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 Chapter 1 – The Tavern 
 
    Five thousand Earth orbits completed around its star, Sol.  Five thousand years I have awaited the return of my kind.  How I long to be home again.  I could feel Asgard approaching like the hammering of a relentless drum in my head foreshadowing the dimensional alignment that would allow Valhalla and Earth to co-exist in this realm during a 'transition' once again.   That once again I may take my place in our citadel as the daughter of Odin.  Or... it could just be a headache from the copious amounts of alcohol I have consumed this night. 
 
    I clumsily backhanded the largest of my attackers while kicking the feet out from underneath another, sending him unceremoniously to the ground on his ass again while I sat on my bar stool.  I took the second I had gained to take the last gulp from my heavy beer mug, before finally pushing away from the bar and standing from my uncomfortable bar stool to actually fight these ruffians.  I'm sure they think we have been fighting these past couple minutes, but I just wished to finish my drink before dispatching them. 
 
    I staggered as I stood.  Even in my impaired state with my reflexes slowed by the alcohol, it wouldn't take but a minute to take down these three.  They really should have picked a different neighborhood to rape that young woman earlier tonight. 
 
    I had arrived too late to stop it, but I recognize their dim red auras.  I caught a glimpse of them as they entered McGregor's Tavern two blocks down.  I called for an ambulance and the police from the girl's cell phone which I had pulled from the purse on the ground beside her crumpled and sobbing body. 
 
    I dropped her phone and comforted her the best I could until I heard the sirens approach, then I followed the three gang-banger wannabes with their idiotic bandanas into the bar.  What a dive... it reeked of cigarettes, sweat and stale beer.  Neon beer advertisements flickered, casting multicolored glows across the room. 
 
    If there's one thing us Asgard truly enjoyed, it was our mead.  Earth's beer is an acceptable substitute. 
 
    I sat at the bar where I could see their booth by the pool table through the cigarette smoke haze in the back of the run down tavern.  Then I just watched the men through the huge mirror mounted behind the bar as I drank a pitcher to see if there were any others I should worry about when I take these three down.  They are going to pay for what they did to that girl. 
 
    The smaller, weasel-like man in his worn out leather jacket and torn jeans would be the most dangerous since he posed no real physical threat, and he knew it, which is why he sat at the back of their booth, a man on either side as a buffer. 
 
    So more likely than not, he carried a weapon.  Probably tucked into his waistband at the small of his back, judging by the way he sat.  His nose was crooked like a bird's beak and his patchy stubble looked like a ridiculous attempt to look masculine.  Hard to do for a 5'-3” man.  Even my small stature at 5'-7” made me tower over him in my heavy one and a half inch heeled boots. 
 
    The big guy on his right was imposing and probably stood a chance of doing a little physical damage to me if he got his hands on me.  But it wouldn't be anything my enhanced strength or nano-lattice couldn't handle.  The dull look in his eyes told me he wasn't much of a thinker. 
 
    My guess is that he hadn't really been accepted by his peers because of his brutish appearance and that's how he got mixed up with these guys as their enforcer.  He stood maybe 6'-4” and around three hundred pounds of muscle. He had a thick brow which kind of reminded me of the Neanderthals I had seen on Earth when I was a small child seventy Earth transitions ago.  Now those men were strong! 
 
    The third one was the loudmouth of the bunch.  He looked to be a thinker, but just barely.  Standing around 5'-10” with a moderate build.  He'd be the second to attack after watching my reactions to the big guy.  His moderately sharp eyes sat below his greasy black hair on his long, unattractive face. 
 
    This is one dynamic I have never understood about the degenerates of the human world. It is usually the smaller, weaker of the bunch who is the leader that the others simply blindly follow. Whereas the humans representing justice stand tall and lead by example. 
 
    But of the three, the smaller man had the darker red aura telling me he quite probably was their leader.  Red indicates the reservoir of anger and violence in a person, and the strength of the aura shows the willpower or strength of conviction of the individual. 
 
    Blue on the other hand indicates someone's capacity for good, justice and strength of character.  Like the bartender and his dim blue glow with it's hints of red trailing it. 
 
    None of the three men I was watching were consequential, with their dim glows and posturing mannerisms all bluster and no substance.  I was finishing my second pitcher when they finally noticed I was watching them.  Slow much, guys?  I've only been staring for an hour. 
 
    The weasel sent them over a couple minutes ago.  Greasy hair stood slightly back from the brute and asked loudly, “What ya lookin' at sugar?  You want maybe we take you somewhere for some fun?” 
 
    I just turned on my stool to look at him, trying to display my boredom. “You mean the kind of fun you had with that girl down the street tonight?”   
 
    Their eyes looked alarmed as I hissed and narrowed my eyes. “You shouldn't have done that in my neighborhood, boys.” 
 
    The bruiser looked to greasy hair, who nodded almost imperceptibly.  People were starting to clear out a bit.  I slapped away the incoming blow from the brute as I felt my nano-lattice harden my skin.  The magnetic and electrical net energized by the nanites in my body, which in turn were powered by the Earth's magnetic field.  I took a large swallow from my mug as I kicked the brute soundly in the stomach, forcing him back a step, tripping over his buddy.  It sent them both, gracelessly onto the ground. 
 
    They stood and split up and attacked in a predictable manner.  Why don't they teach simple tactics in school here on Earth?  A kick to the knee of greasy hair and simply ducking the next blow from the brute and tugging on him to use his momentum to tumble into his friend again was all it took. 
 
    I caught the bartender on the phone out of the corner of my eye, most likely calling the police.  I had better wrap this up, but not before I finish my beer.  I allowed them to posture before their next attack as I drank. I watched as the weasel stood and advanced half way to us, looking nervously between us and the back door. 
 
    After that third attack and I finished my beer then stood, I almost laughed at the men.  Did they really think they could do battle with a Valkyrie of the Asgard?  The thought was ludicrous.  I have fought beside some great humans in my five thousand years of waiting for my home to return. They were great men and women, worthy of respect.  But these men were nothing... the scum of the human world that even their society shunned. 
 
    I allowed my nano-lattice to extend around the mug I was still holding by the handle, hardening it.  Back in the day, this is how we did did hand to hand battle against the Ragnarok race when the quarters were too close to use our energy weapons.  Grabbing anything we had handy and hardening it into a weapon that could pierce their tough hides. 
 
    The brute swung again and I caught his arm under mine with a thud to my ribs, and trapped it as I quickly struck him multiple times in the face with my beer mug.  He went down to his knees, his face  bloodied, before his eyes rolled back in their sockets and he fell back unconscious. 
 
    There was a moment of pain after I heard a gunshot as the bullet tore through my left shoulder.  I looked over to the weasel with his drawn gun in the middle of the bar.  I felt my nanites already attacking the damage to my flesh.  People were running or hitting the floor in panic.  “Kroth.” I hissed.  This would probably hurt more if I wasn't so drunk. I know I'll ache for a week. 
 
    I threw the beer mug at him with as much force as I could manage.  It struck simultaneously with a round from another gunshot behind me, the now non-hardened glass shattering on his skull as his shoulder erupted into a bloody red mist.  It was hard to tell which had actually sent him to the floor. 
 
    I twisted toward the second gunshot just to be almost blinded by the aura of a woman who was running full tilt to the bar while holstering her gun yelling, “SPD!  Everyone down!”  She jumped over the brute I had downed earlier and her military style boot shot out and caught the greasy haired buffoon who was quickly scrambling up, on the jaw.  Effectively rendering him unconscious. 
 
    She was crouched over, handcuffing greasy hair when she suddenly drew her weapon aiming it confidently behind her without looking, her rich raspy voice called out, “I wouldn't.”   
 
    I smiled... she had seen it too.  Weasel was reaching along the floor to his gun, leaving a blood trail in his wake. 
 
    He stopped as she turned and walked toward him with a steely look on her face.  Her weapon was trained steadily between his eyes.  I watched as she placed a boot on his back while producing a heavy zip-tie from her waistband.  She roughly pulled his arms behind him, causing the weasel to scream in pain because of his wounded shoulder as she secured his hands.  I dropped a twenty on the bar and discretely made my exit as I heard her calling for backup with shots fired and an ambulance for two gunshot wounds. 
 
    I passed an older detective on the sidewalk as he was sprinting toward the tavern with a hand on his holstered gun.  I looked at my shoulder as I walked to the alley and saw the bullet fall out of the rapidly healing wound as I made my way down that garbage strewn corridor between the buildings.  The sound of my footsteps echoed off the stained brick walls as my skin pulled together showing a ragged scar, it would take the nanites a couple days to repair all the internal damage to my tissues before they worked on the cosmetic damage to remove the scar. 
 
    “Kroth!” I cursed as I looked at the hole in my favorite jacket.  If I hadn't been so drunk I could have easily avoided it.  Or if I had just allowed the nano-lattice to harden my skin farther, the small caliber round wouldn't have been able to pierce my skin so easily. 
 
    I chose discretion over safety.  People would have seen the blue glow of the net pattern across my skin if I had used more energy.  But now I'll pay for it, my shoulder will be sore until the nanites complete the repair.  This was quite a minor thing compared to some of the damage I suffered on the battlefield. 
 
    I continued walking toward my apartment.  I chose this part of Seattle because of its high crime rate.  Something that has been ingrained into me since birth was my sense of justice and the knowledge that the strong should always protect the innocent and the weak, no matter the cost.  So this was the perfect area for me to wait for the return of the Asgard. 
 
    When the Earth started its five-thousandth orbit around its star, I did the quick calculation of its rotational axis at the time of transition to determine that the citadel would breach the dimensional divide somewhere in the vicinity of Seattle within a fifty mile radius.  The simple computers the humans have are not powerful enough to pinpoint the exact location, so I had to go off of the rough calculation in my head. 
 
    So here I wait, and hide from the relentless Ragnarok on this planet until Father returns.  Cleaning up this neighborhood is a good distraction, it keeps my mind off of my situation.  I bit my lower lip in anticipation of going home again.  I'm so very tired. 
 
    My mind drifted to the incident in the bar.  That woman.  I have never seen a human aura so strong. But that wasn't the thing that struck me the hardest.  Her control and sense of justice rivaled that of a Valkyrie, causing her bright blue aura to be so intense it was almost blinding,  I couldn't focus on her. 
 
    Her choice of profession was not surprising to me.  No, it was that she had a second aura billowing behind her like the shadow of wings that was just as bright, fighting to get out.  It scared me.  It was such a dark red it was almost black, full of anger and vengeance held in check only by her willpower.  It looked vaguely familiar but I couldn't place it. 
 
    This ability to see and read auras is the curse of the Valkyrie.  It is an evolutionary step that few among the Asgard have, and only women seem to have developed it.  It has caused some to become reclusive, so they don't see the capacity each person has for good or evil or how close the balance is in some.  The ones that can handle it, most likely will become Valkyrie as this ability best allows us to select from the six worlds of this realm we visit, the individuals most suited to join the Asgard if they so wish. 
 
    I was knocked out of my thoughts by the distinct impression that I was being watched, it was not the cold shiver that accompanied the arrival of the Ragnarok that I seem to have developed during my time on Earth.  I turned the corner out of the trash littered alley as I jumped up ten feet to a rusty fire escape and my nano-lattice activated. 
 
    I shielded my eyes as a familiar blinding aura emerged from the alley.  The officer quickly scanned the street then relaxed her back against the worn brick building.  She crossed her arms, staring straight ahead as her raspy voice called out, “You might as well come down.  I'm with SPD, you need to get that shoulder looked after... let me get you to the hospital. Then I have some questions for you.” 
 
    I felt the corner of my mouth twitch, threatening a smile.  I liked this human, she had moxie and great situational awareness.  I sighed and deactivated my nano-lattice, I didn't need this, not when transition was so close.  But she struck me as the sort of woman that would track me and hound me until I spoke with her.  I silently jumped down and landed lightly in front of her. 
 
    She didn't even flinch, though I could tell that her muscles were at the ready to react if she needed to.  Like a wolf, ready to strike.  I looked directly into her steel gray eyes as the rest of her was too bright to look at at the moment, she locked onto my blue eyes as I softly said, “I'm fine... and I didn't see anything.  You have me confused with someone else.” 
 
    I turned to leave and she reached out and gently grabbed my arm, turning me toward her.  Her eyes softened to genuine concern as she said, “We need to get your shoulder looked at miss.” 
 
    I reaffirmed, shaking my head. “I'm fine.” 
 
    She reached out tentatively toward my jacket, I sighed.  May as well get this over with.  When humans see what they don't understand, they generally opt for the simplest explanation, that they were mistaken.  I gave silent permission with an almost imperceptible nod as she lowered my jacket off my left shoulder. 
 
    She looked, then her eyes narrowed as she reached out and ran a warm finger across the new scar.  It sent a shiver down my spine.  I generally avoid contact with people since attachment breeds sorrow in my case.  I have watched countless friends and lovers quickly age and die over the millennium I have spent here on Earth.  My heart aches for each and every one of them.  With our molecular nanotechnology, we Asgard have extended our lives to hundreds of thousands of Earth years. 
 
    I am weak.  I can never stay true to my convictions and wind up befriending someone only to watch time take them away from me.  A terrible aspect of lengthened lifespans. 
 
    She shook her head. “I can't quite place your accent...”  Suddenly her hand was on her weapon on her hip. “You got a permit for that?” 
 
    I followed her gaze, my pistol grip was visible at my waistband.  She reached out and I allowed her to pull it from its holster.   
 
    I nodded. “Yes, I do.  I'm a private investigator.  And the closest you would have to my accent is Norse.”   I reached slowly to the pocket of my jacket and tilted my head in question. “May I?” 
 
    I hated owning a pistol, but the modern world has long range weapons like this that my close combat skills cannot easily counter.  The energy weapon I had when I was originally trapped here, has long since lost its charge.  I can charge it with my nanites, but it takes weeks with constant contact with my skin to charge it enough for even a single shot.  I took the time a while back to have one at the ready in case the Ragnarok find me again. 
 
    She nodded, keeping one hand on the weapon at her hip, tucking my pistol into her waistband with the other.  With two fingers I slowly pulled my wallet out of my pocket, then pulled out my concealed carry permit and held it out to her. 
 
    She took it and looked at it. “Kara Wodanaz?  You're kidding right?”   
 
    I quirked an eyebrow at her.  
 
    She continued. “I've seen fake names before, but I gotta hand it to you.  This is creative.  I could believe one or the other, but not both together lady.” 
 
    I almost laughed, she was a smart one, and educated.  I decided to see if she was as smart as I was giving her credit for and played dumb. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    The corners of her mouth quirked as she held back a smile.  Was she playing too?  
 
    “Well seeing as how Kara is a name out of Norse legend and Wodanaz is a synonym for Odin... come on now.  What are the odds?” 
 
    I grinned at her, I was liking this game. “Well, seeing as how that IS my name, I'd have to say one hundred percent chance.  You can call it in if you like, but only if you want to eat your own words.  And I didn't catch your name detective...”  I left the question hanging. 
 
    She shook her head, not breaking eye contact as she handed the permit back to me and took her hand off her weapon, keeping mine in her waistband.  “Detective Kate Summers.  What made you think I was a detective, Miss Wodanaz?  And how did your gunshot wound heal in a matter of minutes?”  Ahhh, she WAS playing. 
 
    I laughed a little, then noticed I was almost sober again, krothing nanites can't leave me that one pleasure.  I quirked an eyebrow. “Well, let's see.  A plain clothed officer, in quite stylish clothing except the military boots, doesn't scream beat cop to me.  And as you well know, it is quite impossible for a gunshot wound as you say, to heal so quickly.  Thus, you are mistaken.  I'm obviously not the person you are looking for.” 
 
    She shook her head with a little smile as she stuck her finger through the blood stained hole in my jacket and said, “Don't insult my intelligence.  I know what I saw, Miss Wodanaz.  I'm going to need a statement from you.  You can either talk here or down at the station.  You didn't do anything wrong except leave the scene in the bar.  The choice is yours.  You are aware that those men raped an innocent girl tonight aren't you?” 
 
    My blood chilled at the mention of the rape, I still felt guilty for not arriving in time to stop it.  “No.  That's terrible!  I'm sure the men who did it will be caught and brought to justice.  And please, call me Kara.” 
 
    She shook her head sadly. “I don't understand – Kara.  But have it your way.”  She pulled a zip-tie out from her waistband.  “Please put your hands behind your back.  You are under arrest for impeding a police investigation.” 
 
    I shook my head sadly as she tightened the zip-tie around my wrists behind my back and said, “If you do this, they will find me again.”   
 
    She grabbed me gently by my wrists and led me back into the alley toward the tavern.  I caught a hint of her heady scent with her walking so close to me, it was intriguing. 
 
    “Who will find you?  We already have the three men in custody, and I won't let them hurt you. Though, judging by your moves in the bar... you don't need much protection,” she asked. 
 
    I sighed. “I just wish to go home detective.  If the Ragnarok find me here, it will start a bloodbath when my people arrive.  So... please, do not take this personally.”  I easily snapped the zip-tie as I twisted around removing my pistol from her waistband.  Completing my twist I vaulted over a dumpster onto another rickety fire escape above.  She drew her weapon.  I looked down at her as I tucked my pistol back into its holster behind my left hip. 
 
    My eyes had finished adapting to the intensity of her aura and I could finally see her clearly.  I inhaled sharply.  I would have to say that she was one of the most stunning human women I had laid my eyes on.  Not a traditional beauty, but something... different.  Something strong.  She had unmistakable... charisma? 
 
    She was taller than me, possibly 5'-10”.  She appeared to be in her late twenties or early thirties.  She exuded a dangerous combination of strength and feminine grace.  Her long straight brunette hair tied in a professional ponytail to keep it out of her line of sight. Her slight build just lent to her elegance.  Her Germanic face was strong but flawlessly feminine, at least to me.  Her large eyes and small nose hinted at some Asian heritage, and her full lips were quite alluring, even with their current crease of determination. 
 
    I pulled a card out of my wallet.  Blank except for my real address printed on it.  I dropped it to her as I started climbing the creaking fire escape steps toward the roof.  The metallic clanging of my footsteps echoing in the alleyway.  She wouldn't shoot.   
 
    “Stop!”  she commanded as I kept climbing.  Then she added quietly, “What are you?”    
 
    Kroth but she's intelligent! 
 
    I called down to her, “Meet me there at midnight and we can talk.  But please, I cannot go to the station nor be in your reports.  I'll explain everything... truthfully... but you won't believe it.  Come alone.  I'll know if you don't and I'll disappear for good.”  Or at least until home arrives. 
 
    I heard her holster her gun as I climbed over the roof parapet.  How the kroth did I get things so messed up when the transition was so close?  I leapt from rooftop to rooftop on my way to my apartment.  I couldn't get her face out of my head.  This human was remarkable. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 2 – Confessions of a Valkyrie 
 
    When I arrived at my apartment building, I dropped into my bedroom through the skylight.  I disrobed, tossing my damaged jacket and black tank top into the trashcan beside the bed then walked to the adjoining bathroom and started the shower.  After cleaning up, I stood in front of the full length mirror on the back of the door to asses myself. 
 
    I could feel the muscles inside my shoulder restitching themselves as I looked at the scar.  I liked scars on humans, it showed their strength and resiliency in most cases.  I was mildly disappointed  that I could never keep mine, the nanites would see to that regardless of my wishes. 
 
    I looked at the rest of myself.  Small and compact, ideal for agility and swift attacks.  The nanites kept my muscles toned, but I still preferred a daily run and an occasional workout, it kept my skills and senses sharp. 
 
    I never liked my face, it looks too... feminine?  Soft?  Girly?  I feel it makes people take me less seriously.  But it will forever be locked this way thanks again to the krothing nanites, barely aging as the eons pass.  I suppose I really shouldn't complain too much about them as those tiny machines are the only thing that has kept me safe on Earth all these centuries. 
 
    I appear to be in my early twenties by Earth standards, again lending me less credibility.  No matter that I have fought in countless battles and have forgotten more about war than most commanders could fathom, nor that I'm a few hundred thousand of their years old, I'm viewed as a mere girl here.  I do however like the shape of my figure, any Asgard worth their salt can appreciate a beautiful body, male or female makes no matter.  That and of course, a good stout drink. 
 
    The only thing of my appearance that I have any control over is my raven black hair.  I love to keep it long, it feels so silky against my body and does tend to remind me that I am not just a warrior, but a woman.  When I am out, I generally put it up in a bun or a ponytail to keep my line of sight and peripheral vision free.  Similar to how Kate does.  Kroth, I'm still thinking about her. 
 
    I walked into my bedroom and got dressed in some comfortable, lounge around clothes and waited for one of two things.  Either for her and backup arrive to attempt to drag me away, not that they could, or for her to honor my request to show up alone.  I'm betting on her honor.  Not to mention, as she said, I did nothing wrong except leave the scene.  That doesn't warrant coming at me full force. 
 
    I walked out through my messy living room to the kitchen to grab a stout beer from the refrigerator that was filled with them... I opened and chugged one down, then grabbed another.  Noting the time on the digital display on the stove, I stopped and grabbed a third one and made my way out to the couch and sat back to relax.  I had the nano-lattice harden my hand and flicked the cap off a bottle.  Odin's beard, I can be lazy at times. I should really buy a bottle opener. 
 
    There was a soft knock at the door as I took my first swig.  I could see only her aura emanating under the door and I called out, “It's open, detective.”   
 
    She cautiously strode in and closed the door behind her without taking her eyes off me.  I squinted at her bright aura again as I watched her.  Her hand at the ready by her holster.  She broke her gaze and her eyes started scanning the room.   I appreciated her knack for assessing her surroundings before proceeding. 
 
    I smiled disarmingly. “Well met, detective.  Come, have a seat.  I'm sure you have a question or two.  But please, off the record.  You don't know the consequences of filing a report with my description in it.”   
 
    She cautiously sat on the other end of the couch.  Looking me up and down, studying me. 
 
    I pointed to the beer bottle on the coffee table. “Please detective, join me.  I abhor drinking alone.”  I reached over and popped her cap off and offered the bottle to her as I took a long tug on mine. 
 
    She squinted at me and held up her hand. “From what I hear, you downed two pitchers inside of an hour and you don't seem affected at all.  I'm on duty, I can't.” 
 
    I winked. “All part of my curse.  But if you are here on an official capacity, then I am afraid I will have to disappear.  I just wanted to discuss with you why I cannot go to the station.  So it is your choice, detective.  Satisfy your curiosity and have a drink with me and pleasant conversation, or I ghost.” 
 
    Her eyes bored into me, looking for something, studying me.  She sighed and took the offered beer then took a swig.  “Call me Kat for God's sake.  This 'detective' crap is getting old...  since I'm apparently NOT here on official business.” 
 
    Her sarcasm was delightful. “OK, Kat.  Why do you need to talk to me?  DNA from those men is all over that poor girl's body.”  My eyes had adjusted to her aura and I could see her clearly again. 
 
    Her mouth had me mesmerized as she spoke, “It's not that.  We have them dead to rights.  It's what you did in the bar that has my attention.  You see, we've been getting reports for weeks in this area of an 'Avenging Angel' vigilante breaking up local crimes.  A girl jumping from the rooftops to stop muggings.  Drug dealers winding up at the side of the road beat into unconsciousness with all the evidence we need to arrest them in plain view on their person.” 
 
    She looked deeper into my eyes, searching for any reaction from me. “All of these men had something in common when they were examined at the hospital, odd burn marks on their wounds made by something the doctors can't identify.  Well, they look like burns but the flesh isn't necessarily damaged.  We found the same thing on the big guy you took down with that beer mug in the tavern.  If I were a betting woman, I'd have to say it all ties back to you.” 
 
    She took a breath. “Couple that with your seemingly miraculous healing, your ability to jump ten feet into the air and the strength to snap a zip-tie...  what are you?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Those are just cold electromagnetic compression burns and will fade quickly.  And I'm just a girl who so badly wants to return home.”  I held up my right hand and activated my nano-lattice at full strength so she could see the dense blue pattern on my skin. 
 
    She didn't even flinch.  She reached out, seeking permission with her eyes.  I nodded. “Gently, don't apply much pressure or it will fight back and you could get some cold burns.” 
 
    I shuddered a little at warmth of her contact again as she gently took my hand in her right and traced over the dense lines of force with her left fingers.  Experimentally pressing hard for a moment and looking at the cold burn on her finger. 
 
    She tilted her head as she looked up to meet my eyes, not releasing my hand. “What is it, Kara?  Does it hurt?  Does it cover just your hand?”  She didn't seem shocked at all, I could see her sharp eyes processing all the data.  I've confided in people before, but it was a gradual acceptance and understanding.  It didn't look like Kate was going to be phased by much.  Commendable. 
 
    I shrugged again, swallowing, wanting her to let go before I decided that I liked it. “It's just me... well my nanites, but they are part of me.  It doesn't hurt at all.”  I activated the lattice to full strength over my entire body, the room flared in the glow of the blue light. Then I turned it off. 
 
    She looked amazed.  I could see the curiosity bouncing around in her eyes and on her face. “So it burns whatever you touch?” 
 
    I grinned. “No, it is a nano-lattice created by my nanites with hyper-compressed electromagnetic waves to protect me from damage, only the Einherjer and Valkyrie have it.  Here watch.”  I pulled my hand from her grasp and grabbed a metal letter opener from the coffee table and handed it to her and put my hand on the table.  “Stab my hand.” 
 
    She looked at me with great trepidation and I nodded reassurance, she jabbed the letter opener through my flesh, it's tip striking the tabletop below.  She quickly dropped it.  As it clattered to the tabletop she exclaimed, “Jesus, Kara!  Are you OK?  I'm so sorry!” 
 
    I ignored the pain for the few seconds I would have it and I held up my hand so she could watch the wound slowly stitch itself closed. “I'm fine, my nanites will have me good as new before you know it.”  I handed the letter opener back to her and activated my nano-lattice to full strength.  “Try it now.” I uttered with a sly grin. 
 
    I could tell that she knew by my attitude what was probably going to happen, I could see it on her face.  She jabbed my hand and the letter opener bent when it came in contact with me.  I deactivated the lattice and she smiled.  But then quickly frowned. “You could have just told me!  You scared the hell out of me.” She slapped my shoulder hard. 
 
    I laughed at her admonishment. “Well, I've come to find that seeing is believing with you humans.  I can also harden anything I am holding.” 
 
    She squinted. “...you humans...  you're not human.”  It was a statement not a question. 
 
    I shook my head slowly watching her expression carefully as I stated, “I am Asgard.” 
 
    Her eyes were intense as she voiced, “Asgard is a place, a myth, not a race.  But you look so human.  How can that be, unless I'm looking at some sort of a shell.  You're not like a squid in a pretty girl suit are you?” 
 
    I laughed quite boisterously at that and took a large swallow of beer then grinned. “No... not a squid.  Asgard is quite real.  It is a realm beyond yours as well as a race.  To be completely honest, it is you that look Asgard...”  I paused, “...and quite pleasingly so.” 
 
    She had the slight burn of a blush on her cheeks and neck as I continued. “It is not by accident.  Eons ago we Asgard seeded six star systems in your realm so that you would evolve this way.  We specialize in molecular technology.” 
 
    She grasped the concept of what I was telling her immediately. “So you're telling me that, in effect, there was really a form of intelligent design in human evolution.”  I nodded. 
 
    Her hand was on my cheek and I was leaning slightly into its warmth, my breath hitched.  She whispered as she studied my face, examining it closely, “Amazing.  So I'm... Asgard?” 
 
    I nodded my voice husky as I tried to concentrate.  “In a way.  Umm... Kat, I would suggest you remove your hand unless you intend to bed me.  We Asgard are very sexual people and that is quite an intimate action you are performing where I am from.  I wouldn't be responsible for my actions if you don't.” 
 
    She quickly removed her hand with a small smile and laugh, I missed the warmth of her touch already as she said, “Sorry, Kara!  I don't know if that would be a good thing or a bad thing.”  Kroth!  Was she flirting? 
 
    She locked our eyes again. “So why are you here... on Earth?  Are there other Asgard here I can meet?” 
 
    I shook my head sadly. “No, I'm afraid I'm the only one on Earth, I was left behind five thousand years ago while defending the citadel against a sneak attack of the Ragnarok as Valhalla transitioned away from Earth.” 
 
    She had a look as if she caught me in a lie. “Bullshit.  You're not five thousand years old.  You look like you just walked out of a damn glamor magazine.” 
 
    I almost teared up, I would not show my weakness to her. “I'm well over five thousand.  I just wish to go home.  The Asgard will arrive any day now.  Transition is almost upon us.  I only want to go home.”  I'm so tired.  Father, I await your return. 
 
    She almost put her hand on my cheek again to console me and stopped herself, instead grabbing my hand. “I didn't mean to upset you, Kara.” 
 
    I stiffened. “I'm not upset, Kat!  I am a Valkyrie of Odin!  We do not get upset!  I defended the weak as was my duty!  I fought the Ragnarok to a standstill on Earth and yet I still breathe!  I have stories of valor!” 
 
    I could see that she understood, I felt like a krothing fool defending myself like that.  Her rich raspy voice came calmly, “I understand.  I'm positive you fought with honor.  I didn't mean to imply any weakness.” 
 
    I softened, it isn't her fault that I am so touchy about the subject. “No, it is I who am sorry.  I've just gotten so tired over the years fighting the Ragnarok here on Earth, just waiting to go home again.  I should not take my frustrations out on you.  You are the one compromising your own honor by speaking with me instead of preforming your duty.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Don't worry about me.  The only duty I have is to myself.  To do the right thing.  There is always honor in doing the right thing is there not?” 
 
    I looked incredulously at this human that I am coming to admire.  I wonder what all that rage she keeps at bay is all about.  Then her expression changed to that of alarm. “Wait.  You keep mentioning the Ragnarok.  Mythology says it was a battle to end the reign of the Gods.  But I gather they are a race and they are still here?  Hunting you?” 
 
    I nodded, and she hissed, “Shit!  I'm sorry, Kara, but in my report tonight before I came here, I included your description and your name.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, resigning myself to what was about to come as I whispered to her, “Then they are coming.” 
 
    “Tell me about them!  How can I help?  Goddammit, I was too rash!”  She was frantic, almost babbling.  I laid a hand on her shoulder.  Quite forward of me I know, but I needed her calm.  Maybe this intimacy could help accomplish that, besides, I owed her for her advance earlier. 
 
    “It will take them time to get here, they are hunting in Scotland right now.  I left many false trails there before I came to this city this year.   So we most likely have a couple hours before their ship in orbit organizes and sends hunting parties down to Seattle who are trained to blend into American culture.” 
 
    “Then it will be but just a matter of time as they systematically search.  It will be best if I lead them away from the innocents before I face them.  I will lure them to the mountains.”  I was speaking more to myself than to her as I removed my hand from her. 
 
    She shook her head and narrowed her eyes. “No.  What can I do to help?  Tell me about them.  What are they and what are their weaknesses?” 
 
    I looked at her, she indeed had the spirit of a Valkyrie.  And Kroth, she is attractive.  I spoke, “No.  Kat, you should be afraid.  They are for me.  I'll tell you of the Ragnarok, of the Asgard shame.  You will need to understand our history a little to fully understand.” 
 
    I pulled her to the couch by her hand and sat us down and started to relay the story of the Asgard, she wouldn't allow me to release her hand.  Was that for her benefit or mine? 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 3 – The Asgard Shame 
 
    Eons ago, the Asgard discovered that our land, our existence as we knew it was not all there was out there.  Our city, Valhalla, encompassed every corner of our known universe floating in a void, no larger than an island out in your Puget Sound.  We thought that was all that existed.  We learned we reside in a pocket dimension of sorts.  Our greatest scientist, Thor, had found a way to view through the veil between dimensions and saw your realm, with more room, more worlds than even our scientists could comprehend. 
 
    Our leader, Rotan of the Whispering Wind, bid our scientists to study this new realm we had deemed Midgard. 
 
    Our technology is based on molecular physics and magnetic storage and constriction.  Thor detected six bodies, which are now called planets, that rotate beneath us in the other realm, which had molten iron cores that created dynamos of limitless magnetic energy reservoirs.  Over the centuries, Thor had determined that a magnetic compression wave at critical mass could bridge the veil as one of these dynamos rotated beneath us.  Allowing Valhalla to co-exist there for a thousand of its orbits around its plasma body, or star as we know them now, before it moved out of range before the tether to our realm reached its limit and we transitioned away. 
 
    Once in your realm, we could mine materials to replenish our dwindling resources and harvest the limitless magnetic energy generated by the cores of the planets. 
 
    Valhalla prospered after the first transit, all of our resources were replenished and we had more magnetic energy stored than imaginable.  Then we transited to the next available planet for one thousand orbits around its star.  We repeated this cycle for all six planets. 
 
    As eons passed, the cores of the dynamos that our civilization grew to depended on were slowly cooling.  Thor devised a way to keep them spinning.  By pulling in and introducing moons around the planets, we could keep the mantles in flux with tidal forces, keeping the cores molten perpetually. 
 
    As liquid water from comet impacts filled these worlds and life started on them, we saw it as an opportunity to not be alone anymore.  We seeded the six worlds, and waited for evolution to create new races of Asgard we could share our existence with. 
 
    One race, the Ragnarok, developed faster than all the others.  They were a violent race who craved power and only wanted to conquer and subjugate.  They tried many times to attack Valhalla to enslave our people and acquire our technology as we transitioned there.  Many innocents were lost.  We had to respond to keep our people safe.  So we did the unthinkable... something we never believed we could ever do.  We created a fighter caste, as repugnant as we saw it, it was needed to keep the Asgard safe. 
 
    So the Einherjer, or Gate Guardians, were born.  A purely defensive force.  They trained during the five other planetary transitions to battle and hold the line against the Ragnarok at our gate whenever we transitioned there.  We couldn't skip that transition as Valhalla had long since become dependent on the magnetic energy we harvest during each transition. 
 
    The Einherjer were beyond brave, they would hold the line time after time, stopping entry into the citadel.  Their honor and valor was unparalleled.  But we were losing more men than could be trained.  Since our lives are measured in the eons, it took too many transitions to maintain the gate guards and the Ragnarok numbers and their ferocity kept building. 
 
    As Rotan was nearing the end of his cycles, he commissioned a new force, from women that exhibited a new evolution of the Asgard.  The Valkyrie, an offensive force.  Women with the ability to see the good and evil in a person by their aura. Their duty was to reinforce the Einherjer in battle during the Ragnarok transition, and find honorable individuals during the transitions to the other planets worthy of receiving nanites to become full Asgard to be Einherjer.  Many brave men from your realm have volunteered.  Of all the planets, Earth seems to be full of heroic individuals. 
 
    But we had to train them first, and in their first Ragnarok transition, our lines were failing.  Thor waded out through the battle at the gates and infiltrated the Ragnarok capitol, Ishatak, and did what he wrote in the log in his lab as being the most heinous act imaginable, something unconscionable and begged the Asgard forgiveness. 
 
    He activated a device he deemed Thor's Hammer.  It stopped all molecular cohesion in a ten mile radius.  All of that energy had to go somewhere since energy can neither be created nor destroyed, and it lit the heavens for miles around, lightning lancing out in all directions from its epicenter. 
 
    Thor's sacrifice had stopped the battle when the Ragnarok saw their capitol city wiped out in but a moment.  But that one act saved our race, and saved Valhalla.  Thor is heralded as a hero though we felt for his own pain in killing so many.  He saw no honor in it, but protecting the weak is always the honorable thing. 
 
    Rotan finally succumbed to the ages, the Asgard implored Geiravor to replace him as ruler, she declined as she saw more value protecting the innocents as First Valkyrie.  Then the populace turned to Tyr, the best of the Einherjer to be our new leader.  He refused as well, saying a man of war should never lead the citizens.  He pointed to the new lead scientist Odin, who in time, became a greater leader than Rotan. 
 
    They were waiting for us five thousand years later, with better technology than before, but they didn't count on the Valkyrie.  My mother, Geiravor, led the other Valkyrie in strategic attacks beyond the gates, to keep the Ragnarok commanders in disarray. 
 
    She stood alone against a Ragnarok battalion to cover the retreat of the Valkyrie back to the citadel. It was glorious!  Odin then took her as his mate. 
 
    With that, the tide had turned, the Einherjer were once again brought to full strength with a reserve building.  They have held the line since.  Until Earth's last transition. 
 
    Apparently, the Ragnarok had secretly developed interstellar travel.  And dispatched a ship to Earth, its closest neighbor, twenty five hundred light years away.  It must be a generational star-ship as the Ragnarok only live around two hundred of your years.  So it was their descendants that arrived at Earth during our final days of our transit here.  Their sneak attack was cowardly, but effective.  They wiped out half of our Gate Guardians before they could activate their nano-lattices and the alarm could be raised. 
 
    The transit was about to begin and the Einherjer were faltering.  The Ragnarok couldn't be allowed to breach the gates.  There were hoards of them.  So I took my wind rider and plowed into their front lines at the gates and stood to face them.  I fought for hours, I wouldn't allow them to breach the Gates.  I was losing so much blood that I was almost delirious, but I couldn't give in. 
 
    I felt it, you know, Kat.  When my home left.  When Valhalla transitioned away.  I felt it.  When I was stranded. Everything I knew was gone, but I had stopped the Ragnarok from entering the city. 
 
    My nano-lattice power dropped to a fraction of full strength now that Valhalla was no longer there to feed power to it.  But I had done my duty... I could finally let myself die.  I only hoped songs would be sung of my valor. 
 
    Just then, our Norse friends arrived at the flanks of the enemy.  Enhelm, the Righteous, was heroic, I never thought I would see a human trade blows with a Ragnarok and live, nor had I ever seen an aura so bright.  He inspired me to keep going, giving me renewed strength.  The battle raged on for hours more, before the Ragnarok retreated back to their ship. 
 
    I had lost my left hand in that battle.  It took nearly a twenty years for my nanites to reconstruct a new one for me.  It still feels... fake, to me... even after all these centuries, but I know it's just psychological. 
 
    Enhelm would not accept thanks, instead he simply stated, “Well met Valkyrie!  Be sure to tell your father of my valor so he can lend his favor.”  Then he left the battlefield with the few men that remained of his tribe. 
 
    I drank well that night. 
 
    Your legends come from my drunk ramblings to the Vikings a couple thousand years later.  They were such an entertaining group of people.  They reminded much of the Einherjer and Valkyrie. 
 
    So unleashing the Ragnarok upon this realm is the Asgard shame, I pray no worlds fall to them.  Failing to get back into the gates before the transition is my shame, never before has an Asgard allowed themselves to be left behind.  I'm fear they will not wish me back when they return. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 4 – The Ragnarok Arrive 
 
    A tear rolled down my cheek as I finished.  “Kroth,” I cursed.  Kate released my hand and raised her hand to wipe the tear away.  Then she placed her hand on my cheek again. 
 
    Her raspy voice was soothing and her eyes hard, “Bullshit!  What you did was the definition of valor and honor, worthy of your mother!  Protecting the innocents of your city like that.” 
 
    I swallowed hard leaning into her warm touch. “Umm, Kat”  She looked at me coyly... she knew what she was doing. 
 
    She slowly pulled her hand away with a wistful smile that was doing unimaginable things to my libido, whispering to me, “Maybe someday.”  
 
    I had to change the topic, it was hard to think with her doing things like that.  I managed to speak in a husky voice, “I can only wonder how many more ships the Ragnarok sent out, we can only assume that they will eventually arrive at the other four worlds.  If this ship sent a call for reinforcements five thousand years ago, another ship could be here at any time.” 
 
    I stopped and took a deep breath, “Kat.” 
 
    She met my eyes. “Yes, Kara?” 
 
    I admitted to her. “I can feel it, you know.   I can feel Valhalla coming.  It is a relentless beat in my head that keeps getting louder and louder.  It is only a day or two away.” 
 
    She smiled then got serious. “So let's make sure you are there to greet them.  Tell me about the Ragnarok, and what their weaknesses are.” 
 
    I nodded.  Odin's beard, if she wouldn't make a great Valkyrie! “Well, their world has a higher gravity than yours so, even though they look human, they are stronger and their skin is tougher than yours.  They are intelligent, but vicious.  Their only weakness is their hubris.  They view themselves as superior to all.” 
 
    “It is easy to misdirect them with an insult to their intelligence or physical prowess.  I am physically a match for them without my nano-lattice, but with it I have the advantage.  Our gravity fluctuates from heavy to light.  Thor hypothesized that since there is not enough mass in our realm to have the gravity that we do, it must be some sort of dimensional bleed-through from the weak points in the veil to the six planets in your realm that we seem locked into.” I paused. 
 
    Indeed, not only can our scientists not explain our gravity, but they still cannot explain our night and day in the void with no star, our rain from cloudless skies nor the perfect balance of plants, animals and resources to sustain us.  Almost as if our pocket universe were an experiment of some greater race.  I have often pondered this myself. 
 
    Kate looked thoughtful then asked. “How tough is that lattice?  I mean, it didn't stop that bullet earlier.” 
 
    I nodded at her observation. “I had barely hardened myself, I was nowhere near full power.  If people were to see the glow, it would raise too many questions.  Discretion.” 
 
    She laughed a laugh that originated in her eyes as she said, “Sure, if your definition of discretion is a petite supermodel kicking the asses of three men in a bar brawl.” 
 
    I could feel the burn of a blush on my cheeks and ears.  I chose to ignore her as I finished. “At full power.  It can stop small caliber rounds from penetrating, though it still stings.” 
 
    Suddenly she sat up straight, I could see she had just had an epiphany. “Wait, wait... rewind!  Odin took your mother as his bride.  Your name is Kara Wodanaz?  You are Odin's daughter!?  You are Kara the Wild One of legend!” 
 
    I looked down, only father called me that, I curse the day I uttered it in a drunken stupor when I was drinking in a Viking pub all those years ago.  I nodded in embarrassment.  Kate looked quite pleased with herself.  I'd be more upset if that look on her face wasn't so enticing.  Kroth.  I'm going to need to bed a man, woman or two the next opportunity that arises.  Her distraction is driving me mad. 
 
    I placed a hand on her shoulder to fight back.   Forward I know, but let's see how she likes it. “Kat.  Now you know why I must do this alone.  The best way for you to help is to stay here out of harms way, where I will not worry about you.” 
 
    She seemed immune to my intimate advance as she simply smiled. “I'm a big girl, Kara.  Can their skin stop a bullet?” 
 
    I shook my head. “By no means.  They are just as mortal as you, their skin is just thick.  One of your pachyderms would have similar skin.” 
 
    She nodded understanding. “OK, so they look human and have elephant skin and are strong.  But lead poisoning is universal.” 
 
    I laughed as I took my hand from her shoulder a smile spreading on my lips. “That was quite funny, I got the implied humor there.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at me.  What?  But then she got serious.  “I'd call for backup but nobody would believe me.  It's just the two of us then.  How many are in these hunting parties?” 
 
    I looked at her as she checked her weapon and spare magazines.  “Usually three man teams, but they've been upping the numbers recently.  I believe they know that transition is upon us.  I have no idea how many are left on their ship, wherever it is hiding in orbit.  They train them for different regions of Earth to blend into the populace.  Gathering as much information about humans as they do about me.” 
 
    She looked at me with a mix of concern and compassion creasing her face. “Just how many of them have you fought over the years Kara?” 
 
    I shrugged I had long since lost count. “Hundreds over the past five thousand years.” 
 
    She nodded, with a sad contemplative look on her face. “No wonder you're tired, Kara.” 
 
    I was about to respond when a cold shiver went down my spine.   I stood and moved to the window and looked out, seeing dozens of red-black auras descending from the sky.  “They have come,”  I whispered. “Dozens of them.”  I could feel the blood draining from my face. 
 
    She looked to me with alarm written on her face. “Dozens of Ragnarok?  Not just three?” 
 
    I nodded. “Apparently it is their intention to finish me here.  Before the Asgard return.  They are descending all across the city.  It is only a matter of time now as they systematically search.  You are sure I cannot dissuade you?” 
 
    She looked perturbed that I had asked and spat out, “Would abandoning a friend to fight alone be honorable?  Is that what you truly want me to do?” 
 
    I swallowed.  Friend?  I have avoided them for so long.  I missed having them, but I hate to watch them age and die.  But Kate is right, why would I deny her own honor just to protect my own feelings?  “I meant no disrespect, Kat,” I whispered to her. 
 
    She smiled.  I am rapidly finding myself addicted to that smile.  “It's alright, Kara, so what's our first move?” 
 
    I had been thinking of a strategy. “We need to get out of Seattle and into the mountains but need at least one Ragnarok to see me so they will all follow, leaving the innocents in this city safe.” 
 
    She quickly stood and nodded in determination. “OK, but we need to make a quick stop first.  I need to up my firepower.” 
 
    We made our way out of my apartment after I dressed more appropriately and retrieved my energy weapon.  We headed down the stairs and quickly exited the building to her waiting silver sedan.  Once we were in the car, she pulled away from the curb and we proceeded in silence. 
 
    I idly cupped my right hand and pushed my nano-lattice hard.  It bulged up slightly to a point before it dissipated and I panted slightly from the exertion then tried again.   Each time getting a couple millimeters farther. 
 
    “What are you doing over there, Kara?” Kate calmly asked.  Her eyes flickering between the road and my hand. 
 
    I smiled. “Trying to teach my nanites some new tricks, but they are very stubborn.  I have been at it for centuries.” 
 
    She squinted at me for being vague.  I laughed lightly then expounded upon my statement. “It is said that when Geiravor stood alone against the Ragnarok, she extended her nano-lattice away from her body into a blade, striking down Ragnarok by the dozens.  The Einherjer called it Odin's Spear.  She has always denied that it happened and refuses to speak of it.  No Einherjer, nor Valkyrie has ever extended their lattice beyond their body, or anything they were in direct contact with.” 
 
    I smiled in conspiracy. “But I've had some time to kill recently.  Five thousand years worth.  I believe it is true, and I believe I know how she did it. I just don't have the power to accomplish it.  I extend the lattice, hardening one air molecule at a time to attempt to form a blade.  The most I can accomplish is about four inches from my hand.” 
 
    I demonstrated again, the concentration took an almost physical toll but I managed to create a spike from my hand for a couple seconds.  I gasped and took a deep breath.  I smiled. “If Valhalla were here to feed me power, I'm sure I could do it.  But for now, it is but a parlor trick.  The one useful thing I have taught the nanites, and they are quite excited about it, is to create a large static charge by oscillating the power in the nano-lattice.  Instant stun grip.  And it is not as taxing.” 
 
    I cupped my hand again with the fingers apart and concentrated for a second and static electrical discharge arced between my fingers.  I grinned in satisfaction at my accomplishment.   
 
    She laughed at my satisfied look. “Maybe I should start calling you Sparky?” 
 
    I slapped her forearm lightly. “I would advise against it.”  This one is playful. 
 
    She furrowed her brow. “Excited?  Are they alive?  Do you speak with them?” 
 
    I nodded in thought. “To an extent.  They have evolved much during our time away from Valhalla. I am aware of them and that they are aware of me and have some basic thoughts of their own.  But we exist as one individual.  I'm not sure I am describing this correctly.” 
 
    She seemed to get what I was saying as she silently nodded to herself. 
 
    She pulled onto a side street in a shady part of town and asked as she drove. “Umm... so, I notice you have no problems with touching hands or shoulders, but the face is an intimate expression for Asgard.  What else should I know?  I mean, I wouldn't want to like, touch your toe or something to find out I had just proposed.  Not that that would be a bad thing or anything.” 
 
    She cocked an eyebrow with a little smile.  I had to laugh at her apparent amusement as I spoke, “Well, actually I was being QUITE forward by placing my hand on your shoulder, I was just trying to shut you up.” 
 
    She shook her head trying to stay serious but I caught the corners of her mouth twitching up as I continued. “We are a very sexual race.  Our bodies are sacred to us, and sharing them is a beautiful act.  So any type of prolonged contact indicates your willingness to share your body with an individual.  The only non-committal contact is our hands and forearms, as they are for greeting, friendship and battle.” 
 
    She nodded in understanding. “OK, that's all good to know.”  Then she nonchalantly rested her free hand on my leg as we proceeded down the road, the corners of her mouth twitching up into an innocent smile.  I wanted to devour this teasing human right then and there. 
 
    My breath was haggard and my voice husky, “Kroth, woman.  You do realize we are about to go into battle, do you not?  I cannot do so in arousal!” 
 
    She just stared straight ahead with a self satisfied smirk on her face as she slowly removed her hand, stating. “Your loss.”  Then she suppressed an almost playful laugh as we pulled up on the dark street to a pawn shop with a closed sign on the door and its lights out. 
 
    We exited the vehicle and she walked up to the glass door covered with security bars and started pounding on it.  Eventually a light in the back turned on and an extremely portly middle aged bald man in a dirty white tank top came cautiously toward the door with a shotgun. 
 
    He took one look at Kate and lowered the shotgun yelling in a heavy accent that I couldn't quite place, “Jesus, Detective Summers!  I di'nt do nuttin!  You gots the wrong guy.  You knows I don' fence no mores!” 
 
    Kate made a display of pulling her badge off of her hip and shoving it in her front pocket.  “Open up, Mel!” 
 
    The man hesitated a second then leaned the shotgun against a table full of merchandise and walked up and unlocked the door.  He stuck his head out and looked at both of us then up and down the street before he opened the door wide. 
 
    We walked in and then he locked the door and looked at us with caution through narrowed eyes. “So, detective, what cans I do for you?” 
 
    She just bluntly said to him, “I need some firepower, Mel.” 
 
    He pointed at the few hunting rifles and revolvers in the case at the back wall.  Before he could say anything anything Kate snapped, “No, Mel!  I need some firepower!” 
 
    “I don knows what you talkin' bouts,” he said.   
 
    Kate's hand shot out and gabbed his shirt and I'm sure a handful of chest hair and pulled him closer to her.  Her glare was ice cold I could see the anger in her aura bubbling, probing, searching for a way out. 
 
    “I'm not a cop right now, Mel.  I don't have time for this, now show me the good stuff!”  Then she pushed him toward the back and kicked him in the butt to hurry him along. 
 
    We walked behind a curtain and he unlocked and opened a closet door to reveal a veritable arsenal.  Kat grabbed what she called an M4A1 and multiple magazines.  Then supplemented her nine mil with a second that had a suppressor and also handed me one.  She turned toward the door and started walking. 
 
    Mel called out, “Hey!  We no talk 'bout price!” 
 
    Kat stopped but didn't turn around.  I silently applauded her ominous mannerisms, it reminded me of father's showmanship.  Mel stopped talking for a second then continued quietly. “Never mind, detective.  You haves a good night now.”  Then he let us out and quickly locked the door behind us. 
 
    We got into the car before her face softened again, she choked back a laugh. Then smiled at me. “This should even things up a bit.” 
 
    A cold shiver went down my spine and I instinctively shot my hand out and grabbed her shirt to yank her toward me as the fist came through the drivers side window, sending safety glass flying everywhere.  I opened the passenger door and rolled out, pulling Kat with me. “Kroth. They found us,” I whispered. 
 
    She looked at me as she pulled out her silenced weapon from her waistband and I activated my nano-lattice.  She murmured with a grin, “You think?” 
 
    I sprang over the car and my boot heel connected with the large Ragnarok's chin.  Pushing him back a couple steps, he had dropped his carbon composite blade.  We exchanged multiple blows, my lattice flaring with each strike.  This one was well trained. 
 
    I could feel the blows through the lattice.  This was going to start wearing me down eventually, I needed to end it now.  I called back to Kate, “We need to get to the mountains now, Kat!”  I opened both hands and power arced between my fingers as I grabbed his head, discharging both hands simultaneously.  He crumpled to the ground. 
 
    Kate was suddenly there with her silenced pistol aimed at his head, I stopped her,  “No.  When he comes to, he can tell the others where we went.”  She smiled, understanding my outburst was just bait.  Then her gun went flying out of her hand and skidding along the street. 
 
    A female Ragnarok barreled into her, sending them both to the ground.  Before I could react, a third was jumping over the car to engage me with his carbon blade.  This one wasn't as large as the last.  I feared for Kate as I was exchanging blows. I glanced over to see her standing toe to toe with her attacker, kicking the blade from her hand and deflecting most of the blows.  She was landing some impressive ones of her own via roundhouse kicks and solid right hooks. 
 
    Her dark red mixed freely with her blinding blue aura now.  Her rage was driving her.  That was the moment I realized why her aura had looked so familiar to me!  Only one other human had traded blows with a Ragnarok like that, his aura was the same.  Kate had to be a descendant of  Enhelm, the Righteous. 
 
    My opponent was concentrating on striking toward my torso, forcing me to block with my arms.  It was a good strategy.  Some of his stronger blows were getting through the nano-lattice and leaving deep cuts on my forearms, which my nanites went to work on immediately.  “Kroth!” I cursed.  I always forget just how much power these people have. 
 
    I heard a guttural shout behind me and a gun report, my opponent was knocked back a step.  I twisted to see Mel in his doorway with his shotgun.  The Ragnarok threw his blade and it cut right through Mel's chest, he was dead before his body hit the ground.   I winced for the man, even though he had questionable ethics he still had some honor.  Humans never cease to amaze me. 
 
    I ducked and stepped inside my opponent's guard as he was distracted and quickly grabbed his face and concentrated.  My lattice spike extended a little farther than I had managed in the past and it went through his eye into his brain and he collapsed in a heap on the ground.  I gasped from the effort. 
 
    I spun to Kate's aid, she had just been thrown through the air and she rolled on impact with the ground, snagging her discarded gun laying in the road and came up on a knee firing.  She struck the Ragnarok multiple times, center mass.  The woman stutter stepped, then fell. 
 
    I looked to a panting and gasping Kate, the blood lust in her eyes fading as her blue aura reasserted control.  Then she hissed, “And stay down bitch!” 
 
    She wiped a little blood from the corner of her mouth then locked eyes with me.  “They're not so tough.”   Then she winced when she touched her now bruised cheek. “Ow.” 
 
    I laughed with her, which seemed inappropriate under the current circumstances, but we couldn't help it.  We stopped as we heard sirens approaching in the distance. 
 
    Kate stopped to pick up her opponent's discarded carbon blade.  A trophy?  Then we got back into her vehicle and drove out of the city toward the Cascade Mountains just a few miles away before the police could arrive at the scene and find the bodies. 
 
    Kate suddenly asked, “What is going to happen when those bodies wind up in the morgue?  They'll realize they aren't human.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Well they are almost genetically identical to humans.  But it will not matter in a day or two when Valhalla arrives.  The modern world will know that they are not alone then.” 
 
    She nodded in thought. “Fair point.”  Then she looked to me then her hand. “Hitting that woman was like hitting a tree.  But, why don't they use guns or something?   They resorted to hand to hand and blades.”  She  gestured to the long black curved blade sitting between us. 
 
    Perceptive.  I nodded to her. “Yes.  The answer is twofold.  Fighting the Asgard, they have learned that energy weapons have no effect on us as our nano-lattice just absorbs it and makes us that much stronger.  Projectile weapons cannot pierce the lattice at full strength.  I am just thankful that all these years they have not realized I am at a fraction of my power.  High caliber weapons can pierce my protection now.  The other is their pride.  Those blades are a carbon composite, many times stronger than steel, and with a Ragnarok's raw power, they can strike as hard as a high caliber weapon with such a small surface area of the blade.  Where our nano-lattice protects us we can still be worn down physically.  As we tire, our lattice weakens.”  I paused and showed her the healing cuts and scars on my arms before saying, “They want to be the one to say they took down an Asgard with their brute strength.” 
 
    She nodded in understanding and repeated my comment from earlier. “Hubris.” 
 
    I looked back as we climbed the mountains on the freeway and touched her hand lightly. “Kat, please pull over for a moment.”   She complied and I reached back and grabbed the rifle from the back seat and detached the scope.  Then looked back down the mountain through it. 
 
    To me it looked like a stream of fire ants at the base of the mountain, climbing behind us.  I counted the red auras approaching. “Kroth.”  Kate looked alarmed.  I whispered, “Thirty one... there are thirty one.  That's ten teams and the man we left alive.” 
 
    She started driving again and looked over to me. “I know a place we can defend.”  We continued in silence for a few minutes.  I watched this selfless human as she drove, determination etching her face.  Then she took an exit half way up the mountain. 
 
    She pulled out her cell phone as we went, and hit a speed dial.  “Henry!  Kat.  Yes... I know.  I can explain.  Do you trust me?  I need you, partner.  Can you be at 'that place' in the morning?  Yeah, I will.  OK, thanks Henry.  See you then.” 
 
    She looked over at me. “My partner.  He can be a pain in the ass sometimes, but he is a good man and can help out in a fight.  He knows where we are going.”  I nodded, 'that place' was something he knew about his partner.  Well done, in case someone was listening in they would be none the wiser. 
 
    We made our way onto a poorly maintained dirt road and continued for a couple miles through the dense forest until we came to an old cabin on a ridge. 
 
    She smiled as she shut off the car. “We used to camp up here when I was a little girl.  It is...”  She paused. “It... WAS, my parent's.”  I caught a twinge of pain in her voice.  It made me feel for her. 
 
    I saw her trailing red billowing auras seething and bubbling as we grabbed our supplies and made our way up to the porch of the dilapidated cabin.   It looked to be in serious disrepair.  She looked around as if searching for something then seemed to remember and reached above the door jamb and pulled a key down then unlocked the door and we went inside, switching on the light. 
 
    She closed her eyes for a second and took a deep breath. “We need some rest.”  Then she pulled out her cell phone and dialed a number.  “Yes, state patrol?  Hi!  I was just driving down the east slope of Snoqualmie Pass when this black haired girl in a silver car passed me, going at least a hundred miles per hour towards Ellensburg.  Yes... OK thank you.  Bye.” 
 
    She grinned at me.  Brilliant.  As soon as they broadcast that, the Ragnarok would intercept it and head the wrong way. Odin's beard, I wanted this woman. 
 
    I smiled at her fondly. “A fine use of misdirection Kat.  You bought us a few hours at least until they realize they were fooled.  They won't fall for it again.” 
 
    We took the time to finally relax.  We spoke of her parents.  The source of her rage.  They were murdered in a mugging when they were out on a date when she was five.  The mugger was never caught.  Apparently her parent's lives were worth the thirty two dollars in her father's wallet and her mother's wedding band to the criminal.  That drove her need for justice, drove her to become a police officer.  To help prevent other little girls from suffering as she did. 
 
    We were starting to doze off as we spoke... it was already four in the morning and we would need some sleep to be effective come morning.  We decided to turn in and speak more in the morning. 
 
    So she took one room and I took the next down the hall.  She lingered at her doorway and watched as I entered the other room as if to say something.  She opened her mouth to speak but then closed it again and she disappeared into her room. 
 
    I sat for a time in bed just staring at the ceiling, listening to the approach of Valhalla.  It was almost a steady pressure in my head now, a thrumming that was getting louder.  All we had to do was bide our time, then the Asgard would be here.  Kroth, I needed a drink. 
 
    Finally fatigue overtook me and I drifted off into a fitful sleep with three thoughts repeating in my head again and again.  Had the Ragnarok arrived at the other planets yet?  Had the Einherjer and Valkyrie held the line at the Ragnarok home-world transition?  Why couldn't I get Kate out of my mind? 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 5 – Planning 
 
    I awoke, the alarm clock glowing on the nightstand showed it was almost 9:00 AM.  They would find us soon.  We needed to prepare. 
 
    I arose and went to Kate's room.  I looked in and allowed my eyes time to adjust to her intensity. She looked so innocent asleep like that, if it weren't for the turmoil of her aura, I'd say almost peaceful. I watched her chest rise and fall with each breath.  It was mesmerizing. 
 
    I was pulled out of my thoughts by her soft raspy voice.   
 
    “You just going to sit there watching me all day, Kara, or are we going to get ready for the oncoming storm?” She opened one eye with a smile, then the other.  I could feel the burn of a blush starting on my cheeks as I looked away. 
 
    I huskily said, “Yes.  By all means.  I'll be in the common room.”  And I quickly left.  Making my way into the kitchen area.  We would need to keep our strength up. 
 
    I rifled through the empty refrigerator and almost empty cupboards and found some old crackers, some ramen noodles and some instant coffee.  I went to the sink and turned on the faucet.  The pipes creaked and rattled and some rust tinted water poured out.  I waited until the flow cleared up sufficiently and filled a pot that was hanging from the ceiling rack with water and put it on the stove to boil. 
 
    A voice behind me said, “My, aren't we just the domestic goddess?”  She paused. “Wait... poor choice of nouns.”  She laughed at her own joke.  I couldn't stop a smile from twitching at the corner of my mouth.  She seems to turn to humor when danger looms.  A defense mechanism perhaps? 
 
    I turned to her. “We need to eat.  To maintain our strength.  We can start planning as we eat.”  She nodded in agreement. 
 
    As we sat down with our meager offerings and a map of the area she pulled from a drawer in an old desk by the front door, we started to plan our defense. 
 
    She pointed at the access road, that's the only way in or out of here, then moved her finger to a point above the cabin.  There is a clearing at narrow gap between ridges here, with rocks above for cover fire. If we can lure them to that point, one of us can pick them off from the rocks.  The close quarters would keep it so the other can't be surrounded as they retreat up the gap to regroup. 
 
    She was a natural.  I noticed her careful choices of words.  Were they for my sense of honor?  Cover fire, retreat, regroup instead of ambush and escape.  I smiled at her. “Don't be timid.  Speak plainly, Kat.” 
 
    She grinned and nodded as we discussed what preparations we would need.   After we finished eating we put all of our weapons on the table to assess our options.  Four nine mil pistols with six magazines total.  The M4A1 rifle with three magazines.  My energy weapon with one shot, and a police issue shotgun which would be useless unless it was point blank.  She also had some body armor in her trunk.  That's good.  It should protect her for a tiny bit longer. 
 
    Then Kate put the Ragnarok carbon blade on the table. “I'm assuming this can get through their tough hides?”   
 
    I smiled now.  Realizing now why she had taken it. 
 
    I nodded. “Like a hot knife through butter.” 
 
    I sighed as I assessed our meager arsenal.  For thirty one Ragnarok, it may not be enough.  If only I were at full power, we wouldn't need even this.  I grabbed my energy weapon. “We have one shot with this.  It takes me weeks to charge it with my own power.  Give me your hand.” 
 
    I adjusted the controls on the weapon and grabbed the black blade.  I put it on her palm and looked for permission, she turned her head and nodded with her eyes closed.  I drew the blade lightly across her skin, drawing blood.  Then doing the same for me and grabbing her hand before my nanites could heal me, allowing our blood to mingle.  Then I pushed her hand against the weapon's grip.  It pulsed blue for a moment. 
 
    “OK, now my weapon will allow you to fire it as well, it is keyed to your DNA.  I want you to keep it as a last ditch weapon.  It will take down any Ragnarok immediately, but remember, you have but one shot.” I nodded at her as we locked eyes. 
 
    She looked as though she wished to say something, but then broke eye contact and nodded, tucking it into her waistband at the small of her back. 
 
    We were about to continue when we heard a vehicle approaching on the dirt road.  I started toward the window saying, “It is not them.”  I had not felt their presence. 
 
    She was right behind me as I pulled the curtain on the window slightly to the side to see a green SUV approaching at high speed. 
 
    I activated my nano-lattice and was about to head out the door but Kate's hand on mine made me pause.  She shook her head saying, “It's my partner.” She walked out the front door to stand on the rickety little porch to watch his approach.  Knowing how he was apt to be thinking, I stood beside her with my hands in plain view, allowing him to know she was not being coerced. 
 
    As we watched him pull up, Kate turned to me and asked, “You seem to know when the Ragnarok are around.  How do you accomplish that?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I have no idea really.  It is just something that I have developed over the years here on Earth, I can sort of 'feel' them just like I can see their auras.  I'm thinking it is an evolution between me and my nanites.  I believe that they can somehow detect them and warn me by giving me this cold sensation.  I have pushed the poor little machines to learn so much over the years, it seems they have things to teach me as well.” 
 
    Henry pulled up beside Kate's car and didn't get out, instead I saw his sharp eyes assessing the situation and looking around for any signs of ambush.  Kate called out, “For fucks sake, Henry!  We're alone!”  She walked toward the vehicles as he got out and stood by his open car door.  I stayed on the porch and just leaned on the railing. Taking a moment to breath deeply, the crisp mountain air was invigorating.  I wish I could enjoy nature like this, we didn't have anything like forests or mountains in Asgard. 
 
    I watched as Kate and Henry had an animated discussion.  I recognized him as the other detective that ran past me as I left the tavern.  He was an older man, probably around sixty, but in decent shape.  His buzz-cut gray hair, and wrinkled face with its three day stubble giving a down and out washed up appearance.  But his movements were solid and precise, if I were to guess, I would say he was ex-military, just off his bearing.  I'm sure he was a lot more dangerous than his projected appearance... which in itself is probably intentional. 
 
    He was motioning toward me and pointing at her and raising his voice.  She challenged him with her own raised voice.   They continued for almost five minutes that way.  Then he looked toward me and came walking over, shaking his head.  He was red-faced with exasperation.  I noted Kate stayed by his car.  He stopped just shy of arm's length, once again confirming his training to me. 
 
    He looked me up and down, and spoke with a gruff smoker's voice, “OK, little Miss 'Alien'.  You have thirty seconds to convince me you're not just an escaped loon that has my partner bamboozled.  Half the force is looking for you two after that fuckin' stunt at Mel's.  If not, I'm hauling both your asses in for questioning.” 
 
    I wordlessly looked him up and down then activated my full nano-lattice for him to see and punched the railing, easily reducing it to splinters.  While he was staring in shock at the railing, I stepped quickly to him and grabbed a handful of his jacket at the front and lifted him off the ground with one hand.  I heard a tearing sound as his shirt or jacket ripped a bit from the strain. 
 
    I set him down and he quickly backed off a pace, rubbing his chest. “Dammit!  You tore out some chest hair there, girlie!” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don't know what else to do to prove it to you, words are cheap.  All I know is that both you and Kate need to get as far away from me as possible before the Ragnarok find me.  Please take her, she's not safe here.” 
 
    He squinted at me. “When she has her mind set on something, it'd be easier to convince a lion to go vegetarian than change Kat's mind.  You are definitely not what you seem, are you?”  He was appraising me with a critical eye. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow and stepped forward suddenly and swung at him at half strength, he deflected my strike, and he blocked the next two that quickly followed.  I stepped back laughing, and dropped my hands. “The same could be said for you, Henry.  Marines?” 
 
    He scoffed at that. “Navy...  SEALs.  We go where the marines don't.” 
 
    I held my hands up in mock surrender and nodded my head once in acknowledgment to him.  Kate walked over to join us, looking at Henry, “So?  We all good here?” 
 
    Henry looked me over again with a critical eye. “Yeah.  Still not one hundred percent convinced.  But your 'argument' is compelling.”  He turned his attention to Kate. “If it is true, nobody is going to believe us.  They'll even want to dissect her pretty little ass.” 
 
    Kate smirked. “They're welcome to try.  But I'm sure Kara would feed them their own asses.  So... I know I have no right to ask you this, partner.  But are you in?  These other aliens that are on the way make any of the perps we faced look like rank amateurs.   Their strength and hitting power are enormous.” 
 
    He nodded. “I caught the tail end of Nam and was fighting behind enemy lines in Desert Storm.  This will be a cake walk.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I was in those wars, too.  However, what is coming may well determine the fate of both Asgard and the Earth.  Do not underestimate the Ragnarok.”  He squinted at me, I'm sure he was trying to determine if I were serious both about me fighting in those wars looking so young and about the oncoming enemy. 
 
    I was about to say something else when the pounding in my head intensified, I looked around, turning slowly and stared at the peaks behind us a couple miles away, feeling but not quite seeing a wavering.  Kate quickly stepped to my side with concern coloring her voice, “What is it, Kara?  Ragnarok?” 
 
    I shook my head and whispered with anxiety and a small amount of excitement tingeing my voice, “No, Kat... Valhalla.  It is coming... over by those peaks, at any time now.”  I just stared, trying to see the distortion I was feeling, their eyes followed mine. 
 
    I spun toward the road when a shiver suddenly went down my spine, both Kate and Henry tensed at the ready.  A car pulled close to the clearing then backed down the road out of view.  “They're here,”  I whispered. 
 
    I looked to the two. “Into the cabin.  They will be calling for the others, so we don't have much time.  These three will come quickly, trying to claim the kill for their own.  I'll take them in the woods where they can't surround me.” 
 
    I looked at both of them still standing at my side. “Go!” I demanded. 
 
    Kat almost hissed, “Bullshit, Kara!  We fight together!”  Henry just gave a single firm nod. 
 
    I was both frustrated with, and proud of these humans.  I started snapping off commands. “Fine. Use your sidearms, stay out of their reach and do not engage them in hand to hand combat.  They are too strong.”  Kate ran into the cabin as Henry ran to his car and put on some body armor. 
 
    Kat emerged with our four pistols and handed me two.  I holstered one and slid the other into my waistband.  I noticed Kate had the Ragnarok blade strapped to her back and one pistol at the ready while she holstered the other.  Henry joined us and he had some sort of automatic rifle.  We all looked to each other, then as one they followed me as we ran at an oblique angle away from the road toward the treeline fanning out ten yards from each other.  I was impressed with their training. 
 
    We hit the trees and I leaped up onto a branch and continued from tree to tree above the other two as we slowly arced back toward the road.  Moments later we came upon the enemy's three man team making their way through the trees toward the cabin in a reverse arc.  Predictable. 
 
    Kate and Henry spread farther when they saw, slowing, allowing me to pull further ahead.  The lead Ragnarok yelled out as his team fanned out to counter, “Where's the Valkyrie, humans?  Let us have her and we may allow you to live.” 
 
    Henry laughed. “Funny, I was about to tell you to surrender and we may let you live.”  With that the lead Ragnarok threw his blade at Henry, who just barely avoided it as it sunk nearly a foot deep into the tree behind where he was standing a moment ago.  “Oh, shit!”  Henry spat as he raised his weapon. 
 
    Before a shot could be fired I dropped onto the back of the leader from my perch above, power arcing between my fingers as I released the charge.  I rode his falling body down to the ground and rolled to my feet.  A second attacker was on Henry before he could get a shot off. 
 
    Kat was firing at the third, who was running a zigzag, using the trees as cover, as he closed the distance.  I closed the gap to Henry as the Ragnarok knocked the rifle from his hands and struck him in the chest, sending him flying fifteen feet back.  Henry hit the ground rolling and gasping for air with a pistol already out and firing. 
 
    He struck his attacker once in the shoulder and missed his second shot.  He wouldn't need another as I had reached the engagement and was there striking with all my might at the base of his attacker's spine.  I felt a satisfying crunch and snap as I severed his spine.  He went down with a roar.  Flailing his arms toward me in a commendable attempt to keep fighting even helpless on the ground with his now useless legs. 
 
    I stepped up to him with placed a foot on his back and grabbed his head, I twisted with all my might and the man's struggling ceased with the sickening snap that came from his neck.  I was already spinning toward Kate. 
 
    She had emptied her magazine, by the looks of the Ragnarok, only one round had connected its right leg judging by the blood and his limp.  They both had blades drawn and the man was forcing her back with each blow. 
 
    I was almost upon them when, Kate suddenly stepped beyond his guard and dropped to a knee in a spinning motion, dipping the blade low as she severed both Achilles tendons of the Ragnarok, sending him screaming in pain to the ground, unable to support his own weight.  She simultaneously rolled on top of him, kicking his blade from his hand.  She wasn't prepared for his swift reaction as he landed a solid blow to her jaw, splitting the skin, bloodying her face terribly. 
 
    She swung down with the blade, using both hands and pushed it through his chest.  She staggered to her feet above his lifeless body and bent down, grabbing his blade from the ground and throwing it to me.  I deftly caught it as she pulled her's out of the dead man's chest. 
 
    We turned to look toward Henry, he was still where I left him, now leaning with his back against a tree, gasping.  We ran to his side, he waved us off. “I'm fine, dammit.  Just a couple broken ribs.  Those fuckin' things are tough.” 
 
    Henry's eyes suddenly sharpened, without a thought, Kate and I both spun, throwing our blades. Burying them into the chest of the Ragnarok I had stunned, who had apparently recovered and was about to strike us with a sapling he had uprooted.  He stood for a moment, looking down before falling lifelessly to the ground. 
 
    We retrieved our blades then helped Henry back to the cabin.  My two companions looked as if they had been through a war.  As we wrapped Henry's chest, I noted that Kate's hand had a scar where I had cut her to imprint my energy weapon to her.  I kept silent... it was impossible.  A million thoughts were running through my head. 
 
    Henry was first to speak, “So, that's them, huh?  You didn't exaggerate about their strength.  And there's still almost thirty more coming?” 
 
    I nodded solemnly. “And they won't be surprised as easily.”   
 
    I kept my eyes on Kate, studying her face intensely.  The bruise on her left cheek from the engagement with the female Ragnarok last night was not there.  Her right cheek was swollen and looked like hamburger, she looked like hell. 
 
    How was she healing the little things?  Did she notice?  I was trying to wrap my head around what I was seeing.  Did my nanites somehow... infect... her?  It is impossible as they are engineered to key to my specific genetic structure.  Were they trying to... heal her?  They should have dissolved into proteins the moment they left my body.  That's how they are engineered. 
 
    She caught me staring.  In a hoarse whisper I began, “Kat...” 
 
    She cut me off quickly glancing between me, Henry and her hand. “I know... not now.”  She motioned her eyes toward Henry. 
 
    Henry spoke up again, sensing the tension, “OK, now that I'm patched up,  what's the plan?  We should get the hell out of here.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, we can't.  I have to warn Valhalla when they arrive that the Ragnarok are still here, and I won't endanger innocents!  I have to face them here.” 
 
    He looked exasperated, but nodded agreement.  We took the time to explain our plan to him.  With a third now, we could hopefully create a kill box at the gap.  Before we left the cabin, Henry left a couple 'gifts' as he called them, for the inevitable arrival of the pursuing Ragnarok. 
 
    I was carefully watching Kate as we made our way toward the gap, leaving an obvious trail.  She kept warning me off with her expression.  Henry was looking between the two of us, the man is intelligent. “I'm going to scout ahead and get situated in the rocks above the north side of the gap since it will take me longer to climb with these ribs.” 
 
    He nodded tersely at us, not giving us a chance to respond and he was off, double-timing it toward our destination. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 6 – The Fall of a Valkyrie 
 
    I stopped Kate's progress with a hand on hers.  Then I grasped it and turned it palm up to look at the fading scar. 
 
    It was quite obvious now.  I had somehow forced Asgard technology upon her.  This was impossible, yet there was no arguing with the evidence.  I had defiled her without her permission.  If it didn't kill her, it would leave her changed, I had stolen her humanity.  At least no Valkyrie nanite traits are manifesting themselves.  It is only the Asgard nanites.  I looked to her eyes in a panic. “Kroth! I... I didn't know.  I'm so sorry, Kat.  What have I done?  This should be impossible.  Please forgive me.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No need to apologize, Kara. What's done is done.”  Then she paused.  “What... what happens to me now?”  She had apprehension written in her eyes. 
 
    I looked at her, tears brimming in my eyes. “I... I don't know.  This shouldn't be possible.  Any nanites in my blood should dissolve when they leave my body.  Best case, they are dying now and we have nothing to worry about. Worst case... they may kill you or they are thriving and multiplying inside of you... rewriting your physical structure, making you Asgard.  I did this to you, Kat... I defiled your body with our tech without your permission... I... I...” 
 
    I dropped to my knees, breaking down, I felt more shame than when I allowed myself to be left on Earth.  I am worse than the Ragnarok.  I did this to someone I... care about.  I sobbed... a Valkyrie should not cry, should never show weakness... adding to my shame. 
 
    I stopped suddenly to a warmth on my cheek.  I leaned into.  Kate's hand was there, her thumb stroking my cheek.  “Shhhh... I need you calm, Kara, I need you to focus.  It's OK.  Really.  Except for the 'they may kill you' option, I'm fine with whatever happens.  If you are an example of what it is to be Asgard, I'd be proud.” 
 
    I blinked away the tears, seeing her bright aura and smile.  “But I gave you no choice.” 
 
    She was silent... then spoke plainly and clearly, not breaking eye contact.  “Given the choice, I would have welcomed it. With the Ragnarok aware of Earth, and soon Earth being aware that we are not alone... everything changes.” 
 
    I reluctantly pulled my face away from her warm hand and got to my feet.  I stood tall, chin high. “Verily.  Forgive my weakness.  It is just the weariness of being here so long.  But Valhalla approaches.” 
 
    I was about to start walking when Kate and I both swung our gaze down toward the cabin. “They're here,” she whispered, as we watched a line of vehicles emerge into the clearing by the cabin.  I watched the red auras surround it. 
 
    I looked at her, trying to read her expression. “You felt it too?”  She nodded.  This was something only I could do.  No other Asgard could.  This solidified my idea that it was somehow my nanites that were warning me.  Were they truly evolving as I was? 
 
    We heard the shotgun booby-trap that Henry had rigged to the cabin door go off, and watched a Ragnarok stumble off the porch onto the ground.  He was still moving, but he was out of commission. 
 
    A moment later, Kate's car exploding took out two Ragnarok and the front porch of the cabin.  I grinned, Henry's 'gifts' to them were quite effective.  My mental tally of opponents went to twenty five. 
 
    We shared a grin and turned toward the gap and started moving quickly, it was only a matter of minutes before they discovered which direction we went. 
 
    As we arrived at the small clearing at the gap, Henry waved from his position in the rocks then hid again.  I turned to Kate. “Take your position, I'll wait here to engage them.  And Kat, please be careful and don't take unnecessary risks.” 
 
    She squinted a little when she turned to me, I noticed her face was healing a bit more.  She spoke softly, “The same goes for you.  And Kara, turn down your lattice, they aren't here yet, do you want to draw them in before I can get into position.” 
 
    I looked at her intensely, I looked directly into her eyes and spoke clearly so I could not be mistaken, “It isn't activated yet, Kat.” 
 
    She was silent and looked deep in thought at my statement.  Then with a look of resignation and a playful smirk, she leaned in and kissed me quickly on the cheek, whispering, “For luck.” 
 
    I watched her start climbing into the rocks.  I was energized.  Kroth!  If the Ragnarok were not successful in ending me, her incessant flirting would.  I strode forward to the entrance to the gap and turned to face the forest, drawing the Ragnarok blade in wait. 
 
    Once more.  Once more, holding the line until I can go home.  I thought of my home there, of my friends, of my parents.   It had been so long since I was there, It was hard to picture it all clearly anymore.  That was what hurt the most, Valhalla fading in my memories.  If we can hold, I can return.  But my thoughts kept straying to these humans that risked all to help both of our races.  That was valor... That was heroism.  They were amazing.  Above all else, they needed to survive this. 
 
    Kroth, if I didn't need a drink. 
 
    I could feel their approach before I could make out their auras picking their way through the forest, spread out in three man teams. I crossed my arms with the blade in my right hand, and stood with my feet apart, left foot back slightly.  My nano-lattice flared to life and I hardened the carbon blade as they broke into the clearing, making a semi-circle around me. 
 
    The leader stepped ahead of his team and spoke,  “No place left to run, Valkyrie.  For my ancestors, I will be your end!” 
 
    I smiled and started laughing.  This seemed to take him off guard, which was half my intention and half the fact that countless others have made that same boast over the centuries here.  Yet Kara of the Valkyrie still stands before him and his empty promise.  I choked out, “My friends may have something to say about that.” 
 
    His intelligent eyes started flicking around the area, taking it all in instantly and realizing it was ideal location for an ambush.  He was starting to turn to voice that when his head snapped back.  A report from an automatic rifle came from Henry's position. 
 
    Then the battle began.  Most of the Ragnarok charged in a zigzagging patterns as Kate and Henry opened fire in short controlled bursts.  Two teams faded back into the forest.  No doubt going after the snipers.  Their erratic pattern of advance was effective as most shots missed.  But three more Ragnarok fell before they could reach me. 
 
    I screamed my battle cry and jumped into the air to land in the middle of the group then started swinging my hardened blade.  I was struck from multiple angles, my lattice flaring and my nanites fighting to keep up with the wounds from the blows that made it through my blocks and parries.  Blood was everywhere.  Whether it was mine, or theirs, I had no clue. 
 
    I was struck in the side by a small tree a Ragnarok had uprooted and swung at me.  I felt a rib crack as I was flung back toward the forest.  “Kroth!” I shouted.  I knew they were just driving me back and getting between me and the rocks so they could eliminate my friends. 
 
    The shooting was only coming from Kate's location now.  Just as that fact registered I heard a nine mil discharging quickly in rapid succession.  A Ragnarok fell from the rocks, his aura extinguishing.  I sighed in relief before I heard a muted grunt, then Henry was thrown from his perch with a blade through his chest.  His lifeless body impacting the clearing. 
 
    Two Ragnarok emerged from his snipers nest and started down toward me where I did battle with the rest.  I silently prayed that Kate did not meet a similar fate.  I took two more blows from the tree before twisting over it and severing the arm from the Ragnarok wielding it.  I was taking too much damage here, I needed to get my back to the rocks so I only had to face frontal assault. 
 
    I sprang up with all my might and cleared a couple opponents with a leap.  The moment I landed I was being struck from multiple points again.  With my lattice at its fractional power, too much was getting through. 
 
    I felt a searing pain across my face as a blade made it through slashing my face deeply.  I could only see blood in one eye, flesh was on the blade as it withdrew.  I went into a frenzy, cutting down anything that moved.  They would NOT get to Kate! 
 
    I felt a huge strike to my back and rolled with the impact, coming up on a knee.  Seeing another Ragnarok had retrieved the discarded sapling.  There were bodies everywhere.  The shooting had stopped.  Kate was out of ammo... or worse. 
 
    I was struck by an energy weapon blast and my lattice flared with power temporarily.  Clever girl!  She had remembered I told her the nano-lattice would absorb energy and utilize it. 
 
    I saw her in the rocks fighting a Ragnarok with the carbon blade.  He went down to have another of the three man team take his place in the tight quarters.  It was hard to see through her aura which was almost pure red now, was there lattice flaring up there? 
 
    With my temporary energy boost, I caught the sapling under my arm trapping it, losing another rib. I hacked through the sapling and threw my blade at the man holding it.  It went cleanly through his skull. Then I was on my feet again.  Slapping away blade strikes and hitting with all my force, concentrating with all my might on my lattice spikes to do additional damage to my adversaries with each strike. 
 
    I pulled my two pistols and emptied the magazines into the nearest two Ragnarok.  I staggered, looking around, there were no more opponents.  I looked at myself, I had gaping wounds that were not healing.  I had lost two fingers on my left hand again.  I touched my face, I could feel bone.  But I was standing. 
 
    I shuffled toward the rocks, dragging a leg behind me.  A body fell from Kate's location.  I had to squint through the blood to see it was not Kate.  She was fighting the last opponent.  I had to help her. 
 
    A huge chill went through me as I looked up.  There must have been fifty red auras descending into the clearing. “Odin's beard!”  I grabbed a blade from beside a body as I passed.  Almost immediately they charged me as they touched the ground. 
 
    My battle cry matched theirs as we clashed.  I have never been so tired in my life.  I felt dozens of strikes... my vision blurred.  “I'm sorry, Kate,”  I croaked out.  Then the darkness and peace I had craved for so very long finally claimed me. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 7 – Arrival   
 
    I was shocked when I looked from my sniper's nest over to Henry's when I herd him stop shooting.  Kara was facing the Ragnarok alone below.   I heard rapid fire, then a Ragnarok fell from his location.  Oh thank god.  That old bastard has some chops to... my thought was cut short and my blood ran cold when I saw his lifeless body thrown down to the clearing below like a rag doll. 
 
    “No,”  I whispered.  That man was my partner for four years, and was more of a surrogate father. Those bastards took him from me.  I could feel my control fading, I had to keep it together.  I had to cover Kara, and certain they are coming for me, too. 
 
    I looked down to the battle below.  My God!  She just kept wading into them and taking more out each time they drove her back.  She was magnificent!  The stories of the Valkyrie's bravery and valor don't do justice to what I was witnessing.  Why does she keep advancing?  I aimed and took one down.  Then I realized... No!  She's trying to stop them from getting to me!  Dammit woman, get to the fucking forest where they can't surround you like that! 
 
    I fired again.  I only winged one.  Then the dreaded click came as I ran out of ammo.  Kara seemed shrouded in a red and blue haze down there... the haze was faltering.  The Ragnarok all had a dimmer red fog around them. 
 
    I pulled the energy weapon, remembering what she said about them, and took aim and fired at her, taking out a Ragnarok and striking her.  Her nano-lattice flared brightly for a few seconds and I hoped, giving her more power. 
 
    A shiver went down my spine as I instinctively slapped away the blade swinging down on me after  I stood and prepared to climb down to aid her.  The Ragnarok had jumped at me from a nearby rock. 
 
    I was caught off guard by the blue net pattern that flared on my arm as I impacted the blade with my forearm.  My body was feeling stronger.  I couldn't avoid the fist that impacted my chest in my distraction.  There was a flare.  I barely felt the blow, my body seemed... reinforced?  Was this like her nano-lattice? 
 
    I grabbed my carbon blade, as Kara called them, and as I swung it I saw a blue net pattern race up it. I drove the Ragnarok back.  I saw two others trying to get an angle at me in these close quarters between rocks. 
 
    “You bastards killed my partner, now you're going to pay.”  I lost control, I felt my anger overtake me.  As I gutted the man in front of me, I heard him ask in shocked confusion as he took his last breath, “Human... Valkyrie?”  I discarded him and went to the other two as a coherent thought left.  Only the rage remained.  They would pay. 
 
    I don't remember much, my fury consumed me.  But when I threw the last body over the edge and looked down and saw Kara, I came back to my senses immediately.  My rage vanished.  Half of her face was torn away.  Bones were sticking out of her left arm, and her leg was gashed from top to bottom. 
 
    Around her were bodies, she was the only one standing.  I was about to call out to her as she dragged herself toward my location when I felt cold coming from above.  I looked up, and there was a rain of pale hazy red coming down.  I realized they were Ragnarok being lowered from above somehow.  There was a shit-ton of them.  I needed to get down there. 
 
    They hit the ground running with guttural yells.  I heard a terrifying wail above them as Kara grabbed a blade and waded into the center of them all.  Bodies were flying from the force of her blows. But she faltered.  Too many were striking her. 
 
    She went to a knee and took out another, still being struck from all sides. Then she was sitting on the ground.  Somehow she was still swinging as I started my climb down.  Another Ragnarok fell... then she slumped forward into the dirt... unmoving as they continued to strike.  The haze around her was slowly dissolving. 
 
    My god no!  My heart stopped. “Noooooooo!” I screamed viciously as I stood on the rocks. They killed her!  I was starting to see red as my rage started to overtake me again.  I wiped the tears from my eyes.  They killed my partner.  Then they killed the most magnificent woman, that I may have... loved?  I'm going to take as many of them to hell with me as I can! 
 
    They all turned to me and started running toward my location, leaving Kara's body behind.  Then I felt something.  Something huge.  I snapped my eyes to the peak.  One moment it was a mountain top and it shimmered, then it was a magnificent white-spired city with a glowing dome around it!  The Asgard had arrived!  The huge displacement of air rushed down the mountain, taking down trees in its path.  It howled through the gap and blew me off the rocks. 
 
    I hit the ground twenty feet below hard, but there was that flare again, the impact barely registered with me.  I suddenly felt exponentially more powerful and the net pattern on my skin glowed with an amazing intensity.  I remembered what Kara had said before, Valhalla must be supplying me power.  I felt my wounds healing at a phenomenal rate.  I glanced up to Valhalla and saw two shuttle-like airships spit out from a port at the base of the dome, heading our way. 
 
    I had this power, and now I was going to use it.  I looked to the Ragnarok charging me and snarled.  They took my friends!  I set my feet to charge back with my new-found strength when the ground behind them erupted into crackling energy.  A voice boomed out, it was an animistic almost inhuman tone, “Leave her!  I am your opponent!  You will acknowledge me, cowards!  Going after a human...  pathetic!”  She was playing on their hubris. 
 
    All eyes swung to where Kara had fallen, I was almost blinded by the bright blue aura around a now standing Kara.  Behind that fog was a billowing seething black cloak of anger I could almost make out.  Her major wounds looked strange from this distance, but I could see the minor ones were healing quickly. 
 
    She started walking toward the group.  Two long blades of light slowly extended from her hands, crackling with energy, singeing the ground as she dragged them behind her.  I could perceive a black billowing fury pouring from her eyes, feathering back as she walked forward almost giving her the look of a winged helmet on her head, like the legends of the Valkyrie depicted. 
 
    She continued, her steps getting stronger as the group charged back toward her.  She swung a blade between each sentence, taking out Ragnarok with single blows, as she spoke, “You shall not dismiss me!  I am daughter of Odin!  Daughter of Geiravor!  Now I wield the full power of Valhalla and the Asgard once again!  I am Valkyrie!” 
 
    Then she screamed, her battle cry chilling my bones.  I stood there in shock as she waded once again into the middle of the group of Ragnarok.  Cutting wide swaths through their ranks with her lattice blades.  Those blades, the Odin's Spears that only her mother before her could wield!  “Holy shit!”  I whispered in awe.  I was crying.  Kara was alive. 
 
    One blade disappeared and she cupped her right hand, power surged between her fingers as lightning lanced out from her hand to explode into the backs of two that were still charging at me.  That's what her other trick could do with Valhalla supplying power?  It was both amazing and frightening! 
 
    That snapped me back into the battle.  There was another diving on me.  I grabbed his throat and lifted him as his blade ricocheted off of my now powerful lattice shield.  I held him there for a second and looked at him, locking eyes so he knew who was about to kill him, then easily crushed his throat,  letting his body crumple to the ground.  His kind killed my partner. 
 
    I turned to help Kara in battle, but was shocked to see that she was the only one left standing in a sea of bloody bodies.  The two flying machines were landing by the gap and four women were rushing out.  They were brightly hazed but not as bright as Kara. 
 
    I ran to Kara's side.  Her face looked to be half... glass?  She smiled at me as she fell to her knees, her now fragile voice croaked,  “Well met, Kat.” 
 
