some of our discarded armor off the floor as I responded, “We will be there momentarily father.”  I made a dismissing gesture in the air and cut the transmission.
 
   Kat's eyes were glittering in mirth as she handed me my chest plate while bending to retrieve her's, “Once more unto the breach love?”  I rolled my eyes, she knew I didn't like Shakespeare, I had met the man and he was a positively insufferable little man.  Though he could indeed hold his alcohol, I did give him that much.
 
   Artemis poked her head out her door as we trudged through the main room scooping up our Valkyrie armor and gearing up.  She didn't say a word, she just disappeared back into her room to appear a moment later back in her cloak.  She smirked as she grabbed her weapons and slung them back over her back.
 
   I smiled at her, she always wanted to be where we were, always having our back.  I said, “You should sleep sister.  We don't even know what is happening yet.”
 
   She shrugged. “Would you.”
 
   I lied. “Of course.”  Which only got a surprised burst of laughter from Kate.  My lips twitched into a smile. “Fine, you wouldn't be able to keep me away.”
 
   The archer grinned in triumph and said, “There you have it then.  After you sisters.”
 
   A minute later we arrived in father's workshop.  A tired looking Tyr at his side at the tactical console in his green Einherjergeir armor as always.  I wondered how many others father contacted about this mystery transmission.
 
   He motioned to the ceiling and the main holo-display bloomed to life and I yawned then cracked my neck, waking myself up entirely.  I could feel my Verr causing a small amount of adrenaline to enter my system to make me fully awake and sharp.  I silently thanked them.  They sent an image of a smile through my head in response.
 
   Then I took a deep breath and exhaled then made a beckoning motion with my finger and accepted the transmission.  It was the same Halfling from before, and we could see Eros at his station beside the man.  I said, “This is Kara, the Wild One.”
 
   The man said, “You have audacity making our Queen wait.  She requires you to exit your little village for transport to the Elivagar.”
 
   The man was serious.  I laughed at the fact he appeared to believe I would just do it.  Like it never occurred to him that anyone would deny an order from his queen.  What a messed up society the Jotunn and Titans had.  I chuckled and said firmly, “I would have to say no to that.  But thank your queen for her hospitality.”  I made a slashing motion and cut the transmission.
 
   Tyr looked at me.  “Was that wise?”
 
   Father looked to be in thought then a smile bloomed on his face when he realized what I was up to.  He looked at Tyr. “No old friend, she is like the Terran fox.”
 
   I nodded. “We will get nowhere speaking with a lackey.  We won't know what Rhea is up to until we speak with her ourselves.”
 
   We were being hailed again, I accepted it and it was the Halfling again.  He started saying, “You dare defy...”  I cut him off. “Yes I do.”  I cut the transmission again.
 
   Kate looked positively pleased with my actions, I was acting like a human here, manipulating the situation.  A long minute later we were being hailed again.  This time we listened to the chime for a good two minutes, Artemis was now rolling her eyes in humor and I winked at her then put on a bored look on my face and accepted the transmission.
 
   This time, Rhea's long armored mask appeared on the screen.  I cocked an eyebrow and feigned innocence. “Rhea?”  A hand reached up to grasp the mask and there was a clicking sound and she removed the mask, revealing her feminine features.  I gave a slight nod of acknowledgment and then said as sweetly as I could manage without bile forming in my throat, “Well met Rhea.  What could I do for you this spectacular evening?”
 
   To her credit, I couldn't hear any of the annoyance in her voice that I could see burning in her eyes.  “Salutations Kara.  I require you on my vessel, I didn't believe the impossible stories your people were telling me about you.  Then I saw the Ragnarok records of you in battle, it was beautiful to watch.  I believe you are the instrument of the Frost Giant's defeat.  At long last, we can be rid of their arrogance.”
 
   I smiled cruelly at her. “I think I will decline your offer, but I give you thanks for the offer.”
 
   Her eyes suddenly got hard as a slight smile crossed her lips.  “You believe that was a request?  You will soon learn to follow my orders Asgard.”
 
   She made a motion with her eyes and a Ragnarok man stepped up to her, looking up at her adoringly.  She smiled down at him and reached out and caressed his cheek and handed him a knife as she said, “My sweet pet, please be a dear and slit your throat for me.”
 
   I was screaming out a “NO!” as the man just instantly, with no hesitation, ended his own life in front of us.  I stared at the screen in shock and she beckoned with her hand and an Asgard man stepped up before I could say anything she handed the bloody knife to him with a sweet smile and he did the same.
 
   I fell to my knees and couldn't catch my breath as she said,  “I will have one of my little pets do the same every five of your minutes until you agree to obey my orders.”  She chuckled and added, “Oh I do so love this little game!”  Then she cut the transmission.  Artemis and Kate pulled me to my feet as I stared at the blank screen, tears running down my face.
 
   I whispered, “She just... she just made them kill themselves.”
 
   I looked around, everyone's faces looked to be sick and carved from stone.  I started to reach into the air to my virtual console and Kate put her hand on mine, stopping me. “You can't.”
 
   Through tears I said, “I'll not have the blood of the innocents on my hands.  She's going to kill them all.”
 
   Father shook his head. “Daughter, we will find a way.”
 
   I almost glared at him as I looked at the chronograph Tyr had floated into the display with the countdown.  “In four minutes father?”  I was angry, frustrated, and terrified, I didn't know how to win this fight when the enemy would not stand in front of me.  I shook my head and opened a channel to the Elivagar.
 
   It was the Halfling communications officer again.  I said quickly, “Tell Rhea I will come.  Just no more deaths.  I need fifteen minutes to exit the citadel for transport.”
 
   He had a cruel grin on his face, I was doing his queen's bidding like he thought it should be.  He muted the transmission then conversed with someone then got back on with me, his smile doubled as he said with pleasure in his voice, “My Queen gives you ten minutes.  And she had two more slaves end their lives for you presuming to dictate the terms.”  Then he cut the transmission as my heart stopped and I forced the bile in my throat down. I screamed, “ Kroth!”  I slammed my fist down on a work table, shattering it's surface and sending shrapnel around the room as it crumbled.
 
   I spun around and looked at everyone wildly. “We have ten minutes to come up with a plan to save the remaining hostages.”  I tried to think like Rhea, what did she expect of me, what was her weakness?  My eyes snapped wide as I realized she had two, the same two the Ragnarok of old had when fighting us Valkyrie.  Lack of information about our technology and most importantly, hubris!  Pride would be her downfall.
 
   I started sprinting out of the workshop with Kate and Artemis calling after me as we raced along.  What I needed was in Samantha's room in my quarters.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7 - Hostage Exchange
 
   Nine minutes later I walked out of the main gates, the assembled Einherjer and Valkyrie made a hole for me on the line and, staring straight ahead, all gave the salute to heroes and a resounding “Raugh!”  echoed around the gates.  I didn't hesitate as I strode out of the main shield and walked into the clearing, holding my ace in the hole.
 
   A moment later my entire being felt as if it were simultaneously frozen, boiled, and torn apart.  Then I was standing in a huge chamber that loosely resembled the throne rooms I remembered from medieval times on Earth.  Only this one was all shining alloys and gossamer wall hangings.
 
   There were hundreds of men pointing weapons at me.  Most were Halflings, but in the mix were Ragnarok, Asgard, Olympian, and Vanger men, and an Asgard woman.
 
   The communications Halfling stepped up to me, he was indeed much smaller than a Jotunn or Titan, but was still a large man, about the size of an average Ragnarok, at almost seven feet tall.  He growled out to me, “I am Demeter, surrender your weapons and that device, your Queen would see you.”
 
   I looked at him and smiled cruelly as I moved the colorfully painted box to my chest with one arm, cradling it as carefully as I could.  I shrugged at the man. “No.”
 
   He took a long stride up to me, loomed above me in a menacing fashion, and raised a hand to strike me.  He didn't even know he was dead when his body crumpled to the ground and I retracted my Odin Spear from his chest.  I spoke down to his corpse calmly, “I cannot surrender my weapons fool, I am the weapon... and you should have worn armor to face me.”
 
   There was squealing laughter and excited clapping from the side. I glanced over and looming over everyone in the room, Rhea was walking toward the throne with an Olympian on one arm and an Asgard woman on the other.  “I have never been so entertained in eons.  You are a true delight Kara.”
 
   She shooed the Olympian away and sat on a chair that I could only call a throne and had the Asgard woman sit with her.  She whispered something and the woman removed theTitan's armor mask.  Rhea gave her a smile and said, “Thank you, my pet.”
 
   Then she looked at me with humor in her eyes.  “I've never had a female to toy with like this before.  Your race is full of interesting quirks.”  She leaned down and kissed the Asgard on the lips, the woman looked to be almost in the throes of ecstasy.  Then she asked her, “My sweet little pet, if I told you it would please me, would you kill yourself?”  The woman nodded eagerly and my blood ran cold.
 
   I tilted my head back and laughed.  This seemed to cause Rhea some pause and she looked at me.  I chuckled. “You think that securing my obedience by killing these innocents was really going to work?”  There was ice-water flowing through my veins as I bluffed.
 
   She nodded. “Yes I do.  Your people have been so kind as to explain to me your race's abhorrence of violence, and the purpose of the Valkyrie.  You exist only to protect the innocents.”
 
   I held up the box in both hands. “Do you also know the story of what happens when the Asgard are pushed too far?  When we have no choice than to sacrifice some innocents so that our race could survive?  Did theses Ragnarok you have enslaved not share with you the fate of their old capital and the Hammer of Thor?”
 
   Her eyes snapped wide at the mention of the Hammer of Thor.  I motioned at the box with my eyes.  I sneered at her. “Yes.  You have I see.  So this is how this is going to work.  You are safe as long as this device is in my hands, the moment I release it, it is the end of your existence.  I guess that is hard for you to grasp since you have been around since before recorded history.  I would sacrifice these innocents so others would not suffer.”
 
   She hissed out, “You wouldn't!”
 
   I snapped back in anger, “ Oh wouldn't I?  The Ragnarok know better, they call me the Demon of Vengeance for a reason.”  I glared at her then said, “You will release all the innocents you have enslaved, including the Olympians.  You will transport them to the planet below.  Then I will disarm the device and give it to you.  But if you kill one more innocent, I release the device.”
 
   She stared at me in horror for a few moments then a smile bloomed on her lips.  “You are truly a prize worth possessing.  I didn't believe the stories of you standing against entire armies, of you taking down the Ginnungagap in space.  Until I watched the Ragnarok records of you in battle.  Now here, you stand in defiance of your own Queen.  This is exciting to watch you in action!  You truly have no fear.”
 
   She locked eyes with me trying to read me.  The corner of her mouth quirked up in a twitching smile as she slowly withdrew another one of her accursed knives from her armor and slowly handed it to the Asgard woman.  She started to say, “Sweet love, please...”  I took one hand off the box and made a show of almost dropping it.  Her mouth snapped shut and she held a hand up to stop me.
 
   She tilted her head in amazement. “Ymir's horn!  You would really do it wouldn't you Kara?  Such a contradiction to your nature.  You act almost like the two humans I had dissected earlier, they held a certain amount of resistance to my charms, they fought it even though they belonged to me.”  I fought down the bile in my throat yet again, knowing the humans she took with her were dead.
 
   Then she said, “I shall play your game because you are the prize that shall tip the scales in our favor against the Jotunn and end our feud for eternity.”
 
   She hit a stud on her throne and a door opened behind the seat to the left. Another armored Titan walked in, she didn't have the face mask that Rhea used, instead she had the photon shield helmet of the Jotunn.
 
   Rhea spoke to the woman, “Transport all of our pets to Kara's village on the planet, even the Katra, the old Olympians.  None of them are to be harmed.”  The woman looked confused and Rhea almost yelled, “Do it!”  The other Titan bowed and said, “Yes Rhea.  Right away.”
 
   The woman turned and pushed a Halfling violently toward the center of the room.  “You heard your Queen!  Do it now!”  The man bowed deeply. “Yes matron!”
 
   They went about rounding up the men in the room while the other Titan used her wrist console and announced the order over the ship's intercom.  Then Rhea stood and the Asgard woman looked up at her.  Rhea bent down and kissed her deeply and then said, “You too my little pet.  Remember, it is Kara that is taking your pleasure from you.”  The woman nodded at her then left with the others, giving me a hateful glare.
 
   In moments, only the two Titans, and the Halflings were in the room.  Rhea looked around and snapped, “Leave us!”  The Halflings bowed and backed out of the chambers.  Leaving the Titans and the body of Demeter.
 
   Rhea stalked round me with a genuine smile. “You are truly fascinating.  To think the instrument of the Frost Giant's downfall will be a weapon of their own making.  And in the form of a tiny woman.  You are fierce.”
 
   I just stood there motionless holding the box until I heard Kat's voice in my head over our nanite link.  Normal coms wouldn't have worked so deep in the Jotunn vessel.  “They are arriving now love.  How did you do it?”
 
   I smiled inwardly. “I just took a page from that old Earth card game, poker.  Let me know when transport is complete.”
 
   Her voice now sounded strained. “We will find a way to free you Kara.  I love you.”
 
   I did smile at that and said, “Don't count me out yet.  I love you to Kat.  More than you know.”
 
   A minute later Rhea stopped pacing around me, some light flickering in her eyes. “It is done pet.”
 
   I waited for Kate's confirmation then I looked up at Rhea with hate in my eyes and snapped, “I'm not your pet!”  As I threw the brightly painted box at her feet.
 
   The squeal of terror that came from her as she tried to catch it was priceless.  The box hit the ground by her feet and the clown popped out of the Jack In The Box toy that Samantha had kept from her childhood.
 
   I was laughing almost hysterically when suddenly white hot pain bloomed from my chest and I was flying through the cavernous chamber and smashing into the wall, from Rhea's attack.  I was seeing bright motes swimming in my vision and Rhea's voice echoing as she said, “That was for deigning to make demands upon your Queen.”
 
   Before I could shake it off, she kicked me. I heard bones crack as more pain joined the first, and I was again flying through the air and colliding with another wall and landing on the floor gasping.  I looked up at her as she said, “And that was for the deception.”
 
   Other Titans were walking into the chambers as she stepped up to me.  She wouldn't catch me off guard again, but there looked to be all ten Titans of the ship standing around in a half circle around me.  I could take one, possibly two of them but not ten.  I would just have to take whatever she threw at me and pick my time to act.  She wouldn't kill me, she needed me as she had said, but she was going to make sure I hurt.
 
   She reached down and grabbed my hair and picked me up off the ground by it, my feet dangling a few feet off the ground.  She turned my head toward the body of Demeter as she raised her other armor clad fist, and she said with a touch of sorrow in her voice, “ And this is for killing my son.” Then she struck me in the face.
 
   Pain like no other swept over me as my nose shattered and the orbital socket of my left eye. Hair tore from my head as well as some of the flesh of my scalp as I hit the floor, my right leg cracked, fracturing but not breaking, after Folkvangr, it would take more than that to break it.  Kroth!  I could feel my Verr attacking the damage and stemming the flow of blood from the wounds.
 
   I tried to focus. I had to close one eye to look up as Rhea threw the handful of hair on the floor as she just sat down on the floor beside me and pulled me into her lap.  Then she leaned down and kissed me almost gently on the lips and said almost warmly, “And that, is for killing Ymir.”
 
   She reached behind her as I blocked the pain out of my mind, and produced some sort of hoop from somewhere.  She pulled it apart at a joint I couldn't see and reached over and clipped it around my neck and it crackled with energy and I felt weaker and the pain from my wounds tripled.  I bit my tongue to stifle a scream.  I wouldn't give her the satisfaction.
 
   She explained as she stood and pulled me to my feet. “That collar is an energy siphon. It will stop you from using your Valkyrie abilities, though there is so much we don't know, it would be a shame to kill you before we knew how that baffling energy you use works.  I can't have you wandering around loose until I have properly broken you.  Oh, this game will be just as fun as the last!”  She seemed happy about that.
 
   She said, “Come along pet, we have so much to talk about.” Then she started walking away and some sort of energy tether sprung to life between her armor's power pack on her hip and the collar she placed on my neck.  I was yanked toward her and pain flowed through me at the collar and from my wounds that were just barely healing.  My Verr couldn't get enough power to maintain my link with Kate. They started to probe the collar, I thought to them, “Not yet my brave protectors, I will let you know when it is time.”
 