    I dropped to my knees as well and pulled her to me and held her.  I smiled through my tears and stuttered, “Well met, Valkyrie.” 
 
    The women were there now, grabbing my arms, trying to yank me away from Kara saying, “Away from her!  You do not touch a Valkyrie of Asgard, human!” 
 
    I pushed them back hard, my lattice flaring and my emotions running wild as I screamed at them, “Don't you touch her!  You have no right!  You left her here!  She held the line against the Ragnarok ALONE for five thousand years!  For you!” 
 
    Two grabbed my arms again and started dragging me away from Kara, who almost spit venom and hissed at them, saying, “Unhand her!  She is Kate the Raging Storm!  Descendent of Enhelm, the Righteous!  She is First Valkyrie of Earth!  And... she is the woman... that I...” She trailed off, her one good eye rolled back in her head and she fell forward onto the ground unconscious.  I pulled away from the women and dropped to the ground again, cradling her in my arms. 
 
    I was crying.  The women didn't seem to know what to do.  They were all shielding their eyes as they looked at me.  I looked to them. “Please... help.” 
 
    Their leader, a tall statuesque woman in beautifully crafted metal and leather armor, with wild blonde hair, softened as she squinted at me like she was trying to focus. “Well met, Valkyrie.  We shall care for Kara the Wild One.  Come.” She stood and all of them started back toward the flying machines, they understood I didn't want anyone touching her.  I lifted her easily, my strength was well beyond what I had known just a day before and followed her. 
 
    I glanced over at Henry's body, my eyes welling up again.  “We can't leave him here like that.  He fought beside Kara.  He was a man of honor,” I said, my voice chocked with emotion.  One of the women in less intricate armor swung back toward me her eyes imploring if I spoke the truth.  I nodded, and she carefully scooped Henry up, and we continued to the airships. 
 
    They carried Henry into one, and I and carried Kara into the other as instructed.  I noted a couple helicopters coming up the mountain before I entered.  I gently sat on one of the bench seats with Kara cradled in my arms as we lifted silently into the air. 
 
    I couldn't stop myself from wondering what Kara's last sentence was going to be as we swiftly flew up to the gleaming city above.  The blonde Valkyrie sitting in the back with us looked at me nervously, not squinting so much now. “Was that... did I see Kara... wield the Odin's Spear?  ...and the power of Thor?”  Her face was one of disbelief.  I almost nodded, but then remembered how Kara's mother would never admit to it.  There had to be a reason. 
 
    I shook my head. “You are mistaken, Valkyrie.”  Reinforcing with a hard, warning look that she shouldn't speak of it again. 
 
    The moment we flew through the portal in the dome and landed, the door opened and the Valkyrie got out.  They waited for me to carry Kara out.  As I walked out with her, the various men standing around in shining armor reflexively pulled their energy weapons, training them on me. 
 
    The woman I spoke with on the airship suddenly stood between us. “Hold, Einherjer!  She is First Valkyrie of Earth, Kate the Raging Storm!  You will accord her due respect!” 
 
    They looked hesitant, but holstered their weapons.  The apparent leader of the Einherjer, tilted his head in apology. “Well met, Valkyrie.  We meant you no disservice.”  He was a man who looked to be an Adonis, carved from stone, and in his late thirties as opposed to everyone else that looked in their twenties. 
 
    I nodded to him as the woman lead me along with Kara in my arms.  I glanced back to see Henry being carried out of the other flier.  I said softly, “Well met, Einherjer.  No offense taken.  You are to be commended for your dedication to your post.”  This was apparently the right thing to say as he smiled and nodded, following us into a spire fifty yards away, and telling the rest of the men to attend to their duties.  I noted a long line of men standing shoulder to shoulder across the base of the portal.  The Gate Guardians. 
 
    The sign above the door that slid open for us at the building was all odd symbols and glyphs, but for some reason I knew it read “Medical Triage”. 
 
    The Einherjer reached for Kara. “I am Tyr, captain of the Einherjer, allow me to assist.”  I swung Kara's body away from his grasp possessively. 
 
    The blonde Valkyrie shook her head at him in warning. “She does not wish it.  They appear to be bonded.”  He nodded in understanding and backed off holding his hands up. 
 
    The woman told a young girl behind a desk in what looked like an extremely clean hospital lobby bustling with activity, to fetch a healer and Odin.  The girl's eyes were wide and she whispered to the older woman, “Is that... is that Kara the Wild One?  Valkyrie of legend?” 
 
    The woman's eyes flickered between Kara and the little girl and nodded once.  The girl whispered in awe, “In school a thousand cycles back, I watched holo-vids of her impossible stand.  But she was always thought lost to the ages.” 
 
    The girl rushed off with amazement on her face.  I knew that 'little girl', who looked no more than thirteen, was likely thousands of years old, or I would have wondered why she was manning the desk.  I was led to a clean white room with a bed where I softly laid my broken Valkyrie down, smoothing her bloodied hair back. 
 
    I took a moment to look closely now.  It seemed that wherever she had lost flesh, some sort of crystal was covering the area.  I put my hand on her cheeks, stroking them with my thumbs, feeling the difference between the flesh and the hard crystal.  The blonde woman blushed and turned away. 
 
    I looked to her before turning my attention back to Kara.  “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to embarrass you, Valkyrie.” 
 
    She replied in a slightly perturbed voice, “I am Mist, First Valkyrie of Valhalla.  Well Second now that the Wild One has returned.  I do not get embarrassed!” 
 
    Even though I was deeply worried about Kara, I couldn't stop a slight laugh.  “My apologies, Valkyrie.  May I call you Mist?  I didn't mean to make the implication.  Please call me, Kat”  I paused. “Does everyone in Asgard speak English?” 
 
    She laughed right back. “Yes you may, Kat.  And it is you who are speaking Asgard.  Your Earth nanites must be helping.  I did not know your technology had advanced this much in five thousand orbits, are they like ours?  May I ask... how many Valkyrie does Earth have to stand against the Ragnarok?” 
 
    I'm speaking Asgard? 
 
    I looked over to her noticing she no longer squinted when she looked at me. “As of just a few hours ago... one.  Until then, Kara held the line alone for five thousand years.”  Both her and Tyr looked in shocked awe at Kara.  I continued, “Somehow, her nanites infected and adapted to me.” 
 
    Tyr quickly dismissed the idea. “Impossible!” 
 
    I shrugged. “Yet here I stand.”  I didn't care if they believed me or not.  I still hadn't got a grasp on it myself.  What is important here is Kara. 
 
    A thought came to me and I turned to Mist. “Wait... isn't Geiravor, Kara's mother, First Valkyrie?” 
 
    The two looked at each other before Mist responded quietly and sadly, “She is... indisposed right now.  She is the greatest of all Valkyrie and has for a second time, selflessly saved the realm.   Only the songs of Kara's sacrifice at last Earth transition rival her's.” 
 
    She stopped talking after that and we sat in awkward silence until the young girl returned with a man and a woman dressed in white smocks in tow.  Obviously medical professionals.  Everyone in this damn city looks like a frigging supermodel! 
 
    They looked over to see Kara... obviously shocked.  The taller man whispered to Tyr, “Is that...?”  He nodded and they rushed to Kara's side, I put my body between them.  I didn't quite understand my over-protectiveness.  Well, maybe I did and just hadn't come to terms with it yet. 
 
    Mist spoke to me, “Valkyrie... Kat... the healers need to do their job.  They will accord her all due respect.”  Then she turned to them to explain, simply saying, “They are bonded.” 
 
    The man nodded and turned to me. “Well met, Valkyrie. We need to attend to her injuries.  Please.” 
 
    I looked at the two healers, then nodded, whispering dangerously, “No one else.”  They nodded in understanding and started examining her as Tyr and Mist led me out of the room. 
 
    Once in the hall, Mist spoke, “Kat, you need to see a healer as well, your scars seem to be healing at an odd rate.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not until I know Kara is OK.”  I paused then looked at them. “What do you two mean when you say we are bonded?” 
 
    They looked at me like I was silly for even asking. Damn it frickin' Asgards, speak English!  OK fine, speak Asgard, whatever... just speak plainly!  The hazes around them were becoming focused the more I looked at them, just like everyone here that I looked at.  Most seemed to have a balance between blue and red leaning more toward the blue. 
 
    Tyr spoke, “You are mated, correct?” 
 
    I must have blinked a dozen times before responding, “Ummm... I don't know.”  But it wasn't anything I'd be opposed to.  I know I had been messing with her just because of their weird ideas of intimacy.  And she is a girl... but I was getting to... like it, that woman is spectacular.  I've seen nothing like her when she stood in battle.  I could do worse, most of the guys I hook up with wind up being losers. 
 
    Both of them were suddenly appraising me differently with their eyes, they looked almost... hungry?  I felt like a piece of meat on display.  So I added, “Maybe.”  That quelled their looks a bit. 
 
    Mist spoke, “You must be exhausted after battle.  I saw you take down that last Ragnarok, it was glorious.  The healers will be a while, shall we go to the mess hall to eat and relax as we wait?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I want to be here the moment they are done.” 
 
    Tyr nodded and beckoned the young girl to us. “Little one?  Send word the moment the healers are through.  Kara's mate will come immediately.  No Asgard is to touch the Wild One besides the healers.  Is that understood?” 
 
    The girl nodded then turned to me. “Are you really... First Valkyrie of Earth?”  Her eyes were wide. I nodded shyly and she smiled and ran back to her desk and put on some sort of headset and started chattering away. 
 
    Mist chuckled. “Word spreads fast in the citadel.  I've no doubt all of Valhalla knows of Kate the Raging Storm by now.”  As this sunk in, I was wondering about the name Kara had bestowed on me, Raging Storm, and why she said I was a descendant of Enhelm the Righteous.  Mostly I still wanted her to finish that damn last sentence! 
 
    I rubbed my eyes as I looked at the two.  Mist looked to me. “Are you well, Kat?” 
 
    I nodded. “I'm just seeing colored haze around everyone.”  Mist looked happy at that admission and Tyr looked depressed. 
 
    Mist asked, “Valkyrie of Earth can see auras too?  Few women of Asgard have developed that evolution.  It will sharpen as you get used to it.  Your own is quite...”  She trailed off, squinting at me, not finishing her thought.  Tyr looked upset, but tried to hide it.  Then it hit me, the Einherjer were men and didn't have the ability. 
 
    Tyr changed the subject. “Are the arrangements satisfactory?  Shall we retire to the mess hall?”  I nodded with a polite smile, following them to an elevator and we went up.  Then we exited the elevator,  turned down a hall to the right, and outside across a causeway bridging between buildings to a door that was marked as 'Barracks'. 
 
    We proceeded to the end of a hall to a noisy cafeteria-type room filled with men dressed in armor similar to Tyr's, and only three or four women armored like Mist, presumably Einherjer and Valkyrie.  The women were shielding their eyes like they were looking into a bright light.  I had to squint a little to adjust to all the bright auras, I assumed they were doing the same.  I noted none were half as bright as Kara's.  The room had gone silent the moment I walked in. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 8 – Legends 
 
    We grabbed some trays from a stack at the end of the buffet tables and went down a line with dozens of food choices.  None that I recognized, but it all smelled divine.  The fruits and vegetables were brightly colored.  The biggest surprise was the copious mugs of what looked to be beer along most of the line. 
 
    I grabbed some fruits and vegetables, and a large chunk of some kind of wondrous smelling meat.  There were no other drink choices so I grabbed a mug of the alcohol. 
 
    It was still silent in the previously boisterous room, and all eyes were still on me.  It was getting annoying so I turned to glare at the room as we found a table to sit at.  I heard some murmurs and whispers.  Then Mist slammed both fists onto our heavy table, her lattice flaring, splintering the table a bit.  Her voice boomed out, “Mind your krothing eyes!  This is Kate, the Raging Storm, First Valkyrie of Earth!  You will accord her the proper respect or face my... or better, HER wrath!  I witnessed her valor against the Ragnarok with my own eyes!” 
 
    All eyes were suddenly off me and quiet conversations started all around the room.  Tyr looked at Mist. “Odin's beard, woman.  I offer myself to your bed this night.  That was... arousing.” 
 
    Mist blushed and looked sideways to me as she replied to him, “If I do not find someone more suitable for the night.  Done.”  Was she flirting with me? 
 
    He chuckled. “I may find someone more suitable for this night myself.”  Now was he flirting with me?  Kara did say that Asgard were a sexual people. 
 
    I chose to ignore their conversation and started eating.  It felt like I hadn't eaten in years.  I was scarfing down the delectable food like my stomach thought my throat was slit.  The drink was strong compared with Earth beers, but delicious.  I paused and looked at the two who were not eating but just smiling at me. 
 
    I shrugged, embarrassed. “I'm sorry for making a spectacle of myself, I just feel like I can't eat enough.” 
 
    Mist laughed. “That is just your nanites.  They need the raw materials to complete your internal healing.  Unfortunately they will sober you as well, so drink heartily!” 
 
    I stopped, suddenly realizing who I was with.  Wait, this is the Mist and Tyr of legend?  That was amazing, but not as amazing as how hungry I was.  I excused myself to go up for seconds and a couple more drinks. 
 
    When I returned, I finally took notice of the huge reliefs carved into the white walls around us, depicting different battles.  A spectacular one caught my eye.  A battlefield with Valhalla behind it, hundreds of men with Ragnarok blades rushing at a battered lone Valkyrie in almost destroyed armor who stood defiantly between the citadel and them.  Dozens of bodies strewn about her feet and a man dangling from the ground from each of her outstretched hands.  Tyr spoke softly, “That is 'Kara's Stand', the last moment of valor we witnessed of her before transition took her from us.  We thought for the ages.” 
 
    I stared at the scene again, this time feeling an odd sense of pride, knowing that Kara had survived those odds!  I looked at them and shot a challenge at them for their doubt.  “She held the line this entire time.”  They both nodded with prideful smiles.  I was satisfied, then turned back to my food. 
 
    After that I went up for a third helping.  I was starting to feel a light buzz from the mead.  Mist was starting to look worried and walked up beside me as I heaped the food onto my plate.  She said quietly so nobody could overhear, “This isn't normal anymore Kat... you are taking in too much.  There may be something wrong with your nanites.  Please allow the healers to look at you.” 
 
    She was about to return to the table when someone startled me by putting a hand on my forearm from behind.  In one movement I had dropped my tray as I spun, grabbing the arm firmly and instinctively snapping my other hand up with a nano-lattice blade extending six inches from my hand, an inch from the man's throat.  “Don't touch me!” I hissed. 
 
    The poor Einherjer truly looked frightened, his eyes glued on the blade, my concentration faltered and the blade flickered out as I realized my overreaction.  How the hell did I make that?  I gasped from the effort of creating the blade and released him and stepped quickly back as I flushed in embarrassment. “I'm so sorry.  I'm still a little keyed up from the battle.” 
 
    I noticed that everyone was on their feet, at the ready, nano-lattices glowing.  I also noted that Mist had moved herself between me and them in a protective stance.  I heard more than one person murmur about Odin's Spear.  The man backed up slowly and hoarsely said, “I just wanted to know if it was true.  Did you bring the Wild One back to us?” 
 
    I nodded and he continued  looking at my hand, “Was that... was that Odin's Spear?”  I thought back to how I almost affirmed Kara's to Mist as we were flying up to Valhalla.  I shot Mist a warning glance before looking back at the man, “No.  You are mistaken.  Again I apologize for my reaction, Einherjer.” 
 
    I bent to clean up my spilled tray jut to have Mist say quietly, “Leave it, the workers will tend to it.” 
 
    I was just about to protest that it was my mess to clean up when I felt something tickling inside my head.  I shot straight up. “She's awake!”  I started walking quickly out of the mess hall and down the hall with Mist and Tyr racing to keep up across the causeway. 
 
    Mist started to ask, “How can you be sure that...”  The elevator we had just reached opened and the young girl ran out and bumped into me. 
 
    She looked up at me timidly and lowered her eyes as she spoke quickly,  “Apologies Valkyrie of Earth, but Kara the Wild One is awake and asking after you!”  I glanced over to see the shocked look on Mist's face as we all boarded the elevator. 
 
    The girl then whispered to us like someone would overhear, “And Kate the Raging Storm, Odin is coming!” 
 
    I grinned at her, trying not to treat her as the child that she appeared. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Arina,”  She said but then looked to the floor. “But I have no title.” 
 
    I dipped my head to look into her eyes. “Well it is a pleasure to meet you, and please, call me, Kat. This Kate the Raging Storm business is already getting old.”  I put my hand out to shake.  She instead awkwardly bent her arm to bump forearms with me and looked quickly away.  Of course they have a different greeting, I felt like a fool... again. 
 
    She smiled while looking straight ahead bubbling with energy.  “OK, Kat.” 
 
    We got off the elevator and made our way back to Kara's room.  I walked into the room and her back was to me with her sitting on the edge of the bed, her aura was simply blinding, and that billowing reddish black cloak was ominous!  Mist and I shielded our eyes a bit.  Kara was now in a loose gown with IVs hanging from her right arm, and the female healer was pulling a chunk of crystal out of her leg wound and dropping it into a metal bowl, then watching flesh grow back into the gap. 
 
    Kara stiffened as if sensing something then turned quickly toward us, a huge smile played on her horribly scarred but 'flesh' face.  Her left eye was covered with a patch and her left hand was wrapped. “Kat!  You are OK?”  she asked. 
 
    I walked quickly to her side, I felt tears welling up in my eyes, and I engulfed her in a tight hug.  I whispered in her ear, “Don't you ever worry me like that again, you crazy bitch.”  Then I kissed her scarred cheek. 
 
    Everyone in the room was looking anywhere but at us, the walls and ceiling must be fascinating.  Kara's voice was husky, “Ummm... Kat. Two things... one, OW!  And two...”  Her voice trailed off. 
 
    I laughed and kept whispering, “No more teasing.  Of course I intend to bed you.  So get better quickly.”  I felt her breath hitch at that. 
 
    I broke the hug but grabbed her hand, needing the contact.  The healer then continued pulling large chunks of crystal from Kara's leg wound.  To her credit, she didn't even flinch when chunks of flesh came with it.  I reached to the bowl looking at the healer. “May I?”  She nodded as she continued her work. 
 
    I grabbed a chunk of the crystal.  And looked at it, it did look like clear glass with some blood on the edge of it.  The healer suddenly said, “Hold, Valkyrie!”   I looked at her, did I misinterpret her permission to look at the pieces? 
 
    She gently grabbed my forearm and twisted it so we all could see the blood on the crystal moving slightly to contact my skin, it seemed to absorb into me and I quickly dropped the chunk hissing, “What the hell!?” 
 
    She looked at the bowl then at me. “It seems Kara, the Wild One's nanites are somehow existing outside of her body contrary to their programming.  And seeking haven in you, almost as if they are trying to survive.  Have they evolved so much in her absence?  You say you have her nanites inside you, Valkyrie?” 
 
    Kara looked annoyed. “Healer, address me as Kara.” 
 
    I nodded, trying to process what she was saying.  She looked over to Mist. “Valkyrie, if you agree, could you please hold a piece of the silicate?” 
 
    Mist looked as if it would be an insult to her if she didn't agree and stepped boldly forward and grabbed a piece.  We all peered in as one, and watched the blood on her fingers as it did nothing.  The healer then looked to me. “Valkyrie?”  I took the piece from Mist and the blood quickly flowed to my skin and dissolved. 
 
    The healer took the piece from me with her forceps and dropped it back into the bowl, muttering, “Fascinating.  They act as if they can identify a host.  Like a symbiot.  They want to live.  But this is all just supposition and well beyond their programming.  Just what happened to you on Earth, Kara?” 
 
    She pulled out the last chunk of crystal, looking at it. “It is like they could not heal you enough with the sheer amount of damage you were taking without raw materials, so they took whatever matter they could find to fill in to stem the hemorrhaging.  Were you laying in volcanic dirt?  That is beyond their programming, too.  But now that Valhalla is powering them again and we have introduced biologicals back into your system, proper healing has begun again.” 
 
    A booming, angry male voice came from behind us. “What is SHE doing in here unrestrained?  Where is the guard?  Remove that human immediately!” 
 
    We all turned to the imposing man in the doorway.  He was a tall, stunningly handsome middle-aged man with frosted hair and short frosted beard and a blinding aura almost as bright as Kara's.  Everyone averted their eyes down except Kara and I.  She stood from the bed defiantly, almost falling but refusing to accept my steadying hand as she slapped it away. 
 
    Her voice was solid and as unwavering as steel. “No, father!  She stays!  No human has shown valor such as Kate, the Raging Storm, descendent of Enhelm the Righteous.  She is First Valkyrie of Earth, and has held the line with me to ensure Valhalla's safe return.  She has dedicated her life on Earth to protecting the weak.  If she goes, as well I shall follow.”  I was stunned. 
 
    Mist was still looking down and spoke quietly and nervously, “As shall I... I have witnessed this heroism.  She stood unflinching against the Ragnarok.”  Then she chanced to look up to the man and whispered, “They are bonded.”  Then she looked back down.  Tyr stepped forward indicating his support. 
 
    I glanced between the man and a now dizzy looking Kara. “Your... father?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed as he evaluated me, then spoke in that booming voice, “Indeed, Valkyrie!  I am Odin!  Ruler of Asgard!”  Then he quietly added, “...and apparently now your father as well.” 
 
    Holy shit!  The man certainly fit the legend.  I was at a loss.  I was standing in a room with four of the biggest legends of Norse mythology!  I looked down slightly, what was I supposed to do here?  I stuttered out. “Well met, Odin of Asgard.”  Wait what?  My father as well?  I'm getting whiplash here trying to figure out what all is going on. 
 
    He stepped to me, towering over me, his piercing intelligent eyes picking up everything that I am.  The healer scurried away to where Mist, Tyr, and Arina were standing.  Then Odin's hand shot forward and I found us grasping each others forearms.  His confidence and presence was unnerving and slightly overwhelming.  He looked to Mist and Kara, then said in a softer tone, “My daughter's word, Kara the Wild One, is irrefutable... well met, Valkyrie of Earth!” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 9 – Evolutionary Leap 
 
    I looked between Kate and my father as they completed their greeting as I staggered.  I felt shamed for my weakness.  Two strong hands shot out to steady me, one from the man I thought to never see again, and one from this stupendous woman that I am beginning to wish to always see. 
 
    They helped me back to the bed.  Then I witnessed something I would have thought impossible.  A tear rolled down Odin's cheek as he placed a hand atop my head like he did when I was little. “Welcome home daughter.  We believed you lost to the ages.” 
 
    Kroth!  I stiffened at the implication that I would fall. “I am Valkyrie, father!” 
 
    He chuckled at me. “Yes.  Yes you are.  I apologize for inferring I didn't believe you would survive.”  Then he softened. “Geiravor was always unwavering in her belief that you would hold the line, no matter how impossible.  That the Ragnarok hordes could not vanquish you.  That you would be here to greet us on next Earth transition.  Now here, you prove her conviction.  I shall never hear the end of it.” 
 
    He then leaned in and whispered to me, “I am so proud.” 
 
    I blinked away a tear from my remaining eye.  Kroth, I cannot wait until my nanites reconstruct the other!  Then I sat tall and looked around suddenly nervous. “Is mother coming?  I need armor!  She cannot see me like this.” 
 
    Father stopped short and shot me a sad look. “Geiravor, is... not available.  No need to 'impress' her, you can get armor later.  You are now First Valkyrie of Asgard until such time that she can return to her post.  You need rest.” 
 
    At that Mist was quickly removing her armor and laying it on the bed beside me.  She turned to the little one in the room. “Arina!  Fetch me Second Valkyrie armor from the barracks, girl.  Inform Valkyrie Herja I move down to her placement and the ranks shall adjust accordingly.” 
 
    I smiled at her efficiency and sense of duty, I had always teased her about it... all those years ago.  It was good to see old friends again.  Kroth, I'm thinking in years and not cycles! 
 
    I stood again, feeling stronger, my nanites doing a commendable job repairing me.  I pulled the IVs out of my arm to the protest of the healer and started donning armor.  “I am Valkyrie, father!  I am not weak.  There is much to discuss.  And I need a good mead.” 
 
    Kate placed a hand on my shoulder. “Kara, don't push yourself, there is nothing but time now.”  I smiled at her show of affection, knowing now that she was not teasing. 
 
    I shook my head. “I will not show weakness.  My strength returns to me already.” 
 
    Odin spoke in resignation, knowing the futility of arguing with me, “Kroth, daughter.  This is why you are the Wild One.  We do however need to discuss two pressing matters.  There is an oncoming storm.  We observed through the veil before transition, thirty Ragnarok vessels closing on Earth.  They shall arrive in orbit for battle in mere rotations of the planet, we believe they will subjugate this planet as they did on the agrarian planet, Folkvangr, while they assaulted our citadel there.  Also there is a human force building outside the dome, we have not been able to communicate with them, it seems a different dialect than our last transition.  It will take time to adapt.” 
 
    Though I was saddened at the news that the Ragnarok had indeed reached yet another planet and invaded, my mouth twitched to a sarcastic smile. “I believe the Ragnarok may find the humans a little more... resilient... than a world of peaceful farmers.”  I looked over to Kate, her face was pale, no doubt from the news of an invasion force approaching, I continued, “Look at what but one human accomplished against them. This planet holds billions with valor!  But we must first quell them at the gates, they are also a violent race and their weapons can be formidable.  The humans would be speaking English out there.” 
 
    I completed outfitting the armor, it was ill fitting but it afforded me some dignity.  I turned to grasp Mist's forearm in thanks with a nod.  Kate stepped forward calmly. “Odin... sir, I can speak with them. Attempt to get them to listen and warn them of the impending threat.” 
 
    Before father could respond I had a sudden random thought. “Henry?” I blurted the question toward Kate. 
 
    Her sad eyes verifying what I had seen at the gap.  Her voice wavered. “He fell fighting the Ragnarok.  I had the Valkyrie bring his body here.”  I saw the sorrow in her eyes and wished to take it away. 
 
    Arina had just arrived with Second's armor for Mist, who started gearing up. 
 
    I was barely aware of father telling Tyr, “If he fought the Ragnarok, he shall be honored.  Entomb his body in the hall of heroes.”  Tyr nodded and turned to a console at the wall and a holo-display flared to life.  He sent the orders.  I saw something on one of the various feeds arrayed around the display and stopped Tyr from deactivating the console. “Hold, Tyr!” 
 
    My hand gestured to the display and one feed slid to the forefront.  It was me in a berserker's rage with my lattice blades slicing through the Ragnarok, followed by bolts of lightning arcing from my hand.  Then Kate crushing the throat of our final opponent. “Father!” I shouted,  he was already there at the console locking out the feed from further viewing. 
 
    He spun to the room, looking ominous as Arina was whispering, “Odin's Spear and the power of Thor?” 
 
    His voice boomed out, “Nobody here is to speak of this.  Nobody saw anything.  Is that clear?”  He looked directly at Arina. “Never voice those words, you are mistaken little one!”  The poor thing looked terrified as she nodded. 
 
    Odin turned to Try, and nodded. “Find all who saw this feed and reinforce my orders.  I will speak with each one independently.”  Tyr, nodded and went to work at the console tracing the access locations. 
 
    Mist walked between father and I as I grasped Kate's hand.  She looked to Kate then Odin and whispered so nobody else in the room could overhear, “Kate the Raging Storm wields it as well.” Before she backed off. 
 
    Is this true?  I searched Kate's eyes as father glared at her.  She nodded almost imperceptibly then released my hand and started staring at her hands as if they were alien to her. 
 
    “Kroth!  Can this day become any more complex?” Father sighed.  Then he spoke to nobody in particular, “One step at a time, most imminent first...” 
 
    He looked Kate up and down again. “We cannot have you communicating with your kind looking shredded and bloodied, they will assume we did this.  We will get you some appropriate garments befitting your station, you will need a helper... name a second.  Then we will need to discuss how you will represent the voice of Asgard...”  he paused then added, “...daughter.”  I really need to discuss this with Kate, she looks so confused.  Did she really lay claim to me while I was unconscious?  Were we bonded?  The thought made me smile internally. 
 
    Kate looked down at her torn and bloody clothing, then over to me.  I gave her a nod of support. She spoke to father, “I don't know many people here.  Arina?”  She looked over the to the little one who looked almost ready to explode with excitement.  The room was silent, everyone still looking at Kate.  I leaned in and whispered, “No... you must NAME her.” 
 
    Her quick mind assessed things, she nodded in understanding. “Arina the Whispering Breeze shall be my second.”  She ran to Kate's side and looked down, fighting to restrain her huge grin.  I could not fault her, for someone so young to have a title was inspiring.  She couldn't be more than a couple thousand years old.  Cycles! Not years. 
 
    Father tried hard not to laugh at the girl's antics. “Well met, Arina the Whispering Breeze.” 
 
    The girl about passed out as she tried to stand taller and squeaked out, “Well met, Odin of Asgard.” 
 
    He looked to Kate. “Unassuming but inspired choice.”  Then he looked to Arina. “You will inform medical with me of your new station and register Kara's mate in the system with all appropriate rights.  Then bring Kate the Raging Storm to find appropriate garments and bring her to Kara's... their... quarters.  I shall have them unsealed and we will strategize there.” 
 
    Kate looked overwhelmed but was holding herself admirably.  I grabbed her hand and dragged her to the side, excusing us to everyone.  I whispered, “Did you... while I was... did you, lay claim to me?” 
 
    She shot me an embarrassed smile. “I... I think so?” 
 
    I was stunned, at a loss for words.  I finally whispered, “You do know that in my culture that means, if I accept, we are...” 
 
    Now her smile was sly as she finished for me. “Bonded?”  She nodded.  My heart sped up.  She understood the implications yet she still agreed. 
 
    I huskily whispered, “Then I accept, Kat.  I am your mate.”  She was bold and kissed my lips quickly for all to see.  Her and her public displays of affection will be the death of me yet... but what a way to go. 
 
    We joined the group again.  Odin and Aria were finishing up at another console and Tyr was finishing up at his.  He looked to Odin. “Only seven beyond this room.  But...”  He stopped. 
 
    Odin shot him a look. “Speak plainly old friend.” 
 
    Tyr continued. “Twenty Einherjer and the last of the Valkyrie witnessed Kate wield the Odin's Spear in the mess hall.” 
 
    Father just nodded as the words sank in for me.  Odin said, “I will see each one independently on the morrow.” 
 
    I looked to Tyr. “What do you mean by 'last of the Valkyrie'. Tyr?  We are thirty strong!”  He paled and I heard Mist's sharp intake of breath.  Odin nodded again to him. 
 
    Tyr's voice wavered slightly. “Of the Valkyrie, excluding Geiravor... but five remain.  They held the line on the last Ragnarok transition until Geiravor raised the dome.”  I suddenly felt sick to my stomach as I staggered a little. 
 
    I straightened up to show strength though the news was like a kick to the stomach. “Six!”  I spat out defiantly, daring anyone to say differently. 
 
    Less than a moment later a strong, sweet raspy voice beside me said, “Seven!” 
 
    Tyr looked proud and nodded once. “Indeed.” 
 
    I looked to father and quirked an eyebrow inquisitively. “That is the second mention of this dome.  What is it?” 
 
    He looked extremely proud and extremely sad at the same time as he looked around the room taking stock of everyone. “Healer... leave us.” 
 
    The healer was out of the room in a flash and father looked to Arina. “You know of your new station and the secrecy involved with the ruling caste?  You are the extension of Kate the Raging Storm.”  She nodded fearfully.  He stared at her for a moment, reinforcing the ominous message he was sending. 
 
    He turned to Kate and I, speaking to us as one, looking slowly between us and choosing his words carefully.  “Your mother...  when we transitioned to Ragnarok, they were ready with almost a million plus warriors, they had determined how to calculate our arrival point.  And new, powerful projectile weapons were entrenched all around the city.  I had never seen such valor from the Einherjer as they held the line.” He nodded to Tyr who straightened up in pride. 
 
    He took a breath and continued speaking, “Even with portable shield generators, the city was taking damage and innocents were lost.  It took the Valkyrie many orbits around their star to fight through the front lines to take out the weapon emplacements.  We lost most of the Valkyrie in the process.  Meanwhile Geiravor confided in me, the true nature of...”  He looked around in warning, his eyes burning. “Of Odin's Spear.  An evolution in her nanites that allowed her to communicate with them on a basic level.  She taught them to harden the very air around them.” I had a small sense of pride knowing that I had indeed figured out how mother had done it. 
 
    He continued to speak, his tone more serious, “We tried for many cycles to duplicate that, to build a shield around the city, but it would be thousands of cycles before we could adapt and teach it how to behave.  Geiravor had secreted herself into the dome generator room that night and connected herself into the circuit.”  I paled at this. 
 
    His voice was hoarse but full of pride as he raised his chin. “She used herself as a conduit between her nanites and the shield generator, to 'teach' the generator how to work.  Her sheer force of will raised the protective dome, powered by half the energy we harvest on each transition.  Once again, she had single-handedly saved Valhalla.  But she can not disconnect until the shield can learn to maintain itself without the help of her nanites.  It will still be thousands of cycles before your mother can rejoin us.” 
 
    I realized I was silently crying, I wiped away the tears.  “That is why she is greatest of all Valkyrie.”  I stated in challenge to all.  I glared around the room waiting, but nobody took the challenge to my satisfaction. 
 
    Odin looked thoughtful. “But now it seems, my daughters posses this evolutionary leap, and apparently more.  So maybe there is hope to restore Geiravor to us faster... but one problem at a time, the human contact is first.” 
 
    He looked to Arina who nodded, and grabbed Kate's hand, dragging her toward the door.  I called out with a smile. “I will see you in our quarters soon, Kat.”  She smiled back as the relentless little one dragged her through the door. 
 
    As soon as they were gone, father looked at me with his most serious gaze. “Show me.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding.  Blue blades of crackling energy erupted from the ends of my arms, cutting trenches in the plasti-crete floor before I raised them.  Then I turned them off, gasping a bit from the effort. 
 
    He nodded. “Different than your mother's... and the power of Thor?”  I looked around and saw a chair and cupped my hand, energy arced between my fingers then I allowed it to lance out.  Lightning destroying the chair. 
 
    Tyr and Mist paled, looking like they had just seen a ghost.  Father simply nodded, pulling a device from a pouch under his clothing and taking readings of the chair, mumbling, “Coherent compressed electromagnetic static discharge at near critical mass.  How did you accomplish this daughter without Asgard engineering tools?” 
 
    I looked at him as he pulled out a nano-diagnostic-paddle from his pouch and started scanning me with it.  I smirked. “I had a little... time on my hands... and took a few centuries to teach the nanites what I wished for them to do.  They are stubborn, but eventually they did as I asked.” 
 
    He looked to me. “You are in communication with them?” 
 
    I shrugged. “At some basic level, they know what I am wanting, just as I am aware of them.  They are quite adamant about our mutual survival and adapt accordingly.  They can even tell me when Ragnarok danger is nearby.” 
 
    I paused and then took a breath and admitted, “And apparently that I was desperate to protect Kate, so they must have seen it as instructions.  They took it to an extreme level by infesting her and creating Earth's first Valkyrie when I imprinted my energy weapon to her.”  I looked down at my shame for invading her body with Asgard technology without her permission. 
 
    I glanced back up to him and saw the shocked look on his face as he said,  “This is all way beyond their capability and programming.”  He looked at the readings he took, then looked at me and scanned me again.  “Kroth,”  he whispered. 
 
    He spoke carefully being sure we understood this was to go nowhere outside of the four of us, “You no longer possess two nanite types.  Like your mother, they have somehow merged in a new evolution of nanite.  But yours, seem to communicate between themselves in a limited neural net.  Like a hive mind.  Yet another evolution beyond your mother's.  It is now some sort of symbiotic communication you are sharing, your thoughts are being interpreted as programming, most likely through the nano-lattice power link to your brain.  Daughter, you are no longer a normal Valkyrie... you are something... more.  A new hybrid evolution of Asgard.” 
 
    Then his eyes snapped to mine. “I need to examine Kate.” 
 
    I sort of tuned out for a second not really thinking then said, “She is at the shopping bazaar, they shouldn't be much longer.  We should meet her at my... at our quarters.” 
 
    He looked at me like he wanted to ask something, and I hadn't realized until much later what I had just done. 
 
    Mist was whispering to Odin while keeping an eye on me as we walked out of the medical building.  I was feeling much stronger now, the twitching of my facial muscles told me that the nanites were now working on my scars and eye, it would probably be weeks if not months before I could see out of it again.  My fingers will take much longer. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 10 – First Contact 
 
    We decided to adjourn to the central spire on a wind rider and Tyr and Mist joined us for the strategy meeting. Tyr rose from his seat on the ride over then sat next to me and whispered so nobody else could hear, “After Asgard business is complete, I offer myself to the bed of yourself and your mate tonight if you have not claimed exclusivity in your relationship.  She is... enticing.” 
 
    I smiled at my old friend.  We had shared many a night together over the centuries.  There I go thinking in Earth time again!  I shook my head and whispered, “I am flattered old friend, but Kate is a unique creature that I would not wish to share.” Not to mention that the concept of multiple partners seems odd to me now after so long on Earth. 
 
    He nodded and smiled in understanding and moved back to his seat beside Mist, she punched him hard in the arm.  I laughed... she knew what he was doing, she knew him as well as I did.  I have often wondered why those two haven't bonded.  Though I seriously doubted if Tyr had ever spent a night alone in eons. 
 
    I moved to father for a minute and relayed the heroism of Kate's ancestor,  Enhelm the Righteous and his request of favor, though long dead.  Father nodded in understanding and I returned to my seat. 
 
    A minute later we landed and Odin did not stand, instead he looked to me. “You first, daughter.” 
 
    I stepped off the wind rider and squinted into a sea of bright auras, Einherjer, three hundred strong, forming a corridor to the central spire entrance...  four Valkyrie at their head.  Cheering erupted, I looked back to the wind rider, father was standing at its door, smiling at his own deception. 
 
    I blushed and quickly walked down their ranks to the spire, I could hear “Wild One” being chanted as I moved along, the Valkyrie made a hole and I entered the building and finally started breathing again, taking deep breaths.  Mist and Tyr walked in behind me, then father with his exasperating grin. 
 
    He feigned innocence. “What daughter?  They wished to herald your return.” 
 
    I looked at him crossly. “And why is everyone using that childish nickname you gave me!?” 
 
    He shrugged again. “Your TITLE, became common knowledge to all as you rose to status of legend, daughter.  Now you walk among us again.” 
 
    If he were not Odin of Asgard, I would have slapped that silly smile off of his face.  Instead, I turned and stalked to the elevator then to my quarters with the three Asgard in tow. 
 
    Central Spire guards, unarmored Einherjer, flanked my door, bringing back old memories, I recognized the men but could not remember their names.  It had been so long.  I simply nodded to them.  I wonder what else I have forgotten in Valhalla's absence. 
 
    I waved my hand across the entry plate, it glowed red.  I waved again, it glowed red again.  I put my hand on the pad and it scanned slowly... twice, then finally stuttered and turned green.  The heavy doors swung inward.  Father was watching this with a slight nod.  Had I changed so much that my own quarters did not recognize me? 
 
    As he passed he whispered, “You will need to teach it your new physical makeup after the others leave.  Code it to Kate's, and her Second, as well.” 
 
    I strode to the center of my common room and looked around, it was all familiar, yet foreign... like a long ago dream.  So many memories here.  I felt like a visitor in my own rooms.  I walked to the back window and looked out across the city that I thought I would never see again.  Some buildings had changed. 
 
    I motioned to the seating area with its cushioned chairs.  I manipulated controls on the service port.  A moment later a large pitcher of mead with six mugs and an assortment of cheeses and fruit on a tray rose up from the service level below. 
 
    I carried it to the seating area and placed it on the low central table.  Everyone poured a mug and we started snacking, and drinking, as we waited for Kate.  The three of us indulged much more than Odin.  He had no repairs to be done to his body.  I of course was eating nonstop. 
 
    A loud young voice outside the doors rang out. “Do you know who I am?  I am Arina the Whispering Breeze!  Second to Kate the Raging Storm, First Valkyrie of Earth and daughter to Odin of Asgard!” 
 
    We all started laughing boisterously at the girl's antics.  I looked to father and started to rise with a smile.  He held a hand up with a grin. “Hold, daughter.  Let's listen more, I enjoy the spirit in this little one.  She is quite the name dropper.” 
 
    I sat with a grin as Arina continued. “THIS is Kate the Raging Storm!  Mate to Kara the Wild One!  Do you wish to earn her disfavor?!  Now open these doors!” 
 
    A new round of laughter circled the table as a sufficiently cowed guard opened the door and stepped aside.  Arina regally walked in carrying multiple packages, followed by a blushing and embarrassed Kate.  She apologized profusely to the guards for Arina as she passed. 
 
    Once the doors closed we erupted into laughter again, Odin raised a mug. “Well done, Arina the Whispering Breeze!”  Causing more chuckles at her satisfied smile. 
 
    She sat the packages down, saw the pitcher of mead, and quickly filled the last two mugs before she   handed one to Kate.  Kate paused as she watched Arina start gulping down the alcohol.  I could see her mentally reminding herself that she was not the child she appeared before she smiled and started drinking as she slid into the seat with me, our legs touching.  Kroth woman.  She grinned, at everyone. “Well met, Asgard.”  A round of acknowledgments were returned.  She picks up quickly on our social norms...  except being so forward in public!  Not that I mind. 
 
    We discussed how to handle the interaction with the force gathering on the mountain, we activated the large holo-display in the ceiling so we could view in front of us, Valhalla and the various troops, helicopters and planes flying around.  There was as much press around as military and police, both on the ground and in the air. 
 
    Kate and I were best suited to anticipate their responses.  It was going to be hard to avoid violence, as human's first reaction is usually to strike anything unknown.  We had to keep our cool if they test our defenses, but humans had only one thing that could possibly breach our dome, and they wouldn't use that near a populated area unless we were an eminent threat.  So we would not react to any provocation. But hopefully Kate would be our wild-card to quell that and get our two races into discussions of mutual benefit. 
 
    At first the others wondered about how warlike we were making the humans sound.  Like a second Ragnarok, but we assured them that they were a minority, and even then, were governed by a code of ethics.  Most humans have adopted a code similar to Asgard, Kate being a prime example. 
 
    So first a message, so they know we are aware of them and that we will make contact soon while warning them of the Ragnarok.  Then tomorrow, Kate will make physical contact at the gate. 
 
    While Odin did a general address to all of Valhalla using the holo-grid, apprising them of all that is transpiring, I went into our bed chamber to help Kate dress in the attire Arina had selected for her.  It befit a daughter of Odin.  I almost took Kate right there as she disrobed and redressed in front of me instead of going behind the screen.  If my body didn't ache so much from all the damage I took in battle, I would have.  The minx knew what she was doing to as she shot me a coy look. 
 
    We went back to the main room and pulled up a holo-screen in front of her so she could review her speech.  After she murmured the first couple lines, I stopped her with a smile. “No... in English, Kat.”  She looked at me then started again, in English.  I could tell she was having a little problem reconciling it with what her nanites were telling her.  I could sympathize, I had the same problem every time I moved and had to learn a new Earth language. 
 
    Odin finished at the holo-grid and motioned for Kate to take his place there.  He smiled at her to alleviate her nerves and explained again. “This will be projected across the dome so all below can see, your voice will resonate to the valley as the surface of the dome vibrates with your words.” 
 
    She nodded and the grid activated and she began to speak. 
 
    “People of Earth, I am Kate Summers of Seattle, here with the Asgard race in their citadel of Valhalla.  They come in peace...” She paused, then looked away from the speech. “Oh come on, that is so cliché, really?  Aliens coming in peace?  I'm not reading this... just let me just speak plainly to my people.”  All of that echoing on the dome.  Then she started again. “I'm Detective Kate Summers from the Seattle Police Department, and as you can tell, the answer to 'are we alone in the universe' is, well... no, we aren't.” 
 
    She took a breath. “The Asgard here were the architects of life on Earth and some other planets.  They visit every five thousand years for a thousand year duration.  They seriously are a peaceful race.  The only problem is that one of the races that evolved on one of their other seeded planets are warlike, like Klingon warlike, you know... total bad asses.  They are the Ragnarok, and they are trying to defeat the Asgard to acquire their technology.  So the only force that Asgard has, is to defend against them.  They detest violence.” 
 
    Her face went serious. “There is currently a Ragnarok ship in orbit. They could attack Valhalla at any moment, and thirty more ships are just days away.  Thousands of Ragnarok warriors are on board each one.  They won't care if humans are in the way between them and Valhalla. They will destroy anything in their path.  Their technology is beyond ours.  They all look human so it is hard to distinguish.” 
 
    She thought for a second. “I know it sounds like I'm talking out of my ass here, but examine the bodies of the men down there, they are all Ragnarok.  Their skin is as tough as a rhino and their bone and muscle density is beyond anything on Earth.  Their DNA will tell the rest of the story... similar, but not quite human.” 
 
    She nodded to herself. “We need sleep here after that battle.  I, and a representative of Asgard, will personally meet with one representative each of the military, the press, and the citizen government in the morning at the port at the base of the dome.  We can either meet outside the dome or inside of Valhalla, your choice.  No weapons are allowed.  That will end our meeting before it begins.  We can also discuss how to communicate all of this with all the other countries in the world to avoid tensions.” 
 
    She almost signed off, but added in a serious tone. “If the Ragnarok attack, Valhalla will respond to protect the people of Earth.  See you in the morning.” 
 
    Then she stepped out of the holo-grid, after it shut down she pointed at the speech she didn't read. “Really?  Come on, nobody would have believed that stuff.  But I think I got the point across by speaking plainly.” 
 
    Odin looked over at us not knowing English. “What did she do, Kara?” 
 
    I grinned at him choosing my words carefully. “She did... better.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Krothing Valkyrie are going to be the death of me!”  Eliciting a laugh from all of us. 
 
    He walked up to Kate with a nano-diagnostic-paddle as she was eating some cheese like she hadn't seen food in months.  He held the device up. “May I daughter?” She nodded trepidatiously and he began his scan. 
 
    He was muttering to himself, “Increased muscle and bone density rapidly approaching Asgard.  Chromosomal changes consistent with Valkyrie evolution markers.  There is no discernible difference between your nanites and Kara's... that should be impossible.  Wait... Kara come here, stand beside your mate.” 
 
    I walked over and stood next to Kate who was still eating and drinking.  Father scanned us both and the air between us.  He turned off his equipment, and took a deep breath. “It appears there is a low level quantum entanglement field between you.  Your nanites are not just speaking with each other, they ARE each other at the quantum level.  That explains how you each know where the other is.  Fascinating.  We need to study this more after we clean up the mess outside.” 
 
    Then he stopped and looked directly at Kate. “I am sorry our technology has done this to you without your express permission.  But you are genetically Asgard now, actually evolved Asgard like Kara.  That's why you are needing so much food intake, the nanites have been 'building' your denser body.  They appear to be about finished, your appetite should return to normal soon.” 
 
    To her credit, she just shrugged, then smiled broadly at me as she spoke to him, “It's really OK, I would have chosen this anyway to be with Kara.”  My heart soared at her statement. 
 
    Father smiled and excused himself for the night, telling Kate and I that we should go visit mother tomorrow in the shield room.  She is always tired now from her exertion, but would love to see Kara again and learn she has a new daughter as well.  He wouldn't tell her tonight when he went to see her.  Tyr left with him. 
 
    Mist hovered near the door, then seemed to make a decision.  She walked back to Kate and I and spoke quietly to Kate so Arina wouldn't hear, “Valkyrie, I would be honored to bed with you and Kara this night if you have not claimed exclusivity.” 
 
    Though Mist is an energetic bed-mate, I was embarrassed, knowing how much differently humans viewed sex and intimacy than us Asgard.  I was about to interject when Kate simply smiled a genuine smile that sparkled in her eyes and whispered, “As tempting as that offer is, to bed with two legends,  we are exhausted from battle and need time to recover sufficiently.  Besides, I'm kind of possessive and don't know if I could share such a magnificent warrior as Kara.” 
 
    I blushed as Mist smiled hugely in understanding. “Completely understood.  I bid you two good night.  Now I have to catch up with that smug Tyr, I'd rather use my quarters this night than his.”  And she rushed off to our laughter.  Why don't those two bond already!? 
 
    I looked over to a tired looking Arina then whispered to Kate, “You must attend to your second.  She is now your responsibility.  Think of her as a personal assistant on Earth, only here she holds the power of your station and speaks with your voice.  You should ask the door guards to set her up in the small quarters beside ours, it is where my second stayed until she became an... 'efficient'... Valkyrie.”  I swung my eyes to where Mist had just exited.  Eliciting a laugh of understanding from her, realizing Mist was at one time my second. 
 
    “Also if she winds up with the gift of Valkyrie sight, as Mist did, and volunteers, it will be your responsibility to train her.  Our nanites kick in at puberty and a couple thousand cycles later the gift shows itself if the girl has the evolution.  She is on that precipice now.”  I finished speaking. 
 
    Kate smiled and looked to the young girl, and spoke softly to the girl as she walked over and opened the door, “Arina, Kara and I need to retire to the bed chamber... you should retire to yours.” 
 
    The girl looked saddened as she rose, then Kate spoke to one of the guards, “I would appreciate it if you would set up my Second in her quarters next door.”  The man nodded as Arina's eyes went wide with excitement.  Kate smiled at the man. “Thank you.” 
 
    Then she turned to Arina. “Good night, Arina.” She held her forearm out which Arina bumped as she exited with her chin held high. 
 
    I have been so impressed with the way Kate has handled every Asgard she has had dealings with thus far, she has a natural likeable way about her. 
 
    I smiled as Kate shut the door. “Well done.  Now about your claim on me.  Though I fear the best I can offer this night is a little cuddling.  I'm not quite myself as of yet.”  I've been so tired for so very long. 
 
    Kate grabbed my hand and dragged me to our bed with a grin, not breaking eye contact.  She peeled my armor off of me and the garments beneath, then her own garments, and we donned some night shirts.  Then she slid under the covers with me.  I pulled her back into my chest, reveling in the warmth of our contact, and draped an arm around her possessively as I quickly dozed off into the most peaceful sleep I have had in five thousand years. 
 
    *** 
 
    I awoke to the soft chiming of our wake-up call and someone tucking some hair behind my ear.  I opened my eye to see Kate sitting beside me with an unreadable look on her face.  She spoke softly, “How do you say it?  Kroth, you are beautiful woman.”  She smiled warmly. “But you're going to have to show me how everything works around here.  That thing has been chiming for like ten minutes and I don't know how to shut it off.” 
 
    I chuckled and waved my hand over the emitter and it silenced.  I stretched.  I felt amazing.  Like I was fully healed.  I stood and touched the frosted plasti-glass door to the bathroom, it turned into a mirror surface and I examined myself as Kate walked up behind me and ran her fingers across my shoulders and down my arms a couple times, just tracing them softly.  It felt amazing. 
 
    I assessed myself, my face looked like my face again, the one I hated, too young, too feminine.  I had gotten so used to the slow regeneration of my nanites without power being fed by Valhalla that I was a little shocked.  I pulled my eye patch off and looked at the milky white, sightless eye.  It looked to be mostly constructed, at that rate, I'll be seeing inside of a week or less.  I replaced the patch. 
 
    I pulled the wrapping off of my hand and little stubs were poking out where I had lost the two fingers. Maybe just days or weeks for the hand instead of months or years.  Kroth... cycles, not Earth units!  I left the bandage off. 
 
    Kate quickly kissed my neck, then went into the bathroom. “You gotta show me how to operate this shower, and that tub over there, too.  Oh!  Never mind, obviously motion activated.” 
 
    We cleaned up and put on our garments for the morning meeting when the door chime went off.  I walked out and opened the door.  Before I could say anything, Arina walked in looking exhausted, with her arms full.  She was carrying two big boxes. 
 
    She set them on the table in the main room with a smile. “For today.  I had to ride the craftsmen's asses to get these done by this morning.  Mist the Hidden Cloud almost had my head when I contacted her late last night for color descriptions... since I can't see them.”  She hung her head at the last part. 
 
    I shook my head. “What have you done little one?”  I asked as I peeked inside the top box then grinned at her.  “Well done and well met, Arina.” 
 
    She smiled back proudly. “Well met, Valkyrie.”  I carried the boxes back to the bed chamber as Arina rang for breakfast and mead. 
 
    I handed the top box to Kate.  She looked at me funny. “What's this?” 
 
    I shrugged and feigned innocence. “I do not know.  Arina just brought them for us.  That one has your name on it.” 
 
    She opened it and gasped as she pulled out the most finely crafted Valkyrie armor I had ever laid eyes on.  The metal was a bright metallic blue that matched her aura and all the leather was dyed a dark red that matched her repressed anger.  The matching cape for official occasions was dyed the same red with swirling, bubbling black lines throughout.  It was split down the center so it would separate with her movements like wings. 
 
    I nodded with a wistful smile. “Almost a perfect match.” 
 
    She looked to me with a confused face. “What do you mean?” 
 
    She truly didn't know.  I explained. “You have the brightest blue aura any Valkyrie has ever seen.  It is so strong it keeps the intense raging storm of anger and vengeance in you at bay.  That seething and boiling red.  It sprouts from you like two ominous wings, but is also the source of your strength.  It is the same as the aura of Enhelm the Righteous, just brighter.” 
 
    She looked to me with wide eyes.  She didn't say anything, but looked at herself in the mirror, I knew she was looking for it, but we cannot see out own auras.  Then she murmured in understanding, “Kate the Raging Storm.”  I nodded, then helped her into her armor, then we looked at the finished product.  Odin's beard she was a spectacular Valkyrie!  A contradiction of beautiful and dangerous. 
 
    Then we opened my box, its blue metal was as bright as hers, truly?  Then I looked at the rest and closed the box quickly, placing it on the floor.  I took a deep breath, ignoring it I went to retrieve Mist's old armor to wear instead. 
 
    Kate was beside me and looked at me with confusion on her face. “Kara, what's wrong?  Why don't you wear the new armor?” 
 
    I shook my head, and spoke with a wavering voice, “What do you see, Kat?  Truthfully, look to me. What does my aura look like?  Is there... black?” 
 
    She smiled at me. “It is brighter blue than any here in Asgard including Odin,  it actually hurts to look at you until my eyes adjust.  Then that cloak of black behind you with that tinge of red at the edges.  It 'feels' like a huge reservoir of anger and violence that is under such tight control of your convictions.  So much untapped strength at your command that only supplements the raw power of the blue's capacity for justice and compassion.  It is no wonder you are so legendary.  THAT, truthfully is what I see and FEEL about your aura.” 
 
    I could feel a tear stinging my good eye, did she really see it like that?  I feared the black was evil seething inside me.  Nobody had ever told me how dark it was, not even mother.  But then, Valkyrie never speak to each other about their auras. 
 
    I took a deep breath in resolve and grabbed her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze then returned to the box and donned my armor proudly.  This is how my mate sees me.  I shall wear it with pride!  I finished by donning the black cape with it's red tinged edges. 
 
    Kate was biting her lower lip and spoke in that marvelously raspy voice of hers, “Umm... you look... stunning!” 
 
    We marched out into the main room and Arina stood from her seat quickly and gasped. “Odin's Beard! You... you two look spectacular!” 
 
    She motioned at the food and mead at the table. “Breakfast, then Odin instructed me to bring you to the gate.” 
 
    Kate smiled. “You are very, 'efficient'.  Thank you.”  I shared a laugh with Kate at the use of the word 'efficient'.  Then we sat and ate and drank heartily.  Before long we had consumed our fill.  Then it was time to go to the front gate for first contact with the humans of Earth. 
 
    Arina took the controls and we flew in silence in the wind rider, allowing our nerves to settle before what was sure to be a day of accusations, fear, misinterpretations and hopefully the beginnings of acceptance of Valhalla on Earth. 
 
    Kate assured me that this is exactly why she never wanted to get into politics.  I chuckled at her mirth and was about to explain why I thought it was funny when she rolled her eyes at me.  I got the message, I need to work on humor. 
 
    Father was there to greet us, he looked as imposing as ever.  He handed us coms so he could speak with us and answer any questions posed.  We placed them in our ears then we looked out the portal to five men about twenty yards from the dome and about twenty sharpshooters stationed around in the rocks.  There were men farther down trying to get readings off of the dome.  I'm sure unsuccessfully. 
 
    He nodded at the hundred, shoulder to shoulder Einherjer at the gate, one ran along with a bag and they made a show of pulling out their energy weapons and placing them in the bag. 
 
    Kate and I walked up to the line, they parted to let us through then closed up behind us.  We reached the secondary shield in the huge portal archway, which dropped as we passed then raised back up behind us.  It didn't need to drop, but we were putting on a show for the men outside. 
 
    We reached the primary and stood there with it still active. I recognized one of the men as the Vice President, he had two black suited men by him, obviously secret service.  The Vice President had the brighter aura than the other men with tinges of red behind it.  The military man actually had his red to the forefront, just slightly more intense than his blue.  He would be a dangerous man, as he would be more apt to deceive and have his own agenda. 
 
    I motioned to the five men to approach.  But only one of the secret service men walked up.  Kate spoke to him, “You two get lost and take the sharpshooters with you.  I laid out the deal last night.”  Then she yelled, “Hey, Mr. Vice President, you wanna meet or not?  You want us outside or inside the city?” 
 
    The secret service man looked back and the VP, to his credit said loudly to the secret service, “Oh for God's sake, leave us here and take the damn soldiers with you.  If they got the tech to shield a whole city, don't you think they could have taken us out at any time just standing here?” 
 
    He glared at them. “Go!”  Then he looked back at all the sharp shooters. “Get lost!”  They all hesitated then slowly retreated back down the mountain. 
 
    Father was on our coms. “We are scanning a projectile weapon in that holo-recorder.”  Before I could say anything, Kate hissed. “God damn it!  Let's not play games here!  Get that goddamn fake newsman out of here with his gun in the camera and get us a real reporter, someone from Seattle so I recognize them!” 
 
    The VP looked at him. “What the hell?  Get the hell out of here before you start a goddamn war! Get me a reporter now!” 
 
    The general beside him looked embarrassed, ah it was his harebrained idea.  The VP walked directly up to us, unafraid.  “I'm sorry, I didn't know.  It may take some time to get a real one here.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It is not a problem, it was anticipated.  We shall wait.  Do you wish to wait out there or in the city?  The choice is yours.”  I looked around at all of the military helicopters in the sky. 
 
    He looked at me. “You are human, too?  You speak English.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I am Asgard.  Kara the Wild One, First Valkyrie of Asgard.  Representative of Valhalla.  I have spent a good amount of time on your planet.  But please, Mr. Vice President, call me Kara.”  I winced as I had said my own title.  Father must be having fun listening in. 
 
    He nodded, then looked back at the general. “Wanna wait in there or out here?”  I appraised the Vice President, he was in his late fifties.  In fairly good shape.  He had the solid bearing of a retired military man.  He had intelligent green eyes that were full of curiosity.  He still hadn't stopped taking in every detail of us and the city beyond. 
 
    The general shook his head.  The man was almost stereotypical.  About the same age as the other man.  Gray buzz cut hair, slightly overweight, craggy face.  His gray eyes were constantly scanning for weakness.  At least that part I could respect.  He said gruffly, “It could be a trap.” 
 
    Kate actually laughed hard at that, when she settled down she said, “Umm... they can drop a city on the top of a mountain and you think they give enough of a crap about you to set up a trap?  To do what?  Kill you?  Capture you?  They could do that at any moment.  All they want is to talk and come to a mutual understanding about a shared threat to our people, General 'I'm All That'.  We're out of here.” 
 
    She spun on her heel, what game was she playing here?  I'm sure she has a plan.  I started to turn with her.  The Vice President shouted, “No, wait!”  He looked at the general. “Didn't take you for a coward.”  I almost laughed, he was playing him like a Ragnarok. 
 
    “Fine.” The general hissed as he approached. 
 
    Kate said, “We can compromise as we wait, there are benches on the side of the portal there. We can wait there for the reporter and before any decisions are made.”  She walked to the primary shield and it dropped, she motioned toward the 'benches', which are actually triage tables for the wounded.  She sat at one and I sat beside her.   I smiled to her, I could see her fighting a smile at the corners of her lips.  She's quite a natural at this. 
 
    The VP walked unabashedly in and sat on the next bench. The General looked back, and then proceeded in and sat, then looked at the shield area, expecting it to seal us in... it didn't. 
 
    I noticed laser dots on Kate  I'm sure there were some on me as well.  Kate looked at me then sighed heavily and shook her head.  “What the hell is everyone's problem today?  General, use that little ear-bud of yours to tell one of your snipers to take the shot!  And only one!  Get it out of your system.” 
 
    He looked sheepishly at Kate, these were all anticipated things but she was quite the showman just like father.  She stood up and held her arms wide. “Do it!” she commanded.  At first I was worried about us deciding that she would do most of the talking to show we were not coercing her, but now I found myself quite enjoying that decision.  She understood human nature better than any Asgard. 
 
     The general spoke, “Sniper Foxtrot Seven, take a single shot.”  A moment later a bullet ricocheted off of Kate's face as her nano-lattice flared, her head moved back slightly from the impact.  Then she looked at the general. “Now stop being an asshole and have them stand down.” 
 
    The VP shook his head in amusement. “Do it, man.  Stop thinking you are so superior here.  Can't you follow the simple directions Miss Summers gave us last night?  Think about the enormity and significance of this event.  We are meeting aliens today.”  He said the last part with a bit of awe in his voice.  I was beginning to like this man.  For a politician he had the right attitude. 
 
    The general spoke, his voice heavy in resignation, “All sniper teams stand down.” Then he pulled the ear-bud out of his ear quickly as it gave him a feedback screech when father disabled it. 
 
    Kate smiled at the Vice President, and put her hand out to him. “Actually it is Mrs. now.  Kara here and I are bonded.”  He shook her hand then she grinned with pride, holding my hand. 
 
    He smiled genuinely and looked at both of us. “Well congratulations.  Call me Trent.”  We nodded. Then he leaned in a bit. “I'm fascinated here.  If Valhalla is here, what happened to the mountaintop?  I mean, conservation of matter and such.” 
 
    Kate looked to me with her own curiosity burning in her eyes, I smiled at them both. “Very astute, Trent.  I'm no scientist, but from what I was taught, any matter that we may displace during transition, resides in our realm until transit ends.”  They both nodded understanding. 
 
    Then we all sat in relative silence for about an hour until Randall Richards from Channel Fourteen came nervously walking up the path with a camera and a recorder.  Gaping at the city, he took a moment to film the city then turned to capture the encampment below. 
 
    He timidly walked to the portal but did not enter, examining it.  Kate stood and walked to him smiling as he turned on his digital recorder hanging around his neck. “Mr. Richards, it is so very nice to see you this morning.  Kate Summers.”  She offered her hand. 
 
    He shook her hand and attempted some humor as he looked around. “Good morning.  I hear you may have quite an exclusive for me?” 
 
    Her smile was dazzling. “I just may at that.  Care to join us?” She tilted her head toward the Vice President.  The reporter nodded and walked with her to the other men.  Introductions were made all around.  The soldier's name was General Barrett. 
 
    I smiled at the men. “Well met, gentlemen.  Now that pleasantries have been exchanged, where would you like to have our discussion, out on this marvelous mountain or in the citadel?” 
 
    Trent and Randall both looked at the city through the shield as the General looked outside instead, Trent spoke first as he stood, “Personally, I'd love to see more of your city!  Any complaints gentlemen?” 
 
    Nobody voiced their complaint, so I smiled again. “Splendid!  Shall we, gentlemen?”  I turned to lead the way with Kate hanging on my arm, displaying our backs to the men, allowing them to know we were no threat and the choice was theirs to follow. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 11 – An Accord 
 
    As we reached the inner shield, the outer shield raised.  I glanced up at the dome, still amazed and proud that mother was creating it.  She was the true definition of Valkyrie! 
 
    The Einherjer parted for us to proceed.  After a slight pause the men followed behind us, looking back as the Einherjer closed ranks again.  The inner shield raised. 
 
    We paused for a moment as Kate turned to the men and pointed up.  They looked to see us all projected on the dome.  She advised them. “So that everyone outside can bear witness to what transpires here today.”  We could just make out her voice booming down into the valley. 
 
    Trent was trying to hide his smile. “You've certainly put a lot of thought into this.  Transparency is worth a thousand meetings.” 
 
    We marched up to father, Tyr, and Mist, then stopped.  The three men were staring at father.  He was an imposing man.  Kate spoke in English and I echoed her words in Asgard, “Gentlemen, let me introduce you to Second Valkyrie of Asgard,  Mist the Hidden Cloud.”  She held her forearm in front of her after I repeated.  Kate looked at the men then stood in front of Mist and bumped forearms, then moved down the line. 
 
    The men repeated the greeting as Kate called out titles while I echoed, “Trent Morgan, Vice President of the United States of America, ruling caste... General Arnold Barrett of the United States Armed Forces, Einherjer caste... Mr. Randall Richards, citizen information caste.  Then Mist said, “Well met.”  I echoed in English and the men repeated it.  Trent in Asgard. 
 
    Kate greeted Tyr. “Captain of the Einherjer, First Protector of the Gate, Tyr Hand of Justice.”  The other men followed.  Tyr said, “Well met.”  The others echoed in Asgard without translation. 
 
    Then Kate stood in front of father, shielding her eyes a bit as she spoke with a tinge of awe in her voice, “Well met, father.”  She said that in Asgard, father tilted his head with a slight smile.  Then she greeted him, grasping his forearm and returned to English with great pride. “Gentlemen, this is Odin of Asgard, Ruler of the Realm, First Scientist, and Protector of the Innocent.” 
 
    Father grasped each forearm for a more formal greeting, booming in English to each man. “Well met!” They followed suit, looking sufficiently intimidated.  I had to fight back a smile, knowing this imposing man is naught but a scientist at heart, playing his role.  Viciously loving Asgard and doing all in his power to protect it.  I love him truly. 
 
    Kate turned to the men. “Would you gentlemen like these three to accompany us in our first discussions, or would you prefer only Kara and I?  We speak with Odin's voice for all of Asgard, plus it would belie any suspicion of altered translations.”  She looked straight at the general when she said that part.  Then she continued. “Asgard tech will have adapted to English in mere days.  In future discussions, Odin would be able to speak with you in English.” 
 
    The three men looked to each other while Mr. Richards was filming everything.  He looked out from behind his camera and said, “I'm here to document, so it is your call guys.” 
 
    Trent spoke up, “Since this is so informal at this time, how about just the five of us?”  The others nodded, and Kate turned to Odin and spoke in Asgard, “They wish the first meeting to be with just Kara and I 'father'.”  He smiled down on her and nodded.  Without a word he turned and walked off, Tyr and Mist in tow. 
 
    Mr. Richards looked from behind the camera. “He's quite... imposing.  But I guess a Norse god should be.” 
 
    I chuckled with a fond smile. “That is father.  But Asgard are not gods.  You are more Asgard than you know.” 
 
    We entered a wind rider and I sat at the controls while Kate made the men comfortable in the seats behind.  The General, looked around the craft. “What kind of armament does this have?” 
 
    I glanced back almost appalled. “None.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “If you have been fighting these... Ragrock forces, what kind of weapons do you use?  What is your battle strength.” 
 
    Mr. Richards corrected him.  “Ragnarok.  Didn't you learn this stuff in school?” 
 
    Kate unholstered her energy weapon and handed it to him. I had to suppress a laugh, she knew exactly what she was doing, essentially handing him an inert piece of plasti-steel since it was encoded to her, and feigning misunderstanding.  “These are the Asgard sidearms.  As for battle strength they have six.  Seven if you include me.” 
 
    He was examining the weapon and spoke slowly to her like a child, “We found one of these on the mountain by those bodies, but it dissolved when we tried to disassemble it.”  Then he accused her, his voice incredulous. “I saw the soldiers out there, there were at least a hundred.” 
 
    I spoke, “Those are the Einherjer, the Gate Guardians, they prevent entry into the city and do not leave the city gate, they are four hundred strong.  Six of us... seven, sorry, Kat... take the battle to the Ragnarok on the field.” 
 
    He snorted. “Seven of you against an army?  What weapons could you possibly use to accomplish that?” 
 
    I took exception to this.  I looked back at him with fire in my eyes and spoke coldly, “We ARE the weapon!  We are Valkyrie!  We defend the weak!”  I punched up a holo-display that flared in the middle of the rear cabin, and keyed in 'Valkyrie Battle'.  I was shocked when the first holo-vid that started playing was entitled 'Kara's Stand'. 
 
    I watched as a horde of hundreds of Ragnarok streamed toward the gates of the citadel, the Einherjer valiantly holding the line were faltering.  Then a wind rider swooped down and plowed into the front of the enemy ranks.  Suddenly, I was there, leaping high over the wreckage with energy crackling around my nano-lattice.  My blood chilled hearing my own battle cry, it didn't sound Asgard, it was primal...  I seemed lost in rage. 
 
    I watched myself wade into them, bodies flying, nano-lattice flaring, carbon blades striking at me from all sides.  I felt my stomach tighten as I relived the battle. The action sped up as the time indicator slid forward to an hour later before slowing back down.  I was still holding, bodies of the enemy lay all around me, I was snarling at the hoard in defiance. 
 
    Then it time shifted again to hours later, my armor was all but destroyed, I was heavily wounded and covered in blood.  I looked like a feral beast shredding at the enemy, my heart quickened, I felt tears stinging at my eyes.  I could see the Einherjer at the gates, holding the other Valkyrie back who were tying to join me, Mist was on her knees screaming and crying with five men holding her back.  I watched as I grabbed two Ragnarok by the throats and lifted them into the air.  I looked like an animal as I snapped their necks, then the screen went fuzzy with a single word blinking on the static... 'transition'. 
 
    Mr. Richards silently lowered his camera. 
 
    Kate was beside me and switching off the holo-display, her hand on my shoulder, eyes locked to mine.  My breathing was ragged, was that what I am?  Everyone was silent.  Then Kate turned to them with pride and a tear on her cheek. “My mate held the line.  And there are seven of us!  WE are the citadels armament.  We are Valkyrie.” 
 
    The general handed back the energy weapon to Kate without a word, his face was a mix of fear and respect.  I took a deep breath and shook it off, then lifted us into the air.  I turned back to address everyone as Kate sat. “Would you like an air tour of the citadel before retiring to speak?” 
 
    Trent, cleared his throat and looked to be clearing his thoughts as well. “That would be wonderful.” Then he leaned in to whisper to Kate, but I still caught it, “Is she OK?  She looked a little pale.” 
 
    Kat whispered back, “She was left behind on Earth as Valhalla escaped.  She's been stuck on Earth for five thousand years, battling the remaining Ragnarok here until the Asgard finally returned.  That was her stand, I think it caught her off guard.  But she is Valkyrie.  Have you ever seen such heroism?” 
 
    I blushed at her praise as I lazily flew us in a spiraling circle around the city.  The men had suitably impressed and excited looks on their faces as I touched down at the central spire.  We disembarked and as we made our way through the building I explained. “Since this is just an informal meeting to set up an accord and future discussions, we felt it best to do so in a relaxed environment.  Our quarters seemed best.” 
 
    We arrived and the guards at the door stepped to me and made a show of handing me their sidearms, which I handed to the general to his shock.  Everything was choreographed to put the humans at ease.  We entered, and Arina rushed to Kate's side, and began removing her cape as I removed my own. 
 
    Mr. Richards smiled and looked to us. “Your daughter?” 
 
    Kate chuckled. “Heavens no. We've only been bonded for a day.  This little one is a couple thousand years old.  Don't let her looks deceive you.  Asgard lifetimes are measured in eons.  I can't believe she insists on me introducing her like this but...”  I echoed her in Asgard as she continued, “Gentlemen, this is Arina the Whispering Breeze, Second to Kate the Raging Storm, First Valkyrie of Earth and daughter to Odin of Asgard.”  
 
    Kate rolled her eyes then turned to Arina. “Arina the Whispering Breeze, this is Trent Morgan, Vice President of the United States of America, ruling caste... General Arnold Barrett of the United States Armed Forces, Einherjer caste... Mr. Randall Richards, citizen information caste.” 
 
    She offered her forearm to each and to her credit, the little one said in English to each, “Well met.”  Then she scurried off to the service port and had refreshments on the table in the seating area as we all sat.  Very 'efficient'.  My lips quirked in a smile. 
 
    She looked nervously to Kate. “Can humans handle our mead?  I know you can, you are Valkyrie.  I can have water sent up.”  Then she squished up her face and shivered.  “Or fruit juice.” 
 
    Kate turned to the men as they were looking over the offerings and spoke, I echoed in Asgard for father on my coms and Arina, “Gentlemen.  Arina would like to know if you would like water or juice instead of the mead.  It is quite strong.” 
 
    Kate and I were now in the mode of echoing the other in Asgard when we each spoke in English or the humans spoke. 
 
    Mr. Richards and Trent took experimental sips.  Randall smiled. “No, I'm good.”  The other two men opted for water which Arina had for them in moments. 
 
    I stood. “Before we begin, I do wish to point out again the impending threat of a Ragnarok attack. They know our location and I do not know how many remain on their ship.  That will be irrelevant once their reinforcements arrive.” 
 
    The general blustered. “We'll be ready to repel any attackers.”  He made it clear he meant Asgard as well with a glare toward me. 
 
    I glared back at him. “Do not underestimate the Ragnarok.  They have subjugated another planet already with less than the force arriving.  The Valkyrie will respond to protect the people below if this occurs.  I would suggest moving your encampment back.  I'm not saying remove them, just move them back. The Ragnarok will view you as secondary to their assault on Asgard.” 
 
    The general looked on in suspicion.  Typical military.  Kate handed a holo-pad to Trent. “This contains my after-action report for the incident in Seattle, the cabin and the battle of the gap below.  And the death of my partner, Detective Henry Adams.”  She choked as she said the last part. 
 
    She quickly showed him how to operate the pad then I added. “We will need the holo-pad back when you are done.  Any attempt to tamper with it to gain insight into our technology will cause it to dissolve into carbon and proteins. I think you already witnessed this with Kate's energy weapon.  So please, do not try.” 
 
    Trent was scanning through the information Kate had provided then shifted his attention back to the group. 
 
    Kate asked, “Next order of business, during our talks, the Asgard would like to come and go from the citadel as needed.  No Asgard are armed nor posses the shield of the Valkyrie and Einherjer.  An escort is acceptable at those times if you deem it necessary.  Odin offers entry into Valhalla to any Earth citizens to share Asgard culture and to facilitate trade of non tech items as we reach an accord.  No weapons will be allowed within the city, and each person will be vetted by a Valkyrie or an Asgard with Valkyrie sight.  Earth citizens will have free reign of the city with or without an Asgard citizen guide... their choice.  Any restricted areas will be under guard.” 
 
    The rest of the discussion went on like that, Kate was quite the diplomat with Odin adding to or agreeing to things over our coms.  He was starting to understand English as his nanites adapted.  Arina was starting to interject useful things in English as the hour grew late.  At this rate, all of Asgard would understand English by morning. 
 
    We concluded for the day and Odin arrived at our quarters. 
 
    He spoke to the men in his familiar booming voice, using fairly good English, “Well met, gentlemen.  Would you care to feast with us tonight or retire to your encampment below?  The days of talk will most certainly draw out as we arrive at an accord.” 
 
    Trent spoke for the men, “As tempting as that sounds, I think we need to discuss things farther with our own people.  I would greatly enjoy dining with you at another time, Odin.” 
 
    Father nodded. “Understandable.  Then I will bid you a good night.  Arina the Whispering Breeze shall escort you out to the gates... or fly you down to your camp if you desire.  As Second, she speaks with the voice of Kate the Raging Storm and her authority, thus the authority of Odin.” 
 
    Trent responded with a wry smile cocking his head toward the general. “Well his lot might fire on us and try to shoot us down if we fly.  So the gates would be fine for tonight.  I look forward to our next meeting.” 
 
    Odin grasped his forearm and said, “Then till the morrow, gentlemen.” Then spun on his heel and left the quarters in a flourish.  Only to return five minutes later after we said our goodnights and Arina had led them out.  Father really is such a showman. 
 
    We all watched on the holo-display as the men exited the city and the Einherjer reclaimed their sidearms.  The dome projection ceased and father turned to us and asked, “Would you see your mother, daughters?” 
 
    I eagerly nodded and grabbed Kate's hand as we followed father into the sub levels of his workshop to a restricted access door that was guarded not by the Central Spire guard but by four armored Einherjer!  They split ranks and looked away as Father took our hands and placed them on the red access plate, slicing his finger with a knife from his tool pouch in his garments, and placing it on the plate as well.  With the contact of his blood from the almost instantly healed wound, the plate cycled and turned green as the door opened.  
 
    With a serious look on his face he said, “The door is coded to you now, daughters, only us three, and your Seconds are allowed in this room.  Now go, Geiravor awaits.” 
 
    I started into the room, but Kate didn't move.  I looked back, her face was an unreadable mask, her eyes darting between me and the room beyond.  I asked, “What is it, Kat?” 
 
    She looked down and spoke softly.  “You go.  She's your mother.  I don't want to intrude.  You haven't seen her for centuries.” 
 
    I shook my head and grabbed her hand and dragged her with me, “We are bonded.  She is your mother now, too.  And I want her to meet the human woman that captured my heart.” 
 
    She blushed then we walked through the hanging strips of plastic at the end of a short decontamination hall and we stopped short.  I heard Kate gasp beside me. 
 
    There were huge conduits of raw compressed magnetic power spidering out of a large control console in the center of which, with her arms splayed into the raging torrents of energy... was Geiravor!  Her eyes were closed and she was pale and sweating.  Her face contorted in a mixture of pain and concentration.  I could see her nanites causing her skin to ripple slightly, as they maintained her body after thousands of cycles being trapped here.  Her normally blinding aura, looking muted and tired.  And she looked to be forty Earth years instead of her mid thirties as usual. 
 
    The sheer enormity of what she was doing here crashed down upon Kate and I.  I looked upon the woman who raised me in awe.  THIS was Valkyrie!  Tears stung at my eye as we stepped in front of her, I pulled off my eye patch, Kate winced at my eye.  Then I straightened my armor and then Kate's before hoarsely saying, “Mother?” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open and her head lolled down, she squinted, trying to focus on me.  A whispering voice from a million miles away fell from her lips, “Kara?  Is that you?  I'm so tired... have I finally passed to the ages?  I had thought you to survive.” 
 
    I glanced over to Kate, she was crying.  I looked back to Geiravor who was still trying to focus on me,  my voice wavered, I tried to be strong, “No, mother!  I am here, I held the line...  I am Valkyrie!” 
 
    She straightened a bit and I saw the fog lifting from her eyes a little as a smile spread on her face, her voice stronger, “Kara!  Daughter, you have returned to us!  I always professed to Odin that you would.  The Ragnarok is naught against the fury of Kara the Wild One.  I have missed you so much, daughter.  I am sorry for my current... weakness.” 
 
    I stood taller with pride as a tear rolled down my face, then I hoarsely choked out, “And I have missed you, mother.  There is none stronger than Geiravor, true wielder of the Odin's Spear!  Savior of Valhalla!” 
 
    I leaned in and pressed the back of my hand against her cheek as was our custom.  Her eyes flew wide and the power through the couplings flared.  She was suddenly quite lucid as she locked eyes with me.  She then glanced down and took in my appearance. “What is this new power surging through you? It reinforces me!” 
 
    I looked to the floor. “Father says an evolution of our nanites. We are now the next level of Valkyrie.  Myself, and Kate the Raging Storm here.” I glanced over to Kate. 
 
    Mother looked beside me for the first time and almost closed her eyes, trying to shield them. “Odin's beard!  Such an aura, child.  Kroth, but you are a bright Valkyrie.” 
 
    Kate looked nervous like she didn't know what to say, I removed my hand from mother's cheek and the power regulation levels dropped, I could see the strain returning to mother's face.  Quickly I returned my hand. 
 
    I made the introduction. “Mother, this is Kate the Raging Storm, First Valkyrie of Earth.  She has stood by my side and held the line against the Ragnarok with valor to ensure Valhalla's safe transit.  She has laid claim to me and I reciprocated.  She is your daughter.” 
 
    Mother's eyes lit up and I saw the compassionate smile that I had not laid eyes on for five thousand years.  She spoke softly to Kate, “Well met, daughter.” 
 
    Kate swallowed and kept eye contact as she spoke, “Well met, mother.  The legends of your deeds pale when compared to witnessing the real thing.” 
 
    Mother chuckled as she glanced at me. “Quite the charmer.  I can see how she got you to bond.  I had thought that Tyr or Mist would finally claim that victory.” Then she looked back at Kate. “Come, daughter and greet me properly.” 
 
    Kate stepped up and questioned me with her eyes, I glanced down at her hand then she raised it and laid the back of her hand to mother's other cheek and we all squinted as the power conduits flared to blinding intensity. 
 
    Mother smiled. “Kroth!  I have not felt so alive in thousands of cycles!  The two of you are... spectacular!  I pity the Ragnarok that dares stand against you.  How are your feeding me this power?” 
 
    We removed our hands and the regulators dropped back down.  I shrugged. “I do not know, mother. Father has not had the chance to determine the nature of our new evolution.” 
 
    I saw Kate noticing the chair beside mother and the bowl of water and the cloth sitting on the console near some fruit.  She grabbed the cloth and dipped it in the water and started wiping down Geiravor's skin, the power fluctuating with each stroke.  Mother looked around. “Where is Odin? It is rare for him to leave my side.” 
 
    I said softly, as I reached for the fruit and started feeding mother, “He is tending to smoothing relations between the modern humans and Asgard and preparing to meet the pending Ragnarok arrival. He wanted us to see you alone. 
 
    She chuckled. “That sounds like your father, playing the powerful ruler while we know him to be soft with the women of his family.”   We all chuckled at that. 
 
    A moment later Odin was rushing into the room, his voice booming. “What is happening!?  The dome fluctuates with power!”  Kate dropped the cloth and stood up quickly. 
 
    Geiravor laughed. “Contain yourself, Odin.  Our daughters have just come to visit.  They are remarkable.  Their new power invigorates me.  Kate, please continue, that felt divine.” 
 
    While father blustered, Kate timidly retrieved the cloth and dipped it in the water and continued. Each time she connected, the power flared.  Odin ran to their side with his nano-diagnostic-paddle out, “Your two nanites seem to be... communicating? ...with each other as you contact.  Are they teaching each other?” 
 
    Mother smiled. “Kara, would you show your father your power combined?”  I reached out and placed the back of my hand on her cheek.  Father shielded his eyes as the power regulators released more energy. 
 
    He was in scientist mode where nothing else existed as he muttered to himself,  “Fascinating... the new nanites seem to be more efficient.  They are teaching the system to utilize the power in an optimum fashion.  The older nanites seem aware of my daughters.”  He was taking readings from all of us and the console. “Their capacity to teach and learn are at exponential levels due to the neural network.  This could be the answer we need.” 
 
    Geiravor tutted with a soft look on her face. “My love, you have transitioned away from us again.” 
 
    Odin came back to our reality. “Sorry my love, this is significant.”  He turned to us. “Girls, when we have normalized things with the humans.  We need to investigate this, we may be able to train the shield to maintain itself without Geiravor's sacrifice.” 
 
    We both nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    After a time visiting with mother, it was late, so we retired to our quarters, father staying with mother in the chair.  I had the distinct impression that that is where he has slept for the thousands of cycles mother has been in that room. 
 
    We prepared for bed and Kate slid in front of me so I might hold her.  Though this room now felt foreign to me, Kate felt like home.  I found myself longing to complete my healing as I held her. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 12 – Probing Attack 
 
    In the morning, I lay in bed watching Kate sleep, memorizing her every curve.  It amazed me how such a strong and dangerous woman could look so peaceful and innocent as she slept. 
 
    She smiled with her eyes still closed. “You're staring at me, Kara.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Indeed.”  Then I embarrassed myself by showing insecurity. “Kat, would it offend if I... claimed... exclusivity?” 
 
    She opened her eyes and cocked an eyebrow, bidding me to continue.  I elaborated hesitantly. “I have grown more accustomed to Earth society than I would care to admit.  I dare say I feel like a visitor in Asgard now.  I feel I do not wish to share our bed with others.  But I wouldn't presume to limit your choices.  I have yet to bed you properly so haven't the right.  You appear to be... popular... with my comrades.”  Does this make me less of an Asgard?  If so, what am I?  I just did not want to share my mate. 
 
    She laughed softly. “You Asgard, and your drink, sex and valor.  I would only ever want exclusivity with you, Kara.”  She laid a warm hand on my cheek and I leaned into it. 
 
    “Done.  Then I claim the right.” I asserted, reveling in our contact again.  Then I pulled back from her temptation, this Earth woman is like a drug to me.  I smiled at her.  “What shall we do today?  Odin will be handling the talks from this point forward.  We are free to explore the city if you wish.  Though I would like to see mother again this day.” 
 
    She nodded with a smile. “Yes, I believe I would like that.  It seems we have been busy non stop since Valhalla arrived.  A relaxing day with you sounds wonderful.” 
 
    I heard the main doors to the quarters open with Arina's tone, then glanced at the chronometer.  I grinned, Kate's 'efficient' Second.  This was going to be a standing point of humor with us I could tell. 
 
    We prepared for the day and donned ruling caste garments and made our way to the main room. Arina had of course already had breakfast ready in the seating area.  We ate and gossiped while watching the progression of the talks on the feeds from every console.  It seemed that other governments want to join in as they feel threatened by just one country having access to us. 
 
    I asked after many of the places I enjoyed in Valhalla only to have Arina inform me that many were destroyed in the city bombardment.  During that transition, Odin's powerful portable shield generators, which he had developed, finally failed in the 'Fall of the Twenty Three'.  That was what the battle was named where the valiant Valkyrie battled for cycles to take out the weapon emplacements surrounding the city before the dome was in place.  Losing twenty three of the most heroic women of the realm, and hundreds of innocents in the bombardment. 
 
    She told us of Mist's relentless charges into the breach, going after the final emplacements with the call to arms that repeatedly gave the remaining Valkyrie strength. “Aspire to Kara's Stand!”  Always determined to do my memory proud and live up to the legacy, this choked me up a little.  I could see Kate having similar trouble maintaining her composure. 
 
    Arina then stood tall and said, “I can only hope that one day I will be Valkyrie.  I pray for the Valkyrie sight.” 
 
    I looked to her and spoke plainly, “Pray you do not.  The curse of the Valkyrie is to shoulder the violence that all Asgard find repugnant, so that the innocent and weak may survive...  and to be able to see the violence in others, even loved ones.” 
 
    She looked down, suitably in deep thought as I continued hoarsely, voicing the words we dare not utter, knowing I was safe.  This girl is Kate's Second, an extension of her and would never repeat my words. “Most never think of the burden of the Einherjer or Valkyrie.  Most citizens are unaware of this, but Valkyrie, loosely translated from ancient Asgard, means 'cursed protector'.  The valor is our only respite as our own ethics are bent when we meet violence with violence.  The sense of honor in protecting those who cannot protect themselves leaves us a small measure of self respect.  The greater the valor, the more we can forgive ourselves.  We strive for that forgiveness and the forgiveness from all Asgard for what we do.” 
 
    Kate's hand was on my cheek.  I took a deep breath and released it.  She dropped her hand to grasp mine and lace our fingers. 
 
    I changed to a lighter tone with a smile. “We should get going.  There are wonders to be seen.”  We finished our mead and headed out the door. 
 
    I cannot remember the last time I had such fun.  Arina gave us a tour of the city as though we were tourists, and I sadly felt that way.  It was still difficult to reconcile with myself that this was once again my home.  It was unnerving, all the people I did not know looking at Kate and I an awe.  I spent so many years hiding myself away from attention on Earth, it was odd that I was in a spotlight now.  Had my perceptions changed so much from my time on Earth?  I looked to Kate's hand in mine and smiled and relaxed immediately, THAT was my home. 
 
    We bartered in the bazaar and near mid-day, ate at a vendor in the square.  I needed mead!  We drank heartily.  We joked and visited, I learned of Kate's childhood, and she of mine.   We listened as Arina shared her experiences.  Before we knew it it was late afternoon.  We watched a holo-feed in the square of the humans being shown to the gate after another day of talks. 
 
    Kate stumbled as I felt a huge chill in my spine.  We both snapped our eyes to the sky, scanning, but not seeing anything.  I hissed. “We need to get to father!” 
 
    We ran to a console in the nearest vendor booth and I entered my access override, a moment later Odin filled the holo-screen.  Before I could speak he said, “We know, daughter, we just picked it up. Their ship has captured an asteroid and set it on a collision course with the citadel.  It will strike with over ten terabarr of kinetic energy.  That may test the limit of the dome to convert the energy to something we can absorb into our system.” 
 
    Kate was quickly asking what ten terabarr was.  I did the quick calculation in my head. “That would be two of your megatons.”  I looked at my father's calculations scrolling past below his face. “It will strike in thirty minutes.” 
 
    She looked at me then turned her gaze outside the city. “I need to warn them!” 
 
    Odin nodded and adjusted something on his end. “Speak to them, Kate. I am relaying you through the dome projection.” 
 
    Kate stood in front of the console and I saw a giant version of her on the dome.  “People at the base of the mountain, the Ragnarok have diverted an asteroid onto a collision course with Valhalla.  It will strike in less than thirty minutes, with about two megatons of kinetic force.  Odin does not know if we can absorb that much energy, if we fail the entire mountain and the valley you are in will be destroyed.” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “Please evacuate, get as far away as you can!  Godspeed everyone!” 
 
    Odin ended the transmission then sent a similar message to every console in the city.  People were panicking and clearing the square almost immediately.  We made our way back to the central spire and to father's workspace. 
 
    He looked to us and placed the backs of his hands on our cheeks and said, “Ten kalts.” 
 
    I looked at Kate before she could ask. “Close to ten minutes.” 
 
    She looked surprisingly calm. “If it fails, it won't matter if we are inside our out will it?” 
 
    Odin shook his head. “No, and there will probably be a Ragnarok attack on its heels.”  Arina's eyes went wide at that, then looked to us and ran out of the room.  Where is she going? 
 
    Kate grabbed my hand. “Come with me, love?”  I nodded and followed her.  Once we got outside the central spire she scanned the heavens, never releasing my hand.  We looked to where there appeared to be an atmospheric disturbance that seemed to be growing. 
 
    It came in at such speed that we almost didn't see it as it broke through the clouds. A streak barely registered in my eye and the city shook violently, the dome flaring to a blinding intensity.  For a long second, time seemed to stop, then the dome faltered but came back to life. 
 
    Our eyes snapped back up and we saw a rain of red auras coming down toward the valley.  Kate and I were sprinting to a wind rider instantly.  We got in as we saw Arina running out of the central spire toward us, carrying two sets of armor.  That's what she was doing! 
 
    She entered the rider at a run, throwing the armor down and snapping the door shut, then turned to us. “Prepare, Valkyrie!  I shall get you to the gate!”  I shook my head at the efficient girl. 
 
    She smoothly piloted us toward the gate as Kate and I donned our armor.  Then I was on the coms with Tyr.  “Status!” 
 
    His voice responded, I set the relay to father, “The portal shield did not survive the strike, looks to be about two hundred or more Ragnarok coming up the mountain.  A few have broken off the main group to attack the Earth warriors that did not heed your evacuation warning.  All Earth vessels were knocked from the sky by the electromagnetic discharge that our systems could not absorb.” 
 
    I took it all in, Kate's eyes had flared at the mention of the human casualties and the impending Ragnarok attack on the remaining ones.  I spoke, “I will take Kate and we will protect the humans.  The other Valkyrie are to hold the line at the gates with the Einherjer.” 
 
    I looked at Arina. “As soon as we land at the gates, little one, you need to get out quickly.  Time is of the essence, every moment counts.  Kate and I will try to fly low to avoid needle mine strikes in the air.”  I turned to Kate. “When we arrive, if the battle has already begun, prepare to jump out of the moving wind rider.” 
 
    Arina brought us to full power and we rocketed toward the main gate at well over a hundred miles per hour, she wasn't slowing. “Little one!” 
 
    She called back. “No time!  Just get ready to jump!”  She took us within ten feet of the ground and threaded the needle at the gate, the force of us passing made the Einherjer stumble.  Arina has no fear!  She followed the terrain at just above tree level right toward the encampment below.  We could see gunfire and energy weapon fire.  I overrode the doors and they opened on either side like wings. 
 
    Kate was already taking her position at the opposite door, nodding at me.  Arina was counting down. “Five, four, three, two, one, JUMP!”  We were out and tumbling along the ground, nano-lattices flaring until we both came up on a knee.  We were in between both forces.  Well timed little one!  The humans were not faring well.  I took a second to watch the wind rider arc back toward the citadel. 
 
    She raised a wing slightly too high and I saw the light of a needle mine lance through the wing. “Kroth!” She was dropping into the trees.  I heard Kate mirror. “Shit!” 
 
    Those krothing needle mines were a Ragnarok tactic to keep the fighting on the ground.  Anything higher than twenty feet above the terrain or vegetation would have hundreds of needle sized lasers fire from the mine which was generally at the top of each foot soldier's pack, shredding anything above it at light speed so it was impossible to evade.  Father had been working on a way to lattice our wind riders to absorb such energy long ago, I don't know if work had progressed since I was last at Valhalla. 
 
    I turned my attention to the twelve or so advancing Ragnarok.  After Kate and I absorbed the first couple energy weapon blasts from them, they all threw them down and pulled their carbon blades.  I glanced up the mountain to the larger force about to engage the Einherjer.  Kate yelled back to the humans, “Stay back!  If any break through, take them down, men!” 
 
    Kate's battle cry matched mine as we met the charge of our opponents, our nano-lattices flaring with each strike.  I had to admire her technique, it was odd to see a Valkyrie fighting in a mixture of Earth styles.  She made it look almost graceful, like dancing.  I however, have always been about brute force. 
 
    We each grabbed a carbon blade from fallen opponents and hardened them.  Driving back the group, I saw a three man team skirt around us.  Moments later automatic weapons fire sounded.  Six were striking Kate from all directions.  Before I could panic, she dropped to a knee spinning, cutting deep into all their legs. 
 
    With a smile, I finished off the rest.  I was a little off without my depth perception... I'll be glad to get my eye back.  I watched an arm wound heal.  We both spun toward the humans.  Good, they had taken down the three and were regrouping, tending to their wounded.  I turned my gaze up and saw nano-lattices flaring at the gate. 
 
    Kate was already aware, yelling at the men as a deep cut on her face healed, “Get to safety. We'll take the battle to them!” 
 
    A man in a lieutenant’s uniform yelled back, “But there are only two of you!  Wait for reinforcements!  We've called back down the mountain!” 
 
    I fell for Kate all over again as she started sprinting up the mountain with me, yelling back, “We ARE the reinforcements!  We are Valkyrie!” 
 
    We ran shoulder to shoulder, she looked over at me with a grin. “Hi.” 
 
    I answered her grin with one of my own. “Hi yourself.” 
 
    A minute later we reached the back of the enemy, my voice booming out in my best impression of father as I yelled, “Turn, and face the daughters of Odin!”  This had the desired effect as it split their line, half concentrating on the gate and half toward Kate and I. 
 
    Just before we clashed I saw the remaining Valkyrie holding back the assault twenty feet from the gate.  The Einherjer looking upset at the line as they wanted to aid them, but they would not engage unless the Ragnarok reached them.  Einherjer do not advance, they hold the line!  Mist was throwing Ragnarok around like rag dolls. 
 
    We waded right into the middle of the enemy force, back to back... Kate fighting right, me fighting left.  She had retrieved a second carbon blade and hardened it.  With one in each hand, virtually no blows were getting through her defense. 
 
    I grabbed one of the enemy and snapped his neck and ripped his backpack off, I pointed it into the horde and shorted the sensor on the needle mine with my static trick, covering my hand so nobody could observe the electric pulse.  The mine went off, shredding twenty of the enemy. 
 
    I was happy with Kate’s restraint, for not using Odin's Spear.  We did not want any Asgard to witness it if it could be helped.  We did not want to give our own people any more reason to fear us than they already do. 
 
    I saw a man get through the Valkyrie, just to be struck down by none other than Tyr at the line.  He took the Ragnarok down with a single blow to the chest, that Einherjer always did like to show off.  More had broke off from the main group to attack us. 
 
    I yelled to Kate as we were slowly being overwhelmed, “To the gate!  We will hold with the other Valkyrie!”  She nodded and took a huge leap, clearing a dozen men and battling her way forward. 
 
    I followed suit.  We continued this until we landed beside Mist.  Without looking over I yelled to her, a smirk on my face, “Well met, Valkyrie!” 
 
    She responded with a tinge of humor in her voice, “Well met, Valkyrie!” 
 
    I glanced to all the Valkyrie and yelled. “Shall we push, Valkyrie!?  Show them who we are!?  We shall protect the innocent!  Push!”  As one, the Valkyrie line started moving forward, driving back the sheer numbers trying to reach the gate.  Blades swinging, nano-lattices flaring, energy weapons tearing through the hoard. 
 
    The battle raged for an hour, there were just a few Ragnarok left, then we heard automatic weapons fire.  The lieutenant from below must have finished evacuating his men and then climbed up to battle alone.  Humans continue to surprise me.  He took out two.  But the remaining two Ragnarok charged him, Mist was suddenly in front of the soldier calling back in English, “Why do you engage beyond your line Einherjer?  Leave the advance to Valkyrie!”  She drove a blade through the chest of one opponent as I caught up and grabbed the last from behind and snapped his back with a solid punch. 
 
    The Einherjer cheered from the line.  We looked at the scores of bodies strewn about.  Mist advanced to the human soldier to admonish him for breaking his line, not understanding the differences between our cultures. 
 
    Kate was running down the mountain a moment later... I suddenly realized why and was following.  We arrived at the wreckage of the wind rider which had already started dissolving into carbon and proteins, but Arina was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    We started picking through the trees back toward the citadel and found her staggering toward the gate, bloodied and torn up, her arm bent at an unnatural angle.  Her injuries seemed to be healing too slowly.  Then I shook my head as I realized why... I always forget the difference between normal Asgard nanites and Valkyrie nanites. 
 
    She looked back when she heard us, she whispered, “Well met, Valkyrie.”  Then her eyes rolled back into her head and she fell forward just to be caught by Kate who had tears in her eyes.  She lifted Arina like a toy and cradled her in her arms and started running and leaping back up the mountain, I moved ahead and led the way. 
 
    We reached the line and didn't pause for the Einherjer to open a hole, we vaulted them and ran straight to medical triage.  Kate was muttering, “Stupid girl... stupid, stupid girl.” 
 
    The healers went to work on her immediately, ushering us out of the room so they could do their jobs. 
 
    Once we were in the lobby Kate spun to face me. “What was she thinking!?  She's not a warrior!  She shouldn't have been out there!  She could have been...”  I didn't know what to do so I kissed her mouth to shut her up.  It had the desired effect. 
 
    Then I placed a hand on her cheek... in public... and said, “By saving time, she saved countless humans.  Without resorting to violence.  To me, that is valor.  Let her have this.” 
 
    She sobbed into my shoulder. “She's my responsibility, Kara!  I thought I had lost her, like Henry...”  I shushed her and held her until she got herself back under control. 
 
    She straightened and looked around embarrassed, then spoke, “We should find out about casualties and contact the humans.  God.  I'm calling them 'the humans', that seems so strange to me.”  She smiled a little. 
 
    I smiled back at her, I understood more than she knew, feeling neither human nor Asgard.  We left instructions for the healers to contact us immediately when Arina regained consciousness.  Then we walked back out to the gates. 
 
    Healers were there tending to the Valkyrie at the gate, the Einherjer did not engage except when the one Ragnarok that broke the Valkyrie ranks and was dispatched by Tyr.  So mostly just minor injuries to Valkyrie which will be handled by nanites, and one major injury to Herja's left leg.  She was fighting with the healers to just allow her nanites to handle the “little scratch”.  I grinned.  I had always admired her fire. 
 
    This brought up the question... I hit a com console at the gate with Kate beside me. “Father?” 
 
    He responded immediately. “Yes, daughter?” 
 
    I asked the question on all the Valkyrie's minds, “Why was their attack so light?  Was that all that remains on their orbiting ship, or was it a probing attack?” 
 
    He paused a moment. “I believe it was a probing attack to see if the kinetic strike with the asteroid worked.  To a degree it did, the portal shield, our old technology, did not hold.  They know this now as our weak point.  But that is where the Einherjer have always held, so 'weak' would not be the word I would ever use to describe the gates.” 
 
    Then he continued quieter. “Your mother is very tired right now, she says that it struck her like a physical blow.” 
 
    Kate spoke up, “I will attend to mother as soon as I get word of Arina.  You two need to strategize a way to handle a repeat of this and communicate everything with the humans.” 
 
    Odin squinted his face etched with concern. “What of Arina?” 
 
    I replied, “She is the one who piloted the wind rider to get us to the humans in time to protect them. It was a spectacular flight, she showed great valor without committing violence.  But a needle mine shot down her craft on her return.  The healers have her in medical triage now.” 
 
    I looked over to the line.  “And we appear to have another guest as well, a human soldier who ascended the mountain alone to join us in battling the Ragnarok.” 
 
    Odin nodded. “I will attend to both.”  Then he disconnected. 
 
    Mist came walking over looking concerned. “How is the little one?  I have never seen such bravery from an innocent.” 
 
    Kate nodded with pride. “She is something else, isn't she?  The healers are working on her now.  Her nanites are working on her, too.” 
 
    Mist nodded then looked at us closely, watching our injuries heal. “You should be attended to as well.” 
 
    Then Mist turned to me with a quirky smile full of conspiracy. “Do you think Odin would take exception if I were to bed that human Einherjer?  He showed exceptional valor advancing from his line alone to do battle.  Did you know they have no nanites to heal with?  So they risk all.  I find that... tempting.” 
 
    We all laughed.  It was a cathartic release after battle.  Then she leaned in again and looked to Kat. “But seriously, do you think the human would find me acceptable?” 
 
    Kate snorted. “Since on a scale of one to ten, all Valkyrie of Asgard are twelves.  I think there may be an excellent chance that he would sever his right arm to be with you Mist.” 
 
    “Good!  He is titled too...  Jeffery of Texas!”  She said in wonder as Kate and I cut back a snort. 
 
    Mist looked over to where the soldier was speaking with Tyr. “Oh kroth!  I have to get over there before Tyr steals him out from under me!  Goodbye Valkyrie.”  She hurried off in that direction to our extreme mirth. 
 
    Kate spoke, her raspy voice wavering with humor, “Is it like a contest between those two or something?  Or do they just really enjoy sex?” 
 
    I smiled. “Actually, a little of both.  Mark my words, Tyr and Mist will be bonded one day.  They are just too stupid to realize that they love each other.” 
 
    I saw engineers already working on the shield emitters at the gate as we walked back to the medical building to wait for word on Arina.  As we chatted, I took my eye patch off for a moment, I was starting to see light and shapes with my damaged eye. 
 
    After a while a healer came walking out of the room with Arina in tow.  Bandages all over and an arm in a sling.  Kate ran to her and pulled her into a hug.  I cleared my throat, Arina was grinning in happy shock.  Kate backed off. “Oh for God's sake!  How the hell am I supposed to show my relief that she's OK if I can't hug her?” 
 
    I walked up and placed my hand on top of Arina's head.  “Good to see you on your feet again, little one.  Now NEVER do that again!  You had Kat worried out of her mind.”  I removed my hand. 
 
    Kate looked at her and rolled her eyes as she put her hand on top of Arina's head then the back of her other hand on her cheek. “Listen to Kara! NEVER again!  What were you thinking?  I thought my heart had stopped when I saw your wind rider go down!” 
 
    Arina looked sufficiently reprimanded and looked to the floor and whispered, “Did I get you there in time?” 
 
    Kate softened. “Yes... you saved the lives of many men down there.  But it was still reckless, Arina the Whispering Breeze.”  She stressed her title, causing the young one to smile from ear to ear. 
 
    Kate looked to her. “Now lets get you home.  How do I care for her, healer?” 
 
    The healer looked at Kate in confusion. “I already cared for her.”  Then the healer understood about Kate not understanding that the nanites would do everything, “Oh... the bandages can come off in the morning, but the sling stays until the bone heals fully, one maybe two days to be safe.” 
 
    Kate smiled. “Thank you.”  Then she turned to me. “I'll get her to her quarters, then go see to mother.  You meet with father and contact me when you are done.  I would like to relax with you for a bit.” 
 
    I nodded with a grin at her bossiness, then my humor was gone, replaced with arousal as she left a quick kiss on my lips when she left.  Krothing vixen! 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 13 – Armada 
 
    I checked the gates and got estimates from the engineers as to a projected time frame for repairs. Disheartening... over one Earth day.  But we could always use the more efficient portable generators. The good news was that the systems would be upgraded to the new shield specifications within a few days. 
 
    Then I went to the barracks and debriefed the Einherjer and Valkyrie and acknowledge their valor and dedication to duty in the fight. 
 
    Eventually I made my way to father's work space, he had returned from seeing Arina and the human lieutenant, Jeffery.  He was now busy analyzing the kinetic strike and the debris that wasn't vaporized on impact.  Comparing everything against the readings at the moment of impact, calculating the energy absorbed and what was dispersed.  Then relaying all that information to the core scientists and engineering caste while looking at their data as well. 
 
    He didn't notice my presence for almost ten minutes.  Then he smiled and walked to my side, placing the back of his hand on my cheek. “Well met, daughter.” 
 
    I smiled back. “Well met, father.  Have the humans been in contact yet?” 
 
    He nodded. “They reported that they lost five war airships with a total of twelve men aboard.  One civilian airship with two aboard from their citizen information caste.  And seven of their Einherjer on the field before you stopped the Ragnarok at their line.  Kate's warning gave enough time for all of their non-warriors to evacuate before the attack.”  I nodded grimly at the loss of lives. 
 
    He continued. “They have agreed to my request that their Lieutenant Jeffery Stevens be their liaison between their Einherjer caste and ours. He has shown great valor engaging beyond his line.  I do not know why their women did not advance instead of him.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I'll have to explain Earth culture and their military when we have a chance.  But for now, know that it is far different that ours.  They have one caste, soldier.  Unlike our two, Valkyrie and Einherjer.  Their men and women fight as equals to both hold the line and to advance.” 
 
    He screwed up his face.  I understood, it seemed odd to me as well but I have gotten used to it with my time on Earth.  He dropped his hand and went back to his work. “Assist me, daughter.” 
 
    The room lit up and we went to the window, the dome was flaring brightly.  Father's face looked stressed as he went to look at some readings.  I concentrated for a moment, then looked to him. “Do not be concerned father, Kate is with mother.” 
 
    We worked the rest of the afternoon and into the night, trying to figure out how to absorb more energy in case of a repeat strike, and how to reinforce the old shielding at the gate.  The dome power boost never dimmed the whole time.  Kate was still in contact with mother. 
 
    We had determined that the dome actually did fail, when we saw the faltering after the strike.  We compared the strike to mother's vitals, since she is part of the circuit.  Her heart had actually stopped at the moment of the strike.  I paled at this.  It is true she felt it like a physical blow to her chest.  Her nanites instantly had her heart beating again and the dome was restored. 
 
    If the Ragnarok saw this flicker, they may use that, even though it was less than a tenth of a second... that left an attack window.  We couldn't subject mother to that again.  We found a way to adjust the harmonics of the dome to shunt some of the kinetic energy back into the dome system power reservoir to actually reinforce the dome momentarily, and absorb more of the residual energy.  But was it enough? 
 
    Father finally looked at me. “That was good work.  But we need to rest or we will be no good to anyone come the morrow.  Go home Kara, be with your mate.” 
 
    I nodded, and made my way to my quarters. Kate was not there, she was with mother even now.  I chimed over to Arina's quarters. “How are you feeling, little one?” 
 
    Her smiling face filled the screen. “I am well.  I am ashamed for not fulfilling my duties tonight, but let Kat know I shall be there on the morrow to have breakfast ready for her.” 
 
    I suppressed a smile. “Relax, Arina, you need not be so... efficient.  Take time to relax.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I will try.” 
 
    I smiled. “Good.  Now get some sleep.  There is much to be done in the coming days, AFTER you recover.” 
 
    She tried not to look disappointed. “OK... but I can be useful.  Good night, Valkyrie.” 
 
    I sat with some mead and replayed the events of the day, trying to figure out how we could improve upon our responses. 
 
    *** 
 
    I stirred awake at the sound of Arina's entry chime.  I was asleep in the seating area, mead in hand. Arina looked startled to see me there.  Her bandages were all removed, and her arm still in the sling. Her skin was covered in scars that would be repaired once the internal damage was healed. 
 
    “Apologies, Valkyrie, I was going to summon breakfast for you two.” She went quickly to the service port.  I looked around then concentrated for a moment.  Kate was STILL with mother.  I looked outside to the still flaring dome. 
 
    Arina set food and mead on the table.  I looked at her. “Kate is with Geiravor still.  And why are you here?  I told you to rest.” 
 
    She looked at me cutely.  I had to remind myself she was an adult. I have become too accustomed to how humans of Earth age, but that grin made her seem like the thirteen year old she appeared.  Then she said, “I am Second to Kate.” The 'Ha! Take that!' look on her face made me laugh. 
 
    “Truly.” I snickered.  “Then let us eat and we can find your Valkyrie.”  The little one nodded and we chatted as we ate.  She was well versed in flight and engineering as well as medical.  And now was immersing herself into the role of a Second in the ruling caste.  It was nice to see that she tried to stay well rounded.  With our long lifetimes, it is easy to get complacent and just slip into a routine that never changes over the eons, without even realizing.  We call it the Fog of Ages. 
 
    At one point she leaned in like someone would overhear us and whispered, “Odin sought me out yesterday to commend me.”  Her eyes were sparkling.  I smiled and nodded.  Father always made sure to personally speak to people he saw worthy.  It was more personal then, and garnered reactions like this from the people.  There was a reason he was ruler of Asgard. 
 
    We finished our meal and I showered and changed into ruling caste garments.  I then called down to father, but was told he had not started his day yet.  There would be no face to face talks with the human ambassadors today, only com links with them in wake of the battle yesterday. 
 
    I made sure to send orders to the Valkyrie to clear the battlefield of bodies from yesterday but to stay on the mountain and not near the human encampment as they would most likely be nervous after seeing how advanced the enemy weapons were.  And those were just sidearms. 
 
    I removed my patch and I could see from my eye, just a little blurry, so I replaced the patch. 
 
    We made our way down to the sub levels and up to the Einherjer at the door.  They did not part.  I stared directly into one of their eyes. “Stand down, Einherjer.” 
 
    He looked worried but said, “Only Odin's family may enter.”  He swiveled his eyes toward Arina. 
 
    I glared at him and almost opened my mouth to say something.  But I deferred, I would not steal her thunder. “Little one, tell these men who you are.” 
 
    She straightened up and raised her chin in defiance. “I am Arina the Whispering Breeze!  Second to Kate the Raging Storm, First Valkyrie of Earth and daughter to Odin of Asgard!” 
 
    Their eyes snapped to the front in respect and they opened their ranks, I suppressed a laugh as I waved my hand over the access plate, it glowed green and we entered.  I looked to Arina as we walked in the decontamination corridor. “You remember your station?  What you see here, is never to be discussed.” 
 
    Her face was deathly serious. “I understand.”  We walked through the strips of plastic and I heard her gasp. 
 
    She moved to the far corner of the room to be out of the way and stood patiently. Kate was there, standing beside mother with the back of her hand on her cheek.  Swaying on her feet as her eyes kept closing from exhaustion.  Father was asleep in the chair beside them under a light blanket. 
 
    Mother saw me and had to squint her eyes tightly, she looked quite awake and happy to see me, her strong voice called out, “Kara! I'm so glad you could visit again!  Kate here refuses to leave, she has been feeding me her strength all night.  I feel refreshed, better than I have in thousands of cycles.” 
 
    Kate's eyes fluttered open, and a sleepy smile spread on her lips as she shielded her eyes to look at me. “Kara.  You are so beautiful...”  Her eyes closed and her head lolled, she caught herself and opened her eyes again.  “Sorry.  Kinda sleepy.” 
 
    I walked to her, Odin stirred as I placed the back of my hands on each woman's cheeks and the power flare lit the room.  He stood quickly, “Kara!  Thank the ages you have come.  Could you get your mate to get some rest.  She's as krothing stubborn, as you and your mother!  She insisted on staying to give Geiravor a rest after so many cycles without.  She hasn't moved from that krothing spot!  Feeding her power.” 
 
    I dropped my hands to cover my mouth from the snort that had come from it.  “You are ruler of Asgard, you should have demanded it.” 
 
    He looked exasperated, “I did!  But none of the women in my family listen to me!”  We all laughed. 
 
    He noticed Arina standing off to the side looking down and keeping silent.  He smiled then spoke to her, “Arina the Whispering Breeze, come speak to Geiravor.  I'm sure she would like to meet her new daughter's Second.” 
 
    She walked forward timidly afraid to look up, I moved aside.  Mother looked down at her with a huge smile. “Well met, Arina.  Odin and Kate have spoke to me of your valor.” 
 
    Arina's eyes snapped up at this, she had a look of pride. “Well met, Valkyrie Geiravor,  Savior of Valhalla!”  Her eyes were sparkling with the meeting of a legend. 
 
    Kate's head bobbed, and her eyes closed and opened again.  Mother looked into my eyes. “Kara, get your mate to get some sleep.  She has done me such good, I feel more alive and stronger now than I have in a long time.” 
 
    I grabbed Kate's hand and shoulder, whispering to her, “Come, Kat.”  I moved her to the chair, she didn't fight as she sat.  I looked at Kate smiling weakly at me, I think she was at her limit.  Odin laid his blanket on her with a smile. 
 
    Then both Odin and I spun and looked at the conduits realizing that the power level in the room had dropped but not by much. 
 
    He jumped to the console. “The shield programming has progressed almost twenty percent!  The continual communication between Kate's nanites and your mother's have increased the speed of the shields ability to learn.” 
 
    He took out his nano-diagnostic-paddle and scanned mother.  “Her nanites are behaving differently, like they are trying to mimic your own, but they are not as evolved.  But it has increased their efficiency.” 
 
    We looked at the sleeping woman in the chair as he continued. “If only it didn't drain her so much, we could have your mother back in mere days.” 
 
    I placed the back of my hand against mother's cheek, giving her a smile. “I can do the same.”  The power flared in the conduits. 
 
    Geiravor shook her head. “There will be time enough for that later, first take care of Kate.  I am stronger now.  She has gifted me this.” 
 
    I nodded, and released mother, the power level dropping.  Father scooped up a now sleeping Kate and handed her to me.  I smiled at my parents, then exited the room with Arina a step behind. 
 
    Arina went to her quarters as I brought Kate into our own and stripped her of her armor then laid her in our bed.  I then went out to the main room to study father's readings more.  Who knew how long we had before the Ragnarok return. 
 
    Four hours later, Kate walked out in some ruling caste garments, smiling at me and running a hand through her hair. “I thought I dreamed you in the shield room.  How long was I out?” 
 
    I grinned at her. “Not long, around four hours.  You should rest more.” 
 
    She shook her head and shrugged. “No, I'm fresh now.  I hope I gave mother some respite.” 
 
    She worries more about others than herself.  I couldn't get my grin to leave my face as I spoke, “She seems to have new life now.  What possessed you to exhaust yourself like that?” 
 
    She looked down and spoke in reflection. “She was so tired.  It reminded me of when I met you.  The centuries had worn you down on Earth.  I'd do anything to have lifted that burden from you if only for a day.  Your mother... our mother, has been in that room for two thousand years... alone.  I just wanted to lift that burden if just for a moment.” 
 
    I felt the sting of a tear. “You are an amazing woman, Kat... you know that right?” 
 
    She gave me a quick kiss on the lips. “I'm starving!”  She laughed as she went to the service port.  I sat with her as she ate, just observing her and feeling lucky that this wondrous creature had laid claim to me.  Humans were capable of so much more than I could have ever imagined. 
 
    She finished and I stood with her. “Shall we go see what we can do to help to prepare for...”  We both staggered and supported each other so we didn't fall, I was chilled to my bones, the feeling was immense, coming from above. 
 
    My hand shooting out to the console enabling coms. “Father!  The enemy armada has arrived!” 
 
    His voice boomed out. “We have them on sensors.  They are rendezvousing with the other ship.  They have mass in tow, most likely asteroids.” He looked down, then the data and views of the ships appeared on screen and on the dome for the human encampment below to see.  Readouts in English below the Asgard. 
 
    I looked to Kate and she nodded in earnest. “We will gear up and be on our way to you.” 
 
    We ran into our bed chamber and donned our armor yet again.  Can we never get a moment of peace?  We heard Arina's entry chime as we checked each others armor then proceeded to the main room.  Arina said nothing but followed us down to father's work space. 
 
    He was currently speaking with Lieutenant Stevens, General Barrett, the Vice President, Randall Richards, and Allyssa Smythe, the Governor of Washington, on the holo-screens. 
 
    As father discussed contingencies, Kate and I pulled up a topographical hologram of the area on a work table.  We had the computer map all clearings and access routes to the citadel.  Then overlay the most strategic points and probable attack scenarios.  Kate and I paled when the large clearing where the human encampment below was highlighted as the best staging area.  The Ragnarok would know that too. “Kroth!” I uttered. 
 
    I took all the data and the data we had on the Ragnarok and their weapon capabilities and put them in a data-packet and flicked my fingers toward Odin.  The information slid over to his displays and scrolled below the humans he was speaking with.  He quickly looked at it, then swept his eyes over to us with a strained look on his face. 
 
    He looked back to his screens with determination. “General Barrett, do you still possess our holo-pad?”  The general held it to the screen and nodded.  Father swept his fingers through my data and flicked it toward the general’s display and my data flared to life on the holo-pad. 
 
    Father lowered his tone and locked eyes with one display after another to underscore what he said, “You need to move your people back, away from that clearing.  The Ragnarok will see it as the best staging point for their attacks on Valhalla and will not hesitate to wipe your people out to secure it. That earlier attack was nothing... when they come, it will be in the tens of thousands.  And they know you only posses projectile weapons so they will be ready.” 
 
    Father added. “Be sure not to overfly any enemy with your airships.  They have laser needle mines that will shred anything passing over them at light speed, giving your pilots no time to react.”  
 
    The General was paging through the assessment, twisting the three dimensional hologram to look at all angles.  I could see in his eyes he was coming to the same tactical conclusion as us.  He nodded and spoke to the lieutenant, “Have the men pull back to the base of the mountain and set up artillery.  Get HQ to mobilize some armor.” 
 
    Then he spoke to father, “But we will not engage unless fired upon.  This is your fight.  You brought this upon us.  We've already lost people because of your feud.” 
 
    I stepped to father's side so they could all see me. “The Ragnarok do not care whether you fight or not.  If we fall, they will subjugate this world as they have already demonstrated on another world.” 
 
    I locked eyes with each of them in turn then stepped back away to Kate and Arina. 
 
    Father looked to the Governor.  “You should evacuate the surrounding communities and your metropolis.  If they attempt another kinetic strike and our dome fails all of your people will be at risk without our technology to absorb the blast energy.” 
 
    Allyssa gasped. “You can't expect me to evacuate a city of millions on the supposition that there may be another attack.  Do you know what chaos that will cause?” 
 
    Father shook his head. “Better chaos than having those same millions wiped off the face of your planet.” 
 
    Then he was speaking to the vice president, “Does Earth posses airships that can engage the enemy armada in space?” 
 
    Trent shook his head. “We have not advanced that far yet.  But we may be able to modify and re-task a ballistic missile to deliver a nuclear payload to orbit.  Though we would need you to supply coordinates as our radar systems can't detect the ships currently on orbit.  I'll contact the DOD.” 
 
    Odin looked at me with a raised eyebrow and I whispered in his ear, explaining Earth's nuclear weapons.  He cringed and whispered, “That would create so much dirty radiation, why do they not just utilize cold fusion instead?”  I shrugged.  I don't understand the human's thinking either, but it is what they have. 
 
    I pulled Kate off to the side. “We should strategize with the Einherjer and Valkyrie.  I'm afraid the Ragnarok will use any momentary lapse of the shield to attack.  Most likely with the same type of projectile gun placements they used on their home planet... that's what I would do.”  She nodded and I sent word for our warriors to assemble. 
 
    We got to the barracks, and before we went in I stopped at the prototype wind rider that father was trying to incorporate a lattice into.  It was in disrepair.  His engineering team had put it on low priority thousands of years ago.  But battlefield mobility has always been a weakness of the Asgard.  To be able to move Valkyrie from location to location in battle for quick reactions would multiply our effectiveness.  We would need not fear the needle mines as the lattice would absorb all energy attacks. 
 
    I pulled up the specs. “Kroth!  They have cannibalized some of the systems.  They were so close.  This would have been invaluable here in this rough terrain with limited access.” 
 
    Arina was looking at the schematics as I spoke, then she pointed out. “Ummm... Valkyrie... these systems are similar to the new power regulation systems we had developed and incorporated into the city during the reconstruction after the Fall of the Twenty Three.  I could adapt the system and this should work.  Maybe...” 
 
    I smiled at the little one.  I had forgotten she had an engineering background.  I looked at Kate. “If it wouldn't be an imposition, Kat, can we task your Second to this project?” 
 
    Kate grinned at Arina as she nodded with pride. “By all means.  Can you really do this, Arina?” 
 
    She looked at the schematics and then to Kara and I nervously. “I think so.  I mean...  Yes!  I can do this for you.” 
 
    We smiled at her and left the wind rider with Kate calling back, “You do us proud, Arina.” 
 
    We entered the barracks and I paused at the door to the briefing room, looking to Kate who gave me a reassuring nod, and we pushed through and had to squint a little at the sea of auras.  The other Valkyrie shielding their eyes as they looked to Kate and I. 
 
    This is the first time I had been in the new barracks since I returned, nothing looked familiar.  It had been rebuilt after the Fall of the Twenty Three.  Stark white walls with no adornments to distract.  Long rows of white plasti-steel tables with built in holo-consoles formed into a semi-circle facing the white podium at the front of the room.  In the center of the semi-circle were two long black  plasti-steel tables facing front. 
 
    The white tables were about two thirds filled with Einherjer, the remaining seats I knew were the men currently at the portal and men who fell bravely holding the line who have not been replaced yet. 
 
    My heart sank, looking at the two black tables... where five lone Valkyrie sat in the long expanses of empty benches.  This was all that remained of the Valkyrie of Asgard.  I heard of one girl that developed the Valkyrie sight who volunteered and is currently training under Herja, but it would be years... no... cycles, before she could join our ranks.  Kate looked at me and offered a sympathetic look as she walked over and sat next to Mist.  Bumping forearms with the women shielding their eyes around her. 
 
    Valkyrie Sigrun looked at Kate. “You are First Valkyrie of Earth, you should be at the front with Kara the Wild One, First of Asgard to discuss strategy.” 
 
    Before I could speak, Kate smiled and shook her head. “I am unversed in your ways and your capabilities.  It is best I remain here as not to distract Kara.”  Sigrun nodded with a head tilt of respect to her and all eyes turned to me. 
 
    I looked to the people in the room, I felt... inadequate.  Strategy was always mother's strong suit. I was nothing but an animal, I witnessed that in the holo-vid of my stand.  Relying on my brute force and sheer will to defeat my enemy.  Was I any better than the Ragnarok I fought? 
 
    Our unchanging methods of defending the innocents and the citadel over the millennia was faltering as the Ragnarok adapted and changed their methods of attack.  That is a lesson that Asgard have apparently not learned from the Fall of the Twenty Three.  Maybe it was our own hubris that made us assume we could keep this up indefinitely without change.  There had to be a way of modifying our defense to adapt. 
 
    An old Earth axiom suddenly popped into my head, 'the best defense is a good offense'.  For as long as there have been Valkyrie, we were the only offense of the Asgard.  Maybe it is time for us to evolve, to adapt our tactics to something different, something unexpected.  I looked across the two hundred Einherjer who have held the line again and again, each every bit as skilled a warrior as the Valkyrie.  Our wall of Asgard resistance, I could not be more proud of them.  They are as solid as the line they protect, never giving an inch, never advancing. 
 
    I stood at the podium, realizing that the room was silent and all eyes were on me expectantly.  I pulled up the data that Kate and I had amassed earlier, and flicked it with my fingers spreading wide.  The information bloomed in front of everyone in attendance. 
 
    I took one last look at the men, then glanced at the Valkyrie, and made my decision as I looked back up, addressing the room. “Well met, Valkyrie and Einherjer!  As you all know, a Ragnarok armada has reached orbit with more asteroids in tow.  Assuming each ship has two thousand Ragnarok warriors, that is a force of over sixty thousand enemy.  It is just a matter of time before they decide to strike.  Our dome faltered at the impact, I believe they will see this as their opportunity to strike.  At the moment of impact, the city is vulnerable.” 
 
    I paused, gathering my thoughts while letting that sink in. “We need to get portable shield generators distributed around the citadel in case they hit us with artillery at that moment.  We will not lose innocents!  Is that clear!?”  A roar came from the room as the men and women voiced their agreement. 
 
    I smiled at these Asgard, these unfaltering pillars of strength and conviction.  “The enemy has shown an evolution of their tactics, I think it is time for Asgard to show them that we can evolve as well.  We need to change the way we defend our people.” 
 
    I looked down, took a deep breath and then looked up in resolve. “Einherjer! I need one hundred volunteers to form a new unit... the Einherjergeir, Spear of the Gate Guardians.  It will go against most of your training and put you in great danger, possibly costing you your lives.  There is no dishonor in not volunteering.” 
 
    I felt tears stinging my eyes as every man in the room stood as one, of course Tyr was at their front.  I didn't think it possible to be more proud of these men.  The other Valkyrie were looking back at the men with just as much pride showing on their faces. 
 
    I chuckled and tilted my head in acknowledgment of the men. “Tyr, you will have all volunteers draw lots to see who will form this new unit, be sure to include any men not here who wish to volunteer, I will deny no man his honor.”  He nodded with a look of prideful determination. 
 
    Then I went about divulging my plans.  The sharp minds of Kate, Mist and Tyr adding to the strategy.  Arina's retrofit of the wind rider was paramount in these plans.  Mead and food were delivered a couple times during the day to keep us sharp.  We all went well into the night before being mostly satisfied with our plan.  If we were forced to implement it, it would spread the Valkyrie thin, but the element of surprise could turn the course of a battle. 
 
    I was noticing that at the end of the night my vision was almost back to normal and my new fingers were almost complete.  But I had that same irrational feeling that they felt fake to me.  It was purely psychological, and I knew it.  That worried me, knowing I had cracks in my psyche like that.  I knew Kate would just point out that it just made me human.  But I am Asgard... right? 
 
    I dismissed the room, everyone filtered out, leaving Kate, Mist and Tyr.  I exhaled deeply. “Kroth, I am no First!”  Kate grabbed my hand, our fingers lacing to lend me strength. 
 
    Mist shook her head at me and spoke, “That was... inspired.  I kept forgetting that it was you up there and I wasn't listening to Geiravor.”  I blushed at the comparison. 
 
    Tyr looked to be in deep thought. “I'll form the new unit and start training immediately.  This is... different than we know.  But that makes it different than the Ragnarok know.  I believe it is as you say, the next evolution of the Asgard defense.” 
 
    We said our good nights and made our way to the citadel, stopping at the prototype wind rider to find a sleeping Arina with tools still in hand.  She had admirable dedication.  Kate gently shook her awake, she looked embarrassed to be caught sleeping. 
 
    Kate just smiled at her. “Well met, Arina, you need to retire for the night.”  The little one returned the smile with one of her own on her sleepy face. 
 
    I looked at some of the work she had done, she had progressed quite far in one day.  Some of her improvised power shunt circuitry was inspired.  “This is fine work.  What is your estimate for completion?” 
 
    She looked down sheepishly. “Probably another three days, but I'm sure I can do it!” she said in earnest.  “Stand outside and watch.”  We did as we were told and she stood inside the craft and hit a panel at the door. 
 
    Lattice flared across the ship and glowed steadily for a moment, then the panel exploded into sparks and smoke.  The lattice flickered then disappeared.  Arina was grinning proudly at us as she walked out of the wind rider.  We had to chuckle a bit at the look on her face.  But truly, that was farther than father's engineers had brought it all those centuries ago before it was put off to the side.  The recent technology advancements made in the last few transitions to defend against Ragnarok attack were making the impossible a distinct possibility now. 
 
    We took another wind rider to the citadel and said our goodnights to Arina and made our way down to Odin's work space.  We walked in as he was signing off with the array of humans that had grown exponentially since we last saw him, there must have been twenty screens or more around him.  He looked weary. 
 
    Kate grabbed a chair and pulled it over to him, pulling him down by the hand into it.  Then she gave him one of her signature smiles that put you at ease.  “Well met, father.  You look exhausted.” 
 
    He smiled, looking between the two of us.  “Well met, daughters.  I am indeed tired.  Kroth, these humans can be so... frustrating.”  We all laughed at that, knowing it to be true.  “No offense, Kate.” He added. 
 
    She rolled her eyes then crooked an eyebrow in humor. “None taken, besides, am I not genetically Asgard now?” 
 
    He grinned in mirth. “Thank the ages!”  Which Kate rewarded him with a playful slap on his arm. 
 
    Then he leaned back in the chair and looked at us as Kate returned to my side.  I admit that in this short time, I cannot imagine her anywhere else  I seemed to be grounded by her presence.  Then he pulled up a holo-display for us.  “The governor has agreed to start an evacuation in a twelve grid radius.”  I glanced at Kate. “Twenty miles.” 
 
    Father continued. “Their Einherjer caste seems to be quite warlike.  Similar to the Ragnarok.  They keep discussing repugnant options... first strikes and the like.  But their ruling caste seems to temper them well.  I'm finding myself quite enjoying the intelligent humor of that Randall Richards from their citizen information caste.” 
 
    Kate chuckled, biting her cheek. “Yeah, he's kind of a smart ass.  I like that too.” 
 
    We discussed our new defensive plans with father, who seemed shocked and pleased with our ideas and preparation.  He also informed us of the huge human force building at the base of the mountain.  But they will not assist us unless provoked themselves.  They still blame us for getting them into the middle of our feud.  I couldn't blame them as it really was the fault of the Asgard that the Ragnarok exist. 
 
    Odin took a deep cleansing breath then stood. “OK, I'm going to retire to the shield room.  We can discuss more on the morrow.”  He placed the back of his hands on our cheeks as he passed.  Making his way to the elevator to the lower levels. 
 
    Kate and I went the opposite direction, going up to retire to our quarters.  It was an exhausting day.  So once again we donned our sleeping shirts and cuddled into our bed.  I'm sure that we were asleep before we could even take five breaths. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 14 – Call for Surrender 
 
    We trained the new Einherjergeir intensely over the next two days, going to bed late into the evenings, extremely exhausted. 
 
    The following morning I awoke to the coms beeping.  It was still dark outside.  I looked to the chronometer that was synched to local Earth time.  It was 4:37am.  We had adopted Earth's time units for the duration of the transit.  I waved my hand accepting the connection. “Yes?” 
 
    It was father. “You two need to get down here when you can.” That was all he said before he disconnected. 
 
    I woke Kate and she grinned at me sleepily.  I spoke quietly, “Odin needs us in his work space.”  She took a deep breath then gave me a quick peck on the lips and slid out of bed.  Laying out our armor once again.  Just once I would like to get through a day without requiring it. 
 
    Arina's entry chime sounded.  Obviously she had been woken up as well.  After a flirty time gearing up with Kate, we went into the main room and Arina had a light breakfast and mead waiting for us, Kate quirked an eyebrow at me. “Efficient.” She laughed.  I tried hard not to smile.  I failed. 
 
    She looked at us. “The alert on my information feed woke me.  I was sure you would be needed soon.  So I took the liberty of preparing for you.”  We nodded to her with grins on our faces.  We quickly ate then she left to go work on the wind rider modification while Kate and I made our way down to father. 
 
    Odin had dozens of screens up with humans representing not only the United States but other prominent nations as well.  He was busily feeding information to them.  He looked up at us as we entered and gave a tired smile, then turned to the screens.  “Excuse me for a moment, please.  I'll return in a few minutes. I need to update our First Valkyrie.”  He moved his outstretched fingers into a fist and the screens all disappeared except for his main data holo-display. 
 
    He looked at us and took a deep breath.  “The Ragnarok are calling for Earth's surrender to them and to not interfere with the destruction of the Asgard.” 
 
    He motioned and the Ragnarok commander on orbit flared to life on the holo-display.  “Humans of Earth, I am Inhaktar and we are the Ragnarok...  your superiors.  Your rulers.” 
 
    His face twisted in disgust. “You shall transmit to us your unconditional surrender immediately and cow to the rule of the Ragnarok or face annihilation.  All Earth Einherjer personnel shall surrender to be executed as per our law.  Any resistance to us, or any interference to us destroying the Asgard race and obtaining their technology, will be met with decisive deadly force and the eradication of your kind.” 
 
    He sneered. “We may be lenient on your race and spare some of your Einherjer if you hand over the rebel Valkyrie, Kara, to us.  To be summarily executed for war crimes against the Ragnarok occupation force here on Earth, spanning five thousand of your planetary orbits around its star.” 
 
    I could feel the blood drain from my face as the message started repeating and father shut it off.  I looked at him. “How have the humans responded?” 
 
    He had a serious look on his face. “It is being broadcast repeatedly on all frequencies and all languages around the planet.  Most think it is a hoax.  Some are calling for us to hand you over.” 
 
    He glanced over to Kate. “The President of your country had a most interesting response.  I believe his exact words were 'Fuck that,' which caused most of your countrymen to laugh.  My nanites are not translating.” 
 
    Kate grinned and clarified before I could. “I believe you use kroth.” 
 
    I snorted to my own embarrassment. 
 
    Father suppressed a laugh and nodded with a wry grin. “I believe I may like this leader of yours.” 
 
    We spent the next few hours reassuring the humans that we would do what we could to protect them and to rid them of the Ragnarok threat.  We did warn them that the Ragnarok have no morality, and no sense of decency.  That in the event of an attack, they will fight to the last man, and would not hesitate to kill any innocents.  More than once, the leader of another country called for my surrender to the Ragnarok. 
 
    Kate would speak to them of decency and humanity, ending with the fact that Valkyrie are dedicated to protecting the innocent, whether Asgard or human.  And no Valkyrie has ever surrendered in all of time, that they are dedicated to protecting the weak, even if it meant them losing their life in the process.  Most of the time this placated them, except a couple who wanted me to sacrifice myself for their military. 
 
    Kate and I staggered as a a huge cold shiver went down our spines, then we looked to each other as we rushed to the window to look at the sky.  “Father!” I said, emotion ringing in my voice. 
 
    Tens of thousands of dark red auras were raining from the sky, most toward the clearing at the mountain base, but some to various clearings surrounding the citadel.  We could see projectile cannons being lowered with them.  But there was something else, something bigger farther away.  I turned. “Father, there is something else!” 
 
    Odin was raising the alarm to the humans, looking at his screens, then he turned pale, and looked at us. “There is another asteroid.  Heading for an Earth population center.  It will strike with eight terabarr of kinetic energy in ten kalts.”  He did a calculation and was quickly warning the Governor that it would strike in the Tacoma, Washington area, though there was really no time to evacuate.  There was nothing to be done. 
 
    With all Asgard was capable of, there was nothing we could do to save the humans.  I felt helpless. We felt the strike from here as the ground shook and saw the plume raising into the atmosphere.  We would find out later that over three hundred thousand lives were extinguished in the strike. 
 
    Moments later, the airwaves were flooded with a message from the Ragnarok.  The commander's face had a satisfied smile as he spoke, “People of Earth, your lack of surrender will not be tolerated, nor your continued buildup of your Einherjer near Valhalla at the mountain.  This strike was an example of what we are capable of.  We once again call for your surrender.” 
 
    We saw that about five thousand Ragnarok below start to advance toward the human soldiers staging below.  We were cut off from assisting by the main body of the Ragnarok force.  Artillery and missiles fired from loitering planes started bombarding the approaching force.  All the shells and rockets were easily destroyed by needle mines.  A stealth bomber was spiraling out of the sky into the valley below.  Why are they overflying them?  We warned them about the needle mines. 
 
    We had to get down there to help the humans, they were about to be massacred.  They had no idea how outclassed they were.  Kate and I started for the door as one, but another shiver stopped us.  An alarm was going off. 
 
    “Kroth,” father whispered and looked at us as he paled.  “Another asteroid heading for the citadel. It will strike with thirteen terabarr of kinetic energy.  Eight kalts.”  He started warning the citizens of Valhalla as Kate and I ran outside and looked to the sky. 
 
    There was that same atmospheric disturbance then the streak and the ground shook as the dome flared, this was a much more substantial amount of energy to absorb than the first kinetic strike.  But the efficiency of the shield had increased.  I swear I heard mother's scream resonate across the dome as it fluctuated. 
 
    In that moment of fluctuation the city was hit from all directions from the gun emplacements that were lowered.  The portable shield generators did an admiral job of stopping the shells, but one got through, and I saw it strike our agriculture spire, tearing through some of the structure.  I prayed that not many innocents were lost. 
 
    As the dome flared back to life we started sprinting toward the wind riders.  Kate stopped before she got in then looked back to the central spire.  “What is it, Kat?” 
 
    She had a look of determination on her face. “I'll go see to mother.  I'll be there as soon as I can. You need to help the humans and do something about those guns!”  I nodded as she sprinted off. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 15 - Flight of the Valkyrie 
 
    I flew the wind rider to the main gate.  I was appalled to see the shield generators had failed against the strike again.  A portable generator was being wheeled into place.  I saw on my display that the main Ragnarok force was holding back... why? 
 
    I nodded to Tyr and Mist, they followed with the other Valkyrie and half the Einherjergeir in their new dark green armor.  I ran to the prototype wind rider and Arina,   “Little one, tell me you are finished!” 
 
    She shook her head sadly, she looked ashamed. “I still need a couple hours.  I almost have it, just one coupling left.  I'm sorry, Valkyrie.” 
 
    She was devastated, it was not her fault.  I reassured her. “There is nothing to be sorry about, you are doing an exemplary job here.  We will find another way.” 
 
    We were going to have to fly at treetop level and hope we didn't trigger any needle mines. 
 
    I had an epiphany.  Unless... 
 
    Why had we never thought of this before?  I stepped into another wind rider and placed my hand on it, I concentrated and screamed from the effort as my lattice extended over the vessel, hardening it.  I smiled, looking to the others. “Valkyrie!” 
 
    Mist placed her hands on another wind rider and almost fell to her knees with the effort, but her lattice only partially extended around the vessel.  But then suddenly encased it, hardening it as Herja joined her. We released the vessels with sly smiles on our faces. 
 
    Tyr shared our smile. “Einherjergeir!  Load up!  Remember your training!”  The men split up into two groups and loaded into the wind riders.  I stepped to Tyr before he could rejoin the line at the gates.  Grasping each others forearms, I spoke, “Hold the line Tyr.  Use the Einherjergeir when the moment is right.”  He nodded then Mist surprised me when she walked to him and kissed him quickly on the lips... in public! 
 
    She smiled at his shock. “If you should survive Kara's insane plan, I may allow you to lay claim to me.” 
 
    Tyr's smile reached his eyes. “Done!”  Then he turned and marched back to the line. 
 
    I smirked at her. “It's about krothing time!”  She slapped my arm playfully and we went to our respective wind riders.  I called the teams on coms.  “Sigrun, you take a third wind rider with the two remaining Valkyrie to take out those guns while we go defend this planet's people!”  She replied in the affirmative. 
 
    An  Einherjergeir took the controls of the vessel as I laid my hands on it bringing up my lattice, biting my tongue to stop from screaming from the effort again.  I saw the lattice bloom on the other wind riders as we took off and soared toward the portal. 
 
    Our ships passed through the shield the portable generator had erected there and we arced into the sky, with Sigrun peeling off in another direction.  We passed over the main group of Ragnarok and were struck by hundreds of needle mine strikes.  I felt my energy surge as my lattice absorbed the attack.  It was much easier now for me to maintain it.  I let loose with my battle cry over coms and was matched by Mist and Herja's. 
 
    Father joined in on the coms. “Kara.  The Ragnarok have engaged the humans.  It is a massacre, get there quickly!” 
 
    I inhaled quickly. “We are two kalts from engagement.  We have two hardened wind riders en-route with three Valkyrie and fifty Einherjergeir!” 
 
    I heard his shock. “Two?  But I thought the little one was working on one.” 
 
    I tried to keep the pride from my voice. “She is not yet finished.  It is the Valkyrie who are hardening the vessels.” 
 
    There was a long pause before he spoke again.  “You women never cease to amaze me.  You do Asgard proud.  I am linking in Lieutenant Stevens to you now.  He has a group of armored land riders circling around to attempt to take down a gun emplacement.  He would not heed my warning about the Ragnarok's capabilities.” 
 
    I shook my head.  Kroth humans were stubborn. “Patch him through.” 
 
    A moment later, Lieutenant Stevens' voice came through. “Kara, I have a M1 Tank battalion circling around north, we will try to take down the gun emplacement on your grid A5, 73.  We have to get close since we need a shallow angle of attack so those damn laser things don't knock down our shells.” 
 
    I shook my head to myself. “Jeffery, even their sidearms can penetrate your armor.  Hold back. Sigrun is taking Valkyrie to eliminate the guns.” 
 
    He chuckled. “No ma'am.  This is what we do.  You have your code and so do we.  We will defend our people.” 
 
    I could not begrudge him for that, I sighed audibly. “Then be careful and use the terrain so they have no clear shot at you.  Good luck.” 
 
    He sounded smug. “You too, Kara.  See you in the mess for beers after-action!” 
 
    I chuckled. “Done!”  Asgard aren't the only ones who enjoy their drink. 
 
    A moment later we were over the battle raging below.  The Ragnarok were mowing down the human's with energy weapons.  We were being struck by dozens of needle mines. 
 
    I spoke to both pilots on coms, “Set us down in front of the enemy!” 
 
    The ship landed and I stayed, keeping the vessel hardened as the Einherjergeir looked at me,  I barked out over coms. “Remember your training men, now go, form your line!” 
 
    The Einherjergeir streamed off the ships and formed a sparse line in front of the humans.  Their lattices flaring as energy weapons struck.  When they were all off the ships the other Valkyrie and I disembarked to stand in front of our men, facing the enemy. 
 
    I had the human commander on coms now as well as ours. “Humans.  The Einherjergeir will hold the line!  Form up behind them, use them as your shield!  Use your automatic weapons to counter the enemy!” 
 
    The two wind riders took heavy damage now that they were unshielded and started dissolving. 
 
    I looked at the Einherjergeir, sprinkled across the front in a sparse green line. “Hold your line!” 
 
    As one they stomped, digging in and voicing a thundering, “Raugh!” 
 
    I looked to the advancing force, half discarding their energy weapons and pulling their carbon blades.  I set my feet and jumped with all my might into their forces with a blood curdling battle cry.  I was matched by Mist and Herja's again as they jumped into the fray.  We spread out a hundred yards from each other to divide their forces. 
 
    Our lattices flared as we took strikes from all around us.  We heard automatic weapons fire as Ragnarok streamed past us to meet the line.   I heard the clash as the Ragnarok were stopped at the line. The Einherjer would not falter, they will hold the line, unwavering.  But now, it is time for the enemy to learn the nature of the new Einherjergeir. 
 
    As I took down a couple more opponents and grabbed their blades and hardened them, I called behind me without losing focus, “Einherjergeir!  Push!”  I could hear the line of Einherjer do something that went against every instinct, every bone in their body, and they advanced a step.  A single step.  “Raugh!”  And pushed the enemy back with no Ragnarok getting through their advancing line. 
 
    Every few minutes as the battle raged on I or another Valkyrie would yell back, “Einherjergeir! Push!”  We would be met with a resounding sound of  “Raugh!” as they took another step.  Soon that was joined by thousands of humans joining in, “Raugh!”  I glanced back, we had lost two Einherjergeir, the humans had pulled them off the lines to the back to protect them.  Humans filled the gap.  Getting taken down by energy weapons but more would fill the gap, holding the line, it took three or four humans to stop a single Ragnarok. 
 
    I shivered and looked to the citadel as a streak and a flare of the dome absorbed an asteroid twice the size as the last.  The energy was absorbed and this time I knew I heard mother's voice in the shield screaming.  Enemy guns went off as the dome fluctuated.  I saw strikes inside the city.  The dome flared back to life and yet another asteroid stuck.  The dome fluctuated then failed.  It did not come back up and relentless artillery fired on the city, portable shield generators flaring.  My blood went cold, I could feel another asteroid coming as I fought.  “No!” 
 
    Suddenly the dome was back, but crackling with so much energy it was blinding!  A third asteroid struck, but the shield did not falter, three more asteroids in rapid succession.  The dome held.  I heard a battle cry reverberating from the dome.  Two more strikes, then I felt no more from above. Why did they stop? 
 
    This gave me renewed energy as I ignored my fatigue and waded farther into the enemy.  Mist went down under a flood of men.  I started her way when two men went flying and she stood again, her lattice flaring.  She looked to be out of control like me.  Like a feral beast.  Everything fell before her. 
 
    My own blood lust was rising, I was barely aware of the occasional, “Raugh!” as Herja was the only one to be clear headed, ordering the advance.  One step at a time. 
 
    An hour later I saw lattices flaring at the portal up the mountain.  The main force had reached the citadel.  That's why the kinetic strikes had stopped.  At least Valhalla would be safe from more strikes. 
 
    We had to get to the men at the gate.  We needed to finish this!  I saw a bloodstained Herja go down, her lattice was faltering.  I was jumping and fighting in an almost blind rage to get to her, when I saw hundreds of needle mines go off as a shadow of a wind rider passed overhead.  Arina had done it! 
 
    A brightly aura-ed body was suddenly skidding and tumbling across the battlefield, lattice flaring.  Then it came up on a knee in front of Herja, and in a single stroke, two Ragnarok flew off of Herja's body, swept away by a solid strike from a Valkyrie in shining gold armor. “Geiravor!” 
 
    I was shocked out of my blood fog, mother was here?!  I glanced up to the new powerful dome as it crackled with immense energy.  Then who was... I stopped short... Kat! 
 
    Geiravor grabbed an unconscious Herja with one arm, leaped and ran, making her way back to the line where she handed Herja off to some humans, then rejoined the battle.  There were not many Ragnarok left.  The humans were able to concentrate more fire as there were less and less to counter against them. 
 
    Mother seemed slower than I had remembered, maintaining the dome had certainly taken a toll on her.  But even now her strikes were powerful and accurate.  A few minutes later we had won the field.  I was tired but now we had to deal with the main force.  The wind rider landed near the line. 
 
    I heard a crackling on coms. “Anyone who can hear this.  I can't receive.  We've taken damage, I don't know if this is getting out.  This is Lieutenant Stevens, most of the battalion has been decimated, our last tank is almost in range of gun emplacement.  We're going for it.  Tell our families, we did our best, and I'm sorry.  Stevens out.” 
 
    We retrieved our wounded and dead, Herja was healing but still unconscious, and loaded them into the wind rider.  “Valkyrie to the wind rider!  Einherjergeir, hold the line in case of counter attack!”  I was answered with a resounding “Raugh!” 
 
    I glanced over at the pilot, then put a stern look on my face as I saw Arina smiling sheepishly at me. I shook my head in resignation. “Kate will have words with you later, little one! But now, we need to get to grid A5, 73 where I can assist Lieutenant Stevens.  Bring the rest of the Valkyrie to the gate to defend!” 
 
    She nodded as we took flight, I pulled up Sigrun on coms. “Status, Sigrun?” 
 
    She responded, “We have been doing hit and run.  Taking out the emplacements and evading the Ragnarok troops with minimal battle engagement.  There are three left.  Kroth!  So many would still be alive if only we had thought to harden wind riders during the Fall of the Twenty Three.”  Her voice caught. 
 
    I looked at her location, were were closer to the lieutenant. “OK, continue.  Do not worry about grid A5, 73.  It will fall.” 
 
    I approached the door as we neared the location, Arina was counting down.  I overrode the door and opened it and prepared to jump.  A hand on my arm stopped me. “Hold, Valkyrie.” Geiravor said gently.  “You are needed at the gates, I am a shadow of myself, but I can assist the human.” 
 
    I looked to her as I heard Arina say, “Jump!”  Then Geiravor was gone.  I looked down to see her falling toward a lone A1 Abrams tank. 
 
    On cue, Arina peeled away and arced us toward the main gates where a huge battle was underway. Hundreds of needle mines struck our craft as we passed over the main body of the enemy.  I smiled to myself when I heard Arina mumbling quietly to herself, “You think you can take us down?  This is the wind rider of Arina the Whispering Breeze!” 
 
    I watched my wounds heal as she smoothly flew us through the portal and landed near the line an instant later.  She was indeed a skilled pilot. 
 
    Moments later we were running to the gate.  The shield generator had failed again with the rapid kinetic strikes,  Einherjer were moving another into place.  Other Einherjer and healers started unloading the wounded and dead from our ship. 
 
    Mist and I looked at the line, it was two deep now instead of one as has always been the way.  Every other man wore dark green armor at the front.  They were holding.  That two hundred foot line of men at the portal may as well have been forged of steel as they held that line against the hoard of fifty thousand Ragnarok.  As the enemy fell they were dragged back by their comrades and more took their place in the narrow opening.  I glanced at a feed by the portal, we had lost four Einherjer already and thirty seven innocents. 
 
    Mist and I looked to each other with a nod of determination then spread out a hundred feet apart at a dead run.  We vaulted our men with our battle cries ringing out and landed around ten feet out into the enemy ranks, swinging hardened blades into the masses and driving forward. 
 
    We were like magnets, all the enemy wanted a piece of us, to say they brought down a Valkyrie.  The pressure at the gates lessened, I glanced back and saw Tyr looking down at the line, the determined look on his face telling the story.  He was about to do something that he had never done in eons against the Ragnarok.  Something that went against the very foundation of the Einherjer.  He lifted a foot and took a single step forward... an advance from the line. 
 
    It was an ominous moment, I swear I could hear thunder as Captain of the Einherjer, First Protector of the Gate, Tyr Hand of Justice's foot fell across that invisible line. He called back, “Einherjergeir! Push!” A line of dark green armored men broke that line with a single step forward, pushing the stunned enemy back. “Raugh!”  The second line of Einherjer filled their place at the line. 
 
    I renewed my efforts to push the enemy back.  Every few minutes I could hear a distant “Raugh!” behind me.  Then the hum of a portable shield generator as the portal defense was restored with the Einherjergeir and two Valkyrie on the outside. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 16 – Grid A5 73 
 
    “Shit!”  I hissed as another energy weapon stripped off a panel of our Kevlar mesh armor on the tank.  I pivoted the .50 cal and returned fire in short bursts.  Shredding a couple advancing Rags.  The commander, Staff Sergeant Elise McBride, called up from inside.  “It's getting hot in here, Lieutenant Stevens! We're still three clicks from where we can fire on that damn gun emplacement!  Keep them off our ass!” 
 
    I chuckled, she's pretty damn bossy for someone I outrank.  I called down, “Hey, Staff Sergeant, if you think you can do any better you are welcome to join me up here.  Plenty of guns to go around up here.” 
 
    She chuckled in return. “No, but thanks.  This is your hair-brained idea.  You saw how they shredded the rest of our battalion.  How the hell do the Asgard fight them without weapons?” 
 
    I was about to answer when I saw the artillery we were advancing on swing its barrel down toward us.  “Holy shit!  Driver!”  I called down as everything happened at once.  A body came sliding and rolling across our path with blue sparks flying each time it hit the ground.  A woman rolled into a standing position in front of the tank and some sort of glowing shield grew from her hand as the artillery fired. 
 
    She actually deflected the shell and her body flew back and ricocheted off our tank and spun off into a tree twenty feet away like a rag doll.  The driver got us behind a boulder.  I was jumping down and running toward the bloodied woman in shredded gold armor while dodging incoming energy weapon fire.   The tank commander yelling at me, “God damn it, lieutenant!  Get your ass back here!  They'll shred you out in the open!” 
 
    I slid to a stop as the woman actually stood up!  She looked to me and stepped in front of me, she glowed blue as she somehow absorbed an energy blast meant for me.  The woman looked so tired.   She was dressed like the Valkyrie from the Asgard city, but I did not recognize this one, she was older than the others.  I saw huge gashes on her healing up as she looked to me and reprimanded. “Listen to your Valkyrie, Einherjer!  Leave the advance to us!  Can your mobile weapon not take down that emplacement?” 
 
    I shook my head. “We need to get closer, if we fire too high those damn laser things destroy our shells.” 
 
    She nodded. “Needle mines.  Nasty things.  They tend to sway things into the Ragnarok's favor.  Get to your land rider Einherjer and let us see if we cannot even the odds a bit.” 
 
    She shielded me to the tank, absorbing multiple energy blasts.  With each blast, she seemed to look... I don't know... stronger?  She joined me up top as I laid down short bursts of fire.  She looked at the damage to the tank.  “Can your systems not absorb energy?” I shook my head. 
 
    The woman looked around then shook her head and said to me, “If my daughter can harden an entire wind rider, then I should be able to do the same for this smaller land rider.”  She placed a hand on the tank and screamed as a blue net spread across it.  Then she called down below, panting for breath, “Valkyrie!  I have hardened your land rider!  Get us to firing position quickly!” 
 
    I heard the commander. “You heard the woman, driver!  Get us in position and avoid that god damn Rag cannon!”  Then the tank surged forward. 
 
    The Rags were firing their energy weapons from multiple positions and the blue net flared stronger on the tank with each strike, we weren't taking damage! 
 
    The foot soldiers dropped their sidearms and pulled some nasty looking curved black blades and rushed at the tank.  The Valkyrie looked to me. “Einherjer, you will need to hold the line.  I cannot release the land rider or it will be vulnerable!” 
 
    I nodded and put on my ear protection and started firing short bursts on the advancing Rags.  The turret swung toward a larger group charging at us.  “Holy shit!”  I yelled as I dove forward and threw my hands over the Valkyrie's ears as the main gun went off.  The tank shaking and Rag bodies flying everywhere. 
 
    The Valkyrie looked at me. “Do you intend to bed me, Einherjer?” 
 
    I blushed. “Wh... what?  Ummm... no.” 
 
    She smiled. “Then I suggest you remove your hands.” 
 
    I blushed and pulled my hands back and handed her some ear protection.  “These will protect your ears when the main gun fires.”  I looked anywhere but at her and started firing small bursts into the oncoming Rags. 
 
    One dove onto the moving tank as we passed and started repeatedly swinging his blade at the Valkyrie, it was striking her arm and blue sparks flared.  I saw fresh blood on her arm,  at least part of his blows were getting through.  He was too close for the .50 cal.  I was reaching for my sidearm when the Valkyrie punched the Rag in the gut with her free hand and I saw a long blue spike come out of his back.  Then his body was flung off of the tank by the Valkyrie, one handed.  She never once lost contact with the tank with her other hand. 
 
    I continued to fire, and had to switch to the 7.62mm M240 when I ran out of ammo.  I kept firing short bursts to conserve ammo.  These Rags had no fear of death, they just kept charging! 
 
    We pulled up to a clearing and finally had a clear shot at the gun emplacement.  The turret swung as the loader and gunner did their thing.  The electronics didn't work on the Rag tech so they aimed manually.  The first shot missed by 20 yards.   The enemy gun was swinging down,  the commander was yelling, “Gunner?” 
 
    The main gun fired again just as the enemy canon was pointed our way.  The resulting explosion was spectacular as the gun was destroyed.  I could her the cheering inside as the crew celebrated.  I sobered quickly, remembering the hundred or so Rags that were left and charging at us. 
 
    The Valkyrie looked at me, then removed her ear protection and touched an earbud, “Little one? Are you there? … Good, well met.  I would appreciate it if you could inform Kara that that grid A5, 73 is clear.  And if it wouldn't be too much of an imposition, could you possibly come pick me up, and a few of my new friends? … yes?  Splendid, we will be the ones holding the line against the krothing Ragnarok here... five kalts?  We will be ready.” 
 
    She turned to me, but then turned her attention to the commander as she poked her head out of the hatch.  The gold armored Valkyrie addressed her, “Well met, Valkyrie!  And well done!  There was great valor to your actions here!  If you and your Einherjer can hold the line here, I will bring the battle to the Ragnarok.  A wind rider will be here in five kalts to extract us.” 
 
    The Staff Sergeant grinned and awkwardly said, “Well met, Valkyrie!”  Then looked to me with humor.  “You heard her 'Einherjer' hold the line here!” 
 
    I gave her a humor filled glare.  “Two words, Staff Sergeant... court and martial.”  This only got me a laugh from her as she dropped back into the tank. 
 
    The Rags were on us a few seconds later and this golden Valkyrie didn't even hesitate, she jumped at least ten feet into the air and landed well away from the tank, giving us a clean line of fire to the oncoming men. 
 
    We opened fire as she stood alone.  She called out, “Come face me Ragnarok if you dare!  Face Geiravor the Spear of Asgard!  Mate of Odin!  I am Valkyrie!” 
 
    Holy shit!  I don't know why I didn't catch it when she mentioned Kara before, this was her mother, the queen of Asgard!  Her taunts seemed to draw the men to her like a magnet, they all but ignored us. 
 
    I ran out of ammo and started firing with my sidearm and the tank's secondary gun started hitting the Rags that were advancing from farther away. 
 
    Geiravor took down the first couple Rags like they were nothing.  She grabbed one of their energy weapons and flung it toward me.  I dropped my sidearm and caught it.  I pointed and fired at the oncoming men.  It shredded through one of them.  “I've got to get me one of these!”  I said excitedly as I continued to fire, it took a couple seconds between shots to cycle. 
 
    Now the Valkyrie was surrounded by no less than ten Rags.  They were striking her from all directions with those black blades.  Her blue netting was flaring as she took them down two at a time.  She grabbed two of the blades from the bodies around her and her net traveled up the blades. 
 
    It was amazing to watch her.  She skillfully deflected most of the blows and her strikes cleaved through them like she had been doing it forever.  I realized that she probably had with how long I heard they live.  Most of them still ran at her, with only a couple three man teams rushing us.  Between the tank's secondary and this new toy of mine, we were keeping them at bay. 
 
    Then a shadow moved over us and a white Asgard craft with that same blue netting landed beside the tank and a door opened.  Geiravor looked back. “Go, Einherjer!  I shall join you and your people momentarily!” 
 
    The commander had the gunner, loader and driver exit the tank and I covered them as they ran into the aircraft.  I joined them, and Geiravor crouched and spun, taking out five men in the process then leaped over their heads and jumped into the open door.  We were already airborne before she finished rolling against the far wall.  The door closed and we were flying toward Valhalla, the net on the craft flaring as it was struck by energy weapons and those damned needle mine things from below. 
 
    Geiravor had a small smirk on her face as she looked at us. “Well met, Valkyrie and Einherjer!”  We all shared a nervous laugh. 
 
    The commander was looking at the pilot in shock. “Why is a little kid flying this shuttle into a battle?” 
 
    The girl looked back with a defiant and sobering glare. “I am no little kid!  I am Arina the Whispering Breeze!  Second to Kate the Raging Storm, First Valkyrie of Earth and daughter to Odin of Asgard!” 
 
    Geiravor added. “You would do well to listen to her, Valkyrie, as Second to my daughter, she is an extension of her.  She is thousands of your years old.” 
 
    The staff sergeant smiled and raised her hands in surrender then I spoke, “I apologize for the Staff Sergeant, no offense was intended.  We do thank you for the help and the extraction.” 
 
    Geiravor blinked at me then looked over to the commander. “This Einherjer speaks for you?” 
 
    McBride chuckled a little. “Well I guess so.  He is my commanding officer.  Though I think I like your chain of command better.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  Then Geiravor said to herself while shaking her head, “The human caste system is so confusing and backwards.” 
 
    We flew over the main battlefield, there looked to be two spirals of enemy concentrating on something about two hundred yards down the mountain pass from the main gates of Valhalla.  A second craft covered with a different looking blue net joined us on approach.  I saw a line of men about a hundred yards from the gates holding off the few enemy that were not focusing on the two spiraling areas. 
 
    I saw the glinting of a shield at the gates, but we weren't slowing.  I almost yelled out a warning to the pilot when we passed harmlessly through it. 
 
    We landed behind a line of men at the gates, with the other vessel landing beside us.  The doors opened and we disembarked. Three battered and bloodied Valkyrie walked out of the other ship. 
 
    The men at the line cheered as those three women and Geiravor didn't hesitate before they ran at the gates, vaulting the men and passing through the shield to engage the enemy in battle.  I was dumbfounded at their display of courage and suddenly felt... inadequate. “Wow!” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 17 – The Stand of the Three 
 
    I had no idea how long we had been fighting, my sense of time always distorts in battle as I fight on instinct and most coherent thought leaves me.  I am beginning to accept what I am.  An animal, a vicious tool of Asgard used to defend against an even more animalistic enemy.  I saw that when I watched that holo-vid of my stand all those years ago. 
 
    But even so, Kate must see something else in me that I cannot see in myself.  Why else would she have laid claim to me?  She is my home now.  And now she is stuck in the shield room like mother was.  Now it will be thousands of cycles before I am to bed her properly.  Is the universe really this unkind to me?  Am I truly cursed? 
 
    I heard cheering through my haze of battle.  And saw other Valkyrie wading into the narrow pass with us to battle.  That means the gun emplacements have been destroyed!  This gave me a boost as I spun, cleaving a ring of opponents and watching them fall to the ground as I jumped farther into their masses. 
 
    A moment later another Valkyrie was at my back.  We protected each others backs as we concentrated on the Ragnarok in front of ourselves.  I turned slightly to welcome Mist only to be surprised at seeing Geiravor there.  She smirked at my surprise. “Well met, daughter.” 
 
    I smiled to myself and shook my head. “Well met, mother.” 
 
    We both fought to outdo each other on the field of battle.  I caught glimpses of the other Valkyrie fighting the throngs of Ragnarok.  We were making headway now, slowly forcing them down the narrow mountain pass.  With a more frequent “Raugh!” coming from far behind us. 
 
    Two Valkyrie faltered and went down.  Mother and I fought our way to them, shielding them.  I hit my coms. “Valkyrie!  We have two down!  Converge on me!” 
 
    Geiravor and I were taking a lot of damage, protecting Sigrun and Prima.  I was feeling a little shaky.  Then the other Valkyrie were there, grabbing the fallen women and started leaping and fighting their way back to the citadel with them. 
 
    Leaving Geiravor and I to stand alone until they could return.  There was a surge of the enemy now that were were the only the two of us to concentrate on again and we were badly damaged and bleeding.  Geiravor staggered, I put my back to hers to support her as we fought on. 
 
    My rage was building, suddenly three men flew back from mother, I glanced at her and gasped. From one hand a round glowing shield extended and the other, an Odin's Spear. “We cannot hide it anymore Kara.  We are faltering.  Not only did my nanites teach the shield, but the shield also taught me a trick.”  She was alternating between blocking with the shield and striking with the Odin's Spear. 
 
    I took a deep breath in resolve and nodded.  Then two Odin's Spears extended from my hands, crackling with energy.  I was snarling as I dove deep into the enemy, swinging in all directions, slicing through the enemy like they weren't even there. 
 
    The enemy howled and redoubled their efforts.  Two got behind me and grabbed an arm.  Holding it back, leaving my right side unprotected as others pressed the advantage.  I grunted and snarled again as I yanked forward, throwing them into their allies and slashing them with my crackling blades. 
 
    More were diving on my back and I saw Geiravor stumbling.  Kroth!  I had let my blood lust pull me away from her!  I started toward her when lightning suddenly slashed through the masses around her, a blood curdling battle cry sounded as Kate landed beside mother.  A fierce snarl was on her lips as she growled at the Ragnarok, an Odin's Spear extending from her right hand, larger than mothers but not as powerful as mine.  Lightning lanced from her cupped left hand. 
 
    I was stunned, how was she here? I glanced at the dome... still in place. 
 
    I grinned and hit coms. “Einherjergeir!  Retreat behind the shield!  We shall unleash the power of Thor!!”  We stood with our backs to each other, the three women of Odin's clan slashing away with Odin's Spears in an ocean of Ragnarok.  We should have retreated behind the shield too, but we were beyond reason.  We would not allow them to threaten the people of this world again! 
 
    The all clear sounded and Kate and I crouched and snarled cupping both our hands and unleashing Thor's power from both hands turning and taking down large groups of Ragnarok.   Geiravor stepping forward and spinning with two Odin's Spears.  Clearing the way for us to move deeper into their ranks. 
 
    Odin was in our coms. “Valkyrie, retreat back to the gates!  You need to wait for reinforcements!” 
 
    I hissed in a voice that didn't sound Asgard nor human. “We will not retreat!  We are Valkyrie!  We will protect those who cannot protect themselves, whether they be Asgard or human!” 
 
    As one we all pulled out our coms and dropped them as we uttered our battle cries again and drove deeper into the enemy, lightning arcing, blue blades of energy swinging. 
 
    I was lost in the red haze I was seeing across my eyes, my blood was boiling.  I was striking out at anything that moved.  Hours passed.  Geiravor was beyond exhaustion and stumbled.  Kat's voice barely registered with me. “Kara!  Valkyrie!  I'm getting mother back to the gate.  I shall return quickly.”  I snarled and nodded as she lifted mother over her shoulder and leaped away. 
 
    I unleashed Thor's power in every direction I could, then dove into the thinning masses with my Odin's Spears, growling and hissing.  I was struck solidly from behind and I saw a blade sticking out of my chest.  I spun and beheaded the Ragnarok who struck me. 
 
    I pulled the bloody blade from me and the wound was not healing well.  I couldn't breath well as my pierced lung was filling with blood.  I staggered then surged forward again, I couldn't give in, I actually had something to live for this time.  I battled ahead, lightning arcing and blade swinging.  I couldn't really see well with all the blood and sweat in my eyes, I was fighting on instinct for what felt like forever. 
 
    Then someone was behind me holding my arms back with great strength, I heard a sweet raspy voice talking me down, “Kara.  Listen to me.  Kara, it is over...  come on baby.  We need to get you to the healers.  There are no more opponents.” 
 
    I was hyperventilating as I calmed to her voice.  She turned me around and was wiping the blood from my eyes.  I could see her blinding aura before me.  I looked around to the sea of bodies, all dead or dying. 
 
    I nodded trying to think again, everything was murky in my head.  Kate gently led me up the pass toward the gates like a child.  I tried to stand tall as we approached the gate.  Limping and tripping and trailing blood behind me, I glanced down... there was no armor left on me, just bloodied scraps of cloth, not an inch of my skin wasn't cut deeply.  I could see my nanites struggling, trying to stop the hemorrhaging.  Though I felt weak, I did feel stronger and my wounds were healing faster where Kate was holding me. 
 
    She noticed this too and readjusted and held her hands on my chest and back as we walked. 
 
    We reached the shield, the Einherjer silently split to make a hole for us.  The other Valkyrie were just staring at us without a word.  It looked like they were all back on their feet now. 
 
    I stared at the imaginary line, pausing and contemplating it.  Then a shiver went down my spine.  A single Ragnarok was lowered down about fifty feet away.  Kroth!  Can I not get a moment of respite? 
 
    I recognized him as the commander of the Ragnarok fleet, Inhaktar.  Odin's beard!  He must be seven feet tall and all muscle!  But that's how they determine leaders, the biggest and strongest. 
 
    Kate started to move toward him.  I grabbed her arm and held her back.  I looked to her then to the Ragnarok then back to her.  “Go behind the line.” 
 
    She started to protest.  I stopped her and pleaded with her with my eyes, then repeated, “Kat, go behind the line.” 
 
    She looked at me fiercely then looked back at the man before she stalked off through the shield, standing on the line holding her arms wide and shaking her head, telling the other Valkyrie to hold. 
 
    I turned to Inhaktar and almost fell, carrying my own weight.  I took a deep burning breath then stood tall and started walking toward him. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 18 – I am Kara the Wild One 
 
    I walked up to the huge man.  I was so tired.  I stood inches from him and looked up to meet his gaze.  He sneered and looked down at me and growled, “Leave girl.  Fetch Kara the Wild One.  I will challenge that rebel Valkyrie and pull her beating heart from her chest.  She has defied my clan for too long.  I do not care about the battle here, I am here for her alone!” 
 
    I sneered and swayed a bit.  I shook it off and spoke, “If Kara the Wild One defeats you, will you leave Earth as a protected world of the Asgard?” 
 
    He snarled angrily at me, “Do not speak to me of bargains!  You do not speak for Asgard girl!” 
 
    I smiled, which probably looked more like a bloody grimace, “I do speak with the voice of Asgard.” 
 
    He pushed me back.  I staggered, and regained my footing then stepped back up to him.  He growled as he opened his coms, “If you produce her and she defeats me, no man or woman on my ship will bother Earth again, though I do not speak for the other ships.  But that will never happen, so mark my words, after I defeat her, we will bring down the heavens on Earth and Valhalla.” 
 
    I asked, “Why her?” 
 
    He looked down on me, “She cannot be real.  She has reportedly defeated thousands of Ragnarok and hundreds from my ship alone over the generations.  I will prove she is nothing but a wives tale as I crush her skull.  It will make me the greatest of all Ragnarok by taking down a false legend!” 
 
    My lips twitched up into a cruel smile, “Do you even know what she looks like?  Have you never met her in battle?” 
 
    He nodded, “I have seen many holos of her.” 
 
    I quirked an eyebrow.  I must be in worse shape than I thought if he doesn't recognize me.  I touched my face and my hand came back with fresh blood on it.  I looked at him with a broad smile and turned to the gate, calling back as I staggered off, “Wait here and I will fetch her.” 
 
    He grunted as I walked up to the shield and stood in front of Kate, “I need water and a cloth.”  She was shaking her head, pleading with me with her eyes not to do this.  I remained silent and she finally turned and called for cloth and water.  
 
    A healer showed up and handed them to Kate who reached through the shield with them.  I walked over to the portal structure and leaned against it as I dunked the cloth in the water and started wiping my face.  The commander was getting visibly agitated with me. 
 
    But then he was suddenly staring at me through squinted eyes as I cleaned my face more.  I started to sneer as he was realizing who I was.  I poured the bowl of water over my head and I shook it off.  Trying to clear my head. 
 
    I walked directly up to him again, inches away as I spoke with more strength than I felt, “I AM Kara the Wild One!  Daughter of Odin!  Daughter of  Geiravor!  I am Valkyrie and I am your opponent!” 
 
    The Ragnarok started laughing, “This...” he motioned over my body dismissively with his hands, “...half dead girl is the Kara that makes Ragnarok tremble?  I guess your technology is a true equalizer.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, “I am Valkyrie!  I need no technology!  I shall battle you without lattice to put you in your place.” 
 
    He took a step back and drew his blade and his sidearm and threw them to the side.  I had to internally fight with my nanites as they wanted to activate my nano-lattice so we could survive.  I think they understood it was something we needed to do as I pleaded with them and they gave in. 
 
    I nodded and he swung at me, his granite fist connecting with my jaw.  I felt bone snap as I flew back onto the ground.  I swayed back to my feet as he charged and swung again.  I slapped his strike aside and stepped inside his guard and struck his chest with all my might.  I heard ribs snap as he staggered back three steps but stayed on his feet. 
 
    He howled as he charged back, I met his howl with my battle cry as we traded blows in rapid progression.  He continually pressed me back.  His strength was greater than mine, but he was slow on his left from the broken ribs. I concentrated on striking there. 
 
    He stepped inside my guard and grabbed me, lifting me over his head as he threw me into a boulder.  It knocked the wind out of me.  As he reached me to kick me in the ribs, I caught his foot then hit him with an uppercut.  I fell to the ground as he staggered back shaking his head to clear it. 
 
    I stood and shuffled to the side to prevent from falling.  He charged with a flurry of blows, I deflected or blocked most.  It felt like he was hitting me with a brick whenever he connected.  I ducked down and forward, stepping past his guard and I struck the back of his ribcage with my elbow.  Using my other hand to reinforce the blow. 
 
    He fell forward onto the ground.  I leaned back on a rock to rest and allow him to stand again rather than pressing my first advantage.  I realized his temper dulled his fighting skill. 
 
    I played on his hubris, “That's all you can bring to bear?  I thought you were here to fight me.  I guess Ragnarok strength truly is overrated.” 
 
    He stood and charged me, swinging in fury.  I had got him to lose it.  But his strength was compensating for his sloppiness.  I was able to fend off most of the blows.  I wasn't able to dodge the last one that caught me on the side of my head. 
 
    I was seeing stars, then I felt his hand on my throat and he was lifting me off the ground with one hand.  As I dangled there he growled, “This is the strength of the Ragnarok, now I shall end you Valkyrie.” 
 
    I laughed with more confidence than I was feeling, I choked out as I laughed, “Do you want to know the secret of the Valkyrie before you finish me off?  Why your men could never defeat us women of Asgard?  Why we are stronger than any man?” 
 
    He paused before his killing blow.  I finished. “It's because men wear their vulnerability on the outside!” I kicked his groin with all my strength.  As a bonus, I felt his hip bone give way as he fell to the ground grabbing his groin. 
 
    I fell to the ground as he did.  I swayed back to my feet as I leaned over him. Then I hissed through my teeth, “I need no technology to protect the weak.  Know this as you go to your maker!  I am Kara the Wild One and I am Valkyrie!”  I struck the bridge of his nose, the killing blow sending bone fragments shooting through his brain. 
 
    I turned toward the gate and fell to the ground.  Kate started moving, I held my hand to her and gasped out, “Hold Kat!”  I pulled myself back up.  And staggered toward the gate again.  I swayed and almost went down.  I would retain my honor!  I got to the gate and stood in front of the shield and looked at Kate.  She moved to one side and the Einherjer beside her, Tyr, stepped aside too.  Opening a hole for me. 
 
    I stared down at the line and took a painful deep breath, gurgling out with my own blood filling my mouth.  “I am Kara of Asgard... and  I am home.”  I stepped through the shield across the line into Valhalla and collapsed into Kate's arms as the world faded to black. 
 
    *** 
 
    My eyes fluttered open painfully, I was on my back on something soft.  I had to squint at the blinding aura in front of me.  I couldn't raise my arm to shield my eyes as it hurt too much.  I felt soft lips on mine, then a raspy voice purred, “Ahhh... There she is...  Hi.” 
 
    I smiled and winced, my jaw was definitely broken. “Hi yourself.” I slurred out. 
 
    I was starting to be able to focus on her.  I turned my head slowly and painfully to look around.  I was in a room in the medical triage building.  There were many healers around me, working with multiple devices.  I had loose cloth covering my modesty.  Tubes were sticking out of my chest and electrodes were hooked to various points on my body.  IVs hanging from each arm feeding me biologicals.  I saw no skin, all I could see were scars. 
 
    I glanced to the corner and had to squint again at the auras almost as bright as Kate's, father was there and mother, battered and scarred.  A smaller bright aura with virtually no red was beside them... Arina?  She was becoming more spectacular by the day! 
 
    I tried to sit up and five or more hands quickly pushed me back down, healers and Kate.  She grinned at me, “Would you just sit and relax for a minute?  My God woman, you deserve a little rest. There isn't a part of you that isn't broken or injured.” 
 
    I grinned at her, my heart soared at this wonderful woman that chose me.  “Kat, I think... I'll just... take... a nap...”  I closed my eyes and I was out again. 
 
   


 
  

 Epilogue 
 
    It had been days, I was going stir crazy in this damn medical building.  My scars were fading quickly as the internal damage had finally been repaired.  The mead in this place was repugnant!  Kroth I needed a decent drink! 
 
    Kate and Odin had recounted the battle for me.  Seven Einherjer dead.  We almost lost a Valkyrie. The humans had lost four thousand and thirteen soldiers with thousands more injured. 
 
    Odin is setting up a cross training program with any Earth military that are interested.  Since the threat of the thirty Ragnarok vessels on orbit is a constant reminder to the humans that they are out-classed by a merciless shared enemy.  All attempts by the humans to attack the vessels with nuclear payloads failed as the orbiting ships easily destroyed incoming rockets. 
 
    After my standoff with the Ragnarok commander, one of the orbiting ships left Earth space, honoring his bargain. 
 
    When Kate had hooked herself into the dome shield generator, her more evolved nanites were able to complete the teaching of the systems in mere minutes.  That is how she was able to join us on the battlefield. 
 
    Not a single Einherjer or Valkyrie had come to visit me nor attempted to speak with me since the battle ended.  I understood... I had seen the holo-vids of me after the Stand of the Three as they were calling it. 
 
    I watched this feral beast take out the last thousand Ragnarok with Odin's Spears, the power of Thor and with its bare hands.  There was nothing there but rage, not a shred of Asgard nor humanity in the animal.  But the worst thing... the thing that chilled me to my bones... it was smiling the whole time.  Then Kate was there, taming the beast.  I had to thank her for not letting me stay lost. 
 
    One bright spot was how the tales of Arina were spreading.  This innocent that helped the Valkyrie in battle with valor, without committing violence.  Songs of her were already being sung.  Kate says that when they walk through the city she can hear people whispering, “That's Arina the Whispering Breeze!”  The little one has a constant smile on her face now.  Her modifications to the wind rider have been applied to all Asgard vessels now. 
 
    I turned as Kate walked in, in her armor for some reason, we squinted at each others auras.  She smiled. “Well met, Valkyrie.  So.  You ready for me to spring you from this joint?” 
 
    I grinned and nodded enthusiastically. “You have no idea, Kat.”  She looked around and laid a warm hand on my cheek and kissed me gently on my lips before she stepped back with a big smile on her face. 
 
    She wiggled her eyebrows. “Well then, get dressed and let's go!” 
 
    I looked at her, trying to figure out if she was serious. “Truly?” 
 
    She nodded and pointed to my new armor on a chair by the restroom. “Truly!” 
 
    I didn't need to be told twice as I quickly donned my garments and armor.  I paused.  “You are not appalled?” 
 
    She tilted her head in confusion and looked at me.  “At what?” 
 
    I looked down in shame, “I... saw the holo-vids.  I'm... an animal.  Out of control.  I saw it on my face, there was no trace of Asgard nor humanity as I hacked and clawed away at the Ragnarok.  There was no emotion there.  That's why no one has come to see me, they are afraid or... ashamed.” 
 
    She stepped up to me and placed her warm hand on my cheek again with a compassionate smile. “For someone so strong, you certainly are insecure.  Nobody has come to see you because I have threatened the throngs of people who came here with grave bodily injury if they dared to interrupt your healing or rest.  There is nothing but awe in these people.” 
 
    She shook her head like I was a fool. “I'm not sure we are seeing the same thing when watching your stand out there, but 'no emotion'?  Are you kidding me?  You fight beyond your ability, long after a lesser person would have laid down to welcome death... because you are so full of compassion and love for the people you protect!  Look closer, you will see the determination on your face.  Blow after blow you can see your smile build with the knowledge that you were able to continue on for just a moment longer to protect the weak and innocents of two worlds.” 
 
    Then she pecked my lips. “There was no loss of control there, each strike was planned, each landed true.  I saw that control personally through your aura as I returned to the battlefield in the end.  If you doubt that then why did you not lash out at me?  And most convincing, due to our 'nanite link'  I felt it in you when I was there.” 
 
    I took in everything she was saying?  Was it true?  Did she see in me what I could not see in myself?  I took a deep ragged breath.  Valkyrie do not cry!  She grabbed my hand. “Let me prove it to you.  Come on, let's go home.”  She grabbed my hand and laced our fingers and lead me out of the room. 
 
    She had me distracted with her sparkling eyes as we left the building into the thunderous roar of the ocean of Asgard, humans, Einherjer, and Valkyrie in the staging area.  “Wild One” was being chanted again.  I lied, Valkyrie cry.  A tear fell down my cheek.  The fear in my heart left me as we proceeded down a corridor formed by Einherjer to a wind rider.  We reached the vessel and the way was blocked by the Valkyrie.  All who slammed their fists across their armor in the salute to heroes before they parted and allowed us aboard. 
 