   I stumbled and limped along on one good leg after Rhea.  I was seething inside.  The Krothing bitch had put me on a leash.  I will pick my moment, and she will pay for this, I swear to the Tree of Ages.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8 – Refugees
 
   Arina was calling to me from inside the main gates between the two locked down shields that we were using as a quarantine area for the refugees that had come down from the Elivagar.  “Kat, the antigen has run its course on the Olympians and the software upgrade to the Asgard nanites has been confirmed on the rest.  They are free of the nano-phage influence.”
 
   She lowered her scanner and dropped her bubble shield she was using while out among the refugees.  Kroth!  She's always taking chances. Our people have been under the influence for a day, the Olympians for eons, there was no telling what kind of psychological effect that had or even the possibility of Stockholm Syndrome.  I sent a reprimand across our nano-link.  She shrugged and blushed in apology.
 
   I used my ruling caste override on the shield and allowed one-way access from the citadel side through the secondary shield.  No more than a moment later and healers were pouring through to examine the refugees with food and blankets.  An Einherjer went with each.
 
   Inatra, Artemis, and I stepped through and we each took turns and each laid the back of a hand on Arina's cheek.  She blushed profusely and Inatra hissed at her in frustration then said sternly, “You take too many chances love.”
 
   Arina just smiled cutely as she shrugged. “They are our people.”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow and corrected her. “Some of them are.”
 
   Arina turned and smiled at our Olympian archer. “Artemis is loved as family, and these are her people, so I believe you are wrong Kat.  All of these are our people.”  She swept her arms wide toward the hundreds of men in the area.
 
   I blinked, the Little One has done it again.  Her impulsiveness.  She is Odin's daughter as I am and we speak with Odin's voice.  So what she had just invoked was basically making our people's one.  Father was going to have a conniption fit!  Then I looked around at all the disoriented men with their strong Olympian features then to Artemis.  I loved her like a sister and I knew Arina, with her big heart, was right as always.
 
   I nodded and said, “You are right Little One.  The Olympians are our people, sure as blood.”  Inatra was smirking and shaking her head.  I smirked at her. “I'll smooth things over with father, no need to look so smug Ina.”  She smiled back and Artemis just looked stunned.
 
   My thoughts shot back to Kara.  There was a vice on my heart, my Verr could not reach her or even determine if she yet lived.  I could feel a ghost of a beating she was taking through our nanite link.  I almost broke at feeling the love of my life taking the blows.  But then it stopped and I couldn't feel her anymore.
 
   Father keeps reminding me that Rhea needs Kara and that the Wild One is resourceful and a survivor.  I knew that more than most, my wife had walked through even death itself to defend the innocents of the galaxy and the people she loves.
 
   I turned to look at the Refugees and shook my head.  We still didn't know how Kara had secured their release.  She hadn't been on the enemy vessel for more than ten minutes before men started being deposited at our doorstep by Jotunn transport beams.
 
   I heard Artemis' breath hitch beside me and I looked over and her eyes were wide and a hand was covering her mouth.  Then she took off running through the crowd to embrace a man I recognized from the Titan transmissions, her brother Eros!
 
   I couldn't stop smiling, even with the almost overwhelming shadow of my concern for Kara enveloping me.  I was witnessing a reunion of family that was a long time coming. The brother and sister had not seen each other since before the Asgard race even came to be.  I couldn't imagine that kind of joy.
 
   I took a moment to watch them speaking then I turned my gaze to the sky.  I would bring my wife home or die trying.  I would show Rhea the fury of a human Valkyrie if I had to walk through hell to get to her.
 
   Father was suddenly on coms, his voice clear and measured, I knew he harbored the same thoughts as me though it brought shame to him thinking about bringing violence upon another.  “Kat, Rhea is hailing us.  You are now First Valkyrie so all defensive matters fall to you.”
 
   I acknowledged then I looked to the dome shield as father was projected on half of it and Rhea occupied the other half.  When things were tense, father always did this for transparency sake, so that the citizens knew why certain decisions were made.
 
   Father spoke, “This is Odin.”
 
   Rhea smiled like she was speaking to an old friend and said, “Now that I have the weapon I need, I will be leaving your system once I have broken your pesky little Valkyrie.”  She yanked on a glowing ribbon of energy and my heart stopped when Kara stumbled into the picture.  Her face was covered in blood, the flesh was swollen and almost hamburger around her nose.  One of her eyes didn't focus well and I could see portions of her skull where her scalp was torn away.
 
   Rhea looked down at her and smiled. “We're having such fun aren't we pet?”
 
   The corner of Kara's mouth quirked up in a sneer. She said in a voice that reminded me so much of the Demon, it didn't sound Asgard, “As my friends from Earth would say Rhea... fuck you.”
 
   I couldn't help it, my mouth quirked into a smile, her defiance was a given but I had never heard her use that term more than once or twice in the millennia we have been together.  Mostly I smiled because she was still alive and being Kara.  I'm confident Rhea didn't understand what she said, but knew it was a derision so she backhanded Kara, who flew off-screen.
 
   Then she looked at father. “I would have just left now and sterilized the planet upon our exit from this system, but my new pet is full of delightful games.  She had informed me that she would die before helping me if I harmed a single person on that dreadful little speck of dirt.  So I will break her first, then after that I will make her watch as I destroy you all before we go hunting for Jotunn for her to kill.”
 
   Father started to respond, but Rhea just said, “Now to see just how much pain this little Valkyrie can take.” She cut the transmission.  I stared the blank dome and heat flowed through me.  I shrieked out my rage and struck down at the ground.  The rock below my feet cracked but a moment later the red in my vision faded as I found myself in a firm hug from Arina.  I took a deep cleansing breath then hugged her back.
 
   I centered myself and pushed away gently, my calm returning and gave her a reassuring smile.  We needed to continue planning our rescue attempt, only now things were much simpler, we needed only rescue one person.  Right now, we needed information about what had happened up there and any tactical information any of the former slaves could give us.
 
   I turned to a large Ragnarok that had armor on, being a warrior, he would most likely have seen something useful.  Then I glanced around at the Olympians, they would have the most valuable information.  I would talk with Artemis later to see if they would help us.  I spoke calmly to the Ragnarok, “How did Kara secure your freedom?”
 
   He had a fierce pride when he growled out,  “She would not cow to the Titan witch.  She threatened her with the Hammer of Thor unless she released us from her witchery.  We truly had no control over ourselves, she was so... persuasive.”  He smiled in memory then shook his head and growled like a wolf in rage.
 
   I blinked at the man. “The Hammer of Thor?  But that technology was lost to the ages with the death of Thor.”
 
   He shook his head. “I witnessed it with my own eyes, the Demon stood before the Titan Queen wielding the Hammer in her hands.  The Wild One has no fear!”  It still looked odd to me even after all these years, a Ragnarok showing such pride in a Valkyrie.  Once sworn enemies now the most inseparable allies.
 
   But what was the man talking about, there was no Hammer.  Then my eyes snapped wide, I had thought my mate had a screw loose when she had retrieved Samantha's Jack in the Box.  She wouldn't... she didn't... did she?  I remembered her poker comment and started laughing almost hysterically.  I grasped at the man for support as I laughed.  He was looked at me in confusion, but my laughter got the man smiling.  I started pounding on his chest in mirth, then tried to normalize my breathing.  Giggling a little bit more, then I grasped the man's forearm.
 
   He tilted his head at me. “What is it little Valkyrie?”
 
   I spoke, my voice threatening to break into laughter again, “There is no Hammer of Thor.  It does not exist.  Kara, the Wild One... she just outplayed the leader of the Titans.  She secured your release with a child's toy!”
 
   The man looked down on me as the realization dawned on his face.  He asked, “ A deception?  A lie?”  I nodded and then the man chuckled and shook his head.  I winked up at the man and released his arm and stepped away, looking around.  I brought two fingers to my lips and whistled shrilly, stopping the din of conversation all around.
 
   I spoke loudly and with authority,  “I am Kate, the Raging Storm.  First Valkyrie of Earth and Asgard.  Any men...”  I glanced at a single Asgard woman not far from me, “ ...and ladies that hail from the citadel, please return to your homes.  Healers will follow up with you at your quarters soon.”  I tilted my head expectantly at the closest healer and she nodded in acknowledgment.
 
   Then I continued, “Olympians, our honored guests.  You will need to remain in quarantine for a bit longer until our healers can clear you.  Then quarters will be assigned to you.  I will need to speak with the highest ranking among you.  Thank you for your patience, and welcome to Valhalla, welcome to freedom.”
 
   There was some cheering and I grabbed the Ragnarok man as he started to leave.  “I'll need to speak with you as well...”  I left the question hanging.
 
   “Rosig,” he rumbled.  Oh, from the Ro line, not many of them are left after The Culling.
 
   I nodded. “Rosig.  Well met.”
 
   He smiled back, inclined his head, and said, “Well met, Shadow Fang.”  I grinned at the old title the Ragnarok had given me so very long ago before they knew my true name.  I was amazed anyone was around that actually knew it besides Ina.
 
   I backhanded him in the gut playfully. “Call me Kat.”  He growled deeply but grinned.  Then I released the lock-down on the secondary shield and looked around to see Artemis making her way through the thinning crowd to me with her brother in tow.
 
   They stepped up to me.  A smiling Artemis, who had her arm looped in her bother's said, “Kat, I would like you to meet my brother Eros, the highest ranking among the Olympians here.  Like me, he is of what you would call the ruling caste of Olympus.”  Then she released his arm and turned to him, “Brother, this is Kate the Raging Storm.  Now First Valkyrie of Asgard in Kara's stead.”
 
   He smiled broadly, he, like all the other Olympians surrounding us, was a gorgeous specimen of a man.  He still had a slightly fogged over look in his eyes as he tried to process his freedom. We grasped forearms and he said with amazement, “You must be gods yourself, I am sorry Raging Storm, this is a lot to process.  It is as if we are coming out of a long sleep where we had no control of ourselves.  A nightmare that had no end.”
 
   I grinned at him. “Well met Eros.  Please address me as Kat, and the Asgard are no gods.”
 
   He squinted. “But on the Elivagar, that small warrior woman held a device that could take down the Titan gods.  None has ever wielded the power to bring down a Titan Star Killer until she arrived on the ship.”
 
   I snorted and covered my mouth in embarrassment, then said, “That was naught but a child's toy.  It was a bluff, a deception, to win your freedom.”  I still couldn't believe that Kara had pulled a Corbomite Maneuver on the Titans.  Then I squinted as a hardness entered my voice. “My mate traded herself to free the people enslaved on the Elivagar.  Now we, in turn, must free her.”  My heart ached knowing the woman I loved was still on that accursed vessel.
 
   He blinked, trying to process it, it was clear that eons under Rhea's power had fogged his mind. “A deception?”  Then he paled and said almost in a whisper, “Then you truly do not have the power to bring down a Jotunn vessel?  We still cannot bring the fight to the Titans?”
 
   I didn't know what to say to the man, but Artemis looked up with a predatory smirk on her face. “She did not say that brother.  The women of Valhalla, the Valkyrie, are the most formidable warriors and dangerous living weapons that ever walked the galaxy.  I watched with my own eyes as Kara, the Wild One, who you saw on the Elivagar, slew Ymir of the Frost Giants.  Then the women of Valhalla brought down and destroyed the Ginnungagap itself!  Ten Jotunn were sent to the beyond!”
 
   His eyes couldn't have gotten bigger. He dropped to a knee in front of me and did an old roman salute with an arm across his chest as he lowered his head.  I quickly crouched and grabbed his elbow and had him stand.  I looked around nervously and repeated father's words to another warrior who had done the same with him.  “Get up man, you look silly down there.”
 
   He nodded once then looked as if his thoughts were starting to crystallize and he turned to his hazel eyes to his sister. “You escaped my Queen's...”  He winced then looked angry and with a hard look in his eyes, started again. “You escaped Rhea's wrath?  She told us of how she wiped out the Unclean... the Olympians who did not fall sway to her power.”
 
   Artemis almost growled, her voice was low and bathed in venom, “The witch fled with the men of Olympus and lured the Jotunn to finish us off.  One hundred of us have been on the run through all these millennia.  We now number five hundred.  We have eluded the Titans and Jotunn alike as we sought out the fabled Gods of Asgard to aid us.”
 
   Then she looked around, and seemed to deflate. “So many have died since the witch took you?”
 
   His brow knotted in confusion as he followed her gaze across the Olympians between the gate shields, then his eyes brightened in comprehension.  “Oh, no.  This is not all of us.  My Qu... Rhea kept half of us as pets and breeding stock, the rest she distributed among the nine other Titan ships in this universe.  Only a handful of us have met our demise in the beginning when they were dissected so Rhea could learn all of our secrets.”
 
   I cringed at the mention of breeding stock, it reminded me of the Ragnarok.  When they were at war with the Asgard, they used captured people of all the other races to breed more soldiers to man their generational transports to replace the men lost in battle against the Valkyrie.  They called the intermediary offspring mutts.  Then once the mutts bred again with Ragnarok warriors, then pure Ragnarok were born.  I saw it as nothing more than organized rape.
 
   I murmured, “The Halflings.”
 
   Eros caught it and his eyes lowered. “That is our shame, the Titans used us to breed a new warrior sect to try to tip the scales in the war against the Jotunn, but they were not enough.  Any female offspring were killed at birth, any males would fight for Rhea.”  He took a deep breath. “Demeter was my son with Rhea.”
 
   Artemis' eyes narrowed and Eros looked even more shamed. He tried to defend his words. “You do not know the hold she had over us. I didn't want to but I would do anything for her, she was love itself.  That demon-spawn Demeter was her final victory over me, showing me she was my god, my Queen.  She had our first two children, females, killed, I do not know why.”
 
   Artemis snapped maybe too harshly, “Because Rhea can only control men... and Asgard women.  It was done with a nano-phage.  Technology, not with magic.  Titans are no gods.  The Asgard have found a way to counteract the phage.  Their technology almost rivals the Titans.”
 
   I looked around as Inatra and Arina joined us.  “We can discuss this in the Central Spire with father.  I will make introductions on the way.”  I made an ushering motion and looked back and grabbed Rosig and rolled my eyes at him as I dragged him along. “Come on big man, you too.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9 – Biding Her Time
 
   We debriefed the men, and there wasn't much tactical information except the layout of the vessel that they could give us.  Rosig had only been on board a short time and he only had eyes for Rhea at the time to notice much else.  Eros gave us details of every corner of the ship but knew next to nothing about its technology or armament except how to operate it.  They saw it all as the magic of their Queen, who they loved unconditionally against their own will.
 
   The hierarchy among the Titans was of vitally no value either.  There was Rhea, all other Titans, then all the pets.  It seemed that all the Titans were of the same rank and importance among their kind. To Eros it almost seemed to be of a hive mind though he cannot be sure since he could not see much individuality at all except in Rhea.
 
   I thought about that for a second that was like our observations of the Frost Giants, Ymir seemed to be the only one to stand out from the others, who just seemed to follow his commands.  When we broached the subject back then with the healers in the mental health discipline, they gave a couple possible ideas.
 
   One that they were of a hive mind, following their leader like worker bees, with no real individuality.  Or perhaps they have fallen to what we have called the fog of ages here in Valhalla.  With lifespans that outlast the stars, very old Asgard people can fall into a never changing rut with nothing to stimulate them.  To combat this, every few centuries, most Asgard will change their discipline to master something new.
 
   If the Frost Giants were indeed ancient even to our civilization, then this was a real possibility.  With then spending an eternity with the same ten people doing the same thing, I could easily see dropping into that fog.
 
   Most of the ex-hostages from our mixed races wanted to bring the battle to the Elivagar for vengeance against the Titan who had warped their will, and to free the champion of Valhalla.  Most of the Olympians were of the same mind.
 
   There were however a small number of Olympian men who were still loyal to Rhea, pledging their love to her.  The eons had warped their minds into accepting Rhea as their Queen, as their love, as their god.  Those men are under guard at all times and escorted through the city by Einherjer. Our healers have them going to therapy sessions to try to break the hold of Stockholm Syndrome on the poor men.
 
   For weeks, going on four months, the Elivagar has remained in place at the asteroid field.  We are constantly threatened by Rhea with ultimatums and the like, she keeps transporting Hybrids to our gates, I believe just to keep us wary of her.  But she has not followed through on her threat of destroying Ragnarok and leaving the system after she has broken Kara.
 
   This tells us a couple things.  The one that keeps me going and stopping me from giving up on a rescue plan that seems impossible to accomplish, is that Kara still lives.  That she has not been broken by the Titan bitch.  Though I cannot feel my mate through our nanite-link, I know she perseveres, that she defies Rhea.  This gives me strength and hope.  I smiled, even now Kara inspires me.
 
   The other thing it tells us is that Rhea is not sure she can actually break Kara and bend her to her will.  So, she sees us as a replacement for Kara should she fail.  She as much as said it once when she implied that she was aware that I possessed the same level of power as Kara due to my infestation of sentient machines.  From the way she spoke of the men we rescued, she isn't yet aware they are no longer held sway by her charms. We are not sure how to leverage that yet, so we are keeping it under wraps.
 
   She would at times show us videos of Kara's beaten and bloodied body and some of the torture sessions.  I swore my Verr were the only things keeping me from dying on the spot.  That and the almost imperceptible defiant smirk on Kara's face in every video.  That smirk kept me going, she's always been a stubborn woman.  God do I miss her!
 
   I was knocked out of my musings when Artemis shook my arm gently as we sat eating breakfast with Arina and Ina in my quarters. “Kat?  Are you with us?”  I exhaled then took a cleansing breath and smiled and nodded at her.
 
   I nodded then Arina, said between bites, breaking our no business rule in the quarters, “Loki pointed out that the Elivagar isn't fully in our system.  A small portion of its aft section is still in the quantum gateway.  Father has hypothesized it is so they can maintain their observation and scans of the Earth and Folkvangr systems from wherever their point of origin is.”
 
   I took a long tug from my mug of mead holding the cup up for her to elaborate why that was significant.  The only viable rescue option we had come up with was still under construction in the Earth system.
 
   My nanites had taught mother's less evolved ones how Kara's had figured out how to affect the Jotunn armor at the molecular level.  It is how they were able to help defeat Ymir, and how they reinforced Kara's body with the material.  There was still trace amounts of it lacing Kara's bones, making her even tougher than she had previously been.  It was a struggle, but they finally learned how.
 
   Mother is dissolving chunks of the Ginnungagap's armor shards and they are coating Pegasus with the armor.  Since Jotunn energy weapons cannot affect their own armor, we can possibly get Pegasus in with a boarding party to rescue Kara.  It is most likely a suicide mission but every able bodied Valkyrie, Einherjer, Valkfela, Illrovin, Ragnarok and human had put their names in the hat to volunteer for the mission.  Kara had saved all of the races at one point or another in history, and they all wanted in on returning the favor.
 
   I couldn't be more proud of all the races.  But I would not risk more people, it would be myself, Inatra, and Artemis to take the risk.  Mother informed us that they were just a couple weeks out from completion of the retrofit and Pegasus was aching for a fight, Kara is her friend too.  Kitty was still on station in orbit with the other Sky.  The Hornet pilots rotate out at the citadel, but Kitty has been on point in Swooper for all the months Kara has been held.  Hornets were keeping her resupplied.
 
   Our plan is simple, flank the Titan vessel with a couple Hornets as a diversion at the extreme range of the Elivagar's main cannons and absorb the attacks with their lattice.  Then use the Titan's own quantum entanglement tunnel to get Pegasus eleven hundred miles from the Star Killer and make a run through the main and secondary weapon's fire, then dock and board.
 
   We know in general where the torture sessions are held according to Eros' intel.  We would be dealing with at most ten Titans and around a thousand Halflings.  The Halflings were of no concern to me, it was the Titans.  It took the combined races, thousands of men and women, to take down ten Jotunn, the Titans would be just as formidable and we would be but three.  It would be all but impossible to succeed in the rescue, but we had to try didn't we?  I would have my mate back!
 
   Arina took a deep breath, I could see her dumbing down her explanation in her head so those of us non-techs could understand more readily.  “By doing so, they are keeping part of their ship between the two points, so they can peer out of the spatial distortion like windows at the other systems.  Plus the energy required to maintain the quantum gateway like is the equivalent of multiple stars going supernova.  Which means, wherever their point of origin is, is the only place that can create the tunnels as their ships don't have even a fraction of that power.”
 
   She thought a second then added, “Their own systems seem taxed by maintaining even the small quantum tunnel of their space bridge.”  She motioned with her hand like she was setting that fact aside and said, “The Titans, like the Jotunn, are masters of deception.  While their technology is phenomenal, their strength is mostly based on slight of hand, putting on the appearance of gods with unlimited power.”
 
   She grinned slightly. “So they are not only using the distortion to spy on the other systems, but it is their escape route if they are forced to... retreat.”  Then her smile curved almost predatory at that point when she said, “So, if we were able to somehow close the gateway, they would not be able to reopen it here with their limited power.  Their only means of escape would be at fractional C sublight speeds where we could track and pursue them.”
 
   Then she took a bite of her favorite cheese as if to reward herself and said, “So we need only cause a simple imbalance in the gateway and it will collapse. Maintaining a gateway is an extremely delicate feat.”
 
   I nodded.  That was all well and fine long-term, but it didn't help us in rescuing Kara.  I think Arina saw this in my eyes and her's dropped a bit. “I know that doesn't help Kara much now.”
 
   I smiled sadly and reached over and cupped Arina's cheek in my hand, she leaned into the contact, closing her eyes.  I smiled and removed my hand and said, “No, that is good news Little One.  Once we do get her back, then we can put the krothing Titans on the run if they don't decide to destroy the planet first.”  But Arina grinned at me like I had missed something.
 
   Inatra had got it before I did as she suddenly sat up straight and said, “But you said that the part of the vessel is still on the other side of the gateway.  So if the tunnel collapses...”
 
   Artemis shared her grin and popped a piece of cheese into her mouth as she finished for her. “Then the vessel would be crippled.  And injured prey will run rather than fight if they are not in a corner.”
 
   I quickly pulled down the main holo-display and looked at the ship. I twisted my hand and the view rotated until we were looking down on the Star Killer, a portion of its starboard engine just wasn't there, it was on the other side of the gateway.  Losing one of its three main engines would certainly cripple them.
 
   To get in range of the planet for a sustained attack on the planet's core without falling into its gravity well with only two engines would be impossible, we saw that at Folkvangr.  The only way to get into range of their main cannons would be to make a flyby of the planet at escape velocities.  So the only logical thing to do would be to run and repair the vessel or call for help.  Even at light speeds that would give us a respite of centuries.
 
   But then my smile flickered. “Can they fire their main cannons through their space bridge?”
 
   Arina's smile faded too.  “Oh...  Yes they could.”
 
   But Artemis and Inatra were looking at us like we were fools.  Ina said, “But we know those spheres are not armed and the Jotunn armor on them cannot be any thicker than their battle suits.  Our Hornets and Sky would have no problems disabling them with magnetic spears.  They have to have a finite number of replacements on board.”
 
   I nodded.  “Ok, we have a solid plan for after we rescue Kara, that just leaves the rescue itself.  We need some sort of advantage if we are going to take on ten Titans.”  Then the same conundrum that has vexed us for four months sobered us all.
 
   Artemis moved her hands in the air and a virtual console appeared in front of her in the main holo-display.  She pulled up an image of a beaten and bloodied Kara being struck by Rhea in one of the videos the Titans sent us to break our moral.  She mused out loud, “If only we could get a message to Kara then she could fight her way free, and we could meet her half way.”
 
   I blinked at Artemis and looked at that energy tether to the collar around Kara's neck.  “How can she fight free, that collar seems to be leaching her energy, we can barely detect any healing in the videos.”
 
   Artemis shook her head and actually chuckled. “We are talking about Kara the Wild One here, the Reaper of Ymir.  We know that her nanites can infest Jotunn tech, why would that collar be any different?  She is a survivor.  I believe she is just biding her time, choosing her moment.  She is over a hundred light minutes away in space, she must be trying to figure out a way home before she moves.”
 
   I blinked at that and looked back at the image being displayed, there was that almost imperceptible smirk on Kara's face.  Was she really just allowing herself to be tortured, until she saw a window of escape?  I had not thought about the Verr's ability to defeat Jotunn tech so that energy leach she was just allowing them to use as well, to give them false confidence?  But what if Artemis was wrong?
 
   I closed my fist in the air and the display disappeared.  I put my mug down on the table and said, “We need to speak with Odin.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10 – Hybrid Facility
 
   We shared Artemis' theory with father and he cautioned us to not take leaps, it was safer for us to proceed with our plan assuming that Kara would not be able to help us.  It would make our attempt that much easier if it were true.  I agreed, it was smarter for us to assume we would have to perpetrate the rescue unassisted.
 
   But then father looked around his workshop at the people assembled.  “Since we cannot further that plan until Pegasus' retrofit has been completed, I have a fortuitous distraction for the Valkyrie.”  He was grinning.
 
   I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Do tell father.”
 
   He said, “You have noticed a sudden decrease in hybrids that Rhea has moved to the gates lately?”  We all nodded and he continued, “Well it seems that she has inadvertently helped us in two ways.  Our scans detect only two hybrids on the planet, and a third one just emerged.  Which means that one, she has helped us clear the planet and make it safe for habitation.  And more importantly, second, we now now the location of the hybrid facility on the planet knowing the location of the remaining hybrids and where the third one appeared from.”
 
   He walked toward the center of the workshop and made a grabbing and dragging motion back to his workstation and his display bloomed on the main display.  A remote portion of the main continent in the Great Tusk mountain range was displayed. We could see two triceratops and one huge centipede looking hybrid were moving toward a well camouflaged transport platform to be moved to their stations somewhere on the planet.
 
   Father pointed at the scanner data and I realized that the area seemed not to exist on our scans, that is why we had missed it all these years.  But now it stood out like a sore thumb by its nothingness in the data for the area.  He said, “There was a low-level scattering field around the area using anti-protons that we had never scanned for when we looked for Jotunn armor and power signatures.”
 
   He grinned at Arina expectantly and she gave him a crinkle nosed smile and made some adjustments on the data stream then a subterranean hybrid factory bloomed on the screen.  They were harvesting biologicals and minerals to create the beasts from the planet's crust.  The only evidence of its presence above ground was the transport platform and the camouflaged bay doors into the mountainside.
 
   I smiled and looked around the room,  meeting eyes with Inatra and Mist, and said, “Mount up Valkyrie, let us rid this planet of the last of the Jotunn scourge.  It will be a good distraction for us.  Artemis are you with us?”  She nodded with a predatory smile.  Then I told Mist, “Let us do two strike teams so we can make short work of this.  We will need six more volunteers,  Ragnarok if you can since it is the final step in liberating their homeworld.  But make them aware that they are to remain on the vessels until we disable any energy weapons at the base.”  The damn Jotunn energy weapons were designed to desiccate biological matter, and only those who possessed nano-lattices could survive an attack from them.  Which was why we rarely took Ragnarok out with us to fight the hybrids since our Ragnarok only possessed standard Asgard nanites.
 
   Mist nodded once and left the workshop.  I grinned knowing the first Ragnarok to volunteer would be my son in law, Intark.  It still amazed me that two Ragnarok, my former mortal enemies, were now two of the people I loved most in my life.  Inatra and Intark.  I don't think that my baby girl Essa could have chosen a better mate.  Intark was one of the bravest men I have ever met.
 
   We marched toward the doors and Arina intercepted me and said with a strained voice, “Don't hurt them if you do not have to Kat.  It isn't their fault.”  Her eyes were pleading with me.
 
   I smiled at her.  Arina and her kind heart.  The people of the citadel called her The Innocent and she was more or less the moral compass we Valkyrie guided ourselves by.  I smiled lovingly at her, still seeing the young girl in her that I had met back in another life when Valhalla had arrived on Earth when I was truly human.
 
   She was still so pure of heart.  She had actually befriended a dinosaur that was being used as a weapon of destruction against her people.  It is such a docile animal.  Tiny is more like Arina's pet now than any sort of threat, so I saw the wisdom in her words.  The beasts were being used against their will, like slaves.
 
   Though other hybrids were not as peaceful, like the wounded bat-winged creature that she had the healers see to.  Once the beast was nursed back to health, it was released into the skies of Ragnarok, I still saw that one as a predator, though no longer under the influence of the Frost Giants.
 
   I said softly as I placed the back of my hand on her cheek, “We will try Little One.”  Then I paused.  “Come with us.”  A huge smile bloomed on her face as she rushed out the door, no doubt to don her armor.
 
   I looked at Inatra, who pursed her lips shaking her head.  “You are such a soft Valkyrie.  How have you survived so long?”
 
   Then she smiled, not able to keep her dour expression as I chided her, “Oh you shush sister, you know you would have caved too with her big doe eyes on you.”
 
   She shook her head and bumped hips with me as she and Artemis moved toward the doors, Inatra chuckling. “Are you coming sister?”
 
   I called back to father as the doors were closing behind me, “I truly don't know how you put up with us father.  I'll com when we are in the air.”
 
   We went out to the courtyard of the Central Spire and I naturally scanned the pads for Pegasus before remembering she was on Earth.  It was so strange using a regular wind rider instead of Pegasus, she was always around when we needed her.
 
   Arina joined us a couple minutes later in her Valkyriefrior armor and automatically sat in the pilot's chair and flew us quickly and efficiently to the main gates.  We stepped out and waited until another wind rider settled beside ours.
 
   Mist strode off followed by Intark, Inshak, and three other Ragnarok warriors I recognized but couldn't place their names.  I was surprised by the final volunteer.  I glanced over at Artemis and back at Eros, standing there in a makeshift Olympian cloak holding a cobbled together bow, similar to Artemis'.
 
   She stepped up to him quickly and hugged him. “Brother.”
 
   He spoke in his smooth bass, “ Sister.”
 
   I smiled, knowing he had no need to volunteer, nobody expected it from him, but it gave me a measure of respect for the man that he did.  It let me know he was cut from the same moral cloth as my adopted sister of Olympus.  Plus he was a fine specimen of a man, my lips quirked at the thought.  Well, duh Kat, he is a Greek god after all.
 
   I spoke, “Ok we are going in two teams.  The main strike team Alpha, will clear the base of energy weapon placements and disable any on any hybrids as we go.  That will be myself, Inatra, Artemis, Eros, and...”
 
   I hated bringing an unshielded individual on the team but my eyes lingered on Intark and that ridiculously huge chain gun he carried around.  He had proven himself over and over in combat, staying behind the protection of the Valkyrie nano-lattices until he had an opening to unleash the hellfire that his gun, Buttercup, could throw at a target.
 
   So I grinned and rolled my eyes while he posed with the gun for me with a very un-Ragnarok cheesy grin on his face as I finished, “against my better judgment, Intark.”
 
   His boisterous laughter boomed and he said, “Just try to keep up...”  He paused then added in a teasing manner, “ ...mother.”
 
   I backhanded him in the gut so hard he almost dropped his precious weapon as I muttered, “Smartass.”
 
   Then I looked around.  “Mist will head up the demolition team with the rest of you Ragnarok.  It is time for you to take back your planet!”  They all growled like Terran wolves in agreement and excitement.
 
   Then someone cleared their throat behind me.  I grinned as I looked back at a blushing Arina.  I added, “And whenever possible, do not harm the hybrids.  Target the battle computers grafted to their exoskeletons.  Arina will stay behind with the wind riders to shepherd any beasts we can free from Jotunn control.”
 
   I took one last look at my strike teams.  Mist looked uncomfortable and I knew why, it went against everything the Asgard believed in to strike first like this, the Valkyrie existed for the protection of the innocents.  Going on the offensive was an alien concept that warred with their morals.  But after the arrival of the Jotunn, and all the races of the galaxy were under threat of annihilation by a superior force, a lot of things have changed in Asgard.
 
   I smiled at her. “Sister, this is in defense of the people, this is where the hybrids that Rhea attacks us with daily come from.  Besides it is unmanned.”  This put her at ease and she nodded once.  The rest of us did not have that same moral conundrum.  Besides Arina and her, the rest of us did not start out as Asgard.  The primal predator inside me relished the thought of doing battle to protect my territory, my family, the people I loved.  I often wondered if that made me a bad person.
 
   I glanced at the Olympians and asked, “You any good with that thing Eros?”
 
   Artemis snorted and answered before he could, “His aim is abysmal but acceptable.  But Eros is fast.”
 
   I quirked an eyebrow and almost faster than my Verr could track in a tactical overlay in my vision, he pulled arrows from his quiver in rapid succession.  They didn't have the speed or deadly hum of Artemis's arrows, but they struck around a tree stump with deadly force.  Two hitting near the center of one of the trees lining the courtyard and one missing and embedding in the ground.  Holy crap that was fast!
 