    We sat as the craft took to the air.  Arina was looking back at us from the pilot's seat with a smile. Why was she shielding her eyes as she looked toward us? 
 
    I looked to Kate through eyes bleary with tears.  She smiled at me with a look of... hunger?  Then she whispered with an arched eyebrow, “Let's get home so you can finally bed me properly, Valkyrie!  I'm tired of waiting.” 
 
    My breath hitched and I grinned.  Kroth but she is beautiful! “Done!” I mumbled before all coherent thought left my head as she placed a passionate kiss on my lips. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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 Chapter 1 – The Stand of Great Britain 
 
    I cleaved two men in half with the carbon blades that I had hardened with my lattice while a steady barrage of bullets deflected off of my nano-lattice, causing it to flare bright blue.  The bullet strikes krothing hurt but weren’t getting through the compressed magnetic energy net on my skin.  I took no pleasure in killing humans, there was no honor in it.  I am a Valkyrie of Valhalla,  we women take no joy in the death of the weak, our rage should be spent against the Ragnarok race that is threatening this world. 
 
    I can't believe that in ten short years Earth had become divided.  Those brave nations who stand against the Ragnarok have formed a United Earth Alliance, a single governing body that stands against the invading horde.  Yet there are those who caved to the threats and superior strength of the Ragnarok and fight for them, either from fear or for power. 
 
    Once the Ragnarok's main offensive on Valhalla had failed, they turned their attention to the humans of Earth in their thirst for conquest.  They knew the Asgard would not launch offensives against them as it is not our way, the Ragnarok bombarded major cities with the few asteroids their ships in orbit still had in tow as they had against Tacoma previously.  They eradicated millions of humans in their wake.  Paris was the first to fall to the followup kinetic strikes, followed by Washington, DC.  We were able to get the president out just in time, he is now head of the UEA and the old United States now supplies most of the advanced weapons in the resistance effort. 
 
    Through a herculean effort, London was saved... it was the tsunami that ensued from the deflection of the asteroid with a tactical nuke over the Atlantic that caused thousands of deaths.  England has always amazed me how they can weather the oncoming storms and never seem to waver. 
 
    Iran had freely pledged their allegiance to the Ragnarok as well as some smaller nations. India had fought long and hard but eventually surrendered to the enemy before the UAE could get organized, which gave the Ragnarok a huge reservoir of conscripted soldiers to throw against the alliance. 
 
    China held off a huge offensive for weeks, losing millions of brave warriors until the UEA could push the enemy back with the help of the Valkyrie and Einherjergeir. 
 
    The alien force is now supplying high tech weapons to the humans to fight both the Alliance and the Asgard. 
 
    Their base is on a small coral atoll in the Pacific.  No missiles, air or surface attacks have been able to get through their defenses.  Only Asgard tech could accomplish that, but we refuse to go on the offensive as it is against everything we believe in and our moral nature.  
 
    The question was, how many Ragnarok were still on the ships and how long before another wave of generational ships arrives.  Best case scenario, five thousand years.  Worst case scenario, two hundred years as that is as far as the Asgard can see through 'the veil', the dimensional divide between our realms of Asgard and Midgard. 
 
    I heard another explosion behind me and I looked back to see the tower of Big Ben crumbling into the River Thames.  Oh kroth that!  No more!  I dropped the blades.  My blood boiled as I sprinted and dove ten feet over the oncoming line of humans, letting loose my battle cry as I reached the tanks with their Ragnarok upgraded tech.  I sprang high into the air and was cocking my fist to strike as I fell when the familiar golden streak of armor of Geiravor landed on the tank with a blue mace crackling with energy extending from her hand and she struck the seam between the turret and the tank, cleaving the gun from the vehicle. 
 
    I landed on the tank and drove my fist, crackling with the energy of an Odin's Spear, through the armor and engine.  Mother grinned at me and sprang off to one of the other two advancing tanks.  I shook my head with a slight smile.  She's always stealing my thunder.  I pushed the thought from my head and dove on the other tank. 
 
    This was the last of their heavy weapons, they only had light armor left.  The UAE armor battalions had taken out all but these last three tanks before losing their last heavy armor.  They kept the heavy enemy guns off of us Valkyrie until we could get close enough to attack like this.  Their valor shall be remembered. 
 
    I glanced over to see an armored personnel vehicle speeding toward the back of my mate, Kate.  I concentrated for a second and she 'heard' me and dropped into a roll, avoiding the vehicle and dragging an Odin's Spear, crackling with compressed magnetic energy that extended from her hand, through the vehicle like a hot knife through butter.  She shot me a wink as she dove into the middle of the enemy's front line. 
 
    I dismantled the final tank then I looked to my right and shielded my eyes a bit from a bright aura as I saw Arina calmly walking through the battlefield.  She ignored all enemy strikes to her, her nano-lattice crackled and flared.  She of course didn't raise a finger to fight back.  She reached her objective, two humans badly injured but alive.  One ally and one enemy.  She easily threw one over each shoulder and her impressive personal shield raised, encasing them all in its protective bubble as she wandered back off the battlefield toward a medical area. 
 
    I smiled a little at Arina the Whispering Breeze, first of the Valkyriefrior, Valkyrie of Peace.  The enemy call her the Ghost of the Battlefield.  Never fighting back, only shielding others or assisting the wounded on the field, whether they be friend or foe.  The Ragnarok, and their allies, at first thought she would be easy prey, but soon found that her particular ability with the shields she can create using her nano-lattice are beyond that of any normal Valkyrie or even evolved Valkyrie like Kate and myself. She can roam the battlefields with complete impunity. 
 
    In my distraction I was struck in the side by a large caliber round.  It felt like a .50 cal as it tore through my lattice and through my side.  The force of it sent me spinning to the ground in pain.  I glanced down to see the hole it left in my blood soaked flesh stitching back together as my nanites did their job.  I rolled and snagged a tactical knife off of a corpse and spun up twisting on a knee and threw the knife with all the force and the momentum of my body I could muster.  A moment later the human manning the nest on the Humvee that had shot me from just fifteen yards away was now sporting the blade between his eyes. 
 
    I heard a tank firing from behind me and spun to see... the Wildcards!  Jeffery had finally made it to the party!  His team's heavily modified M1A2 Abrams tank lumbered along dragging its signature copper grounding net along the battlefield behind it, absorbing energy weapon blasts and deflecting small arms fire with its armor.  I have never seen a more valiant group of humans than the five in the Wildcards. 
 
    They have fought in each major engagement against the Ragnarok in the past ten years and have survived every one.  Jeffery Stevens was just a young lieutenant when we first met.  His group had persevered against all odds to take out an enemy artillery emplacement.  He has grown into quite a ruggedly handsome middle-aged man who has traded blows with countless Ragnarok and still lives to tell the tale.  He is now the most successful commander of the alliance.  He says that one day, when he is at his peak, he will join the Asgard as a true Einherjer.  But since Einherjer do not advance, he'll give Earth, his home, as many good years as he can in order to bring the battle to the enemy before becoming Asgard. 
 
    His tank immobilized the enemy command vehicle with ease, then Jeffery was diving out of the Abrams with energy weapons blazing in each hand.  He connected the copper netting that was draped over him like a rain coat, to the tank's netting with a tethered reel and started running at the disabled command vehicle.  I joined him.  He grinned at me, the deep scar across his face making him look that much more roguish, hardened, and impressive as he shouted over the din of battle, “Well met, Valkyrie!” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, he loved saying that every chance he got.  So I playfully teased him. “Well met, Einherjer.  Why do you advance from your line?  Leave the advance to the Valkyrie!”  Paraphrasing my mother's words to him on their first meeting. 
 
    He laughed heartily as he took out two men with the energy weapon sidearms that he had procured years ago from the bodies of some slain Ragnarok.  I tossed two of the attacking enemy back behind us to our advancing allies.  He yelled, “What?  And miss out on all the fun Kara?”  
 
    He was suddenly struck by an energy weapon blast and got knocked back to the ground, hard, the energy dissipated into the copper webbing and went to ground through his connection to the tank.  Quite an ingenious low tech solution to a high tech problem.  He jumped back to his feet groaning in pain as I was slashing at two other men.  He complained. “Ow!  That frigging stings every time!” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow and replied, “Fun?”  I shook my head as I reached the command vehicle and slashed the hinges with an Odin's spear then tore the back door off of it. 
 
    Immediately I was tackled by the large Ragnarok commander inside as his second in command went after Jeffery.  Kroth!  I didn't have time for this.  I just cupped my right hand and jammed my fingers into the Ragnarok's gut and unleashed the power of Thor.  Lightning lanced through his body and struck some of the advancing enemy as well. 
 
    Did I just feel a fluctuation in the power Valhalla is feeding the nanites in my body?  Did it happen again?  That is now three times in two months.  
 
    I turned to see Jeffery trading blows with the small Ragnarok woman.  He deflected and dodged a grouping of rapid strikes.  He purposefully took a strike to the abdomen to trap her arm between them and violently struck her three times in in the temple in rapid succession with the brass knuckles he wore.  She went down and he went with her, gasping and trying to regain the wind she had knocked out of him with her superior strength. 
 
    Again he looked at me with a grin. “Ow... again.  Even Rag women hit like they are packing sledge hammers.” 
 
    I quirked an eyebrow at that comment as I saw Kate mowing down a group of men with the power of Thor, the blue lightning lancing from her fingertips.  Jeffery quickly backpedaled. “Not that women are weak or anything.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and grasped his forearm and yanked him to his feet then ran off to Kate's side to push the enemy back.  I couldn't help but admire her form, she always made fighting look like a graceful dance with her mixture of Earth fighting techniques.  Quite the counterpoint to my brute force approach.  This just made me want her even more. 
 
    The tide had turned in this Stand of Great Britain.  Without the enemy commanders nor their heavy armor, it was now a matter of mop up.  Two hours later through sporadic fighting, the field was won.  We coordinated with the field commanders.  One thousand thirty two allied fighters dead and two thousand plus injured. Approximately seven thousand fifty enemy dead and thousands more injured.  Over half that number had fallen at the hands of us three Valkyrie that Valhalla had dispatched to the battle.  It was estimated that more than six hundred innocents had lost their lives in the city.  Kroth! 
 
    There were only four Ragnarok commanding this force.  Was that because the horde's numbers were dwindling that much or were they concentrating forces somewhere else?  Whatever the reason, that left their entire attacking force here vulnerable to the might of the Valkyrie.  They were naught against our fury. 
 
     I watched while my minor wounds repaired themselves as my nanites did their job.  Then a familiar, heavily modified wind rider landed near the command center and Arina called out on coms, “Mount up, Valkyrie!” 
 
    “That girl...,” Kate said as she rolled her eyes and laughed while we three women of the house of Odin boarded.  Geiravor sat in the seats next to Kate and I, as Arina grinned back at us from the pilot's seat. 
 
    After setting the auto pilot on 'Pegasus', as she called her wind rider, Arina joined us in the back for the hour long journey back to Valhalla.  How she is able to coax so much speed out of the vessel still confounds the engineers back home.  I have a nagging suspicion I know how she is doing it... or should I say my nanites have a nagging suspicion, since they are in constant communication with hers and Kate's.  The little molecular machines seem quite amused with her.  I'm sure father knows her little trick, as Odin is not only ruler of Asgard, but is still First Scientist after all. 
 
    I could finally focus on Arina.  She has become quite a spectacular Valkyrie, her blinding aura almost as bright blue as Kate's but with barely a wisp of red trailing behind in little stringlets.  Arina is purest of all Asgard I have ever seen.  I felt the sonic boom as we went supersonic, it never felt like we were going over mach six to me.  I could see the strain on her face that she always tried to hide, from 'helping' the vehicle fly, which only confirmed my suspicions. 
 
    She punched up the feeds on the main holo-display, and we saw information scroll by on the battle as well as the minor battle that Mist had handled up in Oslo, Norway with a small contingent of United Earth Alliance troops and a few Einherjergeir.  I snickered at the name she had assigned the battle, “Mist's Annoyance”.  She wouldn't be back for eight hours in her slower wind rider. 
 
    Arina smiled at all of us. “Well met, Valkyrie.” 
 
    Mother smiled back. “Well met, little one.” 
 
    Kate leaned over and laid the back of her hand on Arina's cheek. “Well met, Arina.  I wish you would stay off the battlefield.” 
 
    Arina looked like a chastised child. “But... there were injured.” 
 
    Kate nodded and sighed in resignation. “I know.  I know.  Just be careful.  I worry.” 
 
    Arina puffed up.  Oh boy, here it comes.  The little one blurted out, “None can pierce the shield of Arina the Whispering Breeze, second to Kate the Raging Storm, First Valkyrie of Earth!  I am Valkyrie!” 
 
    Kate was laughing and mother and I were trying hard not to laugh ourselves as Kate reprimanded, “Yes.  And you are MY responsibility.  Understand?  Learn your own limits.”  She crooked an eyebrow at the girl who looked sufficiently embarrassed. 
 
    “Yes, Kat,” the young one replied looking down. 
 
    Kate grinned in triumph then turned to me and kissed me gently on the lips before she asked, “Now, did anyone else notice the power fluctuation during the battle?”  We all nodded as I blushed, trying to get over her public display of affection.  I don't know if I'll ever get used to how forward humans are.  Well, not that Kate is human anymore. 
 
    Arina spoke up, “I'll get with Odin as soon as we land.” 
 
    Geiravor countered. “No, there will be time for that on the morrow.  It will be late when we return and we all need sleep.” 
 
    Arina started to argue. “But Geiravor, Spear of Asgard, I can help him to...” 
 
    Geiravor cut her off. “Arina!  How many times must I tell you to call me mother?  Being Kate's second makes you family as Mist is for being Kara's second.  I know you are fond of titles, but really little one.”  She looked at Kate and me in exasperation. “Kat.  Talk to your second.” 
 
    Kate just grinned from ear to ear then tilted her head toward Arina expectantly.  The little one caved. “Yes... mother.  I apologize.”  Then she almost whispered like a petulant child, “And I'm not little... anymore.” 
 
    This caused more laughter.  But true enough, she doesn't look like a perpetual thirteen year old girl anymore.  But the 'little one' nickname has stuck even though her Valkyrie nanites had aged her to full maturity.  To us Asgard, instead of her actual two thousand years old, she appears to be a couple hundred thousand years old now.  To the humans of Earth, instead of looking physically thirteen years old, she appears to be around twenty.  She also gained ten inches in height and is around five foot nine now and quite the knockout with her wavy chestnut toned hair. 
 
    Arina has already grown to legendary status in this short time as the first non-violent Valkyrie, or Valkyriefrior.  She is also known as “The Innocent” as the whispers in the hall tell.  She gets offers to bed almost constantly now from the men and women of the citadel and quite a few visiting humans, she has yet to accept.  She had told Mist once that if Kat and I are not to bed her, then none shall.  She should have known my second would share this with me, and I to Kate.  Arina has better self restraint than me that is for sure, as us Asgard are extremely sexual people, though we hate to show it in public.  It is very rare for an Asgard to claim exclusivity as Kat and I have. 
 
    An incoming message flashed and I gestured toward the display and Jeffery's face filled the holo-screen. “Thanks for waiting ladies.  Now I gotta take a slow cargo plane back with the Rattler and the Wildcards!”  Rattler was the nickname of his Abrams tank, it had been almost shot into scrap so many times but had never failed his team.  You would think it was called Rattler as in a Terran snake that could strike fast, but it is actually because of a rattle they cant find inside the tank that manifested after their first battle.  No matter how many times they rebuilt her, the rattle stayed. 
 
    I snorted and covered my mouth.  “I know you are desperate to get back to Mist and Tyr's bed, but this is payback for the woman comment in the battle.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and grinned. “Hey, I qualified my statement,” he said playfully. 
 
    Kate, always the diplomat chimed in. “Oh don't be so whiny, 'Einherjer'.”  She teased him. “Besides, you get what you deserve if you made a comment about women.  Anyway, you'll arrive only a couple hours after Mist so she may still be awake when you get back.  Not everyone has the convenience of Pegasus here.” 
 
    This put a proud smile on Arina's face as Kate cut the transmission before Jeffery could respond. We all laughed heartily, giving us a cathartic release after the battle.  By the ages I needed some mead! Why do we not keep drink on this vessel?  We snacked on provisions to give our nanites material to heal our bodies as we talked about anything but battle on the way back. 
 
    Before I knew it, Arina was back at the controls taking manual control of our approach, we transitioned back down through the sonic barrier and I felt a familiar pressure from my nanites receding as we slowed to standard speeds. 
 
    I was quite positive I knew how she was doing it... and it sure wasn't the vessel.  Such a clever, efficient girl.  She'll keep those engineers guessing for eons.  But in the mean time, they are working on at least supersonic or mach two transports.  Valhalla was never in need of fast transport before, since our city took up every corner of our pocket universe, so virtually no time was ever spent in developing wind riders beyond their current capabilities. 
 
    She showboated by threading the needle in the portal of the dome at the gates of Valhalla, going well over a hundred miles per hour, bypassing the landing pads to proceed directly to the central spire.  I caught the sly smile she got when the Einherjer saw our approach and braced themselves for her flyover so they wouldn't stumble from the line they held at the portal gates.  She's such a bad one.  I grinned, and Kate's eyes were sparking with amusement too. 
 
    As we were landing on Arina's private pad near the entrance to the central spire, Tyr was on coms comically complaining.  “Kroth, Arina!  I didn't need a krothing haircut today!”  Of course he'd be at the gates, the Captain of the Einherjer was always there when his mate Mist was away.  I still catch myself smiling at the fact that he and Mist had finally bonded after all these eons together. 
 
    She just giggled into the coms like an imp, then ignored him as she shut down the systems.  She stood as the doors opened, she motioned to them.  “Ladies?” 
 
    Almost instantly after we stepped off the pad and started toward the doors, scores of engineers flooded the landing pad and Pegasus, trying to learn Arina's secrets.  I could see the sly grin on her face as we entered the central spire.  I slapped her forearm.  “You are terrible, little one.  One day you'll need to tell them.” 
 
    She feigned innocence. 
 
    Mother said goodbye to us as we left her on the elevator, placing the back of her hand on each of our cheeks.  We walked up to the door of our quarters and Arina asked, “Will you need food and mead or will you be retiring?”  She was always such an efficient second, always ready to help Kate. 
 
    Kate smiled at her and placed the back of her hand on Arina's cheek.  “No, I think we'll just relax and drink some mead then retire.  You go home Arina, we will see you in the morning.”  The little one nodded then said her good nights then continued on to her quarters next door. 
 
    As soon as our doors closed, Kate was pushing me back into the couches in the seating area stating in her delightful raspy voice,  “Now, it has been entirely too long since you last bedded me properly Kara.” 
 
    Between kisses, I managed to gasp.  “It was last night.” 
 
    She was clawing at my armor, pulling it off roughly as she giggled.  “As I said, entirely too long.” 
 
    Kroth do I love this woman! 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 2 – Sabotage 
 
    I awoke to the sound of Arina's entry chime into our quarters.  I looked over to see Kate laying on our bed grinning at me and looking far too sexy.  She looked toward the front room and said humorously about her second, “Efficient.” 
 
    I will not admit to snorting at that.  But we got up and prepped for the day.  I stowed our armor as Kate was showering.  I touched the plasti-glass of the door and it became a mirrored surface.  I looked at my left hand in it.  It never felt quite... real, to me once my nanites rebuilt it after I lost it in the battle that stranded me on Earth alone for five thousand years before Valhalla returned to Earth a decade ago. 
 
    It struck me as I looked in the mirror, that's what it is... it felt like a reflection.  It is one of the cracks in my psyche that only Kate knows about.  A Valkyrie should have no weakness, yet I find myself discovering more and more cracks.  I cannot show any weakness as First Valkyrie.  I wish mother would take the title back so I did not have to pretend to be worthy of it.  But she keeps declaring that it is my time. 
 
    As Kate dressed in ruling caste garments I went in to shower.  We learned over the years it is better if we shower separately as I can't seem to keep my hands off of her otherwise, and we are always late.  I looked at my face in the mirror as I dried off after the shower.  Kroth, I hated that face.  As always too young, too feminine for someone of my station.  But Kate disagrees with a passion I could never argue with. 
 
    I donned my ruling caste garments and Kate and I made our way into the main room where Arina already had mead and breakfast waiting for us.  “Well met Kat, Kara,” she said while raising her hand to shield her eyes from our bright auras. 
 
    We smiled at her and echoed her greeting.  Then we all sat in the main seating area and snacked on the delectable morsels Arina had selected for us today.  I'm quite pleased that she has been including more and more Earth foods lately.  I had become quite fond of it in the five millennia that I had eaten it as I waited for the return of the Asgard. 
 
    Kate started our morning conversation avoiding our agreed upon taboo morning subjects, battle and ruling caste business.  “I heard that the Tacoma memorial is opening next week.  I'd like to attend as Earth was originally my home.” 
 
    I nodded. Tacoma, Washington was the first city hit with a kinetic strike when the humans refused to surrender themselves or us Asgard to the Ragnarok when their fleet first arrived in orbit.  Over two hundred thousand innocents were extinguished in but a moment by that asteroid strike as punishment for noncompliance.  That heralded the battle of the Stand of the Three.  Where humans and Valkyrie fought side by side to show them that Earth would not be subjugated, that humans will live free.  Valhalla is still negatively charging the atmosphere with static to bring the particulate matter in the atmosphere to ground. 
 
    “Of course, I'd like to attend too if you would have me there Kat,” I said in reflection. 
 
    Arina chimed in. “As would I.” 
 
    Kate softened and looked at us like we were being silly and responded in her rich raspy voice,  “I'd have you two nowhere else.”  I was secretly relived that when my nanites reconstructed her genetic makeup to become Asgard that her voice remained raspy.  I was scared it was that way because of damage to her vocal cords, if it was then the nanites would have fixed it, but apparently it is just how her voice is.  It... ummm, does things to me. 
 
    I spoke again, “I'm sure father and mother would like to attend as well.  Odin is still shaken at what had transpired because of our presence here on Earth though he pretends otherwise.”  She nodded, her smile was sad on her unconventionally beautiful face. 
 
    I heard that the memorial was a sea wall with victim names engraved along it, around the sea filled crater that is now called New Commencement Bay where Tacoma once stood.  They used the plasti-crete material that we shared with humans to construct it.  The only technology we share are the manufacture of construction materials like plasti-crete and plasti-glass.  Father is debating sharing plasti-steel with them as it can be used to develop weapons. 
 
    We learned from painful experience the folly of sharing technology with a violent race.  When we shared with the Ragnarok all those years ago, they turned against us.  Now they are a plague across the galaxy, already conquering one other world and trying to do the same here on Earth.  We fear the same fate for the other three inhabited planets soon.  Which is why all of our tech now has built in kill switches that will dissolve the equipment into the base proteins and carbon molecules they are constructed from at the slightest hint of tampering. 
 
    We share some devices, like communications and portable holo-tablets for coordination, with the express warning that they are to be returned to us and any tampering will cause them to dissolve.  We deploy portable shield generators to allies and strategic positions with an Einherjergeir to operate them as a regular Einherjer will never advance from the line protecting the gates of Valhalla. 
 
    Humans find the concept that the only offensive weapons the Asgard possess are the Valkyrie, quite odd.  While we were thirty strong, and could stand against tens of thousands of Ragnarok, our numbers dipped down to seven before the Stand of the Three.  We now stand ten strong and one Valkyriefrior. 
 
    Two girls who had developed the Valkyrie sight and volunteered were hastily trained and brought into the fold.  One woman who had gone into seclusion when she developed the evolution of Valkyrie sight had almost lost her sanity eons ago, had bravely stood forward after all these centuries to stand with the few of us. 
 
    She is one of the most honored of the new Valkyrie.  It takes a strong woman who is cursed with Valkyrie Sight to step forward to protect our people.  It is a huge burden and emotionally trying, to be able to see the auras of people around you.  To see the good and just blue aura emanating from the people you love and the reds reflecting their capacity for violence, hatred and rage. 
 
    Then of course there was Arina, who even before she developed Valkyrie sight, had performed spectacular acts of bravery and valor for an innocent, without committing violence herself.  Kat fought long and hard with her, not wanting her to join the Valkyrie.  Their compromise and our own nanites sneaky solution was most intriguing and we have found it to be extremely valuable. 
 
    United Earth Alliance commanders point out the energy weapon sidearms that all Valkyrie and Einherjer carry.  We continually demonstrate that they are simply storage vessels for the energy that the Valkyrie and Einherjer provide them from our own bodies and therefore an extension of us.  They are essentially inert plasti-steel energy storage units that have a simple molecular release circuit in the trigger. 
 
    There was a soft chime from a console and we cleaned up our breakfast dishes and placed them in the service port in the kitchen area and made our way down to Odin's workshop. 
 
    We walked in and as usual father was already surrounded by no less than twenty holo-displays, conferring with various Asgard scientists and UEA commanders as well as some civilians interested in trade with or visiting the citadel.  How he can compartmentalize it all and keep things running so smoothly still amazes me. 
 
    I noted on a console that Mist's wind rider had finally arrived minutes ago.  That means Jeffery will be back before lunch.  I chuckled at the discomfort he had to endure on the long flight back.  Serves him right for commenting on women like that, even if it were enemy women. 
 
    Both Kate and I pulled up some notes and observations we took at the battle and each flicked our fingers, sending the information spiraling to father's holo-displays, scrolling below the people he was communicating with. 
 
    He glanced down at it then did a quick double-take.  I knew he saw our comments on the power fluctuation.  He quickly excused himself from all of the conversations and balled his hand quickly in a fist, the gesture closing all the displays but his main.  Then he walked swiftly and confidently up to us. 
 
    His voice, when he spoke, boomed out, “Well met, daughters.”  He bumped forearms with the three of us.  I nodded and placed the back of my hand on his cheek for a moment. 
 
    Kat said, “Well met, father.” 
 
    Arina said, “Well met, Odi... ummm... father.” 
 
    This brought a huge smile to father's face, he was such a softie.  I knew he loved how his family had grown so much in the last ten years, which for a race that measures time in millinnea, is less than the blink of an eye.  First he gained Kate when she laid claim to me and we were bonded.  And then Arina when she became Kate's second. 
 
    It is easy to see that father has a soft spot for the gentle Arina and he views her as his baby girl.  She is easy to love, and smarter than most of the engineers that work under father.  I keep having to remind myself that she is but a mere two thousand Earth years old.  I grin at the thought of how he will act if Kate and I ever chose to have a child of our own.  The little bundle of love would have the ruler of Valhalla wrapped around its finger. 
 
    I almost snorted at the random thought of how funny it would be if our first child was a girl.  Odin is already outnumbered five to one by women in his own family, all of which are Valkyrie. 
 
    His face got serious and he spoke in a low tone, “As you already surmised, it happened again. Some of the secondary energy projection systems were sabotaged yesterday.  We are no closer to finding out who has been doing it.  But whoever it is can access some of our most secure systems and circumvent security some of our brightest engineers have developed without leaving a trace.  Everyone that works with any of these systems have been vetted by Asgard with Valkyrie sight.” 
 
    This brought to the front of my mind the one known weakness of the Valkyrie sight.  Someone has figured out how to exploit it.  While we can see a person's capacity for good and bad intentions, it is not perceived by our sight as bad intentions if the person believes in their heart they are doing the right thing. 
 
    We are convinced that the saboteur that has been hitting our systems over the past four thousand cycles is Asgard.  No, years not cycles.  I finally started thinking in cycles again after returning home to Valhalla, and then we adopted Earth time for the thousand years we will be here until our citadel transits to the next planet in our five thousand year rotating cycle.  Since Ragnarok only live a couple hundred years, the possibility of one infiltrating us has been ruled out. 
 
    Plus the fact that not a single Asgard has been hurt as a result of the sabotage demonstrates that the person or persons are Asgard since our people detest violence of any kind.  We Valkyrie, or 'Cursed Protectors' and the Einherjer 'Gate Guardians' are the only exceptions.  We shoulder the shame of committing violence to protect the weak and innocent and only exist because of the Ragnarok threat. 
 
    Kate spoke, her voice imploring us, “Have you reconsidered allowing me to investigate?  I know you dislike investigating your own people and prying into their lives.  But the attacks on the system are coming at an increasingly rapid pace now.  What if a key system goes down when we are under attack?  Investigation is what I did before, when I was human as a police detective.” 
 
    Odin closed his eyes.   He took a deep breath then opened them again and looked at my mate. “OK. But Kat, only you, Kara and your seconds.  Be discrete.  I don't want this spiraling out of control and  having the innocents thinking we are spying on them.” 
 
    This was serious, but not as serious as the threat that continued sabotage poses.  Kate had asked one day, when our family was all together, why when she first arrived in Valhalla did everyone react so harshly to her presence.  She had thought Asgard were above prejudice.  That is when Odin shared the sabotage with her since she was now part of the ruling caste.  It had been going on for thousands of years.  It has driven suspicion and it has become hard to trust anyone new in areas that are vital.  Like the protective dome's shield generation room, and any place a ruling caste member is present. 
 
    She nodded at him and replied, her voice raspy once again, “Thank you, father.  We can begin today.  I promise I will do my best to be discrete.” 
 
    He nodded back somberly, I knew this was a difficult decision for him, but I agreed with Kate on this.  Maybe my sensibilities have been colored by all the time I have spent with humans.  He spoke softly, “I know you will Kat.” 
 
    Then he turned with a sly grin to Arina.  “And you little one.  I have seen some of your advancements on the power conversion and storage you have accomplished on Pegasus.  Your nanites are teaching you as much as you are teaching them it seems.  How would you like to help me adapt your improvements across all of Valhalla's power systems?  I have been utilizing your advancements for a while now.  I believe that before we transit we may be able to upgrade efficiency with your designs and actually skip the Ragnarok transit, saving countless lives.” 
 
    This made her eyes light up.  She grinned at him and excitedly spoke, “I'd love to!” 
 
    We all chuckled at her enthusiasm then father looked around conspiratorially then added, “You really need to come clean to the engineers soon about your... trick... to supersonic flight little one. Some of them aren't sleeping at night thinking the secret is in your systems.  It is unhealthy.” 
 
    I snorted.  Kroth, I have to stop doing that!  As I thought that father had guessed her secret too.  Arina looked like a little imp as she smiled crookedly and whispered, “But it's so much fun...” 
 
    This started us all laughing hard until Kat, Arina, and I all suddenly shivered as a chill went down our spines and we shot our eyes upward toward the sky.  “Father!” I was shouting.  Seeing our reactions, he was already at his main holo-display looking at information streaming into it as alarms started blaring. 
 
    He spoke quickly, “Kroth!  The Ragnarok vessel that promised not to return is approaching Earth at one third light speed from the Jupiter moon they have been orbiting.  They aren't slowing, they will sling past Earth in less than two hours.  Their trajectory and the rotation and orbital paths of the planet will put them six thousand miles directly above Valhalla as they pass.  If they haven't started slowing by now they have no intention of stopping in orbit.” 
 
    Without a word, Arina slipped out of the room, efficient as always she knew what we needed.  Less than ten minutes later she returned carrying two sets of armor and wearing her own brilliant blue armor. 
 
    We helped each other gear up then shot father a worried glance as we ran out to a waiting Pegasus, mother was already inside.  Arina had us airborne before the doors had closed and shooting toward the main gates. 
 
    I could see men streaming out of the barracks to reinforce the Einherjer at the gate.  Those men that have held that line for millennia, unwavering like forged steel.  As we exited Pegasus we saw other wind riders arriving and the other Valkyrie stepping out. 
 
    We all grouped together, squinting at all the bright auras as we greeted each other by grasping forearms.  Tyr and Mist were last to arrive, looking sheepish and disheveled.  It didn't take much of an imagination to figure out what this call to arms had interrupted with them. 
 
    Tyr greeted us then took his place at the front of the line, relieving his second in command and all Einherjer adjusted their places in the line. 
 
    I heard Tyr on coms communicating with the UEA, warning all civilians away from approaching the citadel until the threat had been determined and dealt with. 
 
    The Valkyrie fanned out with nary a sound behind the two lines of one hundred men each. They stood shoulder to shoulder at the gate barring entrance behind the primary and secondary portal shields.  And then the waiting began, less than an hour until the ship passed by Earth.  What were they up to now?  After I killed that ship's commander in hand to hand combat, they had upheld his promise that the people on his vessel would leave both Earth and Valhalla for all time. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 3 – Discarded 
 
    I glanced over the readouts scrolling along the length of the portal.  A countdown started and I could see all the muscles tense on the men on the line.  All Valkyrie dug their feet in like I did, in preparation to vault over the line to engage any enemy. 5 – 4 – 3 – 2 – 1  A slight shiver went down my spine and a single aura was lowered from the sky.  It was fairly bright, small and equal parts blue and red, blue to the front. What the Kroth is going on? 
 
    I tapped the shoulder of an Einherjer at the second line, he made a hole for me then I tapped the man beside Tyr on the main line and he made a hole and I stepped forward to look out. 
 
    Standing outside the two shields of the portal was a very small Ragnarok woman in ill fitting armor.  She was quite pretty.  She looked no more than eighteen, so that would actually be around twenty five or thirty, as Ragnarok age slower than humans.  She was just a scared looking young lady.  She was shielding her eyes as she looked at us.  But that was just like...  could it be? 
 
    I looked back at the men and women standing at the ready.  They all looked as confused as me. Someone deactivated the alarm and the secondary line started dispersing.  The girl started screaming and pounding on the primary shield.  “No! Come back!  Face me!  Kill me!”  She was crying.  I closed my fist and the outer shield dropped, the girl fell onto the ground inside the portal and she came running up to the line. 
 
    She was desperately pounding on the inner shield directly in front of Tyr and my faces.  She was yelling at us and pulling her side arm and a carbon blade.  “Come face me!  I am Inatra, daughter of Inhaktar.  I am worthy of death by Valkyrie!  Kill me!” 
 
    What was going on?  This girl wanted to... die?  Tyr spoke in a husky voice full of emotion,  “Go home, child.  We have no desire to kill you or anyone.” 
 
    She turned from him to face me directly with tears in her eyes.  “You!  You are the Demon!  The Wild One!  Come strike me down Kara of Valhalla!  I can fight!  Show me the honor of death!” 
 
    What was she doing?  I felt a tear on my cheek.  I said but one word,  “No.” 
 
    The girl shrieked and threw herself against the shield, over and over.  I had to avert my eyes as another tear rolled down my cheeks.  I will not kill a child... an innocent.  What monsters do they take us for? 
 
    Before I could say more a bright blue aura-ed body leapt over me and through the shield and landed lightly behind the girl.  Arina? 
 
    The girl spun to face her. “Strike Valkyrie!” 
 
    Arina whispered, “No.” 
 
    The girl screamed and fired her energy weapon.  Arina's lattice absorbed it.  The girl screamed again, “Fight me, Valkyrie.” 
 
    Arina's eyes were full of compassion.  “No.” 
 
    The girl threw the energy weapon down then charged Arina swinging rapidly with the carbon blade. Arina didn't use her shielding, and her lattice was set way too low.  Parts of the hacking and slashing attacks were getting through and the resulting cuts were healing almost instantly on Arina.  The girl was pleading, “Fight me!  I am worthy of death by Valkyrie!” 
 
    Arina was crying now as we all just stood silently by, not knowing what to do.  Again she whispered, “No,” to the broken girl in front of her. 
 
    The girl threw the carbon blade down and started striking Arina with her fists.  “I chose this over execution!  I am... defective.  I am trash, discarded, but I can fight!  Strike me down!  Give me honor!  Valkyrie are killers.  It is what you do... why won't you give this death to me!?” 
 
    Arina hoarsely said more forcefully, “No.” 
 
    The girl was now hysterical and pounding on Arina's chest, begging under her breath frantically, “Kill me... kill me... please...” 
 
    Arina said softly, “No.  You are not trash, nobody here will kill you.  I don't know what you think of us but we are not monsters nor demons.  Let me help you.” 
 
    She grabbed the struggling girl and just held her close, hugging her as the girl hit her sides ineffectively until she collapsed into the embrace and sobbed into Arina's shoulder as Arina stroked her hair and shushed her. 
 
    I stepped through the shield and placed a hand on the girl's forearm.  Kate and Geiravor were right behind me doing the same, and a man stepped in to close the line.  Was this... suicide by Valkyrie?  I was still confused.  All I knew is that the girl was broken and needed help, not death. 
 
    Arina took a deep breath and I could see her making a hard decision and she lifted the exhausted girl into her arms and started walking toward the line.  They did not part and I swear I could see fire in the little one's eyes as she growled at Tyr, “She is under my protection.” 
 
    Tyr took a deep breath and made a hole as she stepped through the shield and over the line with the girl.  I could see the huge conflict in his eyes.  In the eons he had stood at the gates, this had never happened.  Captain of the Einherjer, First Protector of the Gate, Tyr Hand of Justice allowed a Ragnarok through the gates. 
 
    We wordlessly followed.  Tyr and Mist caught up with us as we reached Pegasus.  He quietly asked me in the same confusion I was feeling, “Should I... accompany you?” 
 
    I looked at Arina, I have never seen her this focused.  I shook my head.  “No.  I... we'll see what happens from here.  I need to speak with Odin.” 
 
    He nodded as we closed the doors.  The girl was now asleep in the seat beside Arina who had an arm protectively around her.   Geiravor took the controls and flew us to the central spire.  None of us spoke. 
 
    When we arrived Arina lifted the girl and we led the way to our quarters.  Mother left us at the elevator.  “I will speak with your father.  You take care of little one and her charge.”  I nodded. 
 
    We got to our quarters and the guards stepped aside with questioning looks on their faces when they saw the Ragnarok armor. 
 
    Arina laid her gently on the couches in the sitting area then removed both of their armor.  Kate came out of our room with a blanket for her.  Finally Arina spoke as she sat beside the young woman,  “Who... who would 'discard' a person?  They just sent her... they sent her to die here.  Who would do that?  What do they think of us that they believe we would strike her down?” 
 
    She just sat there stroking the broken young woman's hair.  Quite bold and forward of her, does she even realize she is doing it? 
 
    Kate finally said something, “We will need to speak of this soon Arina.  But for now, take care of her.  She seemed so... broken?  Fragile?” 
 
    The little one nodded and we removed our armor and took a seat across from them, with the same questions rolling around in our heads. 
 
    A few minutes later, Odin's entry chime sounded as he strode into the room.  Looking uncertain and hesitant for the first time in his life, he took a step toward Arina then turned as if to walk back out.  Then he paced back and forth.  Finally he paused, I could hear him sigh. 
 
    Then he said softly as he turned back around,  “Well met, little one.  What have you, and your big heart done?” 
 
    She looked at him with her eyes watery, on the verge of tears.  She whispered, “She needs our help.  They... sent her to die.” 
 
    Odin closed his eyes and took a deep breath and let it out.  It sounded like another sigh.  He spoke in resignation, “She is your responsibility.  We will have words later.  Understood?”  She nodded. 
 
    Without speaking to anyone else he was marching back out of our quarters shaking his head.  I heard him complaining to the guards as he passed them, “The women of my family will be the death of me yet.”  I'm pretty sure they were grinning as they looked at the floor as the doors closed. 
 
    We all sat in silence, I'm sure with all the same questions in the forefront of our minds. 
 
    *** 
 
    A while later the young Ragnarok started to stir.  Kate gestured with her hand and a chronometer appeared on one of the consoles.  We had sat in silence for two hours. 
 
    The girl opened her eyes then shielded them as she saw us.  She sprang into a crouch on the couch.  She grabbed a vase off the side table and held it toward us like a weapon.  Alternating between us and Arina. 
 
    She started to speak, her voice tumbling out in a rush, “I may be your prisoner Asgard, but I will not talk!  Torture me all you like!” She swung her head toward me, her eyes squinting. “You, Demon!  Why did you not strike me down?  I am worthy! I gave you my lineage, Inatra daughter of Inhaktar!  They promised me that if I shared that with you, you would make it a quick death!”  I flinched at the word Demon. 
 
    Before I could speak Arina was standing before her.  “Inatra, daughter of Inhaktar, no one here wishes you ill.  No one will torture you and certainly no one will kill you.  You are no prisoner, you are free to go at any time you wish.  You have free range of the city.  Any off limit areas will have guards.  I suggest you do not stray from the dome though, humans are not as... accepting as Asgard.  I am Arina the Whispering Breeze and these are Kara the Wild One and Kate the Raging Storm.” 
 
    She was walking carefully toward the door, holding the vase between us.  The doors opened and she looked at the guards who didn't move toward her.  She ran at one. “Kill me!”  To his credit he just stood there as she struck him repeatedly until the vase broke, his lattice flaring. 
 
    She stepped into the hall and looked back in at us.  “Why will no Asgard give me honor?” 
 
    Arina stepped out beside her.  She looked at the woman.  “There is no honor in death and no honor in taking a life.  May I call you Inatra?  Why don't you come back in and get cleaned up.  I have some fresh garments for you then you can eat and we can talk, or I can give you a tour of the city.  I don't understand why you are choosing to die Inatra.” 
 
    She reached slowly out and gently grabbed the other woman's hand and slowly pulled her back in.  The Ragnarok's eyes were darting everywhere.  I'm sure she believed it was some sort of trick.  Arina led her through our bedroom and into the bathroom. 
 
    I exchanged a look with Kate and motioned to the door with my eyes.  She nodded and we exited. As confused as we were I could imagine how Inatra was feeling.  We made our way to Odin's workshop hand in hand. 
 
    When we entered father's workspace he looked over from the myriad of holo-displays he was speaking with people on then excused himself and closed the screens with a gesture. 
 
    He opened his mouth, then it snapped shut again.  He opened it again but nothing came out.  It was quite comical.  I understood completely. 
 
    It was Kate that broke the awkwardness, “That Arina certainly is something else, isn't she?”  We all  roared with laughter at the understatement of the millennium. 
 
    Finally Odin wiped a happy tear from his eye, catching his breath again.  It was a much needed release of tension.  I could see we were all much more relaxed now. 
 
    Then he put a sly smile on his face, “You do know this gives me ammunition for the endless teasing of my old friend Tyr.  A Ragnarok finally broke the line.  And it was a child!” 
 
    We started howling in laughter again.  I'm quite sure my nanites were keeping me from dying from lack of oxygen.  OK... OK... settle down and breathe Kara.  It was quite funny though.  In truth, I know I will be teasing him too.  I looked over to Kate, who was gasping for air as well. 
 
    I sobered and whispered what I knew Kate had seen as well, “I believe she has Valkyrie Sight, father.” He nodded once in understanding, leading me to believe that mother made the same observation and told him already.  We had always wondered if the races we seeded across the galaxy would start developing the same evolutions as us Asgard, as they are almost Asgard themselves.  It made sense that the Ragnarok, being the first race to develop and evolve would be the first to start developing our evolutions. 
 
    Kate's Valkyrie Sight didn't count as it was brought about by my nanites that had invaded her human body as they slowly made her Asgard. 
 
    We all knew it was fruitless to pursue the conversation based on conjecture.  It was best left until we could converse with Arina and our new unexpected guest later. 
 
    There was another awkward silence then we all took some deep breaths.  OK, now down to work.  I pulled up a map of Valhalla and had the locations of every known act of sabotage in the past few thousand years located on it.  I could see no discernible pattern as it looked suitably random. 
 
    Kate was squinting one eye though.  That was her 'I have a gut feeling' look as she adjusted the controls and added some parameters.  The glowing location icons changed multiple colors, the predominant color of red started to stand out.  She stared at the map, an intense look on her face. Then she added more parameters and half the red markers dimmed in intensity.  There glaring at us was a tight group of dark red icons in the Citadel Park merchant district. 
 
    Odin was by our side as he and I started looking at her parameters.  Oh. Very clever!  First she had categorized then eliminated any location that you had to be on site to sabotage.  Those could obviously be looked at later and questions could be asked.  We do not surveil our own people unless it is in a public space or they agree to it, so there wouldn't be visual records for most. 
 
    Then she eliminated by density, any random single sites that resembled targets of opportunity.  This left any remote terminals that had the access to secure systems and were not in the public eye.  What was left was this cluster glowing brightly.  In mere minutes she had brought one hundred twenty seven square miles of the city down to four square blocks to search.  That couldn't be more than five or ten thousand people. 
 
    Odin smiled. “All my daughters are geniuses.” 
 
    Kate just smiled.  “No, just simple police work.  Though normally a database search and cross reference like this would have taken days.  Earth's computers are like toys compared to Valhalla's.  I would have killed for a system like this back when I was a detective.” 
 
    I'm sure the expression on my face was one of pure adoration for her.  She could discount it all she wanted, she had just applied a large amount of common sense to a problem that has vexed Valhalla for centuries and gave us our first lead. 
 
    We went about compiling lists of the residents in that area and anyone who worked in the merchant district for at least four thousand years.  This was going to take some time to categorize the thousands of Asgard in that area and devise a plan of attack to sift through and interview them. 
 
    Father re-established his sea of holo-displays and went back to the part he hates playing... the politician that hundreds of humans needed to speak with, leaving Kate and I to our task. 
 
    Kat looked at me. “This is going to take a while, you may as well pull up a seat.  I believe that we can start our investigation tomorrow.  I'll let Arina know we may not return until tonight.” 
 
    I grinned, she was so... desirable just now, taking charge like this.  I licked my lips.  She laughed and bumped our hips.  “Hey, none of that now woman.  We have work to do.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and grabbed a chair. 
 
    With a flick of her fingers, she sent the merchant data over to the console in front of me as she settled in to categorize the thousands of people that call Citadel Park their home.  
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 4 -  Defective 
 
    I sat waiting on the edge of Kat and Kara's bed for Inatra to finish cleaning up in the bathroom.  I know I am young, just over two thousand Earth years.  But I had never thought the day would come when I, Arina the Whispering Breeze would see a person abandoned, discarded like a piece of trash. 
 
    This beautiful young woman was actually begging us to kill her, like it was some sort of honor. Kroth, I'm crying again.  I have to get that under control before she comes out.  I think she may have the gift of Valkyrie Sight the way she squints at us. 
 
    Kara the Wild One says it is a curse, but I can see the good that can come from having this evolution.  Since only those who possess it have the choice to volunteer to be Valkyrie and protect those who cannot protect themselves, the innocents, the weak.  To shoulder the burden of violence so our citizens will never know the horrors that violence can bring as a 'cursed protector'. 
 
    I almost cry for Kara each time I see the pain on her face when she goes into battle, knowing she will be forced to kill in order for our people to survive.  None are as valiant as her, not even my beautiful Kat.  Kara says she is an animal, but all I see is the fierce love she has of the Asgard that makes her virtually unstoppable on the battlefield.  She takes on the violence beyond her breaking point.  I can see why Kat loves her so fiercely.  That love is in their eyes.  I wish that one day they would look upon me with those eyes. 
 
    I was knocked out of my thoughts as the door to the bathroom opened and Inatra walked out in the clean clothing I had provided her with.  Odin's beard, she is magnificent!  I couldn't stop myself from looking at her.  Her well muscled and heavily scarred arms and legs were a counterpoint to the almost angelic look of her face, flowing red hair and piercing green eyes that almost took my breath away.  She had the thick body of a Ragnarok but with feminine curves in all the right places. 
 
    She was squinting at me as she crossed her arms and grabbed her shoulders. When she spoke, she almost hissed, “Why are you smiling Valkyrie?  When will the torture begin?  You will not fool me nor catch me off guard.” 
 
    I sighed sadly.  “No one will torture you nor attempt to fool you.”  I tilted my head at her. “Your eyes.  What is wrong with them, you squint when you look upon me.”  I wanted to hear it from her before I said anything. 
 
    She looked angry.  “Do not toy with me.  I already know I am defective, you do not need to be cruel!” 
 
    I shook my head and kept my voice level.  “You are not defective.  Never say that again.  Truly, what do you see when you gaze upon me.  If it makes it easier, I will share what I see when I look upon you with my Valkyrie Sight.  You have a spectacular blue aura that rivals some of our Einherjer, almost to the level of Valkyrie.  Behind is a boiling red aura that drapes down behind you.  It feels like rage and frustration that hangs like a bushy tail.  But still, your resolve and sense of justice, though wavering, is in control.  I have never seen a Ragnarok with their blue to the front like this.” 
 
    She turned and touched the frosted plasti-glass door of the bathroom and looked in the now mirrored surface at herself.  I walked up behind her as she was studying herself.  I knew what she was doing.  I spoke softly, “You cannot see your own aura, that is a shortcoming of the Valkyrie Sight.” 
 
    She spun on me and looked scared.  I knew I was right.  She looked like she wished to run, I stepped back to allow her to do so if she wished, she was no prisoner.  I hoped she would stay.  I knew that the humans would not be as accepting as us Asgard and she could easily provoke them into granting her demise. 
 
    I sighed in relief when she settled her eyes on me and relaxed, then whispered like it was taboo, “Valkyrie Sight?  This is an Asgard thing?  You did this to me?”  Then she looked scared as she realized she basically confirmed my suspicion. 
 
    I sat back on the edge of the bed to be less threatening to her.  “No.  It is a natural evolution.  Very few Asgard posses the gift, and only women.  Most volunteer to be Valkyrie, the rest live in the city as average citizens. It is a burden to most who posses it.  Ragnarok was one of the planets the Asgard seeded, so that other races would join us in our existence and we would not be alone.  You are basically Asgard yourself, so it is natural that your people would eventually develop as we have and the evolution would exhibit itself.” 
 
    She looked nervous but I could tell she was contemplating what I had said.  “Why would a warlike race like the Asgard want more races in the galaxy if not to conquer them?” 
 
    I'm sure I looked appalled as I replied,  “Asgard are not warlike!  We abhor violence of any kind. The Einherjer and Valkyrie exist only to protect the weak and innocent.  We represent the tiniest portion of our population.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a calming breath, then I opened my eyes and looked to the far end of the bed.  “Please, sit.  If you have Valkyrie Sight, tell me truthfully, what do you see when you look at me?” 
 
    She cautiously sat on the other side of the bed and examined me.  She looked like an animal ready to spring away at the first sign of a trap.  I could see she made her mind up and whispered, “I am not defective?” 
 
    I shook my head.  She looked unsure for the first time since she arrived here at Valhalla.  She sat up straight, to show her strength and said, “We are told that this was a curse that Asgard had thrust upon our women.  In the exceedingly rare case that we contracted the disease, it meant we were worthless and defective.  We have our choice of deaths, either self inflicted or execution.  Since I was named commander after killing all challengers following the death of my father I had the additional option of choosing death by Valkyrie or the Wall of Blood, Einherjer as you call them, after I exhibited the symptoms.  It would be an honorable death.  I chose the Demon.  So the next commander flew by this planet to deposit me and returned to our new colony to honor my father's promise.” 
 
    I looked at her sadly.  “The Demon?” 
 
    She looked proud.  “Yes, the Demon.  Kara the Wild One.  Valkyrie of Blood.  She has sent more Ragnarok to the beyond than any of your warriors... tenfold.  We have killed many Valkyrie in the past, but we know that the Demon is different, she cannot die. To cross blades with her and be dispatched into the beyond by her hand is the highest honor.  We are taught as children that if we misbehave, the Demon will come in our sleep and kill our family before gutting us like a beast.” 
 
    I gasped in horror, then I spoke, “Kara despises killing!  How can you say that of her?  She would lay down her own life if she could save but one innocent!” 
 
    She shook her head.  I could tell she didn't give any credence to what I had said.  She sneered almost cruelly.  “You wish for me to tell you what I see when I look at you?” 
 
    I was scared, Valkyrie never discuss our auras with each other.  I have always feared what mine resembled.  I have never felt worthy of my station.  I nodded. “Yes, Valkyrie do not speak of their auras to each other.  I would very much like to know.” 
 
    She grinned. “Red is bad?  Blue is not?”  I nodded and she continued,  “I see only red surrounding you, so dark it is black... consuming all hope.” 
 
    I whispered hoarsely, “Truly?”  My heart sank.  I am evil?  There is no valor to control it like Kara's black? I felt a tear rolling down my cheek.  Her cruel look faltered for a moment. 
 
    She closed her eyes then exhaled and said,  “No, not truly.  How can the fabled Valkyrie of Valhalla be so gullible?” 
 
    I was crying now.  She continued,  “You have a blinding blue aura that is almost white.  I do see tiny little wisps of red trailing it like little tassels.  It is almost... pretty.”  She snapped her mouth shut after that. 
 
    I stood up quickly.  I was mad that she had toyed with my emotions like that, but also massively relieved.  I was so terrified I may be a bad person.  I started walking out to the main room calling back over my shoulder in a shaky voice, “That was cruel.  Do what you must, stay or leave, it is no matter to me.  Though I do hope you would stay and speak with me.” 
 
    She was calling to me as I walked out of the bedroom, “Hey, Arina, it was a joke.  Lighten up.” She came quickly out as I was calling food and ale up at the service port.  She added, “I was... I don't... thank you.”  She looked pained, like thanking me was difficult. 
 
    I glanced at her.  “For what?” 
 
    She took a quick breath then exhaled it.  “For telling me what is wrong with me.  I didn't think Valkyrie would be so... thin skinned.”  She offered up a lopsided smile.  Kroth that was cute! 
 
    I closed my eyes for a second.  “I'm calling down for some food and mead.  Did you wish to eat with me?” 
 
    She nodded.  She was studying me now.  I could see she was taking stock of me.  I suddenly felt... small and not worthy.  Like when Kat looks at me with her stunning eyes.  I was saved by the chime as the food arrived at the port.  I took the tray and motioned to the seating area with my head. 
 
    She followed me and sat as I poured two mugs of mead and slid one to her.  She glanced down at the mug with a look of suspicion.  I rolled my eyes. “Kroth, woman!  I'm not trying to trick you!  It is a little strong for humans, I don't know about Ragnarok.”  I grabbed her mug and took a swallow then placed it back in front of her.  I then took a drink from my own then started eating some of the meats and cheese on the tray. 
 
    I ignored her looks of mistrust as she took a swallow of mead.  She smiled a little and said, “Not bad.  A little on the weak side but good taste.”  She cautiously took a bite of the assorted meats and then started shoveling the food in like she had not eaten in days. 
 
    I fought back a smile and stood, she almost leaped out of her seat on guard.  I ignored that and went back to the service port and ordered more selections of food, including some Earth vegetables and fruits I enjoy.  She sat back down, a wary look still on her face watching me as she ate. 
 
    I brought the second tray and set it beside the first one that she was still eating from.  We sat in silence, me snacking and her inhaling the food. 
 
    She finally spoke, “We have not had real food for generations on our vessel.  It is all bland proteins and mead.  It is all I have known.  Sometimes the hunter squads searching for the Demon would bring back real food from Earth.  Father shared some with me when people were not around to see him showing kindness or favor to me.” 
 
    What was her life like on that ship?  I nodded. “You may want to take it easy then.  Your body is not used to the food, you may wind up sick to your stomach and throw up or worse from the other end.” 
 
    She grinned with her mouth full then swallowed, she spoke as her eyes twinkled, “It would be worth it for the tastes I am experiencing.”  I almost giggled at that.  She saw that and smiled deeper. 
 
    It was such a joy just to watch her eat.  She was taking such pleasure discovering new tastes.  I sat back in my seat and drank my mead with a slight smile on my face.  This red headed woman was ravenous. 
 
    At last she stopped.  She snacked on a couple straggler pieces of cheese as she walked around the quarters, pulling up holo-screens at some of the consoles.  Looking at the decorations and furnishings.  She kept one eye on me to gauge my reactions.  I would give her no reason to mistrust me so I sat there with what I hoped was a look of disinterest.  There was no information of value that she could look up anyway. 
 
    She returned to sit across from me, the large low table in the seating area between us.  “You said you could show me the citadel?” 
 
    I nodded.  “If you wish, I would be happy to show you around or have someone else show you around if you prefer.” 
 
    She looked like she caught me in a lie.  “So I am a prisoner!  I will have a guard!” 
 
    I sighed.  I could understand, that may be how things were on Ragnarok but not in Valhalla.  I shook my head and spoke softly, “No, you are free to come and go as you please.  I just thought you would like someone along to show you interesting points in the city and also so that you do not get lost. It is a huge citadel with almost a million people.” 
 
    She stood and ran for the front doors and they opened.  She continued to run past the guards and into the hall.  Then she stutter stepped when neither I nor they gave chase.  She walked past them, staring in their faces then looked back at me where I still sat.  Kroth, this was infuriating, but I kept imagining the mistrust I would have if the tables were reversed.  Her voice seemed full of confusion when she spoke,  “Truly.  I am no prisoner?” 
 
    I smiled at her.  “Truly.  I can have quarters assigned to you if you wish to stay in Valhalla.  I hope you do.  Earth can be quite hostile to you outside our gates.” 
 
    Her face contorted and shifted a dozen ways as I saw her contemplating many things.  She was hard for me to read.  “Will I not be staying with you?” 
 
    My heart sped up for some reason and I quickly said, “If you wish.  My quarters are next door.” 
 
    She looked confused.  “Alone?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, is that a problem?” 
 
    She shook her head. “More Asgard opulence.  A room like this would be shared amongst ten or twenty soldiers on our vessel.” 
 
    I couldn't imagine the living conditions on their ship.  It took so many generations and thousands of cycles for them to arrive at Earth from their own planet.  I saw one of the guards wince at her revelation. 
 
    She stared at me then at the guards again.  Finally she looked back to me.  “I will allow you to escort me.  But I cannot promise I will allow it for long.”  I nodded with a smile.  A flash of uncertainty crossed her beautiful face before she composed herself.  “IF I decide to stay and cannot find a Valkyrie or man from the Wall of Blood with the honor to end me, I may share your quarters.” 
 
    I hopped up to my feet with a huge grin on my face and said, “Well met then, Inatra.  Let us regale ourselves in the wonders of Valhalla!” 
 
    She turned to look at the guards again as we made our way down the hall to the elevators.  She kept a good distance from me and I could tell she was tensed at at the ready.  Her eyes were darting everywhere.  I hope I can gain her trust.  She seems broken to me and I find that heartbreaking.  I wish I could ease her hurt. 
 
    As we got into the elevator I said, “One moment. I need to contact Kat and let her know where I will be.  I am her second, and do not wish to disappoint her if she is in need of my services.” 
 
    She nodded in understanding and stated plainly,  “She is your owner.” 
 
    I tilted my head in bemusement.  “No, she is my friend.  And because I am her second, I am part of her family and by extension, the ruling caste.  But in exchange for her teaching me and guiding me in the ways of the Valkyrie, I assist her in daily tasks to free her to concentrate on more pressing matters.” 
 
    She nodded again but squinted one eye and the corner of her mouth twitched up in a smile.  “So she does not own you?  You are your own person?  So you are her... apprentice?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Exactly, I am her apprentice. I can leave her service at any time I feel I have learned all I can from her.  Even then, I will always be her second and speak with and wield all of her authority. Just as Mist the Hidden Cloud is Kara's second.” 
 
    She scoffed and hissed like a Terran cat quietly under her breath, “Mist the Butcher.  It is no wonder she fights like the Demon if she was her apprentice.”  Why did she despise us so much that she speaks as though we are monsters? 
 
    I closed my eyes, fighting off a tear.  “And what cruel name do you have for me?” 
 
    She softened.  “Arina, Ghost of the Battlefield.  Some call you a shade from beyond as you seem to not acknowledge the challenges or strikes in battle and carry the dead or dying from the fighting, like you walk in a different realm.  Your body count is unknown.” 
 
    I did not have a hideous name?  I smiled and said softly, “I have none.  I am the first Valkyriefrior, Valkyrie of Peace.  I will not commit violence.  I strive only to help those who cannot help themselves.” 
 
    She looked truly confused.  “So if you are Valkyrie yet you do not fight, what use are you?” 
 
    The question stung as if she had slapped my face.  I often ask that question.  But Kat, explains it to me each time.  She says I am the best of the Valkyrie for the reasons she gives.   With her words and her gentle smile, she always makes me swoon.  She has a way of making me feel worthy.  I wish that she and Kara would allow me to their bed one day.  I repeated Kate's words,  “Kat says I represent the ideals of all of Asgard, to protect the weak and innocent, committing acts of valor without resorting to the violence that all Valkyrie are cursed with, to make a difference and give hope to all that come behind me.” 
 
    I was biting my lower lip thinking of her words.  Inatra smirked as she looked at me.  What was that look for? 
 
    I hit my ear bud and pulled Kate up on coms.  “Kat, I will be out today giving Inatra a tour of the citadel.  If you need my services for anything, I shall rush back.” 
 
    She replied, “Where are you now?  Is there a console nearby?” 
 
    I waved my hand over the console in the elevator as we continued down and flicked my finger from my coms toward it and Kate's smiling face jumped out of the holo-display.  She looked at me.  “By all means, little one, have fun showing her around.  Promise to be careful?  Your heart is too big sometimes.” 
 
    I could feel my cheeks burning.  When Kate turned to Inatra, her eyes went dark and her voice was cold as ice.  “Please, do not give me a reason to become cross.  Arina is good and trusting.  I am human... was human... and would not easily forgive if you were to hurt her.  Keep in mind that I do not avoid violence as the Asgard do.” 
 
    Kroth!  Then just as I was fearing a confrontation between Kat and Inatra, the gorgeous Ragnarok started chuckling.  “Very straightforward, Shadow Fang.  Or is it Kate the Raging Storm as Arina says?  Violence, I can understand and respect.  I like you. I can see why Arina here fawns over you.” 
 
    I know I was blushing profusely now as Kat's smile bloomed on the display.  Her marvelously imperfect voice replied, “Good, I'm glad we understand each other.  You ladies have fun and I will see you tonight Arina.  Will I see you as well Inatra?” 
 
    I looked hopefully at the Ragnarok woman.  She was frowning, but her frown faltered when she glanced at me.  Her frown turned into a slight grin when she met my eyes.  “We shall see, Shadow Fang.”  I caught myself grinning back at her, then I looked over to the display as Kate cut the connection. 
 
    Moments later we arrived at ground level and the doors opened.  Inatra walked out briskly then turned as I stepped out of the elevator.  “Are you coming, Ghost?” 
 
    We walked out into the crisp air, I looked up to see the spectacular Dome Shield of Geiravor that protected the citadel.  I looked over at the Ragnarok and asked, “Would you like to walk or we can fly to the Citadel Park district where there are many wonders.” 
 
    She still looked at me with a distrustful gaze. “That would be acceptable.” 
 
    I walked her over to Pegasus and the many engineers taking readings from her systems glanced at me and started moving off the landing pad.  They gave Inatra a wide birth as they filed off.  She hissed at them like an animal in a menacing fashion and they ran quickly toward the central spire as she laughed at their retreating backs.  I was staring at her in disbelief.  She turned to me and I looked away from her and said softly,  “That was cruel.”  I stepped into Pegasus not waiting to see if she'd follow.  She stopped laughing instantly. 
 
    She walked in and I sat in the pilot's seat and motioned to the copilot chair.  She sat and looked at me, I wouldn't meet her eyes.  She finally broke the silence as I activated the door closers.  “It was all in fun.” 
 
    I looked at a spot on the floor by her feet, still not meeting her gaze.  “Do you believe it was fun to them?  I want people to accept you as an individual, not as the violent Ragnarok that you are displaying to them.  I know you are quite civilized, I have witnessed it with my own eyes.” 
 
    I turned to the controls and moments later we were airborne.  I heard her say quietly, “I am sorry, Ghost.  I had just never seen an Asgard exhibit fear before.  You are such a warlike race yet the citizens seem like the meek sheep of this world.” 
 
    I finally looked at her.  That blazing red hair and sparkling green gaze made me hesitate.  “Why do you insist we are warlike?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes like it was obvious.  “Because of the incursion of your invading forces on our planet all those eons ago.  All know the story of the vicious Asgard hordes that tried to defeat our people.  You slaughtered many of our people on our first meeting.  It is our duty to defeat you and take your technology and to rule the galaxy in your stead.” 
 
    I kicked Pegasus into a hover and released the controls as I spun on her in disbelief.  “You are mistaken!” 
 
    She shook her head.  “Do not pretend, Valkyrie.” 
 
    I sighed and said sadly,  “Is this what they are teaching you?  We have visual records of Ragnarok first contact here.” 
 
    I punched up the first transition that we met people of the Ragnarok race and the holo-display kicked to life.  We watched as a group of five of our gatherers were collecting plants and fruits for our gardens and food warehouses.  They saw in the valley two figures approaching.  Once they got closer they were recognizable as early Ragnarok people. 
 
    One Asgard woman saw them and smiled and walked toward them with some of the fruit they had gathered and held it out.  “Hello, I am Narisa.  You are the first people of this planet we have found. Would you care to share some of the bounty we have collected?”  The lead Ragnarok uttered a guttural growl and in a single motion swung the club he was wielding and crushed Narisa's skull. 
 
    The two ran forward to the screaming gatherers who sprinted toward their wind rider.  Two more fell to the vicious attack as the others retreated to Valhalla. 
 
    I locked eyes with Inatra in challenge.  “That was our vicious Asgard horde?  That was us slaughtering your people?  There was not even honor in what those two did to our innocents.  Our people were terrified for years after that.  Our leader, Rotan of the Whispering Wind implored our people to remain calm.  For years we sent out groups to learn the developing Ragnarok language. Portable shield generators were developed so we could talk with your race without fear of death.” 
 
    I took a deep shuddering breath, she looked confused as I continued as multiple images streamed along on the holo-display.  “Through patience and perseverance, Rotan succeeded in coming to an accord with the local tribes. We shared methods of irrigation, creating tools and building techniques with the Ragnarok to improve their food production and quality of life.  By the end of our thousand orbit transition, a basic society had sprung up, similar to Earth's Bronze Age.  What had started as a nightmare at the beginning of that transition, turned into hope.  We had made friends with another race, we were no longer alone in the cosmos.” 
 
    I thought of my lessons in school.  “When we transitioned to the next planet, a single holo-pad was accidentally left behind.  That one small mistake almost proved to be the undoing of our race.”  I pulled up the next Ragnarok transition on the holo-display. 
 
    Before I started the visual record I looked at her.  “Have you ever wondered why all of your technology is based on photon projection?  Lasers, energy weapons, transport containment beams like those on your ship to lower people to the surface?”  She gave a hesitant nod.  I closed my eyes, centering myself.  “It is because that was the photonic circuitry in that old holo-pad.  It is not the same as what we currently use as all of our power is now based on magnetic force and molecular technology as it is more efficient.” 
 
    I thought for a second then said, “Well, in the five thousand orbits of your star that we were absent, your race used our technology to build a modern civilization and countless weapons based on our older technology.” 
 
    I looked at her with my eyes watering. “Here is the results from leaving a single piece of technology on your planet and why all of our technology now dissolves at the first sign of tampering.  We had transitioned to your world again, near one of your population centers.  Our people were beyond excited to see their new friends again.” 
 
    I started the visual record.  Our people were gathering at the gates, it was easy to see the excitement on their faces.  About a hundred Asgard set out toward the population center with gifts and trinkets to trade with any Ragnarok they found.  A large group of ground vehicles came racing from the Ragnarok city and they surrounded the Asgard contingent.  One of the civilians smiled and stepped forward. “Well met Ragnarok friends.  We come bearing items to trade.  We would greatly like to...”  He was cut off by the energy weapon blast to his chest, ending his life.  The rest of the Ragnarok opened fire and slaughtered every last Asgard citizen in the group. 
 
    I was crying now as Inatra and I watched the vehicles speed off toward Valhalla.  The citadel had witnessed this and Rotan had portable shield generators brought to the gate.  I switched the display off with tears in my eyes.   Inatra reached for my face but then withdrew her hand. 
 
    I spoke hoarsely, “Over the next thousand orbits of your star, we had erected portable shield generators around the entire perimeter of the city.  We were constantly bombarded by artillery and thousands of innocent lives were lost inside the citadel.  The generators were modified to try to stop this.  You learned quickly that energy weapons were worthless against our shields as they absorbed the energy and made the shields stronger.  But as the years progressed,  the improving power of your projectile weapons was starting to make our shields waver.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “That is when Rotan had no choice but to create a new strain of our nanites to infuse in men to hold the line at the gate in case the shields fell.  They were cursed with the knowledge that they would have to commit violence and possibly take some lives to prevent the loss of lives of the innocents in the citadel.  The Gate Guardians were born, the Einherjer.  Four hundred volunteers to protect almost a million people.  They gained a personal shield, their nano-lattice, which absorbed energy weapon blasts and could harden their skin, and their healing factor was increased by a factor of ten.” 
 
    Another tear flowed down my cheek. “And the gate shield did eventually fall.  We lost hundreds of men that transition as they did not know how to fight yet, but they showed such valor.  In the end, a young boy,  barely two thousand cycles old... Tyr, rallied the others and formed a shoulder to shoulder line at the gates... and not one Ragnarok ever crossed the line after that day.  By the end of that transition we knew we needed something else to protect our people.  The Cursed Protectors, or Valkyrie were born of the six women that had developed the Valkyrie Sight to date.   Geiravor the first ever Valkyrie led them.  They would advance from the line to protect the Einherjer themselves.” 
 
    I took a cleansing breath and spoke with pride, repeating the words that Kara had shared with me a decade ago, the words I shall never forget. “The curse of the Valkyrie is to shoulder the violence that all Asgard find repugnant, so that the innocent and weak may survive...  and to be able to see the violence in others, even loved ones.  The valor is our only respite as our own ethics are bent when we meet violence with violence.  The sense of honor in protecting those who cannot protect themselves leaves us a small measure of self respect.  The greater the valor, the more we can forgive ourselves.  We strive for that forgiveness and the forgiveness from all Asgard for what we do.” 
 
    I smiled and locked eyes with Inatra and raised my voice.  “That is why we do not bend, we do not break.  We will lay our lives down to make sure no innocent ever has to shoulder our burden.  We are Valkyrie!” 
 
    I took the controls again and resumed our flight.  She was muttering quietly to herself as she pulled up the display again, sifting through various visual records, “This cannot be right.  We were taught of the Asgard.  You invaded us.  This can't be true...”  There was a long pause. “...is it?” 
 
    I landed Pegasus at a pad in Citadel Park and then turned to her and froze when I saw the visual record she was playing.  Kroth!  Kara's Stand!  She was watching the battle and pausing, and going back to review certain parts.  She was tilting her head in confusion.  She looked to me then back at the battle.  “The Demon...  she.”  She paused.  “In this new context... she.   Many of these blows should have killed her yet she still stood.  Lesser Valkyrie would have died.  You can see her pain.  She was just, defending the weak?” 
 
    Then I heard her whisper under her breath, I know I was not intended to hear,  “So she's not a beast from the underworld?  She's – magnificent...” 
 
    I nodded and spoke softly, “Yes.  She is.” 
 
    A blush bloomed on her face as she realized I heard and kroth was it adorable.  She suddenly stiffened and slapped the door control and swiftly exited Pegasus.  As I was exiting she was calling to a man walking past.  “You!  Come here!” 
 
    The man walked over with a questioning look on his face as I reached Inatra's side as the man looked at us and said, “Well met.” And before he could say anything else her fist rocketed out and struck him in the face.  The man fell to the ground grasping his nose and looking up in fear. 
 
    I quickly stood between the man and the Ragnarok woman.  I spoke with anger in my voice, “What is wrong with you!?” I helped the man to his feet. 
 
    She said, “My apologies sir.  I was just testing something.” 
 
    I looked at the man.  His nose was broken and I saw a split in his skin slowly stitching together as his nanites did their work healing him.  I spoke to the man as I looked closely at his nose, “It will take a few hours for the nanites to fix the cartilage citizen.  Please see a healer.  I apologize for my companion, she is not familiar with our ways.” 
 
    He looked upset but then his face brightened and he replied, “You are Arina the Whispering Breeze!” 
 
    I smiled sweetly at him, others that had stopped to watch the scene started whispering excitedly, “It is The Innocent!” 
 
    A man ran up to me.  “Well met, Arina the Whispering Breeze. I am Aldren, First Teacher at the institute.  You are an inspiration to my children.  I would offer my bed to you tonight.” 
 
    Now I smiled sweetly at him.  “Well met Aldren, First Teacher.  I am sorry but I cannot, I am promised to another tonight.” 
 
    He nodded and thanked me.  We shared our goodbyes and I turned back to the injured man who was now just staring at me with a goofy grin. 
 
    I pointed him toward the nearest healer facility and he wandered off, looking back over his shoulder.  Then I spun toward Inatra and snapped. “What were you thinking?  I am responsible for your actions.  You do not commit violence within the gates!” 
 
    She looked embarrassed and replied, “My apologies, Ghost.  I needed to check.  It is true, the others do not have the infernal nano-lattice of the Valkyrie and the Wall of Blood.  They indeed are not soldiers.  They are weak and meek, and easily slaughtered.” 
 
    She paused.  “I will accept my punishment now.”  Then she kneeled down in front of me with her head lowered.  What?  She expected me to commit violence on her?  I reached down and grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet and placed my hand on her warm cheek.  “All I require is your word you will not do that again.” 
 
    She nodded as confusion flashed over her features. “I give my word to you, Ghost.” 
 
    I realized where my hand was and blushed in embarrassment over my boldness in public.  Kroth, what must she think of me?  I pulled my hand away quickly. “I apologize for my forwardness.  And by Odin's beard, please call me Arina, not Ghost.” 
 
    She looked at the hand I had just pulled away and squinted in confusion.  Then shrugged and said, “I shall, Arina.  I only addressed you in that manner as a show of respect.” 
 
    I smiled at her then shook my head.  “What am I going to do with you?”  Echoing the words Kat frequently said of me.  The irony was not lost on me. 
 
    Then she grabbed my arm gently and turned us away from the gathering crowd and whispered. “You are allowed to deny him his carnal pleasures?  Will you need to do battle?  I shall assist.” 
 
    I looked at her.  “Of course I can deny him.  It is my choice, as it is every citizen’s choice.  Though we are a very sexual race, and he was quite attractive, I just choose not to.” 
 
    She nodded and said, “Because of the other you have already promised.” 
 
    I shook my head in shame.  “No.  That was a falsehood to let him down easily.  The only two I am interested in bedding have claimed exclusivity.  If that ever changes, I would be there for them.” 
 
    She shook her head slowly and all the life appeared to drain from her eyes.  “On the ship it was different.  We women were free to be claimed by any man strong enough to take us each night.  It ensured strong offspring.  I did not like being used like that.  Once I had grown big enough to fight back, I had rarely been taken.  I have grown strong and have left many dead or dying trying to claim me for their bed and protected the women in our ships birth.  When my eyesight changed days ago and I knew I was defective and must be discarded, I lost my edge.  I have been used by many since, the first man took my command.  But I did not make it easy for them.  I drew blood each time, I promise you that.” 
 
    She had tears rolling down her cheeks though she tried to project strength.  My heart was breaking for this woman.  She suddenly looked so fragile to me. 
 
    I tilted my head and caught her eyes with mine.  I smiled.  “Lets not speak more of this unpleasantness.  We have wonders to see.” 
 
    She straightened up and returned my smile with a firm nod.  I grabbed her hand and dragged her toward the market area to begin our tour of the citadel.  Though she is obviously physically stronger than me, I had an almost uncontrollable need to protect her now.  What kind of animals are the Ragnarok? 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 5 – Inatra the Singing Rain 
 
    The day was long.  Correlating the huge amounts of data that Kate was compiling was draining.  But kroth, she was a machine!  A sexy, seductive machine. 
 
    She turned to me with a knowing smile.  “What are you smiling at Kara?” 
 
    I chuckled.  “Is it wrong that your brain is turning me on just now?” 
 
    Odin cleared his throat from the holo-screens around him as he balled his fist and they all closed, suspending his many discussions.  “Please daughters, wait until I have passed to the ages before you discuss such things while I am in the room.” 
 
    Kat chuckled. “Father, this is tame.  You should hear all Mother says about you.” 
 
    He shook his head in resignation as mirth sparkled in his eyes, he spread his fingers and all of the screens bloomed to life again.  Then he spoke to the myriad of engineers and humans on them, “The women of my family will be the death of me yet!” 
 
    We joined in with the laughter coming from the various people he was speaking with.  Odin hung his head smiling. 
 
    I looked back at Kate as she walked to my side.  “This is all we can do from here.  We should retire for the night and start canvasing the area in the morning.” 
 
    She glanced over at Odin then stole a quick kiss from me when he wasn't looking.  “Agreed.” 
 
    Then father spoke, his voice boomed out, “I saw that Kat.”  We both suppressed our laughs, our shoulders shaking.  
 
    Then Tyr walked into the room hesitantly. He walked up to father and clasped his arm in greeting.  “Well met, Odin.” 
 
    Father replied, “Well met, old friend.  What news do you bring me?” 
 
    Tyr looked over to us then leaned in and whispered in father's ear.  His eyes went wide and he spoke with a loud voice, “She did what!?” 
 
    Tyr shook his head and shot father a 'so much for discretion' look.  He then sighed and said, “Well met Valkyrie.” 
 
    Kate and I nodded to him.  He then said, “There was an... altercation between a citizen and the Ragnarok in Citadel Park earlier.” 
 
    Father spoke carefully, “Was anyone hurt?” 
 
    Tyr nodded.  “A healer was required though the little one stepped in and diffused the situation quickly.  There were no more instances during the day.” 
 
    Father was fuming.  “That Arina.  She has too big of a heart sometimes.  This Ragnarok will have to rejoin her own people.  We cannot risk her harming anyone else.” 
 
    Then with a slight amount of humor he looked at Tyr.  “And to think, you are the one who let a Ragnarok across the line.” 
 
    We all tried hard not to laugh at the look of indignation on Try's face.  Then father looked around at all of us and asked,  “Who is going to tell Arina?” 
 
    Kat was pulling me to the door in a quick retreat.  We weren't about to confront the little one about this.  I called back over my shoulder as we left, “That is why you are ruler of Valhalla father.” 
 
    He was yelling after us as we laughingly made our way down the hall toward the elevator. “Traitorous daughters!  Tell the little one I will see her in your quarters tonight.” 
 
    I was pushed up against the wall of the elevator as soon as the doors closed with Kat's lips on mine. She has been insatiable lately.  We were worried about how insatiable at one point, but the healers explained that as a human she is not used to the sex drive our Asgard bodies have.  And now that she is genetically Asgard, it feels like a double helping to her.  Not that I mind in the least of course.  The elevator doors opened and Mist stepped in.  Kat just smiled meekly at her in apology, our lips still touching. 
 
    Mist just shook her head and turned away from us with a smile.  “Kroth, you two!  Now you have me all worked up.  Don't you know what your quarters are for?” 
 
    Kate gave us a little separation and responded, “Well met yourself, Mist.  I take it you are going to your quarters to meet Jeffery?  Tyr should be along soon, he is speaking with father.” 
 
    She grinned back at us then nodded.  I snorted.  “Between Tyr and you, you're going to break the poor human.” 
 
    She wiggled her eyebrows. “But what a way for him to go.  I'll hear no complaints from my bed-mates.” 
 
    Kat just slapped both of our arms.  “God, you two are so bad!  You talk like this yet you get embarrassed if I kiss my mate in public?  Confusing Asgard!” 
 
    Mist laughed. “Watch it Kat.  You are Asgard now yourself.” 
 
    Kate grinned. “Yet I have no problems doing this.”  She pulled me in for another steamy kiss and my lust overrode my embarrassment. 
 
    The doors opened on our level then Kate grabbed my hand and dragged me out.  Mist looked frustrated.  “Odin's beard.”  Then she giggled as the elevator doors shut.  “Poor Jeffery.” 
 
    We both had a big laugh at that as we approached our doors.  We walked past the guards and I waved my hand over the access panel and the doors opened and we made our way in. 
 
    Kate winked at me then walked seductively over to the service port as I sat in the seating area.  Well fine, she just walked over to it, I can't help it if I find everything she does seductive.  She zoned out for a second in concentration then said, “Arina is landing Pegasus as we speak.  They should be here in a minute or two.  They are hungry.” 
 
    I nodded.  She was just as bad as me.  Ever since we found we could determine our locations with each other and do low level communication using our evolved nanites, Kat, Arina, and I rarely just use our coms with each other.  We are the only three thus far who's nanites have evolved so much.  Father and I believe they are sentient. 
 
    I know from personal experience that they have a will to live and to protect me and my loved ones. That is how both Kate and Arina became evolved Valkyrie like me.  I often have internal arguments with my nanites, though they do have a wicked sense of humor when it comes to Arina.  The rest of the Valkyrie have the standard Valkyrie nanites except mother, who's nanites have evolved as well, but not to the level of ours.  As if they are on the verge of “waking up”. 
 
    Kate wandered to the seating area with a large tray of food and mead.  Her timing could not have been more perfect.  As she set it down Arina and Inatra came into our quarters with Arina's entry chime sounding.  They were smiling but instantly Inatra's smile faded as she saw me, shielding her eyes. 
 
    She walked over to me and I stood up.  She was small for a Ragnarok but much taller than I, and she stepped into my personal space with a hard look on her face and a steely gaze.  I looked up to her and returned her gaze.  Is she trying to intimidate me? 
 
    I saw Arina move up quickly on one side and Kate on the other in my peripheral vision.  Arina was wringing her hands.  Then without breaking eye contact the Ragnarok finally spoke coolly as she grasped my forearm firmly and said, “Well met, Demon.  I would greatly enjoy trading blows with you one day.” 
 
    My left eye twitched slightly as she called me Demon.  I nodded. “Well met, Inatra daughter of Inhaktar.  If you are here beyond tonight I would spar with you.” 
 
    She stood for a few more seconds like that, not breaking eye contact, then released my arm and stepped back.  “I would enjoy that.” 
 
    Then she turned to Kate.  In spite of myself, I found myself liking this Ragnarok.  She had no fear. 
 
    She stepped into Kate's personal space and attempted to stare her down too.  Kate was slightly taller than her.   Inatra grasped her forearm. “Well met, Shadow Fang.  You are still an enigma to my people human Valkyrie, but Arina thinks highly of you.  You may be more dangerous than you appear.” 
 
    I could see Kate's upper lip twitch almost into a snarl and she visibly tightened her grip on Inatra's forearm and she pulled her to her side and spoke into her ear while staring at the wall behind her.  “I did warn you this morning Inatra.  What happened in Citadel Park?” 
 
    Arina was quickly speaking, trying to calm Kate, “It isn't what you think, Kat.  I am unharmed. Though a citizen did suffer a broken nose from a single restrained blow.  She did not believe that only Einherjer and Valkyrie possess a nano-lattice and that our people were not warlike like she was taught.  She was proving it to herself in an improper manner.  We have had words and she has given her word not to repeat the action.  I take full responsibility, she is my charge and I let you down.  I have fully explained to her now.” 
 
    Kate looked into Arina's pleading eyes then the hard look on her face softened.  She returned Inatra  in front of her then gave one last flare of her eyes, I swear she did it with her aura somehow.  Then she looked over at Arina momentarily.  “You could never let me down little one.”  Then she turned back to Inatra and said, “Arina's word is beyond question so, well met, Inatra, daughter of Inhaktar.”  She released her arm. 
 
    Arina quickly grabbed Inatra's hand then dragged her to sit beside her on the couch on the other side of the table at the seating area.  No doubt to get her out of striking distance from Kate.  She took a deep breath then said, “Inatra, I believe your titles of honor do not carry well.  Please, can you address them as Kat and Kara.”  The little one paused and looked to us for permission, we both nodded our consent.  “And may they call you Inatra?”  The Ragnarok nodded. 
 
    It was strange being so close to a Ragnarok and not being in a battle to the death.  She is... different... than I would have guessed. 
 
    We started discussing our days as we all ate from the tray and drank heartily.  I was shocked that though abrasive,  Inatra had a lot of insight into the city from her stay thus far and was a good conversationalist.  To Arina's discomfort, we all continued to look upon each other with suspicion. 
 
    Kate mentioned that Odin would be by to discuss what had happened in Citadel Park.  This put a damper on the uneasy camaraderie we were just sharing.  Inatra looked unsettled for the first time at the mention of father's name. 
 
    On cue Odin's entry chime sounded and the doors to our quarters opened as he strode in with Tyr by his side.  Inatra shot to her feet on guard as we all casually stood.  Arina was quickly running to the service port and brought two more mugs to the table. 
 
    Odin strode straight up to Inatra, towering over her like a leviathan and looked down upon her.  Did she actually look scared?  Then she kneeled and put her head down.  Her voice shakily said, “War God Odin.  I submit myself for your wrath.” 
 
    Father looked taken aback by this.  I could see the confusion and hurt on his face at the name.  He looked as though he lost his resolve and grabbed her shoulders gently pulled her to her feet.  “Please stand child.  I am no war god.” 
 
    She still had her eyes down.  Father regained his wits and said firmly,  “Look at me child.”   Inatra looked up then he gently grasped her forearm. “Well met Inatra, daughter of Inhaktar.  Please address me as Odin.  My condolences on the loss of your father.” 
 
    She stood up straight and replied, “Well met, Odin.  Do not show despair over father.  The Demon... I mean, Kara, gave him a glorious death.  He stood longer against her fury than any Ragnarok in history.”  She looked proud. 
 
    Father, ever the diplomat replied, “He was a man of honor.”  Then he stepped to the side slightly and smiled at Tyr. “Well Tyr my old friend, this is the Ragnarok that finally bested you and crossed the line.” 
 
    Tyr was flustered.  “I... she... Arina made me!” 
 
    We all laughed except Inatra who narrowed her gaze when his name was said.  She stepped in close to Tyr, he dwarfed her yet she gave him her steely gaze for what seemed like hours, though only a couple seconds had passed. 
 
    Then she grabbed his forearm in greeting, I could see both of them applying more and more pressure with neither of them flinching as she spoke, “Well met, Granite Fist.  You are the only named man from the Wall of Blood.  You have stood through the eons and not fallen since the beginning.  Men volunteer to try to best you at the gates.  The last fell with but a single blow from you.  Your bounty is as high as any Valkyrie except the Wild One and Shadow Fang... umm... Raging Storm.  I would greatly like to trade blows with you one day.  Kara says in spar.” 
 
    Tyr's dangerous expression suddenly broke into a smile.  “I think I like you, little Ragnarok.  Well met, Inatra, daughter of Inhaktar.  Please, address me as Tyr, though I quite like that Granite Fist title.”  I rolled my eyes.  The man had an ego, but that is part of what made Tyr, well, Tyr. 
 
    The Ragnarok woman responded as they released each others forearms. “Please call me, Inatra.” 
 
    We all sat and Arina filled all of our mugs with mead before joining Inatra.  Odin asked the redhead and Arina what had happened in the park. 
 
    After they shared, he looked extremely conflicted, then spoke quietly but firmly, with a touch of compassion toward the young Ragnarok.  “I am sorry but we cannot risk another act of violence like this and cannot have you in the citadel where other innocents could come to harm.  I would ask you to return to your people.  I would not ask you to leave the citadel here on Earth as I do not believe the humans would be accepting and I am sure it would not end well for you.” 
 
    Inatra looked saddened but nodded in resignation. 
 
    Arina looked as though someone had just slapped her and she said, “Father!  She gave me her word it would not occur again!  If she returns to her people they will execute her because she has the Valkyrie Sight!  Don't do this.”  Her voice got tiny. “Please.” 
 
    Inatra reached out and touched Arina's face for a moment and dropped her hand and said, “I accept my fate Arina.  Though I would have preferred death by Valkyrie hands.” 
 
    Arina pleaded in a whisper to father, a tear at the corner of her eye.  “She will die.” 
 
    Odin shook his head slowly, his features creased in the pain of his decision, “I wish no one to die.  I do not have a solution for this.  I must protect the innocents.  I am at a loss.” 
 
    Arina was suddenly on her feet and stood up straight and spoke firmly.  “She IS an innocent, you have not heard her stories!  If no one will protect her then I will!  For I am Valkyrie!”  She shot a dangerous look at father.  Oh kroth, she isn't going to... 
 
    He started to speaking quickly, I could see he came to the same conclusion as me. “Now little one, don't...” 
 
    She cut him off.  “I name Inatra, the Singing Rain, as my second!”  Kroth, she did. 
 
    Odin closed his eyes and let out a huge breath in resignation and spoke quietly, “Oh little one.  What have you done?” 
 
    We were all in shock, not moving.  Inatra looked confused. 
 
    Odin stood and looked down at Arina and laid the back of his hand on her cheek.  “I will see you on the morrow so that you can regale me of her stories.  I hope you understand the consequences to your actions little one.  She is now your responsibility.” 
 
    She nodded with tears in her eyes.  “Yes father.” 
 
    Tyr stood and Odin looked around to all of us and said, “Goodnight...” He paused and turned his head to Inatra as he finished, “...daughters.” 
 
    Kate and I were still sitting as father and Tyr left.  Arina sat back down beside the Ragnarok and stared at the ground.  Nobody spoke until Inatra finally asked, “What just happened?” 
 
    Kate stood and said quietly, “She just saved your life.”  Then she left to the bedroom.  I could see she was going over all the ramifications of what had just occurred.  I knew she needed to be alone for a minute to sort it all out, it is how her mind worked. 
 
    Arina looked truly hurt that Kate did not bid her goodnight.  She started silently crying where she sat.  Inatra looked truly concerned as she pulled the little one onto her shoulder.  Arina just latched on to her and cried. 
 
    The Ragnarok... no, my new sister looked at me in confusion.  I took a deep breath and stood and moved over to sit beside her to explain.  “You were of the bloodline of the ruling caste on your ship.  But now you are of the bloodline of the ruling caste of Asgard.  By giving you a title and naming you her second, you became an extension of Arina.  You wield her authority and speak with her voice, everything you do now reflects upon her.  If you strike someone else, it will be as if she herself had done it.  You are now part of Odin's family, sister.  He can no longer ask you to leave the citadel.  Kate was right.  Arina did the only thing she could think of to save your life.” 
 
    Inatra looked to be in shock.  Finally Arina stopped crying and moved gently away from Inatra and whispered to us both, “I couldn't let an innocent die.” 
 