   He squinted an eye in pain at his missed shot and smiled as he said over his shoulder to his sister, “Quantity over quality dear sister.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and then stared at him as she unsheathed an arrow without looking and blindly fired one of her hypersonic arrows.  One of his arrows and half the tree trunk exploded into splinters as she prompted, “Verily?”
 
   He shoved her shoulder as he walked past to collect the two remaining arrows for his quiver.  Artemis walked to the base wall of the citadel behind the tree and pulled out the arrow that had buried itself more than a foot into the plasticrete, then replaced it to her quiver.  I just grinned at the sibling rivalry.  I have not seen Artemis smiling so much since we met her.
 
   She winced at the tree as she walked back to join the group.  “My apologies to the groundskeeper.”
 
   I shook my head and before my mind could again drift to Kara, I said, “Ok teams let's mount up.”  Then I glanced at Arina. “See if you can coordinate with Tyr since this is going to be a long flight and have him send out Valkyrie to wherever the last three hybrids were sent to free them from Jotunn control.”
 
   She smiled enthusiastically and we all boarded the wind riders.  Moments later our vessels were rocketing through the main gates and into the skies of Ragnarok.
 
   ***
 
   A couple hours later, we did a slow flyby of the Hybrid Facility.  Without our instruments, we wouldn't even have known it was there it was camouflaged so well.  We scanned for weapons, but none was apparent, so we landed in the dense jungle a couple hundred yards from the transport pad.
 
   Arina stayed with the wind riders and the demolition team, heavily laden with dozens of magnetic lance demolition charges, followed my strike team into the brush.  It was so odd, the jungle was so silent with no insect or animal life on the planet.  It hit me every time we left the citadel here on the planet.
 
   I went first, my Verr enhanced vision was better than any scanners we possessed.  The race of microscopic nanites were so amazing to me.  They were a playful lot, and my friends.  They have kept me alive though so many battles and so many injuries that would have been the end of me without them.  They just keep evolving.  The third evolution affected Kara and me, giving us the ability to interface directly with the collective consciousness of the fantastic living machines inside our bodies.
 
   No sooner had we crossed over into a clearing than a new overlay snapped over my vision and a message from my nanites flowed past. “Deadly Dancer.  The ground.”  I looked down and I could see various dense patches just under the surface.  Data streamed in my eyes metallic and organic structures, inert with no energy signatures other than a slightly elevated background radiation that our wind rider's scanners had missed.
 
   I called out to everyone, “Mines.”  I threw a softball sized rock twenty yards to one of them, and it just bounced harmlessly off.  I squinted at that and thought about Frost Giant weaponry.  I reached over to a tree and tore off a branch about as big around as my leg. I hefted it in my hand, testing its weight and balance then threw it to the same mine.
 
   We covered our eyes as a brilliant flash streaked skyward, vaporizing the organic matter in the branch.  We walked the entire perimeter of the clearing up to the mountain face and the ground was covered with them at even intervals.  I threw a couple smaller branches between the mines and they were vaporized too.  I said, “Ok, apparently their range is a six foot diameter and their zones are overlapped.”
 
   I'll walk across and see if I can't find the controls to switch them off in the clearing so that our un-latticed people can make it through.
 
   Intark made a frustrated sound and just stepped up beside me shaking his head. The jungle echoed the deafening roar of his chain gun as he moved back and forth, blowing a twenty foot wide path along the ground through the minefield.  Jotunn mines shredded along with the ground under the onslaught.
 
   Just as suddenly as it started, my ears were ringing with the silence as the big Ragnarok slung Buttercup lazily over his shoulder.  He stomped off along the path he had cleared, calling back to the rest of us, “Coming?”
 
   I snorted and rushed to get in front of him to shield him from any energy weapon fire, patting the scarf tied to his left arm as I passed.  “Subtle isn't in your vocabulary is it?”  He just looked down at me with a toothy grin in response.
 
   A minute later we were standing on the huge transport pad.  I walked over to a protrusion on the perimeter that wound up being some sort of eight foot tall metal alloy box that was camouflaged to look like a rock outcropping.  I had a small blade of crackling energy extend from my lattice and cut off what appeared to be an access panel of some sort.  I pulled the panel free after I went around the seam, melting the alloy.
 
   I stretched up as far as I could to see what looked to be some sort of control panel, but I couldn't understand the gibberish written by the controls.  I looked back at the Olympians that were always scanning the perimeter with arrows drawn.  “I can't make any sense of it, it is in Jotunn.”
 
   Eros gave one last quick look around then shouldered his bow and stepped up to the panel.  “These are the manual overrides for the transport platform.”
 
   My mind mulled that over, “Is it independent from the rest of the facility?”  He pulled up a hologram on the console and he studied it a minute, it was a three-dimensional layout of the facility.  He shook his head. “No it shares the computer core and power core.”
 
   Then my eyes shot skyward. “Can it get us to the  Elivagar?”
 
   He shook his head. “No, this is a Jotunn transport, the Elivagar would have it locked out.  Think of Titan and Jotunn tech as different even though it is the same.”
 
   I nodded understanding opposing sides making sure the enemy couldn't use their own tech against them.  I asked, “Can you modify the system so a transport appears to be Titan?”
 
   He shook his head sadly and shrugged as he said, “We only operated the equipment for our Quee... for Rhea and the Titans. I have no clue how any of it works, the inner workings of the systems was witchcraft, the realm of the gods.”
 
   I closed my eyes and nodded, you can't blame a woman for trying.  I could understand the Titan's need to be in control of everything and keep the people under them in ignorance.  It helped with the facade of superiority they projected.  I looked at the man and asked, “So it is of no tactical advantage to us?”
 
   He shook his head. “Other than giving you instant transport to virtually anywhere on the planet, no.”
 
   I laid a hand on his shoulder in thanks then strode out on the transport pad. I squinted at the huge doors set into the mountainside, painted like the rocks around it, to see if I could see any obvious defenses.  A window in my vision zoomed in, I grinned at my Verr.  There were four ports around the door at regular intervals, there was no indication as to what they were except that they were clad in Jotunn armor.  This lead me to believe they were some sort of security devices.
 
   I zoomed in tighter and scanned for energy signatures, there were passive sensors that were radiating slightly more energy than the background radiation.  I assumed proximity sensors like the mines.
 
   To either side of the entry I could make out huge pieces of machinery that had camouflage netting over them that had decayed of the eons of sitting there.  The jungle had claimed the machines for their own as they were overrun by trees and underbrush.  I figured they were the automated machines left behind to construct the base when the Jotunn left Ragnarok orbit to chase down the escaping generational ships.
 
   I pointed out the ports.  Artemis could apparently see them, but Intark and the others used their wrist consoles to zoom in on them.  We approached carefully with Intark to the rear.  When we were no more than thirty yards away, I repeated what I had done with the mines.  Throwing a rock then a branch.  Nothing happened with both.
 
   My Verr were feeding me attack vectors, leading me to believe that five yards more was a prime kill box if they were weapons. I stood up from behind the moss covered, rotting trunk of an ancient tree that had fallen across the path ages ago, and took a deep breath.
 
   I said to the others, “Well... fortune favors the bold.”  Then I strode out with my Verr overpowering my nano-lattice.  Ten steps later, hell was unleashed upon me.  The four ports proved to be high powered energy turrets that were multiple times more powerful than the ones mounted on the hybids.
 
   They were all oscillating on different frequencies as they maintained a constant barrage of fire on me.  I could feel some bleed through as they tuned themselves, trying to find the frequency to defeat my lattice shield.  My skin was starting to redden and boil.
 
   I heard the roar of Buttercup behind me as I dashed at the lowest turret mount as long blades of crackling energy slowly extended from my arms.  The second turret was struck by a continuous wave of projectiles, the armor deflected them easily.  But then the fire was directed at the wall around the turret and the thermite rounds chewed their way through.  There was a what would have been a blinding flash if my Verr hadn't of dimmed my vision and I saw one of Artemis' arrows sticking out of the smoking remains of the upper left turret.
 
   Two of Eros' arrows just missed the lower left one and embedded in the wall no more than the width of the arrow tip.
 
   I arrived at the lower right turret and sprang into the air and let loose my battle cry.  I collided with the turret at my apogee and drove both blades through its protective armor and into the turret itself.  It kept trying to fire though it was now whirling around randomly.  I pulled my blades out as I took the full brunt of the blasts.
 
   As I clung to the turret with one hand, I cupped the other and released the power of Thor into the gashes I had created.  The lightning lanced forward and then I was blown away from the entrance by the resulting explosion.  I landed almost clumsily in a sliding backward three-point stance as I winced in pain.  Some shrapnel had got through my lattice and embedded in my shoulder.
 
   There was a blur in my vision that my Verr identified as Eros. He was moving almost too fast to follow and he sprang into the air while executing a back spin, his cloak absorbing a blast, and jammed one of his arrows through the turret he had missed earlier with a thrust of his powerful arm.  Holy crap!  I blinked, he was multiple times faster than his sister.  Though he was a terrible shot. I grinned.
 
   I glanced up as a moment later there was silence.  Buttercup had done her job and there was a huge hole in the wall where the final turret was just hanging down and sparking.  I stood and winced then turned toward my strike squad with a grin as they stepped into the now silent kill zone.  I said, “Easy as pie.”
 
   Inatra snorted as she stepped up to me and grabbed a large Jotunn armor shard that was embedded in my shoulder and yanked hard, pulling it out.  Then she hissed lovingly at my wince of pain.  “Your idea of pie and mine are quite dissimilar Kat.  I like apple.  This...”  She motioned around to the destruction we had wrought as I watched my wound heal itself and my Valkyrie armor slowly rebuild itself.  “...is not apple.”
 
   Intark stepped past us with Buttercup slung over his shoulder to examine the bay doors and said, “You Valkyrie are confusing.  I don't know why you speak of food when we need to determine how to get inside.”
 
   I looked between both of the Ragnarok and shook my head.  “It's a figure of speech.”  They exchanged smiles with me, telling me they had only been teasing me. I rolled my eyes and looked at the doors.  They were coated in Frost Giant armor alloy.  I sighed.  “Get back, everyone find cover, we don't know what is beyond these doors.”
 
   They all retreated to the cover of the fallen tree and I stepped a few feet back and took a deep breath.  I wasn't as good as Kara with brute force attacks, well nobody is.  I'm more of a finesse type of gal, but that doesn't mean I'm not formidable.  I cupped both hands and pure compressed magnetic force gathered in them as my vision dimmed in preparation for what was coming.
 
   I let fly my battle cry again and released the power of Thor from both hands.  Coherent magnetic lightning slammed into the doors.  The huge bay doors shuddered and started heating up as the armor started melting and bubbling away.
 
   I took a page from the Three Embers' book, and slowly brought my hands together. The effort was immense, they didn't want to get that close, I think it may be a polarity thing, but finally I clasped my fingers and the power flowing from me became an almost coherent beam of energy.  I was nearly blown back by the force rebounding off the doors.  Then in the screeching sound of fatiguing metal, the doors fell to the ground with a resounding boom as they missed flattening me by mere inches.
 
   I staggered, and fell to one knee, the effort had almost exhausted me.  But then I stood as everyone joined me as I stared into the gaping corridor beyond the entrance.
 
   I caught Eros speaking in low tones to his sister, “The Asgard truly are gods like the Titans.”
 
   I snapped at him maybe a little too harshly, “We are not gods!”  I blinked then reigned in my emotions, now I knew how father felt when the Ragnarok called him a war god.  It felt almost dirty, tainted.  Then I closed my eyes. “My apologies Eros.  We are just people like you.  We just have some technology that is hard to digest sometimes.”
 
   He looked at me nonplussed then grinned. “Truly.  It appeared quite godlike to me.”  Then he gave a chivalrous bow of acknowledgment.
 
   I rolled my eyes then grinned. “You think that's something, you should see me cook.”
 
   He turned a confused look toward his sister and Artemis explained to him, “It is the confusing way Earth humans speak.  I find it best to just politely nod like I understand her blabbing.”
 
   Eros then turned to me and nodded politely.  I reached out and shoved the grinning Artemis into her brother.  “Hey, it isn't my fault you lot can't understand sophisticated humor.”
 
   I looked at the entrance and zoomed in, my Verr scanning the vast corridor.  There was nothing visible, and it stood to reason that there wasn't any interior armament.  The Jotunn were so arrogant that they probably believed nobody could possibly breech their outer defenses, let alone survive their hybrids.
 
   I took two deep breaths and said, “Stay back twenty yards and cover me.”  Ina's hand on my arm stopped me.  “Should you not rest Kat?  You look exhausted, I have never seen you wield the power of Thor in that manner.”
 
   I leaned over and kissed her cheek and whispered, “There will be time enough to rest when I pass to the ages.”
 
   She grinned and said in a normal tone, “Odin's beard you would have made a fine Ragnarok.”  I winked at her and strode forward into the mountainside with far more confidence than I was feeling.  Lights turned on as I walked, illuminating the space.  Nothing untoward happened.
 
   We followed the corridor as it sloped down into the mountain.  Then it opened into an impossibly vast cavern.  The only words I could use to describe it was a factory floor.  There were pens of hybrids in various degrees of development and two automated conveyor systems that held two of the triceratops looking hybrids as they were bellowing in pain as cybernetic implants were grafted to them.
 
   I glanced over at Eros as we arrived at what looked like a huge control panel.  I asked, “Can you disable it?”
 
   He was squinting at the controls and he pulled up some data streams then adjusted some things then made a fist in the virtual console and all the robotic arms and conveyors stopped moving.  I stepped up to the railing and looked down.  There must have been over two thousand of the dinosaurs milling about in the pens, it was an awe inspiring sight.  There were some caged off areas with the more violent predators, but there were far less of them.
 
   I looked at my squad. “Let's clear this place then call the demolition team in.”  I glanced back at the peaceful looking herbivores and an involuntary smile came to my lips as I added, “Arina is going to love this.”
 
   ***
 
   The sun was setting as we watched the last herds of hybrids making their way down the mountainside, through the jungle, toward the grasslands.  I saw two of the bat winged creatures soaring the skies below.  The happy and content look on Arina's face made me believe I had done the right thing.
 
   We loaded our weary selves into the wind riders and as soon as we began the flight back to Valhalla I pressed a glowing red icon on the holo-console beside my seat and the demolition charges started going off.  We made one pass over the imploding mountaintop before turning back toward home.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11 – Collapse
 
   Once Pegasus had rejoined us in Valhalla, sporting her luminescent pearl exterior of Jotunn armor with her retractable armor shield for the main windows we gathered in father's workshop to discuss the rescue plan.
 
   It was a full house with Arina, Inatra, Mist, Tyr, Odin, Geiravor, Sif, Loki, Freya, Talia, Artemis, Intark, and Eros.  We all stood around the primary holo-display as we laid out our plan.
 
   We finalized on a small strike team consisting of myself, Inatra, Mist, and Talia.  We would proceed as originally planned by first destabilizing the gateway and hopefully crippling the Titan vessel.  Then using the Hornets as a diversion to draw fire transmitting their telemetry through the space bridge so we would have near-realtime coordination while we waited on the Ragnarok side of the tunnel.
 
   Once they were drawing fire, then we would gather as much velocity as we could and then travel unpowered through the quantum tunnel with our personal nano-lattices protecting us.  When we emerged on the Elivagar side, would continue coasting on our ballistic course until we either arrived at the Titan vessel or we started taking fire, at which time we would power up.  Loki believes that Pegasus should be able to take five or ten point blank direct hits before the thin layer of Jotunn armor fails.
 
   Pegasus would use her mag-spear to breach one of their only known weak points, a gun port, and then dock with the vessel.  In contact with the ship's hull, she should be safe from enemy fire.  Once the boarding party is inside the ship, our scanners should be able to pick up Kara's Asgard life signs and her Verr, even though they are seemingly at extremely low power levels thanks to that energy leeching collar.
 
   We would hit them hard and fast before more than one or two Titans could respond, because any more than that and it would all be over.  I would take point as I had the only weapon that could hurt them at a distance besides our sidearms. The Jotunn were always quick to destroy our sidearms at the onset of any battle, so there is no reason to believe the Titans wouldn't do the same.  But my power of Thor, they cannot deal with, and after my battle with Ymir on Folkvangr, the energy I can throw has almost doubled. It is almost two thirds of what Kara herself can wield.
 
   We are counting on Artemis' supposition that Kara is just biding her time.  Any commotion we make with any luck would signal her to make her move, adding to our strike power.  Then once, we retrieve her, we exit the way we came and fly like a bat out of hell to the quantum tunnel.
 