    I laid the back of my hand on her cheek for a moment and smiled.  “I know, little one.  You have more heart than any other Asgard.  I am proud you are in my family.  Kat could not have picked a better second.  And you have done nothing to be ashamed of.  You have done nothing I already haven't as I myself brought a human into this family.” 
 
    She looked to my bedroom with tears building again and whispered, “Kate hates me now.” 
 
    I started laughing.  A hearty laugh.  I looked into Arina's shocked eyes.  “Kat could no more hate you than she could stop breathing.  She loves you fiercely.  So fiercely that I pity the person that ever hurts you, she would be the last thing they ever saw.” 
 
    She smiled as she looked at me.  “Truly?” 
 
    I nodded and smiled.  “Truly.  And I love you, as does Odin, Geiravor, and Mist.  You are our beacon to steer us on course when we do not know what the right thing to do is.  You are the best of us little one.” 
 
    Inatra finally spoke,  “What does this mean... for me?” 
 
    I looked at her.  “You are now Arina's responsibility, to teach you all you need to be part of the ruling caste as you must help her in her day to day tasks.  And since you posses Valkyrie Sight, it would normally mean that if you volunteered, you would receive Valkyrie nanites which would make you fully Asgard, and she would tech you the ways of the Valkyrie.  But... I admit I am at a loss.  I do not know about that part now.  That is for Odin.” 
 
    The redheaded woman was looking back and forth between us.  “So I may no longer leave?  My freedom is forfeit?” 
 
    Arina quickly said, “Of course not.  You are free to come and go as you wish.  Now you just have a... home.  A family here.” 
 
    Then my mouth quirked into a smile. “I must warn you about Geiravor though.  Mother is very affectionate to her new daughters.  So though I know it is hard to stomach, expect a certain amount of coddling and mothering touches from her, Ragnarok or not.”  She snorted and Arina actually giggled and nodded her head in staunch agreement.  Her mood had improved greatly. 
 
    I looked at Arina.  “Kat will be lost in her head if I do not join her soon.  Update the database with her new station and get her some quarters.  The next few days will be intense with discussions until this whole matter gets sorted out.” 
 
    Inatra stepped up with her brow furrowing, asking,  “Am I not to share your quarters Arina?” 
 
    Arina looked to me in question.  I shrugged and tilted my head up to her.  “It is your call little one, she is not my second.” 
 
    She turned to meet the gaze of the redhead.  “Of course.”  I swear I caught a flicker of a smile from Inatra. 
 
    I looked at the two and placed the back of my hand on Arina's cheek and hesitantly raised the back of my other hand toward Inatra.  When she didn't back away I placed it on her cheek.  “Good night, sisters.  I must attend to my insatiable mate now.” 
 
    Arina blushed and I left them.  I heard the main entry doors open and close as I approached Kate, sitting on the side of the bed.  She looked up to me with strain on her face.  I spoke softly, “You must speak with Arina on the morrow.  She believes you hate her now.” 
 
    She put a hand over her mouth in shock. “Oh God no!  I love that exasperatingly impulsive, big hearted young woman.” 
 
    I grinned. “I told her as such.  But some reinforcement on the morrow wouldn't hurt.” 
 
    She nodded then pulled me on top of her as she was frantically pulling my shirt off.  “I will, but now... take my mind off of everything.”  I surrendered into her desperate kiss. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 6 – Canvasing 
 
    I woke to an empty bed.  Kate was already in the bathroom and I looked at the time, it was much earlier than we normally got up.  I rolled out of bed and joined her in getting ready for the day.  I shot her a questioning look as she was getting dressed as I stepped in the shower. 
 
    She shrugged with a half smile and worry on her face.  “She really doesn't think I hate her does she?” 
 
    Ahhh... now I know why we are up so early.  This is going to drive her crazy.  While I showered I admitted, “Don't worry yourself, Kat.  She was pretty upset.  But I set her straight.” 
 
    I heard her say, “Hurry up and get dressed, I'll be in the great room.” 
 
    I shook my head at the amazing dichotomy that is my mate.  The strong and fierce warrior verses the gentle and soft woman with a large heart. 
 
    I got out to the main room and Kate was nervously pacing with a tray of breakfast and mead in her hands.  As soon as she saw me she started for the doors mumbling, “Breakfast in bed.” 
 
    I started softly laughing and shaking my head and looking at her lovingly.  “Everything is fine love, you will see.”  
 
    She half smiled as she said, “Oh shush you.” We marched down the hall to Arina's quarters beside ours.  Kate looked at the tray she was carrying and then back at me, nodding her head toward the entry scanner.  I grinned and waved my hand over it and the doors opened.  My entry chime went off. 
 
    Arina's quarters were as usual, super organized and almost antiseptic clean.  I had expected to see Inatra on the pull down guest bed in the main room but it was still folded into the wall.  We walked through the great room and to Arina's bedroom. 
 
    “Arina?” Kate gently prompted as we walked through the doorway. 
 
    This startled Inatra who was asleep perched on the end of Arina's bed, squatting like a gargoyle.  She shielded her eyes and stood on the bed and hissed like a wild beast, swinging a kitchen knife wildly at us and yelling in an animalistic voice, “Get back!  You cannot have her!  You will have to go through me first!” 
 
    Arina shot up in bed, her eyes wide in shock and panic.  Inatra shook the sleep from her head and she looked more alert now as she squinted at us and lowered the knife.  “Kara?  Kat?  My apologies, I thought that men had come to use Arina for their pleasure.  I... protected the other women in my quarters, no man has made it past me in years.” 
 
    She put the knife down nervously on the side table as Arina looked at her with tears in her eyes and reached forward and placed the back of her hand on the Ragnarok's cheek.  “It is OK Inatra, things here are not like on your ship.  You NEVER have to worry about that anymore.”  Arina looked around.  Her squinting eyes stopping at Kate for a second and her head fell, chestnut locks obscuring her face. 
 
    Then she looked at Inatra and the end of the bed.  “You stayed there all night?  Guarding me?  Oh, Inatra... you do not need to do that.  You must be exhausted.”  She pulled the woman down into a hug.  I blushed, Arina was picking up Kate's bad habits with public displays of affection. 
 
    The Ragnarok looked at the floor and whispered, “It is what I have always done.”  By the Tree of Ages, what did she suffer through on that ship? 
 
    Kate was moving and sitting with the tray on her lap on the other side of the redhead.  She raised the back of her hand and placed it on the woman’s cheek.  “It is OK Inatra.  Thank you for protecting the little one.”  She looked around then held up the tray.  “I brought breakfast ladies.  It was going to be my apology for not telling you goodnight last night Arina.  Why don't you join us in the main room and we can eat?”  She stressed the word apology.  Arina smiled. 
 
    She stood, and walked past me with the tray and winked on her way out to the main room.  The krothing vixen!  I followed her. 
 
    We could hear muffled talking for a couple minutes then the two came out to join us in the seating area.  Arina in her nightshirt and Inatra in the same clothing she was in last night. 
 
    They sat and Kate kept glancing at Arina who kept looking down as we all ate in silence.  Finally Kate sighed in exasperation and stood and moved over to sit right next to Arina and placed a finger on her chin and gently raised her eyes to meet her own.  “What is wrong little one?” 
 
    Arina took a deep breath then said, “You must hate me for being impulsive again.” 
 
    Kate smiled softly at her.  “Hate you?  How could I possibly hate someone I love as much as you?  Especially with you being the only one of us to do the right thing in this situation?  You do know how much I love you...”  She looked up at me.  “...no, we love you, don't you?” 
 
    Arina smiled.  Kate continued and whispered conspiratorially with a crooked grin, “So much so that... You do know that if Kara and I were ever to ask another to our bed it would be you don't you?”  Then she gently kissed the shocked girl on the lips for a long second and then smiled as she returned to her seat next to me and kissed me passionately.  After I stopped tingling I glanced over to see Arina was still in happy shock.  Inatra was staring at her with her head tilted. 
 
    I grinned at my mate, she is more of a showman than father!  But her point is sufficiently and irrefutably made now and I don't think the little one will ever think Kat could possibly hate her ever again. 
 
    We slipped into easy conversations as we ate now.  Things feeling much more normal now.  At the end of our meal I pulled Inatra to the side as Kate and Arina talked about the canvasing we would be doing today. 
 
    “Tell me of conditions on your ship.  Arina has said you have stories that need to be heard.  I find myself liking you and want to help with Odin,”  I said in earnest. 
 
    Over the next hour she shared with me horror after horror as if it were just a simple day in the life.  At some point Arina and Kate had joined us to listen.  How strong must this woman be to not have broken over the years with such treatment.  She knew nothing else so she believed that is how life was for everyone. 
 
    I was teetering on the line before on my feelings about the situation, but now I find myself being one hundred percent behind Arina's actions.  We all turned to the entry chime as the doors to the quarters swung open and none other than Geiravor came striding in with a huge smile. 
 
    I whispered at Inatra, my voice full of mirth, so mother could hear, “It is mother!  Run, save yourself little sister.” 
 
    Inatra kneeled with her head toward the floor. “War Goddess Geiravor.” 
 
    Mother looked taken aback by this.  “Kroth, young one.  Please get up.  Call me mother.”  She grabbed her shoulders and pulled her gently up. 
 
    Mother smiled genuinely at her and lowered her head slightly to meet Inatra's eyes.  “You have no idea how wonderful it is that my family is growing.  Odin and I have always wanted more children but have never made the time.  But thanks to the big hearts of Kara, Kate and Arina, I am blessed with more and more daughters.” 
 
    Inatra looked around, she was at a loss.  Mother laughed and laid the back of her hand on the redhead's cheek.  “Well met, daughter.” 
 
    Inatra looked at her and nervously said, “Well met  Geir... mother?” 
 
    Mother looked sufficiently happy and we all moved back to the seating area and chatted and laughed and had a generally good time as mother grilled her new daughter.  Geiravor sharing touches with all of us.  I shot the poor Ragnarok a sympathetic smile that she returned with a roll of her eyes.  Yes.  I believe I like this woman. 
 
    Then the room went silent when mother asked, “So, have you decided if you will volunteer to train as a Valkyrie yet?” 
 
    There was a nervous silence, then I offered, “Mother, I believe that is for Odin in this... unprecedented instance?” 
 
    Mother waved me off.  “Don't be silly.  Arina stands for her, that is all any of us need to know.  I'll let Odin know as much.  If the best among us can see the good in this marvelous woman, then the rest of us would be fools to think otherwise.” 
 
    I'm pretty sure Arina was about to blush herself into non-existence at that.  Mother excused herself after motherly touches for all of us and headed out.  Kat and I told the girls we would see them in Odin's workshop in an hour then retired to our own quarters. 
 
    I looked at Kat as we sat and looked at the daily information feeds on a holo-display.  “What kind of people do those things to their own?”  She just shook her head.  I could see a million thoughts behind her eyes. 
 
    We finally retired down to Odin's workshop.  He was there in a heated discussion with Geiravor.  I had a suspicion I knew what it was about.  Poor father did not stand a chance.  He glanced over and started striding to me.  “Kara, talk some sense into your mother.  She is asking to... to give my Ragnarok daughter, Valkyrie nanites if she asks!  I am at a loss.” 
 
    I smiled in apology.  “I am sorry father, but in this one instance, after speaking with Inatra, I stand behind both Arina and mother on this.” 
 
    He shook his head in exasperation and turned to Kate.  She tilted her head and offered an apologetic half smile.  Odin looked to the ceiling taking a deep breath.  “Defied by my own children!”  Mother was now holding his hand, lacing their fingers and chuckling.  “Get used to it love, now there are even more women in your family.  Six versus one my dear, six versus one.” 
 
    He looked at her with a sly grin. “It is time we have more children, love.  I need more men in the family to battle against you all.” 
 
    She just returned his grin.  “Done!  I would love more children.  But males will do you no good as all but one of your family are Valkyrie.  And even that may change.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes in amusement.  “Betrayed I am!” 
 
    He looked over at us and offered a genuine smile that only father could share. “Anyway... well met daughters.” 
 
    Kat smiled and gave him a kiss on the back of his hand.  “Well met, father.” 
 
    He smiled back. “Always the charmer, Kat.  OK, you I forgive.  The rest of this lot, not so much.” 
 
    Kate turned and walked past me toward a workstation, beaming me a huge satisfied grin on her way past.  “Suck up!”  I said as I joined her and we all laughed at that. 
 
    Then I turned back.  “Father.  Before you make ANY decisions.  Please speak with her of her life before she arrived here.  I feel I can readily accept her as my sister after hearing her tales and hearing what their children are taught.” 
 
    He nodded and I turned back to Kate.  She was loading up our holo-pads with the contacts we would make on our first day of canvasing.  Then she whispered,  “I want to start some children of our own as well.” 
 
    My jaw dropped, she knew it was something I deeply wished.  I whispered back, “Truly?”  She just kept looking at her work and nodded with a cute smile that did pleasant things to me. 
 
    I just grinned, double-checking her work.  She bumped my hip.  “So are you calling the clinic or am I?” 
 
    I turned to her, I'm sure I was grinning like an idiot now.  “You mean... now?” 
 
    She nodded.  “I do not want to wait until a safe transition.  A thousand years is too much for me to wait.” 
 
    I stuttered maybe a little too loudly before I said,  “I shall call the clinic tonight.  So shall I carry our first or you?” 
 
    Oh kroth!  Mother was grinning broadly and motoring on over toward us.  Kat was giddy now.  “I'll carry our first but be sure, you will directly follow, love.”  I nodded. 
 
    Geiravor was beside us now, grinning from side to side at each of us.  She spoke loudly,  “Did you hear Odin?  We are to be grand parents!”  She was kissing the back of each of our hands. 
 
    Kate smiled at mother then father, who had a huge grin of his own now.  Then she grabbed the holo-pads and diverted the conversation.  “Once Arina and Inatra arrive, we will see if they would help us today.  There is a lot of area to canvas and a lot of people to interview.” 
 
    Father was about to say something when an alert chimed on his console.  He looked at it and the information scrolling on the screen.  He ran a finger through it and flicked it toward the middle of the room and the main holo-display in the ceiling brought the information to life in front of us. 
 
    “The Ragnarok are abandoning their atoll in the Pacific.  This is in conjunction with the huge number of enemy human forces being transported to the orbiting Ragnarok vessels.”  He looked at more data streaming below the display. 
 
    He stopped the scrolling and flicked a particular piece to the display.  UEA forces have picked up chatter between the Ragnarok and their human allies.  It eluded to a 'less than honorable' plan to take down the Valkyrie and the Einherjer using tactics other than hand to hand. 
 
    Then the last line chilled my bones.  I drug the back of my finger through it, highlighting it in glowing red.  A transmission from INSIDE the citadel promising the shields would be down for the attack. 
 
    Father turned to his console and his hands were flying over the controls.  Looking for any outgoing communications in the past few weeks.  There were millions of them.  Civilians speaking with humans. UAE speaking with Valhalla.  Nothing directed to the orbiting ships.  He looked over at me.  “It will take time to sift through this.  You continue your investigation with Kat.  They may prove to be connected.”  I nodded. 
 
    We all turned as Arina and Inatra walked into the workshop.  Greetings were made and mother began fawning over Inatra.  Father closed his eyes then took a deep breath and opened them again. “Inatra, daughter... please come speak with me.” 
 
    She looked terrified and hesitantly went over to his side.  They started speaking in hushed voices we could not overhear.  Geiravor smiled wistfully at them then turned to us.  “I will go to Tyr and Mist and share what we have learned today.  Good hunting daughters.” 
 
    Kat turned to the little one.  “Will you and Inatra be joining us in our canvasing, or will you be touring the city again?  More bodies make the work go faster.” 
 
    Arina simply held a holo-pad out with a silly grin.  Kate smiled at her and said,  “You are so very efficient little one.”  She shifted some of the lists to Arina's pad. 
 
    Once we were done we discussed our plan of attack.  Arina was distracted as she kept turning from the conversation to glance at Odin and Inatra, her face creased with worry. 
 
    Suddenly Odin stood from his seat and started walking to us, the redheaded woman trailing him. He looked at her and placed the back of his hand on her cheek.  “When you have decided, just let me know daughter.  Remember though, once it is done, it cannot be undone.” 
 
    Inatra looked determined and nodded once.  “I understand.  I will inform you when I have made my decision... father.”  She looked unsure as she said father.  I understood, it was such a foreign concept to her. 
 
    Odin looked at Arina and offered a slight nod.  “As always, I find that you have done the right thing little one.  I should trust in you, as you are the best of us Asgard.”  I watched as a single tear rolled down Arina's cheek as she stood up tall.  I couldn't stop my smile. 
 
    Odin addressed us all.  “Now, go daughters.  I shall investigate more on this end.”  He paused then added, “And Inatra, welcome to the family.”  He turned in a flourish and returned to his work.  We all looked at each other trying hard not to laugh, and then made our way outside to Pegasus. 
 
    I spoke to Arina and Inatra as the little one flew us to the Citadel Park district.  “We will all shadow Kat for the first few interviews so that we know what to do and what information is important.  After that we will break off in three directions.  Kat will take the first grouping, I'll do the second and you two team up on the third.  It is paramount we find the saboteur before someone gets hurt.  Father has made headway separating systems and backups to make it more difficult if not impossible to cause more than mischief.  He believes he only needs a few more weeks to complete the work.” 
 
    Kate and Arina nodded in agreement.  Inatra looked as though she was confused but didn't say anything.  I tilted my head and prompted her.  “What is it Inatra?” 
 
    She looked at Arina then looked down almost embarrassed.  “Would it not be easier to gather the people in groups and torture them for the information?  Eventually we will find someone who knows the identity of the rouge or rouges.  Then a simple execution would solve the problem.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and sighed and took a deep breath, reminding myself of the differences in culture between Asgard and Ragnarok to calm me.  “We do not torture our own citizens, and there will certainly not be an execution.  When we discover the identity of the saboteur, we will speak with them and try to understand.  Then if they are not found to be stable of mind, professional mental help will be offered to them to them.  If that does not help, then the unsavory option of banishment from Valhalla would be applied to the situation.  This has happened only once in the history of our people.” 
 
    The redhead shook her head slowly with a look of bemusement.  “Kara, how is it possible that the Asgard have not fallen to Ragnarok?  You people seem to be too complacent and congenial to have given birth to the Valkyrie, the most terrifying warriors in the galaxy.  On the ship, we eliminated any threats and that served as a deterrent.  The strong rule the weak.” 
 
    I shook my head. “That is not our way.” 
 
    She nodded.  “I see that.  And... I am trying... to understand.  If I have questions as we go along, I shall turn to Arin.  You all seem to regard her judgment above your own.”  I noted the shortening of Arina's name, I caught Kat glancing at me indicating her awareness as well. 
 
    Arina was hunched over the controls blushing profusely as I nodded in agreement as we touched down.  The doors swung open and Inatra started walking toward them.  Arina stood quickly and reached out and grabbed the Ragnarok's hand to gently to hold her back.  She whispered in her ear but I was able to pick it up.  “Kara goes first.  Then the rest of us.  She is First Valkyrie and the senior ruling caste aboard.  It is a rank thing.  A sign of respect.” 
 
    Inatra didn't have the same tact as the little one and spoke at a normal level, embarrassing Arina as she asked, “So Kara, then Kat, then you, then I?” 
 
    Kat and I looked at each other and turned to listen, we were curious how Arina would explain.  I did a terrible job when I explained to Kate.  The little one thought for a second then replied,  “No.  Kara first for two reasons.  One because she is First Valkyrie who outranks the other Valkyrie on board, and two because she is senior member of the ruling caste.  Then the rest of us follow in any fashion as we are all equals in the ruling caste.  If a citizen were on board, they would precede even Kara as we Valkyrie are their servants.  Though that does get a little confusing as Kara is both Valkyrie AND ruling caste.  Ruling cast should exit first, but we find it easier to apply the views the people have of the shame of the Valkyrie to us daughters of Odin.  It avoids any argument or injured pride.” 
 
    Then the little one grinned.  “And actually, in the case a citizen were on board, you Ina would exit even before them as you are ruling caste but not a Valkyrie.” 
 
    Kate and I both caught the nickname Arina had applied and exchanged quick smiling glances with each other.  I nodded. “Well articulated little one.  I know it all sounds confusing but you will get used to it.” 
 
    The Ragnarok's intelligent green eyes flashed as she shook her head.  “No.  I understand, and to an extent agree, except for the portion about a citizen outranking a Valkyrie and the fact that you purport that no person's pride is injured.  What of the pride of the Valkyrie who protect the weak of Valhalla?” 
 
    Arina lowered her head a bit with a slight look of pain shadowing her face.  “We accept that.  We are the cursed protectors of the realm and that is just part of the shame we shoulder.”  Kate's pained face matched Arina's and I'm sure mine mirrored. 
 
    Inatra nodded.  “So the tree would be – Senior ruling caste,  ruling caste, citizen, First Valkyrie, Valkyrie.  Where do the men of the Wall of Blood stand?” 
 
    I almost chuckled.  Curious how Arina would handle this as I completely botched it when trying to explain it to Kate.  This made the little one's face scrunch up cutely as she tried to make it as simple as she could.  “Well, Einherjer are all of the same rank as Valkyrie in this case, except Tyr who holds the same rank as First Valkyrie.  Even though, in battle Einherjer look to the Valkyrie for orders.  But since Kara is also ruling caste as all of us here and his mate Mist is, he would exit after us.” 
 
    She looked around as if to garner agreement from us.  I nodded with a smile.  Inatra was shaking her head with a smile and motioning for me to exit Pegasus as she said with humor in her voice, “How do you Asgard ever get anything done with this confusing hierarchy?” 
 
    We all shared a chuckle as we exited.  Kat pulled up a map and her lists on her holo-pad. And pointed to the open air market with the businesses on street level and the towering residential quarters in the spires above. 
 
    Kate decided to show us examples of the questions to ask both businesses and citizens.  And walked us through the edge of the beautiful sprawling nature of Citadel Park and it's two square miles of trees grass and lakes.  New York's Central Park reminded me so much of Citadel Park, that is until Central Park was leveled along with about a third of the city in the Stand of Manhattan Island five years back. 
 
    That was one of the most heated battles since the Ragnarok had arrived in orbit.  It raged for days and almost fifty thousand innocents, five thousand human soldiers and two Einherjergeir were lost in the city before the Valkyrie and Einherjergeir could turn the tide of battle. 
 
    We almost lost Sigrun there, she had taken so much damage.  Her heart had stopped multiple times before her nanites could repair her enough to keep her vitals stable enough for us to transport her to our healers.  But she was glorious in that battle, and her sacrifice opened the hole we needed to change the course of the fight.  Arina had walked unflinchingly through enemy lines to retrieve the fallen Valkyrie. 
 
    And even though Earth is at war and the old concept of separate nations has given way to the United Earth Alliance, the humans have been working non stop to rebuild that metropolis and restore the park to its former glory.  I hear they will be christening it 'New Central Park' early next year. Humans to me, are beyond amazing and I have enormous respect for their indomitable spirit. 
 
    We made our way up to a white-spired merchant tent and entered.  The white haired, elderly looking gentleman inside who looked to be sixty Earth years old, but was in fact eons older than even father, quickly smiled at us.  “Well met, women of the ruling caste!”  He spread his arms wide toward the various scarves on all of the racks all around us that looked hand dyed, on closer inspection I saw this as an illusion, the color was actually part of the fabric created with colored silken threads.  “Please, look at the quality of my fabrics.  They are verily fit for those of the ruling caste such as you!” 
 
    A woman and her child who were looking at the scarves rushed out of the tent as he spoke when she heard ruling caste.  Kate smiled and ran her fingers along a scarf and replied, “Well met, sir.  Are you...”, she looked at her holo-pad, “...Hajart the Loom Master?  The owner of this fine establishment?” 
 
    He nodded and she smiled again. “We are actually here at the bequest of Odin himself.”  She finally let the scarf drift from her fingers.  “May we ask you a few general questions?” 
 
    He nodded with a smile. “By all means.”  He kept glancing to the rest of us then lowered his voice. “Is that The Innocent?”  Kat smiled proudly and glanced at Arina and nodded once to the man.  He smiled broadly.  He gasped, “Wait, I recognize you two, you, and you are Valkyrie, too.  That makes you the Ragnarok daughter of Odin.”  He whispered with a conspiratorial grin as he pointed to Kat, myself, then Inatra. 
 
    Kate nodded again then started with her questions. “Do you you have any employees or is it just you here?” 
 
    He tilted his head and his eyes looked a little sad.  “Just me, my wife passed to the ages a hundred thousand cycles ago.” 
 
    Kat grabbed his forearm gently and gave it a squeeze before dropping it and continuing.  “I do not see a console here, do you have one or a portable unit?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “I have no use for one here in the market.  If I need anything there are plenty of public kiosks available everywhere.  May I ask why you are asking such questions?” 
 
    Kat smiled again.  “It is something we are tasked by Odin for citadel safety. I apologize, but that is all I can say.  Do you mind if I ask where you were on the third at nine in the morning Earth Pacific Time?” 
 
    He nodded. “I understand.  That is an easy question, the same place I am at nine in the morning for all of the ages I can remember.  Opening shop here.” 
 
    Kate was politely listening as she was looking at visual records of the market place from that day, watching him open his tent.  She nodded to him. “Thank you so much for your assistance Loom Master.  It is much appreciated.” 
 
    He was shaking his head.  “No, not at all.  It is the least I can do for such lovely ladies.”  He was rushing over to a rack and laid a scarf over Inatra's shoulder.  “A gift as welcome to Valhalla.”  Then he turned to Kat again. “Please choose a scarf Raging Storm.  A belated gift as welcome to Asgard.” 
 
    Kate smiled and took out one of the many knickknacks she always carries in her pockets, a silk handkerchief this time, and pressed it into his hand.  She spoke softly, “Please allow a trade.  Human craftsmanship for Asgard.  Something for something.” 
 
    He looked at it and nodded with a smile.  Asgard are always trying to get Earth items, they are like trophies as not as many humans visit as we would like because of the war. 
 
    Inatra was examining the scarf with a slight smile.  Then she noticed what Kat had done and she took off one of the many carved carbon rings on her fingers and stepped up to the man.  “Ragnarok craftsmanship.” 
 
    The man took it with a slight bow to his head to her and looked at the ring in total amazement.  “May I ask your name young Ragnarok?  I have not seen that in the feeds yet.  I do not wish to be rude.” 
 
    The redhead looked nervous and said, “Inatra... umm... the Singing Rain.” 
 
    Kate had learned that we do not have currency per se, though all Asgard like to trade their wares. The more unique an item the more trade it is worth.  But no Asgard will deny anyone an item if they really need it.  They would even trade a pebble for a warm coat if it would save someone their dignity.  The unwritten rule is “something for something”.  That is not to say we don't mind gifting things to people either, that gives as much satisfaction. 
 
    The ruling caste is always gifted whatever they like in any marketplace.  But it makes Kate uneasy and always seems to have an endless supply of human items in her pocket for trade.  Arina has caught that habit from her as well and has dozens of Earth trinkets in her pocket as well. 
 
    The Loom Master grinned at her and said, “My shop is always at your disposal Inatra the Singing Rain.”  Then he looked at the rest of us in turn with a look mixed with pride and sorrow.  “And to you brave Valkyrie.  I grieve for you and your sacrifice every day and thank you for taking the burden for the rest of us.” 
 
    We all nodded and exited and moved to the next tent.  Inatra was running her fingers along the scarf in wonder.  Arina smiled at her.  “Your rings are far too much for trading stock.  You probably just made Hajart there the most popular man in the market with that item.  Here, use this.”  Arina pulled out a few trinkets from one of her pockets and stuffed them in Inatra's pocket before she could protest.  Then she explained,  “As ruling caste, any item you need will be gifted to you.  Trade is not necessary.  Kat just feels awkward getting something for nothing so she makes sure to carry trinkets with her.  I admit I have taken up her habit too.”  She gave one of her overly cute grins. 
 
    Inatra nodded. “Then I too shall adopt that habit.” 
 
    We entered the next tent.  There were many carved plasti-glass items, and the extremely attractive young artisan woman was currently carving an Earth horse with a small laser blade using a holo image on her console as a model.  Her blonde hair was pulled behind her in a ponytail. 
 
    She switched off the blade and looked up then spit on the grass covered ground.  “We need no violence here Valkyrie.  Leave.”  She enunciated “Valkyrie” in the old tongue slowly with venom.  I heard a low hiss from Inatra and saw Arina hold her back from stepping forward with a hand on her arm. 
 
    I was used to this reaction and it no longer stung as it did in my early days as a young Valkyrie.  Where the majority of the populace accepted the need for the warriors of the realm and were thankful they themselves didn't have to fight in our stead.  And even pitied us and treated us as heroes.  About a third of the Asgard hated us with a passion because we would commit violence against those that would kill them without a second thought.  They hated the fact that we were necessary and we represented everything an Asgard despised. 
 
    We turned to leave, then the woman paused.  “The Innocent can stay, she has no blood on her hands.” 
 
    Just then another woman walked into the tent.  We all squinted at her bright blue aura, it almost rivaled a Valkyrie, she had a ball of black anger seething behind it.  Beautiful would be a huge understatement when applied to this new Asgard with straight black hair.  She looked eerily familiar to me but I could not place her.  She snapped at the other woman, her voice harsh, “Keep a civil tongue Alessa, you will accord them due respect as ruling caste.  Valkyrie does not come into the equation where that is concerned.” 
 
    The blonde looked down in grudging agreement and said, “I apologize Ikol.  You are correct.”  She looked back at us with poorly masked disdain.  “What can I do for the ruling caste?” 
 
    I was grabbing Kate's arm and started walking to the tent flap.  “No it is OK... Ikol?  Arina can handle this for us.  We understand.”  Kate handed Arina the holo-pad on our way out with a sad smile, and I grabbed Inatra's arm gently and led her out with us. 
 
    Inatra looked at me and spoke quietly with confusion painting her face.  “Why did you not put her in her place?  She showed no respect to you.” 
 
    I looked at Kate with a small smile before I turned to my new sister and explained,  “Because we understand.  And she may be misguided but... she is right.  Asgard morals view those who would do violence as the lowest of the low.  The fact that even though they understand the necessity of the Einherjer and Valkyrie, we represent their own shame.  So it is best to walk away when confronted by their own conflicted emotions like that.  About a third of the people have that reaction.  The rest look up to us as their protectors.” 
 
    She was just shaking her head in disbelief.  “You Asgard are so confusing and contradictory.  How have you survived so long against us?” 
 
    Kate's lips quirked up in a wry grin and said with a humor filled voice, “That's simple.  We are Valkyrie.” 
 
    Inatra chuckled with a crooked grin and her eyes sparkled in mirth.  “Indeed.” 
 
    Then we turned as the tent flap opened and the raven haired beauty stepped out.  She dipped her head slightly in acknowledgment.  She looked at us then said, “I apologize for Alessa.  She is conflicted.  She understands that ruling caste overrides Valkyrie now.” 
 
    She looked so krothing familiar.  She looks about mother's age.  She nodded again and started walking away.  I called out to her, “Ikol is it?  Thank you.” 
 
    She turned back.  “Do not thank me Wild One.  I agree with her venom.  I just understand the difficult position you are in being a Valkyrie who is also ruling caste.  It must be difficult warring on your own morality.  I have nothing but respect for the ruling caste.”  I nodded understanding and she turned to leave again but paused then turned back, staring at Inatra. 
 
    She stepped up to her.  “I hear you are Ragnarok?” 
 
    Inatra had a hard look on her face and nodded. 
 
    Ikol looked at her, tilting her head from side to side as she regarded her.  Then she simply nodded to her then turned to leave.  We all watched in confusion as she disappeared into the crowd. 
 
    As soon as Arina returned with the data we needed, she gave us an apologetic look.  We all returned her look with smiles. 
 
    After that we did a couple interviews with citizens to see the differences in the type of information needed.  I was impressed as I realized how this information was going to be used.  Kat has never failed to impress me.  We split up and started what would be weeks of canvasing to gather the information we needed. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 7 – Collapse 
 
    Four weeks I have accompanied Arina in this monotonous and pointless canvasing of the sheep who live and work in the Citadel Park district.  I tire of the people gawking at me like I am a curiosity on exhibit just because I am Ragnarok. 
 
    Arina's musical voice knocked me out of my thoughts, I turned to meet her sparkling eyes as she spoke, “Ina, I thought I lost you there for a minute.  Where did you transition to Inatra?” 
 
    Why was she so damned cheery all the time?  It is so infuriating.  Though I admit, I find it quite endearing.  I shrugged. “This is just so pointless.  My idea of just torturing the people around here until we stumble upon someone who actually knows something would go so much faster.  I don't see the point in the questions we are asking.” 
 
    She smiled at me, this isn't the first time I have brought this up.  The first few times she was shocked and appalled.  She watched me closely for a while.  But she now realizes my word is my bond and I am just taking out my frustration on her. 
 
    I have given my word not to commit violence on some of these exasperating people.  Especially the ones I'm calling the Hypos.  The hypocritical people who want protection from my race yet spit venom on the warriors that give them that protection.  True, they are the minority, as most Asgard view them with reverence and gratitude that is their due. 
 
    I do admit that I am amazed at the intelligence of most Asgard.  Though some take on monotonous tasks, they seem to rotate every few centuries to new tasks or professions to keep their minds sharp.  I dare say their general populace rivals the intelligence of the Ragnarok citizens.  Though they have an appalling lack of tactical and combat training of course.  That these sheep were able to spawn the Wall of Blood and the almost unstoppable Valkyrie is a never ending source of amazement to me. 
 
    For weeks I studied their records, trying to expose the big lie that Arina had given me that the Asgard detest violence.  I can find nothing to dispute it and I have come to take it as truth.  And that has battled with all I held to be true, all I was taught about the Asgard.  It has put my mind in conflict. Only the steady presence and reassurance of Arina has kept me from falling into despair. 
 
    I have also studied all I could find on the Valkyrie.  One stands from the rest.  Kara, my new... sister?  I still cannot wrap my head around that.  Time and again she fights in impossible battles, taking more damage than should be possible and in the end, standing alone, victorious on the field.  I have watched for what The Innocent has told me to witness.  And I do... I can see the love of her people, her sense of duty, her... pain, as she fights.  The power she commands in her blows rivals the strongest of all Ragnarok.  How I long to trade blows with her, she is magnificent. 
 
    Kat, seems to be the perfect compliment to her.  The human's combat style is so smooth and fluid almost like a dance.  But she seems almost as lethal as Kara though able to keep herself under control and not slip into the berserker's rage.  Even though her raw power is half that of Kara's, this level-headedness brings her almost to parity with her lethality.  She has an uncanny ability to soothe the Demon.  I would enjoy trading blows with her as well, though I may incur the disfavor of Arina so I shall restrain my urge. 
 
    Arina, I have no desire to trade blows with as she... protected me when no other would. 
 
    It is infuriating that I should want to stay in the favor of this timid Valkyrie who will not fight.  She has no purpose if she does not fight, does she?  Yet all hold her in the highest regard because of her... compassion?  I should be the charge of Kara not Arina.  Though I cannot bring myself to ask and find I do not want to ask either.  My own mind betrays me. 
 
    Arina looked at me with her twinkling eyes and a lopsided grin.  “Kat has explained to me.  And once she explained, I found it quite elegant, almost scientific, though it is a slow process until the endgame.  Each piece of information we gather builds a picture of events on a given day and time of an act of sabotage.  Each piece of information we corroborate with an additional source, like visual records or a match with another person, we can eliminate large groups from the possible pool of suspects.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes as she continued to speak, “Then once it has been distilled down, we do another wave of interviews with a wider variety of questions and even some of the same questions asked in a different manner to look for discrepancies.  It is quite systematic.  Once we can go no farther then it is time to visit the outlying sites where physical presence was needed to access the systems. Only then do we start the process again to look for patterns and overlap.  Kat says, that no matter how good a person is, they always slip up eventually.  Always.” 
 
    I shook my head and snapped, “That doesn't make this any less frustrating, Arin!”  She laughed and... may the war gods forgive me, I laughed with her. 
 
    She tilted her head at me again with that ever present smile of hers and agreed. “No.  No it doesn't, Ina.” 
 
    I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand on end as I felt eyes on us.  I uttered a low hiss as my head snapped over to a corner by a spire to see that same woman from the first day watching us.  What was her name?  Ikol? 
 
    I couldn't make her out from this distance but her aura is unmistakable.  I have stalked her on the visual records each time I catch her, but she seems to know where all the holo-recorders are located and I can only catch fleeting glimpses of her.  I think I may inform Kat of her.  I thought she followed out of curiosity of the Ragnarok in her city.  But it is getting quite suspicious now. 
 
    Arina's face creased with worry then followed my gaze to the now empty corner.  “What is it?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Probably nothing.” 
 
    She squinted at me then looked back at the corner then at our list.  She smiled, then prompted me. “We are ahead for the day.  It is time to meet the ladies in the food pavilions for lunch.” 
 
    I shook the dark feelings out of my head and couldn't stop my face from betraying me and smiling back at her.  “Indeed.” 
 
    She giggled.  “I keep expecting your face to crack when you smile.  But it is a good look for you. You should do it more often.” 
 
    I shook my head in exasperation and started stalking toward the food pavilions.  Though I kept a hard look on my face I was smiling inside.  She made me so mad that she can make me look weak by smiling all the time.  A Ragnarok does not show weakness! 
 
    We saw Kara and Kate walking to intercept us and join us on our walk to the food vendors.  It always strikes me as odd that the tiny woman that is the Wild One commands such dangerous power, while her weaker mate towers over her.  My father made the mistake of looking upon Kara as the frail young girl she seems instead of remembering the fury of the Demon that she has displayed time and again.  Still, he stood longer than any in history against her wrath.  I could feel the pride swelling in me. 
 
    “Well met, ladies.”  Kat smiled at us.  I nodded and Arina said, “Well met, Valkyrie.” 
 
    Kara grunted. “Less talk, more mead.”  This got her a slap on the arm by Kat and they smiled at each other. 
 
    There was a pavilion that touted Earth foods, I paused at it and the rest joined me.  “What is shish kabob?” 
 
    Arina suddenly had her hand in mine, lacing our fingers like she always does as she dragged me inside, chittering with excitement. “It is meat and vegetables on skewers and it is amazing!” 
 
    Kat was laughing behind us.  “You just found the only weakness in Arina's impenetrable shield, little sister.  But in truth, it is quite good.” 
 
    Kara joined in. “The important thing is that I see a fresh cask of mead at the table!” 
 
    We all chuckled at this.  I got four of the shish things.  Some of that potato salad stuff that I can't seem to get enough of and of course a large tankard of mead. 
 
    I had to growl at the proprietor to take a trinket from me when he insisted that the food was his gift to the ruling caste.  It had the desired effect and he accepted the trade.  Something for something. 
 
    Arina seems to have an unending supply of the human trinkets she keeps my pockets stocked with.  She always babbles something like, “You'd be amazed at all the stuff you find littering a battlefield,” when I give her a questioning look. 
 
    We sat at a table outside next to an information kiosk so we could watch the feeds scroll by.  Kara shared with us her concerns with the silence on all fronts as humans and Ragnarok alike are withdrawing to the orbiting ships. 
 
    Human intelligence supplying Valhalla with more rumors of an impending attack when someone inside the citadel lowers the infernal shields at the Wall of Blood.  Sketchy rumors of my people allowing the humans to lead the attack using “dishonorable” non-hand to hand methods.  That left a sour taste in my mouth and it seemed to worry Kate... a lot.  Something about immoral things humans are capable of that Valkyrie can't fight. 
 
    I find these weak and fragile humans to be cut from two separate cloths.  The ones who comport themselves with honor and valor in a fight, and those who use every dirty trick in the book and seem to avoid anything that resembles either valor or honor.  The latter I would be happy to grind into the nether realm. 
 
    Besides Kat, I have met only one other human and was actually impressed with him.  Jeffery.  Though just as weak and fragile as other humans, he is battle hardened and it is rumored that he can actually hold his own against my kind.  It would be intriguing to trade blows with him, though Arina would frown upon me if I killed him as he cannot heal as the Asgard can. 
 
    For some reason I looked across the square to a building that looked to be half destroyed.  Arina had explained it was the agriculture spire that was hit in a Ragnarok artillery bombardment ten years ago when the Witch's Dome that protects Valhalla had faltered.  There was loss of innocent lives in the attack.  Most spires have been rebuilt.  They are currently tearing down this spire as it suffered too much structural damage to repair.  A newer, more modern spire will be rebuilt in its place. 
 
    I was squinting at it as the girls fell silent.  Kara looked at me then the building. “What is it, Inatra?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I do not know... wait!  There she is again.”  I watched the familiar aura exit the building.  “That Ikol woman that has been following us.” 
 
    Kara watched the woman scurry off.  “Following us?” 
 
    I nodded.  “I have caught her watching us on many occasions.  I thought nothing of it until it became more blatant lately.” 
 
    Kara stood and we all followed suit as she started walking through the crowds when an eerie alarm started going off at some of the demolition equipment at the agriculture spire.  A red light was flashing and demolition crews started streaming from the structure in panic. 
 
    “KROTH!”  Kara spat and was running without hesitation toward the spire as everyone else ran away from it. 
 
    Kate and Arina were following quickly behind her and Arina was yelling to me as we all ran.  “That is the structural reinforcement field failure warning.  The building could come down.  This shouldn't be possible, the systems are redundant.  We need to get the workers clear!” 
 
    Kara looked at the building and an exposed plasti-steel column at its base was starting to sag as plasti-crete started crumbling.  She looked at Kate then laid her hands on the column and fell to her knees screaming in agony as her nano-lattice crawled up the column.  The sagging stopped as she stabilized a fifty story tall spire!  By the grace of the war gods!  She was doing it! 
 
    Kate and Arina were already running into the spire and I followed.  Arina called back to me,  “We need to get the innocents out!”  I was stunned by the bravery of these women. 
 
    On our third trip out, I had to carry two panicking Asgard over my shoulders.  As I was throwing them down, Kat grabbed a man with a official looking construction outfit who was watching.  “How many were left inside!?” 
 
    He looked around and checked his holo-pad and replied, fear and anger on his face, “There are still three left in there.” 
 
    I glanced at Kara, she looked to be in agony, her face creased with effort.  Then I heard the sickening sound of metal straining.  Another column on the opposite side of the structure started to sag. And Kate was running to it.  With a similar scream of pain Kate fell to her knees as she laid her hands on the other column.  Her weaker lattice only extended part way up the column but it was enough to stabilize it. 
 
    I was looking around frantically for Arina.  The entire plasti-crete facade of the structure started to crumble.  I sighed in relief as Arina exited the building at a run, dragging two other Asgard with her.  But my relief turned into horror as the entire side of the structure suddenly gave way and tons of plasti-crete came down on my savior.  On the one person I owe a life debt that I could never repay. 
 
    I couldn't hear my own voice screaming, “Arina!” over the fury of sound that accompanied the collapse.  I saw Kara and Kate's lattices starting to dim as they strained to keep the rest of the structure from falling.  If it came down it would wreak destruction across the entire block. 
 
    Then suddenly the sirens and red warning lights stopped as the panels flashed green on the structural reinforcement field equipment.  Kate and Kara came staggering over to where I was clawing at the rubble, trying to get to Arina through my tears. 
 
    I was barely cognizant of the fact that even though they were exhausted from their herculean feat, they were tossing huge chunks of debris to the side.  I was also barely aware of my self chanting, “No, no, no...”  over and over again. 
 
    I hissed like an animal when Ikol tried to join us with tears in her eyes.  She fell back on her ass as I hissed again and she scrambled back as I continued my desperate and hopeless search. 
 
    I don't know how long we had been at it when construction equipment arrived and started carefully lifting larger pieces away from the rubble.  There were thousands of Asgard gathered around watching. 
 
    I could hear multiple people on Kara and Kate's coms that they were ignoring as we all savagely attacked the debris.  My hands were turning to bloody pulped meat but I didn't care. 
 
    Kara had pried away an impossibly large chunk of plasti-crete and we saw a flickering blue glow in a pocket between chunks.  In a combined effort we moved a large slab and we could see Arina on one knee, bones sticking out from her mangled leg and one of her arms.  Her flickering shield, her one good arm and her back were holding up an impossibly huge slab with reinforcing bars impaling her body and digging into the ground below her. 
 
    We looked at her in horror.  Blood gurgled out of her mouth as she smiled weakly and said, “I believe I have found my limit, Kat.” 
 
    Her shield flickered again and the slab pushed her down a little more.  She spoke forcefully, “Get them to safety.”  It was then I noticed the two unconscious workers her shield was covering more than her own body.  They were breathing! 
 
    Kate scooped them up and leapt away from the rubble and returned moments later.  I was in front of Arina, tears flowing down my cheeks as I looked at her broken body.  She focused on me for a second. “I'm so sorry, Ina.”  Then her eyes rolled back and she slumped forward, her body dangling on the metal savaging her body, as her shield flickered out. 
 
    I almost panicked, but the slab didn't fall!  I was in shock looking at the broken Valkyrie.  I glanced over to see Kara with her back and arms to the slab holding it up, immense strain on her face.  “Kat,” she gasped. 
 
    Kate was beside me and those glowing blue Blades of the Underworld extended from her arms, crackling with energy.  She looked at me.  “Inatra!  Sister, look at me!”  This shook me from my shock. I looked at her through bleary eyes.  “Prepare to pull her free!”  I nodded. 
 
    With extreme accuracy she swung below Arina's torso and cut cleanly through the two reinforcing bars.  Then she looked at me and I nodded and she cut the bars above her and her body fell limp into my arms. 
 
    I gathered my blood covered, shattered Valkyrie up like a broken doll and ran back with Kat.  I glanced back, and Kara's face hardened, then she let loose with that war cry that haunts the dreams of all Ragnarok and impossibly, she straightened up, the slab moving up with her, then she thrust back with a growl that sounded like the demon she is, and sent the impossibly large piece of rubble flying behind her. 
 
    I saw a wind rider marked with medical insignias landing and I was running to it with Kat and Kara by my sides.  A healer was reaching out for her and I hissed and bared my teeth at him in challenge and ran aboard the wind rider when he shrank back in fear. 
 
    We all sat and I heard Kat openly sobbing.  Kara said in that voice that was more animal than Asgard, “Lift off now!  Get us to Medical Triage!” 
 
    The healer kept trying to touch her.  I kept hissing and lashing out at him.  Kara said something to me.  I looked at her not understanding the words.  She was tilting her head with concern on her face, then she was suddenly calm and asked slowly when I tilted my head at her, trying to understand.  “Inatra?  Are you...  are you, laying claim to... Arina?” 
 
    I thought of their customs.  I knew this one.  If that is what it takes then yes, yes, she is mine.  No one elses.  I nodded and cradled the broken form of this selfless woman with those cursed heavy reinforcing bars still impaling her raggedly breathing body.  I knew not to attempt to remove them.  Kara actually smiled at me and Kate stifled her own tears and just stared at me in shock. 
 
    The moment the doors opened as we landed I was running out the door with Arin in my arms, I didn't care if I suffered the wrath of the war gods for leaving the vessel first.  Kate and Kara ran ahead of me opening the doors.  Healers were already there showing me which room to bring her into. 
 
    I laid her onto the bed then was hissing and striking out at the people trying to touch her.  Kate looked at me then at Kara and said, “This all seems so familiar.”  She smiled at me.  “Inatra.  Listen to me.   Ina, look at me.”  Her calling me by the nickname Arina bestowed upon me snapped my eyes to hers as she continued,  “The healers need to work on her, to save her.  You need to let them.  I promise no one else will touch her.” 
 
    I realized what I was doing.  By the war gods, I was stopping them from helping her!  I backed off nodding repeatedly as the healers approached.  Then Kate told them firmly, “Nobody is to touch her but healers.  She and Inatra are... are bonded.”  They nodded understanding and I shot them threatening looks with my lips pulled back into a snarl.  I stepped up onto a chair and squatted, observing, ready to attack if anyone hurt her farther.  I tried to breathe.  Kate was in front of me then bent and engulfed me into a hug.  I grabbed on to her disparately and cried.  Why am I showing weakness? 
 
    Arina was drifting in and out of consciousness.  The healers whispered something to Kara and she nodded and walked over to us.  “Inatra?”  I looked into her calm face.  “We need to leave the room.  They need to set the bones and remove the bars from her.  She will be in agony and you may snap and accidentally kill the healers.  Do you understand?” 
 
    I looked at Arina then back to Kara and nodded once then let them lead me out of the room and down the hall to a waiting room.  I sat there rocking in my seat and then heard Arina scream, and I bolted to my feet while four strong hands with iron grips held me back.   Two more screams then silence.  I was hyperventilating. 
 
    Kate was hugging me again and shushing me.  This stuck me as odd.  Why did she have no problems touching me when all Asgard seem afraid to touch each other in public?  I never understood. But maybe it is an Asgard thing and since Kat was human, it is different for her? 
 
    More and more healers entered Arina's room and time seemed to just creep by.  A healer came out into the hall and looked around and saw us, then walked over looking at the three of us.  “I was told The Innocent's mate is out here.  Which of you is it?”  Kate and Kara looked at me and the healer smiled at me.  “The Innocent is healing properly now that the bones are set and the metal bars have been removed.   There is still a lot left for us to do, we have sedated her and you can see her in maybe an Earth hour or two.” 
 
    Then she looked at me, specifically at my hands.  “You need to be looked at too Asgard, your wounds are healing far too slowly.” 
 
    As one, Kate, Kara and I looked down at my hands and I saw the impossible.  I saw the multitude of cuts on my blood covered hands almost imperceptibly stitching themselves back together.  In unison, Kate and Kara murmured, “Kroth!” as the blood drained from their faces. 
 
    Kara looked at the woman and spoke under her breath in a dangerous tone, “Healer, you saw nothing.  Is that understood?   She will be looked after later.”  The healer nodded with worry on her face at the look Kara was giving her.  She turned and returned to Arina's room. 
 
    I was still staring at my hands as Kara kept repeating, “Kroth, kroth, kroth!” 
 
    Kate was grabbing my hands and dragging me toward an elevator.  “We need to get you cleaned up and then we need to have a serious talk.  I will know the instant she awakes, then we can return to see our girl.”  I nodded, Arina had told me of their odd link.  Kara followed us as I was numbly dragged along. 
 
    We went across a sky bridge to their military barracks and they brought us into the shower room.  Kara chased the brightly auraed men and women out of it.  Kate washed the blood off of me in a sink.  She started wiping down all my exposed skin with a wet towel.  I kept looking at my hands, as the bloody hamburger now looked like heavily scarred skin.  Kara again said, “Kroth!”  
 
    I took a deep breath and composed myself finally.  I pulled away from Kate and I walked to the showers and disrobed to clean myself properly.  I let the water wash away the horror I experienced when I thought I had lost my protector.  Wash away the confusion and impossibility of my healing.  Wash away the sudden exhaustion I felt. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 8 – Explanations 
 
    After my shower, I dried myself and re-dressed in my dirty and bloody clothing.  A detached portion of my mind vowed to get them cleaned as soon as possible.  They were gifted to me by Arina. 
 
    I had a sudden memory and hissed then started walking rapidly past the Valkyrie.  They both caught my arms and I turned and hissed again then snapped, “Release me, I know who did this to her.  It was that Ikol!  I saw her exit the building then she was there after the collapse with nothing but guilt shading her face.  I will end her now!” 
 
    Kara tilted her head and looked up, catching my eyes with hers.  There was steel and fury barely contained in them.  “There will be time for that later, right now we need to speak with you.  It seems your body had been defiled without your permission.” 
 
    I stopped struggling against them at that.  What in the war god's name is she talking about?  But I suddenly looked at my hands as the realization hit me. 
 
    Then for some reason unknown to me they led me to the mess hall of all places.  I had to squint at all of the bright auras of the people eating there. 
 
    Kara pounded an empty mead mug on a table near the door and everyone looked up.  “Give us the room please.”  I knew she was First Valkyrie, but it still shocked me at how quickly everyone obeyed her request and filed out.  She grabbed the arm of Mist the Butcher as she passed and held her until the room was empty.  Kara whispered to her, “No one is to enter.  Stand by the door to keep curious ears away.  What you might hear, do not repeat.” 
 
    Mist looked at all of us then nodded in earnest and exited.  I watched her leave then I turned back and Kate was heaping food on a plate at the long buffet tables.  She turned and set the plate on a table then walked over and grabbed me and pulled me down into the chair in front of it.  Kara sat beside me as Kate went back to load up two more plates with less food.  She set one down in front of Kara and then sat on my other side. 
 
    “Eat,” Kara said.  Why are they thinking about food when Arina lays broken in the medical building?  Besides, we just ate before the building collapse.  I looked at them as though they had lost their minds.  Kara pushed the plate closer to me.  I hissed in exasperation and grabbed a chunk of meat and started eating it. 
 
    By the war gods, I WAS hungry!  In moments I found I couldn't stop myself and gorged on the food and mead offered me.  The Valkyrie ate slower, watching me. 
 
    Kate stood and prepared a second plate for me and brought more mead.  Then Kara took a deep breath and started speaking,  “Inatra, I apologize for all Asgard for unintentionally infesting your body with our technology.  It should be impossible, but it has happened only two other times in our history.  To Kate and Arina.” 
 
    I slowed in my eating and looked up at her.  She was starting to scare me.  “Speak plainly!”  I snapped. 
 
    She closed her eyes to gather her thoughts and then opened them and continued.  “I believe the nanites of the evolved Valkyrie are currently swarming your system an rewriting your genetic code to that of the Asgard.” 
 
    She locked eyes with me.  “My Valkyrie nanites evolved with me during my exile on Earth those five thousand years.  They gained a basic sentience and forged a symbiotic relationship with me.  They... learn from me and I from them... and they view my desires as instruction sets.  When my blood had mingled with Kate's on Earth, they took my extreme desire to protect her as programming and followed that line of logic the only way they knew how and infested her and made her Valkyrie and genetically Asgard.” 
 
    I was understanding where this was going now as the Wild One went on. “Then later Arina was shot out of the sky by one of your needle mines.  She was badly hurt.  Kate found her and brought her back to Valhalla, their blood mingled as Kat carried her.  Her extreme desire to protect Arina had the same effect on the nanites and they infested Arina.  This should all be impossible as nanites should dissolve to proteins when they leave our body, that is in their base programming.  But my evolved nanites have a primal desire to live.” 
 
    I stared at her as she spoke.  “My nanites allow us to do things beyond that of normal Valkyrie. They seem to enhance our natural abilities.  I myself posses the power of Thor, and Odin Spears.  Kate who has always been adaptable can do everything the rest of us can do but at a lower power level, she can create Odin Spears, Thor's Power, shields and maces.  The nanites have quite a sense of humor though and since just as strong as Kate's desire to protect Arina, was her desire for Arina to stay pure, Arina cannot create any offensive weapons like Thor's power or Odin Spears.  Instead she can only create the most powerful shields of any of us.  Our nanites all seem to be linked, and the more we have the better we seem to be able to communicate with them and through them to each other.” 
 
    “We tried many times over the past ten years to infest other Valkyrie and Asgard volunteers with our evolved nanites but it has never worked.  We believe it was only or extreme desire to keep each other safe that allowed Kate and Arina's exceptions.  And now...”  She locked eyes with me.  “...It appears that Arina's extreme desire to keep you safe has allowed her nanites to infect you when your blood mingled.” 
 
    I looked at her nervously.  What did this mean?  Was I... no longer Ragnarok?  I didn't feel any different, though my hunger at this moment almost eclipsed my concern for Arina.  “You are mistaken. I feel fine.” 
 
    She stood and said sharply, “Defend yourself, Ragnarok!”  And she swung a fist down at me, my instincts kicked in and I hissed and crossed my wrists above me to block the strike.  A glowing blue net pattern flared on my skin where her blow connected and I barely felt the force of it.  But that was... nano-lattice?  She stopped her attack and sat down, leaving me stunned and staring at my arms.  She then closed her eyes and spoke softly, “You have the evolved Valkyrie nanites now.  I am sorry, sister.” 
 
    I looked between her and Kat. “Am I... still me?”  I felt my fear building, I no longer had my people, did I not have myself either? 
 
    Kat smiled gently. “Yes of course.  You are just... more.” 
 
    I took a deep cleansing breath of relief and then I shrugged. “Then it is no matter.” 
 
    Kara squinted at me. “But... it was done without your permission.” 
 
    I locked eyes with her.  “Will it allow me to live as long as Arina now?” 
 
    She nodded and I shrugged. “Then I would have chosen it anyway.  I will stand at her side.” 
 
    Kat grinned. “That's how I felt about it, too.  This situation is eerily similar to my own.  It is almost surreal.” 
 
    Then Kara spoke ominously, “We must keep this to ourselves until I figure out how to approach father with it.  He was at a loss about what to do if you ever decided to volunteer to be Valkyrie since you are Ragnarok.”  We all nodded to each other. 
 
    I felt a tickling in my head and all of us stood up as one.  “She's awake,” I whispered.  They were nodding at me and we were all then sprinting toward the doors. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 9 – The Ikol Quandary 
 
    I looked up at the Ragnarok come Asgard as we all made our way back to the medical triage building.  Kate kept looking at me nervously then at Inatra.  I smiled, showing confidence I didn't feel.  “It will all be OK, love.” 
 
    She nodded and gave me one of her crooked smiles and her delightfully raspy voice uttered, “I know, Kara.” 
 
    We walked into Arina's room.  I didn't notice that Inatra stayed behind, standing in the doorway.  Arina was laying on the bed with tubes and machines hooked up to her with healers fussing about.  She looked over at us with a sheepish smile.  Kate looked at her in reprimand and said with her raspy voice sounding huskier,  “You had me so scared, little one.  When will you stop taking chances?” 
 
    To her credit, the injured Valkyrie didn't look down, her face scrunched up in pained apology.  “I'm sorry, Kat.”  Then she looked down. “Did the two workers survive?” 
 
    The stern look on Kate's face cracked and she said, “Yes.”  Kat smiled and moved in to hug Arina but stopped herself at the last moment before she did and whispered to herself, “Damn Asgard prudishness.”  Instead she placed the backs of both hands on the little one's cheeks. 
 
    Arina smiled hugely and looked at Kate then over to me with her eyes down slightly.  I just grinned, “Do not fear me little one, I for one admire your valor.”  This got the desired smile as she tried to sit up straighter as I was rewarded with a fairly hard strike to my gut by Kate's backhand. 
 
    Then Arina started looking around quickly until her eyes landed on the Ragnarok, who had a look of fury in her eyes, still standing in the doorway.  Both Kat and I moved aside as the two women locked eyes. 
 
    The silence was awkward then in a tiny voice Arina squeaked out.  “I'm sorry, Ina.” 
 
    The Ragnarok finally stepped forward, rage on her face.  I was debating stepping in front of her. Inatra hissed like an animal then said, “I thought you left me.  Do you know how scared I was?  I hate you for that!  Fear is weakness!  I am Ragnarok!  Ragnarok do not fear!”  She started pacing like a caged animal.  “I... you... by the war gods Arin!  You will never do that to me again!  You are so confusing and frustrating... I don't know what I'd do if...”  She couldn't complete her sentences. 
 
    Arina looked at the floor.  “I really am sorry.  But there were innocents...” 
 
    This stopped Inatra in her tracks and she whispered like the words she were saying were poison, “And that is why I love you, you stupid Valkyrie.” 
 
    Arina's eyes snapped to her and I spoke softly, “She has laid claim to you, little one.  Do you reciprocate?” 
 
    She opened her mouth immediately to speak with a smile on her face then froze.  The smile disappeared and she quickly glanced over to Kate with a frightened questioning look, only to be met by Kate's stunning smile.  Arina squared her shoulders and looked at Inatra. “I reciprocate Ina.” 
 
    Kroth, father was going to have a coronary and his nanites will have to restart his heart so he can have another one.  Not only does a Ragnarok possess Valkyrie nanites, but now she is bonded to one.  I shuddered at the thought of the happy squealing that will come from mother when she is made aware. 
 
    Inatra smiled a dangerous, snarling smile and walked right up to her.  “Good.  As my mate I forbid you to ever scare me like this again!”  Then to the protestations of the healers and to their blushing embarrassment, Inatra pulled Arina into a tight hug.  The little one looked to be on cloud nine from this public display of affection.  I was looking away blushing, Kate just watched them unabashedly with a huge grin on her face. 
 
    I heard Inatra speaking low into Arina's ear, I could barely make it out.  “I swore the day you saved me that no man would again defile my body.  No man would ever touch me again.  And now... only my Valkyriefrior shall touch me.” 
 
    Then the Ragnarok stepped back and hopped up onto a chair, squatting like a gargoyle to watch over Arina.  She locked eyes with me.  “Bring me the head of Ikol!”  Then she turned to look at the healers. “Do your jobs!”  She hissed at them like a cat with her teeth bared and they quickly went back to work on Arina. 
 
    I stepped to her side and asked to nobody in particular, “How long before she can leave Medical?” A man turned to me. “Tomorrow morning at the soonest.  One of those bars clipped her heart. Impossibly, her nanites kept her blood circulating while they healed the damage.” 
 
    I nodded and looked at Inatra, all the color had drained from her face.  “They will not allow you to stay all night.  Listen to them when they ask you to retire, do not intimidate or hurt them, come to my quarters when they do.  In the mean time, Kat and I are going on the hunt.” 
 
    She gave me one of her snarling smiles with a nod and a dangerous gleam in her eyes.  Kroth!  We will probably have to protect Ikol when we find her.  But if the collapse was indeed her doing, she will have to be held responsible for the life of the one worker who did not make it out of the building. 
 
    We both bid our leave of Arina with smiles for her and stalked out of the room.  I saw fury in Kate's eyes that matched Inatra's.  She wanted blood.  It was scary how fiercely Kate and Inatra protected Arina.  I stopped my mate in the hall and spoke softly, “Kat.  Do I need to do this on my own?  We don't even know if she had anything to do with this yet.” 
 
    She stopped and closed her eyes tightly and took a deep breath then sighed. “No.  It's fine.  You are right.  But Kara, if she did...” 
 
    I shook my head with a small smile.  I looked around to make sure nobody could see us and I kissed her cheek.  “If she did, you'll do nothing, my love.  I want blood, too, but... I can't believe I'm actually being the rational one for the first time ever here... but it is not the Asgard way, nor is it your way.  Though I'd approve of you trying to burn a hole through her with your eyes.” 
 
    Kate snorted.  Leaving me wondering if it was because I was being rational or because I hit the nail on the head and she would be trying to destroy Ikol with her mind.  She kissed me back and I grinned as we made our way out the building to the wind riders near the main gates.  Tyr looked back and removed himself from the line, another man slid in as the ranks adjusted. 
 
    He tilted his head in question with concern on his face.  I said with a reassuring smile,  “She'll be OK.” 
 
    Tyr seemed to exhale a breath he was holding.  “Kroth!  That little one knows how to worry us all.  She's so infuriating!” 
 
    Kate nodded in agreement and said in a very exaggerated Asgard manner, “Indeed.”  Then she tilted her head and grasped his forearm and spoke softly in her raspy voice, “And she loves you, too, Tyr, you big softie.”  He straightened in mock insult, but his huge smile gave him away. 
 
    I looked at him then at the wind rider I was about to commandeer.  “Would the big softie care to fly us to Citadel Park so we can pick up Pegasus?” 
 
    He tried to backhand me in the gut.  I was prepared for it and jumped out of the way and all he got was air.  Then he made a point to ignore me and turned to look at Kate as if she were the one who had asked. “I would be delighted to fly you there, Kat.”  He couldn't dodge my backhand to his gut, but as always, it was like hitting a wall of plasti-steel. 
 
    We were all grinning as we loaded up and Tyr got us airborne.  In moments Kat was at a console and I was at another, we instinctively knew what each other was doing, most likely through our nanite link.  She was pulling up all visual records of the square by the old agriculture building as I was pulling up records on Ikol. 
 
    I frowned and Kate froze and looked up from where she was watching a replay of Ikol leaving the building on the screen then returning to try to help dig Arina out of the rubble.  “What is it, Kara?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “I don't know.  But there is no record of Ikol in the database.  Not even a birth record.  I went all the way back to the first records of Valhalla.” 
 
    Kat looked at me then squinted back at her screen.  She isolated Ikol's face and flicked her finger and the images spun to my console.  I nodded and started facial recognition.  Moments later, the computers returned a negative match.  “Impossible.   She doesn't seem to exist.” 
 
    Kate looked at me again and her fingers were flying on the console, I looked over to see what she was doing.  I nodded as I saw her execute her query.  Smart as always.  She had asked the computer to identify her physical profile and extrapolate most likely race.  I knew she was thinking the same thing, a possible Ragnarok infiltrator.  But she didn't have the thick body associated with them.  The computer flashed a ninety nine point seven percent probability that she was Asgard. 
 
    We both shared frustrated looks.  Then I grabbed Ikol's holographic picture and nudged it toward the center of the cabin and her face bloomed on the overhead holo-display.  I studied her face, turning it every which way, trying to figure out why she looked so familiar. 
 
    I heard Kat in my head. “What is it?”  I looked over at her, I was getting used to us speaking that way or with our voices. 
 
    I sighed.  “I just cannot shake the feeling that I somehow know her.”  Then I looked to the pilot’s seat.  “Tyr, you are older than the Tree of Ages.  Do you know this face?” 
 
    He craned his head back and his face went pale and the wind rider slipped to the side for a moment before he compensated and put us into an autopilot hover.  “Odin's beard!”  He uttered.  Before I could ask who she was, he was already on coms. 
 
    “Odin!  Look!”  He grabbed at the air near the holo-display and flicked it toward his com panel. Father's eyes went wide and his big booming voice was suddenly small as he asked, “Loki?” 
 
    Then memories rushed through me.  That was it!  This woman was Loki!  Daughter of Thor!  She had been a mere three thousand years old when her father died saving Valhalla with the destruction of the Ragnarok capital city using Thor's Hammer.  A device that stopped all molecular cohesion in a ten mile radius and wiped the city, and himself, off the face of the planet in the fury and chaos of energy release and lightning. 
 
    Mother had known Loki well, the girl had gone quite mad with the guilt of what her father had done and swore to make things right.  Mother had shown me a holo of her once.  Our leader, Rotan of the Whispering Wind tried to get her help to heal her psyche but she had disappeared from the face of Valhalla.  She had not been seen since.  My mother tried to describe the look of utter insanity in the young girl's eyes when last she saw her. 
 
    On reflex I queried Loki in the computer and no records appeared.  That was impossible.  But then I understood.  Anyone who could hack into Asgard secure systems would have no problems removing themselves from the databases. 
 
    Father's image turned toward us and realized we were looking for her and quite possibly why.  He whispered in a hoarse voice full of pain, “Find her.”  Then cut the connection. 
 
    Tyr closed his eyes and took a deep breath and then opened them again.  He returned to his seat and took control of the wind rider again then landed us neatly on a pad in Citadel Park. 
 
    Kate opened her mouth to ask and I quickly shot, “Not now,” through our nanite link.  And she closed her mouth and nodded in understanding. 
 
    Without a word we exited the wind rider and turned to watch Tyr fly off.  I pulled Kate onto a bench in the park and started to explain.  “I am so stupid, I should have known especially calling herself Ikol, her name backwards.  She is Loki, daughter of Thor!  I knew I recognized her but the last visual record  of her I saw was when she was barely three thousand cycles old, she looked like a thirteen year old girl in human terms.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a cleansing breath then reopened them and locked eyes with Kate.  “The poor child had lost her mind in guilt over her father using Thor's Hammer.  The thought of all the lives taken in an instant of violence was too much for her young mind to bear.  She... vanished from Valhalla soon after.  But now it appears she has just hid herself and is now sabotaging our systems in an attempt to atone for her father's sin possibly.  I do not know what her endgame may be.” 
 
    Kat nodded in understanding, then I added unnecessarily, mostly for myself. “She may be as big a danger to herself as to Valhalla.  We need to... protect her from herself, Kat.  It is what we must do, we are Valkyrie.” 
 
    Kate smiled at me, I'm sure my face looked conflicted and pained and she whispered, “Indeed.” The fury was gone from her eyes, replaced with a look of concern for Loki. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 10 – Insanity 
 
    We sat on the bench discussing the best approach to find someone who doesn't want to be found. We came to agreement and made our way toward the marketplace.  We paused at Alessa, the glass crafter's tent, opened the flap, and stepped in. 
 
    Alessa looked up to us and that disdain was still in her eyes but so was something else.  Surrender. We stood in silence looking at her expectantly, then she sighed and started speaking, “She never intended for anyone to get hurt.  She only wishes to balance the scales to how they were before Thor...” 
 
    I nodded. “But an innocent died, and Arina came close to passing to the ages as well.” 
 
    She stood silently, begging me with her pained eyes not to ask my next question. 
 
    I gave her a sad smile. “Where is Loki, Alessa? 
 
    She still stood in silence, battling with her own feelings. 
 
    I asked again more softly, “Where is she?  We need to save her from hurting more innocents or herself.  She shouldn't be burdened by a guilt that is not of her doing.” 
 
    This brought her eyes back to me, I could see her tears threatening.  “She has a room in the sub-level of the Artisan's Spire, red quad.  Something is wrong though, it is scaring me.  Her eyes do not focus.” 
 
    I grasped her arm and said the only thing I could, “I am sorry, Alessa.”  She nodded and I left the tent with Kate in tow.  I scanned the nearby towers and located the Artisan Spire we started walking to it. 
 
    A raspy voice said, “She was... afraid.  She gave her up quite easily.” 
 
    I looked over to Kat and gave her a sad smile. “Did you not see it?  The fear in her eyes was for Loki, she cares for her deeply.  She must feel helpless not knowing how to help her.”  Kate just nodded. 
 
    We got to the tower and made our way in.  We went directly to the sub-level and looked at the layout on a wall console.  The red quad was in the far back.  As we got closer, I saw all kinds of fiber transmission lines and magnetic collectors at the ceiling leading to the farthest room. 
 
    We got to the door and hit the entry chime.  We tried again then I entered the ruling caste override code and the door opened into a poorly lit room.  We walked in and there were equations and computer code written on all the walls, electronics were strewn about everywhere.  A small cot was beside a desk and there, in the far corner sitting on the floor grabbing her knees to her chest, rocking back and fourth with eyes that held nothing in them, was a woman who vaguely resembled the strong confident Ikol from our previous meeting.  This person looked to be a frail cornered animal that had no intelligence in her eyes. 
 
    Kate stepped forward.  “Loki?” 
 
    The animal's eyes snapped up, then she retreated back into herself again.  “No Loki...  Loki is dead. No more shame.  An innocent died.  No more...  it wasn't supposed to be like this.  Not like this.” 
 
    I walked to her and squatted by her. “Loki.  It will be OK. Come with us, we will protect you and get you help.” 
 
    Her dead, empty eyes met mine.  “There is no help.  There is none.  I...”  Her eyes looked me up and down, “You!  You were to be the new hope.  The child of the rulers to reassert the innocence.  It was supposed to be you.  But they destroyed you.  Made you violent... like... father.” 
 
    She was looking around frantically, tears flowing down her cheeks, she started pawing through a box beside her.  “I can fix this... I can fix it... they corrupted the innocence of Kara.”  Her hands grabbed a glove with fiber cables on it and thrust her hand in it.  Then before I could react she grabbed my hand with the glove and it pulsed. I felt the most complete, agonizing, searing pain of my life as I fell to the ground as my lattice flared then died. 
 
    Kate suddenly had Loki pinned against the wall.  She snarled as she ripped the glove off her hand. Loki was smiling as I writhed on the floor in pain.   Then as the pain faded, I was panting and looking up at her.  The smile showed no sign of sanity as she was babbling.  “I saved you.  You can be innocent again.  No more Valkyrie.  Poof.”  She started laughing in madness. 
 
    I staggered to my knees. “What did you do Loki?” 
 
    She started tittering then said,  “I saved you.  You don't need to do violence anymore.  I destroyed your Valkyrie nanites.  Now you are the innocent baby girl that will save all Asgard again.” 
 
    I tried to activate my nano-lattice and nothing happened, I couldn't feel my link with Kate.  For the first time in eons I felt... fear.  I whispered,  “Then you have killed me.  I no longer possess standard Asgard nanites.” 
 
    Loki looked enraged and started babbling in incomprehension, “No, no, no, no, no... I... you.   You are supposed to be our savior and wipe away father's shame.  Make me whole.  No, no, no,no...” 
 
    I suddenly spasmed as a new bout of white hot flame burst through my body, my clothing shredded as my nano-lattice suddenly reappeared crackling with more energy than ever before.   I could feel my nanites rage, they were hurt.  They were hurt and they wanted revenge.  They felt... pain?  Whatever she had done had apparently failed.  Kate looked afraid and relived at the same time. 
 
    Two of the most powerful Odin's Spears I had ever created extended from my arms and sizzled through the floor and I could “hear” my nanites begging me to strike Loki dead.  They were creating these overpowered glowing blue blades of destruction.  With great effort, I forced the Odin's Spears to recede then I grabbed my head through the searing pain of arguing with my nanites.  I tried to convince them that Loki needed our help, our protection, not our ire.  But they were scared, they had never been hurt like that before.  I closed my eyes and soothed them.  Promising to never let that ever happen to them again and slowly the cracking energy around me dissipated and my lattice faded. 
 
    I collapsed on the ground.  Loki was staring at me with wide eyes, there was a glimmer of intelligence penetrating her madness.  “Impossible, Valkyrie nanites were daddy's design.  That should have deactivated them.  I used his programming.” 
 
    I staggered to a standing position, then grabbed a blanket off the cot and covered my naked body.  I looked directly into her eyes trying to speak to that spark of intelligence before it faded.  “My nanites are a new evolution, they are alive and sentient.  They make their own programming, and are my – friends, my companions.  You only subjected them to more pain then they had ever experienced.” 
 
    She squinted trying to get her broken mind to concentrate.  “They are a... new form of life?”  I nodded and she started sobbing.  “And I almost... killed again?  No, no, no, no... it isn't supposed to be like this!  I wanted to save you.  I can fix this... I just need time... we have no more time... they are almost here.  The drums are pounding, the wheels are turning, it cannot be stopped now.  I can fix this, make the voices stop...” 
 
    Then she started laughing, then sobbing, and almost went comatose.  Kate slowly released her and let her slide down the wall and Loki started rocking again.  She seemed not to be aware of us anymore. 
 
    I staggered to a stack of clothing and grabbed some to cover myself then I bent to lift Loki, but Kate put a hand on my shoulder and moved in front of me.  She still looked scared and relived.  “For a moment I couldn't 'feel' you anymore.  It scared me.  Then my nanites were scared and furious.  I could hear your argument with them.” 
 
    I nodded and she gathered the mad Asgard into her arms and we made our way out of the building. My legs felt like rubber but I was slowly regaining my strength. 
 
    When we got to Pegasus, Kate handed Loki to me and she took the controls.  I smiled, she was being protective of me, but I was almost at full strength again.  I sat with Loki beside me as we lifted off.  Loki focused on me then said, “You!  You were to be the new hope.  The child of the rulers to reassert the innocence.”, like she didn't remember saying it before. 
 
    Then for a moment, her eyes cleared and she was again the strong, confident woman we had met before.  She whispered, “Kara?”  I smiled and nodded.  She smiled then murmured, “What is happening?”  Then she sat back in her seat as the fog overtook her again.  I could feel tears trying to break free.  She was like me.  So... broken.   This same thing could easily happen to me. 
 
    Though it would be interpreted differently if any Asgard saw it, I did something from my surrogate home, and in a human gesture I put an arm around her shoulder to comfort her, and let her lay her head on my shoulder as she stared off into space. 
 
    We landed again at Medical Triage and I led Loki in as though guiding a small child.  We brought her to the psych unit and the healers led us into a secure room and sedated her when I had her lay down to rest.  We all left the room and the healer said she would sleep all night.  After they evaluate her in the morning, we can question her.  I nodded in understanding and I looked at the silly, ill-fitting clothing I was wearing. 
 
    I got Odin on coms.  “Father.  We have found Loki.  She is in the medical psyche unit sedated for the night.  They say we can speak with her on the morrow.  Father, she is... not of her right mind.  But at least her sabotage will not continue,”  I said sadly.  He nodded in understanding. 
 
    Then he said, “I have found multiple compromised systems from that last sabotage.  The construction equipment was on the same energy feed as the shield generators.  I fear she found what she had been searching for all these years.  I do not believe the building collapse was intentional at all, I do not think she knew the equipment was on the same grid.  And I know why she had been more active lately.” 
 
    He paused then continued in a low voice, “Every system she ever accessed was the old tech created by Thor.  Tech she is intimately familiar with.  But we have been modifying all our systems lately to incorporate the new generation of technology and programming of Arina's more efficient energy management systems.  So in effect, her window of opportunity to sabotage the systems she knew and understood was closing quickly.”  Then he added wistfully, “Kroth, she was a smart little one and always had a smile for me before she disappeared.” 
 
    I whispered in a hoarse voice at something I remembered from her insane babbling,  “I think she already started something.  She said the wheels were already turning.” 
 
    He nodded. “Hopefully it is not too late.  Take care of the little one and Inatra.  I shall see you on the morrow daughter.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, father.  Good night.”  And I cut the connection. 
 
    Kate and I made our way down to Arina's room.  The little one was sleeping and Inatra was still watching over her in her gargoyle stance in the chair.  She looked over as we walked in.  She jumped to her feet.  “Is Ikol dead?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “No, Inatra.  Her mind is... damaged.  She needs our help.” 
 
    She hissed like a cat then ground out, “She almost killed Arin!  I will see her dead!” 
 
    Kate stepped up and grabbed Inatra's hands and locked gazes with her.  “Arina wouldn't want that. What would she say?” 
 
    The Ragnarok looked over at the little one then back at us.  She looked enraged still but nodded her head.  “You Valkyrie are so weak!  But I will do nothing to upset Arin.” 
 
    Kate grinned and said, “Come home with us, they are about to kick you out of this room for the night, we can pick up our girl the first thing in the morning.” 
 
    Inatra looked at both of us then released Kat's hands and moved silently over to Arina's side.  She looked at her, examining her.  She hesitated then lowered her head to gently kiss Arina's lips.  The little one smiled in her sleep and curled up on the bed, breathing gently. 
 
    The Ragnarok glared at us in challenge, daring us to say anything.  Then she marched right past us, calling back, “Are you coming – sisters?” 
 
    Kate and I exchanged amused glances and followed Inatra out to the wind rider.  She sat in the pilot's seat and motioned me to the co-pilot's seat.  I looked at her in question.  She put her hand on the yoke and looked at me.  “Teach me.” 
 
    I grinned. “Well you can just tell it where you want to go and the autopilot will just fly you there, but most of us prefer the exhilaration of manual control.  Feel the yoke as I bring us airborne.”  Here I slid my hand above a row of sensors and we lifted into the air.  “That is engine power control.  And that is about all there is to it unless you need rotation, you rotate us on axis by moving your feet as if on pedals. 
 
    I released the yoke and we started side sliding and she moved her yoke quickly and we lurched to the other side as she over corrected.  I chuckled. “Gently, like making love.” 
 
    She looked at me through squinted eyes.  “How do you mean?” 
 
    I'm sure my eyes were pained at the question, then I just said softly, “As you would handle Arina.” 
 
    She nodded and slowly brought us through multiple turns as she pivoted the craft trying the foot controls.  Then we weaved and bobbed to the Central Spire.  She got us above Arina's private pad then looked over to me.  I grinned. “Either tell it to land or gently decrease engine power and lower us gently.  If you go too fast, the computers will override you and land the craft safely. 
 
    Then she lowered us painfully slow, like she was feeling for the ground, and we finally touched down.  She cut the power with a huge grin on her face.  Kate comically said, “Oh thank God!  We're still alive.” 
 
    Inatra looked back at her with a hard look on her face. “Do not tease a Ragnarok, Shadow Fang.” We all laughed at that and exited the vehicle. 
 
    We made it to our quarters and Inatra went to the service port to figure it out, Arina always operated it in their quarters.  I went to get into some proper clothing.  I came out to Kate laughing as she was trying to explain the system to Inatra. “No, not slaves preparing the trays.  It is an automated system to the service level pantries.  As you build the 'order' a robotic system assembles your selections onto the tray from many hot or cold storage areas.  Then it rockets up to us in service tubes.” 
 
    Inatra nodded.  Then hit a few controls and a heaping tray filled with copious selections of food and, of course mead, arrived at the port.  She had a self satisfied grin on her face as she grabbed the tray and told us, “I need to learn my duties as Second.  I wish to surprise Arin.”  We grinned at her and she put the food and drink in the seating area. We all sat and ate as we discussed the day, current events as well as talking about the future.  Inatra was most intrigued with learning about Asgard as she was one now.  Kroth, I still had to figure out how to tell father. 
 
    When we were exhausted and it was time for bed, we bid our good nights but Inatra hesitated.  Kate looked at her.  “What is it Inatra?” 
 
    She looked agitated. “Arina is not in our room.  I have never... been alone on the ship.  There are always many in the quarters to watch over.  May I... stay?” 
 
    Kat shot her a sad look.  “Of course sister, you never have to ask!”  They exchanged small smiles and we retired for the night. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 11 – The Beating Drums 
 
    The wake up chime was sounding and I quickly waved my hand to silence it.  I stretched under the covers and opened my eyes to see Kate's sparkling eyes staring into mine with her crooked smile of mischief.  Then her brow furrowed and she started looking around.  I sat up realizing what she had, the weight of Inatra sleeping between us on top of the covers was not there.  She refused to sleep on a couch in the seating area, instead had sat with a blanket on the floor of our bedroom by the door until she thought we were asleep.  She should know we weren't yet, I was beginning to become aware of her through our nanite link. 
 
    Like a timid and frightened animal she climbed on top of the bed and curled into the bed between us and dropped into a fitful sleep.  She had described to us before, how after she fought off the men trying to claim her charges bodies each night, the many female Ragnarok in her section would huddle on the huge bed in their communal quarters to share their heat.  The male quarters were the same.  Power was a premium on-board and the hundreds of sleeping quarters were not heated well. 
 
    I looked at the foot of the bed, and saw her facing the door, asleep, squatting in that gargoyle-like stance of hers, holding a kitchen knife.  Kat looked at me with compassionate pain in her eyes.  I couldn't fathom how it must have been for the women on that ship.  Inatra... was protecting us.  I wonder how long it will take before she can sleep an entire night without that fear. 
 
    I tried gently speaking to her through our link.  I used Arina's nickname for her as not to startle her,  “Ina?” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open and she looked shocked that she had fallen asleep as she guarded us.  Grogginess left her and she was now fully alert.  She looked at us then I swear she blushed and laid the knife on a side table.  Kate smiled gently at her and the Ragnarok tried to stop her retuning smile. 
 
    I concentrated for a second, then I spoke to her, “Arina still sleeps, she feels strong.  Let us get ready for the day and go pick up your mate.”  This got the smile I wanted from this stunning Ragnarok.  She really should smile more often.  Then I continued to speak to both of them, “Then we can see if Loki is more lucid on this day.  We need to know what wheels she has set in motion.” 
 
    We let Inatra shower and get ready first, then Kat, and myself.  When we got out to the great room, Inatra was looking smug with breakfast already waiting for us.  On her third mug of mead she complained, “The evil of becoming Asgard has robbed me of a good drunk.  I cannot seem to hold the pleasant numbness of the drink.” 
 
    I laughed. “On that we agree!  Krothing nanites.”  This just earned me a slap on the arm from my beautiful Kat. 
 
    We made our way down to Pegasus.  Engineers were swarming all over her with perplexed looks on their faces.  Inatra crinkled her nose and bared her teeth as she opened her mouth like she did when she uttered her hiss, but then closed it again with a shake of her head.  What was that all about?  The men and women saw us coming and quickly departed, one man looked back and stopped.  He stepped back to me. “Well met, Valkyrie.” 
 
    I nodded. “Well met, engineer.” 
 
    He looked around as if to make sure nobody was around then asked with a slight smile, “Do you... know... how the Innocent does it?” 
 
    I looked around too, mimicking his movement then leaned in close to him and whispered, “Yes.” Then turned to join Kate and Inatra. 
 
    I heard a slight laugh from the man as he cleared the pad and he comically uttered, “I cry foul.” 
 
    I was in a playful mood so I sat down on the same bench seat as Kate and my Ragnarok sister. I just stared straight ahead with a silly smile on my face.  Kate snorted.  Then Inatra stood and took a hesitant step toward the pilot's seat.  She looked back at us and Kate just smiled and joined me in looking straight ahead looking all sweet and innocent. 
 
    Inatra hissed but chuckled. “Confusing Valkyrie!”  Then she sat in the cockpit and we lurched into the air and swayed there for a moment. 
 
    “Apologies.” We heard from the front.  Then more gently, but haltingly, we took to the air as Inatra flew us to the main gates and Medical Triage. 
 
    Kat slapped my arm again.  I grinned at her. “What?” 
 
    She mouthed, “Softie.” I shrugged and feigned innocence.  But I couldn't stop my smile as I watched the look of sheer exhilaration on the Ragnarok's face as we flew. 
 
    She brought us into a hover over a pad.  She adjusted left then right, we slipped back, and then forward slightly.  She finally cut power when we were a couple inches above the pad and we thudded to a landing.  She looked back sheepishly.  “It was easier when you were instructing me.” 
 
    We all laughed as she opened the doors and waited for me to walk out before following with Kate. She'll make a good Asgard yet.  I find myself liking her immensely.  That brought a fresh pang of guilt to me.  If she is like this, how many other Ragnarok that I have killed were the same?  Believing the lies from eons ago, making them into the savages they are today.  I wonder how many possible friends I have sent to the ages. 
 
    Inatra excitedly lead the way to Arina's room with a smile on her face as we stepped inside.  There were no longer any machines hooked up to her, she looked peaceful.  Inatra took a step toward her bed and I grabbed her arm with a smile and concentrated.  Across our link I said, “Wait Inatra.  Instead, concentrate on all that Arina means to you, you should feel a connection, then think her name.” 
 
    Inatra looked at me then back to Arina and she had a look of concentration on her face.  Then both Kate and I winced as we heard Inatra's voice in our heads yelling, “Arin!”  She's going to have to practice not just intensity, but speaking with just one of us without broadcasting it out over our general link. 
 
    Arina started out of her peaceful sleep and sat bolt upright.  She looked around in panic until her mind caught up with her.  She saw us all and that huge smile of hers that we all love was instantly there.  Inatra dropped the bag she was holding and ran up to her and engulfed her in a big hug.  But then she backed off and put her serious Ragnarok face on.  “Ummm... Well met, Arin.  It is good to see you looking well again. 
 
    Arina blushed. “Did I dream it or... are we...” 
 
    Inatra nodded matter of factly, her face not betraying any emotion, “Bonded.  Yes.  Will the infernal healers allow you to leave with us yet?”  Arina nodded. 
 
    Kate was beside Arina now, holding her hand and giving her a scolding look like a mother would. Arina looked down.  “I know Kat.  I'll try to be more careful.” 
 
    Kate grinned. “Good.  I worry so about you little one.” 
 
    I shot a reinforcing look, and Arina grinned. “Yes Kara, I'll listen to your mate.”  I grinned like an idiot for her accepting my unspoken reprimand and of course my love. 
 
    Inatra stomped over to the bag she had dropped then stomped over to the bed and thrust the bag into Arina's arms.  Then said, “Good.  See to it that you do!”  But her eyes softened, unable to hold the facade of irritation. 
 
    Arina looked into the bag and pulled out some clothing.  Inatra just said, “Your clothing from yesterday was destroyed.  Now quickly, get dressed so we can get you... home... to rest Arin.” 
 
    Arina hopped off the bed with the clothing and started walking to the bathroom, but then paused shyly beside Inatra and quickly kissed her cheek and ran full tilt to the bathroom and closed the door. 
 
    Kat and I looked at Inatra with silly smiles on our faces.  She tried so hard not to change her dour expression but a sly smile finally broke on her face.  She just kept staring straight ahead and whispered, “I shall end you two if you don't stop.”  I snorted and Kate laughed as Inatra tried to put her stoic look back on her face. 
 
    As we waited Kate explained to Inatra her mistake in her link to Arina.  She tried a couple of times just speaking with Kat or me.  It seems the manner in which Kat described how to limit the link was all she required.  I thought fondly of the fact that my mate is a much better teacher than I. 
 
    Inatra smiled slyly then looked at the bathroom and concentrated.  Arin called out, “I'm almost done.  I'm...”  Her voice trailed off and she opened the door and stared at Inatra with fear as she flicked her eyes at us then her mate.  “Ina.  How...” 
 
    Inatra had a crooked grin on her face.  “It seems that you, how do the humans put it?  Put the whammy on me.” 
 
    Arina's eyes started watering with a look of horror on her face, “Kroth!  I'm so sorry Inatra, how could I have done this to you without your permission.  Maybe... maybe I can find a way to reverse it.” 
 
    Inatra was in front of her suddenly, pulling her into a tight hug and whispering in her ear,  “Arin, this is what I would have chosen without reservation.  Now I will live as long as you at your side.” 
 
    Arina pulled back and locked eyes with her.  “Truly?” 
 
    My Ragnarok sister offered a sweet smile.  “Truly.” 
 
    Arina whispered in her ear but I caught it, “I have... never wanted any to my bed but Kat and Kara... until you.” 
 
    I was grinning and Inatra saw and she let go of Arina and tried to look threatening. “Stop!  I will be your end Valkyrie!” 
 
    I put my best innocent look on my face and wasn't prepared for the powerful backhand to my gut from Kate.  Her raspy voice was full of mirth. “Be nice love or you won't bed me for a week.” 
 
    I kept that innocent look on my face as I gasped for air.  “You couldn't last that long love.” 
 
    She grinned. “Probably not.”  We all laughed. 
 
    We had to sit through the whole production of Inatra trying to argue with Arina when she said she would accompany us today.  She threatened, she begged, she even resorted to sweet talk.  Odin's beard she should never try that again.  Then finally she surrendered, Kat and I were too smart to argue.  Inatra gave her a threatening look. “But you are to stay in my sight until I know you are fully recovered!” 
 
    Arina smiled in triumph. “Yes ma'am.” 
 
    Kat led the way.  As she passed the Ragnarok she said, “You are so whipped.”  Earning a strike on her shoulder from Inatra as she attempted to dodge. 
 
    Arina looked wistful, I looked up at her. “What is it little one?” 
 
    “Mother, father, and my own father visited earlier this morning to check up on me on their way to perform their duties.  I just love how my family has grown.”  Then she smiled at Inatra.  I liked her father, Anwulf the Master Tinker, it was easy to see where her ease with engineering came from. 
 
    Sadly, her mother had passed to the ages when Arina was but a baby, so mother and Kate are the closest thing to mother figures she has ever known.  But Anwulf did a spectacular job raising such an intelligent and passionate woman. 
 
    Then Inatra tilted her head at Arina in confusion. “Why do you let her call you little one when you clearly dwarf her?” 
 
    Arina grinned. “It was not always so.  I was... quite tiny until I became Valkyrie.  My nanites aged me to full maturity.  They had all called me 'little one' back then, I was thankful when I reached my full size, yet the endearment stuck.  But I find that I have become quite attached to it.  It is far better than The Innocent.” 
 
    Inatra slowed down so we were all in front of her, she was muttering, “Confusing Valkyrie!”  To our chuckles and her farther displeasure. 
 
    We rode the elevator up and then stopped in the corridor as I raised Odin on coms.  “Father?” 
 
    He responded almost instantly. “Yes, Kara?” 
 
    I nodded to myself.  “We are at Medical and are going to see Loki now. Did you wish to join us?” 
 
    He sounded amused. “I am here already, speaking with the head of the psyche division.  I will join you in the lobby in a moment.” 
 
    I said, “Understood.” And cut the feed.  I looked to the other women and veered off to the waiting room.  “Father is here, he will join us when we interview Loki.” 
 
    We sat in silence.  I was staring at the admittance desk.  Pondering how close I have come to seeking council here for the cracks I see in my own psyche over the past ten years.  I know that one day, Kate may not be able to bring me back from the edge and I will wind up like Loki.  Yet I am a killing machine and I shudder at the thought of what I might do.  Kate's hand grabbed mine and she laced our fingers.  I heard her gentle voice in my head as she locked eyes with me.  “Do not fret, love.  You are stronger than you could possibly believe.” 
 
    I raised her hand to my lips and kissed the back of it, offering her a smile with confidence I did not feel.  I loved that she knew me better than I knew myself. 
 
    A minute later, Odin and Geiravor stepped into the waiting room with a healer beside them.  The woman looked at all of us in amazement.  It is not often people on this level see a group of Valkyrie and a Ragnarok here.  Let alone almost the entire ruling caste, only Mist was missing. 
 
    Father said in his booming voice, “Well met, daughters.  This is Healer Geirant, head of mental health.” 
 
    We all exchanged greetings then I asked,  “Is Loki more lucid this day?” 
 
    Geirant smiled oddly. “Well, once the sedation wore off she kept getting out of her room somehow and would stand by the corridor window to stare at the main gates.  We tried restraints, we even disabled the door circuity but she somehow kept making it back out.  She wasn't violent so we settled for a couple junior healers to watch her instead of more sedation.  She seems on the edged of lucidity.  We believe that the death of that innocent was what pushed her across the threshold of insanity again.  We cannot find her previous records but the Spear of Asgard tells us...” 
 
    Mother interrupted. “Healer!?” 
 
    The woman dropped her head in embarrassment and continued,  “Apologies.  Geiravor... told us this had happened before.  When the guilt of her father using Thor's Hammer to save all of Valhalla at the cost of so many lives was too much for her young mind to bear.  It will take time to break through to her again and basically chase away the demons that haunt her so her rational mind can take control once again.  We have modified her nanites to attempt to normalize her brain chemistry.” 
 
    I nodded.  “But is she at least coherent?” 
 
    She nodded. “To a degree.  We can't make sense of some of it, but when she has moments of clarity, it is almost frightening how strong and intelligent she is.” 
 
    Odin grinned. “She was such a delightful and intelligent girl.  Thor was like my brother and she always called me Uncle.  It broke my heart to see her mind leaving her as she couldn't process the reason Thor did what he did.  It saved our entire race.  It saved... her.  Yet the horror of so many lives being the price was too much for her.” 
 
    He looked at the woman expectantly and she nodded and led us all down the hall.  We turned a corner and we saw two healers standing by Loki.  She was just staring out the window.  The junior healers scattered when they saw us approaching. 
 
    I saw father's heart breaking in his eyes.  He spoke softly to the woman standing twenty feet away, “Loki?” 
 
    Her head snapped over and her wild eyes scanned us.  Then it was as if layers of fog were peeled away from her eyes and recognition sparkled.  She whispered, “Uncle?” She walked up to Odin and grabbed his hand then pressed the back of it against her cheek with tears in her eyes. 
 
    Father spoke in a hoarse voice, “Yes, Loki.” He put the back of his other hand on her other cheek. “How I have missed you.” 
 
    She cried for a minute then looked around as the fog slowly took hold again.  She grinned at him. “Can you hear them, Uncle?  The beating drums?  They come closer.  It is almost time, the wheels are turning.  I can fix this... I can finally be rid of the screaming voices.” 
 
    Then her eyes caught mine and she moved quickly to me and grabbed my hands. “You were the child of the ruling caste, you were supposed to fix this but the evil took you, too.  It will be like it was soon.  Something for something.” 
 
    I looked at her intently.  I was actually scared of her comment about the beating drums. That is how I felt when Valhalla was approaching to save me from the thousands of years I had been in exile on Earth.  Did I really hear them or was my mind that close to breaking like hers?  “Tell me more.  How will you fix it?” 
 
    She looked at me and then shook her head.  “No, it is too late. I killed, now I am like daddy.   I hurt the Innocent.” 
 
    Arina stepped forward. “I am here Loki, I am unharmed.” 
 
    Loki looked at her without seeing.  Then her eyes went wide.  “This is a trick.” 
 
    Arina grabbed her hand.  “It is no trick, I am alright.  Please Loki, can you tell me of your plan to make the voices go away?  Something for something.  Are you trading Ragnarok access to Valhalla for the guilt in your soul?” 
 
    She nodded frantically.  Arina placed the back of her hand on Loki's cheek.  The little one was as insightful as ever.  “Loki, can you tell me how?” 
 
    Loki shook her head and smiled like a child.  “My secret.” 
 
    Arina nodded with a smile.  “I can trade you, something for something.  My secret for yours.” 
 
    Loki looked at her and seemed a little more lucid as she squinted an eye in distrust.  “No, you are tricking me.” 
 
    Arina grinned like an imp and said softly, “No, remember?  Something for something.  I will share first.” 
 
    Loki stood tall an nodded in excitement. Then Arina started speaking, darting her eyes in embarrassment to us. “Nobody knows I can do this, I'm sure some suspect but I would never share.  I can project large cones of magnetic energy.  I use them to create a void around any vessel I am flying in.  The cone takes all the stresses and the vessel may as well be flying in the vacuum of space.  It was my secret.  Now it is yours.  It was fun to watch all the engineers trying to figure my Pegasus out.” 
 
    Father, Kate and I were all nodding.  We were all positive we had figured out that she was doing something with her abilities, but we just didn't know exactly what. 
 
    The little one looked into Loki's eyes and prompted with them.  Loki smiled at her and whispered, “Something for something.  Something for something.”  Then she nodded and spoke in a conspiratorial tone,  “I had to do it now.  Your systems are not like daddy's Innocent.  I finally found the right system for the cascade.” 
 
    She was nodding.  Arina squinted a little.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    Loki looked around, apparently not seeing us as she was focused on Arina.  “To bring the shields down like they were on the day daddy died.  Put everything back the way it was, then the voices will leave.  I want to be whole again.” 
 
    Arina went pale.  “That... that would leave us open to attack.  Many innocent's will die.” 
 
    Loki nodded like it was obvious. “That's what was supposed to happen until Thor's Hammer.  All those lives.  Now it will happen like it was supposed to.  Lives for lives, something for something.” 
 
    She seemed to transition away repeating, “Something for something.” 
 
    Arina grabbed her shoulders and shook gently.  “Loki?  Loki!  How do we stop it?” 
 
    Loki looked at her. “You are the Innocent!  I thought I damaged you.”  She went on like she didn't remember the conversation they were in. 
 
    Arina nodded, she was so patient.  “Yes, Loki, I am.  But I am unhurt.  How do we stop your cascade from happening?” 
 
    She looked at Arina.  “How did you know about that?  It cannot be stopped, I already initiated the self replicating code, it will build upon itself until the surge and cascade failure of the shield system. Can you hear them Innocent?  The drums... they are approaching.” 
 
    Then she seemed to fold within herself again, staring out the window.  Arina looked at her with a tear in her eye and placed the back of her hand to Loki's cheek again before stepping away.  I could see the heartbreak in Arina's eyes for the woman who had essentially dropped a building on her. 
 
    Odin and  Geiravor each stepped forward and placed the back of their hands on Loki's cheeks then we all retreated back to the waiting room.  Leaving the healers with the broken Asgard. 
 
    Arina looked at Odin.  “I need a console.  Will you assist father?'  They walked to a holo-console on the wall and they pulled up separate screens and were both digging into the shield sub systems.  Most of the citadel's systems had been converted away from Thor's technology, but energy projection and shield systems were more complex so they were the last ones to be converted.  It would still be weeks before they could be completed. 
 
    “I have it father.”  She flicked her finger.  Then Odin was looking at the code. 
 
    The two of them tried to isolate it but it was like a living thing. It would be elegant if it wasn't so deadly.  Finally Arina dropped her hands and whispered, “Kroth.” 
 
    Odin closed his screen as well and said, “Indeed.  She has all of the intelligence of Thor, there is no way to stop this unless we had the source code.” 
 
    I brightened up. “Wait, there were calculations and code written all over the walls in her room.” 
 
    Father nodded.  “Get me visual records of it.  Little one, I'll need you to assist me in my workshop in writing new code for the shields to come up with a power cycle and reboot in case we cannot stop the cascade.” 
 
    She nodded at him and they took off down the hall...  Arina grabbing Inatra's hand to drag her with her.  As they passed, I heard Arina tell Geiravor, “Did Kara tell you mother, Inatra and I are bonded now.” 
 
    Kat and I laughed at mother's squeal of delight and father's sigh of resignation as they entered the elevator.  We do not know why we laughed at a tense time like this.  But it was humorous.  Father was so outnumbered.  And he still didn't know about her Valkyrie nanites.  I dreaded the need to tell him. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 12 – Preparation 
 
    Once we transmitted the visual records to father and rejoined them in his workshop, he and Arina went to work extrapolating her code. 
 
    After an hour or so Arina pulled back and spoke to Odin, “This cannot be possible.  This woman is beyond genius, that code is an artificial intelligence!” 
 
    Father's face was grim. “Indeed.  We cannot stop this.” 
 
    We all stared in shock at the two smartest people we knew as they stood in defeat.  Finally Odin let out a deep breath then said,  “Let us continue on our contingency plan little one.”  Arina nodded in determination and dug in as my fear of Loki's ability doubled. 
 
    Kate, Geiravor, and I spent our time sifting through the outgoing transmissions to see if we could find Loki's message to the opposing force about the shield.  Inatra, looked helpless.  At noon she called for food and mead and made sure we all ate.  She hissed at mother when she said she would eat later.  I grinned when mother obediently ate something.  Yes, I do like this young Ragnarok. 
 
    Then I looked at her.  Wait.  She was a Ragnarok commander.  I wanted to ask her something so badly but it would mean possibly betraying her own kind.   I didn't notice her staring back at me until she snapped in frustration, “What Demon?” 
 
    I shook my head clear and looked at her.  I started to speak carefully, “I was just wanting to ask you something.  But I dare not lest you betray your own people's trust.” 
 
    She hissed at me like a cat then snapped again with a look of distaste on her face.  “They are no longer my people.  I was dead to them the moment they knew I was defective.  I have learned that all I know, all they taught me was based on lies.  You...”  She waved her open palm around us in the room. “...are my people.   This...”  She slammed her hand on a table and it splintered a bit, I saw nano-lattice flare slightly and swallowed hoping no-one saw, I still hadn't found the right time to tell father.  “...is my home.  Arin is my home.  My mate.” 
 
    Then she glared at everyone in challenge then swung her eyes back to me, “Ask your question sister.”  I saw mother staring intently at her hand on the table.  I gave her a pleading warning glance and caught an almost imperceptible nod from her. 
 
    I thought for a second then asked,  “What frequencies did you use for communication outside of your whisker laser net?” 
 
    She grinned.  “You knew of our directional laser communications?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  “Since we could never hear your radio chatter with all of our technology, and knowing you use photonics, it was obvious you were using whisker lasers.  There is no bleed on those that we would detect.  The only way we could ever intercept is if we were in direct line of sight of a laser.” 
 
    She grinned again.  “Clever Asgard, clever.  Yes, that is our main communication system.  To communicate with the humans that we have converted to our cause when we were hunting you...”  She paused and waggled her eyebrows at me over that before she finished.  “We utilize radio burst transmission in the eight hundred hertz range.” 
 
    I grinned at her.  “Thank you, Inatra.”  And I turned back to the console.  Kate was already narrowing the parameters, and suddenly four hundred and sixty eight zettabytes of com traffic was constrained down to just over a gigabyte. 
 
    Information started streaming across six rows of data packets when I stabbed my finger into the holo at a large spike.  “There!”  I blurted. 
 
    Kate brought the segment I marked to the forefront and wiped her hand across the other data and it all dissolved.  She opened the packets and a garbled voice was evident.  I leaned over and started running crypto against it.  Inatra was looking nervously at the data then at Arina's back.  Then took a hesitant step forward. 
 
    I looked at her and stopped working and took a step back with a sad smile of understanding on my face.  Kat looked at me then Inatra and took a step back too.  The Ragnarok's hands started flying through the data stream and a few seconds later, a tinny voice was evident.  It was Loki.  Inatra stepped back, her face was in conflict over entering the scramble codes. 
 
    Everyone stopped what they were doing and turned toward us.  “...any Ragnarok monitoring this frequency. Reparations to my family's injustice are to be made.  The shields at Valhalla's front gates will fail when the counter expires.” 
 
    Kate saw the countdown and looked up at the huge chronometers on the wall and flicked it up to one.  Kroth!  Less than 6 hours!  We couldn't get many human reinforcements in that time.  Just the two hundred and fourth mixed combat battalion in Fort Seattle.  Jeffery's heavily fortified base.  Loki's voice continued,  “I cannot guarantee how long the shields will be down.  Staging is best at these coordinates.”  Some coordinates scrolled by and I flicked them at the holo-map and blanched.  The human base-camp below Valhalla. 
 
    Her voice continued speaking,  “With this balance restored, history can start where it was interrupted.  My demons shall be resolved and let the Tree of Ages choose if it was fate that the Asgard were to survive.”  There was a pause and the message started again.   “To any Ragnarok monitoring this...”  I cut the message off. 
 
    We all sat in silence.  Knowing now why the Ragnarok were going to use humans in the attack.  For all their failings, the Ragnarok saw no honor in not meeting the Einherjer and Valkyrie in hand to hand combat.  Sure they had no problems pounding the city with artillery to cripple our infrastructure.  But it had always been the challenge of striking us down while looking into our eyes that brought them the most honor.  They knew the humans they had subjugated had no such moral qualms.  I could already see their plans in my head. 
 
    Kate looked around to all the pale faces around her.  She tilted her head.  “Can we not just wheel portable shield generators to the gates?” 
 
    Odin was shaking his head and Arina looked at her.  “They are on the same energy feed as the main gates.  We have systematically been compartmentalizing and shunting systems to the new energy utilization strategy I use on Pegasus.  We were more concerned with the energy feed to Valkyrie than the shields since we have the Einherjer so compartmentalized them first, Odin had just finished that yesterday.  As father said, the last two on the old system are the shields and their energy feed systems. If we hadn't done all of this, our entire grid would have gone down with Loki's cascade.  That is why she upped her own time table.” 
 
    I knew from experience that the humans with the enemy had no hesitation using dishonorable tactics to deal with us Valkyrie.  That is why we go for tanks and artillery the moment we arrive on a battlefield.  A human has no qualms against firing a tank's main gun at a single Valkyrie.  It took over five years for Hildr's nanites to reconstruct the leg she lost in our first fight against tanks.  If it weren't for Arina running to her aid with her shields and getting her back behind the lines, we would have lost her. 
 
    More than once I saw a Ragnarok kill one of their human conscripts for cowardly actions like that on the battlefield.  But now it seems, they will allow the humans to do just that so that they can finally take the gates that for eons have remained impenetrable.  “What is the power cycle and reboot time father?  How long must the Einherjer hold the line?” 
 
    Odin looked at his console.  “Seventeen minutes and three seconds.”  I closed my eyes, that is an eternity in battle.  I typed in a command and looked at the front gates on my display and a frozen timer showing seventeen minutes and three seconds appeared on the tactical board above the gates. 
 
    Then Kate suddenly asked with anxiety coloring her voice, “What about the Dome Shield?” 
 
    Geiravor shook her head.  “It is a completely isolated and independent system.  Not to mention the fact that it is bordering on artificial intelligence like my nanites.  You know that system, it is an old friend of yours.”  The two women that raised the dome shield until the system could learn to maintain itself smiled at each other.  It was impressive enough that mother accomplished it but it made me want Kat that much more that she also did it with even more spectacular results. 
 
    She caught me looking hungrily at her and she winked at me.  Then she asked the group, “What about Pegasus?  Arina was able to outfit her with kinetic energy conversion systems like the dome that converts enemy missiles and projectiles into more energy to the ship's lattice.  Can we not park her in the portal?” 
 
    I was shaking my head.  “That is a good idea but the problem is she is just seventeen feet wide and thirty nine feet long.  The line is two hundred feet long.  So we could use her only for a small portion of the line.” 
 
    She was grasping at straws now.  “Disabling their equipment remotely?” 
 
    Geiravor shook her head. “We would have limited success with Ragnarok jamming capabilities preventing a lock on.” 
 
    I stood to my full height.  “So we do what we have always done.  No matter what, our Einherjer shall hold the line... for seventeen minutes.  While we protect them.  We are Valkyrie!” 
 
    Mother, Kat, and Arina all stood tall.  And together we yelled, “Raugh!” 
 
    Inatra was shaking her head in disbelief.  “You people are insane.” 
 
    Odin was laughing.  “Welcome to the family little Ragnarok.” 
 
    I looked at father, we knew there was one last option but it was an option we would never contemplate.  Valhalla could always transition behind the veil to our own realm and wait for the next planet to come into transition range. 
 
    But our own civilization has now become dependent on the magnetic energy we harvest.  Until Arina's energy systems are installed throughout the city, it would be almost impossible to skip a transition, but it could be done if we were desperate and shut down half the city. 
 
    However, we would never exercise this option for one simple reason.  We would not abandon our human friends and allies to the Ragnarok.  It would go against everything we believe in. 
 
    I closed my eyes.  Kroth, I could hear them now.  The drums.  They were approaching.  Kate was grabbing my hand and lending me her strength.  How did she always know? 
 
    I took a deep breath and opened my eyes.  I nodded at her then I pulled up a holo-screen.  Moments later a lieutenant was on the screen.  “United Earth Alliance.  How can I help you, Valkyrie Kara?” 
 
    I sighed... this will be the first time we ever called for help.  I smiled at Lieutenant Fitzgerald, Wendy.  She seemed to always be there when we communicated with Earth's defense force.  She had visited Valhalla once and I'm pretty sure she has the biggest crush on Tyr and hero worship of Kat since she used to be human.  I smiled at her. “Would it be too much of an imposition if Valhalla cried for help?” 
 
    She tilted her head and I explained everything in detail.  When I was finished she looked stunned.  “Holy shit, Kara!  I mean ma'am... I mean...” 
 
    I held up a hand cutting her off with a chuckle.  “It's fine Wendy.  I'd like to sum up that we'd like some reinforcements behind enemy lines in the form of the two hundred and fourth and Jefferey's Wildcards.  Even if it is just hit and run to keep the Ragnarok that are sure to be at the back of the lines, off-balance.  I would also recommend an evacuation warning to Base Camp Alpha since that is their designated landing zone any minute now.” 
 
    She hit a few keys. “Evacuation order sent.  I'll get back to you after speaking with the big brass. But Kara, I'm sure you'll get the support you need.  You've pulled our asses out of the fire enough.  We got your back now.” 
 
    I nodded a thanks at her and she cut the connection. 
 
    I took a deep breath.  “OK, let's get to the barracks and devise a plan of attack.” 
 
    We all bid father farewell and went upstairs to don our armor.  I was a little shocked when Arina and Inatra walked in and Inatra was in her Ragnarok armor with the crest of Valhalla burned into the breastplate and the scarf she had received from Hajart the Loom Master tied around her left arm. 
 
    I laid a hand on her forearm and looked up into her face.  “This is not your fight, little sister.” 
 
    She shook her head.  “My place is by Arina's side.  She is my home.  I am here to protect her.” 
 
    Arina blushed an smiled cutely in embarrassment.  “She wouldn't take no as an answer.”  Then she  shrugged. 
 
    I smiled and nodded.  A minute later we all squinted as Geiravor walked in in her immaculate gold armor.  “Shall we, my daughters?”  Then we made our way out to Pegasus. 
 
    As Arina flew us in, I got on coms with Tyr.  “Tyr, we need all available Einherjer and Valkyrie in the briefing room.  We have less than six hours to plan.  And...”  I smiled at Kate.  “...make a hole on the line for Pegasus.  I'll explain later.  Arina swooped us in to a hover, half of Pegasus inside the primary shield, half out.  The men below adjusted and she set us down like a feather and the men closed the gaps.  She stood as I was locking out the external door and snapping the lattice up on the wind rider. 
 
    Then we all marched out and followed the people streaming into the barracks.  We had to shield our eyes as we entered the briefing room from the sea of bright auras.  There was much hesitation when they saw Inatra.  She ignored them and sat at the black tables of the Valkyrie with Arina, mother and Kat. 
 
    Then it began.  All the brainstorming in the world and there were really only two options.  The first was to use human armored vehicles in front of our line that could return fire.  But we would never sacrifice them like that.  So we were stuck with what we knew.  The men at the line would hold.  We would have reserves behind Pegasus that could instantly fill gaps for any fallen Einherjer.  The Valkyrie would take out any enemy heavy weapons as soon as possible. 
 
    It wasn't much of a plan, but it was a plan.  Then slowly Inatra raised a hand like she was in school. I looked at her.  “Yes, sister?” 
 
    She looked almost embarrassed as she asked,  “Why don't the Valkyrie take out the enemy before the shield drops?  I mean, I know you have never attacked first.  That is the one truth us Ragnarok know.  We use that against you all the time.  But what I am saying is...  Why not expose yourself outside the shield to draw fire?  I'm sure a human would fire first.  Then by the war gods, you Valkyrie would be free to do what you do.  Destroy anything that breathes.  This could save the men of the Wall of Blood many casualties.” 
 
    The room was silent and all eyes were on her and she looked like she wanted to melt away but then she stood tall in defiance.  I grinned.  “That Inatra, is the best tactic I have heard yet!”  She beamed with pride and sat down.  I didn't miss Arina grabbing her hand and lacing their fingers.  Everyone was murmuring in appreciation of the idea. 
 
    We refined our plans with this in mind, also keeping Kate, Geiravor and Arina back by the line since they were the only Valkyrie with shield capabilities.  My shield was too pathetic to attempt an artillery or tank shell deflection.  My nanites think brute force suits me better.  I made it clear to everyone that Inatra was an innocent of our citadel, she was “our” Ragnarok.  And she was there only to protect her mate so everyone was to watch her back as well. 
 
    That was the basic tenant that was burned into our beings.  We existed only to protect the innocent and the weak.  And by the Tree of Ages, Inatra was one of our innocents.  I got a resounding “Raugh!” when I said that.  She looked to be fighting off tears. 
 
    We retired to the mess hall and fueled up before we went out to the gates to wait.  The nervous energy was evident out there.  Every last Einherjer and Einherjergeir was there.  Us Valkyrie were grouped together.  Arina held out the straws and we all drew.  Sigrun started stomping around in anger as she got one of the three short straws.  Rota, the youngest Valkyrie and Skold, the oldest but newest Valkyrie got the other two.  They were to stay behind the line for reinforcements in case either the line needed more men or the Valkyrie in the field fell. 
 
    We heard from UEA, they were honored to lend us the two hundred and fourth and the Wildcards. They would be in position in two hours. 
 
    Now all we could do is sit and watch the countdown.  Two hours and twenty one minutes.  I looked at Inatra who was shaking her head as she looked at our small group of warriors gathered around the main gates. 
 
    I asked, “What is it Inatra?” 
 
    She looked at me with amazement on her face.  “Though I thought I had truly accepted the truth that Arin had showed me.  I guess a small part of me refused to believe it.”  She looked back at our people with wide eyes.  “This is truly all you have to do battle with?  This... small group of men and women are all that has stood against our planet for eons?  This infinitesimal part of your population has stopped millions of our warriors throughout time?” 
 
    Then she got on a knee and bowed toward me then turned and bowed to our battle group.  Then she stood tall beside Arina with a look of respect on her face.  I was at a loss as to what to say.  I gave her a small smile and nod and stood tall myself.  This young Ragnarok had just filled me with more pride for my people than I have ever felt. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 13 – The Fall of Arina the Whispering Breeze 
 
    When the countdown hit sixty minutes, a cold shiver went down my spine.  As one, Kate, Geiravor, Arina and I, turned our heads to the sky as thousands of blood red auras were lowered down near Base Camp Alpha.  Odin's beard!  That must be the last of the men on their ships! 
 
    Then thousands of dim and murky red auras followed, being lowered into the pass to Valhalla.  Dozens of tanks and armored attack vehicles accompanied them as we had expected.  This group was all human and the lower group were Ragnarok.  The Ragnarok were already starting up the mountain pass and would arrive almost when the countdown expired. 
 
    We knew why they started at Base Camp Alpha.  Just in case we knew of their plans, that's where our human forces would be waiting.  But Jefferey and the others would be advancing on them even now without them knowing unless the orbiting ships notice the buildup. 
 
    Once the enemy was all in place I looked at my Valkyrie, six stood forward and one Valkyriefrior with her Ragnarok mate at her back.  We all ran at the line and vaulted the men.  Kate, Geiravor,  Arina and Inatra stayed where they landed and I and the last three Valkyrie charged through the secondary shield expecting the battle to erupt. 
 
    Kroth!  Nothing happened.  They knew!  Their krothing Ragnarok masters told them not to engage! We rallied at them and I swear I heard laughter in their ranks.  Mist looked at me with uncertainty in her eyes, Herja as well.  The young one, Prima, turned to look at me too. 
 
    I was at a loss.  So I taunted them and feigned a charge.  They were outright laughing now.  I pulled up a chrono on my wrist console.  I pulled the other Valkyrie to me and spoke under my breath, “We can do no more here unless they attack.  So choose your targets,  tanks first, larger guns on the armored vehicles, then the fragile humans.”  They all nodded and we spread out again right in front of their screening men then waited. 
 
    It was excruciating doing nothing.  The men taunted and laughed at us the whole time.  Then the terrible sound of the warbling energy cascade failure of the shields sounded and everything went into slow motion. 
 
    I dove to the side and I swear I saw the shockwave of a tank shell pass in the space I had been standing in as I twisted away.  As I continued around my twist I saw men flying from our line at the gates like straw in a hurricane.  I couldn't let that distract me as I finished my turn and released the power of Thor from both hands. 
 
    The lancing energy wreaking just as much havoc with the enemy ranks as men were eviscerated by lightning as it continued on its course.  A moment later there was a heap of slag metal where the tank once stood. 
 
    I leaped away in a high arc to one side as a hailstorm of bullets came from the men around us.  We were directly in their kill-box.  I saw energy weapons fire as the other Valkyrie targeted tanks and armor with their sidearms as they were rolling and jumping away from the rain of fire and shells.  I spun in a half arc, releasing Thor's power in an indiscriminate sweep of their lines in the hope of reducing the sheer volume of return fire. 
 
    My lattice was flaring and crackling with energy and sparking with the massive number of bullets it was deflecting as my nanites kicked into overdrive.  It was like being stung by a thousand bees at once. At the end of my arc I felt physically ill when I glimpsed the sparse line at the gates. 
 
    I spun away from a shell that struck beside me and I was blasted away like a rag doll.  But I managed to control my landing in a skidding three point stance across the ground.  Kroth I could feel some shrapnel in my shoulder.  Once I bled off enough of the speed and energy I barrel rolled and came up in a crouch and sprang high into the air and released another double fist of the power of Thor into a tank. 
 
    I must have caught its magazine and it exploded to the sides, taking out a dozen foot soldiers and a Humvee with a turret mount.  I couldn't keep doing this.  Not even two minutes have passed and I'd tire myself out.  There were still at least ten tanks.  The other Valkyrie were just fighting to stay alive, though Mist and Herja have been concentrating sidearm fire on another tank.  Slowly picking away at its armor.  Just as I finished that thought, the tank in question veered off, running over a group of its own men and it plummeted off the ridge on the north side of the pass. 
 
    I was suddenly seeing white, and my ears were ringing as I was flying backwards through the air.  I don't even know what hit me, but I tasted blood.  As my body arced backwards I could see Kate, mother, and  Arina team up to deflect a tank shell.  They went to the ground.  My body was skipping across the ground, lattice flaring with each hit then I tumbled to a halt. 
 
    I jumped to my feet and continued the fight.  I caught glimpses of the other three Valkyrie valiantly holding their own.  My sense of time dilated.  I didn't know how long we had been fighting and we battled on and on.  I hurt everywhere and I had to continually wipe the blood from my eyes.  I got knocked to the ground by an exploding grenade that just embedded another piece of shrapnel in my side but they managed to kill a few of their own men. 
 
    I heard a war cry I did not recognize as I squinted toward the gate and Arina was standing in the portal with her arms wide and impossibly, she had projected her bubble shield over the huge opening. She was screaming through the effort and Mother and Kate were on their knees with their hands on her. They were feeding her power.  The humans trapped inside the portal were systematically mowed down by Einherjer energy weapons.  The line was still thin, had we lost that many?  Multiple tank blasts were absorbed by the little one's shield.  If she could just keep that up until the shields rebooted!  The enemy does not know how long the shields will be down, but we do! 
 
    I hit coms.  “All Valkyrie behind Arina's shield!”  My voice sounded a million miles away as I noticed the blood on my lips. 
 
    I leaped to my feet and charged at the tanks while the others obeyed my order.  I would try to buy them time to get to safety.  I let loose my war cry and and extended Odin Spears from my hands.  The blue crackling energy blades slashed through the enemy troops like they were made of tissue paper.  Most of the small arms fire was concentrated on me now.  Good!  I twisted and jumped and spun and dodged, I retracted one blade and grabbed my energy weapon and did a jumping pirouette and slowed down my own thinking and concentrated on my aim and fired. 
 
    Energy weapons fire is light speed.  There is no dodging.  The tank turret I targeted turned to slag. The gunner obviously didn't realize this as they fired.  The resulting explosion and shrapnel took out dozens of men and disabled the tank next to it. 
 
    I glanced at the chrono on my wrist console... fifteen minutes.  Just two to go.  Kroth!  The Ragnarok had just arrived to the back of the lines! 
 
    I looked back at my Valkyrie as I dropped low in a spinning maneuver I have seen Kate do many times and separated legs from men with my Odin's Spear in a neat circle around me.  And I swear I could see it.  The shell heading toward Mist, I know it is impossible but I swear on the Tree of Ages that I saw it.  She was maybe twenty yards from the shield. 
 
    I couldn't cry out, things slowed almost to a standstill as the shell struck her back, I saw lattice flaring and flesh rending and her body spinning almost in place.  Most of her body.  Where her right arm should have been there was just blood pulsing out of the huge wound on her mangled side. 
 
    I stopped my push and started battling my way to her.  Sigrun was vaulting over the line and heading toward her as well.  We were both slowed by the men attacking us and other men were now shooting Mist's downed body.  Her aura was fading. 
 
    Just a moment longer.  I reached her and scooped her up and dove over a group of men and threw her body through Arina's shield and Prima caught her smoothly before running toward the healers with her. 
 
    I was exhausted.  Shells were hitting everywhere.  The Ragnarok horde was charging through the humans, batting them out of the way as they rushed the portal.  I smiled to myself, they had timed it wrong, even if Arina hadn't pulled off the miracle of her shield they would have been a minute late.  I stumbled through Arina's shield just as a huge thrum of energy signaled the main shield leaping to life and Arina dropped hers and fell to her knees panting. 
 
    “Well done, little one,” I managed to say.  Kate was pulling metal out of my shoulder and my side and we watched me heal slowly.  I hit coms. “Tyr?” 
 
    He spoke with wonder in his voice, “I do not know how.  But she lives.” 
 
    I felt a tear rolling down my cheek.  I was so scared for my second.  Shells started hitting the middle of the enemy and I saw tank turrets swinging away, back down the mountain.  “Kroth!  Jeffery has arrived, but we are safe now!  Signal a retreat to him!” 
 
    Kat was on coms and I was cursing again.  “Kroth!  We need to cover his retreat!”  Then I had an idea.  I looked at Arina who was being held up by Inatra.  “Little one, your magnetic cone, can you project it to those thanks?” 
 
    Her eyes lit up with understanding, she was our own walking EMP!  But then she frowned.  “I do not have the kind of power to project it over that distance and that wide.” 
 
    Mother looked at her and said, “But my friend does.”  She grinned slyly up at the Dome Shield. Arina's eyes went wide as she nodded in understanding. 
 
    All eyes turned to the Ragnarok charging the portal.  They were only fifty yards away.  Mother shouted, “Protect us!”  As one all the remaining Valkyrie of Valhalla charged out through the shield and mother placed her hand on the arch structure of the portal and grabbed Arina's shoulder as the Valkyrie formed a protective arc around the two. 
 
    Arina let loose her battle cry again and it was spectacular!  She slammed her hands together and the entire Dome Shield pulsed.  I could see the distortion wave travel across the entire battlefield and all the vehicles caught in the wave ceased to operate as a final tank shell struck near the ring of Valkyrie. And Sigrun fell, unmoving. 
 
    Arina leaped in a high arc and landed at her side and put up her personal shield and started walking back to us.  As she passed a human who was injured and moaning in pain, she bent to pick him up, too.  Bullets were no match for her shield.  All Valkyrie, but Kate and I returned, behind the shield.  We waited for the smiling Arina. 
 
    That is when it happened.  The man she was carrying grabbed a grenade from his belt that had three just like it and pulled the pin.  Arina had only a moment to realize what had happened.  She threw Sigrun out of her shield and just stood there increasing the power of her shield with a look of hopeless apology to Kat as the grenade went off, contained within her shield to protect us. 
 
    I think my heart stopped in sheer horror as Arina the Whispering Breeze fell in a pile of charred flesh.  Inatra and Kate were screaming.  And I fell to my knees by their side. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 14 – The Stand of the Sisters 
 
    I do not think I have ever felt rage like this in my entire life.  Mother was there saying something about still breathing.  She and Kate were lifting the charred and bloody husk with its flesh stripped away and bone showing, and headed toward the shield. 
 
    I looked up from my knees to see a face of pure, unadulterated rage on Inatra.  Time was slowing down again as I heard a blade slicing through the air.  I spun and was about to doge the black carbon blade of a Ragnarok soldier when it stopped in mid flight as someone's hand caught it with a nano-lattice flaring and the blade still cutting into the flesh of the hand. 
 
    I looked over and Inatra was hissing like an animal.  The voice that came from her came from a dark place in hell as she spoke with deadly calm,  “I am Inatra the Singing Rain, daughter of Inhaktar.  I am first Valkyrie of Ragnarok and I will be your death!” 
 
    Her arms exploded into thick blue lattice gauntlets crackling with energy and long blue lattice claws extended from her fingers like six inch long sabers. She hissed like a cat again and in one stroke the man had a void where his head once was. 
 
    I grinned and growled.  I looked back as the Valkyrie started to charge from the shield.  I held up a hand.  I spoke in a voice that mirrored Inatra's,  “Hold, Valkyrie!  These beasts are ours!  Take Pegasus to cover Jefferey's retreat!” 
 
    As one Inatra and I leaped deep into the throngs of Ragnarok and humans.  No blade could penetrate her glowing gauntlets as she crouched in an animalistic stance and rendered entrails from men with her claws.  I swear her seething red aura she was allowing to pour out of her control was swishing like the tail of an annoyed fox. 
 
    I was alternating between the power of Thor and Odin Spears.  Our unadulterated fury was actually pushing the horde back.  I was peripherally aware of Pegasus flying past.  We fought back to back, Valkyrie and Ragnarok, against a common foe.  We could hear tank fire again and automatic weapons fire at the back of their ranks and Valkyrie war cries.  What little portion of my mind that was still rational noted that Jeffery must have ignored the signal to retreat. 
 
    We fought for hours.  The humans were all dead or dying and thousands of Ragnarok joined them. Each death fueled our need for justice, fueled our blood lust.  Our armor was shredded and we were fighting on animal instinct.  Our beaten and bloodied bodies moving on their own. 
 
    We needed to get deeper, there were too many bodies and not enough enemy to kill.  I felt in sync with Inatra.  Perhaps we were, through our link, but I wasn't thinking clear enough to consider it.  I bent and cupped my hands and Inatra instantly stepped into it and I thrust her up and back with all my might.  She sailed thirty feet into the enemy lines.  She landed already swinging and rending flesh and bone with each strike.  I fought through their ranks to her back again.  She grabbed my shoulders from behind as I shot lightning from my hands.  She fed me her fury and power and everything in the path of the energy just ceased to be. 
 
    As one we ran to the gap we had just made and allowed the enemy to spiral in on us.  My Odin Spears were taking down all on our right as her claws were taking down anything that moved on our left.  Bodies were being blown into our melee then the tank's guns stopped.  It would be after the battle that I would realize it was because we had battled almost the entire depth of their forces and Jefferey didn't want to hit us with friendly fire. 
 
    I snarled as I ended two men with a single stroke.  Then shot the power of Thor ripping through their dwindling ranks.  I was growling and swinging at what remained of their ranks as they were captured in light beams and raised skyward.  I was furious and striking at them as they retreated upwards, Inatra was hissing and jumping at them.  We settled back to back and slumped to the ground, exhausted. 
 
    There were voices on our coms but we didn't understand them.  Then there were voices in front of us, we were striking out at them.  Were those our names?  We were flinching at every movement.  Then inside my head I heard,  “Kara.  Love.  Inatra.  Sister.  It is ok.  You have won the field. Come back to us now.  It is ok.  You have stopped them.  There are no more enemy.  Please, come back.  We need you.” 
 
    I started rocking as strong arms engulfed me and Inatra.  We cried together.  Then Kate whispered to us,  “Arina lives.  Though the healers do not believe she will survive.” 
 
    Inatra looked at her with her eyes still half wild. “Alive?”  Kate nodded and without a thought we were running back up the pass toward the gates.  We reached them at a dead run.  Our exhausted bodies still giving us more energy than we should have.  Kate got in front of us to lead, and the line... the Gate Guardians... were sparse and had no need to make a hole as we ran through the shield and past them. This fact made me almost collapse as my mind was starting to process things again. 
 
    We ran into Medical Triage and Kate led us to her room.  She had to physically stop us from entering.  We didn't have the energy to fight her.  Then she spoke softly to us, more to Inatra than me. “Be prepared.  The damage is immense and it is shocking to see.” 
 
    We nodded and she led us in.  In a bed surrounded by no less than ten healers and hooked up to dozens of machines lay Arina.  She was almost not recognizable as Asgard. 
 
    A healer stood in front of us with his arms wide, barring us from getting closer.  Inatra was hissing and Kate was calming her.  Then Kate, through tears asked,  “How bad is it healer?” 
 
    He hung his head and took a deep breath before he raised his eyes to meet ours.  “She has third and fourth degree burns across all the flesh that remains.  There is so much damage that the few nanites she has left, barely have the energy to maintain her vital organs.  The rest of her body is going into necrosis.  Her flesh is dying.  She doesn't have much longer.” 
 
    My eyes flashed.  “Wait!  Her nanites do not have enough energy!?  When I was damaged ten years hence, Kate's nanites lent me power to regenerate faster.  Allow us to touch her!” 
 
    He looked skeptical and looked back to Arina.  Inatra hissed at him, baring her teeth and he went pale and stepped aside.  We ran up to her as the healers backed away.  Kate looked at me and grabbed a Ragnarok carbon blade that was thrust through my shoulder and yanked it out in a single motion and threw it to the side.  I winced in pain then we all looked down at the broken body in the bed and I laid my hands on her belly, Inatra on her chest, and Kate on her cheeks. 
 
    I could see skin slowly growing on the bloody mess I was touching.  One of the healers grabbed a diagnostic wand.  She whispered, “The necrosis... is reversing.  Her nanite power is almost off the chart and they are now replicating!  Her vitals are thready but stabilizing.  She may...  the Innocent might live!” 
 
    Someone had placed a chair under me and I sat without moving my hands.  Kate and Inatra sat, too. I lost consciousness soon after with my hands still on what was left of the most selfless woman I had ever known. 
 
    Early morning light was streaming into the window as I stirred.  I saw Arina in the bed I was being carried away from.  Her skin all twisted, red and bubbled but it was skin, not recognizable as the little one, but skin.  My head rolled to the side to see father carrying me. 
 
    He laid me on a bed in another room.  I felt warmth against my back and looked back to see Kate smiling as she curled in behind me.  Inatra was asleep in a bed beside this one, hooked up to various machines and tubes.  Mother was sitting by the door and father sat with her.  Healers walked in and were hooking me up to similar devices as I fell asleep again. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 15 – Aftermath 
 
    We were not allowed to leave our room that day.  Kate threatened to end us if we tried.  Neither I nor Inatra had the energy to protest. 
 
    Arina had survived but the sheer amount of damage done meant that her healing was going to be a long arduous process.  She had lost most of her right hand and the healers had to amputate her right foot as the nanites were having problems putting all the minute bone fragments back together.  It would be less stress on her and them if they just rebuilt a new one. 
 
    The troubling thing, was that she had not regained consciousness.  Some shrapnel was extracted from her skull.  The healers say that she should have regained consciousness by now.  Their instruments can find no reason why she had not. 
 
    Whenever Kate left the room to check on Arina, Odin or Geiravor would take their place barring our exit and would shame us into getting back in our beds.  Inatra looked like her soul had been taken from her.   I could feel her pain for Arina through our link.  So instead of going to my bed I laid in hers, wrapped around her as she curled into a ball and wept.  I didn't know what to do, I felt helpless to ease her pain. 
 
    The scariest thing was, I could feel Arina through our link, but it was... empty. 
 
    Later that day, when we were more in control of our emotions.  Kate shared with us Mist's condition.  She had lost her right arm and part of her ribcage. But she was already demanding mead and asking the healers how long before she can bed Tyr again.  I laughed a humorless laugh at the thought.  That's my Mist. 
 
    She would not share with me the other casualties.  “Not until you are properly rested my Valkyrie,” she would say and then she would silence me with a kiss that I always surrendered to. 
 
    Inatra has said nothing since the battle.  I worry for her stability as I worry for mine.  More often than not we wind up in the bed with her curled in that tight ball with me protecting her.  I cannot imagine how I would feel if it were Kate laying there in the other room with me helpless to make things right. 
 
    *** 
 
    I awoke the next morning feeling strong.  I noted that all the scars on Inatra's arms that she had when we first met her were now smooth, flawless skin.  There was no trace of battle damage on her body.  I smiled at her as she woke to see Kate and I watching over her.  Then she gave a small, fragile smile, the first since the battle. 
 
    Father and mother walked in and Geiravor quickly crossed the room to us, handing Kate a bag and placing the back of her hands on Inatra and my cheeks.  Then she said, “Oh, kroth!  You are such a bad influence on me, Kat!”  Then she engulfed each of us in a tight hug. 
 
    She whispered in my ear, “Would you stop with the grand heroics that keep landing you here daughter?”  Then she laughed. “Of course you can't.  It is who you are.” 
 
    Then she told Inatra, “And you, young lady.  I have just gained the joy of another daughter in my family.  Do not try to cut my enjoyment short by doing such foolish things.”  Then she grinned at her. “No one has stood at Kara's back in battle as long as you managed.”  Inatra smiled shyly.  I could see pride sparkling in her eyes. 
 
    Then she rearguard both of us.  “Do not give me such a fright ever again, is that understood daughters?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “I've lived through much worse.”  Mother's jaw dropped, Inatra grinned and bumped my hip and Kara slapped my shoulder.  “What?” 
 
    Then the first broken, pain filled words came from the young Ragnarok woman.  “Can I...  may I see my mate?” 
 
    Mother grabbed the bag from Kate and dug around in it and produced beautiful ruling caste garments and footwear and handed them to Inatra.  Geiravor spoke in her scolding, mothering tone, “After you make yourself presentable.”  Inatra nodded and started toward the bathroom but mother grabbed her arm gently.  She dug around in the bag again and pulled out a colorful, shredded scarf and handed it to her.  “I cleaned it the best I could, but it appears to be ruined.”  Inatra nodded and took it and went to change. 
 
    Mother then handed me the bag.  “You, too, Kara.”  I nodded and went behind a screen and before I could disrobe.  The warm and gentle hands of my mate were delicately removing my gown.  She ran her hands along my form then dressed me as she would a porcelain doll, leaving a trail of kisses along my skin as she pulled the garments on.  Kroth, do I love this woman! 
 
    We emerged from behind the screen as Inatra came out from the bathroom.  Then as a group, we made our way to Arina's room.  Mother and father stayed near the door as we walked up to the bed. She still had countless machines and tubes hooked up to her, her skin was still red, twisted, and bubbled but she looked like Arina. 
 
    Inatra was silently crying as she leaned down and kissed Arina on the lips gently.  She was whispering to her,  “You are my protector.  The first to ever care about me.  I will stand at your side always.” 
 
    Her tears were coming faster now.  Kate snaked an arm around her and pulled her into a hug and Inatra clung to her shoulder.  Kat looked over her and laid her free hand on Arina's cheek. 
 
    I stood looking at the best of Asgard laying on that bed.  The epitome of all that is good in us.  And I reached out with my link and broadcast for all to hear.  “Arina.  Come back to us.  We need you... I need you to show me what is right.” 
 
    My voice was joined by Kate's in my head.  “Little one.  I miss you so.  Come back to us please.” 
 
    Then the emotional pain filled voice of Inatra joined in.  “Arin.  I do not know what to do without you.  I am your Ina...  I love you... COME BACK!” 
 
    Then I was aware of Arina again as her eyes fluttered open, one badly damaged.  A slow smile spread on her face when she saw us all.  Inatra was now hugging her and sobbing on her shoulder.  Arina smiled at Kat and I,  a sound like wheezing, not really a voice came from her mangled throat.  “You are... unharmed?  I tried to...” 
 
    Kate was shushing her and I could feel my own silent tears.  I said in a husky voice, “Well met, Valkyriefrior.  Welcome back, little one.” 
 
    She smiled and her eyes slowly closed as sleep overtook her.  I could feel her in our link and was relieved it was just sleep. 
 
    Inatra stood then brushed another gentle kiss on her lips.  She looked around and saw the blade Kate had pulled from my shoulder on a table and she retrieved it then squatted on the chair beside Arina's bed in her gargoyle stance with the blade across her knees. 
 
    Kate stepped to her and leaned down and kissed her forehead.  Then took a seat beside her.  I dragged another chair over and kissed both of their foreheads and sat. 
 
    Mother and father simply smiled at us all and silently left us as we protected our charge from all that would wish her harm. 
 
    *** 
 
    We refused to leave the room as Arina recovered during the next few days.  Mother or healers would bring us food and mead as we stood vigil. 
 
    It would be years before the little one's foot was reconstructed, a prosthetic was fitted. She would need a new one every few days as her nanites reconstructed her foot.  Her eye-patch reminded me of when I had lost an eye.  And her hand was coming along nicely, you could already see the stubs of fingers appearing. 
 
    Her face was just a little swollen, but it was the beautiful face of Arina that we all knew and loved and that same, unwavering smile was always on it.  I would wager that this young woman was one of the strongest I had ever known.  She always had a smile, a laugh, a kind word to say even as she recovered. 
 
    There was a tap at the door.  Mother walked in with a bag, shielding her eyes from our auras.  We all knew the significance of that bag.  The room was suddenly charged with excitement as Arina looked in it to find ruling caste garments and her smile doubled. 
 
    Inatra smiled and growled softly and spoke quietly, “Hurry, Arin.  You have yet to bed me properly.” 
 
    Arina face clouded with glee.  “Indeed.”  And she started walking to the bathroom.  She paused by Kate and I and whispered so no one else could hear.  Her face was suddenly unsure.  “I have never... I don't know how to...” 
 
    Kate grinned and whispered back,  “Believe me, you will know what to do when the time comes.” Arina smiled and nodded then trotted off to the bathroom. 
 
    A minute later a shy looking Asgard with a large smile stepped out of the bathroom, garbed in some of the most exquisite garments I had ever seen.  Wow.  Mother went all out on them.  Arina blushed and Inatra joined her by her side. 
 
    Arina shyly slid her good hand into Inatra's and laced their fingers then they both turned to look at all of us expectantly.  With grins all around we exited the room that had been our home for the past week. 
 
    As we hit the lobby father and mother held Kate and I back as we approached the door.  Arina and Inatra opened the door to the roar of a crowd.  I smiled and rushed to the door.  A very sparse honor guard of Einherjer lined a corridor to Pegasus.  I felt a pit in my stomach over that fact.  The entire square was filled with people chanting, “Innocent” and “Fox”. 
 
    The two shocked heroes walked down the corridor and Valkyrie were blocking entrance to Pegasus. They slammed their fists on their breastplates in the salute to heroes then stepped aside.  Once they were aboard father tapped my shoulder and Kate and I made our way down that same corridor. 
 
    The chants changed to “Wild One” and “Raging Storm”.  It was deafening.  When we arrived at Pegasus, the Valkyrie, including a very efficient one armed Mist, slammed their fists to their breastplates again.  I paused and locked eyes with Mist and slammed my own fist to my chest as did Kate before we boarded. 
 
    Moments later mother and father were aboard and the doors closed.  Arina was in the pilot's seat and Inatra was hissing at her and pointing back to the main cabin seats.  To her credit, the little one looked down, sufficiently reprimanded and got up and sat next to us.  Then Inatra shot her a dazzling smile and sat in the pilot's seat herself.  We bobbed into the air, barely swaying this time.  She is improving.  And we were rocketing toward the central spire. 
 
    I looked at mother and father, “Fox?” 
 
    Mother blushed and looked away and wistfully stated, “I... may have mentioned during the Stand of the Sisters that the swishing tail of her aura and her claws made her look like a vicious fox.  It was not my fault.  You know how fast gossip can spread through the citadel!” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Verily.” 
 
    We all laughed and I spoke to Inatra, “I am sorry little sister, but you may be stuck as the Fox for all time.” 
 
    She shrugged and looked back with a wry smile. “It is no matter as long as Arin is by my side for all of time.” 
 
    I swear Arina's blush was about to hit critical mass and she would transition through the veil as she whispered, “Ina!”  Another laugh circled the cabin. 
 
    I could get to like this, for once I am not the target of the teasing.  I sat back and grinned.  The swift backhand to my gut from my mate reminded me to guard my thoughts around her.  I grinned and shrugged and she gave me a quick kiss. 
 
    Odin boomed out as he spoke.  “I saw that Kat!”  Followed by an “Ooof!”  as Geiravor gave him his very own backhand to the gut. 
 
    He looked at her. “That is treason you know.  Striking the ruler of Asgard.” 
 
    She looked at him.  “You shush.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and muttered, “Yes dear.”  To another round of howling laughter. 
 
    *** 
 
    We had relaxed and settled in and had a hearty supper.  Arina and Inatra had bid their good nights and I finally turned to Odin.  “Tell me.” 
 
    He looked at me then sank farther into his seat in the couch and sighed in resignation.  He looked up then back at Kate and I.  He made a hand motion and the main ceiling holo-display kicked to life suspended over the table.  He input his override code.  He wouldn't let me see the after action reports while we were still in Medical and he cut all feeds to the Medical building, telling me that nothing would interrupt the recovery of his daughters. 
 
    I paled as the data started scrolling.  On hundred and thirty six Einherjer dead.  Seventy three injured.  Most would be on the line shortly but some had greater injuries and will be years in recovery like Mist and Arina.  Twenty seven Einherjergeir dead and seven injured but recovered.  Six injured Valkyrie.  Four ready to rejoin the others but two seriously injured.  One Valkyrie who refused to stand down though her injury will take years to recover from, Third Valkyrie.  I almost snorted at that stubborn Mist.  The other was Sigrun, her spine was severed by shrapnel, she would be out of commission for about a month.  Then the one that still brought a lump into my throat.  One injured Valkyriefrior who will take years to recover. 
 
    But then I blinked when I saw the total strength numbers.  Two hundred and thirty seven men of the line and eleven Valkyrie and one Valkyriefrior.  I looked at father.  “There is an error.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow in mirth.  He is so infuriating!  “Valkyrie number ten.” 
 
    He steepled his fingers in front of his lips and spoke in a slightly amused tone.  “Oh really?  Let us count...”  He held out his hands and started naming off the Valkyrie as he added a finger to his count he finished with.  “...and one frustrating daughter named Kara.”  He had ten fingers up.  I smirked and opened my mouth to speak but he continued. “And one frighteningly effective First Valkyrie of Ragnarok.  The ever irrepressible Inatra, the Singing Rain.” 
 
    I was at a loss for words.  His eyes glinted in mischief.  “Oh, did you perhaps have something you forgot to tell me daughter.” 
 
    I sat there for a second with my mouth open, at a loss to how to respond and I just shut my mouth and slumped my shoulders in defeat.  “I meant to tell you but everything was happening so fast.” 
 
    He grinned at his triumph then said,  “I understand.  I would possibly have been furious.  But after watching her in all her glory, defending the innocents of Valhalla and her mate.  Not only that but almost matching the legendary Wild One blow for blow in the battle, how could I possibly doubt her now?  She has become something of a legend in her own right in the citadel.  I have already heard songs of the Fox circulating.  People are already referring to her as 'our Ragnarok' now.” 
 
    I grinned at that, her Fox nickname was as horrendous as mine, though, quite fitting if I am to be honest.  She was like a rabid fox on the field of battle. 
 
    Father grinned and sat back next to a smug looking Geiravor who said, “I'm proud of all of my daughters. Plus it has the added benefit of not only us women outnumbering Odin six to one but we are ALL Valkyrie.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “May the ages take me now!” 
 
    We all laughed.  Then Kate motioned and a portion of the scrolling personnel data highlighted and enlarged.  “Fifty four EIT”  and “One VIT”. 
 
    She tilted her head at father and I looked to him in question as well.  He shrugged with another mischievous grin.  “Einherjer in training and Valkyrie in training.”  He made a dismissive gesture like it would be obvious.  “With our numbers at the lowest since any can remember, fifty three brave Asgard and Humans stepped forward to volunteer to be Einherjer and have been injected with nanites.” 
 
    I squinted, he was playing his numbers game again.  I raised an eyebrow as I asked, “And the fifty fourth?” 
 
    He grinned and acted innocent.  “Oh that would be that pesky troublemaker Einherjergeir in training.  I believe he needs no training and will probably join the lines on the morrow.  Perhaps you may know him.  Just a moment.” 
 
    He reached out and started a communication session.   A few moments later a happy looking and delightfully disheveled Mist was on the display.  She was holding a sheet over her chest with her one arm.  “Yes?  This better be good!  Oh kroth!  Odin!” She was adjusting the display to be tight in on her face as the sheet was falling.  “What can I do for you father?” 
 
    He tried to stop a smile and was failing.  “Well met, daughter.  I assume you may know the whereabouts of that new good for nothing Einherjergeir?” 
 
    She looked embarrassed as Jefferey's face moved beside her's.  His strong handsome face showed no sign of the battle scar that had adorned it for so long.  He was trying to sound official.  “Yes, sir. Odin, sir.  How may I be of service?”  Mist was giggling as she was pulled back away from the screen as if someone had dragged her by the legs.  It was impossible for Jeffery to look professional just then, but he tried, which only made the whole scene even more comical. 
 
    Odin was rolling his eyes and said, “Oh, never mind Jeffery the Resolute.  I guess introductions can wait.”  Then he cut the transmission and the room erupted into roars of laughter.  I looked at Kate, “At least we wont have to worry about Tyr and Mist breaking the poor human anymore.”  She snorted and slapped my shoulder. 
 
    I looked pained.  “Must you abuse me so, love?” 
 
    She grinned.  “Maybe later tonight.” 
 
    Odin was blushing. “Please!  I do not need to know such things.” 
 
    Mother was grinning at us then turned to him. “Oh don't be such a curmudgeon.  Their love is the stuff of legends, my love.  Kate tells me they are going to the clinic on the morrow so she can carry our first grandchild.” 
 
    Father grinned from ear to ear.  Then I looked at the display again.  “One Valkyrie in training? Inatra?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “By the Tree of Ages no!  Could you see anyone trying to teach her to fight?  I do not wish to lose any more Valkyrie.”  I grinned as that would have probably come to pass.  Then he just said, “No.  The grand daughter of the Hajart the Loom Master has developed Valkyrie Sight and has quite the hero complex over Inatra and cannot believe her grandfather had actually met her.  She volunteered just yesterday.  She was titled Brungeir the Wind of Change, as Second to Skold.” 
 
    I nodded with a small wistful smile on my face.  Our Valkyrie numbers are climbing.  I longed for the day that we returned to our full strength of thirty just as much as I longed for the day that Valkyrie were not needed. 
 
    Inatra had shared with us some disturbing news.  The Ragnarok ships held compliments of six thousand men and women.  Meaning that after the two great battles, The stand of the Three and the Stand of the Sisters, they would have only skeleton crews now.  But she knew from communications chatter she heard on her ship which was making a Ragnarok colony on a moon of Jupiter, that the other ships had taken on thousands of human women from the subjugated countries as breeding stock.  So we only had a respite of a generation or two before the ships are again a threat to Earth.  With the possibility of followup occupation forces arriving in two or three hundred years. 
 
    We would be here and we would be waiting, as we are Valkyrie! 
 
   


 
  

 Epilogue 
 
    Inatra was browsing through the scarves in Hajart's tent and grinned when she found one in the colors of the Terran fox.  She looked back at the old man and he grinned and shrugged.  She walked over to him with her prize.  She pulled a long curved Ragnarok carbon blade from a sheath on her shoulder and presented it to him.  He was the first in Valhalla outside of her sisters to show her kindness and she made a point to make sure he knew she appreciated it.  She touched the stained and shredded scarf tied to her left arm lovingly. 
 
    He looked shocked as she said, “Something for something.  This blade was thrust through the shoulder of Kara the Wild One in the Stand of the Sisters.” 
 
    He looked amazed.  “Inatra.  This is... too much.”  He was imagining the envy and jealousy this trinket would gain in the marketplace.  None would have its equal!  He looked fondly at the young Ragnarok woman, it always seemed like she made it her mission to make sure that he had the best trading stock in all the markets of Valhalla. 
 
    Inatra glared at him and he raised his hands in surrender.  “Thank you, Fox.” 
 
    Just then a little six year old girl who looked so much like Kara with jet black hair, and a five year old girl with curly chestnut locks, emerald green eyes and the thick body of a Ragnarok came squealing and laughing to the register and started chasing each other around Inatra.  She bared her teeth and hissed at the two extremely cute girls.  They both stopped and put their hands behind their backs and swung cutely from side to side.  “Sorry, aunt Ina,”  the elder girl said.  “Sorry, mommy,”  the younger one said. 
 
    Inatra melted again.  I am weak for a Ragnarok!  She chided herself.  She couldn't stop her loving smile.  “Samantha.  Go fetch your parents, we shall get our mid day meal now.”  The older girl ran out of the tent.  Then Inatra's face softened even more when she looked at her daughter who had the same angelic face as her mate.  “Now Brunhilde, would you hold my new scarf for me?  We will go find your favorite foods.” 
 
    The tiny one's eyes lit up.  “And can we get Earth ice cream after, mommy?” 
 
    Inatra grinned in spite of her self.  “Yes, even Earth ice cream.” 
 
    The tent flap opened and Arina was there shaking her head, with Geiravor's baby, Thor, on her hip. “You are such a soft touch, Inatra.  You spoil our daughter.”  Her ever present smile deepened. 
 
    Inatra blushed and hissed gently and lovingly at her mate which only got Arina giggling as she moved back out of the tent with Brunhilde running after.  Inatra rolled her eyes and smiled at the Loom Master.  “I agree with Odin, Hajart – the women of his family will be the death of me.” 
 
    He grinned in understanding and Inatra grinned back and nodded at the man as she made her way to the tent flap.  He called out, “Remember, 'our' Ragnarok is welcome here always.  Please tell Brungeir to visit.  She is always too focused on her Valkyrie duties to remember her grandfather.” 
 
    Inatra bared her teeth in a snarl.  “Oh, she will visit if I have to carry her over my shoulder.” 
 
    He laughed, “Please don't, the first time embarrassed her enough.” 
 
    The Ragnarok just smiled sweetly and replied, “We'll see... we'll see.” Then she exited the tent.  She rejoined her sisters and the children at the food pavilions.  She stopped a snort of humor.  Well, almost stopped it, as she saw Kara waddling beside Kate and their daughter.  It was not dignified for the Valkyrie who made all Ragnarok tremble to waddle.  But Inatra's new niece Esa will arrive any day now.  This brought a smile to her face. 
 
    Then she thought to herself.  This was Tuesday on Earth.  So that meant a visit to the psyche healers later today as all Valkyrie are required to do now.  She looked forward to it.  The children could visit with Loki there while Inatra and Kara were in their sessions. 
 
    The children are a calming force on Loki, who the healers say can go home soon.  The balance in her mind has returned these past few years after fate had shown her that Thor's sacrifice was not the reason Asgard had prevailed, it was destiny.  Odin and Geiravor have basically taken her in as a lost daughter, and Inatra has come to love her as such though she never thought it would be possible.  Maybe these krothing Asgard are affecting my sensibilities?  She pondered. 
 
    She snorted again at the humorous thought and sat for shish kebobs with the family she had never thought possible and wondered what the future would bring. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
   


 
  

 Valkyrie Chronicles Short: Hijinks 
 
    I was playing with my cousin Brunhilde on the floor while the grownups waited for mommy to wake up.  She's always sleeping in after she gave birth to my baby sister.  I liked arm wrestling with Brunie, she was younger than me but much stronger.  I liked to show off to all the other kids just how strong she was.  She was so neat!  Nobody else had a half Ragnarok cousin. 
 
    Aunt Ina was speaking to mom, “Kat, I believe Kara is milking the 'just had a baby' excuse.  You know as well as I do that her nanites would have her back at a hundred percent in a couple days.” 
 
    Mom chuckled then replied, “I know, but she is just so damned cute when she is sleeping.” 
 
    Aunt Ina hissed then shook her head. “Well I for one wish to get to the market soon.” 
 
    Then she called us over, “Samantha, Brunhilde,  I believe it is time to get Kara up.  Battle plan Alpha One.” 
 
    Oooooh sweet!  We ran giggling to mommy's room trying to shush each other.  We tiptoed over to the dresser and tied a string to the leg like Aunt Ina taught us, then pulled the string over to the desk and tied the other end around its leg. 
 
    Brunie plucked at the string to make sure it was tight and we heard a neat tone.  We giggled then shushed each other again.  Then we moved to the door and Brunie started jumping up and down, flailing her arms in the air and screaming as loud as she could, “RAGNAROK INVASION!” 
 
    Mommy sprang up like the Earth toy jack in the box grandma had got me for my last birthday.  And she was up and running toward her armor before she was fully awake.  Her foot tangled in the string and she fell to the floor right in front of us like a tree falling after Aunt Ina punched it. 
 
    Mommy's lattice flared as her face hit the floor.  She looked up at us with a grin on her face and we ran out of the room screaming and giggling. 
 
    The grownups all laughed as they heard mommy yelling, “Inatra!” 
 
      
 
    The End 
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 Prologue 
 
    I let loose my battle cry that ended in my hiss as I hardened my fist with my nano-lattice to the maximum my nanites could give me, I could feel their determination as well.  The blue net of compressed magnetic force glowed on my skin as I struck with all my might.  Surely, this will do it. The force of the blow sent the shock frame on the device hurtling back, absorbing the strike with a horrendous crashing sound.  With a sneer I was pushed back by the counter-force of my own punch.   I am Ragnarok; I cannot let a tiny Asgard woman beat me! 
 
    Tyr grinned at my display in the training room as he looked at the numbers scrolling on the holo-console near the force measurement device.  “Well done Inatra!  That was almost to my level, eighteen hundred and thirty one joules of force, or over thirteen hundred Earth foot pounds.” 
 
    I bared my teeth then hissed at him like a Terran cat and sputtered, “What!?  I shall attempt it again!  There is no way the Demon can strike harder than me!”  I looked over at Kara who was sparring with three other Valkyrie, she glanced at me as she was handily beating them then grinned and winked at me.  By the war gods my sister was infuriating!  I did what any good warrior would do in this instance and stuck my tongue out at her. 
 
    Tyr and Arin both laughed heartily at our display then Tyr confided in me, “You will not be able to match her little Ragnarok.  The secret is... she cheats.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at the huge Einherjer.  I have grown to respect this man in the past few hundred Earth years.  He and Jefferey are the only two Einherjer that can match the power and fury of the Valkyrie.  He smiled at me, then looked over to the spectacular demonstration Kara was putting on as she added two Einherjer to the match.   She still held them all off with her ugly brute force fighting technique.  He loudly called out, “Kara, a little demonstration here if you would.” 
 
    The sparring stopped and she excused herself.  She came walking up to us with a cocky grin on her face, then kept walking almost into the device and punched it without slowing.  The machine could not counter the entire transfer of kinetic energy, and it slid back at least a foot along the floor and the shock frame bent.  The self repair mechanisms rapidly repaired the damage to the unit as Tyr pointed at the results. “Nineteen hundred and twelve.” He chuckled.  This was four joules above his best. 
 
    I looked between them as they apparently shared an inside joke.  I hissed again then said,  “Impossible!” I then felt the calming touch of my Arina as her warm hand was placed on my cheek.  No, I will not show weakness!  May the war gods forgive me.  I closed my eyes and leaned into her touch.  I can never forsake my gentle Valkyriefrior.  Tyr blushed and looked away from this open display of affection from my wife. 
 
    Arina had a laugh dancing around in her sparkling eyes.  “No my love, it is possible.  You do not listen.  Tyr told you... she cheats.” 
 
    Kara feigned hurt at the words. “Hey.  I'm taken aback by the accusation.”  Tyr laughed and Kara backhanded him in the gut with a lattice hardened fist as Kate joined us from her workout. 
 
    “Ooof!” the big man uttered. 
 
    Kate grinned at Kara.  “Oh don't act so innocent little miss cheater.” 
 
    Kara gave her a loving smile, a bit of a laugh, then replied, “I said I was taken aback, not that it wasn't true.” 
 
    It was exasperating, these Valkyrie are all so frustrating!  “Would someone explain how such a tiny wisp of a Valkyrie can possibly hit with more force than a Ragnarok?” 
 
    Tyr looked at us all then said,  “Alright, but first, Kara, would you care to show her the true power of the Wild One?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and walked away from us a few steps.  “If you are sure Tyr.  I like to leave you with some pride.” 
 
    It was his turn to roll his eyes as she took two steps toward the machine and dropped into her familiar low crouch with her right leg stretched out behind her as she struck.  I had seen that particular strike in so many of the visual records of her battles, it almost inevitably spelled the death of the recipient.  The machine flipped back end over end with a thunderous crack as plasti-steel failed when the kinetic absorption mechanism was overwhelmed.  Tyr's massive muscles flexed as he righted the machine and we saw twenty one hundred and fifty three flashing across the screen at the console beside it. 
 
    I growled at the ceiling in rage.  How!?  I was pacing like a wild animal when Try started outright laughing at me.  “Show her some pity Kara; show her your real punch.” 
 
    Kate slapped Tyr's shoulder to stop his laughing.  Then the Demon walked up to the machine one last time as it finished its self repairs again.  She stood there then looked at me sheepishly and struck.  I expected something... more.  The machine just did its duty and absorbed the energy from her punch.  The display showed a paltry seventeen hundred and ninety six joules. 
 
    Now I was truly confused, but Shadow Fang showed mercy on me.  I have always liked the human Valkyrie, as Kat didn't have the infuriating habits of the Asgard.  Her raspy voice chimed, “Come little sister.  I will show you my mates cheating ways.” 
 
    We all followed her to a ceiling holo-display and she motioned and it activated, she typed on the virtual keyboard and an attack analysis overlay sprang up over a playback of my attempt.  It showed force vectors and prime vectors over my form, my actual strike angle was less than one percent off of optimum.  I grinned with pride. 
 
    Arina looked at me. “Well done Ina.”  Then she grabbed my hand and squeezed it. 
 
    We watched as Tyr's earlier strike was displayed for comparison.  He was over four percent off of optimum but his sheer mass and strength compensated and brought him past my best number.  There was an “Ooof!” and we turned to see Mist had joined us and backhanded her mate in the gut.  “Showoff,” she scolded him. 
 
    Then Kate looked at me.  “Now on to the cheater.  Lets look at her real strike first.”  Kara stuck her tongue out at her wife.  The computer calculated the Wild One as only off the prime vector by one hundredth of one percent; almost a perfect strike, but the number was so low.  I chuckled to myself. So low?  Even at that, it would crush the ribcage of a human or severely damage a Ragnarok warrior. 
 
    Kate was looking smug when she continued speaking,  “Now her first strike, where she first cheated.”  The overlays were in constant flux adjusting and readjusting to the movement of the Valkyrie's strike, compensating for constant changes, almost as if it were confused.  Multi vector overlays sprang to life, energy transfer and load calculations sprung out along all of the axises.  Three separate optimal vector readings displayed, all well into the ninety-nine percentile.  And Kate froze the playback.  Then she stepped back for me to look at what was being shown. 
 
    I looked at everything and studied the display, then played it back at on hundredth of normal speed.  Then I saw it!  She had cheated!  It was actually an ingenious multi-layered cheat.  Most likely developed because of her low mass and diminutive height.  She weighed a sparse one hundred and seventy three pounds.  With her dense Asgard mass, that was like a feather.  If she had the mass of a human her size she would probably barely have topped one hundred pounds. 
 
    As she swung, her body was in constant forward motion.  Not stationary like all of our strikes, that motion carried her into the “guard” zone of a combatant as she struck and locked her elbow as her shoulder dropped. Her punch angled up by only two degrees, but that sent the counter force down her arm and torso into her trailing right leg that was planted so most of the rebound energy was negated.  This allowed for all of her strike force and kinetic energy to be transferred to the device instead.  That was almost the perfect combination of variables for the optimal outcome. 
 
    I turned to all of the frustrating Asgard gathered around, even more Valkyrie and Einherjer had gathered.  I pulled up a couple visual records of some of Kara's battles and slowed them down and saw that most of her blows were done in this manner, she was always in motion, always striking in a slight upward angle.  How had I missed this before? 
 
    I pulled up her second strike and glanced back at the machine.  I turned back and watched the replay.  It was like the first one, she crouched into the imaginary attackers guard and I slowed it way down.  Even with her right leg planted far behind her, her body was still in forward motion with her strike.  The upward angle was more extreme this time, and you could draw a straight vector from the point of impact to her rear foot.  She was less than one hundred thousandths of a degree off of a perfect one hundred and eighty degrees, but the energy transfer amounts were beyond her mass capabilities.  The numbers didn't make any sense. 
 
    I looked around and hissed in confusion.  Arina grinned and turned my head with a single finger on my chin back to the display.  She whispered hotly in ear, “You look, but you do not see my love.”  She rewound two seconds and started playback even slower and zoomed the display into Kara's leg and lower back area.  I tilted my head as I saw a blue flare at Kara's feet and along her spine and arm a moment before the impact.  She was reinforcing that vector along her spine with her lattice.  But her feet? 
 
    My eyes went wide and I spun back around to look at where Kara had stood for the strike and there was jagged debris on the floor.  “You dug in with Odin spears under your feet?  You anchored yourself!”  I blurted out the accusation, and the entire training room erupted into laughter. 
 
    I hissed at them all then I snapped, “This is not funny, the Wild One indeed cheats!”  Which got another roar of laughter.  I do not understand Asgard humor, I gave up the effort centuries ago. 
 
    In frustration I did the only logical thing and I backhanded Try in the gut then ignored his whining, “Why is everyone always hitting me?  What did I do?” 
 
    I stalked off to the force measurement device.  Everyone wisely left me alone as I practiced adjusting my punches upward slightly and planting a leg back to increase my power.  It worked better for Kara because she was so small.  Up was a natural strike to her as all Ragnarok are bigger than her.  Then I spent the afternoon arguing with my nanites, trying to duplicate the Odin spears in her feet.  The best the krothing nanites could give me were small claws on my feet, like the ones the nano-lattice formed on my hands, to dig into the plasti-crete floor.  This caused more laughter as it made me look even more like my cursed nickname, the Fox. 
 
    But the joke was on them.  I was striking more powerfully than Tyr by the end of the day. 
 
    I grinned and walked to Kara. “OK, sister.  Let us trade a single blow!” 
 
    Kara nodded.  Arina opened her mouth to protest, she looked worried.  It usually took almost an entire day to heal fully from the damage I take from my sparring sessions with Kara.  Neither of us hold back much against each other, unlike sparring sessions with anyone else. 
 
    I shook my head at Arina.  I could finally best the Demon here.  I realized it was silent in the training room as we faced each other. Tyr walked up to us and dropped his arm to signal us to strike. 
 
    My lattice flared, and my thick lattice gauntlet appeared over my fist as my newly learned claws at my feet sank into the plasti-crete floor when I crouched and threw my most powerful strike. She dropped into her krothing crouch, and her fist struck out like lightning, but instead of striking my chest, she actually punched my fist.  The force of her blow deflected my arm down, and my momentum carried me into a face plant on the training room floor.  How did she do that!?  Again the krothing Asgard were laughing at some inside joke.  I swear by the war gods that one day I will unleash my fury on them all, I will... I lost my train of thought as Arin broke social protocol and kissed me quickly on the lips in public.  Kat is such a bad influence on her, I'll have to thank Kat later.  As our lips parted, Arina giggled with a grin as she said,  “Remember, she cheats.” 
 
    I screamed at the ceiling again and punched the floor with all my might, cracking the plasti-crete surface and sending shrapnel everywhere.  I made a note to myself to apologize to the workers that would repair it after we all left the room for the day.  It is not their fault the Wild One infuriates me, but I sighed then grinned back at Arin and Kat. “Show me.” 
 
    We walked over to a ceiling holo-display as Kara mouthed, “Sorry,” to me then grabbed a staff and wandered off to face a few comrades in another sparring match. 
 
    Kate pulled up the brief exchange, then paused.  “How best to show it...”  She nodded to herself and just played it at full speed.  Then replayed it at one hundredth actual speed.  I saw nothing but Kara's blow dominating mine.  Kat grinned. “Did you see it?” 
 
    I shook my head, and she rewound it then ran her finger through her mate's face on the display, then along her neck.  Kara's eyes highlighted, and a vector was laid on her neck as the replay started again even slower.  Then I saw what they were saying.  In mid swing I saw the impossible, Kara's eyes actually moved, and her head twisted slightly down to my fist as she was swinging and her fist dropped almost imperceptibly and toward the center to intercept mine.  The instant before impact her fist rose a finger's width to strike just above my knuckles, forcing my strike toward the floor. 
 
    She had seen my strike, adjusted for it and used my own energy by changing her strike to cause the wanted result at speeds too fast for thought. 
 
    Kate looked proud of herself.  “See?  She cheats.” 
 
    I shook my head. “But how?” 
 
    Kat shrugged. “The best we can figure is that phenomenon she always describes when in battle, when she says it feels like time slows down as she fights?”  She pulled up a visual record of a battle on the display, the Stand of the Sisters.  All those centuries ago when Kara and I stood together against the Ragnarok and their human conscripts.  I still find it odd that I have lived for centuries.  She pulled up both nanite diagnostics and a vitals overlay over Kara's image.  “Now watch.” 
 
    In painfully slow motion I watched a male Ragnarok behind Kara, swinging his carbon blade down at her.  Her eyes shifted as her head twisted around to see him and she slapped the blade aside harmlessly with her open palm as it flew downwards, in what should have been a killing blow.  Kate was highlighting the nanite diagnostics against Kara's brain activity.  There were spikes in both as her nervous system reacted almost instantly with the spikes. 
 
    Kat smiled at me.  “It seems that since Kara has had five thousand years more than any other evolved Valkyrie dealing with our evolved nanites.  They have formed some sort of symbiotic neural network with her brain.  In battle, they are constantly analyzing and feeding her data and assisting in reaction speed, faster than thought.  So really, it isn't things slowing down in battle.  It is just that her brain and reactions are sped up so much in times of stress that it just feels like that to her.  I'm sure over time our crafty little nanites will adapt the same way with us, but for now, she alone has the advantage of literally assessing the situation at the speed of light during battle.” 
 
    She grinned at me then wandered off to join a sparring session.  With Arin at my side, I watched the battle play on the display at a quarter of normal speed and watched as Kara even twisted her body as she took a blow, to minimize damage she took.  Multiple instances of her strikes adjusting in mid swing were now evident.  And she had actually somehow crouched instinctively enough so that a Ragnarok blade being thrust toward her heart from behind went through her shoulder instead.  I grinned because I knew that blade, I gave it to Hajart the Master Loomer years later. 
 
    I looked back over my shoulder at the Demon as she took an all comers in the training room with her staff, then thought to her across our link, “Cheater.” 
 
    She actually snorted as she fought, and may the War Gods forgive me, but I laughed when she replied across our link, “I love you too Inatra.” 
 
    When the training session expired we all made our way out of the room. I thought I was the last one.  Just as I heard a horrific crunching sound behind me, I realized Arina was not by my side, I looked back in the training room to see the force measurement device crushed into a sparking and smoking ball as it started its own repairs.  Arin's shield bubble around it faded as my mate smiled innocently at me when she walked past and out of the room.  Oh come on!!! 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 – Saellifor 
 
    “Kara, you are going to be late again!  Our children are waiting at father's workshop!”  Kate called into the bedroom as I finished donning my ruling caste garments. 
 
    I smiled then replied, “It isn't my fault woman.  You were the insatiable one this morning that has put me behind schedule.” 
 
    Her mischievous response as she stuck her head into the bedroom with a grin was. “I can't help it if you look so damned cute in the morning.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, even a thousand years has not dampened her ardor.  But then I winked at the krothing minx and followed her out to where Arina and Inatra were already eating breakfast.  We joined them and made light discussion.  Today was going to be a busy day.  There were only two weeks until transition to Folkvangr, and we needed to open the gates of Saellifor before then.  It was exciting really.  The first Asgard settlement on another planet. 
 
    I took the time to think back over the past millennium on Earth.  It will be odd to leave this surrogate home planet I have resided on for the past six thousand years.  My first transition since I was stranded here all those years ago. 
 
    Since the return of the Asgard I have found the woman I love, had children with her, and had stopped the Ragnarok invasion of Earth.  I watched as the United Earth Alliance and Earth's military has grown to technological parity with the Ragnarok.  Mostly utilizing the armored, eight foot tall mechanized “Battle Suits” they had developed that have been adapted to bleed off energy weapon strikes, using technology they had gained from reverse engineering captured Ragnarok tech. 
 
    The follow on Ragnarok strikes over the centuries have been contained and repelled, even after five more reinforcement ships arrived in orbit.  We Asgard feel confident in Earth's ability to defend itself and maintain its freedom when our citadel is forced to transition away.  They are even covertly constructing their own space faring battle cruisers to take on the orbiting Ragnarok ships.  The first will be named the Argonaut. 
 
    If we miss this transition it will be five thousand years before the next chance, and we have a need to get to Folkvangr.  We owed them, the Ragnarok had taken their world over on our watch and we were unable to stop them. 
 
    The only bleak point during this transition period came eighty Terran years after Inatra joined our family.  Kate had taken to life in Valhalla easily from the beginning and adopted our society readily.  There was hardly any adjustment for her as she had no family and no real friends on Earth.  She was essentially a loner there so leaving it behind was not very difficult.  Her colleagues from the Seattle Police Department slowly aged and died before her very eyes.  She accepted it with melancholy and grace, but it was a little different when the convalescent home had called her away from Valhalla.  The granddaughter of her old partner, Henry, Alissa Adams was dying at one hundred and seven years old.  We stood vigil at her bedside until she passed to the ages. 
 
    It was then that Kate learned the true price of living for eons; to watch everyone you knew and loved, age and die around you.  Alissa was the last living human from Kate's past, and her final tie to Earth.  Though she was never close to Alissa, she had cried for days, the realization of who and what she now was had finally struck her and it tore at her soul.  I grieved for my wife and she grieved for her lost humanity.   But a few days later, she transitioned back to us.  She had accepted her reality and was ready to move on, stronger than ever.  I and our children could not be more proud of her.  Kroth, do I love this woman. 
 
    We finished up our meal and Inatra led the way.  She crinkled her nose at me. “I don't care if I'm exiting ahead of you.  You cheat.”  We all laughed and followed her out to the elevators.  I chuckled inwardly and smiled broadly.  She's still upset about the training session yesterday. 
 
    We left the elevator and went into Odin's workshop.  It has been much more crowded here the past thousand years, what with my daughters Samantha, Esa, and my niece Brunhilde's permanent work-spaces here with their grandfather's.  No longer does he have the dozens of holo-displays surrounding him like the first years of Valhalla's arrival on Earth.  We have permanent ministries that handle all relations between the humans and the Asgard people, only military channels are routed directly to him now. 
 
    The children squinted when they saw us enter and ran over to hug us.  A bad habit of public displays of affection that has spread around the citadel thanks to Kate, Inatra, and the hoards of visiting human's influence these past centuries.  I looked at the three girls who were locked into a perpetual thirteen year old look despite their almost thousand years of life.  I laid the back of my hand to each of their cheeks.  I greeted them, “Well met, children.” 
 
    They responded with, “Well met, mother,” and “Well met, auntie Kara.” 
 
    Then they all dove onto Kate for a mass hug.  She chuckled. “Well met, children.” 
 
    They replied with a chirpy, “Well met, mom,” and “Well met, auntie Kat.” 
 
    Then the hug fest continued as they each gave Arina a hug and she spun each around. “Well met, my darlings.” She giggled. 
 
    My girls giggled back. “Well met, aunt Arin.”  Brunhilde tried to look tough like her mother, she is turning into a fascinating Asgard, with the thick body of a Ragnarok and delicate features of Arina.  But the result was just far too cute for her to pull off the tough act.  She broke and grinned then impishly replied, “Well met, mom.”  She almost whispered the last word in embarrassment. 
 
    Then they all lined up in front of Inatra and politely offered their forearms.  She almost gave Brunhilde's a bump and then sputtered.  “Oh hell.  These krothing Valkyrie have corrupted me.”  As she scooped them all up into a giggling mass hug. 
 
    Father looked over shaking his head in mock disapproval.  “Such disorder.” 
 
    Kat just laughed and walked up to him placing the back of her hand on his cheek then kissing the back of his hand.  “Oh shush, you.  Well met, father.” 
 
    In his centuries old joke when dealing with my charming wife he said, “You dear Kat, I forgive. The rest of this lot, not so much.” 
 
    We all smiled at the familiar banter then I asked, “How is Thor faring?  Will the ribbon cutting proceed today as planned?” 
 
    Father grinned with pride for my baby brother and his accomplishments.  Just don't let Thor, Hammer of Asgard, catch me calling him my baby brother.  If you thought Arina, the Whispering Breeze, was fond of titles, my brother was doubly so.  The title served a double purpose, the hammer is symbolic of his master architect position, and it is also a tribute to the sacrifice the original Thor had made when he activated Thor's Hammer all those eons ago. 
 
    Humans found it disconcerting for a boy who looked to be thirteen, though older than all of them, to be in charge of the construction.  To alleviate this, his nanites were temporarily accelerated when he was involved in the planning stages of  Saellifor.  So he now looks to be around twenty three though he is still junior to Samantha and Brunhilde. 
 
    I noticed the girls eyes had adjusted to our auras as they had stopped squinting.  They are the first Asgard to have Valkyrie Sight since birth, instead of it manifesting at puberty.  It could be the krothing nanites having fun again.  I still find it difficult to grapple with their humor.  My daughters, and Arina and Ina's daughter's bodies had rejected Asgard nanite injections at birth.  After diagnostics it was determined that Kate and Arina's nanites had somehow infested the children in the womb. 
 
    Besides Valkyrie Sight and being able to communicate with us through our nanite link, they do not seem to exhibit any other abilities.  Possibly the nanites are waiting until the girls reach maturity in perhaps another thousand years.  At least that is the general feeling I get from them...  I wish I could speak directly to the little machines.  They are as much my friends as any Asgard. 
 
    Odin nodded and his powerful voice boomed, “Yes.  He and your mother are prepping things now. The ceremony should start in a little over an hour.  We should be on our way.” 
 
    We all made our way out of the building and saw many wind riders already flying toward the gates of Valhalla for the short trip down the mountain.  Arina brought her fingers to her lips and whistled loudly.  Seconds later the most heavily modified, older model, wind rider in Asgard history came streaking down from between the towering spires of the citadel to land like a feather on a pad in front of us all.  Pegasus!  Arina's labor of love.  For centuries she has updated and perfected the systems of this most recognizable wind rider in all of Valhalla.  She refuses to swap her out for a newer model and just continually updates the systems to incorporate her unique tech.  None are her equal. 
 
    Never in Asgard history has a vehicle taken so many strikes over the centuries from Ragnarok and conscripted human weapons and still flew in defiance through hurricanes of laser needle mines and anti-aircraft projectiles.  Now that all wind riders have Arina's lattice armor systems, needle mines have been fading from Ragnarok attack armament on Earth. 
 
    With the magnetic cone Arina herself can project, there has never been a ship to equal Pegasus' speed, even the newer wind riders are only capable of mach four.  The AI in the ship borders on cognizance as Loki has helped Arina to upgrade her code, they believe Pegasus is now self aware like my evolved nanites.  If you know her, you would realize that Pegasus indeed has a personality and is more akin to Arina's pet than a machine. 
 
    Arina was first to the vehicle and laid a hand on its outer skin almost lovingly.  She spoke softly, “Hi girl.  Thanks for coming so fast.”  One of the gull-wing doors swished open and everyone got on board.  Myself and Odin last. 
 
    Father mimed concern when Arina took the controls to the protestations of Brunhilde, who wanted to fly but had to settle for the co-pilot's seat.  We were in the air and streaking toward the main gates at well over one hundred miles per hour.  Kate was giggling slightly.  I smiled in amusement.  Arina will never change, the thrill she gets from flying, and showing off why she is the best pilot in the citadel, will never fade. 
 
    I watched the smile that grew on her face as we approached the main gate portal, other wind riders were heaving to for the ruling caste craft to pass.  I saw the men at the line turn in unison to see our un-slowing approach and brace themselves for the high speed air-pressure blast as we threaded the needle and went rocketing out into the sky above the Cascade Mountains. 
 
    Arina giggled as Tyr was immediately on coms from the line she had just buzzed.  “Kroth, little one! That new young Einherjer, Kalon, may have just soiled his armor.” 
 
    She crinkled her nose as she replied cutely, “Sorry.” She cut the link before he could say anything else, with an innocent look to her daughter who just chuckled at her mother's shenanigans. 
 
    Kate cleared her throat and both Arina and Brunhilde looked back at her and lowered their heads sheepishly looking sufficiently reprimanded as the rest of us roared with laughter.  Kate tried to hide her smile. 
 
    It was just a short five minute ride to the mountainous area between Issaquah and Leavenworth. We were all plastered to the starboard windows as we flew over a peak and the saw beneath us a shimmering dome of energy and the beautifully gleaming white spires of the city of Saellifor!  It looked like a miniature version of Valhalla... the first Asgard settlement in the realm of Midgard.  Arina circled the city once, allowing us to see the the unique layout of the city, it was engineered to be more efficient than Valhalla, but that just added to the beauty.  The central spire and business districts were circled by bands of farmland and parks, then the residential districts and markets were ringed around the edges of the city behind the main wall that was capped by a smaller mirror of the Dome Shield of Geiravor. 
 
    We looked below as we neared the steady stream of air traffic lining up to enter the city.  The main gates were arranged differently than Valhalla's.  There were two portals.  The main one large enough for airships like Valhalla's with a line of one hundred Asgard Einherjer inside the primary shield and a line of fifty humans in mechanized battle suits in front of them, inside the secondary shield.  The smaller secondary portal was for ground traffic.  The new road that led into the settlement went through this portal.  They were vetted and allowed entry through the smaller primary and secondary shield.  In case of an attack, the portal would actually close like a camera aperture, so there was only a sparse line of  Einherjer and two humans in battle suits guarding it.  The line of ground vehicles stretched down the mountain toward Seattle. 
 
    I marveled at this city.  My baby brother's brainchild.  Where humans and Asgard will live in harmony, sharing all but technology.  It all came about because of him and my children actually. Valhalla has for eons had the rule of one child per pair or group of bond-mates.  This was to stop overcrowding in a city that took up every inch of space in our pocket universe. 
 
    Even at that, the slow climb in population had brought us almost to the point the city was no longer self sufficient.  More and more hydroponic areas were added in each spire.  The few square miles of farmland had been tiered and sunlight piped into the lower tier.  Food animal herds were slowly dwindling and we were relying more and more upon gathering food from the worlds we transition to. 
 
    That is why we Asgard have a different manner to expand a family, by bonding or by naming 'seconds'.  Those people became part of the family just as a new birth would do.  It seems strange to humans, but this is how it has been for longer than any can remember in Valhalla.  Arina, being Kate's second, is just as much my true sister as Thor is my brother by blood.  Just as all Asgard view the children of the ruling caste as their own children. 
 