   Once we are through, then the Hornets would attack the orbs creating the space bridge to prevent the Star Killer from attacking the planet directly with its main cannons.  Any new orbs released would be dealt with similarly until they exhausted their supply.
 
   The only part of the plan, besides the part where it was most certainly a suicide run, was that it would leave the Titan vessel in the Ragnarok system until they could effect repairs and become a threat again.  Unless they withdrew.  Plus, they could call in reinforcements since we are not sure about whether or not their communication systems are limited to light speed or not.
 
   We were all agreed and were about to go to our assigned stations when an alarm started going off in the workshop.  Tyr was quickly grabbing the data out of the air in the direction of tactical and throwing it at the main display.  We saw the Elivagar almost turning imperceptibly like some huge juggernaut as Tyr said, “They are increasing power to their main engines and starting to turn toward the gateway.  It will take them seven minutes to make the turn.  It appears the orbs of the space bridge are starting to power up their own thrusters as well.  They are retreating, did they know of our plan?”
 
   I asked Arina across our link, “Why so slow and what are they doing?”
 
   I heard her panicked voice in my head as her hands were flying through the data.  “The mass of that ship is incredible, it takes a huge amount of energy to get it moving from a static position.  It will accelerate as it builds kinetic momentum.”
 
   I was panicking, I couldn't lose Kara!  If they left, then we would never get her back.  Father slammed his hand down on a control in front of him and the entire citadel dimmed as a huge blast of magnetic force left the citadel toward the space bridge.  A moment later we saw the impossible gateway destabilize as the blast warped space at the fringe of it and then it was gone.
 
   There was a tremendous flash of an explosion from the Elivgar as half of the third engine simply wasn't there anymore.  The blast was contained by the quarter mile thick armor of the ship.  Father was yelling to us as we already started into motion, “Go now!  Bring back Kara!”
 
   I nodded as the strike team ran out of the Central Spire toward Pegasus.  I prayed that the premature execution of our plan hadn't just doomed us to failure.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12 – Thea
 
   If it weren't for my nanites telling me, I wouldn't know how long I had been here on this krothing Titan ship, all the days and all the pain just sort of blurred together.  My Verr displayed, “Three weeks Fire Soul.”  They keep begging me to let them deal with the collar around my neck that is causing me, and them, such pain.
 
   I keep denying them.  We had to be smart about it.  Pick the proper time where we had the best chance of either escape or destroying the vessel and taking each and every one of these demon spawned Titans with us.  I would prefer the former, but being stranded over a hundred light minutes from home in space, the later seems to be the most probable.  I could live with that, knowing that I died taking the leader of the Titans with me in a blaze of glory.
 
   The Titans are just like the Frost Giants.  They actually believe that they are gods even though their superiority is maintained by deception, smoke, and mirrors.  It is only their technical superiority that gives the illusion of divine power.  That hubris was Ymir's downfall and by the Tree of Ages, it will be Rhea's as well.  By my hand.
 
   They just expect everyone to do their bidding.  Rhea wants me to battle the Jotunn for her and I refuse.  She thinks pain can motivate me to do her bidding, since the sugar she offered with her manufactured pheromones hold no sway over me.
 
    Searing energy arced through my body, causing me to stiffen in agony as she hit the control.  She held it a second then stopped.  “Again dear sweet pet, deactivate the self-destruct circuits in your nanites so that I may examine them.  I don't like losing them before I can get any useful data from them.  It is a shame we did not know about the tampering mechanisms before we lost your armor.  Such fascinating technology.”
 
   She looked down at me. “We must learn how you are able to manipulate magnetic force as energy, that should be an impossibility.  Thea here was responsible for the designs that brought this realm into being for Ymir.  She designed all of the planets and moons you call home.  She says it cannot be, yet here you stand wielding such power.”
 
   I glanced over at the other Titan that gave me a sneer before she ignored me.  I am assuming she is the equivalent of their first scientist.  She always summoned her whenever these torture sessions occurred.  At first I believed the other Titans were almost like mindless drones that did Rhea's bidding.  But I could see the tiny facial ticks on Thea's face every time Rhea causes me pain.  She does not approve of it, yet she still remains silent.
 
   The Titan Queen shocked me again.  I staggered, but I would not fall.  They thought they knew what pain was, this is nothing compared to some of the things I have been through.  I involuntarily remembered the pure living agony of waking up after my body was mostly burned away after reentering the Folkvangr atmosphere as I plummeted from space.  Now that was pain.
 
   She sighed. “This was fun for a little while, seeing you squirm on the leash, but you aren't giving me what I desire.  You must be punished for such insolence.  Let's move on shall we.  Join me in our fight against the Jotunn.  Help us rid this realm of their tyranny, it helps your people too.”
 
   I gritted my teeth then just smiled defiantly at her.  She sighed and reached down and caressed my cheek gently as she hit the control again and I spasmed in pain.  I fell to a knee but forced myself to a standing position again.  She pulled me into a hug saying, “It doesn't have to be like this Kara.  You are my most fascinating pet.  I love the games so much, you entertain me.  I can make things pleasant for you instead of painful.”
 
   I pushed her away from me and she backhanded me.  I went tumbling along the floor and collided with a console, damaging it and re-cracking a rib.  She never let my bones fully heal, my nanites could only supply enough power to repair me at a rate a little slower than average Asgard nanites.  I think she is just testing the endurance of the Verr since her energy leeching tether can't seem to drain them entirely.  She isn't aware that they are harvesting magnetic force from their vessel and the asteroid field around the vessel.  The power feed from Valhalla is too faint inside the ship, behind its thick armor, to contribute much.
 
   She said, “That is for deigning to touch me without permission.”  She said it with a smile, she was enjoying it.  Then she snapped at the Halfling that was manning the console.  “Get her to her feet!”
 
   The Halfling did and I struck him in the chest with all my might when he roughly hauled me up.  I could hear his breastbone cracking as I pushed it into his heart.  He fell lifelessly to the floor and I staggered but maintained my footing.
 
   Then I saw white as I was colliding with a wall after being struck by Rhea again, I could feel my jaw break, again.  Rhea was clapping like an excited child.  “I do so enjoy a challenge.  That my precious little pet was for killing another of my children.  Will you never learn?”
 
   I smiled through my own blood.  I krothing hurt, but I could play this game as well.  Though it was but one a day, I could dwindle their numbers.  It would take months at this rate but as long as she wanted me alive, I could get away with it.  I'm sure eventually when her Halfling numbers start thinning, she will stop letting them get close to me.
 
   She dragged me to her feet using the tether. “I did not give you permission to lay down pet.  You will learn to do what your Queen desires, it is inevitable.”
 
   I spat a mouthful of blood on the ground beside me and just said in a growl, “You are not my queen, you are a charlatan who holds onto power by trickery and fear.”  I braced myself for the coming strike and then I was flying through the air, half conscious.  I was suddenly yanked to a stop mid air by the tether and fell to the ground.  I groggily grinned as my Verr showed me it was nearly twenty yards.  I had finally learned the limit of the tether.  The Titans keep giving me information about them and their technology every day without even realizing it.
 
   Then she stepped to my side and almost gently pulled me to my feet. She looked over at Thea. “Clean her up and take her for exercise, I will feast with her for mid-day meal.”
 
   Thea stepped up to us and the tether transferred from Rhea's power pack on her hip to Thea's and she left the room.  Once the door slid closed behind her I collapsed on the ground.  Thea quickly knelt and scooped me up like a broken doll.  She gently stroked my hair with her armored hand and whispered, “Poor pet.  Why do you not just give our Queen what she desires?”
 
   I turned to her and my Verr had to adjust my blurry vision.  Great, another concussion.  I gently pushed away from her and she set me on my feet.  “I am not a pet, my name is Kara.”
 
   She nodded as she started walking, the tether dragging me stumbling along with her.  “Kara, though I shall not address you so in our Queen's presence.”
 
   She brought me into her lab.  When I say lab, imagine Frankenstein's laboratory if it took up twenty football fields.  There were literally thousands of experiments.  Some with hideous creatures merged with cybernetics, some robotic entities, and some things that resembled energy weapon mounts.
 
   She brought me to the sunken area and had me sit on a stool.  I really hated this part, it was humiliating.  She motioned her hands up and I sighed and pulled the bloodied and torn dress off.  Then she hosed me down like an animal, as I sat there naked, while she washed the blood from me.  Then the air jets hit me from above, almost knocking me off the stool onto the floor with their force.  When I was somewhat dry, she stepped up to me and handed me another dress.
 
   I do not know why Rhea insists upon keeping me in dresses.  I think it may be because that besides the other nine Titans on the vessel, the rest of the crew are all male Halflings.  I'm a novelty for her, a toy she is using for dressup.  With all the bruises and cuts and scrapes on my swollen face, the dress is about the only way to know I was female.
 
   I sat back on the stool as Thea knelt beside me, tending to my open wounds of the day that were healing far to slowly for my tastes. It was a powerful temptation to disable the krothing collar just so my nanites could do their thing unimpeded.  The Titan gave an almost sympathetic look as I winced when she applied some sort of antiseptic salve on my cuts.
 
   She took a sample of the blood she had swabbed from a cut and I saw the lights of a heads up display flickering in her copperish colored eyes.  She sighed.  I had to suppress a grin.  She keeps hoping to get viable samples of my nanites, but my Verr dissolve into proteins instantly when they leave my body.
 
   Unlike all other Asgard nanites, the Verr don't actually have the anti-tamper subroutines, they had long since removed that from their own programming and can actually survive outside of my body for five or six minutes before dissolving.  But they have told me that they would be damned if they let the Titans get a look at them and have temporarily reactivated that part of their programming in defiance.  I love my friends, my protectors.  A low power message scrolled faintly in my vision, “The Verr love our charge, Fire Soul, as well.”
 
   Thea finished up but stayed down at my level and asked, “Why do you do this to yourself Kara?  Even the stupidest animal can learn when a punishment is repeated often enough.  Why can you not learn?  If you give our Queen what she demands, then you will be rewarded.  Your stay with us would be most pleasant.”
 
   I looked at the woman, trying to read her, she didn't approve of Rhea's methods I could see, but she never said a word.  I didn't usually speak much, but I decided to explore the possibility.  “All sentient beings have the right to free will.  To live as we see fit.  To be bent to the will of another is just slavery.”
 
   I watched her aura carefully, hers was slightly different than the other Titans and Jotunn I have seen.  Where theirs are a purplish hue, with the red of violence and blue of justice mixed freely, telling me they had no moral distinction between right and wrong, Thea's was always in flux.  I could see the blue trying to work its way to the forefront whenever Rhea was torturing or beating me.  At some level, she knew it wasn't right.
 
   She looked at me for a long moment then said, “We take care of our obedient pets.  It doesn't need to be like this.”
 
   I took a chance and reached out and laid a hand on her armored arm and said softly, “I am no one's pet.  I can see you do not agree with Rhea's methods, why do you not speak your mind?”
 
   She looked down at my hand then back at me with a confused look on her face.  “Rhea is our Queen, we follow her.  It is how it has always been, we are eternal.”
 
   I nodded sadly. “Then you are as much her slave, her pet, as the Halflings.”  Then I repeated, “Everyone has the right to free will.  Until you exercise it, you are just as much a captive as I am.  I cannot imagine living that way for eternity like that, I don't know how you stomach it.”
 
   She raised the back of her hand almost as if to backhand me and paused.  She looked at her arm poised to strike then at me. Then she lowered her hand, looking at it.  She absently said, “Before there was a before, and before I designed this realm for us to escape into, we had more... individuality.  The war made it necessary to devote everything to bringing and end to the Jotunn.  They have chased us into nine other realms.  Always setting up cosmic engines to power their attempts to kill us, like the one the planet below is part of.”
 
   She looked up at me.  “Rhea was able to kill her son so that the Titans could... become.  When the before became the now when we layered the dimension of time over the creation of the Ones Who Came Before.  We were able to secure our freedom from Ymir's will.”
 
   Wait, the Ones Who Came Before?  I thought the Jotunn were the ones who created everything, the first beings.  I prompted her, “ The Ones Who Came Before?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes, the ones who created our realm, far from this one.  They were gone and dust when the Jotunn first became.”
 
   Huh.  I was not expecting that.  I'd have to see if I could get more information about that later. Because right now, it was time to push some buttons to get a reaction.  “And all of your existence you were subject to Ymir's will, then Rhea's.  You have never known freedom... always a slave to those you serve.  At least I fight for my freedom.”
 
   She growled and stood and yanked me to my feet by the energy tether.  I smiled inwardly, I was getting her to think, to re-evaluate the fog of ages that she has been in.  I was making her mad at herself.  Unfortunately, I was going to be the target for that rage for now, but I could see the battle raging inside her aura.
 
   I tripped and she dragged me across the floor until I could regain my footing.  She said, “I am to exercise you before I bring you to our Queen for mid day meal.”  I groaned at that, their idea of  exercise for me, the weapon they hoped to unleash on the Frost Giants, was not as glamorous as it sounded.
 
   She was still upset with my prodding when we got to the pit so she just threw me in.  I fell the ten feet into the fifty foot diameter arena and my tether snapped to the console at the center of the area.  The pit looked to be caved of a single sheet of white alloy.  The coherent photon projectors started up.  They reminded me a lot of Aunt Freya's holo-clone technology, giving the feel of mass and substance to the projections.
 
   Today like every three days, they added another opponent, seven today.  I started backing to the wall as they started circling me.  This is what they thought Ragnarok were?  Their impressions were truly that we were all animals to them.  The projections looked roughly like Ragnarok men, but they had brutish dull looks in their eyes and they drooled and showed their teeth as they attacked.
 
   Seven Ragnarok, if I had full use of my nanites, nano-lattice, and other abilities, would last less than a minute against my fury.  But with the energy leech flaring and burning into me anytime I tried to draw on more power, I was a mortal Asgard.  Typically, less than a match for seven of the most fearsome warriors in the galaxy.  But I am more than the sum of my parts, even powerless like this, I am Valkyrie!
 
   I spun and dodged and deflected a hurricane of blows from three directions, keeping my back to the wall.  I was hit with powerful electric bursts every time I came in contact with one of my opponents.  I rolled between two of the projections and kicked the knee of one to the side, and he fell into his buddy and his form dissolved.  I rolled into a three-point stance then flipped twice avoiding blows from the others that pressed the attack.
 
   I quickly reversed my direction, taking one of the oncoming opponents off guard. I grabbed his arm, searing pain going through my hands and used my momentum to flip myself up on his shoulders and then I grabbed his head and gave it a violent twist and his form dissolved.
 
   I was hit from behind by a staggering blow and I gasped in pain.  I noticed Thea's eyes go wide almost in concern.  Hmmm...  I just stopped fighting and stood there as two of the false Ragnarok restrained me and I bit back a scream of pain from the electric pulsed burning through my body.  A third one started landing blows to my abdomen and I just stood there, not struggling, not fighting back.  The third projection grabbed my hair and pulled my head back then reared back a fist to deliver the killing blow.
 
   Thea yelled, “Enough!” The projections disappeared and I fell to the ground gasping in pain, trying to catch my breath.  She jumped down into the pit and grabbed me from the floor, cradling me with one arm, examining me.  “What were you doing Kara?!  They could have killed you!”
 
   I looked up at her and shrugged weakly. “I will not fight for your amusement.”
 
   She looked angry as she glared at me. Then she said with a measured quaking tone, “I do not find it amusing.  Our Queen wants you to stay in fighting shape, so you need your exercise.”
 
   I pushed out of her arm and stood shakily and said defiantly, “Then the coward can come down here and fight me herself.”
 
   This time she did backhand me as I hit the wall of the pit and slid limply down the wall.  She stared at her own hand in shock and whispered to me, “See what you made me do?”
 
   I pushed myself up the wall backward, using it for support.  “You really stopped the fight for your Queen?  Or were you worried about me.”
 
   She looked frustrated and quickly retorted, “Rhea has ordered you feast with her.  It wouldn't do for you to get blood on the new dress.”  The energy tether jumped to her hip pack and she started stalking away.  Steps formed under her feet from the very surface of the seamless arena raising up to her workshop floor.  I was yanked along behind her and through the endless corridors of the mammoth vessel to Rhea's quarters.
 
   From the glances I have seen throughout the ship whenever Thea was ordered to take me for a walk like a dog, there were thousands of cavernous bays for research and science experiments and not many habitable areas.  From the looks of it, there are only a couple hundred Haflings and the ten Titans on the ship.  It must get incredibly lonely.
 