    But there is an exception to the one child rule.  The ruling caste is not limited to the number of children in their family. It was not the ruling caste that requested this, it was the Asgard people who had insisted upon it.  They feel it is the ruling caste's due for taking the burden of running the citadel and looking to the well being of the citizens. 
 
    I had felt odd though when Kate and I had had our second daughter, Esa.  I felt as if I were taking advantage of my position somehow, but the Asgard love our daughters and Brunhilde as though they were their own children, they refer to them as “The Three Embers”.  Thor had shared with me when he was just a boy of five or six hundred that he felt the same as me.  That he existed only because of the good will of the Asgard citizens, to whom he felt ever grateful to. 
 
    It was then that he came up with a multi-layered proposal for Odin.  He illustrated how Valhalla sometimes suffers from the Fog of Ages and does not see the obvious sometimes.  He pointed out how we still thought of the Asgard as constrained in that pocket universe.  He pointed out what we had not even realized.  The Asgard had seeded all these worlds.  Worlds with so much space.  We had done this so we would no longer be alone in the cosmos.  Well, we weren't.  Why did we still think in terms of Valhalla only? 
 
    He suggested a new Asgard settlement on Earth, and not just that, but to forge a partnership with the humans of Earth.  Then if twenty five percent of Valhalla's population that volunteer from each trade-craft would share our culture with the humans in a new city of cooperation, sharing everything.  Then the Asgard could thrive on this planet as well. 
 
    With the only exception being the sharing of technology until human tech could match our own,   As humans developed systems comparable to ours, we would share that particular technology with them. 
 
    This would have the benefit of Valhalla's population shrinking and allowing any Asgard family to have as many children as they want.  Then if we duplicate this on the other planets as they evolve and can defend themselves against the Ragnarok, then the Asgard race could expand through the galaxy in cooperation with our friends from each planet. 
 
    Over the next century, the plan was accepted by the entire population of Valhalla and the United Earth Alliance, then construction began.  Using the most advanced designs of Odin and Loki, and the power management systems of Arina, it took only eighty years to build the outer wall, and a new magnetic harvesting core and dome shield generator that outperformed Valhalla’s for a city a fraction of the size. 
 
    Over the next century and a half the spires rose, and the farm belts, parks and mines were established.  A self sustaining city rose from the mountains.  Today, with just two weeks to spare before Valhalla transitions away to Folkvangr, the gates to the city will open to the new residents of this new metropolis that will house over two hundred thousand.  Over one hundred thousand Asgard, one hundred thousand humans, one hundred and fifty Einherjer and three Valkyrie. 
 
    Plus the newly unanimously elected leader by the city's future residents, Thor, Hammer of Asgard.  I do not dare let my baby brother hear this from me, his head would get ten times its size if he knew, but I am so very proud of him and love him so very much. 
 
    The name he chose for the new citadel, that got overwhelming acceptance, was Saellifor, or 'Happy Life' in the old tongue.  This caused a smile on my face, then my stomach was suddenly left behind while I was in mid thought as we went into a steep dive.  Kroth!  I took a moment to notice that all air traffic had heaved to for the ruling caste vehicle.  Arina was giggling as she aimed us at the main gates. 
 
    Thor's face was on the holo-display instantly. “Arina, sister!  You're not going to...” 
 
    She tutted. “Shush little one.  It is just too tempting!”  I almost snorted as she cut his transmission.  She had been stuck with the nickname 'little one' since anyone can remember, she takes great glee in bestowing it upon Thor as well since she basically raised him with mother. 
 
    We threaded the needle causing the humans in their battle suits to stumble backwards, and she snapped us over in a tight barrel roll.  The gravity plating and inertial compensators, unique only to Pegasus, were fighting to negate the stress from our bodies from the centrifugal force.  Then she swooped us upwards as she slowed, putting us onto a gentle glide-path to the central spire.  The whole time Brunhilde was chittering with glee beside Arina. 
 
    Odin boomed, “Kroth little one!”  He joined our laughter and Inatra's hissing.  My daughters looked to be having as much fun as their cousin, Brunhilde. 
 
    I counted to three silently to myself and right on cue, my mate cleared her throat, and I heard a tiny, “Sorry, Kat,”  coming from the pilot's seat.  Kate looked at me and winked with a small smile. 
 
    A shadow crossed over Arina's face as we passed over the massive crowds gathered and she was positioning us for a landing on her private landing pad near the entrance to the spire.  I looked around and asked privately through our nanite link,  “What is it little one?” 
 
    She sighed as we touched down and she stood then chose to vocalize instead of hiding our conversation.  “It's nothing, Kara.  Just the realization that this is one of the last times we will be landing at this pad for a few thousand years.  I'm going to miss Thor and mother.” 
 
    We were all silent for a moment, reflecting upon this and there was an air of melancholy in the cabin.  Odin straightened and snapped us all out of it.  “Let us be about it women of the house of Odin. Geiravor and Thor await.” 
 
    We followed father out to the cheering crowds.  Brunhilde said to Pegasus as she patted her side, “Go have some fun girl, we'll call when we need you.”  Then Pegasus rose and flew off, threading playfully through the spires of the city. 
 
    We crossed quickly into the central spire, away from the throngs of spectators.  Mother and Thor were in the lobby waiting.  The girls all ran to her for her grandmotherly touches and exchanged greetings before they turned to Thor and greeted him.  Samantha reached up and tussled his hair.  “Well met, Squirt.” 
 
    Thor fumed then his stoic mask that he tries so hard to project cracked into an embarrassed smile.  “Sam, please stop calling me that.  I'm the ruler of Saellifor now, it does not befit my station.  Besides I'm almost three times your size!” 
 
    We all chuckled and my daughter responded, “That may be true but I'm still older than you 'Uncle' Thor.  Respect your elders.”  She stuck out her tongue and he rolled his eyes, smiling in defeat as we all chuckled again. 
 
    The rest of us gave our greetings, I was last to grasp Thor's forearm and I pulled him down beside me and I whispered in his ear,  “I'm so very proud of you baby brother.”  Then he stood up straight and tall with pride as I released him.  He hated me calling him baby brother, but that is what he will always be to me.  I don't care if he has turned into a mountain of a man like Tyr and father, I helped change his diapers and I love him fiercely. 
 
    While we all stood gossiping about current events the elevator doors opened and Loki strode out. The always present specter in her eyes lifted when she saw the girls.  They all engulfed her in Earth-style hugs to the discomfort of father and myself.  I blame Kat.  One day I will get used to these public displays of affection. 
 
    Inatra gently shoulder bumped me and whispered harshly, “A Valkyrie should not squirm, sister.” Then she gave Loki one of those rare genuine smiles that we all like so much from her, that look so striking yet a little out of place on her Ragnarok face. 
 
    After our greetings, Loki put her arms out wide and twirled saying, “The wheels are turning.  Clackity clack!  History to be made.  Can you all feel it?  Can you hear it?”  Her eyes were a little wild as they got when she gets excited and her smile, infectious.  But indeed, I could feel it, and hear it, and that always scares me.  At times like this, I feel more akin to the slightly imbalanced Loki than any other Asgard.  Kat's warm hand slipped into mine as she laced our fingers, quelling my line of thought and relaxing me.  How does she always know when my self doubt rises like this? 
 
    Loki stopped twirling and grabbed Thor's hand and kissed the back of it.  “This child of the rulers shall change the course of Asgard history.”  Then her eyes sharpened and her playful mood was replaced with an air of authority that I have always found quite attractive on her.  “It is time.  We should not keep the public waiting.  It does not reflect well on the ruling caste to be late.”  She bowed slightly to father and motioned to the door. “Uncle.”  Then she turned again to Thor with a mothering, appraising look and nodded approval. 
 
    We all made our way out to the raised platform in front of the crowd to stand behind father, mother, and Thor.  I glanced at the human representatives of the new citadel standing beside us and exchanged friendly smiles.  I saw the proceedings projected on the dome shield in the sky and smiled in memory of the first time I saw that in Valhalla, right after Kate had laid claim to me and I reciprocated. 
 
    My mind drifted to the upcoming transition to Folkvangr, I hope against hope that Freya, the Song of Truth, my mother's younger sister has survived.  I had loved her like a second mother and I find myself missing her still. 
 
    From what I am told and could see in the visual records from the last transition to that planet, while I was trapped on Earth, the Ragnarok arrived in Folkvangr orbit and tried to assault Valhalla.  When that failed they had turned their eyes on conquest of the agrarian society of the young native civilization there. 
 
    Aunt Freya had befriended some local tribes and taught them advanced farming and irrigation techniques as well as helped them set up central schools for the young.  She fought with father over stopping the Ragnarok before the tribes were attacked by them.  As much as he wanted to, he informed her that we could not go on the offensive unless the Ragnarok struck first.  That we would send Valkyrie to defend the Folkvangr citizens, or Vanger as they were called, if they were attacked.  We had no Einherjergeir at the time that could advance from the line. 
 
    Freya's love for the Vangers drove her to using trickery and her engineering prowess to attack the Ragnarok massing nearby before they could advance on the tribes she had adopted.  This threw all of Asgard society into turmoil.  A citizen attacking and doing violence on another without being Valkyrie or Einherjer.  Worse still, striking first. 
 
    Father pleaded with Freya to denounce her actions but she would not.  She planned for a second strike.  Vanger tribes across the globe were being wiped from the planet or subjugated by the Ragnarok and the Valkyrie could not be everywhere at once to stop them.  Finally father told her that if she insisted on committing violence he would be forced by the laws of Valhalla to banish her from the citadel. 
 
    The last that the Asgard saw of my aunt was her walking through the main gates to fight for the people of that planet she had come to love.  Shortly thereafter, the planet fell to the Ragnarok, but no trace could be found of the tribes Freya had taken under her wing.  Valhalla knew her location because of her Asgard nanites and the equipment father had sent with her when she decided to accept banishment, but it was forbidden for us to look for her since it was her chosen punishment. 
 
    I had already informed father years ago that I would defy the citadel if it was determined Freya yet lived when we transitioned.  I knew what it was like to be cut off from the Asgard for thousands of years and having to rely upon myself as Ragnarok hunted me.  And I was Valkyrie, Freya isn't!  Most of the Asgard population agreed with me. 
 
    I shook myself out of my thoughts as I realized father had already finished and Thor was about done with his speech.  He looked back. “First Scientist of Saellifor?  Would you care to do the honors?” 
 
    Loki grinned and stepped up to him and she spoke with sophisticated charm that only she could pull off, she was a force of nature when she was determined.  She spoke clearly as she cut the ribbon across the podium, “I Loki, the Clever Mind, Daughter of Thor, the original First Scientist of Asgard, First   Scientist of Saellifor, declare citadel of Saellifor, to be open for habitation!” 
 
    The roar of the crowd was deafening and the celebrating that would last all night began.  I thought of the final preparations that had to be made for Valhalla's transition.  Like completion of the quantum entanglement communication device that Loki and Arina had devised.  It would allow us near real-time communication between the citadels through the veil as we are away from Earth. 
 
    During the huge outdoor banquet, I looked up to the stars and wondered, if Freya still lived, what was she doing right now? 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 – Valkfela 
 
    Just after twilight, I looked around in the darkness and nodded at the other women in the squad at the top of the Cliffs of Ariel.  Their chameleon shrouds engaged on the cobbled together tech on the battle armor I had devised thousands of turns ago.  I watched as each woman seemed to shimmer out of existence as the holo projectors bent light and reflected the background image of the terrain.  They flickered back into view as my own chameleon circuit engaged and my heads up display sparked to life.  I spoke, knowing that no sound could be projected through the dampening field of the chameleon shroud.  
 
    “Meesa, you and Kali are with me.  Talia you stand guard here,”  I instructed.  They nodded and checked their stun rifles.  Meesa, and Kali, two of my my great grand-daughters...  or is it great-great?... from my thirty third husband, formed up on me.  The boots of their battle armor scanning the ground below their feet and using magnetic force to rearrange the ground to leave no trace of their passing as they walked. 
 
    The extremely tiny Talia, my current Second Valkfela responded over the whisper coms as efficient as ever,  “Cha, got yer back Freya.”  I smiled to myself, she reminds me of my niece, Kara, who was lost to the ages when she defended the entire citadel alone to allow Vahalla's safe transition from Earth.  I can only hope her remains were found on the last transition there so they could be interred in the Hall of Heroes where they belong. 
 
    We wove our way through the Ragnarok city, where eons ago the Vanger village of Ariel once stood.  Silently we passed the sentries by the Ragnarok power generator, walking right through the laser trip lines, our armor bending the beams unbroken around us.  That was the tricky part, if any Ragnarok had been looking at that moment, they would have seen a slight distortion as the beams were bent. 
 
    In a well choreographed sequence born of years of practice, we each affixed our magnetic lance demolition charges.  Now, to honor my sister's aggravating mate Odin, we need to pull the sentries out of position so that they are not killed in the explosion.  I find it hard to go out of my way to not kill when it can be avoided, after what these vermin did to the occupants of this planet. 
 
    The two Valkfela made their way back to the rendezvous point with Talia.  I went the opposite direction then activated my holo-clone.  A non-cloaked coherent holographic duplicate of me appeared in the middle of the road.  I whistled.  Mine would not be detected, but my clone's would. 
 
    The sentries came charging out of position and called for backup as they engaged the clone.  I threw blows and blocks in thin air as my clone mirrored the moves, fighting the men bent on my death.  I laughed at the fact they were fighting nothing but coherent photons given the feel of mass with compressed magnetic force. 
 
    Then in a brilliant flash of released energy the power generator was destroyed in a display of lightning and electromagnetic discharge.  The city of fifteen thousand went dark.  The warriors turned from my clone momentarily.  That was my cue to leave.  The whole area would be crawling with Ragnarok soon.  I rolled my eyes at these two pathetic men and raised my stun rifle then fired twice, sending them to the ground unconscious for the next day or two.  I hope their heads hurt when they awaken.  I switched off the clone with an eye movement then circled around to where the other women waited for me. 
 
    I reached their side and we all grasped forearms in turn to celebrate another successful attack on the enemy infrastructure.  “Well met Valkfela!”  I said then motioned my head.  They all smiled back and one by one we jumped off the ridge toward the valley so far below.  I watched as coherent photons fluttered out giving them the look of wings like the Vanger thresh raptors as they glided away. 
 
    I grinned and dove off the cliff to join them.  I never get tired of the exhilaration of flight.  We dare not fly above treetop level this close to most Ragnarok settlements.  The krothing laser needle mines can overload our energy absorption circuitry if too many hit in rapid succession, we don't have that problem with the slower recycle of Ragnarok energy weapon sidearms.  But here, on cliffs with the jungle below, they would not have mined the area.  Our scans would have reveled them anyway. 
 
    Once we swooped down into the valley that was laced heavily with vetricite deposits, their orbiting ships would not be able to detect us through the interference.  So I decloaked as I swooped to the middle of the group and they followed suit.  The wind was now in our faces and we all shared victorious smiles as we made the journey to our hidden base, Heildfine, eight hundred grids to the south. 
 
    We landed after an exhilarating two grid glide and as our feet touched down, our wings seemed to fold into our shoulders and we each grabbed the units on our backs and activated them, four spider-like legs with grav-discs on the ends sprouted out.  A control stick unfolded as they hovered a hand-width from the ground.  We stood on the platforms, our boots locked in, then we rose to just above treetop level but no higher, in case a random needle mine was around, and rocketed over the jungle using this crude adaptation of wind rider tech I had devised. 
 
    It would take almost one hundred and twenty kalts to get back home.  I just lowered my improvised “daylight” goggles and watched the beauty of the world around us.  It was so different than what we had in the void of our pocket universe of Asgard.  Here, there were stars in the sky representing trillions of possible worlds, and below the endless terrain and open spaces only dreamed of in a crowded city... that was all we knew of existence. 
 
    I had my armor go rigid as I closed my eyes for a quick nap on the way home to my people.  Hmmm... my people.  I am a woman of two worlds.  I love the Vanger as if I were born of them, just as I love Asgard.  I found myself missing the council of my sister Geiravor as I nodded off, lulled by the gentle bobbing of my wind spider. 
 
    An alarm gently beeping on my com woke me and we all lowered into some high grass in a sprawling field.  My chameleon shroud was already active and I looked around to the other women.  Their eyes were trained skyward.  I checked the readouts, we were fifty grids from home, this was the Meadowland Plains we were hiding in.  It brought back a stinging memory, this was the area we had first made contact with the people of Folkvangr.  These used to be the sprawling farms of the Vanger all those eons ago. 
 
    I caught the movement as a Ragnarok patrol flew overhead.  They had been concentrating more and more manpower in the area trying to catch us Valkfela, or Hidden Protectors, in the past fifty turns or more.  I worry that they know the general location of our base.  But they believe we are but a small band of renegade Asgard women that have made their occupation of this planet a living hell for eons.  If they knew the true nature of Heildfine, their entire army would be out in force trying to locate our base. 
 
    I cringed, outside of Heildfine, where once existed a civilization across the planet of almost a million Vangers, now exists less than twenty thousand.  The rest were wiped from the planet.  All that remain are for slave labor and the women used as breeding stock on the three remaining Ragnarok ships in orbit.  The rest of the fleet, as well as the follow-on fleets, have all been redeployed to Earth for some reason, thousands of turns ago.  My eye twitched in the painful memory.  That is the planet where we lost Kara to the ages.  Her stand was glorious. 
 
    Folkvangr was now the home to over one hundred thousand Ragnarok occupiers.  They breed like rodents to create more forces to occupy other planets.  But I and my Valkfela have destroyed every interstellar generational ship hull they have ever tried to lay here, and we keep their infrastructure in constant disarray. 
 
    Talia touched my arm lightly to draw my attention.  She motioned down to the field maybe a grid away.  I saw the movement and with an eye motion my heads up display zoomed in on the area. Hmmm... land riders.  Men were setting up some sort of remote sensing platform.  I blinked, bringing up an overlay that highlighted power signatures that were sprinkled about it.  Needle mines.  Twelve soldiers. 
 
    We all retracted our wind spiders and locked them in place on our backs.  I nodded to the women.  “Beta seven.”  We all spread out and made our way quickly and silently toward the men.  I checked the thermal recovery levels on my suit since our chameleon systems can only store waste heat from us and our systems for about thirty kalts before it needs to vent. That would give away our position if they are using thermal scanners.  It will take about twenty kalts to reach them. 
 
    I maneuvered to within twenty yards of the men.  I checked my display and the other women had reached their position.  “Ready?” 
 
    I got an instant “Cha.” from Talia.  I grinned at her enthusiasm.  Then Meesa, and Kali each said more formally, “Affirmative.” 
 
    We all raise our stun rifles and I said, “Fire.” 
 
    Even if they knew we were there, stun energy travels at light speed and disrupts their nervous system, they would never have been able to dodge.  The first four went down as we all started running around in a wide circle around the others that were pulling their sidearms and sending energy weapon blasts in the directions our first had come from.  Twenty paces at a run and we all fired as one again. Four more went down. 
 
    I heard one of the remaining four on his coms calling for backup as twenty paces later we all fired in unison and the last of them went to the ground.  We looked to the night sky, the patrol would be back any second after their call. 
 
    My women are fast.  They were already grabbing needle mines and pointing them at the land riders and the remote sensing station, and shorting the contacts, sending deadly lasers lancing out.  Using the Ragnarok's own weapons to destroy their equipment. 
 
    Then we were running off into the tall grass away from Heildfine, pulling our packs off our backs and jumping onto our wind spiders to clear the area before the air patrol returned.  Talia cut loose with her war cry over coms and we all joined in with our own.  Then she comically said, “Cha, a two for one day!” 
 
    I chuckled to myself as we made a wide arc before heading back to base.  Soon the Craggy Rock mountain range loomed before us.  We dove into a canyon and toward a huge ridge, we rapidly approached the rock face at full speed.  The scanners identified us and the coherent holographic projection went intangible for the moment it took for us to pass inside.  The huge cylindrical cavern, reinforced with plasti-crete, that is the entrance to our base felt like a welcoming embrace.  I saw the men below holding the line at the cavern floor, that have never been needed.  But hold the line they have for eons, just in case they are ever needed, in the heavy battle armor I built for them.  Those men, my Illrovin!  Or Enemy of Evil in old Asgardian.  My heart swells with pride every time I see them. 
 
    I found myself wishing they and my Valkfela had Einherjer and Valkyrie nanites to protect them instead of my tech and armor, but those nanites are beyond my engineering capabilities.  Only Thor and Odin have ever possessed the ability to modify them to that extent.  Odin's beard, I would have even settled for simple Asgard citizen nanites... then I would not have to watch the people I love, age and die around me in an endless cycle. 
 
    I created the two types of armor shortly after my banishment from Valhalla.  First I tried modifying my nanites to give me Valkyrie abilities.  But all I was able to do with my limited knowledge was to increase my healing factor close to their level.  Their nano-lattice was beyond my ability.  So using the magnetic collectors, magnetic energy transfer generator, and portable manufacture and extruder units that Odin gifted me, I was able to duplicate much of their capabilities in the armor itself.  My people cannot heal, so the multi-layered armor heals itself.  They have no nano-lattice, so the armor was designed to absorb most energy blasts and use the energy to boost other systems.  They do not posses the strength of the Valkyrie, Einherjer, nor even Asgard, so the magnetic constriction systems in the armor boosts their strength.  My strength must rival that of my sister now, with the armor boosting it.  I am a self-made Valkyrie. 
 
    We were saluted by the line as we flew through to see Heildfine!  The last of the Free Vanger!  The sprawling city in the hollowed out mountain.  It took two centuries of running and hiding along vetricite deposits for my three villages to hollow out the mountain using the energy tools I created for the job.  The huge plasti-steel arches forming a self supporting geodesic dome that spans almost a grid and a half.  The mountain itself giving us the necessary raw materials. 
 
    I used the portable manufacture unit to create hundreds of smaller magnetic collectors and energy generators that power the dampening fields for the dome and the city.  If they could, the Ragnarok can scan the mountain all they want, they would only see granite.  Maybe I'm paranoid since this entire mountain range is heavy with vetricite veins and they cannot scan anyway, but caution has been what has kept us alive all these eons. 
 
    Where the Ragnarok believe there are only a handful of rebels conducting guerrilla strikes, Heildfine is home to fifty thousand Free Vanger who have lived here in secret for eons now.  Most have never even seen the outside world except in visual records.  They are my people, they are under my protection.  I will come down upon any Ragnarok who threaten my people like the Hammer of Thor!  I am Valkfela! 
 
    We flew a circuit around the city.  Over the manufacturing districts then over the parks and tiered farms that help keep the people fed.  The Vangers have a knack that is almost part of their genetic code for growing things and plant care.  When we need to supplement, hunter gather parties are sent out with chameleon shrouds, but never nearby and never in the same area twice. 
 
    The lights of the city below glimmered like diamonds in the dark.  The artificial moonlight casting shadows. 
 
    We flew over the rushing Falls of Thunder that feed the underground river that I jokingly called the River Styx to my first husband here when the construction of the city began, and the name stuck, almost a hundred turns before even the geodesic dome was completed.  This river provides the water essential for our survival and our farming needs. 
 
    We landed at the ruling caste spire at the base of the falls.  Deleen Spire, named for my thirteenth wife, it is as spectacular as she was.  Kroth, do I miss her, and the other Vangers idolized her for her beauty and her gentle spirit.  Of all my spouses over the eons here, she most inspired me to attempt to be a better person. 
 
    I looked at the spire with mixed feelings, the Asgard in me finds it disconcerting that the ruling caste spire is not in the center of the city.  But the Vanger attitudes I have developed over the ages, agree that it should be in the most beautiful point in the city, the focal point.  Then the “mother” in me is just ecstatic to be home.  All of the residents of the tower are my descendants, through my countless mates I have taken over the eons, and the children that we had, and their children.  Over six hundred reside here at Deleen Spire... the house of Freya. 
 
    All Valkfela and Illrovin are volunteers from my line, as my family has sworn life oaths to protect the innocents of Heildfine.  I understand my sister so much more now.  I had never understood her choice to commit violence so the rest of Valhalla would not know it.  But now, I see her as so much more than my sister, I understand her sacrifice and she is what I aspire to be for my people here. 
 
    I glanced at the huge holo-projection over the cavern entrance in the distance... it showed less than fourteen days until the return of Valhalla.  The excitement has been building in the city the past twenty turns or so as they realize that it is their generation that will see my people's return.  I know Valhalla will take any refugees.  It will put a strain on their resources but it can be done until transition and they can take my people to safety, away from the Ragnarok hoard.  Because of my banishment, I will stay behind as my entire house has pledged to fight for the freedom of the remaining enslaved Vangers on the planet.  My pride for my family knows no bounds. 
 
    A small thresh raptor fluttered down and landed on my shoulder as I approached the main doors to the spire with my other Valkfela behind me.  If I hadn't built it myself I would believe it was real.  I look into it's mechanical eyes and then it chirped a code.  Oh good, this scout is from the Scarred Land Province, I've been waiting for this report for about ten days. 
 
    The doors hissed open and I was almost tackled by the triplets screaming, “Mommy!”  My two girls, Deleen and Kara, and my over-exuberant boy, Rhean.  I have lost most of my Asgard inhibitions over public displays of affection as the Vangers are a very physical and touch-oriented race.  I scooped the giggling girls up, one under each arm like bags of grain and before he could react, Rhean was grabbed literally by the seat of his pants and hauled along by a grinning Talia. “Cha. Come on stinker,”  she chuckled as he giggled and made wind spider sounds like he was flying. 
 
    I can't believe they are already seven, It seems like I and my current husband and wife, Rax and Latalia, had just had them.  The familiar pang of pain and regret hit me as I know I will live to see all of their deaths as they pass to the ages less than a hundred turns from now.   It hurts, but I cannot shut off my heart.  As long as I can love, I will have family. 
 
    The other women peeled off to an elevator to go to their quarters and change out of their armor.  Talia joined me in another elevator.  As my Second, she has the quarters next to mine.  If I remember my family tree, she would be my great great grand daughter like Meesa and Kali, or maybe it's just a great grand daughter from my thirty fourth husband and wife, or something like that.  Talia is also the first Asgard Vanger to possess the Valkyrie Sight. 
 
    As we went up, I couldn't help but chide myself, remembering how much smoother the elevators in the Valhalla spires are.  I shrugged at myself.  I think I did good with what I had, developing a pseudo modern society out of nothing.  Sure my stuff looks clunky and cobbled together with bits and pieces, but it all works.  And my people are at a sophistication level now where they are starting to refine some of my old designs anyway. 
 
    The girls were giggling and speaking over each other, “Trinkets mommy?” We exited the elevator and crossed the hall to my quarters. 
 
    The doors hissed open and Latalia looked up from the service port with that huge smile for me that always warms me in the most pleasant of places.  She came rushing over and playfully swatted the girls butts and unburdened me of them and set them on the ground.  She leaned in and kissed me gently on the lips.  “Welcome home, love.  Rax is in the marketplace and will be home in a kalt or two.” 
 
    I nodded and heard Talia behind me say, “So aunt Latalia, where you want this squirming package?” 
 
    My mate giggled. “Just any old place will do.” 
 
    Talia swooped him up and set him down in front of me.  “Cha, you be good stinker.”  Then she excused herself and headed out to remove her armor. 
 
    My thresh raptor flew to my desk and landed on the chair as I turned to look down at my children. I dug through my belt pack and pulled out three carbon buttons I had found along the ground in the Ragnarok town.  “Trinkets you ask, little ones?” 
 
    They squealed. “Cha!” All three took the buttons and almost magically disappeared to their room to add them to their treasure in their trinket boxes.  I laughed, my spouses and Talia's influence has them using that archaic Vanger expression.  I'm still not clear what its exact meaning is.  The best they can describe to me is 'yes' but it has a whole slew of other meanings too. 
 
    Latalia grinned up at me.  “You spoil them darling.  I take it the mission went well?” 
 
    I nodded then gave her a wink and she just laughed and started shooing me into our room saying,  “Go... off with your armor now, cha?  I'll call dinner up in fifteen kalts to give you a chance to shower.” 
 
    I wiggled my eyebrows at her. “Join me?” 
 
    She shook her head with a huge smile. “I'm wise to your seductive ways woman.  We'd end up missing dinner if I joined you.” 
 
    I chuckled, she was right.  “Ok love.  I'll be right out.” 
 
    After cleaning up and donning ruling caste garments, I made my way back out to the great room where Latalia had dinner set out around the low table in our sunken seating area.  Rax stood and crossed to me then hugged me and kissed me gently.  “Glad you made it back for dinner love.  I worry when you women are out on a mission.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Who else would protect the men and innocents of Heildfine?  It is the duty of us women of the house of Freya.” 
 
    He warbled his hand like it was a mouth talking. “Blah de blah... Valkfela blah de blah... cha?” 
 
    I laughed and slapped his hand gently down, I wanted to kiss the silly smile off his expressive face.  “I am afforded no respect in my own home!”  I complained.  Both my mates laughed at this and the children giggled.  Kroth, now they've got me laughing too. 
 
    We sat for dinner and after we finished eating we then we tucked the children into bed.  They convinced me to tell a bedtime story of valor, Kara's Stand, which is their favorite since my Kara is named for my fallen niece.  They are always brought to tears at the final line.  “Then the citadel of Valhalla transitioned to safety as the Valkyrie, Kara, stood alone in a sea of Ragnarok, victorious in defeat.” 
 
    I kissed each of their foreheads and joined my bondmates in the great room.  I drank an earthy mead as I sat at my desk and had my little thresh transfer it's intelligence data to my holo-pad.  What I saw made me sit up quickly in my chair, wide eyed in fear. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 – The Walls are Closing In 
 
    Early the next morning I was in the briefing room in the barracks near the front gate with the hundred Illrovin not currently holding the line at the gates and my five other Valkfela:  Talia, Meesa, Kali, Brun, and Saelli. 
 
    I sat back at the mission table holo-grid and looked at the Illrovin at their rows of white tables placed in a semi circle around the grid with one single black table of Valkfela in the front.  This is an unprecedented meeting, never has this room been used.  It was constructed only because it was how I remember the barracks was arranged in Valhalla when I visited with Geiravor.  Most mission planning was just done in the mess hall or my quarters with the Valkfela because we have not had need of a defensive plan since Heildfine was completed. 
 
    We had always been hidden, striking at will at the infrastructure of the Ragnarok.  Keeping their efforts solely on defense and repair for eons, until now.  I looked at the transition countdown on the wall knowing why the Ragnarok are suddenly taking drastic actions now.  They only want to have to deal with one threat when and if Valhalla arrives. 
 
    Over the eons we have overheard more than one group of Ragnarok soldiers bragging about how they believe Valhalla has fallen since most of the generational ships have been sent in support to Earth. Even though it would take thousands of turns for them to arrive there. 
 
    But they do not know my sister and the other Valkyrie.  While there is breath in their bodies, Valhalla will not fall.  Kara was but one Valkyrie and she held off thousands at the gate!  What do they think thirty strong can do?  Well, twenty nine... 
 
    I shuddered at the thought of the enemy at our gates, if I am reading all the whispers in the wind correctly, my Valkfela may have to do the same.  Kroth, I hope I am wrong. 
 
    I flicked my reports to the holo-consoles built into the tables and the women and men sworn to defend our city started going through the information as I spoke, “I have received more disturbing news, this time from the Scarred Land Province.  As with all the other provinces that have reported in, it seems large numbers of Ragnarok have been transferred to the orbiting ships and huge numbers are on the move in the direction of the Craggy Rock range.” 
 
    I paused as their mumblings went silent. “I do not believe they know the location of, or even the existence of, Heildfine.  But they have been tracking us somehow in general terms these past few dozen turns.  All the false trails we have lead to the southern continent have worked for as long as we can remember, but they have somehow determined we are not on that frozen plain.  They have been mounting more and more sensor platforms closer and closer to the range.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and pulled up the holo-grid that showed the Northern continent and every Ragarok settlement.  Movement numbers appeared by each.  I stabbed my finger at a new encampment that is seemingly doubling in size every few days just fifty grids away.  “This appears to be the staging area for a massive scouting mission they are preparing to launch.  We may for the first time, have to battle for our existence at our gates until Valhalla returns.” 
 
    Saelli spoke up at that, “IF... Valhalla returns.  We have all heard the rumors.  That Valhalla is no more.”  She looked around for confirmation from the others. “Cha?”  she prompted and some were nodding. 
 
    I shook my head.  “Hold Saelli, I can tell you with certainty.  My sister will not let Valhalla fall.  And WHEN they return, they will aid us.  It is the way of the Asgard.” 
 
    Brun spoke up, “But they did not help before.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No.  They did as much as they could with the Valkyrie they had, but the northern continent is huge and they were but twenty nine and couldn't be everywhere at once with the Vanger population spread across it.  And they would not attack the Ragnarok bases because Asgard do not strike first.” 
 
    Talia chimed in but not in support of the others, she got a crooked grin on her face and said, “But, you do Freya.” 
 
    I almost snorted as I smiled mischievously and replied,  “Verily, I do indeed.  Which is why I cannot return, but all the innocents of our city can seek refuge in Valhalla.  I will do what is needed until they are safe.” 
 
    Talia stood and looked at all the others in defiance, her fiery red hair framing her half Asgard features. “Then we shall stand.  We will hold the line until Valhalla's return!  Cha?!” 
 
    The others roared back, “Raugh!” 
 
    I looked around with pride swelling in my heart.  “Then we need to do everything we can to buy time.  This is what I have planned...” 
 
    I went through my multi-mission strike plans to keep the Ragnarok base camp in disarray.  First we would hit their supply lines, forcing them to utilize the photon tractors of the orbiting ships to transfer replacement supplies.  Next, we hit the troop transfer air ships and ground caravans coming from the Scarred Land Province.  Then the transport vehicles already at the encampment, forcing them to use only the photon tractors from the ships again to get the troops any distance from the staging base. 
 
    Every time we hit, we would allow ourselves to be seen retreating north.  Drawing their attention from the Craggy Rock Range.  Then I said something I had avoided for eons.  Since the day Heildfine was completed, I had not taken a life.  But now, in the final days before transition, our very existence could be at stake again. 
 
    I spoke clearly to my Valkfela, “This is nothing like our standard missions, where we avoid loss of life.  We cannot allow Heildfine to be found.  They will wipe out every man, woman, and child.  Where possible, we will avoid taking of a life, but I fear we will have to take many in this campaign.” 
 
    Then I looked at the brave Illrovin.  “If the Ragnarok do find the city, it is up to you to hold the line at the gates. It is what you have trained for.  The lives of all our innocents will be in your hands.” 
 
    “Raugh!” echoed in the room. 
 
    Then I closed my eyes, it had to be said.  “If any among the Valkfela or Illrovin want to step down from this mission, do it now.  No one will think less of you.  I will have none go against their own morals on my orders.” 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked around, the entire room stood and they stepped toward me as one. “Raugh!” 
 
    I grinned in pride as a tear rolled down my cheek.  “Well then.  Shall we begin?” 
 
    The next three days were filled with all sorts of planning, contingency plans, fallback positions, and even evacuation planning with the citizens using the hidden tunnels by the River Styx.  Brun and Saelli were upset that they would be left behind in the first mission. They understood that if we failed, we needed Valkfela here to lead the Illrovin and bring the fight to the Ragnarok to keep pressure off the men holding the line at the gates.  My little thresh raptors were strewn along the entire length of the continent to act as troop movement and information relays for us. 
 
    On the fourth day, I stood out on the veranda of my bedroom and watched the artificial rising of the sun.  I heard birds waking in the parks below and the sound of rushing water from the falls.  This was it.  We were not doing hit and run sabotage on the Ragnarok.  This was the day the Vanger finally brought the battle to the enemy for the very first time.  I nodded to myself and stretched as large arms wrapped around my waist. 
 
    I leaned back into Rax as he kissed the nape of my neck and said, “It will be ok.  You will see.  I have faith in you and the Valkfela.” 
 
    I turned and rested my forehead against his.  He was sturdy for a Vanger, from working the farms and hydroponic gardens.  I and Latalia fell for the First Agriculturist when we met him eight turns ago and welcomed him as our bondmate. 
 
    But for all his strength, I also thought of how fragile he was, most Asgard children posses more physical strength.  I shuddered at the thought of what an enraged Ragnarok could do to him.  Then I straightened and smiled at him.  That is why I exist; to protect him and the other innocents of my people.  I whispered,  “I know love.  I should get ready.” 
 
    As he released me, a soft and gentle hand reached between us then Latalia pulled me toward the shower.  I grinned at my wife as she joined me and silently washed my body with nothing but smiles for me.  She had a way of calming me and making me feel... desirable.  I kissed her passionately then we got out of the shower and she patted my skin dry with a towel.  I whispered, “Kroth do I love you Lata.” 
 
    She smiled innocently. “You better.  Who else would put up with you?  Cha?” 
 
    I chuckled as I heard Rax comment from the bedroom,  “It's true, you are a handful.” 
 
    They helped me into my chameleon shroud armor and we made our way out to the great room where Talia had already arrived and had the children and breakfast waiting for us all.  I gave hugs and tickles then we all sat for the meal.  We spoke of everything but the upcoming assault. 
 
    I gave one last round of hugs and kisses and Talia and I exited and made our way down and outside. As we pulled our wind spiders off our backs, a thresh raptor landed on my shoulder.  I looked at it then it fed data to my heads up display.  I looked quickly at Talia. “Change of plans!  Three large troop transports are heading to the base camp with another ground caravan from Scarred Land.  We hit them first then go after the supply lines.” 
 
    She nodded as my thresh flew off.  She was already on coms.  “Meesa, Kali meet us at the gates now.  We're heading out.  Scrap Alpha, we are hitting Gamma first, then Alpha.” 
 
    We were airborne and went high to avoid the low level morning traffic as we flew toward the main gate.   Meesa joined us from behind and I saw Kali hovering at the gate.  We rocketed past and she formed up on us.  The Illrovin saluted as we passed overhead then out through the holographic cliff face. 
 
    We kicked north for twenty kalts then turned around to head south as we poured on the speed and dumped our thermal loads above treetop level so we would be detected.  Within five grids of the base camp we veered east as they were scrambling airships to attempt an intercept.  I smirked, they day they can catch a wind spider has never come.  We increased our speed as four airships pursued us, we were steadily pulling away. 
 
    Our scanners picked up three more ships coming up from the Hakta settlement on an intercept vector.  Nice!  Lets see how many others we can draw out of position.  We altered our course to the north a bit.  To them it would look like we are just trying to escape, when in reality we were using them to adjust our course toward the incoming troop transports without raising suspicion enough that they would radio ahead and warn them. 
 
    We allowed them to chase us for about thirty kalts, keeping just out of weapons range then as we started passing over the jungle we swooped below the canopy and activated our chameleon circuits.  After re-emerging into the sky we kicked our acceleration to maximum.  Leaving our pursuers behind, combing the jungle in confusion. 
 
    I almost snorted when Talia said over our coms, “Cha!”  This was something that was second nature to us.  Hiding, deception, creating false trails, using the enemy against themselves.  It is the way of the Valkfela.  We are not called the Hidden Protectors for nothing. 
 
    After thirty kalts, we dove below the canopy and vented our thermal loads then continued on our course.  I checked my heads up display to verify the location of the transports.  They were making good time.  Our reciprocal vectors were closing the distance quickly, just another forty kalts. 
 
    After another thermal venting we started spreading out.  The women raised the sidearms I never thought I would ever issue.  A close approximation of Valkyrie energy weapons.  The girls broke off in two directions to take on the two transports on formation at either side of the lead transport. I closed on that one.  Talia veered off to the one on the right as Meesa and Kali headed left. 
 
    Half a grid away I dropped my chameleon circuit as I flew head on at the lead transport on a collision course.  I don't know why I did it, but I was thinking of what Geiravor had said once.   I didn't understand it then, but I do now.  I wanted them to see who was about to kill them.  With our closing speed I had less than a second to see the shock on the pilot's face as I leapt off my wind spider, transmitting my war cry on Ragnarok frequencies.  My wind spider veered off, barely missing the oncoming vessel. 
 
    My body struck the upper hull of the ship and I tumbled along it then struck out with all my might.  My fist pierced the hull and tore a long gash along the top before my kinetic energy equalized, leaving me laying on the top of the vessel.  I grabbed a magnetic lance demolition charge from my belt and jammed my fist through the ragged tear I had made in the vessel then I released both hands. 
 
    I was wrenched back with the force of the wind until I could straighten my body and put myself into a dive.  My coherent photon wings unfurled and I glided on a sharp vector away from the transport as it blew to pieces in a ball of energy and lightning. 
 
    I pulled up to bleed off speed as my wind spider positioned itself and caught me as I folded my wings away.  Without pause I kicked into max acceleration toward the flashes of light in the sky where Meesa and Kali were firing on the second vessel.   I'm not sure how it was still flying, the damage from dozens of energy weapon strikes was evident all over its hull.  The twin turrets were turning every which way, spitting out high powered lasers in defense. 
 
    Just as I reached them, Kali took a hit from one of the turrets and was blown from her wind spider, my blood ran cold seeing her body plummet out of the sky.  Kroth!  No!  I calmed myself instantly. “Meesa get her!  I'll handle this lot!”  I saw Meesa diving off her wind spider and tucking her arms behind her into a dive.  I tried coms. “Kali?  Kali do you read?” 
 
    Nothing.  I growled and fired my sidearm, taking out the turret that may have killed one of my Valkfela.  Then I targeted an intake port and fired again.  There was a secondary explosion and the transport started heaving to port.  My weapon cycled and I fired again at the same spot, now just an unarmored gaping hole and the craft shuddered, there were secondary explosions and the vessel seemed to split in half in mid-air and plummeted toward the ground in a fireball, raining a trail of debris and bodies onto the ground below. 
 
    I hit coms frantically. “Meesa?” 
 
    A long second later she replied, “Got her!  She's unconscious and her armor is a mess but I think she is OK.” 
 
    I exhaled then said, “Stay on the ground, we will join you in a minute.” 
 
    Then I was rocketing toward the third transport.  I came up on the starboard side.  The turrets were destroyed but where was Talia?  Then I heard on all broadcast frequencies, Talia's war cry followed by, “Know who will be your death Ragnarok!  I am Talia, Spear of Freya!  I am Valkfela!” 
 
    I saw debris spiraling off the craft and circled to the port side to see Talia holding onto a tear in the side of the vehicle, her other hand was repeatedly punching and tearing at the engine.  A screeching metal on metal sound was heard then the transport seemed to slump forward and plummeted toward the ground as Talia dove off of it and activated her photon wings. 
 
    If it wasn't such a frightening display I would have laughed, but I saw the fury of Kara the Wild One in her attack. 
 
    Her wind spider picked her up and we were instantly heading to rendezvous with Meesa and Kali.  I cringed as I realized that in less than five kalts, over four thousand Ragnarok soldiers were lost to the ages at our hands.  I wanted to vomit at the thought, but my concern for Kali was paramount in my mind. 
 
    We landed beside them and Kali was conscious now.  Her armor was repairing itself over her badly burned skin.  She smiled weakly at me as she winced and forced herself to her feet. “I'm sorry Freya.” 
 
    I grabbed her carefully in a hug.  “You have nothing to be sorry about.  Once your armor finishes repairs, get home and to a healer.”  I looked at Meesa.  “You get her there safely.  We will follow in fifteen kalts, after we handle the ground troop caravan.” 
 
    Meesa looked hurt that we were going on without her but her concern for Kali overrode any objection. She just nodded. 
 
    I gave her a proud nod back, then looked at Talia and we activated our chameleon circuits and were streaking through the sky moments later. 
 
    After five kalts, we could see the caravan making its way along the overgrown dirt roadway through the jungle.  The canopy was too thick and obscured them but there must have been at least twenty troop transports.  We wouldn't be able to do the aerial assault that we wanted. 
 
    I pointed at the rickety looking bridge a quarter grid away then motioned to the air above it.  She grinned a predatory grin and veered off to the position I indicated.  I landed my wind spider in the trees on the other side of the bridge.  I vented my thermal load then activated my chameleon shroud and walked out onto the roadway just off the bridge to wait.  A kalt later the first transport started across the bridge.  They wouldn't risk more than two at a time I knew, but I could get more onto it on foot if we did this right. 
 
    I saw Talia hovering over the bridge and raised her on coms.  “On my signal and not before.” 
 
    I got the expected “Cha.” from her in return. 
 
    Then I waited as a second transport got on the bridge.  This was going to hurt, I needed to get as many on the bridge as possible first.  I shook my head and smiled.  Resorting to trickery again.  When the first transport was almost to the road I deactivated my chameleon shroud and simultaneously activated my holo-clone so they would believe there were two of us. 
 
    The transport stopped and Ragnarok poured out of it and the one behind it.  I observed that this was a good natural choke point on the bridge, I wouldn't have to deal with more than five or ten at a time.  I raised my energy weapon in one hand and my stun rifle in the other.  The men were rushing forward and I saw hundreds more from the other vehicles running onto the bridge. 
 
    I stood as they charged me and I called out,  “I give you one chance to turn around and return to your own province or I will open fire and kill you all.” 
 
    The man at the front held his arms wide, the rest slowed as he laughed.  “You are Valkyrie, you will not attack first until we do.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I would agree with that if it were not for two facts.” 
 
    Men were jockeying for a clear shot around their commander with their energy weapons.  He scoffed, “And what facts are those.” 
 
    I smiled at him as I noticed the bridge was almost filled with men on foot streaming toward me. I've stalled about as long as I could. “One, that you were sent from the Scarred Land to kill me and my sisters before the return of Valhalla.  And two...”  I paused.  “I'm not Valkyrie.”  I squeezed the trigger and my stun blast hit him in the chest as I ran forward to the edge of the bridge. 
 
    Energy weapon blasts were striking me and my clone as the men charged at me and my armor fought hard to absorb them all.  It was venting excess heat and energy behind me. I fired both weapons indiscriminately now.  The bodies of the men falling slowing down the men behind.  The Ragnarok were flowing off the bridge now and engaging me in hand to hand combat.  I saw the bridge was about as full as it could be and said one word on coms, “Now.” 
 
    Then I let loose my battle cry as Talia took out the bridge supports, sending close to a thousand men plummeting to their doom as the structure collapsed.  The twenty or so Ragnarok that made it across were circling me and my clone.  I had seen this spiraling method in many visual records of the Valkyrie battles.  I knew they'd figure out my clone in moments when the fighting started, Ragnarok are anything but stupid, but for now it was a good distraction. 
 
    The first strike hit me like a hammer.  I felt my armor shudder.  By the Tree of Ages!  I had forgotten the raw power that Ragnarok command as I started forward, striking, spinning, kicking.  They had drawn their carbon blades, they had assumed their energy weapons were useless.  If they only knew how close they were to overwhelming my systems.  Now they were hacking at me from all sides as I grabbed a man and yanked him into his allies and struck another in the chest.  I could feel bone crunching and the light left his eyes.  I spun and kicked the legs out from under another two as I grabbed the carbon blade from the man I had just killed. 
 
    My armor was heating as it was trying to keep up with repairs, venting heat from the dorsal vents.  I was spinning and swinging the blade.  Backing the men away from my reach and allowing me a moment to select my next target.  My clone had failed already, power was needed more for armor repairs than subterfuge.  I dove forward at one woman, using it as a diversion as I buried the blade into the chest of the man beside me. 
 
    I almost shook my head at myself.  Even now, resorting to my tricks, but I was no fighter like a true Valkyrie.  I spun and whirled, blocking blades, but some were getting through and even getting past my armor.  I could feel some of them ripping at my flesh below, it was agonizing.  How did the Valkyrie do this time after time? 
 
    I heard a familiar war cry and a body from above landed on some of the men.  Talia came up swinging with a carbon blade she had retrieved from the ground and we stood back to back to take on the remaining men. 
 
    Her skill was admirable.  I was relying on misdirection and sheer force.  She had the grace of a dancer.  When we had each others back like this, virtually no blows were getting through, we only had to worry about the threats in front of us.  That explained the fighting technique of the Valkyrie I had witnessed thousands of times. 
 
    In no time, the last of the men fell.  I stared at them, then at the men on the far side of the collapsed bridge watching us.  I watched an arm wound heal then the damaged armor around it seal itself and repair the jagged tear.  This was but twenty.  How could the Valkyrie stand against thousands? 
 
    I looked at Talia.  She had a cut on her forehead but looked otherwise uninjured and her armor had repaired her minor damage.  I looked across the divide.  Talia grinned and handed me a magnetic lance demo charge and tilted her head toward the Ragnarok. 
 
    I set the timer and threw it with all my Asgard and battle armor augmented strength and sent it across to the men crowded at the other side of the bridge.  The fury of energy and lightning condemning at least a hundred more to be lost to the ages. 
 
    We jumped on our wind spiders and flew across the gorge, firing our energy weapons at the men and vehicles and dropping more demolition charges.  When the dust settled, only about three hundred more were on the road under the jungle canopy that we couldn't reach.  We dove off of our spiders and into the masses, the fear, the rage, the adrenaline driving me.  But most of all, my determination and promise to keep my people safe.  The knowledge that we were the only thing that stood between the Ragnarok hoard and our innocents.  We would not let them through, we would hold the line! 
 
    *** 
 
    I almost fell off my wind spider and Talia actually did as we landed at medical triage by our main gate after returning from the battle.  Her armor was almost fully repaired now but she had lost a lot of blood from her wounds.  I was just exhausted, my armor was virtually useless, only the chameleon circuit was functional as I had diverted all repair power to it.  My wounds had all healed though I could still feel the ache around the areas I took the heaviest physical damage.  I knew it would take days until the ache was gone. 
 
    Latalia and Rax were there looking worried.  Rax scooped up Talia and was running into the medical building with her in his arms as my wife supported me as I stumbled in after them. 
 
    I remember someone telling me that Kali would be fully recovered from her burns in a couple days, but would have some interesting heavy scarring on her face and torso, and that Talia would be just fine.  I started drifted off to sleep on the exam bed I was laying on as the healers replenished my biologicals for my nanites with IVs. 
 
    “That's good... that's good...”  I smiled to myself as I closed my eyes and surrendered to my exhaustion. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 – Preparation 
 
    Father said, as his voice boomed through the area, “Kara, I'm going to check out the compression conduits.  Go ahead and start scanning the veil for Ragnarok vessels.  This close to transition, we should be able to see about two to three hundred light years on either side of Earth and Folkvangr now.” 
 
    I looked down the access tube at father and his team of scientists and engineers as they were testing all the systems and capacitors for Transition in thirty six hours.  He could leave it in their hands but he never gave up his First Scientist position when he became ruler of Asgard.  I smiled at the thought, he says he wants to keep his mind sharp so he doesn't fall to the Fog of Ages. 
 
    I started the scans.  It was amazing.  I could see through to our dimension through the veil now and saw the mountaintop Valhalla had displaced to our pocket universe when it had arrived on Earth.  And then beyond into the veil where Folkvangr was rapidly approaching.  Five ships were sixty three light years from Earth so maybe seventy five years before arrival, but oddly their plotted origin was not Ragnarok, it was Folkvangr.  There was a single ship plotted from Ragnarok toward Folkvangr two hundred and three light years out. 
 
    I relayed the information on the five approaching Earth to Thor over in Saellifor and copied the United Earth Alliance.  I yelled down the access tube,  “Five ships coming toward Earth and one toward Folkvangr father.” 
 
    I heard his reply, “Kroth.  Tell your brother.” 
 
    I laughed. “I've already done so father.” 
 
    He snorted and said, “Of course you did.” He climbed up the ladder and into the corridor with a grin for me.  He turned and reached down and lifted each of the scientists and engineers into the corridor.  He looked down into the tube with a puzzled expression then at me. 
 
    I laughed then concentrated and gave him a crooked grin and said,  “Wait for it...”  I waited a few seconds then I lowered my hand into the tube and I felt an arm grasp mine and I hoisted Arina up into the corridor. 
 
    She had a cheesy grin on her face.  “Well met,” she said to us in a far too cheery voice.  I had been through so many transitions as I grew up that the sheer amount of things that have to be checked and double checked to be sure that when we basically ride the explosion of critical mass magnetic force through a tear in the dimensional divide while maintaining the molecular integrity of an entire city and its occupants, that it was kind of boring and tedious for me. 
 
    Arina on the other hand had only experienced two as a citizen and this would be her first with hands on experience with all the systems.  She was like a kid in a candy store.  She had been bubbling with excitement since the ribbon cutting over in Saellifor. 
 
    I shook my head at her.  Father wasn’t much better though, I don't think it will ever get old for him. I rolled my eyes at them.  “I'm going to go find Kate and the girls and get some lunch.  You two can starve, I know you'd rather be looking over your systems.” 
 
    Arina stuck her tongue out at me and we all laughed as she and father just nodded.  I whistled when I got outside and a minute later Pegasus arced down from the sky and landed at the pad beside me.  I patted her as I entered and just slumped down in the first chair.  “Hey girl, I'm feeling lazy.  Could you just bring me to the Citadel Park district so I can eat with my girls?”  In answer she shut the door and flew us quickly to a pad in Citadel Park.  I patted her again as I left.  “Thanks girl.  Go play, we'll call.” Then she took off behind me as I left the pad toward the marketplace.  I stopped for a second and looked back to watch Pegasus start weaving between the spires of the city.  I always wonder what she does when we send her off like that.  Whatever it is, she really seems to enjoy it. 
 
    I made my way past various vendors as I worked my way toward the food pavilions.  I stopped at a tent I was passing by when I heard a familiar hiss, like an angered cat.  I popped into the tent of Hajart the Master Loomer.  He was arguing with Inatra over a trade for a scarf.  “It is too much Fox.” 
 
    She was baring her teeth at him. “Take the trinket old man!” 
 
    He surrendered and slumped his shoulders then reached out and placed the back of one hand against her cheek lovingly.  “You are too good to me Inatra.  You are like a second daughter.”  He accepted the trinket in trade from her, it looked to be a fine silver necklace. 
 
    She hissed in fun this time with a gentle smile for the old man that she seems to have adopted when she first came to our city.  He was the first Asgard to show my Ragnarok sister any kindness besides Arina back then.  Though she tries to act tough and unyielding all the time, she has a heart of gold, especially for Hajart. 
 
    I interrupted. “Come little sister.  Let us eat.” 
 
    She looked back, not surprised to see me.  I knew she could feel me through our nanite link. “Coming.  And you are the 'little' sister you runt of an Asgard!”  She couldn't stop her smile from creeping onto her face. 
 
    I waved at a chuckling Hajart as we made our way to meet Kate and the girls.  Inatra showed off the beautiful scarf she had just traded for.  I don't know how he does it, but the intricate patterns Hajart can weave have no equal.  I don't know how many hundreds of his scarfs she has collected over the centuries and she always has one tied on her left arm. 
 
    I could easily use the link to tell me where they were, but instead I just thought to Kate. “Where are you?” 
 
    I got a chuckling response in my head as my wife replied with a thought, “Well if Inatra is eating with us, where do you think we are?” 
 
    I just said out loud, “Shish kabobs.” 
 
    Inatra replied instantly, “Sure, that sounds good.”  She knew it was neither a question nor suggestion.  I think it is her humor, I haven't quite figured it out in a thousand years, but Kate always tells me I need to work on my humor.  Ina bumped our hips as she walked past and we made our way to the pavilion in question, where the girls were waiting with plates ready for each of us... three extra kebobs on Inatra's plate and an extra large stein of mead by mine.  I love my girls! 
 
    We sat and talked and joked and had a generally good time.  Then the subject of transition came up. It suddenly struck me that I was the only one at the table who had ever been through one.  Esa was wide eyed as I described the feeling of falling as we travel through the veil then suddenly, just to find yourself on a different planet.  The differences in gravity are the first of the things you notice.  Then the sky. 
 
    Next it was Brunhilde's turn to ask a question, “What is Folkvangr like auntie?” 
 
    I smiled at my last memory.  “Well it is startlingly like Earth but it has two moons that were moved into its orbit.  So the nights are amazing with all the stars and dual moons shining in the sky.  You will feel a little stronger there, its gravity is only ninety percent of Earth's.  It is the lightest gravity planet we transition to.  So you will be able to lift more and jump farther.” 
 
    I tilt my head as I continued. “There are two large continents though one is perpetually frozen and uninhabitable without a domed city.  The north reminds me of Earth's South America.  With lush jungles and sprawling grass plains and mountain ranges everywhere that dwarf the one we live in now.” 
 
    “The inhabitants were too primitive the last time I was there.  I missed a transition you know.  But I hear they developed into a friendly agrarian society before the Ragnarok came.  I hope they have survived.”  I shuddered and Kate put a hand on mine. 
 
    Brunhilde looked hurt, the frown on her face marred her angelic half Ragnarok features.  “Not all Ragnarok are bad.” 
 
    I quickly grabbed her hand and kissed the top of her head.  “Of course not.  Our two Ragnarok are wonderful loving people.  Well at least you are Brunie.” 
 
    Inatra was quick to hiss and say, “I WILL end you Valkyrie.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I rest my case.” We all laughed at that. 
 
    Then Sam frowned.  “What about...”  She paused.  “...what about Aunt Freya.  Do you think she survived.” 
 
    I had the same fears that tinged her voice.  Though the girls had never met her, they have heard all the stories mother has told of Freya.  The visual records showed more.  But she chose to stay to defend the people of Folkvangr.  I think she should be heralded for it, not banished.  I believe father has been convinced.  I tilted my head in thought. “I believe that if anyone could survive, it is Freya.  She has the beauty of Geiravor, the intelligence of Arina, the cunning of Loki, the grace of Kate, and the fire of Inatra.” 
 
    Sam looked to be in awe for a moment but then a shadow crossed her face. “But she is not Valkyrie.” 
 
    I quickly countered. “She may not be Valkyrie, but her mind makes her even more formidable.  I would never count her out.  Just watch, she will be there waiting when Valhalla arrives.  Mark my words.” 
 
    Kate was quick to think to me. “Do not make promises that you may not be able to keep love.  Odin says Folkvangr fell to the Ragnarok.” 
 
    I grinned at her and thought back. “You do not know Freya.  I was written off as lost to the ages once myself.” 
 
    Inatra hissed.  “None of that, either think it so we all can hear or speak.” 
 
    I grinned at Kat's acceptance of my counter point.  “It was nothing Ina.” 
 
    I hoped I was not wrong.  Kroth, I miss my aunt greatly.  Though I did not miss her teasing of my incomprehension of her humor.  I wondered what we would find when we transitioned.  The Vangers would not have been able to fight the Ragnarok as the humans of Earth did.  The single reinforcement ship heading toward their planet tells that story. 
 
    Then to reinforce my point I said,  “That is why there will be Valkyrie already armored and at the ready the moment transition is complete to locate her.” 
 
    If Mist were here she would have added something like, “Or to pick up her remains as we were prepared to do in your case Kara.”  I was glad she was doing a final visit to Saellifor with her bondmates Tyr and Jeffery right now.  She always says it like it is and I was trying to alleviate anxieties here. 
 
    The discussion wound down and Brunie spoke to the air, “Hey Pegasus, we're on our way to the park. Could you please meet us there?”  I don't know how she and Arina do it, but somehow Pegasus can hear them speaking to her even if she is a mile away. 
 
    We walked to the park and Pegasus was there.  I laughed when I saw an engineer with a scanner trying to figure out how Arina and Loki accomplished the systems integrated into her.  This happens everywhere we go.  He saw us coming and he bowed respectfully and moved off the pad muttering as he looked at his readings, “But that's impossible.  How did she cross link the feeds?” 
 
    Arina's wind rider has been the source of curiosity for the engineers for centuries.  Just when they figure out one innovative sub system, Arina or Loki come up with two more.  I had to smile at the man apologetically.  He grinned and called out to me, “Please tell the Innocent that I will figure it out.”  I nodded politely and closed the door and we all started cracking up. 
 
    The rest of the day was filled with transition prep and testing the quantum entanglement communications between citadels.  Loki came up with the idea based on how the evolved nanites in me communicate with the others in our family that posses them.  Arina refined Loki's idea into a working concept with Odin.  It will be exciting if it actually works after transition.  Faster than light communications is an engineer or physicist’s wet dream.  The thought of real time, or near real time communications at interstellar distances was incredible, instead of thousands of years between messages. 
 
    After our dinner the girls had me regale them of stories of Folkvangr and Freya.  It was late, tomorrow was going to be overly packed with activity and then the excitement of transition.  Arina, Inatra and Brunie excused themselves.  I walked them to the door and bumped forearms with each.  “I shall see you ladies on the morrow.”  Kate and the girls waved to them.  Kate gave Arina a special wink that made the little one blush as they left. 
 
    Though they wanted more stories, or stories of valor, I convinced the girls they would need all the rest they could get for the busy day that loomed ahead of us.  They grudgingly gave us touches and headed into their rooms.  This left me to pick Kate up from the couch and carry her to our bed to her giggles.  I shut her up with a passionate kiss. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next day we met with all of the people congregated at the main gates;  the human delegations showering Valhalla with parting gifts and some Asgard from Saellifor giving tearful goodbyes to family staying in Valhalla. 
 
    Some human children from a Seattle elementary school presented Brunhilde with drawings of her and Valhalla.  It was amazing how loved our two Ragnarok had become with humans.  There was always talk about what they represented, and it came down to one word, hope.  Though she always tried to act tough like her mother, she also had the heart of Arina and she cried freely as she hugged each child. 
 
    Then came the ceremony for the Einherjer and Valkyrie that would stay on Earth to defend Saellifor and aid the forces of the United Earth Alliance.  This is where I had to be stronger than I ever had in my entire life.  Until more Asgard or humans developed the Valkyrie Sight, mother would stay with Saellifor.  I stood with the other Valkyrie and gave her the salute to heroes.  I showed weakness, shameful for a Valkyrie, but a tear rolled down my cheek.  Then I turned to Brungeir, Skold and the Einherjer.  “Take care of her, and Saellifor.  Hold the line.”  They all stomped and yelled, “Raugh!” 
 
    I stepped to Geiravor and clasped her forearm and whispered, “I love you mother.  Please take care of my baby brother.  I will do you proud here in Valhalla.” 
 
    She pulled me into a hug that Kate would be proud of and she whispered back before releasing me, “I have always been proud of you my Kara.  And so has your brother whether he can voice it or not.  I shall see you again in but five thousand years... just the blink of an eye.” 
 
    I had to move on to the next before I completely lost it.  This was harder than when I watched Valhalla transition without me all those millennia ago. 
 
    Father and brother gave their speeches and it was time to bid farewell to Thor.  I clasped forearms with him and pulled him down beside me.  “I am proud of you Thor, Hammer of Asgard.”  Then I walked away from my stunned sibling.  I had never used his title before.  I had to get away before I started crying.  Kate seemed to materialize by my side and quickly brought me into the nearby barracks.  I started bawling into the hug I found myself in.  My heart hurt so badly, I would miss mother and Thor more than I thought possible. 
 
    A voice behind us startled me.  “Tick tock goes the clock.  History is made and history is shared.”  Had she followed us in or did she know we would wind up here?  Then Loki's voice got serious.  “Kara, daughter of Asgard, I fear Freya will be in need.  Do not fail.  Show another world the valor of the Valkyrie.”  Then she walked up to us and human-style hugged each of us.  “I will miss you both.” 
 
    I smiled at her and her confident look.  That was the look on her face when I first met her in the market.  Then she was gone with a tear in the corner of her eye. 
 
    I could feel the clock ticking with the thrum of Folkvangr's approach.  Or was it just the thrum of the veil engine's capacitors charging deep in the citadel?  Am I doomed to end up like Loki? 
 
    Kate was shaking her head at me.  “No love.  I can feel it too.” 
 
    She dragged me out to the gates again as everyone was departing.  Only eight hours to go.  The entire city was starting lock-down in preparation of Transition. 
 
    Suddenly alerts started flashing and Father and I rushed to a console.  It was an incoming message from... the Ragnarok of Europa?  The ship, Vankantar, that had unwittingly given us the gift of Inatra when they sent her to die at our gates.  The ship who swore to leave Earth and Valhalla forever to honor the word of their long dead commander, Inhaktar, who I had personally dispatched to the ages.  They had started a Ragnarok colony on the moon of Jupiter all those centuries ago. It is now a thriving metropolis that to this day has honored Inhaktar's word. 
 
    Kroth!  What could they want?  We looked at the console I had to blink a couple times in shock. Father flicked it and the transmission was projected on the Dome Shield of Geiravor.  A large Ragnarok man in commander's armor who was standing in front of legions of Ragnarok men and women was displayed and his voice boomed out across the citadel.  “Inatra, daughter of Inhaktar of Ragnarok.  May the war gods be with you and your daughter in your travels!  Godspeed Valhalla!”  Then he and all the Ragnarok behind him saluted.  Inatra stood tall beside Arina and Brunhilde and she gave an Asgard salute back, then the transmission ended.  Had the legend of Inatra reached them somehow?  Do the Ragnarok vessels in Earth orbit still communicate with them? 
 
    Inatra looked away from me when I glanced at her.  “Not now.”  She thought to me.  What is going on?  I didn't have time to think about that right now.  Instead, we all needed to concentrate on transition. 
 
    We made our way to our quarters and geared up in our armor.  We had a large meal to fuel up, we had no clue what we would face on the other side when we transitioned, plus the recovery team for Freya needed to be prepared to launch the instant the transition completed.  With the exception of mother, all the Valkyrie of the house of Odin would be in Pegasus for that. 
 
    Standard warnings were broadcast to all Asgard reminding them that it was best to be sitting or laying down at the time of transition to fight any disorientation. 
 
    With two hours to spare I could feel the energy building.  As Loki said, the clock was ticking.  We all looked around at each other wordlessly as the tension built.  The counter ticked, one hundred and fifty nine minutes.  First Mist, then Kate squeezed my arm as the clock ticked on. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 – Valkyrie! 
 
    How in the Tree of Ages did they find us?  We were so careful hitting the supply caravans and their staging area equipment over the past few days.  Well, not really found us, but localized us.  Just a hundred and fifty kalts is all we needed before Valhalla arrived.  We could hold them off, we had to. Just until... 
 
    My thoughts trailed off and my eyes flew open.  Valhalla!  How could I have been so stupid!?  It wasn't us they had localized!  The reason I had chosen the Craggy Rock range to build our settlement in was because all those years ago I had calculated the location of the next Folkvangr transition of Valhalla and found the closest vetricite deposit.  Valhalla would wind up in the range just eleven grids south of Heildfine.  That is why they were here, that was the intent of their troop movement, not us... why did I not see it?  This is my fault for building here, I hadn't anticipated this. 
 
    They had followed us as we fought in constant retreat when they reached the base of the mountains twelve hours ago.  One of their scouts had seen us bring the lifeless and broken body of Brun through the holo-cliff.  And now they had backed us to the entrance.  I am so tired, we have fought, hit and run, using all our deception tactics.  The only respite is that we had destroyed all of their air support vessels before the battle began so we only have the ten thousand troops on foot coming into the Narrows, the canyon leading to our gates. 
 
    We would only have to fight a hundred or so at a time here.  Since Kali took Brun's body into the citadel,  I looked to my last three Valkfela, they were more exhausted than me with no nanites to sustain them.  They were beaten and bloody, their wounds not healing.  But they stood with me, unwavering, holding the line.  I ducked under a carbon blade and jammed both of the ones I was holding into the soldier's gut then a chirp in my ear signaled my chameleon circuit had finished its repairs and I switched the shroud on instantly as I feinted to the left.  The moment I faded, I immediately dodged to the right as three blades slashed through empty air where they anticipated I should be.  I ran and slid along the ground dragging my blades with me, taking out the tendons in the legs of at least six men, I felt bone give way on most. 
 
    As armor repaired itself on my women, they did the same until lucky strikes on us damaged us enough to become visible again.  That has been all we could do to keep pressing the attack for the last hour or two. 
 
    I heard a shriek and looked over to see Talia pulling a carbon blade from her shoulder then using it to decapitate the man who had inflicted the wound.  I fought to her as I uncloaked to give the Ragnarok an alternative target.  The massive number of energy weapon strikes on the holo-cliff finally overwhelmed the systems and the illusion failed, exposing the cavern beyond and the line of Illrovin who looked as though they wanted to run out to help us but they stood firm as they were trained, none would pass the gates as long as they had breath in their bodies. 
 
    There was no way we could hold at this rate.  It would be up to my Illrovin to hold the line.  My voice hissed on coms, “Saelli, get Talia to the healers and Meesa go with them and prepare the citadel for evacuation through the tunnels!  I will hold them as long as I can, to protect the Illrovin.” 
 
    All three of them shot back as we fought, their voices mingling a shouted, “NO!” 
 
    I hissed in pain at them as a blade sank deep through my armor into my side.  “Do it now!  Our responsibility is to protect the innocents!  I will hold the line as you do so!  It is what we must do, we will not fail, we are Valkfela!” 
 
    Then like ghosts, my women faded from view and were gone.  Leaving me to face the juggernaut of the Ragnarok horde alone.  I had never been so afraid, so tired, or in so much pain in my entire life.  I let loose with my battle cry over my loudspeaker and cloaked as I dove into the sea of oncoming Ragnarok. 
 
    I do not know how long I fought.  Almost every circuit was failing in my armor, it had taken as much damage as my body had.  I had to keep wiping the blood from my eyes.  The chameleon shroud had stopped functioning some time ago.  All I wanted to do was just lay down and die.  I didn't know how I was still on my feet.  The sparse few men that made it past me fell to Illrovin energy weapons, none made it to the line. 
 
    Then I felt something massive inside of me.  Like I was being energized, my healing rate increased and my armor started repairing itself at a faster rate.  Through my confusion I realized, Valhalla had arrived!  My arms felt like lead as I pushed the attack.  There was hope for Heildfine!  I knew this battlefield would be my end.  This imaginary line I had held beyond my own capability... but I could die now, knowing that Valhalla would help my people. 
 
    I was slashing blindly now.  I had no energy for my trickery.  I felt a blade go through my shoulder, then I was being hoisted into the air and thrown like a rag doll toward my line of Illrovin.  One man almost stepped forward to help me.  I lifted a hand. “Hold Illrovin!  Remember your training.  You will hold the line when I pass to the ages.” 
 
    I staggered to my feet.  I had no blades to fight with, so I pulled the one from my shoulder.  I started wobbling toward the approaching enemy when they stopped moving and all eyes swept to the sky to the south where a vessel was approaching at supersonic speeds.  It looked... I wiped the blood from my eyes... It looked Asgardian!  It slowed at an impossible deceleration rate, hundreds, it not thousands of needle mines were hitting it and it flashed blue with... lattice?   How is that possible?  Then a body, glittering in the sun with bright blue armor, fell from the vessel into the middle of the horde.  Valkyrie!  I knew of no living Valkyrie that small, she must be new.  The vessel looked to be veering off to find a safe landing zone. 
 
    I could hear her the battle cry from here, and it was blood chilling, it almost didn't sound Asgard!  I saw flashes of lightning and men flying through the air.  Was this the power of Valkyrie?  I felt both inadequate but oddly energized as my hope soared.  I stumbled forward with my own war cry as the Ragnarok men and women closest to me turned to engage again. 
 
    I was dealing what damage I could when lightning slashed through a group of Ragnarok men and women near me by the center.  Then three more Valkyrie war cries joined the other.  I heard the hissing and shrieking of some sort of wild animal above the din of battle.  Then I had to blink, was I seeing things?  Three women emerged in front of me.  Two were basically tearing and shredding a path through the Ragnarok to me. 
 
    One was in Valkyrie armor but had the imperfect looks of the humans of Earth, I found her unorthodox looks extremely enticing.  She was impossibly throwing lightning from one hand while she wielded a sword that looked to be made from nano-lattice in the other.  An Odin Spear?  Her movements were so fluid and graceful, and all fell before her. 
 
    The other was simply frightening.  She had the thick body and features of a Ragnarok, yet she wore the armor of a Valkyrie.  She was fighting in a crouch and had glowing gauntlets of lattice with claws extending from them, she was literally shredding the Ragnarok warriors as she went.  Her feet had those glowing blue energy claws too.  Then I realized, that the animal hissing sound was coming from her.  The power of her strikes were sending men and women flying. 
 
    I shook my head as I fought on.  As unbelievable as these two apparent Valkyrie were, what stunned me more was the person calmly walking along in the path these two were cutting to me.  She looked like an angel, or maybe a ghost, with the face of pure innocence.  All attacks on her were stopped by a shimmering ball that surrounded her.  Like an impenetrable shield.  She didn't lift a single finger to attack or to defend.  The look on her face is what was most disconcerting.  It was one at complete peace as though the battle around her wasn't her concern at all, her eyes were solely locked on me. 
 
    The angel walked right up to me with a smile and reached a hand out to me as her bubble engulfed me, leaving the enemy I was fighting to hack away at it to no effect.  She laid the back of her hand on my cheek and her sweet voice said, “Well met Freya, Song of Truth.  We've come to take you home.”  She looked past me, seemingly uninterested in the two Valkyrie destroying every Ragnarok that got close to us.  They were but two, yet they were actually pushing the enemy back into the narrows, the enemy seemed drawn to them.  I saw two more wind riders arrive, but neither as beefy as the first one.  More Valkyrie war cries rang out.  It was easy to see that now, the tide of battle had turned. 
 
    I was startled as she continued talking, “You and apparently your Einherjer.” 
 
    She smiled at me but I shook my head.  “No.  My people need your help.  I have protected them for eons and I will not fail them now.” 
 
    She tilted her head and I couldn't stop smiling back as her smile blossomed even larger.  “Your people?  You have saved some?” 
 
    I nodded and she asked, “Are they beyond in the cavern?”  I nodded again and she tilted her head the other way and it looked like she was talking to someone but no words came out and she smiled again at me. “Well if that is all, then...”  The other two Valkyrie pulled back and laid their hands on her shoulders then went to their knees with strain on their faces as she spread her arms wide and a shield shimmered to life across the entrance of the cavern, between us and the enemy.  The few men that were inside with us were taken out by Illrovin energy weapon fire.  I downed the last one with a swift strike to his chest using a carbon blade. 
 
    Ragnarok were pounding on the shield and firing energy weapons at it and it just seemed to get stronger and stronger as it absorbed the energy.  The human-looking woman glanced back up at me and smiled and said in a delightfully raspy voice, “Well met Freya, the Song of Truth.  I am Kate the Raging Storm, First Valkyrie of Earth.  But please call me Kat.  We are family after all.” 
 
    That was confusing, I found myself asking, “Earth has Valkyrie now?” I looked at their hands on the angel's shoulder, were they feeding her energy somehow?  But the scary Valkyrie turned back to look at me and smiled, then in a surprisingly soft voice with a Ragnarok accent she said, “Well met Freya, Song of Truth. I am Inatra the Singing Rain, daughter of Inhaktar, and First Valkyrie of Ragnarok.  But please call me Inatra.  I witnessed your valor, and you are not even Valkyrie!  It was glorious!  I am honored to be of your family.” 
 
    Then the angel spoke, “And I am Arina the Whispering Breeze.  Second to Kate the Raging Storm, and daughter to Odin of Asgard.  You can call me Arina.  May I call you Aunt Freya?”  This was a daughter of Odin?  I smiled.  My sister must have finally decided to have another child after she lost Kara to the ages. 
 
    I just nodded stupidly.  The human was speaking on coms.  “Tyr, we need two portable shield generators at my location and about fifty Einherjergeir.  We have Freya and some Vanger survivors!  Mist is commanding the other Valkyrie below.”  She nodded to the response then she turned back to me.  “Freya of Asgard.  It is indeed a pleasure to meet you.  My mate speaks of you often.  It will be a few minutes before the shield generators arrive.” 
 
    There was a huge explosion of lightning that seemed to cut a swath through the enemy and struck the shield, giving it more power.  I looked at the human.  “Please call me Freya, Valkyrie.”  Then I tilted my head.  Was she bonded to Arina?  Is that why she says we are family? 
 
    There was another explosion of lightning and I walked forward in earnest to join the fight on the other side of the shield.  But Inatra hissed at me and bared her teeth.  By the Tree of Ages that was intimidating!  She said roughly, “You rest and gather your strength Freya.  The battle will be short, the narrowness of this canyon will see to that.” 
 
    I replied with a snap in my tone, “It is my fight!” 
 
    Arina said gently, “You are family and you are Asgard, so your fight is our fight.  We owe this to you and your survivors.  Please rest.” 
 
    I was frustrated but Inatra truly scared me.  I was still in shock that a Ragnarok was fighting on the side of the Asgard.  Had so much changed in my absence?  I paced in frustration then looked at the human and asked, “Who is this mate that speaks of me?” 
 
    I was expecting her to say Arina, instead she cryptically replied as another much closer bolt of lighting sent men flying.  “See for yourself, she is almost here.”  She motioned toward the shield with her head. 
 
    I stood next to it and peered down into the Narrows.  It was like a wave approaching, what looked like the Ragnarok were parting as something approached, quickly became apparent that they were not parting, something was coming through their lines in a wave of blood, violence, and discarded bodies. 
 
    Then a small figure appeared.  As she approached, fighting with a fury unparalleled, I had to rub my eyes at the impossible.  With lightning lancing from her hand and a huge crackling blade of energy in the other, she was taking staggering blows from the enemy like they were naught and returning them tenfold.  With her armor shredded and barely covering her body, and her blood curdling war cry singing out from her bloodied face with that same animalistic look in her eyes that I had seen in so many visual records, Kara the Wild One battled through the masses! 
 
    Odin's beard!!  Kara is alive!  I wasn't sure what I was going to do, there were so many emotions.  I either wanted to break down crying, or stand in awe of what I was seeing.  She fought right up to the shield and simply walked through it like any Asgard shield.  She didn't even pause and just kept walking right up to me and did a very un-Asgard thing and engulfed me in a tight hug, her voice sounding tight with tears,  “Well met Aunt Freya.  We have come to make things right.  I have missed you so.” 
 
    Then I did break down and sobbed on her shoulder as two wind riders with lattice flaring, flew down through needle mine and energy weapon fire and through the shield and landed.  Men were instantly pushing shield generators out of the vessels with one in front of Arina they switched it on, and she dropped her arms and her own shield.  The other two Valkyrie released her shoulders and stood up.  And the second shield sprang to life in front of my line of Illrovin.  The Asgard men gave the salute to heroes to my men, then all the men that had streamed out of the wind riders stood behind the primary shield, forming a line. 
 
    I looked at the men.  They had green armor instead of normal silver Einherjer armor.  A familiar man who looked to be carved from a slab of plasti-steel came walking over to me.  Tyr!  How I have missed him!  His cocky grin was as I remembered it, though he was starting to get some grey strands of hair at the temples.  Well, he is almost as old as Odin. 
 
    He grasped my forearm gently.  “Well met Freya.  I'm glad we arrived in time.  Geiravor would have my head if we hadn't.”  I did what felt like I had just done yesterday, though it was five thousand years since I had last done it, I backhanded him in the gut. 
 
    He oofed and everyone laughed as I smiled at him.  “Well met Tyr, old friend.”  I looked at his armor with it's green in it, then at the human and Ragnarok Valkyrie.  “There have been changes in Valhalla?” 
 
    He krothing winked at me then said with a grin,  “You have no idea how much has changed.  And mostly because of this ill behaved lot here!”  He motioned toward the Valkyrie women and continued. “Let me show you how much has changed.”  Then he said with authority, “This battle is almost over.” 
 
    He walked to the center of the Einherjer line as they stood behind the shield.  That brought back so many memories, then Tyr shocked me to the core of my being when he said two words loudly, “Einherjergeir push!” And I saw something I had never seen in all my eons.  Captain of the Einherjer, First Protector of the Gate, Tyr Hand of Justice took a single step forward out of the shield with the other Einherjer as the immovable line advanced with a resounding “Raugh!” 
 
    Everything was getting so confusing.  I was getting light headed.  Maybe it was the loss of blood. I think most of my wounds had healed.  The four Valkyrie's hands shot forward to steady me as I heard another “Raugh!” The line took another step, battling forward. 
 
    Arina looked at me to make sure I was ok.  Then she sweetly said, “Freya, you said you had some survivors.  How many from your three tribes did you get out?  Are these their descendants?” 
 
    It was now my turn to grin then I stood straight in pride.  “I got them all out, every single one.  They are my people, and the ones in the cave beyond are their descendants and mine.  They are my innocents, and I and my family are sworn to protect them.  I am a self made Valkyrie, I am Valkfela!” 
 
    The looks I got back from the women were full of pride and awe.  Arina repeated, “You got all of them out?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Would you care to meet the last of the Free Vanger?” 
 
    They all nodded.  My niece would not let go of my hand.  I fed off of her boundless strength.  I was still in awe that she had survived Kara's Stand.  I walked toward my gate guardians; they made a hole as we approached. 
 
    Kara spoke to them, “Well met Einherjer.” 
 
    I corrected her. “These are some of the men of my bloodline, they are the Illrovin.  They have held the line for eons.” 
 
    All of the Valkyrie snapped up to attention and gave them the salute to heroes.  Then we passed through their ranks and the men closed the hole behind us.  Kat was saying, “We can load the survivors on a wind rider or two and get them to safety.” 
 
    I smiled deviously at the women and said,  “Oh, I think  it will take more than a couple wind riders.”  As we got to the mouth of the citadel I released Kara's hand and spread my arms wide.  “Behold!  Heildfine!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 – Heildfine 
 
    Kroth! Aunt Freya released my hand and spread her arms wide as I stood in total, complete shock and in utter disbelief as she said, “Behold!  Heildfine!”  Kat, Arina and Inatra seemed just as stunned as me. 
 
    Below me was a gleaming metropolis with pseudo modern spires and an artificial sun beaming down on it.  It was, spectacular, for lack of a better word.  Ground riders and some sort of air vehicles bustled about.  They looked to be getting ready for an evacuation. 
 
    Freya slapped her armor at her throat.  Then shook it a bit.  I finally took in her armor, it seemed to be repairing itself.  But it looked like a patchwork quilt of technologies.  It may look cobbled together, but it afforded my aunt the capability to make a stand against the Ragnarok horde like a Valkyrie, so I would never speak ill of it.  Finally she grinned as a loud screech finally filled the huge geodesic dome. The armor must have just repaired the circuit she required. 
 
    Her voice boomed out through the city.  “Citizens of Heildfine!  My fellow Vangers and Asgard. Please return to your homes to await instructions.  The Valkyrie have arrived!  Valhalla has returned and we are saved!” 
 
    A roar came from the city.  As the cheering rose up to us, I looked at her, “How... how many?” 
 
    She smiled. “Fifty thousand Free Vanger and over six hundred partial Asgard in the house of Freya!” 
 
    I just blinked at the impossibility of the number and of the city below.  There is no word strong enough to illustrate the awe in which I looked upon my aunt at that moment. 
 
    I whispered, “Our scans showed only twelve thousand Vangers on the planet.  We were only able to pick up your Asgard nanites and the Asgard tech in the cavern through the interference here.” 
 
    She looked saddened.  “That few Vanger left?  Our projected counts with the ones on the ships for breeding stock were twenty thousand.  But a lot of that was supposition.  I need to free them after my people are safe!” 
 
    Inatra hissed, then in a gentle fashion said,  “WE need to free them.” 
 
    Freya shook her head in sorrow.  “That is why I am banished and can never return to Valhalla.  It is not the Asgard way.” 
 
    Ina bared her teeth in a devious smile.  “The ways of Asgard are evolving and in case you missed it, not all of us are Asgard.  Well, we didn't start out as Asgard anyway.” 
 
    Freya snorted.  “Indeed. I believe I was picking up on that.” She had a hopeful gleam in her eyes.  She started to step forward but swayed and almost collapsed.  Kroth!  I couldn't see under her armor now that it was repaired.  But she appeared to be more injured than me.  I scooped her up in my arms.  “Let's get you to the healers, then when the battle is over, get you to Valhalla to speak with Odin.” 
 
    She nodded and her eyes closed and her head lolled back.  I looked to the side where the barracks and medical triage would be in Valhalla and Saellifor and there was a building marked with the medical insignia.  Two battered women in similar armor to Freya's were running out to us as we approached. 
 
    “Healers!”  I demanded and they led the way with distress on their bloodied faces.  Kroth, those women were not healing! They needed healers desperately as well, but their concern for Freya seemed to override their own needs. 
 
    As soon as we entered we were swarmed by healers.  They showed us to a room and I laid Freya down and the healers instantly started stripping armor off of her battered form.  I grabbed one gently by the arm as she entered the room.  “These two need immediate attention as well.” 
 
    The warriors tried to protest.  I spoke with authority.  What was the word Freya had used?  “Brave Valkfela, allow the healers work on Freya.  You will serve your people better if you are strong and healed; allow the Valkyrie to stand in your stead!” 
 
    They looked torn between obeying and defying me.  The tall one asked, “Who are you Valkyrie?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “I am Kara, the Wild One.” 
 
    They stood straight at attention with their eyes wide in shock.  “Yes Wild One!” they said and allowed the healer to lead them out. 
 
    Another healer tried to lead me away but I shrugged them off.  Then I looked at Kat and Ina.  “Shall we end this battle for Freya and the Vanger?”  The three of us left Arina there and strode out while we made our way toward the main gates, Kate randomly pulled shrapnel from my arm. 
 
    Kat called back to Arina over our nanite link,  “Call us immediately when she regains consciousness little one.” 
 
    Then we sprinted at the line of Illrovin and vaulted the men who cheered us on as we ran through the secondary shield.  We then dove over the line of Einherjergeir that had already advanced dozens of yards down the canyon and into the dwindling ranks of the Ragnarok, our war cries warbling our intent. 
 
    I thought to myself as we worked our way to Mist and the line of Valkyrie slowly working their way up from below.  These Ragnarok have grown soft in thousands of years of preying only on farmers. 
 
    Finally they realized the inevitable and the few hundred remaining Ragnarok were captured by beams of light from the orbiting ships and they retreated upwards.  We made our way back to the gates. I instructed Mist and the other Valkyrie to return to Valhalla in case they were needed there.  No doubt the Ragnarok were mobilizing on them now if we didn't have them in too much disarray.  The Einherjergeir and the other daughters of Odin would stay to assess things in Heildfine. 
 
    As we walked through the secondary shield, the Einherjergeir automatically formed a line behind it. We Valkyrie approached the primary shield, and the Illrovin gave the salute to heroes and opened a hole.  The daughters of Odin strode through, and they closed back up behind us.  I nodded, they were well disciplined; I saw their need to come to Freya's aid but they held their line knowing the safety of the innocents in the city is paramount.  I heard Tyr's deep voice behind us requesting to coordinate with the First Protector of the Gates of Heildfine. 
 
    We went directly to medical triage and as soon as we entered, healers swarmed us.  We told them to leave us, that we would heal.  One was adamant and actually followed us down the hall, pulling blade fragments and armor shards out of our wounds as we walked.  I silently applauded his dedication to his post so did not protest as long as he did not get in our way.  Kat and Inatra similarly kept quiet. 
 
    We approached Freya's room and there were two battered Valkfela outside the door.  I squinted a little at their bright auras. 
 
    One had her strange armor on and had twisting burn scars on the side of her face and fresh bandages on her hands where her gauntlets should be.  The other had only partial armor and was hooked to an IV tree and her arm was in a sling; she had blood soaked bandages almost everywhere there was exposed skin, she looked ready to fall over.  She straightened and moved in front of us, blocking our path while shielding her eyes.  “None may enter; Freya is not to be disturbed!” 
 
    Did she posses Valkyrie Sight?  I stood tall in a show of respect and gave her a soft smile.  “Well met Valkfela.  What is your name?  I am Kara, First Valkyrie of Asgard and I would like to check on Freya.” Her eyes flickered in disbelief for a second and she faltered.  But then her resolve returned and she stood even straighter.  “Well met First Valkyrie Kara.  I am Talia, Spear of Freya, Second Valkfela of Folkvangr.  I mean no disrespect but I don't care if you are Odin himself, none may enter.  Cha?” 
 
    I smiled and Inatra hissed appreciatively with a smile of her own.  I like this woman, even half dead on her feet she had such blinding loyalty.  She would have made a spectacular Valkyrie.  I was about to nod and move on to the waiting area when a stunning Vanger woman opened the door behind Talia.  She had a gentle smile on her face as she spoke to the two Valkfela,  “It is alright girls, they are family.”  The two women looked at her and nodded and silently made a hole. 
 
    I grasped Talia's forearm as we passed.  “You are a credit to your people, Talia, Spear of Freya. Please call me Kara, and I will address you as Talia unless you object.”  If possible she stood even straighter with a look of pride on her face, then we entered the room with the Vanger woman. 
 
    We saw Arina sitting by the bed that Freya lay in, still asleep, hooked to IVs of biologicals for her nanites.  There was a handsome, rugged looking middle aged man beside her.  The woman looked at us with sparkling eyes full of wonder as she introduced herself as she looked at the three of us, “Well met Valkyrie, I am Latalia, Freya's mate.  That lunk sitting with Arina is Rax our other bondmate.” 
 
    I grasped her forearm gently with a smile. “Then you are our aunt and uncle.  I am Kara, the Wild One.  But please call me Kara.  This is Arina's mate Inatra, the Singing Rain, and my mate Kate, the Raging Storm.  But please address them as Inatra and Kat, aunt Latalia.”  I looked to them for permission and they nodded. 
 
    Before I knew what was happening I was engulfed in a tight hug.  I stiffened, not knowing what to do.  She actually giggled. “Oh relax your stuffy old Asgard taboos Kara.  They will not fly here in Heildfine.”  Then she released me with a smile and hugged Kate who enthusiastically hugged back and Inatra who tried not to look as uncomfortable as I did.  Then Latalia held Inatra at arms length and just looked her up and down in amazement.  “It is true.  A Ragnarok among Asgard, who would have believed it?  And you are even more beautiful than gentle Arina has described.”  Arina was grinning like an imp over in her chair. 
 
    Then she was dragging us all over to Rax who had stood.  He grasped each of our forearms with a smile and gave a, “Well met,” in his deep voice. 
 
    I looked at Latalia. “Can someone get those two brave women at the door to healer recovery rooms?” 
 
    She just chuckled then said with mischief,  “The Tree of Ages would wither and die before Talia would listen.  From what I hear she is as stubborn as you yourself.  I see that you are not with the healers either.  Cha?” 
 