   Rhea motioned to the second chair at her table that had the bland synthesized proteins that passed for food here, in different colors to give some sort of illusion of choices.  “Please join us Thea.”
 
   Thea lowered her head in acknowledgment and silently sat in the second chair as my tether transferred back to Rhea.  Rhea loaded up a plate with a small portion of food for a Titan and reached down and placed it on the floor beside her.  I rolled my eyes and grabbed the plate and stood with it.  I hated being treated like an animal, a pet.  I longed for the day I would make her pay for the treatment.
 
   The worst part about it is that I believe she really didn't do it in spite, or to keep my morale down.  I really think she believes she is being kind, that I am actually just an animal to her.  She smiled down at me and said, “You look positively lovely in that dress.”
 
   I ignored her and started eating the flavorless food, it reminded me of tofu or rice cakes from Earth.  I knew I'd only get water to wash it down, how I longed for a good mead.  Kroth I needed a drink!
 
   She seemed perturbed at me not acknowledging her. Then she looked to Thea as they both ate plates with at least twenty pounds of food on them.  “How was exercise?”
 
   Thea said without meeting her eyes, “She refused to fight today, so I ended the session before she got herself killed.”
 
   Rhea stood quickly and swept Thea's plate off the table with a clatter hissing, “And you let her do that!?”
 
   Then she swept her glare down to me and raised her hand high to backhand me.  But then Thea's shaky voice said, “Wait!”  Then she quickly added, “My Queen.”  Rhea's glare snapped back to the other Titan who quickly said, “It is, of course, your right for her defying your will, but the poor creature seems to stupid to learn from punishment.  Maybe we should try other forms of encouragement and training.”
 
   Rhea stared first at her then at me for a long moment, then her smile bloomed on her face as she said to me, “Oh, this IS a fun game isn't it?”  Then she looked back to Thea thoughtfully.  I could see the gears spinning in her mind.  Then she handed another plate to her as she said thoughtfully, “No, I think she is more intelligent than we are giving her credit for.”
 
   As she ate she murmured toward me, “ Well played... well played...”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13 – Harness
 
   I started counting days by the bodies I was stacking up rather than referring to my Verr.  After one hundred and twenty, or four months.  Things were different.  No longer was there a Hafling in the room to pull me to my feet so I could kill him.  I half grinned, she had reached a breaking point where I had dwindled the ranks of the Halflings to the point she didn't want to lose anymore.  She could no longer breed anymore to replace them since she no longer had the Olympians on board.  I'm sure they could clone some more, their technology would allow that but they didn't for some reason.
 
   From my daily talks with Thea, as she cleaned the blood from me and tended to my wounds, it had something to do with sentience.  The Olympians, and now the Asgard, were the only experiments out of tens of millions of biological weapons created by either the Frost Giants or the Titans, that had attained sentience.
 
   All of their countless calculations over millennia showed that it should not be possible, you cannot engineer self-awareness.  All of the dumb hybrid beasts they have had to outfit with battle computers to make them usable weapons demonstrated that.  So it had to be something else, not even just a random aberration of the design would account for it.
 
   Then to top it off, the Asgard had stumbled upon creating two new sentient artificial intelligence species with the Verr and Sky.
 
   With all of their seemingly unlimited intelligence, from the way Thea spoke, they were afraid of breaking whatever accident had created that sentience.  By breeding directly with the Olympians, they were able to progenerate the Halflings, who maintained that sentience.  They were however not against cloning of any of the lower species they had created in their labs for use as hybrid weapons.
 
   It was a little bit of a shock to me when I had realized that it came down to fear and an almost moral decision not to.  The idea that the Titan's had something that passed for morals was hard to grasp.  But then again, Thea has sort of become my champion against Rhea's treatment of me.  Rhea sees it as an amusing addition to her games.
 
   That morning Rhea had just sat down in her throne and just stared at me for a while after the tether switched to her.  I caught her eyes narrowed a bit when I realized that there was no Halfling in the chamber.  She didn't like my realization of my small victory.
 
   Then she stood and stepped beside me and sat on the step up to her throne and motioned her eyes down to the step.  I remained standing and she half chuckled as she shook her head almost sadly. “It is not an order stubborn little Valkyrie.  I wish to speak plainly with you.”
 
   I locked eyes with her, trying to read her, then nodded slightly and sat beside her.  She looked up at the slightly glowing seamless ceiling then took a breath and said, “Before we speak let me ask you again to join me in our fight against the Jotunn.  Help us rid this realm of their tyranny... or give me access to your nanites.”
 
   I shook my head and she smiled at the ceiling then looked down at me.  “Then I am sorry for what comes next my precious pet.”  She made a clicking noise and a holo-display appeared in front of us.  Thea lowered her head in shame where she stood by the door.
 
   A hybrid, not unlike the dinosaurs down on the planet appeared on the display.  She pointed and the battle computer that was wired into the beast's nervous system and brain was highlighted.  She nodded at it. “This is how we and the Jotunn get the lesser beasts of our creation to do our bidding.  I have tried to be patient with you, let your primitive mind come to the conclusion that helping me, helps you and your kind.  But you leave me little choice, as Thea has pointed out, we cannot break you, you are too stupid to learn from your punishments.  So it is time to take the decision away from you.”
 
   I stared at the highlighted apparatus as it swung up and shrank and appeared to attach to a representation of me.  I could feel the blood drain from my face.  From what I was reading, they have had the device ready for months.  I didn't let on that I had learned their language and writing within the first few days of my arrival here.  I had been studying their systems and controls that they just had on display as they operated them unaware that I was learning and understood much of what I was seeing.
 
   She caught my despondent look and smiled almost cruelly at my realization.  Then she looked over at the other Titan.  “Thea has been trying to figure out a way around your skeletal structure so that we could connect the harness to you.  At first we couldn't determine that why your bones might crack, they would not fully break.  And we were not able to drill into your skull to attach the harness after I had beaten you unconscious for your defiance.”
 
   My eyes widened at the fact they had tried to drill into my skull.  She smirked and continued, “Our scans of your body always come out partially scrambled because of that naughty race of nanites that we can't seem to fully suppress.  But then we got lucky when I had exposed part of your skull when I had punished you and she was able to see a mesh of our Mithreal armor alloy suffused in your bones.  She is just a few of your days away from determining how to get past the Mithreal without killing you.”
 
   Then she tilted her head. “Then you will be our puppet and you will fight for us.  I would have preferred you do it willingly as then we could tap into your full knowledge and battle skills, but this will have to suffice.”
 
   Then she cocked an eyebrow. “Oh don't look so sad.  It is your own fault.  We need to collect some breeders from other Titan vessels so that we can replenish our supply of Titanspawn.  If you hadn't killed so many, we could have played the game for much longer, and you do so keep me entertained.”
 
   It was my turn to cock and eyebrow, this was the first time they referred to the Halflings as anything but pets.  So they are Titanspawn, and they see them as something more than the pets.  An accidental admission.  I chided myself for even caring about that when they were planning on robbing me of my free will.
 
   I told my Verr in my mind, “ I will not allow that to happen.  If they attempt it, we will defeat the collar and fight to our death, taking as many of the krothing Titans with us as we can.  I am sorry I have failed you and not found a means of escape.”
 
   They responded with a feeling of fierce determination and love for me as a message dimly scrolled across my vision from them, “We shall fight and die with our charge, Fire Soul.  If this is our end, we will go out in glory.”  My pride for them had no end.
 
   My gaze hardened and I glared defiantly at her and said in a dangerous tone, “You do what you have to do, and I shall do the same.”
 
   She regarded me for a few seconds then nodded her head once almost imperceptibly.  She seemed sad and she reached over and laid a massive arm over my shoulder and we just sat there silently for at least an hour.  Knowing that in the end, either she or I would be dead.  Again it struck me that she knew it was inevitable and it saddened her.  Was I, just now, near the end, staring to understand their ambiguous morals?  Though subtle, they did exist, even though they acted as though they could not act upon them.
 
   Then Rhea removed her arm from me and stood and just started walking away.  The tether just melted away though the collar was still energized.  Was she trying to be nice to her doomed pet?  She said to Thea, “Bring her to my quarters for mid-day meal after exercise.  Just walk her today.”
 
   As Thea got in range, the tether snapped to life and we walked out into the main corridors.  There wasn't much traffic as I had probably halved the numbers of Titanspawn.  We walked about a mile in silence to the mostly unused aft section of the vessel that had a harmonic hum that always filled the air this close to the massive engines.
 
   She looked around and we stepped into a familiar corridor and she deactivated the tether as we walked a quarter mile through the small tunnel through the huge slab of Mithreal armor to an airlock.  The only place to actually see the stars from the vessel. I looked out over creation and saw the warping and bending of the light of the stars toward the engines as whatever they used to power the vessel warped the fabric of space near the engines.
 
   There were ten of these airlocks dispersed evenly around the vessel.  She explained that they were from before the before, when they had small scout ships to explore all of existence before the war began.  These airlocks had been unused and almost forgotten in all those eons.
 
   We both sat on the bench with the formed seat-rests, I must have looked like a small child in a large seat as we looked out.  I looked past the nearby asteroid field, that looked like a dusty cloud, to a pinprick of greenish-blue light.  Ragnarok.
 
   A couple weeks back, whenever we were alone, Thea would deactivate the tether, though she still left the collar active, and we would talk.  Not as Titan to pet, but as two people sharing experiences.  She was amazed at the stories I told her of the different worlds I have seen, and all the beauty and wonder they offer.
 
   Their original realm was not like this one, it was constructed of energy and mass commingling in a void, the exact center of that realm had something that would loosely resemble a world.  It is where the Frost Giants had willed themselves into existence according to The Firsts, Ymir, and Rhea.  They procreated to create the thousand Jotunn and thousand Titans.  There had to be a balance because they found that only a Titan could create the new lives.
 
   There were ruins in that mass in the middle of  the realm, left by the Ones Who Came Before.
 
   The Jotunn had no concept of time, they just were, they were eternal in their realm.  It wasn't until experiments created a dimension of time that different ideas about their existence came to be.  Ymir had asked Thea if there were more worlds in the realm than this one, what they must be like.  The other eight realms they had visited were all different but the same.  They even found life in a couple of them.
 
   So Thea had come up with a design for our realm and said that that was what she had envisioned for it.  With countless worlds and countless possibilities.  Ymir commissioned her to work on refining it.
 
   The Jotunn had started treating the Titans differently when one realm with an inferior race defied Ymir's rule and were erased them from existence, sterilizing that realm.  Ymir didn't want that to happen again so the Frost Giants started patrolling the realms with twenty ships each with twenty men and women on board.
 
   He wanted to create more of our race so that we could more easily patrol the endless expanses in the nine realms.  Rhea and the Titans disagreed with that.  He wanted to use the Titans like animals to breed an army.  An unneeded army, as there was none that could stand against them.
 
   So Rhea had Thea take her plans and execute them.  They depleted almost all of the energy from their realm but spawned a new universe and the Titans fled into to hide in the new infinite universe.
 
   Now here, I was again telling Thea about the endless wonders on Earth this time, showing her what her concept of planets had birthed.  I finished, “And all of those cultures have come together in mutual support.  War is almost a foreign concept as all of the races across the worlds live in peace with each other after long last.”  I smirked. “So in a way, we should thank the Titans and Jotunn.  You made peace possible with the threat of a greater war against advanced enemies.”
 
   She was shaking her head. “So much diversity, so many new things and new concepts to learn. And that is just six worlds, there are almost endless possibilities now in this realm. I long to see these wonders with my own eyes.  Thank you for sharing this with me.”
 
   I nodded at that and almost cruelly said, “Not that I'll ever be able to share anything with you in the future after you enslave me with that harness, making me the mindless beast you believe me to be.”
 
   Her eyes dropped from the display of stars in the viewport.  “It is not my choice.”
 
   I shrugged. “Yet you still do it.  You are just as much a slave as you are going to make of me.  Why not use your free will to defy your Rhea?”
 
   She looked at me as if I were simple.  “She is our Queen, since before the before.  It is how it has always been. We are eternal.”
 
   I shook my head. “You almost sound brainwashed Thea.  Every being has a right to live their lives the way they want to.  You are naught but a vessel for Rhea's will.  Fight for what you believe.”
 
   She said more to herself than to me, “I cannot.”  She was lost in thought as I turned back to the window to stare at Ragnarok so far away.  Then she absently asked, “Are there truly that many wonders on the worlds you have visited?”
 
   I nodded and then looked up at her. “Come with me, help me escape Rhea's grasp and I will show you those wonders and more.  We can show you how to live again instead of only exist.”
 
   She shook her head again though her eyes did glitter.  “I cannot as much as I may wish to.  In a few days, I will have to outfit you with the harness.”
 
   I nodded and said sadly as I laid against her arm to let her know I did not blame her.  “I know Thea, and before you can, I must either escape or die while doing as much damage and taking out as many Titans as I can while doing it.”
 
   Her aura, which had been taking on a bluish hue as the months marched on wavered and I saw tears welling in her copperish eyes.  She whispered, “I know.”  Then she stood.  “Time to feast with Rhea Kara.”
 
   I nodded and we stood and started the silent walk back, the tether sprang to life as we re-entered the main corridors.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14 – Escape
 
   Rhea had not called for me since that meal.  I started sleeping on the floor in Thea's chambers instead of the cage in Rhea's quarters after that.  It was as if Rhea didn't want to be near me and reminded about what she was about to subject me to.  I stayed with Thea at all times, watching her fine tune the harness and battle computer they were going to attempt to graft to me.
 
   That was until that morning.  We were summoned for an audience and showed up and Rhea just sat on her throne and ordered Thea, “Install the harness.” She stood and strode out of the chamber saying over her wrist console, “Pets, prepare to leave this system for rendezvous with the fleet.”
 
   I just stared up at Thea as we walked silently toward her workshop.  We stopped in the crossing of the corridor between one of the airlock tunnels and her workspace.  I reached up and tore the collar from my neck as the Verr deactivated it.  I felt power rushing into me and my healing kicked into overdrive.  I could feel the scars from the months of abuse stitching and healing into undamaged skin as my Verr attacked the hairline fractures that they hadn’t been able to adequately address.
 
   Thea didn't even blink at me or make a move to stop me.  Instead, I was taken off guard by her smile as I pulled up my nano-lattice and started gathering the power of Thor in my cupped right hand.  She almost chuckled. “You could have done that at any time couldn't you have?”
 
   I hesitated at her lack of aggression and nodded. “I was trying to devise an escape plan.  I almost have your transport grid figured out, but it appears to be locked out.”
 
   She nodded. “Rhea encoded the transport terminals the moment we had exchanged you for the other pets, just in case you were clever enough to attempt an escape.”  Then she tilted her head. “You... you can read our language?”
 
   I nodded.  “Yes, my Verr had it figured out within days of my imprisonment.”  She looked amazed.  Then I frowned.  “I'm sorry but I could not allow you to enslave me.  My only choice it to fight and die on my own terms.  I truly do not wish to harm you Thea.”
 
   She nodded and said somberly, “I know Kara, and I can not bring myself to do that to you.”
 
   I said, “Then help me escape.”
 
   She shook her head. “I cannot break Rhea's encryption on the transport terminals.”
 
   I blinked, she really would have helped?  I looked at the narrow corridor to the airlock and started moving that way indicating for her to follow, but keeping the power of Thor ready in case she made a move.  “All I need to do is to get to your quantum entanglement tunnel, my people will do the rest.”
 
   She looked at me, her face furrowing in question. “Your people?  How can they possibly assist or even know you are attempting escape.”
 
   I smiled. “You do not know my people.  I just need to get out there.”
 
   She shook her head. “Then you would die.  The vacuum of space would cause your blood to boil and the proximity cannons would shred you.”
 
   I shook my head. “I'm more durable than you might believe, I'm no stranger to the harshness of space.  And I do not plan on dying... again.  I've tried that once and it didn't suit me.  I can survive for about ninety seconds before I run out of oxygen in my lungs.”
 
   We arrived at the airlock and looked at the shimmering dot in the distance that was the event horizon of the space bridge almost one thousand miles away.  She said, “I can disable the weapons array for approximately sixty of your seconds.  That intrusion would lock out every system on the ship from this location.  You would need to gain a velocity of around twenty-seven hundred meters per second.  I can give you an initial kinetic boost with the gravity systems, but it would not be enough.
 
   I brought my hand up with energy arcing between my fingers.  “Leave that to me.”  Then I looked at the woman.  “Come with me?”
 
   She shook her head. “I cannot.”
 
   Then I felt movement under my feet, the familiar sensation of inertial compensators pulling against me to negate the motion of a space-faring vessel.  It was too late!  But then there was a horrendous explosion as the mammoth vessel shook.  Alarms and klaxons started blaring as the ship shuddered again.  Gravity fluctuated for a moment.  The ever present hum of the engines sounded wrong, strained as they brought the ship to a full stop.
 
   Thea was at a console scanning the data. “This cannot be possible, the Quantum Gateway destabilized and collapsed, part of the ship was sheared off on the other side of the gateway.”
 
   I smiled, that would be either Father, Loki, or Arina's doing.  They were not going to allow the Titans to leave with me on board.  This reinforced my faith that they would be waiting on the other side of the space bridge.  I smiled. “Do not underestimate us Asgard.”
 
   She first looked at me in disbelief, then the look changed to panic.  “We cannot get the proper angle from here to launch you toward the tunnel.”
 
   I growled out, “Kroth!”
 
   Then she looked even more panicked as she looked at her chiming wrist console and lights flickered in her eyes.  “Ymir's Horn!  Rhea is pinging my location!”
 
   We started running back down the corridor as she said, “We need to get to the airlock near junction three.”  We sprinted, my enhanced speed barely keeping up with her and her battle armor augmented speed.
 
   We skidded to a stop as three Titans appeared in the intersection at the main corridor with their weapons drawn.  Thea looked at them and said, “Sisters.  Why do you raise arms against me?”
 
   One of them said, “Our queen says we are betrayed and we are to bring you and the stupid animal to her.”
 
   Thea pulled her sidearm and raised it at them as her bubble helmet shield rose.  “Please Phoebe, we need not fight each other.  We are Titans, we are eternal.”
 
   In answer, Phoebe fired on her sister.  Time slowed down as my Verr started feeding me tactical information.  As the energy weapon fire struck Thea harmlessly, I rolled off to the wall of the corridor, creating as much space between myself and Thea as I could and let fly my battlecry, warbling my intent as I sent the power of Thor lancing down the corridor and striking Phoebe.  Her weapon was turned to slag and her hand went whipping back from the force as her armored gauntlet began to sizzle while the magnetic energy chewed away at her Mithreal armor.
 
   The other two Titans jockeyed for a good angle in the narrow corridor and started concentrating fire on me.  The shifting frequencies started attenuating my lattice but then it stopped as Thea fired on their weapons and then dropped hers as Phoebe came barreling into her and the two giant women grappled.
 
   I dodged to the side and used the wall as a springboard to alter my course and threw myself at the nearest Titan as she set her feet in a predetermined programmed attack sequence for her armor to execute.  Too bad for her I had spent hours studying all of the pre-programmed strikes when I battled Ymir and the Frost Giants.
 
   I landed in front of her but rolled under the pile-driver and slashed up with my most powerful Odin's spear. The crackling blue blade of energy struck the almost invisible seam in her armpit and sizzled through the weak point, eliciting a shriek of startled pain from the Titan.
 
   She backhanded me and I hit the opposing wall like a ton of bricks.  I rolled away from a swooping strike then gave a predatory grin when I realized the others couldn't engage in the narrow corridor.   I hit my opponent with rapid fire strikes from the power of Thor at her shoulder.  Then had to defend against a hurricane of strikes.  Batting them away or dodging.  The ones that got through felt like I was being hit by meteor strikes.
 
   Kroth that, I slid into my three-point striking stance and struck upward toward an incoming punch.  I adjust twice in mid swing to attain the optimal strike vector as I strengthened the lattice around my fist, digging into the floor with lattice spikes under my feet to anchor me.  Our fists connected and there was a sharp crack, like a baseball bat striking the ball and pieces of splintered Mithreal went flying as I shattered the supposed unbreakable armor of her gauntlet.
 
   I took her moment of shock, to quickly grasp her armored arm and twist my body, and tear with all my might.  The armor tore from her arm at the weakened spots I had created at her shoulder and armpit.  She tried to strike me and I backhanded her unprotected arm, snapping it like a twig.  She fell to her knees, holding her arm.  My hand shot forward and grabbed the ragged edge of the armor at her shoulder and neck yanking hard and tearing the control circuits out, and her bubble shield helmet flickered out.
 
   Phoebe went flying into the wall beside us as Thea reached my side.  I pulled my hand back and let Odin's spear crackle to life for the killing blow.  I was in mid swing when Thea screamed, “Kara!  No!”  I stopped my blow with the blade against my oppnent's cheek, sizzling away her skin and I looked back at Thea.
 
   Her eyes were pleading as she shook her head, saying, “No, please do not kill her.”
 
   The beast inside me growled in fury, I wanted nothing more than to kill, I was the bringer of violence.  I took a deep breath and pushed the animal inside me down and nodded.  With a swift motion, I instead, punched the woman in the face, fracturing her nose and she fell limply to the ground, unconscious.  I gave Thea a nod of acknowledgment as we engaged the other combatants.
 
   As more Titans and Titanspawns arrived, filling the corridor with energy weapons fire.  We were slowly pushed back.  I concentrated the lightning of the power of Thor on disarming them and dispatching the unarmored Titanspawns to the ages.
 
   In such close quarters, we were fighting a retreat.  I had incapacitated three Titans and Thea had taken Phoebe down with a verbal apology as she knocked her unconscious.  The corridor was about to widen at the entrance to the airlock.  That would be bad, the remaining Titans would be able to surround us then and there was no way the two of us could face the five remaining Titans like that.  But I would be no one's slave!
 
   Just as we reached that point, Thea reached out and threw me backward with a sweep of her arms and she rolled into the airlock with me and hit a control then fused the door controls after it closed.
 
   She looked at me then out to the corridor as she started typing on the console.  I swallowed and she looked at me with profound sadness as she said, “Looks like I will be going with you after all little Valkyrie.”
 
   A new alarm started sounding as an automated voice announced, “Weapons grid offline.”  She put her arm out to me and I looked up at her in amazement and stepped to her.  She hugged me to her securely and raised her weapon toward the outer door.
 
   Now that my Verr were not providing energy for battle, they were finally able to restore the nanite link with Kat.  She was awash in frantic emotions, panic, anger, determination...  and then shock as I said, “I'm coming home love.  I may need a ride.”
 
   Relief and joy and more of that determination flowed from her as she laughed and said, “We are already on the way Kara.”  I just took a moment to share warm thoughts with her before I turned my attention back to my situation.
 
   I looked back and four Titans had their weapons raised and ready to fire when Rhea stepped in front of them. She stretched out her arm and made a lowering motion and the Titans stepped back.  Rhea stepped up to the window and placed her palm against it as she looked at me with sad eyes.
 
   Thea faltered so I took the decision out of her hands and took a deep breath and fired the power of Thor at the outer door and blew it out into space.  The sudden explosive decompression threw Thea and I out into the soundless void and harsh environment of space.  I remembered this sensation and I hoped I would never repeat it.  My Verr were screaming in pain, providing as much power as they could to the nano-lattice to keep me alive.
 
   I tried to twist in Thea's arms to fire of the power of Thor to try to aim us back toward the space bridge.  But before I did, Thea hit a stud on her belt as her arms tightened on me, almost crushing my ribs and we shot off at an almost terrifying acceleration.  A chronometer was counting down in my vision beside a velocity and vector readout.  We accelerated to just barely the speed we needed and made one last adjustment to aim us directly at the event horizon of the quantum tunnel when whatever was powering our thrust died away.
 
   I twisted and looked up at her face, she was crying.  Then her photon helmet started to fade.  Kroth!  The woman had used her armor's power pack to power our escape, she used all of it up to get us on the proper course.  She couldn't survive the vacuum of space without her helmet shield.  The woman was sacrificing herself for me.  She gave a sad smile.
 
   There was no way I would ever let that happen!  It was my duty to protect those who could not protect themselves, it was the reason for my being.  It defined who I was, I am Kara the Wild one, and I am VALKYRIE!
 
   I dug deep inside my reserves and could feel Valhalla's power feed increasing as we neared the tunnel.  I screamed in pain as I channeled all my energies into encasing Thea in my nano-lattice from our point of contact to protect her.  Leaving my body open to space as we hit the event horizon while the air was ripped from my lungs and I could feel capillaries starting to burst across my skin in the unimaginable cold while my blood began to boil.
 
   An instant later we emerged on the other side and it felt like we struck something with great force and there was suddenly oxygen and gravity again.  I mumbled to the weapons that were all suddenly drawn around us, “Hold Valkyrie... she's a friend, she's with me.”  I lost consciousness.  The wonderful warm blackness cradled me and took all the pain away.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15 – From the Heavens
 
   We hurtled through the atmosphere at an incredible pace and still accelerating, a wake of plasma of super-heated air formed around Pegasus's bow.  I watched the skin temperatures rising above reentry temperatures and beyond the vaporization temperature of plasti-steel.  I was amazed at Pegasus' new armor.  We were multiple times past escape velocity as we hit space.
 
   I patted the hull of the ship and said, “Wow girl, your upgrades do you good.”
 
   My wrist buzzed and I looked down to see a message from her scrolling, “Thank you Kat Valkyrie without the whiskers.”
 
   I grinned at that.  It was her humor.  It was funny the day I watched Arina trying to explain the difference between a Terran cat and me.  But Pegasus said in confusion, “Isn't she a Terran Kat?  I thought she was from Earth.”
 
   Arina had grinned and said, “Well yes.  She is, but that is Kat with a K not a C.”
 
   The wind rider asked, “ So she is not a cat?”
 
   Arina had giggled., “Well I guess she's a Kat without whiskers.”
 
   That seemed to get through to the childlike intelligence of the vessel and ever since then she likes to joke about me being a Kat without whiskers.  She thinks she is clever.  I smiled again and stroked the hull and gave a polite chuckle.  Most of us Valkyrie see Pegasus and the rest of the Sky as our children.  And Pegasus has more valor than most people that I know.
 
   Another craft was on an intercept course and matched our velocity, the wind rider rotated on its axis, inverting while maintaining speed.  It moved above us and we heard the docking clamps engage.  The access door in the ceiling slid open and a form dropped lightly to the deck.  Standing there with a shit eating grin on her face was Kitty.  She said, “Well met!  Don't think you're doing this without me.”
 
   I just rolled my eyes and pulled her into a hug. “We wouldn't think of it Kitty.  Well met.”  She almost skipped over to the empty pilot's chair and settled in like it was built for her.  We all laughed as she greeted the rest of us from her favorite seat and then turned and just started gossiping with Pegasus.  
 
   If you think it was fun to watch Arina trying to explain cat and Kat to the sentient ship, it was twice as funny on her first meeting with Kitty.
 
   I watched the other wind rider veer off to shadow our flight toward the event horizon.
 
   While all of this occurred, I had never taken my attention away from the copious overlays on my vision that my Verr were supplying me on the mission.  We were basically flying directly into the gates of hell to attempt the suicidal rescue of the woman that defines love for me.  The bravest woman I knew.  I wondered how badly our plan had been compromised by prematurely executing it when the Titan vessel started to withdraw.
 
   I would fly through hell and back a thousand times on the slightest chance we could liberate her.  I was filled with a million emotions as I watched the countdown timer to arrival at the space bridge.  Thirty seconds.  I prayed that Pegasus' new armor was up to the task, but I was determined to succeed at all costs.
 
   Then my legs almost gave out beneath me as a part of my soul awakened when I was suddenly aware of Kara again.  I could feel her agony, but most of all her love in my mind, like it was just any other day as she said, “I'm coming home love.  I may need a ride.” 
 
   I just about broke down sobbing in joy then and there but we had a job to do so I laughed back at her and said, “We are already on the way Kara.”
 
   I blurted out into the cabin, “Kara is already on the way, approaching the space bridge from the other side.  Can you catch her Pegasus?”  We veered off at the last instant, shooting past the space bridge at breakneck speeds.  Transmitting the abort signal through the bridge to the Hornets that were already closing on the Elivgar to be our diversion.
 
   Kitty was already routing telemetry that Valhalla was feeding through its constant scans through the quantum entanglement tunnel.  I saw a red beacon lock on and Pegasus displayed some info for Kitty.  She grabbed onto her chair firmly, and yelled, “Grab onto something, this is going to be pulling it close to match her velocity!”
 
   We all grabbed onto anything that was bolted down as we heard the magnetic booster drives whining in protest as we swung in a wide loop and back the way we came.  Inertial compensators redlining as we were slung outward by centrifugal force and the gravity systems failed.  Kitty was screaming, “Yeeeeetaaaahhhhh!” in elation.  An alarm was warbling Pegasus' own battlecry as we heard her chassis groaning with stress.
 
   I was barely able to grab Talia's hand as she went slinging past me.  I screamed with the effort as my arm was almost pulled from its socket.  Then the forces equalized as we leveled out and went screaming past the space bridge heading the other way at hypersonic speeds with gravity restored.
 
   Kitty yelled, “Lattice!”  As we decompressed and one of the doors opened while Pegasus rotated ninety degrees on her axis.  I winced as I pulled up my nano-lattice and felt the pain of my Verr as they fought off the vacuum of space. In the same instant I felt Kara screaming in pain as she warbled her battle-cry in my head.
 
   The shimmering event horizon rapidly shrank as we sped past.  I saw some motion just before I lost sight of it.  Moments later the shape grew and a mass flew through the open door at around fifty miles per hour relative to our speed and it slammed into the far wall with shuddering force as the outer door closed and we repressurized.
 
   I think we were all stunned as we looked upon an unconscious Titan, cradling Kara in her arms.  As one, we all pulled our sidearms, but Kara weakly raised a hand. “Hold Valkyrie... she's a friend, she's with me.”  Before she lost consciousness.
 
   I broke, finally allowing myself to sob as I pulled my mate to me, holding her in my arms, protecting her. Kitty, Inatra, and Talia stood around the Titan that lay on the deck.  Inatra looked back at us and I smiled at her, she hissed lovingly then smiled back.
 
   Kitty looked like she forgot something then she yelled, “Hold on!”  Moments before Pegasus veered off again, straining the inertial compensators again, but not as severely.  The Titan slid to the other side of the cabin.  Kitty grinned an apology at the group.  “Sorry Valkyrie, we didn't think you wanted to go splat into the planet.  Even Peggy's new armor can only withstand so much.” I had to grin at her antics and at the fact that Pegasus tolerated her calling her Peggy.
 
   I just held Kara in my arms, watching the damage that exposure to space had done to her skin heal.  Then her eyes fluttered open.  There was fear in her eyes for an instant then recognition.  She smiled and started to sit up and did a very un-Kara thing.  She kissed me so passionately, in front of other people, that I thought I was going to burst into flames.  “Well met Valkyrie,” she whispered.  “I can't tell you how much I missed you.”
 
   I chuckled and the others looked over and Kara blushed at her own public display of affection.  But then she was suddenly pushing to her feet as we flew back toward Valhalla.  She pushed past the others and knelt by the Titan, “Is she ok?  Her helmet failed in space, I tried to protect her.”
 
   She was hitting some controls on the Titan's wrist console like she knew what she was doing, then there were some clicking sounds and Kara started stripping off the Titan's armor.  The woman she revealed looked a lot like Rhea, but it was obviously not her.  She was more muscled but just as pretty.  Kara was looking blankly into space as she ran her hand slowly through the air just in front of the woman.  Then she nodded to herself and smiled and looked back at me.  “She's ok.  Just unconscious.”
 
   I couldn't stop from grinning back.  I was so confused and had no clue what was going on so I just asked the same question on everyone else's face.  “Who the hell is she?”
 
   Kara exhaled and I could tell she was choosing her words.  “This is Thea, she's a friend, sort of.  She helped me escape.   It was an act of great valor.”  She looked around as if in challenge.  When none of us rose to it, she smiled in satisfaction as she lifted the Titan to lay her across a row of seats then sat beside me and grasped my hand.
 
   Then she whispered like a broken child, “ Can we go home now?”  I just nodded as I stroked her hair with my other hand and the tears started up again.  Then I snorted loudly when she added, “I need a krothing drink.”
 
   Pegasus swooped through the gate and landed at the closest pad to medical.  As soon as the doors opened healers started streaming aboard, Kara pushed them away and stood and lifted Thea, it looked almost silly, this tiny Valkyrie carrying the huge form of a Titan.  But she growled at the healers that tried to assist and they backed off.
 
   We all followed her into the Medical Triage spire and Kara followed the healers into a room.  They pushed two beds end to end and Kara laid Thea on them and looked at the healers with a dangerous gleam in her eye.  “Take good care of her.”  The healers paled a bit but nodded and went to work.
 
   Then before I could blink, her warm hand was where it should always be, in mine, as we fed each other our strength, becoming more than the sum of our parts.
 
   She said, “We need to destroy the space bridge or Rhea will retaliate once they get organized up there.”  She looked at the healers with another of those dangerous glares she gave when family was involved. “Nobody is allowed in this room except healers, I don't care if it is Odin himself!  Understood?”  They nodded understanding.
 
   As usual she refused to be examined by the healers as we followed her out of the spire and off toward the main gates, unless they could keep up with her.  I told her, “We have a plan in place, the Hornets will be hitting it any moment now.”
 
   She had cute, mischievous smile on her face as we approached the main gate.  “Call them off, I have a more fitting idea.”
 
   I loved that look on her, I quickly called off the strike on coms as she started hailing Artemis on a holo-console at the main gates.  “Artemis of the Hunt, would you be so kind as to join us at the main gates?”
 
   Her quick response of, “ At once. Odin is demanding to speak with you.”  But Kara just cut the transmission with a chuckle.
 
   In confusion, we all followed her to the main gates, the Einherjer giving her the salute to heroes as they made a hole and we stepped out into the humid air of Ragnarok.  She inhaled deeply, she seemed to be savoring the air itself.  Then she just sat on a rock with me, the others gathered around.
 
   Artemis arrived with an entire contingency of people.  Eros, Odin, Mist, mother, Sif, Arina, who attached herself to Kara with a sobbing hug, Tyr, and Loki.
 
   After a blushing Kara had untangled herself from Arina, she looked around sheepishly to everyone and said, “Well met.”
 
   Odin opened his mouth, joy on his face, but Kara interrupted, “Hold father.  We have a little business to conclude here, can you tie Valhalla's telemetry of the space bridge to Artemis?”
 
   He squinted an eye as a smile bloomed on Artemis' face and a wicked gleam in her eyes appeared.  Father chuckled, “She does not have the power for that kind of shot daughter.”
 
   Kara cocked an eyebrow. “Really father?”  Odin took the challenge and typed something on his wrist console then flicked his finger at Artemis with a bemused look on his face.
 
   Artemis stood still for a moment as I saw lights flickering in her eyes from her heads up display, then her smile changed into a smirk as she drew her bow and an arrow in one smooth motion.  For the first time since I met the archer from Olympus, strain showed on her face as she pulled back on the energy string that appeared.
 
   I felt the familiar tug of the very fabric of space toward the microscopic point singularity at its center.  But then more and more power gathered.  My Verr were showing me she was drawing huge amounts of energy from her jump pack.  I started almost leaning toward her and pebbles and twigs were rolling across the ground toward her.  Then in a quick motion she looked up and brought up her bow and fired.  The arrow was too fast to follow, but there was a contrail reaching up into the heavens a moment later.
 
   She shouldered her bow and grinned at Kara. “That took most of my jump pack power, so I'll be stranded here another year or two, and I lost an arrow, but it was so worth it.  Thank you for that sister.”
 
   Kara grinned. “Not a problem sister.  Now, I need some mead.”
 
   We all stood watching the two start walking toward the main gates then back up into the sky.  No way she could have possibly... a projection appeared on the dome shield of the closest quantum orb exploding, causing a chain reaction as the others shared its fate.  I snorted again.  My god!
 
   Then we were all running to catch up with my smug mate.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16 – Aftermath
 
   It is impossible to convey how happy I was to be home again.  The Three Embers showed up in Valhalla within minutes of the news of my rescue and the destruction of the space bridge.  I had to remind myself that Valkyrie do not cry.  But that proved to be a falsehood as I bawled with them as we shared hugs and I gave them loving mothering touches.
 
   The celebration was incredible and I heard that most of the Olympians I had freed had already acclimated to freedom and were living comfortably among our people.  I had pulled Kat and father away from the celebration on the news that Thea had regained consciousness.  We rushed to the main medical spire that she was transferred to.
 
   I made sure to be the first person through the door.  It was humorous really.  She was standing with her back to the wall as healers were trying to examine her, she was saying, “I am fine pets, ummm... I mean... Asgard.  You may leave.”  She saw me enter and relief filled her eyes and she pleaded with me.  “Kara!  Can you please tell these... she tilted her head searching for the word, 'people', that I do not require their services?”
 
   I chuckled and said with authority, “ Healers, leave us.”  They looked at us then quickly exited the room.  I always hated the slight look of fear on their faces.  Did they fear the ruling caste, or did they fear me, the instrument of destruction?
 
   I grinned at her. “Well met Thea, I am glad to see you recovering so quickly.”  She inclined her head in acknowledgment as her eyes nervously looked over to Kate and Odin.
 
   I made the introductions. “Father, Kat, this is Thea of the Titans.  She is their First Scientist and my friend.”  Her eyebrow quirked at that.  Then I said to her, “Thea of the Titans, this is Odin, ruler of Asgard, and my wife, Kate the Raging Storm.”
 
   She hesitated then looked at me and moved her arm toward them and I nodded.  She said, “Well met Odin of Asgard and Kate the Raging Storm.”  She swallowed and said, “So I would assume the roles are now reversed and I am your prisoner.”
 
   They each bumped forearms with her and father chuckled. “Well met Thea of the Titans.  We are more enlightened than that here in Valhalla.  I will address you as Thea unless you object and please call me Odin and that is Kat.”  She nodded nervously and father added, “You are no prisoner here.  Kara has vouched for you and her word cannot be disputed.  You can move about the citadel freely or leave at any time you like.  Though I would greatly like to speak with you about a great number of things if you agree.”
 
   She looked confused. “You would allow me my freedom after what my kind have wrought upon you?”  We all nodded.
 
   She just shook her head in disbelief and I said, “Once the healers clear you, would you feast with us in my quarters?  We can show you around the wonders of the citadel on the morrow if you wish.”  She nodded dumbly and we all chuckled.
 
   Later that evening after a grand feast with lots of mead; thank the Tree of Ages; father, Arina, and Thea were in deep and boring conversations about science and philosophy.  I stole away with the woman who holds my heart and brought her to our bed to show her just what she means to me.
 
   Part of my mind wondering how long of a reprieve we had until the Elivgar was either repaired or limped out of the system at sub-light speeds. And just why, in the last moments, did Rhea have her Titans lower their weapons?
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
   The time had come and my heart was heavy as we joined Artemis with her people in the Central Spire courtyard with tens of thousands of people crowding the area to see them off.  The Olympians had become and integral part of the community here in Valhalla these past two years as Artemis' jump pack recharged enough to fold space.  Some had decided to stay to live among us here or on Earth or Folkvangr.  The rest just wished to go home to their people after living in the fog of a living nightmare for so many eons.
 
   She would have to do it in two trips as she could only fold a twenty-five foot diameter of volume.  So we stacked supplies and gifts for her people and two-thirds of the Olympians started packing into the circle laid out by the markers on the ground.
 
   I stepped up to Artemis and grasped her forearm as I choked up a bit.  She smirked. “Come on you softie, you're Valkyrie, don't go getting misty on me.  I'll be back in a few days for the rest of our people and the Asgard expedition.”  Then she mumbled with her voice quavering on the verge of crying, “Zues' chariot!” She pulled me into a tight hug.  She whispered, “I love you sister.”
 
   I nodded through eyes threatening tears. “I love you too.”
 
   She made her way down the line exchanging goodbyes, Arina was a blubbering mess.  Then Artemis stopped at the end of the line and looked up with a thoughtful look on her face as she studied Thea.  “As bizarre as it may sound, I think I'm going to miss you Thea.” They shared a chuckle at the surrealness of mortal enemies becoming friends.  I understood exactly how she felt as I shot a loving glance over to Inatra.  Intark would have been here, but he was handling some important business in  New Ishatak, helping to rebuild the Ragnarok capital, but he would be back in a few days for the second transport.
 
   He would be part of the Asgard expedition to Olympus to help hunt for the other Titan vessels to  free their people still enslaved.  The Three Embers would be joining them with Inatra and Arina since  they would be building a Bifrost terminal for the Olympians and Inatra will always be at Arina's side.  Pegasus, Kitty, and Talia would round out the Asgard strike force that would be on loan to Olympus until their people are returned to them.
 
   I thought it was hard to say goodbye to my pseudo-sister Artemis, but it will be even worse seeing most of my family leave a few days later.  I know it will only be a hundred years or so until the Bifrost terminal is completed so that I can see them whenever I wanted, but still, two of them are my babies.
 
   Artemis shot me one last sad smile then stopped as she walked past.  Then unshouldered her bow and quiver and handed them to me and whispered, “Something for something.  You gave me my people back Kara.  I will forever be in your debt.”
 
   Tears were falling as she strode purposefully to the center of the circle, the roar of the crowd was deafening as Artemis waved.  Then for a moment it looked as though the world was stretching in toward her and then they were just gone.
 
   I could hear the drums pounding in my head signaling the end of an era, and I turned my head to the stars wondering what was next for the Valkyrie of Asgard.
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Sample Chapter from the Music of the Soul book: Dead Shot 
 
   Chapter 1 – Camp Guinevere
 
   I looked downrange at the various tin cans and bottles arranged on the rocks and crumbling low walls at the base of the sandy hill.  They were arranged randomly anywhere from twenty to thirty yards out.  One was half hidden by a loose mud brick.  I kicked some clumped sandy loam from the treads on my ACBs.
 
   I unholstered my sidearm and cleared it.  I liked the balance of my M9 Beretta.  I preferred it to the M1911 that some soldiers still preferred for the stopping power.  My hands were smaller so the nine mil was a better fit for me.  I underwent all kinds of razzing about women and smaller weapons until the first time I hit the range in basic.  That shut the men up.  This “girl” as they put it, got her expert marksmanship qualification medal without breaking a sweat.
 
   I slid a magazine partially into the magazine well and looked back over my shoulder with a grin, “You sure you want this Chief?”  I asked Chief Warrant Officer Danes.  Come on McKenzie, don't get cocky.
 
   He just rolled his eyes and harrumphed, “Stop stalling Meyers.  Remember, constant motion.”  My grin increased as I looked around at my fireteam, the Bugbats, who were just grinning like a bunch of fool meerkats.
 
   They have been with me the last five years of my dubious military career, funny how we all seem to keep getting stationed together.  The big brass knows not to break up a good thing.  I'm good at what I do, good at being a soldier.  It's probably why I've gotten away with being busted back to Specialist five times in my eighteen years in the army.  I don't need the added responsibility of higher rank.  Besides, Specialist Meyers sounds so much better than Corporal Meyers anyway.
 
   It just struck me that I have been in the military for exactly half my life.  Just two more years before  I retire.  I thought about home again.
 
   I hadn't been back to the Vancouver/Seattle area since my old girlfriend Monica, sent me that dear Jane letter while I was in Basic.  Dad is always traveling the world with his Wild West trick shooting show.  So we always make a point of meeting up when he is anywhere remotely close to one of my duty stations.  I smiled internally at the thought that's where I learned to trick shoot, I played a young Annie Oakley in the show.
 
   Dante prompted, “Come on Dead Shot, show him the shit.”  Larson chimed in, “You got this DS.”
 
   I sighed. “If you're sure Chief.  Liberty passes for my whole team right?”
 
   He grinned. “Ain't gonna happen Meyers.  You're all gonna be servicing all of the sidearms for the whole camp in the armory tonight.”
 
   Danes was new to Camp Guinevere here in Africa, in the Ennedi Region of Chad.  My personal opinion is that the big man pushes too hard.  We do things a little different in the Joint Peacekeeping Taskforce assigned to the United Nations to help stop human trafficking.  But you can't begrudge the man. He was a Chief Warrant Officer and my new immediate superior and intermediary channel to god himself, the camp CO.  I grinned... that was going to make this all the sweeter.
 
   I shrugged and turned, and cataloged all the targets in my head as I took a slow calming breath like my father had taught me, committing each to memory.  I slammed the magazine home and disengaged the safety as I started pacing toward the makeshift mess hall in the old crumbling schoolhouse on the edge of the camp.
 
   I racked the slide and chambered a round.  More grunts were coming out to watch, this was turnin' into a goddamn spectacle.  I took one last look at the targets then my path and started briskly walking parallel to the makeshift range as I fired.  I took in each target and exhaled as I squeezed the trigger gently as I caught the targets in my sights.  Step, step, squeeze.  Glass exploding and cans being knocked from their perches.
 
   I dove over the crate of MREs and started my barrel rolling.  Always leading the roll with my eyes and firing as I hit my belly each time and each time a target falling.  Then I rolled up onto a knee as I fired the last shot.  I grinned and stood and ejected the empty magazine into my hand, cleared my weapon and holstered it and slid the empty magazine into one of the slots on my beltpack.
 
   I turned with a grin and said, “Fifteen for fifteen.”  The crowd that had gathered was cheering and some were laughing.  They'd seen this often enough.
 
   Chief Danes slid his cover off his head and wiped some sweat from his brow in this ungodly heat.  His silvering buzzcut fit the big man to a T.  “Well that is the damnedest thing I ever did see Specialist, but you missed one.”  He nudged his head toward the one that was still only half exposed.
 
   I grinned. “No, sir, as you know there are only fifteen rounds in an M9 magazine and you set up sixteen targets.  No doubt purely just an oversight.”  I narrowed my eyes knowing damn well it hadn't been.  “But if that bitty can is a problem...”  I crouched and rolled, pulling my ka-bar from my leg sheath and released it with all the force I could muster.  It was a thing of beauty watching it tumble end over end and slice almost cleanly through the tin can, sending it tumbling to the ground.
 
   The crowd of men cheered again as I shrugged and said, “Sixteen for sixteen.  Now pay up Master Chief...” I added, “Sir.”  I wiggled my fingers and he narrowed his eyes, evidently not amused.
 
   Then he shook his head slowly as he started smiling and saying, “Well I'll be goddamned.  I thought all this Dead Shot horseshit was exaggerated,”  He pulled some liberty passes from his belt and handed them over.  Oh... I didn't expect him to have them on him, I was just pushing his buttons.  Then I cocked an eyebrow as I took the passes from him.  He had expected to lose!  He was evaluating me... I nodded in approval, sneaky bastard.  Maybe he wouldn't be that bad of an SO after all.
 
   He shook his head.  “With skills like that I can't understand why they never sent you through sniper training.”  I blanched at that, I swore to myself and to the Army when I enlisted that I'd never pick up a sniper rifle.  It just didn't sit well with me taking out a target that didn't see me coming.  If I was going to kill a man, it was going to be face to face, defending myself, my allies or my country.
 
   I played it off like I always did. “I make a better grunt than I would just lazing around layin' on my belly all day.”
 
   He nodded and grunted something that sounded like approval, then said, “I hear tell you can do that with just about any weapon.”  I shrugged.
 
   Larson chimed in, “It's how she got saddled with the Dead Shot callsign Chief.”
 
   The fourth one of our team, Kid, ran off to police my brass and retrieve my ka-bar.  He was the youngest of our fire team and I'm pretty sure he may be sweet on me.  His name was really Specialist Emanuel Ortega, he got saddled with Kid when he was first assigned to the Bugbats.  At twenty-five, he looked like some snot nosed kid with a baby face and not old enough to shave.  He had a knack with equipment and was a first-class grenadier.  Now he's thirty-one and still looks a might young.
 
   The Master Chief said with a smirk, “Be back on base before zero six hundred.”  Larson, Dante, and I straightened and saluted the man chiming out, “Yes sir!”
 
   Then he dismissed us as Ortega returned with my knife.  I winked at him. “Thanks, Kid.” I looked around at my team as I handed out the passes.
 
   I grinned ear to ear as I removed my cover, and wiped the sweat from my shaved head with it.  I normally kept my brunette hair longer, at regulation length until I was assigned to Guinevere.  It's like living in a sauna, 'cept it's sweat we're all percolating in, not steam.  I had to shave my hair off a week into my station assignment just to keep it from matting with sweat and dripping into my eyes all the time.  I tried a buzzcut first, but it felt prickly and uncomfortable to me.
 
   I said loudly and belligerently as we headed toward the barracks and the motor pool, “Bugbats saddle up!”  My team yelled in excitement, “ Hooah!”
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