    I heard a couple snorts, I'm not sure which of the Valkyrie did it.  I looked around in mock hurt. “None of that, you lot.”  Then I stepped to Freya's side.  “How is she?” 
 
    Rax said, “When she awoke she tried to go back out to the battle.  The healers had to sedate her.” 
 
    I looked at her where I had seen deep wounds and they were healed already.  I turned to Rax and Latalia, “She is healing as fast as a Valkyrie.  Her Asgard nanites do not have energy for that rapid of healing.” 
 
    Latalia nodded with an impish grin that rivaled Arina's. “She is clever that one.  It is legend that in the beginning of Folkvangr Downfall, she had augmented her nanites to allow her that.  But the rest of the Valkyrie nanite capabilities were beyond her.  So the songs tell of how she devised the Chameleon Shroud Armor and Illrovin Battle Armor to emulate your abilities.” 
 
    I was grinning between her and Freya.  “She was always a tricky and intelligent sort.” 
 
    The healer from the hall came into the room with a cart of supplies, and he gave us Valkyrie reproving glances then pointed at the chairs by Freya's bed.  Rax snorted and said, “You should do as he says.  First Healer Gavin is as serious about his job as you women are.” 
 
    We all sat and discussed Freya as the healer went to work on us.  There wasn't much left for him to do now except clean us up and give us IVs of biologicals for our nanites.  We thanked him and he gave a weird little bow and left. 
 
    We were told of all the legends and songs of Freya's valor as she held off the Ragnarok with trickery and science to cover the retreat of her villages of Vangers.  Of her deception and misdirection as she kept them hidden near vetricite deposits.  She would frequently go out on sabotage missions to keep the Ragnarok busy with repairing their own infrastructure.  How she created the tools to hollow out a mountain and build a city for the Free Vangers.  Her continued attacks on the Ragnarok infrastructure while avoiding killing for Odin's sake.  The formation of the Illrovin and the Valkfela from volunteers of her own bloodline.  Down to her promise that Valhalla would save the innocents.  She wanted her sister to know that she had held the line. 
 
    I looked at my aunt on that bed with a proud tear in my eye.  She was inspiring! 
 
    I asked of the Valkfela numbers.  Latalia covered her mouth to stop a sob.  Rax held her shoulders and said, “They were six strong... until today.  We lost Brun to the ages.  But mark my words Valkyrie, she went down with great honor, standing against the Ragnarok horde at the gates of  Heildfine today. There will be songs sung of her valor.”  I shook my head in understanding.  We all stood then gave the salute to heroes to the sky. 
 
    Freya stirred.  Her eyes fluttered open and she looked around the room.  She held her arm out to me.  I stepped in and grabbed her hand.  She just shook her head with a small smile. “It is true.  I did not dream it.  You came Kara.  I thought you lost to the ages.” 
 
    Kat comically said, “You think a little thing like a few thousand Ragnarok can take my mate down?”  There were chuckles all around as I blushed. 
 
    Freya sat up, looking strong and alert as her nanites burned off the effects of the sedative.  She grabbed her IVs and pulled them from her arm to Latalia's objections.  We removed ours as well as she stood and started to leave. 
 
    Then we all stopped near the door as we looked at ourselves.  Freya had a paper gown on and I was almost naked with scraps of armor covering my dignity.  Kat and Ina weren't much better. Latalia started laughing almost hysterically.  “The great Valkfela and Valkyrie, bested by modesty!  Sit, the whole silly lot of you.  I will get ruling caste garments sent.  Cha?”  Then she went to a holo-console at the door and started manipulating the controls. 
 
    Freya looked at us, grinning sheepishly. “That one is a force of nature, she had me bonded within a turn of our meeting.  I never stood a chance.” 
 
    We all looked around and resigned ourselves to sitting back in the chairs.  We took the time to update Freya on the outcome of the battle and the arrangements at the gate.  I got Odin on coms and found that there was indeed a strike on Valhalla, but the Dome Shield of Geiravor confused them and blunted their attack.  The Einherjergeir confused them further with their advance and the Valkyrie hit them at their backs.  The wind riders absorbing their needle mine strikes was another nasty surprise. They retreated up to the ships after only a few minutes to regroup.  
 
    Freya shook her head and whispered, “So much has changed since I left, the Asgard are indeed evolving.” 
 
    A minute later there was a gentle knock at the door, and Latalia answered it then took some garment bags from the young person there and thanked them then turned to us and presented each of us with a set of clothing.  We each took turns in the restroom to change and make ourselves presentable. 
 
    Once Latalia was satisfied she gave us all a scolding glance. “If you insist on leaving.  Then we are getting you all home and fed before you go flitting off to Valhalla.” 
 
    I chirped out, “Yes Auntie Latalia.”  And everyone laughed.  I hit coms and informed Odin of it as we followed them out. 
 
    There were now three Valkfela guarding the door.  And they silently followed us.  Talia disconnecting her IV.  Freya wheeled on her.  “Where do you think you are going?  You need to rest and recover.  Even with our healer tech you need to be in bed for a few days.” 
 
    Talia shrugged. “Plenty of time to rest when I pass to the ages.  Cha?” 
 
    Freya grabbed her shoulder and pulled her in and kissed her forehead.  “Kroth Talia, you are as bad as my niece!” 
 
    She chuckled at that. “So I have heard.” 
 
    When we got outside the Valkfela grabbed some packs off their backs, and long legs folded out and some sort of stem and they jumped on the hovering platforms.  Rax and Latalia grabbed similar packs and just held them looking at those of us without them.  Then Freya chuckled. “Send for a ground rider Kali.”  She said to the girl with the burn scars. 
 
    Arina grinned.  “No need Kali.  We brought our own transportation.”  Then she brought her fingers to her lips and whistled loudly.  A few seconds later Pegasus came swooping though the shields at the main gates and landed gently before us and her doors swung up. 
 
    The Valkfela stowed their air scooters or whatever they were on their backs and walked around Pegasus with looks of awe and childlike delight.  Kali looked back.  “A wind rider of Valhalla?  Like in the songs Freya?” 
 
    Freya was nodding with a grin.  “Indeed.  Though this one appears beefier than I remember.” 
 
    Arina grinned back. “Pegasus here has no equal, do you girl?”  Pegasus wiggled her doors in response. 
 
    We all stepped to board but everyone stopped in confusion.  Freya and I looked at each other, confused as to who should go last.  I chuckled.  “You are senior here Freya, as ruler of Heildfine, so you should enter last, though in Valhalla it would be reversed.  The same would go for Latalia and Rax.” 
 
    She nodded in thought.  “But the Valkyrie and ruling caste of Valhalla should hold sway over the other Valkfela.” 
 
    Ina hissed in frustration and just walked inside and called out,  “By the war gods you two!  Asgard are so frustrating!  Who cares about protocol?  Just get in here.”  There was some chuckling and we all boarded. 
 
    Arina got us airborne then a moment later she turned back in confusion.  “I see no central spire.” 
 
    It was the third Valkfela that responded, shaking her head.  “You lot think just like grandmother.  The Vanger believe our spire should be by the focal point of the city, Valkyrie.”  But left it at that.  Arina looked across the city and exclaimed, “The waterfall!  Thank you Valkfela.” 
 
    The other woman beamed.  “Yes.  The Falls of Thunder is where you will find Deleen Spire.” 
 
    I looked at Freya and she smiled and shrugged. “My thirteenth wife.” 
 
    We started a wide circle around the city as Meesa's introductions were made.  Arina was giving us a beautiful view of this impossible city.  It was astounding.  A river flowed through the middle of it. There were parks and farms and I could make out marketplaces below.  It was a strange fusion of Asgard architecture and Vanger.  Arina flew us through the cascading water of the falls then landed us lightly at the single spire near it. 
 
    Talia seemed extremely taken by Pegasus.  She had sat in the co-pilot's chair for the ride.  She was stroking the bulkhead beside her as we landed.  Arina grinned at her.  “Amazing isn't she?” 
 
    Talia nodded enthusiastically. “Cha!  Is she... alive?” 
 
    Arina nodded.  “She is an artificial intelligence.  There is no other like her.  She can take you for a ride later if you wish.” 
 
    Talia nodded excitedly then exclaimed with sudden realization, “Pegasus, like the winged stallions the Valkyrie ride?” 
 
    We looked at her in confusion.  Freya cleared her throat.  “I may have... exaggerated a bit in my tales of Valhalla.  It was hard to explain concepts like wind riders back then.” 
 
    We daughters of Odin chuckled and the whole comedy of who should exit first began anew.  Ina just hissed, shaking her head and dragging a giggling Arina out the door with her.  “Let them figure out protocol.  I wish to see these Falls of Thunder.” 
 
    We all exited in a disorganized fashion.  Talia was last.  She was just looking at Pegasus, stroking her hull like a pet.  Arina said, “You can send her away to play if you wish.  Just tell her.” 
 
    Talia said, “Pegasus?”  And the wind rider waggled her doors. “Go play girl.”  Then Talia was giggling as the doors closed, and the ship went flying off toward the city, weaving playfully through the odd spires. 
 
    Freya took the lead.  “All in this tower are my descendants.  All in the house of Freya are sworn to protect the Free Vanger of Folkvangr, for the Vanger are my people as sure as blood.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Then they are of my... of our family, and the oath stands for us as well.  If the Vanger are your people then they shall be Valhalla's people.”  I said looking at Arina, Ina and Kat, who all nodded in staunch agreement. 
 
    Freya paused.  She knew my station as daughter of Odin, that I spoke with his voice.  She looked frightened for me, for the gravity of me voicing theses words, she knew I could not take them back as my word is my bond.  She gave a warning look with concern in her eyes.  I laid a hand on her arm.  “Fear not Aunt.  I know of what I have just invoked.  I speak with Odin's voice.” 
 
    She turned away and paused for a long two seconds then continued into the spire.  The unexpected cheers shook me out of my concentration on Freya.  The lobby was filled with men, women, and children that had a mix of Vanger and Asgard features cheering for Freya and her Valkfela. 
 
    We reached an elevator bank and Freya turned to the Valkfela.  “Go to your quarters and rest!  You should not have left medical!”  She whispered,  “I love you all and am so very proud of you.” Then she paused and said somberly.  “Kali, please send Brun's parents to my quarters.”  The young woman nodded sadly and entered an elevator. 
 
    Our mood was dampened and we followed Freya and her mates into another elevator.  When the doors opened we got out then went across to the only doors in the corridor.  When the door opened, I saw two small girls and a boy playing something on the ground with a teenaged girl.  The little ones squealed and ran to Freya squealing, “Mommy!” She scooped all three up in a group hug as the teenager simply left the quarters. 
 
    Freya spun them and sat them down.  Then she crouched next to them and looked at us with them. They were adorable! She smiled at us and said, “Deleen, Kara, Rhean, I'd like for you to meet some very special women.”  My heart stopped at little Kara's name.  Freya continued. “They are the Valkyrie of Valhalla, like the legends I tell you at night.  This is Arina the Whispering Breeze, Inatra the Singing Rain, and Kate the Raging Storm.” 
 
    Then she put her head next to Kara's and said in a loud whisper, “And this... is Kara the Wild One!” 
 
    All three kids were suddenly silent, little Kara spoke, “But you said she fell mommy.” 
 
    Freya grinned. “It looks like I was wrong.  Thank the Tree of Ages.” 
 
    Then little Kara ran over and hugged my leg. “I'm glad you were not lost to the ages.  Mommy named me after you.” 
 
    I squatted and hoisted her up to my hip and smiled at her.  “And that makes me so happy tiny one.” 
 
    Then my newly discovered cousin Rhean said in a cute voice, “Trinkets?”  The other two children chimed in.  Freya grinned and reached into a pocket and pulled out two fragments of a shattered carbon blade and a scale from my destroyed armor.  I set Kara down as the children squealed and ran to another room with their treasures. 
 
    I smiled fondly at my aunt.  She shrugged, shaking her head in mirth. “What?  I thought you were dead.  Don't get a big head over it.  I've had three Kara's over the eons here.” 
 
    Latalia cleared her throat. “OK ladies, sit and relax as we call for a meal.  That is an order, I don't care if you are Valkfela or Valkyrie.” 
 
    Arina giggled and said, “Yes ma'am.”  She pulled Inatra to the sunken seating area.  I saluted Latalia humorously and similarly dragged Kat to the seating area.  Freya joined us while Rax joined Latalia at what I assumed was a service port. 
 
    I looked at Freya.  “So...  regale us of your adventures Freya.  There appears a lot to tell.  The stuff of legends.” 
 
    She grinned and took a deep breath then asked the same of us as a hearty mead was passed around the table. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 – Homecoming 
 
    After the daughters of Odin shared their tales with my family, and I shared mine from Folkvangr with them, ending in the Stand of the Valkfela on this day, it was well into the night.  We decided to wait until the morrow to travel to Valhalla to meet with Odin.  I was saddened that my sister Geiravor was not in Valhalla, but a new Asgard settlement on Earth sounded exciting.  I was dumbstruck when they announced I could still speak with her in Valhalla as the Asgard had developed faster than light communications with Earth. 
 
    The worst part of the night was informing Malesk and Rosa of the heroic death of Brun when they arrived at my quarters.  I told them of her acts of honor and extraordinary acts of valor, how much I loved her, was proud of her, and would miss her.  She would be interred in our Hall of Heroes.  They took the news with pride, though I knew Rosa would be heartbroken for life and would most likely break down as soon as they got back to their quarters.  My heart ached for them. 
 
    Tyr had called Kara on coms.  The second shift from Valhalla had arrived to guard the secondary shield, and he and the other men were retiring to Valhalla.  He asked to speak with me.  She flicked her coms to a console.  There was a few seconds of static as the systems learned to speak to each other before his voice came through.  He wanted me to inform the Illrovin that Ragnarok vessels would most likely come soon to collect the dead, and maybe photon tractors from the ships above would be used.  He wanted to alleviate any fears of secondary attacks and to know to just leave them to their grisly task.  He wasn't sure of the protocols here and didn't want to step on any toes. 
 
    I assured him that he could speak directly to the First Protector of the Gates of Heildfine in the future. 
 
    Then we all turned in, the Valkyrie all insisted on sleeping in the sunken seating couches, they would not take anyone’s quarters and would not deny I or my mates our bed.  I smiled when my little Kara came out with her favorite blanket and snuggled in with Kara and Kat and whispered, “Please tell me a bedtime story of valor.” 
 
    I left to join my mates in our bedroom as Kara started a tale called “The Innocent and the Fox”, to the gentle hissing of Inatra.  I was becoming quite fond of that young Ragnarok. 
 
    I cuddled under the covers with my mates and softly cried myself to sleep as they held me and gently stroked my hair.  For the first time in five thousand turns I felt safe and I could finally relax. 
 
    *** 
 
    In the morning, Latalia woke me by gently kissing and blowing on my neck.  Odin's beard that was seductive! She grinned cutely at me and said,  “Well met love.” 
 
    I cupped her cheek in a hand and she leaned into it and closed her eyes.  “Well met light of my heart.”  I turned and my arm patted the empty bed behind me. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, she giggled. “You know mister 'I'm First Agriculturist, and I have responsibilities.' He's off to work the day just after our race is saved.  Looks like I have you all to myself, well myself and Valhalla.”  She kissed me before I could say anything.  Who am I to argue with such soft lips?  I kissed back then she pulled away playfully.  “Now scoot your Asgard butt into the shower, I'll join you in a second, cha?”  I smiled and shook my head as I went to prepare for what was sure to be a long day. 
 
    My Valkyrie nieces took turns preparing for the day.  A delivery from the main gates arrived and Kara shook her head when she saw what it was. “Kroth!” 
 
    I looked at her in alarm.  She smiled and shook her head as she showed me the sparkling Valkyrie armor with a cape.  “Father has sent us dress armor.  That means he has something evil planned for your return.”  I heard Inatra groan but Kat and Arina seemed excited. 
 
    I snickered. “Odin... always the showman.”  But then I frowned.  “But you know I cannot return to Valhalla, Kara.” 
 
    She grinned at me with probably the silliest grin I have ever seen on her face, and I used to change her diapers.  Then she said in a conspiratorial manner, “Do not despair Aunt Freya.  Your banishment has already been rescinded by near unanimous support of all of the citizens of Asgard hundreds of cycles ago.  It is amazing how much our people love you.  And do you think I would bind our people to yours of Folkvangr as I did last night if I did not have father's support?” 
 
    My heart started beating faster.  She held up her armor then said, “Soooo... I would say, dress in your dress armor if you have it, and have your spouses dress accordingly.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “This is going to be painful isn't it?”  She nodded with an apologetic look. Then I shrugged. “Rax has already left for the farms today, he is at times too dedicated to his work.  So it would just be myself and Lata.” 
 
    She looked at me, she appeared deep in thought.  “One moment.”  Then she hit her coms and wandered off to the corner for a minute speaking in hushed tones to someone.  Then returned to me smiling.  “If you agree, Odin requests the pleasure of not only your and Latalia's company, but that of your triplets, your Valkfela, and your First Protector of the Gates.  Mist and other Valkyrie will be on hand here at the service of Heildfine in their stead.” 
 
    I was at a loss for words.  What the was that krothing Odin up to now?  “Agreed.” 
 
    So between Latalia dolling the two of us up, and me gearing up in new armor with my dress cape, calling the other Valkfela and instructing them to wear dress armor and calling in Anheld, First Protector of the Gates to do the same, and preparing the triplets.  It was a hectic morning of preparation. 
 
    I couldn't stop grinning at Inatra.  She was quite taken with the children although she kept trying to project a gruff Ragnarok attitude.  But she went everywhere carrying Deleen, who just adored her, on her hip or shoulders.  It looked so natural.  Something that never came up is if any of them had children of their own.  Inatra sure looked like she did.  I made a mental note to ask later. 
 
    All four of my remaining battered Valkfela showed up looking spectacular in their brown and copper dress armor with the flowing, rich brown capes.  Talia's arm was out of the sling.  I shot her a mothering look, and she just shrugged, favoring her injured shoulder. 
 
    I got Rax on coms to inform him we may be home late. 
 
    Anheld showed up in confusion in his dress armor.  I had always seen him as a huge, imposing grandson, but now after seeing Tyr again, I'll downgrade Anheld to simply large and imposing.  I smiled at my own internal joke.  Then I informed him he would be with us in a delegation to Valhalla today.  He complained about needing to be on the line at a time like this.  I tilted my head and looked at him expectantly.  He rolled his eyes and slumped his shoulders in resignation and said, “Yes Freya.” 
 
    After I told the children to be on their best behavior today, Arina just smiled at them and said.  “Or you can just be the delightful children you are.”  The little imp! 
 
    I looked at our procession as we made our way out to the courtyard.  By the Tree of Ages what a striking group! 
 
    Inatra called up to Deleen riding on her shoulder.  “Can you whistle?”  My daughter shook her head no and said, “Sorry.”  Inatra hissed at her softly and said sharply, “Never apologize!”  Then she softened again.  “Then instead, say as loudly as you can.  Pegasus, come here girl.” 
 
    Deleen cupped her little hands to her mouth, a look of confusion on her face and yelled, “Pegasus, come here girl!” For a minute, nothing happened, then we saw a wind rider spiral up from the center of the city, barrel rolling playfully and gracefully swooping back down to land gently by us to the triplets clapping pleasure. 
 
    The doors opened and we boarded the vessel, in an organized fashion, we had established the protocol ahead of time.  Kara was last, followed only by myself and Latalia.  I almost snorted when I saw Talia in the co-pilot seat.  Arina stood and motioned for Talia to take the pilot's chair. 
 
    Talia looked nervous and Arina said,  “She doesn't need a pilot, you can just tell her where to go, but it is so much more fun to fly her yourself.  She'll help you out if you do something wrong.”  Then she took a minute to explain the simple controls and then we were bobbing and weaving toward the main gates.  She got the feel for it by the time we passed over the line of Illrovin who saluted as we went through the shields. 
 
    I took a moment to marvel that we were flying out in the open, well above the tree line, outside of the protection of Valhalla in a wind rider without fear of needle mines.  That has been unheard of for more eons than I can remember.  Talia looked to be having the time of her life as she turned us south and headed toward Valhalla. 
 
    I thought I was prepared.  I mean, I had chosen banishment.  But when we crested a peak and saw the majesty of Valhalla glimmering in the sunlight, spires sparkling and some sort of energy dome protecting my old home I started silently crying.  By the ages I have missed the citadel!  Latalia was comforting me, but all my people were dumbstruck and in awe as Arina instructed Talia to first make a loop outside the dome to show the children the city. 
 
    She made a slow circuit, it looked mostly the same as I remembered, but there looked to be some new spires.  They had told me of the battle damage to the city on Earth and how they had to rebuild in areas.  But the dome shield of my sister's, it was something I almost couldn't comprehend.  The new defenses were incredible, and Kate had shared that Arina had developed new power systems with Odin that would afford the citadel to skip the next Ragnarok transition altogether. 
 
    Arina was on coms with someone and acknowledged, adding with a grin back to us. “No, I'm not flying.  So you don't have to worry about a flyby.”  There was laughter among the daughters of Odin, it must be some inside joke. 
 
    Then Arina said, “I'll take over now Talia, unless you want to tell Pegasus to land at a pad inside at the Central Spire.” 
 
    She nodded like a child anticipating some sweets. “Cha!”  Then she looked at the controls. “Pegasus?” The control lights blinked at her.  “Can you get us to a pad at the Central Spire of Valhalla please girl?”  The lights blinked again and she released the controls as they started moving on their own.  The smile on her face was priceless. 
 
    The ship smoothly brought us through the impressive portal under the dome. We crossed over the unyielding Einherjer holding the line at the gates.  That was a sight that could almost always move me to tears, I've forgotten how much I missed it. 
 
    Then Arina had the windows go opaque, blocking our view as we flew a bit longer and landed at a pad by the Central Spire.  She looked back, and she seemed to be speaking again without really talking.  The other Valkyrie were nodding in apparent understanding.  Were they... communicating somehow?  I'd have to ask Kara about it later. 
 
    We stood then Kara said, “You know Freya, it has been so long since you have set foot in Valhalla, I know the feeling, why don't you and Latalia go out first?  Then the Valkfela and Anheld since they have never seen Valhalla, we will follow with the triplets.” 
 
    I tilted my head, suddenly looking at her with suspicion.  “This stinks of something Odin-ish Kara.” 
 
    She just shrugged innocently.  Like I'm buying that!  I love my brother-in-law but I hate his showmanship.  No that's a lie, so long as it isn't pointed my way it is quite entertaining.  They are up to no good here.  The door opened and I grabbed Latalia's hand.  Kroth she looked good in her finest dress.  We stepped out, and my worst fears were realized when a deafening roar of cheers hit us like a wall of sound.  I could hear my name being chanted. 
 
    There was Odin grinning like a krothing idiot by the main doors at the end of a path lined on either side with Einherjer through the crowd.  I will end this man.  We smiled and made our way to the doors.  Before we reached Odin, a line of Valkyrie stepped in front of us, gave the salute to heroes, then made a hole.  I glanced up.  Odin's beard!  They were projecting this on the krothing city dome! 
 
    We walked past Odin and through the doors.  I leaned in and said, “You will pay for this old man!” 
 
    He laughed heartily. “I look forward to it sister.” 
 
    The lobby was empty, we turned around and watched through the window as my brave Valkfela and Illrovin captain emerged from Pegasus.  The cheering erupted again and my people made their way to the door, again the Valkyrie again blocked their path but when they did the salute to heroes the Einherjer lines shouted “Raugh!” before the Valkyrie made a hole.  Talia was shielding her eyes the whole time as the crowd was chanting “Valkfela!”. 
 
    When they walked into the lobby, Talia laughed.  “Too many bright people.” 
 
    Then the Valkyrie stepped out.  Deleen riding on Inatra's shoulder, Kara on Kate's, my little Rhean riding on Arina's.  If it was possible, the cheering doubled for the children.  Asgard love children with a passion since they can have but one per family.  A thought struck me.  Oh no, my children are ruling caste of Valhalla too now!  The citizens will love them doubly so now! 
 
    Then as they neared, instead of Valkyrie blocking the path, three younglings did.  They put out their hands and The Valkyrie lowered my children one at a time.  The young Asgard each grasped the hand of each child and walked the rest of the way to the door hand in hand.  I swear the crowd was going insane and they were chanting what sounded like “Three Embers.” 
 
    The kids were so excited as they entered they broke free from their escorts and ran up to hug my wife and me. 
 
    Odin walked in as the young ladies were greeting the daughters of Odin with very un-Asgard like hugs.  Inatra was not freezing up or acting indignant as she greeted each with what I can only call a loving hiss. 
 
    Odin strode directly up to me and grasped my forearm firmly.  Was that a tear in his eye?  His booming voice sounded husky as he said, “Well met sister, I have missed you so.”  He laid the back of his hand on my cheek then released me and grasped Latalia's forearm gently.  “And you must be the lovely Latalia that has tamed our Freya.” 
 
    My wife was simply dwarfed by Odin but she looked up with her eyes twinkling with mischief.  “I try... ummm... brother?  I try.  Cha?” 
 
    He chuckled and released her arm and looked at everyone.  “By the Tree of Ages... introductions will take a while here.  Let us retire to Kara's quarters to dispense with that and other pleasantries. Then we can discuss the plight of the Vangers of Folkvangr over a feast in your honor.”  The three young Asgard seemed to disappear quickly at that. 
 
    My little Kara walked up to Odin, she barely came to his waist and tugged on his sleeves.  He looked down with a grin, the ruler of Valhalla is such a softie.  He crouched down to her level and smiled as she spoke.  “Are you really Odin of the stories of valor mommy tells?”  He nodded.  She grinned at him, her eyes wide in awe.  “Mommy named me Kara like your daughter.” 
 
    He nodded again, his smile doubled. “Indeed, and you are just as beautiful as Kara was at your age.”  Then he stood and she hugged his leg then ran off to grab Kate's hand. 
 
    Deleen was yanking on Inatra's sleeve and the Ragnarok picked her up under her arm like a sack of giggling grain. 
 
    Talia reached out with her good arm and snagged the seat of Rhean's pants and lifted him into the air.  “Get over here stinker.” 
 
    Odin grinned and led the way into the elevator.  It was a tight fit but we got everyone in.  Then we got off on a floor I had visited thousands of times back when both Kara and I were living in Valhalla. Could it really be ten thousand cycles since we were together here? 
 
    There were no guards at Kara's quarters.  That's new.  Then Kara waved her hand over the entry plate and the doors opened and she stepped aside for us all to enter.  First thing I noticed was that besides the extra door off to the right, it appeared exactly as I remembered it.  The other thing I noticed was that those three young women were up here, moving food from the service port to a long banquet table off to the left. 
 
    Then the long and arduous task of introductions began as everyone started loading up plates of food and sitting at all the little tables set around the space and the sunken seating area.  I was floored and my Asgard sensibilities kicked into full swing when the three girls were revealed to be Kara and Kate's daughters, Samantha and Esa, and Inatara and Arina's daughter, Brunhilde.  I had to give them Vanger style hugs as if they were my own flesh. 
 
    Kara seemed to be monopolizing my other Valkfela in an intense discussion while Odin monopolized Latalia and me.  The six younger ones seemed quite content to go into Sam and Esa's room to play.  I was shocked and delighted to hear that I also have a new nephew and thought it fitting they named him Thor.  I didn't know him yet, but I was already proud of him for being the ruler of Saellifor.  The other pleasant surprise was that Loki had resurfaced after all these eons. 
 
    As the hour was getting late, Odin pulled me aside. “Freya, there is someone who would like to speak with you.”  He brought me into Kara's bedroom and gestured and the ceiling holo-grid activated. He typed into the virtual keyboard and then I had to grab onto Odin's arm for support, I was feeling lightheaded because there, smiling on the huge holographic display, was a face I thought to never see again.  She may as well have been lost to the ages for me as I believed Kara.  Then she spoke. 
 
    “Well met sister!”  Geiravor said. 
 
    I started crying with a huge smile on my face as Odin held me steady.  “Well met Geiravor!  I thought I would never see you again with my banishment.” 
 
    Her face was still for a second like she was waiting for something then her smile doubled. “The innocents didn't take kindly to the banishment.  Kara argued on their behalf to Odin here.  She said she would defy him if he did not change the outdated banishment law.  She had to remind 'his dimness' that he was ruler of Asgard and had the power to change the law at the citizen’s behest.”  My head was spinning again.  Kara did this for me?  The Asgard did? 
 
    Odin chuckled at her. “Not even at intergalactic distances do I get respect!” 
 
    There was that slight delay before she started speaking again, that must be the “near” real-time that Kara spoke of.  “Shush you.  I'm speaking to my sister here.” 
 
    Odin grinned and squeezed my arm and sat me on the bed and walked out of the room saying, “I will leave you two to catch up.  I will speak with you before I retire love.” 
 
    After a second, my sister nodded with a loving smile for him and turned her holographic gaze on me. 
 
    We must have spoke for over a hundred kalts.  I was amazed with the stories she shared of friends, family, and valor.  Just yesterday I thought I had failed in everything, with the Ragnarok at the gates. Now it seemed I had everything I could ever have wished for.  Except the freedom of my Vangers enslaved by the Ragnarok.  That last thought filled me with resolve.  And for the first time in thousands of turns, it all felt possible. 
 
    When I re-emerged from the bedroom, it was late and things seemed to be winding down.  Odin saw me and walked over again.  “Please, you and your family should stay the night, there is so much that we need to officially discuss.  One ruler to another.  Valhalla is sworn to protect your people, and thus the Vangers are Asgard in our eyes.  I can have your quarters unsealed.  I can also have a wind rider ferry your other people back to Heildfine and bring your husband on their return.  I'm sure Arina would avail them of Pegasus.” 
 
    I blinked.  “You kept my quarters?  Even after banishment?” 
 
    He chuckled.  “Of course, I knew it was only a matter of time that the women of the house of Odin figured out how to get you back into the fold.  We love you Freya, the Asgard love you, and I have missed your abuse these past few thousand cycles.”  He grinned like an idiot and I backhanded him in the gut.  By the Tree of Ages I have missed this big oaf. 
 
    “Oof,” he complained then mocked pain.  “Striking the ruler of Asgard?” 
 
    I clenched my fist and waggled it under his nose with a grin on my face.  “Oh shush you or that's not all you'll get.”  He chuckled. 
 
    I looked over to my Valkfela and Anheld.  They were still in a deep discussion with Kara.  And now Kat, Arina, Inatra, and Latalia had joined them.  They all kept looking over at Odin and me.  I motioned Latalia over. 
 
    I informed her of the plan and she agreed.  But then cryptically said, “But I believe Talia should stay as well.  There is a destiny changing topic that needs serious discussion on the morrow.” 
 
    What could this mystery topic be?  Whatever it is, it must be huge for her to speak thusly. I would let them have their little conspiracy for now.  I nodded and then called Talia and Arina over. 
 
    I smiled at the women. “Arina could we impose upon you and Pegasus to bring Anheld and the Valkfela except Talia back to Heildfine?” 
 
    Arina looked at Talia and grinned.  “Would you like to do the shuttle service with Pegasus' help?” 
 
    I almost snorted at the childish gleam in Talia's eyes as she nodded emphatically.  With that settled, goodbyes were passed about.  Kara handed coms to all of my people to facilitate more efficient communications and started a database synch between the two citadels to bring each up to speed with the other.  It would take a day or two to synchronize the hundreds of exabytes of data and visual records. 
 
    When Talia returned I was exhausted.  It was such an eventful day.  I grinned to myself as I brought my spouses and my children to my old quarters.  On the far side of the spire one level up from Kara's.  My Deleen seemed quite as taken with Brunhilde as she was with Inatra, so she and Talia retired with Arina and Inatra for the night. 
 
    All felt right as I snuggled between my mates and drifted slowly off into a blissful, dreamless sleep. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 – Planning 
 
    I woke beside Kat with three little children poking my nose.  Each one saying, “Kara.” “Kara.” “Kara.” 
 
    I grinned at my new cousins. “Yes tiny ones?” 
 
    Little Kara looked down shyly. “Ina told us to wake you up and to say we are all waiting to have breakfast and also that you are a... lazy Valkyrie?” 
 
    I snorted.  “Well done and well met tiny cousins.  Now scoot off and let Ina know your mission was successful.”  They ran off giggling and I had to stifle one of my own. 
 
    Kat sat up and engulfed me in a lingering hug.  “Don't you miss when ours were that age?” 
 
    I turned to her and nodded and kissed her.  “Yes I do.  And no, love, two is enough.”  She slapped my shoulder, then to punish me for denying her wordless request, she ran to the shower first with a sly smile. 
 
    We went out to the great room and everyone was there.  Arina, Ina, Mist, Talia, Freya, Latalia and the six children.  I found that Rax had already left to visit our agriculture centers.  Mist grinned. “I would give a pocket full of trinkets if Odin would walk in right now.  He'd be outnumbered thirteen women to two men.”  She winked down at Rhean, and he blushed at being called a man as the rest of us chuckled at Mist.  I would pay to see that as well. 
 
    After a hearty breakfast, it was decided the triplets would be escorted around Valhalla by my girls and Brunie to leave the rest of us to discuss capital matters.  This was met with excitement from the children.  They were given pockets full of trinkets from Arina for the markets. 
 
    I couldn't stop smiling as little Deleen ran up to a grinning Brunhilde, with her arms open.  Brunie just threw her over her shoulder like a sack of giggling potatoes as the children all filed out to see the sights.  It still amazes me how the two Ragnarok of Valhalla are such soft touches.  I caught Talia staring at Brunie as they left. 
 
    Mist clasped Freya's forearm.  “I must get back to guarding the gates of Heildfine.  I had to say hello and breakfast with you Aunt.  I have missed you.” 
 
    Freya gave her a loving smile.  “I am glad you could do so.  I have missed you too, troublemaker.  I am glad to see that you finally tamed Tyr.”  We all shared grins at this and Mist left us. 
 
    Latalia laughed and said, “And then there were seven, our numbers dwindle.” 
 
    I looked around then said, “Shall we go to Odin's workshop?  There are important matters to discuss.”  Then we all made our way down together.  Talia stuck to Freya and Latalia like glue.  I nodded to myself in satisfaction.  Even now she protects them, I doubt she even realizes she is doing so.  What a fine Valkyrie she would make. 
 
    Father was working on at least seven or eight holo-displays when we walked in.  He balled his hand into a fist and all but his main display closed as he approached us all with a smile.  He grasped everyone's arms and laid the back of his other hand on everyone's cheeks affectionately.  I swear Talia was blushing so brightly she may have been close to spontaneously combusting.  From what I have gathered, Vanger family constructs are similar to Asgard so she'll have to get used to the ruler of Asgard treating her like family. 
 
    Kate kissed the back of his hand.  “Well met father.”  He placed a hand on top of her head for a long moment.  He fawns so, over her.  I stopped as I watched.  Why have I never thought of this before this day?  Odin is the only father figure Kat has had since she lost hers when she was a child... back when she was human.  Has father seen this the whole time?  Is that why he is so good with her? 
 
    I was knocked out of my thoughts by Arina gently bumping my shoulder with hers.  I swear she is as perceptive as Kate over my moods and my thoughts.  I smiled at her then spoke up to the group.  “There are two pressing matters that I feel need to be addressed before anything else is presented.  The most important is the relocation of the residents of Heildfine to Valhalla as soon as possible.” 
 
    Freya looked to protest but I held up a hand.  “Hold Freya.  Hear me out.”  She nodded and I continued.  “The Ragnarok now know the location of Heildfine and the city has no protective dome like Valhalla does.” 
 
    Talia broke in.  “But there is a mountain protecting us.” 
 
    I shook my head sadly.  “That would be as good as paper if the orbiting vessels attack as they did on Earth.  They used their photon tractors to pull in and use asteroids in kinetic strikes.  Wiping out entire cities and killing hundreds of thousands of innocents at a time.” 
 
    As I was saying that, Arina was pulling up visual records on a holo-display of the strikes on Valhalla, Tacoma, Paris, Washington DC.  The fear and disgust for what they were seeing was apparent on Freya, Latalia and Talia's faces. 
 
    I continued my explanation. “The geodesic dome of Heildfine would offer limited protection if any and would surely fail on a followup strike if the first didn't bring the mountain down on the citadel.  The innocents need to be protected.” 
 
    Freya spoke, “But Valhalla has no space for fifty thousand plus Vangers.” 
 
    Odin grinned, “But sister, we do.  We have over seventy thousand open quarters from the hundred thousand Asgard that stayed on Earth in Saellifor.”  Freya's frown slowly turned into a smile as the words sank in. 
 
    Father continued.  “After we find a solution to protecting Heildfine from such an attack, any Free Vanger who wish to stay on in Valhalla is welcome with open arms as Asgard citizens.  They are your people, therefore they are Valhalla's people.  We can find volunteers in Valhalla for a skeleton crew to maintain your infrastructure and farms until a solution can be found.” 
 
    Freya looked at Latalia for her thoughts.  Latalia said, “I know some may not wish to leave especially from the house of Freya, but if they know it is only temporary we could placate all but the most stubborn.”  She looked over at Odin and asked, “How long would it take to reinforce the dome with a shield like Valhalla's?” 
 
    Father shrugged. “Not long, we have practice now after constructing power cores and shield systems with Saellifor.  Maybe fifty of your turns or less since you have no need of a base wall and you already have power for your city, the new power core would need only power your defenses.” 
 
    Freya looked hopeful but both Talia and Latalia looked saddened by this news.  I asked, “What is it Aunt Latalia?” 
 
    She looked lovingly at Freya first then said in a somber tone.  “You Asgard see time differently than others who do not live as long as the stars in the heavens.  Where fifty turns is but a breath for you, it is over half a lifetime to us Vanger.  Most of us would not live to see the return to Heildfine. Cha?  It would be almost cruel to say we would return to our city.  It would be better to just abandon the citadel and make our new home in Valhalla.” 
 
    Freya suddenly looked as though a shadow was hanging over her as she paled, no doubt not wanting to think of the reality of watching her people age and die over and over.  That is the burden we both shared, living on worlds where we outlasted all we held dear over and over.  The curse of the Asgard lifespans.  In that, Freya and I were more than just kin.  Kate's hand was suddenly in mine, calming me.  I saw Latalia doing the same for Freya. 
 
    Inatra hissed violently at father.  Then before I could say anything she said, almost accusingly. “Vanger are our people now?”  He squinted his eyes.  He knew where she was going with this already, I could tell.  He was going to let it play out.  He nodded cautiously and she continued, “Then give them krothing Asgard nanites.  Saying they are of us is just words, actions speak louder than words.” 
 
    Freya gasped and everyone seemed surprised at this.  But there was nothing but silence for a long minute as the implications of Father's instant reply of  “Of course.” sank in.  It shocked even me as father never once offered the same to the humans of Earth.  Freya's Free Vanger, our Free Vanger had just been offered Asgard near-immortality. 
 
    Kat's voice was in my head as she used our nanite link, “Think of it love.  The Free Vanger have been surrogate Asgard for thousands of years under Freya's guidance.  Using... and thriving using Asgard tech as their own.  Unlike humans who's own civilization was apart from Asgard.  You know as well as I do that Odin had probably thought about this very thing all night last night.  He rarely sleeps with Geiravor away on Earth, so I'm positive he is five steps ahead of us all except Arina.  Look at her face.” 
 
    I glanced over at Arin and sure enough, there was no shock on her face.  She was just nodding like she expected as such to occur.  She caught me looking at her and she shot me an innocent grin.  Kroth! The little one did know! 
 
    Then Odin broke the silence. “To any Vanger who agrees; we will not ask someone to accept them against their wishes.” 
 
    Then Odin caught Arina who was staring at a holo-console with a thoughtful look on her face, she seemed to have transitioned away from us.  He spoke deliberately, “Oh kroth!  What is it little one?  That is the look you get when you devise a system that dumbfounds our engineers for ages.” 
 
    She looked over at Freya.  “You went with a distributed power management plan instead of a centralized plant?  I saw no main generator tell tales when we were there.”  Freya nodded. 
 
    Arina was lost in her world of invention with Odin at her shoulder as she checked to see if we had a schematic of Heildfine yet.  We did and she pulled up the specifications on the geodesic dome.  Then pulled up the specs on her improved portable shield generator plans.  Father's sharp eyes flickered at the screen then inhaled sharply and nodded once to her. 
 
    Arina smiled like an imp.  “Ummm... or we could have a temporary solution within sixty days or so if we can manufacture portable shield generators and modify them fast enough.” Father was just shaking his head in pride as he rested the back of one hand on her cheek. 
 
    She continued.  “If we overlap each opening in your dome with a portable shield generator, each being supplied by an individual energy collector like the rest of your citadel, instead of having the energy projected to it from a core, then it would create a protective dome like the scales of a fish.  The only tricky part will be that we'd need an energy reservoir or vents to shunt the excess energy converted from a kinetic strike.  Then once a permanent Dome Shield of Geiravor is constructed, we could deactivate the temporary solution.” 
 
    Talia whispered into the silence as everyone took in what the little one had just said.  “The Scale Dome of Arina.  Cha?”  Arina buried her head into Inatra's shoulder in embarrassment. Ina just hissed gently at her with a loving smile. 
 
    I spoke up.  This was the perfect opening for my second topic now that both Asgard nanites and protection of the citadel of Heildfine had both been broached.  “That brings me to my second topic.”  This got all eyes on me.  “The Valkfela and Illrovin of Heildfine have stood against the Ragnarok to protect the Free Vanger.  They have fought successfully at a disadvantage.  I have already spoke with all the Valkfela and your First Protector of the Gates Aunt Freya.”  I turned to father.  “I propose we give the Illrovin, Einherjer nanites if they wish.” 
 
    I paused.  That was the part I saw no problems with, but the next part was unheard of, except in Talia's case.  “And I propose that the Valkfela receive Valkyrie nanites.”  Father, Arina, and Freya all gasped at that part.  I quickly said, “I know that only those with Valkyrie Sight like Talia here are ever offered Valkyrie nanites.  But for generations, the brave Valkfela of Heildfine have fought in the stead of Valkyrie; giving all with the same devotion, but without our advantages.  If we are to free the rest of the Vanger on Folkvangr, we will need their help.  I would hate to bring such brave, but mortal, women into battle when we can help them be the warriors we know they can.  All Valkfela have agreed already, that if it is offered, they will accept.” 
 
    Freya looked at me in a combination of amazement, shock, and understanding.  Now she knew what I was speaking to her people about last night.  I saw her observing our talks with curiosity. 
 
    Father looked around the room, deep in thought.  I know this would be hard for him.  Not so much in Talia's case, but the other women.  Then he closed his eyes and took a deep breath and looked at the Valkyrie in the room.  “What say you daughters of Odin?  Among you are three First Valkyries of three worlds and the First Valkyriefrior.  You can speak for all Valkyrie.” 
 
    I instantly said, “Aye.” I was followed quickly by Inatra, Kate and Arina. 
 
    Then father looked at Freya.  “And you, ruler of Heildfine?” 
 
    Freya looked as though she had just been handed a gift that she didn't think she deserved.  “Aye, a thousand times.” 
 
    Then Odin looked at all of us and simply nodded.  I swear we all let out a collective breath of relief, though I could see the conflict on father's face.  We have turned the way of the Asgard on its head so many times in the past thousand years and it doesn't look like we are done yet. 
 
    Father held a hand out to Talia as he walked to a workstation and started punching in commands, she timidly walked to him, he grasped her hand gently and looked into her eyes as he held up an injector.  “You know the ramifications of this?  It cannot be undone.  You will be Asgard in body.” 
 
    She nodded.  “I do.  I freely accept the gift, it will afford me to defend my people as I should.  I will protect my innocents, I am Valkfela.” 
 
    Father smiled at her fierceness then kissed the top of her head as he injected her arm.  He smiled at her. “You will need to eat heartily for the next half day as these nanites will need material to increase your density.  You are now not only Valkfela, but Valkyrie as well, that applies to you alone as you posses Valkyrie Sight.   Not even my sister Freya has it.  This makes you First Valkyrie of Folkvangr.” 
 
    A suitably shocked Talia walked over to a grinning Latalia and they hugged.  Father looked expectantly over at Freya.  “Well, you bullheaded sister?” 
 
    Freya walked up to him and backhanded his gut and said, “Oh, shush you.” Then offered her arm without hesitation.  He tapped his override code again and then injected her.  In dignified ruler fashion, he stuck his tongue out at her.  “There, you surly wench.  Eat... yadda yadda.”  Then he rolled his eyes at her.  I smirked at the Earth expressions father has gotten so comfortable with using. 
 
    She winked. “Yeah, yeah, I got it.  Just watch it old man or I'll tell my sister you are mistreating me.”  This put mock fear on father's face and we all chuckled.  Then her face got more serious and she kissed the back of father's hand.  “Thank you brother.”  He simply nodded with a warm smile. 
 
    Then Freya turned to Latalia and looked hopeful.  “Lata?  Would you accept Asgard nanites?” 
 
    Latalia looked at her like she was thinking hard.  “Would that mean I'd be stuck with you for eons?” Freya looked a little afraid and nodded.  Then Aunt Latalia chuckled. “Well if I must.”  Then she softened. “Loving you forever?  Of course I say yes.”  She kissed my Aunt gently on the lips to Odin's embarrassment then she walked over to him. 
 
    He looked at her, locking eyes.  “You understand all the ramifications here?  As I said to Talia, there is no undoing it.  You'd be stuck with that unruly woman for the ages.”  He winked at Freya who just rolled her eyes.  Latalia just smiled fondly at her and said, “Yes, of course...”  She trailed off and looked hopeful. “And... our children?” 
 
    Father just smiled as he typed a different override code and injected her with standard Asgard nanites. “Of course.  You, Freya, and Rax discuss it, and if you all agree, it will be done.  They are my nieces and nephew and I would greatly like having them around for longer than a blink of an eye.” 
 
    Inatra had wandered off to a back console as everyone started discussing the process and how to most efficiently set up a nanite injection program, issuing quarters and organizing a construction crew for... the name stuck... the Scale Dome of Arina.  Ina kept glancing over at us, looking oddly suspicious.  She caught Odin's eye once and they seemed to imperceptibly nod at each other. 
 
    After she rejoined the group I made my way to the console and found the history had been erased.  I moved to father's console and typed in my override and almost gasped but managed to keep my composure.  She had been communicating with the ships in orbit and did a general broadcast on the planet on the Ragnarok burst frequencies. 
 
    I started digging through all the data.  Visual records of our first contact with the Ragnarok.  The subsequent transition.  Visual records of the general Asgard public.  Visual records of Arina, Inatra and Brunie with the family and in public.  Information on the Vankantar and the Ragnarok settlement on Europa that was labeled “The Outcasts”.  Then visual records of the Stand of the Sisters.  Kroth!  What in the Tree of Ages is going on here?  There was only a simple text message embedded.  “We Ragnarok are living a lie.” 
 
    I looked over at Inatra.  What was she doing?  Was she...  I didn't complete the thought.  No, I loved her.  I couldn't believe it.  I dug farther.  A couple hundred Earth years back, she had done an almost identical transmission on Earth.  Then followed up with updates on Brunie and her family for some reason every few decades. 
 
    The horror on my face must have been obvious when I glanced up at Inatra again.  She had a hurt look on her face as she moved over to Odin and touched his arm.  She whispered to him and he came rushing over.  “Later Kara.  Do not look at Inatra like that, it is not what you believe.”  He was locking out the records I was reviewing. 
 
    I shook my head. “I do not want to believe it, I... I love Ina as my blood.” 
 
    He nodded. “As you should.  This is on my orders.  We can discuss it tonight.  Better yet, it will be better coming from her as it was her stroke of genius, know now that she loves you as fiercely as you love her and we are not betrayed.” 
 
    I could feel my heart rate slowing.  If this was something Odin himself sanctioned, it couldn't be what I was thinking.  But why all the sneaking around then? 
 
    We walked back over to the group.  Inatra walked timidly beside me.  I hated that, she is always so strong, did I make her feel the need to be timid?  She glanced down at me and said softly, “Sister?” 
 
    I placed my hand on her cheek and she closed her eyes and leaned into it.  Then she looked back down at me and I just smiled and nodded.  “Later,”  I said, and her confidence returned with a smile and she bumped our hips and turned her attention back to the discussion. 
 
    It was decided that after our integration plan was enacted, we would plan something that the Asgard had never done.  It went against everything we knew.  We would actively participate in offensive plans to infiltrate the enemy on rescue missions of the enslaved Vanger, spearheaded by the Valkfela, even if they result in violence.  This was unprecedented as the Vanger were now our people as if they were born of Asgard. 
 
    Rax had shown up for dinner at our place around the same time as the children returned.  The nanites were discussed.  He agreed to it and in the morning he and the triplets would be injected.  Talia and Latalia couldn’t eat enough as their nanites increased their density.  Freya had the humorous responsibility of explaining how careful Lata would need to be with Rax until he was injected. She would not be used to her increased strength and mass and Vanger are the weakest race of all the worlds of Midgard. 
 
    Rax comically said, “Just great, like I wasn't already outnumbered by them in my own home.” 
 
    Odin laughed heartily. “It gets worse now that you are of the ruling caste of Asgard, we are now outnumbered somewhere around twenty to four.” This got both Rax and Odin playful backhands to the gut from Freya. 
 
    Deleen sat on Inatra's lap during the meal, it never ceases to amaze me how gentle and protective my Ragnarok sister can be.  Brunie told us how the Asgard public were fawning over the triplets.  Then all of the children ran off to look at the treasures they found in the marketplace after tiny Kara hugged me.  I think it is her sacred duty to hug me whenever she can, it always leaves me with a smile.  We Kara's have to stick together! 
 
    Inatra walked up to Talia who was asking if she would be hungry like this always.  Kat assured her that she wouldn't as Inatra said harshly to Talia, “Valkfela, defend yourself.” She swung at her at a portion of the speed I know she possesses. 
 
    Talia quickly blocked the blow then froze as the nano-lattice flared on her arm.  She glanced up at a grinning Inatra and whispered,  “I have... lattice like a Valkyrie?  I barely felt that!” 
 
    Inatra nodded with a sly grin.  “Not LIKE a Valkyrie, you ARE Valkyrie now.  That is what the food is powering the nanites to do.”  I snorted since that is how I demonstrated it to Ina for the first time all those years ago. 
 
    I thought to her.  “Hey, don't steal my material, it's all I have.” 
 
    She seemed relived that I was still joking with her.  Whatever this thing with her, Odin, and the Ragnarok is, it must be weighing heavily on her.  She simply smiled at me in response. 
 
    Soon, everyone retired for the night.  Kate mysteriously said she had to help out Arina for a few minutes, leaving only Inatra and I alone.  Inatra stood with her back to me watching them go, then it was as if she was afraid to turn to face me. 
 
    I grabbed her hand and turned her toward me and laid my hand on her cheek.  Again she leaned into it.  I pulled her to the seating area and sat beside her on a couch.  “Do not be afraid little sister.  I do not believe you could betray us.” 
 
    She smiled nervously and said, “You're the little sister, runt.”  I chuckled and waited for her to gather her wits to speak. 
 
    She took a deep breath and started.  “A couple hundred years back, Brunie had asked me if all Ragnarok were bad since they all seemed dead-set on annihilating Valhalla.  I did not know what to say since that was my mindset before I came here to die.  I thought of the realization that I was living a lie my entire life, that we were mislead by our rulers so many eons ago, and that was the foundation of all our teachings.” 
 
    She looked to be reflecting on it.  “I understood why she asked.  I feel the same almost every day.  I live in Valhalla where almost everyone accepts me as an equal.  Though they despise all that is Ragnarok, it is a contradiction.  I knew she feared that she was bad and it cut me to the bone, but I have come to... love... the Asgard more than the race of my own birth.” 
 
    She shook her head slowly.  “I told her of course not.  It came down to education.  It took me a while to accept the truth after seeing the actual visual records and the Asgard people themselves.  That the city was not filled with warlike Valkyrie and Einherjer bent on taking over the galaxy.” 
 
    She cast her eyes down.  “Then she asked the most basic of questions.  'So the Ragnarok that we fight... some may be like us if they knew?'  That stopped me dead.  Of course if they knew the truth, some would be as angry as I was at the deception.  So many Ragnarok have died unnecessarily at the hands of the Valkyrie and the Wall of Blood who's only thought is to defend their innocent.  For what?  A lie.  Our entire civilization was built on a lie, and on the technology leftovers from a time that the Asgard had forged an uneasy alliance with Ragnarok.” 
 
    She took a deep breath.  “So I told her that it was possible.  After that I couldn't get it out of my head.  Finally I went to Odin and shared this with him.  Then I asked him a question.  'What if we showed them?'  You would have thought the Earth had stopped spinning, I don't think father remembered to breathe for a long minute then he simply said, 'Do it, but tell no-one.'” 
 
    She looked back up at me.  “So I shared with the Ragnarok at Earth all the information that Arina had showed me, making sure that no vital information was included.  I showed how the Asgard citizens really were and how they really lived.  I showed their acceptance of Brunie and me in their society, and the family I have made here.  I keep them updated as Brunhilde grows into such a spectacular woman away from the violence.  A child created of love, not of necessity to man the ships and fight the enemy.” 
 
    She smiled a little.  “It looks to have worked for a portion of the Ragnarok at Earth.  The 'Outcast' settlement on Europa has changed their teachings and accepted any from the other ships around Earth who wanted to join them.  They were joined by two other vessels.  The ones who believed this was simply a deception, transferred back to the Earth orbiting ships.  This is why the Outcasts bid Brunie and I safe travels.  Odin believes that if we share with all Ragnarok we meet, even if it is a small percentage that can see the truth, it could save lives on both sides.”  She shrugged as she finished. 
 
    I grinned.  Thank the ages.  This was inspired, I knew she couldn't have betrayed us.  I placed my hand on her cheek for a third time, she leaned into it.  I said, “Thank you Ina.  If I haven't told you enough, even though you are a pain in the butt; I love you so very much sister.” 
 
    She hissed lovingly and smiled one of those rare genuine Ina smiles. “Don't tell anyone else, but I love your sorry, frustrating Asgard ass too sister.” 
 
    I swear they were eavesdropping at the door of our quarters, because moments later Kate and Arina came in.  Then Arina traded touches with Kate and I and they wordlessly left to their quarters.  Leaving me staring into Kat's eyes.  The loving look she gave me let me know she knew it all, and was glad that Ina had told me. 
 
    Then the minx hovered her lips inches from mine as she dragged me to the bedroom.  Not allowing me to kiss her soft lips until we were sitting on the bed. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 – Operation Free Vanger 
 
    The Vanger had adopted the Earth time units that the Asgard have used for a thousand years.  The following three weeks were hectic.  All but one hundred Vanger and Asgard volunteers, composed mostly of Illrovin and Einherjer were transferred to Valhalla.  The volunteers stayed behind to maintain the infrastructure of the citadel while the Scale Dome was constructed. 
 
    There were only two probing attacks at each citadel during this time, but they would pull back before many lives were lost. 
 
    The ruling caste started the program to inject all Vanger who wished Asgard nanites.  Over ninety eight percent of their population agreed to accept them.  It would take close to a full year to get everyone in since only the ruling caste had the overrides to release the nanites. 
 
    The remainder, mostly the elderly, said they would just live out their natural lifespans.  Father set up weeks worth of appointments to speak with each of the people who opted out to let them know he respected their decision, but wanted to let them know that the option would always be available to them if they ever changed their minds. 
 
    The new portable shield generator units with built in magnetic energy harvesters and standard energy feed receivers and power shunt circuitry were now being churned out by our manufacturing districts.  The raw materials for the construction were abundant on this planet.  An energy reservoir was constructed for the energy shunting as well as for the future dome shield.  It was amazing to watch our engineers work in concert with Heildfine's engineers to start placing the units on the geodesic dome. 
 
    One unforeseen boon to Valhalla was the unorthodox and more efficient growing methods the Vanger had that would help increase the yield from our farms and hydroponics.  Rax was instrumental in starting a retrofit in our agricultural centers. 
 
    The Valkfela and Illrovin trained with the Valkyrie and Einherjer to learn their new strength and capabilities.  They shared some interesting techniques of their own.  Almost every strike was based on deception, distraction, and misdirection.  I could see my Valkyrie nodding with respect for what these people had accomplished without nanites. 
 
    Our plans were solidifying for rescue operations.  Using detailed Asgard scans of the nearest Ragnarok settlements, almost one thousand Vanger bio-signatures were detected.  Visual observations were made by Freya's ingenious robotic birds to verify numbers, locations, and Ragnarok security. 
 
    The day of our first rescue mission had arrived and we were gathered in the barracks.  It looked good in the room.  The black tables that had looked so sparsely populated for so long after “The Fall of the Twenty Three”, as we slowly grew our Valkyrie numbers back toward our thirty strong fighting strength now were over half full as the Valkfela sat with us. 
 
    Freya and I stood at the front.  The Valkfela would take the lead on all rescue operations, the Valkyrie would follow their lead as we would not strike first.  Once the Ragnarok engaged the Valkfela then we would be free to engage.  This put everyone's morals at ease. 
 
    Freya said, “OK, we have been through this so many times, we all know what we are to do.  I am proud of each and every woman in this room.  We will not rest until every Vanger on Folkvangr is a Free Vanger!” 
 
    From the women assembled there was a resounding, “Raugh!”  
 
    Aunt Freya smiled and turned to me.  I grinned and said, “Arina and Freya have a gift for every Valkfela and Valkyrie.” 
 
    With that the doors opened and Einherjer filed in with boxes.  Handing one to each woman except Freya and me, then they left.  Freya and I made a show of dropping the heavy cloaks we were wearing to reveal the stunning Valkyrie armor that had minor alterations like the wind spider unit on the back. 
 
    My aunt started speaking as everyone looked in their boxes to find similar armor.  “Arina and I have created new regenerative Chameleon Shroud armor.  It has all the functionality of our old Chameleon Shrouds, but are less bulky and more maneuverable than we could manufacture in Heildfine.” 
 
    The Valkfela smiled as they started gearing up.  I watched as one after another winked out of view.  I pulled up my heads up display and could see them all plainly.  Then they shut down their cloaks.  This was quite an amazing system Freya had developed over the eons.  The Valkyrie swapped their armor out and Valkfela started describing the controls and other systems to them. 
 
    The biggest bonus to my Valkyrie was the regenerative properties of the armor.  Our armor only gave us protection for a limited time until it was too damaged to do any good.  Then it was solely up to our nano-lattice and our own bodies to soak up the damage.  This new armor would protect us for much longer in battle as it could heal as we did.  The other systems we would most likely not use often. 
 
    We had trained on the wind spiders but to us, there wasn't much need as our wind riders had lattice. But since stealth was key to our missions, it was best to use them and have Pegasus and a group of wind riders piloted by her in reserve for when we rescued the Vanger slaves. 
 
    Freya said,  “The energy management systems that Arina has developed has increased our cloak time to fifty kalts, sorry fifty minutes, before we have to vent our thermal loads.”  The Valkfela murmured in approval and amazement.  “The wind spiders are equipped with energy absorption lattice.  It is very weak, but should be able to take a hit from a needle mine or a few strikes of energy weapon fire and their speed has been increased by ten percent.” 
 
    When she finished I asked, “Are there any questions?”  There was silence.  Then I nodded. “Then let's go free our people!”  As we filed out to the main gates there was another resounding “Raugh!”   
 
    I looked to Freya.  She nodded to me then pulled her wind spider off her back.  “Mount up women!”  All the Valkfela and only the daughters of Odin pulled out our wind spiders, and we mounted up.  The rest of the Valkyrie would stay to defend the citadels if they were needed. 
 
    Arina whistled to Pegasus who rose into the air with ten other empty wind riders under her control. Then we all flew out of the main gates. Pegasus took the other wind riders under the jungle canopy to await Arina's signal.  The rest of us flew toward Ariel with our cloaks engaged. 
 
    We landed a quarter mile from the gates in the jungle and vented our thermal loads as Freya said over coms, “OK, ladies, two hundred and three Vanger are here, we leave with them all or we don't leave at all.  Execute.” 
 
    Freya and the rest of the Valkfela scattered to different locations around the settlement.  We heard Freya on coms.  “Go for Ghost.” 
 
    Arina put up her personal shield and simply walked out of the jungle toward Ariel.  As soon as she was spotted, at least two battalions of soldiers and ground riders and a Ragnarok airship came out to meet her.  It was almost blinding when they started striking with energy weapons and shipboard lasers. They stopped firing when they saw their attack was fruitless and they switched to carbon blades.  Arina simply kept walking toward them until she was right up at them. 
 
    They started hacking at her and she held up a hand and started speaking.  They slowed and stopped. I could hear her over coms.  “Please.  May I speak with the Ragnarok commander of this base?”  They spiraled around her in typical Valkyrie attack formation, but they all held their blades.  A huge Ragnarok woman stepped out of the command vehicle and walked up to Arina, who stood unflinching, with an almost bored expression on her face.  I almost snorted, father's showmanship was rubbing off on her. 
 
    The woman's voice was strong and gravelly. “What do you want before we extinguish your light Valkyrie?  You should not have come alone to fight.” 
 
    Arina gave her a sweet smile. “I am Valkyriefrior.  I do not and will not fight.  I come with a message and a request for you.” 
 
    The woman gruffed and hissed similar to Inatra. “Then speak.” 
 
    I heard numbers being ticked off on coms by the various Valkfela that have found Vanger in the city that they could easily pull out without anyone noticing, and had sent them around in the jungle to meet up with us.  The first couple frightened Vanger had already started to show up at our location with wonder and hope in their eyes. 
 
    Arina nodded and said, “We request that you release all of the enslaved Vanger you have in your settlement.  That is all.  If you do not then the Valkfela of Heildfine will attack your compound.  Or if a single Vanger citizen is harmed, the Valkfela will not just attack, but will come down on you like the hammer of Thor, backed by the Valkyrie of Valhalla.” 
 
    The woman loomed in close to Arina's shield and glared at her.  Arina turned her shield off and stepped to her and returned her glare steadily.  Kroth!  What is she doing?  Kate will kill her for doing that!  Kate and Inatra started moving forward and Mist and I had to stop them. 
 
    The commander hissed, baring her teeth then growled and said, “You dare threaten us?  I am Kenatar, Commander of Ariel.  I want you to know who will be your death.” 
 
    Arina unflinchingly said, “I am Arina the Whispering Breeze, Ghost of the Battlefield.  And this is no threat.  I am just stating the facts of what will happen if you do not comply with this request.  You have five kalts to comply or the Valkfela will attack, followed by the Valkyrie.” 
 
    It was almost comical.  The commander swung at Arina, but the little one was ready and expanded her shield instantly, throwing the commander back.  Arina tilted her head and said, “Five kalts Kenatar, no more.  Please, we wish no violence today.”  I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding, Kat did the same.  Mist was just shaking her head while Inatra was hissing. 
 
    The commander just laughed. “I like you Whispering Breeze.  I will take no pleasure in killing you.”  Arina jut inclined her head and sighed.  Their attack on her shield resumed and she just stood there. 
 
    Five kalts later she looked up and announced over coms and the loudspeaker of her armor, “Time is up.”  Then Valkfela appeared one at a time around the group of gathered Ragnarok that had been steadily growing. 
 
    Five war cries warbled out and the Ragnarok engaged immediately.  I saw the cloaked women in the encampment shadow boxing the air as their holo-clones battled.  If it weren't for the seriousness of the situation and the fact that men and women were now dying fighting coherent photon projections, it would have been comical. 
 
    Still I had nothing but respect for these women.  This is what they did, this is how they stayed alive in such frail bodies.  Trickery and misdirection.  Almost the entire garrison had rushed out to take on the apparent Valkfela.  The two closest real Valkfela, Freya and Talia, threw magnetic lance demolition charges into the masses.  This took out hundreds of Ragnarok in a fury of electromagnetic discharge and lightning.  This also destabilized the holo-clones.  The two declaoked, which drew the enemy in. 
 
    I watched as their nano-lattices flared as the real battle began.  That was our signal.  Arina activated her chameleon shroud and made her way back out of the battle to our location as we ran out to engage the enemy.  Our war cries sounded and our violence met theirs.  I knew as we fought that the three remaining Valkfela were taking out any stragglers in the town and freeing more and more Vanger.  It would be less than thirty minutes before reinforcements could show up from the closest base unless the orbiting ships sent men down. 
 
    Kate and I started cutting a path through the battle with great swaths of the power of Thor shooting from our fingertips.  Carbon blades were striking us from all sides.  I was working my way through the battle toward the commander.  I saw Inatra shredding Ragnarok like they were rag dolls. 
 
    I glanced back and saw Pegasus and the other wind riders landing in the jungle near our previous location, Arina would be orchestrating the evacuation there.  The ground around us was erupting and the shrapnel was getting through out lattice and armor.  I watched the armor starting to heal as I rolled to the side.  I came up to see the air support ship hovering directly above us, firing at our position. 
 
    Talia had fought her way to my back.  I raised my hand to release the power of Thor at the craft but Talia laid a hand on mine.  “Hold Valkyrie, this one is mine.”  She motioned at my hands, and I bent and cupped them, she stepped into them and I thrust back with all my might. 
 
    At her apogee, twenty feet up, she punched her fist through the hull of the vessel and held on.  I didn't see the whole thing as I was defending myself against the horde.  But I could hear her yelling over coms.  “You enslaved my people!”  Then a horrendous crunch.  “You slaughtered thousands!”  Then groaning metal.  “You took our planet as your own!”  There were four crunches and the sound of rending metal.  “I am Talia, Spear of Freya, First Valkyrie of Folkvangr and I will be your death!”  Then there was an explosion from above and a body hit the ground fifty feet to my left, and the vessel came crashing down into the horde, taking out dozens more. 
 
    Talia quickly got back to her feet and resumed the battle with that same animalistic look in her eye that I recognized from myself.  Not only did she impress me, she scared me.  About twenty five minutes into the battle Freya shouted, “Hold!  We have them all!” 
 
    Freya was holding the commander by the throat, ready to deliver the killing blow.  Instead she said, “Call your men off and we will withdraw.  We have what we came for.  Do not make me kill you.” 
 
    The woman hissed and struggled, then finally relaxed and said into her own coms.  “Hold Ragnarok!  Let them retreat like the cowards they are.”  The battle slowed and then before long, the Valkyrie and Valkfela were backing away from the battle and then each blinked out one at a time as we returned to the waiting wind riders. 
 
    Freya and I stayed.  She released the commander who was gasping for air and said, “Tell the other settlements of this.  We will be liberating all Vanger.  If even one of my people is hurt, we will not stop until each and every Ragnarok on the planet is wiped out.  This is no threat, this is my promise to the Ragnarok of Folkvangr.  We would prefer to live in peace with you, but do not force our hand.”  Then Freya let loose her war cry, and started swinging.  I feared she was going to take out Kenatar but she struck a rock formation beside her instead, shattering it as her lattice flared. 
 
    Then she turned her back to the commander and we both walked away from the gathered Ragnarok.  Kenatar called out.  “Your name Valkyrie?” 
 
    Freya did not turn but she called out before we activated our chameleon shrouds, “I am no Valkyrie. I an Freya of Folkvangr.  I am Valkfela!” 
 
    As we sat in Pegasus, flying back to Valhalla with a fleet of wind riders filled with freed slaves.  We all just looked around at each other, pulling blades and shrapnel from each others quickly healing wounds.  Both Inatra and Kat were giving Arina the silent treatment for her lowering her shield to the commander.  Arina just defended herself by whispering, “When I looked in her eyes, I saw... something.”  They seemed placated by this and started sharing touches with her again. 
 
    After a bit, Talia's eyes locked on mine, a smile grew on both of our faces and we simultaneously let loose our battle cries.  The other Valkyrie and Valkfela joined in. 
 
    We must have kept that up for a couple minutes.  It ended in chuckles and nervous giggles as we had burned off the needed emotional release and tension. 
 
    But that was nothing compared to the reception the newly freed Vanger got when we arrived in Valhalla.  The gathered crowds roared in welcome.  Was Freya... crying?  I shielded her from the others view until she could compose herself.  I looked around at the sea of people when I realized that they were all Vanger.  There were Asgard on the far reaches cheering too, but all of Heildfine had come to the gates to welcome their own.  My heart was swelling with pride for these people. 
 
    The following weeks were filled with similar missions.  At two of the next twenty settlements we arrived at, when Arina walked to the encampments, she found all of the enslaved Vanger waiting and the gathered Ragnarok did not attack and allowed us to take our people. 
 
    Kali was put out of commission for a couple weeks after one battle where she lost two fingers.  I must say, she was quite the beauty once the nanites had healed all of her old burn scars, but for some reason I thought she was even more attractive with them.  Kate says it is my fascination with the imperfections of those without nanites. 
 
    One settlement, Innalia, had killed the twenty Vanger there and had their bodies on display in the square in defiance once Arina gave the ultimatum.  It was all we could do to stop Talia and Freya from going in to wipe the town and all Ragnarok off the face of the planet.  The Valkfela had a dangerous solemnness and intensity radiating from them after that. 
 
    Freya settled for changing our tone for the final five settlements.  She transmitted across the continent that the Valkfela would no longer give warning.  That we would engage at each encounter and we would not withdraw until every last Ragnarok was dead if they resisted, that the happenings at the settlement of Innalia were to blame for this change. 
 
    Shortly after, a Ragnarok troop transport landed at the gates of Valhalla with the remaining enslaved Vanger from those five settlements.  Two commanders disembarked after the refugees made it safely through the shields.  Kenatar was one and a huge Ragnarok man was the other.  He wished to speak with Freya.  She met him outside the gates with all Valkyrie and Valkfela standing on the line behind the shield. 
 
    The man growled at her as she stepped up to him and craned her head up to exchange glares.  His voice was that of stone. “You are Freya of Folkvangr?”  She nodded.  He continued. “I am Anharr, First Commander of the Ragnarok fleet of Folkvangr.  I want you to know that we do not take kindly to threats.  Know now that we did not give in on this matter.  But we are people of honor and what happened in Innalia was dishonorable.  We do not kill for spite.  The settlement has been...”  He paused, baring his teeth in a cruel smile and growled.  “...dealt with.” 
 
    Then he growled again and continued.  “We give these worthless slaves to you in recompense for that misdeed.  But mark my words.  By the War Gods, we will take you down for your incursions into our bases.  Heildfine will fall as will Valhalla.  Do we understand each other.” 
 
    Freya nodded and answered, “And I will be here to stop you Anharr.” 
 
    They glared at each other.  Then the man smiled.  “I think I like you Valkfela.  Now exchange blows with me so I may leave with honor.” 
 
    He backed off a step and the two swung, battle cries ringing.  They were both sent to the ground by the power of the blows.  Each stood shakily and Anharr started walking off mumbling, “I like you indeed Freya of Folkvangr.  The next time we meet will be your death.” 
 
    He left Kenatar standing there as he boarded the transport.  Before he closed the door he asked.  “Are you sure?  I may be picking your body up later instead of you.”  She just nodded and he closed the door and the transport flew off. 
 
    Kenatar hissed and bared her teeth at Freya.  “Fetch me Inatra!”  What the kroth is going on here? 
 
    Freya walked into her guard and held her gaze just inches from her face, studying her then just nodded and walked off past Inatra who was already walking out her lattice flaring and claws extending. She did the same as Freya and got her face directly in Kenatar's and hissed. 
 
    The commander hissed back then looked her up and down and then relaxed and took a step back and pulled out a holo-pad.  I could see the visual record of Ragnarok first contact was playing.  Kenatar yelled at her, “Show me!”  She was pacing like a wild animal.  Inatra tilted her head and Kenatar struck her, lattice flared.  “Show me!”  Inatra bared her teeth like fangs but the hiss that came out was almost gentle as she deactivated her lattice.  Kenatar struck her again, cutting her lip and watched as the wound almost instantly healed.  Again the commander said, but this time in a gentle voice, “Show me.” 
 
    Inatra turned her unprotected back to the commander and said simply, “Come.”  Kenatar followed. Inatra walked directly up to Tyr.  “Open a hole!”  Then she softened as she reached up through the shield and placed the back of her hand on his cheek.  “Please brother.”  Tyr looked at me and I gave a slight nod.  He looked conflicted but then stepped aside and the women stepped through.  For the second time Tyr, Hand of Justice, let a Ragnarok cross the line. 
 
    Inatra called back at us through our nanite link,  “Kara, Arin, please join us.  I will summon Brunie.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 – Dinner Guest 
 
    The next few hours seemed a little surreal with a touch of deja vu.  As Inatra, Arina and I toured Valhalla with the Ragnarok commander, Kenatar kept watching with steely eyes and great interest as Arina fawned over Inatra. 
 
    We brought her to see the marketplace where she could observe average citizens.  I had to restrain her arm when she went to strike a random person.  She hissed. “How do I know they are not part of a deception?” 
 
    Arina shrugged. “To what end?” 
 
    Inatra grabbed Kenatar's hand and physically dragged her to Hajart's tent.  “I know someone who may help.” 
 
    We all followed.  Hajart's eyes lit up when he saw Inatra.  I had to grin.  Those two may as well be father and daughter.  Then his eyes stopped on Kenatar.  “Another Ragnarok?”  Before anyone could say anything he was stepping up to her with a smile, offering his arm. “Well met young Ragnarok.  I am Hajart the Loom Master.” 
 
    She hissed at him but then looked around at us then hesitantly clasped forearms with him.  “Well met Loom Master, I am Kenatar, Commander of Ariel.” 
 
    He smiled genuinely at her, then Inatra spoke up as she laid the back of her hand on his cheek. “Well met old man.  I was wondering if we could possibly demonstrate your healing to the commander here.  She harbors even more suspicion than I did.” 
 
    He nodded and offered his hand to Inatra.  She kissed his palm then drew her knife quickly across it.  Then Kenatar leaned in to see his hand healing at a painfully slow rate.  Inatra drew the knife slowly across her own hand, cutting to the bone and held up her hand that healed in seconds while Hajart's was still stitching itself together. 
 
    Inatra tore a section of material off her sleeve and wrapped Hajart's hand.  The commander just turned to leave, and Hajart laid a hand on her shoulder.  “Please, before you go Kenatar of Ariel,” he said as he grabbed a blood red scarf with what appeared to be dark orange clouds woven into it.  “A gift of welcome to Valhalla.  I hope this will not be your last visit with us.” 
 
    She looked at the scarf then at all of us.  She had a look of confusion in her eyes, then she straightened and hissed gently at Hajart.  Then handed him a small carbon knife from her belt.  “I have seen your traditions from the visual records that Inatra has transmitted.  Something for something Loom Master Hajart.”  Then she turned away and left the tent. 
 
    The old man was grinning. “I like her Inatra, she is much more polite than you were.”  Inatra hissed softly then bumped his hip with a grin before we all followed Kenatar out. 
 
    Kenatar had tied the scarf on her left arm and was running her fingers along the silky cloth when we exited the tent.  She dropped the material quickly.  Then she looked at us.  “Am I to be under guard like this while I am here?  Can we not speak in private?” 
 
    Arina spoke up, “You are not under guard.  You have free access to the entire city, guards will be at restricted areas only.  I am just here because I am Inatra's mate.  I'm sure Kara was invited along in case you had any questions for the First Valkyrie.  We can leave you and Ina alone if you wish.” 
 
    She squinted her eyes and turned toward me. “You will allow me to roam freely?” 
 
    I nodded and said,  “Of course, Valhalla is open to any who wish.  The only condition is that no violence is to be committed within the gates.  It is non-negotiable and would result in automatic ejection and you would be banned from return if violence occurs.” 
 
    She stepped up to me and stared down at me.  I think she was trying to intimidate me.  I hardened my gaze.  She paled then snorted and smiled.  “Who would have thought that the Demon was so tiny?  Though even as such, you are still quite intimidating.” 
 
    Inatra was grinning at her now.  “I know, right?  She is what we are taught to fear as children.” 
 
    They shared a laugh.  I cleared my throat and they stopped and Kenatar stepped away from me.  “I will allow your company for now Valkyrie.”  Then she looked at Arina for a moment then back at Inatra. “And you have tamed one of them.” 
 
    Inatra grabbed Arina's hand and laced their fingers.  “No, I fear it is my Arin who has tamed me.” Kenatar raised an eyebrow at that.  Arina stuck her tongue out at both of them, causing more chuckles. 
 
    Inatra then said, “It is almost time for supper.  Will you join us?  I wish for you to meet our daughter Brunhilde.  It can just be us if you wish or Kara, her mate Kat, and Odin can join us if you have more questions.” 
 
    She stopped short as if shocked, her eyes wide. “The War God would speak with me?” 
 
    Ina laughed. “Father is no War God.  He detests violence.  If anything, I would say he is gentle.” 
 
    She looked at all of us, I could see all the questions and contradictions swimming around in her intelligent eyes and then she straightened and announced, “I shall allow it.”  I snorted.  Does Inatra realize just how much like her Kenatar is? 
 
    Pegasus flew us back to the Central Spire and we made our way up to Arina and Inatra's quarters.  I had already contacted Kat and father to meet us there when they could. 
 
    As soon as we walked in, we were greeted by an excited looking Brunie who set her holo-pad down.  No doubt reading more of those earth romance novels she can't seem to get enough of.  She stood and waited expectantly. 
 
    Inatra smiled fondly at her.  “Kenatar, I'd like to introduce you to our daughter, Brunhilde.  And Brunie, this is Kenatar, commander of Ariel.  She will be staying for dinner tonight.” 
 
    My young niece offered to bump forearms with the commander, saying, “Well met Kenatar, commander of Ariel.  Please call me Brunie.”  The commander only looked at her offered arm then instead hissed and grasped her forearm instead.  She pulled her in close and seemed to examine her as she turned her right then left without releasing her.  Then she turned to Inatra. “She is a mutt?” 
 
    I cringed at the word.  After all the battles against Valhalla on Earth, there were not enough women to maintain and increase the population on the Ragnarok ships in orbit.  “Mutt” is what they called the half Ragnarok children on the ships orbiting Earth born to the human women they took as breeding stock.  Male mutts were killed on the spot and the females, once they reached breeding age would then have pure Ragnarok children.  Once the female mutts got too old to breed, they were put down like animals. They saw it as a mercy. 
 
    Inatra hissed violently baring her teeth at the word.  Kenatar held up her other hand in a placating gesture.  “I was just making an observation, it was not meant disparagingly.  She is quite fetching actually.”  Then she turned back to Brunhilde who she still had not released.  “How old are you child?  Eighteen? Nineteen?”  In Ragnarok lifespans, that is what her current apparent age would be since they aged slower than humans. 
 
    My niece looked a little frightened as she said, “Nine hundred and eighty eight.” 
 
    Kenatar looked shocked for a moment but then just nodded with a smile.  “I see.  Well met Brunie. Please address me as either commander or Kena.”  Then she released her arm and turned from her in a dismissive manner and spoke to Inatra. “Who would have thought?  Ragnarok mating with Asgard.” She paused.  “Their technology allows for two women to produce offspring?”  Inatra nodded. 
 
    She turned back when Brunhilde spoke again, “Do you really... want to kill all of us in Valhalla, Kena?” 
 
    The commander spun on her.  She actually had to think for a moment.  Then nodded to herself and spoke, “You and your mother, certainly not.  But if I had been asked this question before Valhalla arrived, I would have said yes instantly.  Now...”  She paused and thought again. “Now, I admit to being confused about a lot of things I thought I knew to be true.  I would hesitate to say yes until I had more information.  Just the fact I stand in Valhalla and still live is a contradiction in my own mind.”  I had to nod, she was being truthful and straightforward with her answer. 
 
    Brunie smiled at her and Kena responded with a gentle hiss like the one Inatra usually reserved for small children.  I knew the commander still couldn't fully grasp the discrepancy between my niece's apparent age and the fact she was actually centuries her elder. 
 
    Arina stepped to Brunhilde and gave her a hug and a contagions smile as she said, “Could you please help me call down for a meal?  There will be seven tonight.”  They scooted off to the service port while Inatra and I led Kena to the seating area.  She sat on the far side of the low table from us with her back to the wall and her eye on the door. 
 
    Kate's door entry chime sounded just then, and the doors opened and my wife walked in on the arm of Odin.  Kenatar was immediately on her feet and drawing her carbon blade.  I stood to intervene but she placed the blade on the ground and knelt while looking down at the ground. “War God Odin.” 
 
    Father freed Kat from his arm and crouched by the commander and grabbed her shoulders gently and stood with her.  “Please stand Kenatar, commander of Ariel.  I am no War God, Inatra can attest to that.  Please call me Odin.  I must thank you for allowing the Valkfela and Valkyrie to leave your settlement peacefully after their task was accomplished.  Countless lives were not wasted on either side.  It was the act of a true leader.” 
 
    I swear that father practices these things in front of a mirror before he says them.  They almost always have the proper effect.  Diplomacy runs through his veins.  Kenatar raised her chin with pride and nodded once. Then she looked up at father and met his eyes with a hard glare.  She was large for a Ragnarok, but still not as tall as him.  “It may still have been for naught.  The day may still come where they fall to my people.” 
 
    Father grinned a little at the Ragnarok manner in which she accepted the compliment.  “Indeed.” 
 
          “Please address me as commander or Kena.” 
 
    Father didn't break their gaze, I have always felt such pride in him that nothing ever seemed to intimidate him.  He grasped her forearm. “Then, well met Kena.” 
 
    She nodded.  “Well met Wa...  Odin.” 
 
    Kat stepped up as Father moved to a small couch in the seating area.  My wife's delightfully raspy voice said, as she grasped Kena's forearm, “Well met Kenatar, commander of Ariel, I am Kate the Raging Storm.  Please call me Kat.”   The commander went to examine her as she did Brunie.  I had to stop a small smile when Kat didn't budge when Kena tried to turn her to inspect her.  I saw both of their grips tighten.  Kate's eyes bore into the returned gaze of the commander.  Kat somehow made her eyes flare with her aura.  The Ragnarok said, “I do not know your race.  Human?  You do not have the fine features of an Asgard.” 
 
    Kat nodded once and the Ragnarok released her. “Well met Kat.  I like you, you have fire in you like a Ragnarok.” 
 
    They exchanged sly grins and Kat sat down beside me.  Arina and Brunie brought platters of food and mead.  My niece asked Kena, “Would you care for something other than mead?  Water?  Juice?” Kena shook her head. 
 
    Then Kat sat up suddenly and slipped a Ragnarok holo-pad from her waist and slid it to the commander.  “You left this at the gates.  I have loaded as much of Vahalla's histories, visual records and teachings on that as could fit.”  She smirked at the look of pleasure on Kenatar's face.  “No, there isn't anything that can be used for strategic advantage in the data.” 
 
    Kena hissed in amusement and spoke more to herself than anyone, “Yes, I do indeed like this human.” 
 
    The meal went well, she enjoyed all the new tastes and was particularly fond of the sliced beef.  I wonder if it is something about Ragnarok taste buds, since beef is Inatra's favorite Earth food.  If she could mainline steak shish kebobs she would.  I made a mental note to ask Brunie about it later since she seems to favor beef over all other foods as well. 
 
    The discussions ranged from life on Folkvangr, to battles since she had not seen battle in her lifetime since the Valkfela were so elusive.  Then to the differences in Asgard and Ragnarok family structures.  She was, if anything, twice as abrasive as Inatra when she had first arrived in Valhalla, but I found her intelligent and engaging nonetheless. 
 
    We found that between the Valkfela attacks in the weeks leading up to our return and our rescue missions, more than twenty percent of all Ragnarok on the planet have died.  Odin's beard!  What had Freya done before we arrived?  I had renewed respect for the Valkfela, though it still warred on my own morals that they take offensive action.  But the difference is that it is done for the survival of the race of innocents on this planet.  We Asgard are merely visitors on the planets we travel to... except Earth now. 
 
    Father shocked me when he also offered her and any of her people who wished, future visits of the citadel so long as they submitted to weapons scans and gave their word that they would commit no violence under the dome shield.  “For all our differences and hatred between our peoples, the Ragnarok are honorable and will keep their word.  I have witnessed this myself,”  he said. I could see more clearly now, his and Inatra's plans. 
 
    Once again he was impressing upon me that Earth axiom that actions speak louder than words. Even if a small portion of the Ragnarok across the galaxy understand the deception they have been living and refuse to raise arms against the Asgard... that would save countless lives on both sides.  One day, maybe we could truly co-exist with the Ragnarok. 
 
    When the meal was over she stood and said, “I have much to think about.  I will go over the records Kat has provided and speak with the people under my command.  Please see me to the gates Inatra and Brunie.  I will signal an extraction ship.  This I pledge to you Odin and to Freya of Folkvangr, I will inform you if I and my settlement will again take up arms against your citadels.” 
 
    We all bid her goodbye and watched them go.  I could tell the coming days were going to be nothing if not interesting. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 – The Scale Shield of Arina 
 
    A few days after the visit from the Ragnarok commander Kenatar I had almost killed, I woke beside my mates. Other Ragnarok men and women have come from Ariel, one at a time since then.  Always abrasive and distrustful, but all kept their word of non-violence under the dome. 
 
    Latalia was already awake watching both Rax and me like she always did, with a loving smile. Her smile deepened when she saw I was awake and she kissed me.  “Good morrow love.  Today is the day, cha?”  I nodded with a grin. 
 
    Rax sat up at that.  “If it works, I can get back to my krothing crops since you won't allow me over there for more than a day a week.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him and Latalia just reached past me and pushed him back onto the bed.  “You are just as bad as Freya!”  We all chuckled then got up to prepare for what could possibly signal a return of my people to Heildfine. 
 
    Rax was the first one dressed and he skipped breakfast, he had an early meeting with First Agriculturist of Valhalla.  Always working that one.  I donned my armor, I had required that all of my Valkfela wear it if they were leaving the citadel gates during the day.  Then Latalia and I made our way out to the great room.  Talia had already arrived in her armor and was watching the triplets laying on the floor, drawing on paper.  They saw us and jumped up and ran for hugs.  They gave us cute greetings then we all sat for breakfast.  This was certainly going to be an exciting day if everything went right. 
 
    Finally Talia and I stood.  Latalia frowned.  “You are certain I cannot come?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “We do not know if Arina's plan will work; I want you safe until we know. Besides, someone needs to keep the triple terrors here in line.  By the Tree of Ages, we know we can't trust the Three Embers to that task, they just encourage the little one's shenanigans.” 
 
    Talia tilted her head at me. “Do you think Brunie will be allowed there?”  Was she blushing? 
 
    I smiled at her.  There were two things in Valhalla that Talia had an extreme fascination with during all the weeks since Valhalla's arrival, Pegasus and Brunhilde.  I decided to tease.  “I did not know that you preferred older women.  But no, probably not until the shield is in place.” 
 
    The blush and look of embarrassment on her face were priceless.  She stammered as she said, “I... she's... I do not.  Besides she does not look older.  She will not hit nanite maturity for hundreds of cycles hence.” 
 
    Latalia, even worse than I am, chuckled and teased. “And imagine the beauty she will be at such time.  Cha?  You will have much competition for her favor.” 
 
    Talia blushed deeper then opened her mouth and closed it again and started stalking toward the door.  She called back over her shoulder, “Are you coming Freya?” 
 
    Lata and I started chuckling then I gave her a sweet lingering kiss.  “I will com you with the results of the test love.”  I hugged the children and my wife nodded and started herding the little ones to their room to get ready for the markets. 
 
    We reached the pads in front of the central spire where Kara and Odin were in a heated argument. Arina, Kat, and Inatra were looking around trying to look inconspicuous as Kara's voice rose.  “No father you will not!  You are the ruler of Valhalla and your safety cannot be guaranteed in Heildfine until the Scale Shield of Arina has been tested!” 
 
    My brother spoke forcefully.  “I will not bow to fear and cower in my own citadel!” 
 
    Kara took a breath and calmed herself. “None could ever charge that Odin of Asgard is afraid of anything.  But as my duty to Valhalla as First Valkyrie is the protection of our people, and you are one of our people, I say you must stay today where the other Valkyrie and Einherjer can insure your safety. If all goes well, then we will send for you promptly.” 
 
    He shook his head and said, “I have you to protect me, are you afraid that...”  He snapped his mouth shut at the hurt already apparent on Kara's face that he would ever imply that she were afraid of anything.  He took a calming breath then continued speaking calmly, “No.  You are right daughter.  Your mother would say as such.  I will not press the issue farther.” 
 
    Kara just nodded and quickly boarded Pegasus to stop herself from saying more.  Everyone boarded wordlessly, leaving me standing beside Odin.  “You big oaf.  That implication was a blow to her honor. I don't expect you to understand, but that honor is the only thing that can lift the burden of committing violence from her.” 
 
    He just simply nodded and gave me a half smile.  “I know... I shall make amends.  I was simply frustrated at being confined to my own citadel by my daughter.  It was a foolish word; I should have chosen my words more carefully, but she is as frustrating as her mother.” 
 
    I grinned and backhanded him in the gut.  “And don't you forget it brother.”  I winked at his mock shock and then entered the wind rider.  I heard him mumbling something about the women of his family being the death of him as the door closed behind me, and the vessel rose into the air. 
 
    I sat next to a grinning Arina.  I looked confused for a moment then snorted when I saw Talia in the pilot's chair.  Arina gave me an impish smile. “I haven't the heart to break up the love affair between the girl and her wind rider.” 
 
    Everyone started laughing and Talia said, “I will end you Valkyrie!”  In a good approximation of Inatra's voice, causing more laughter. 
 
    Inatra hissed and said indignantly, “I do not sound like that!” 
 
    Arina caught her hand and smiled sweetly.  “Of course not love.”  This seemed to placate the Ragnarok as she was now fighting a smile on her face. 
 
    A couple kalts... no, minutes later, we were swooping down gracefully through the gates of Heildfine, over the lines of Illrovin and Einherjer.  We passed the two wind riders filled with engineers and construction technicians that were heading back to Valhalla.  I looked at the city, it was odd seeing virtually no movement in a normally bustling metropolis.  I could only see a vehicle or two from the infrastructure maintenance crew and the vehicles tending the farms. 
 
    Talia flew the perimeter giving us a bird's eye view of the city.  The geodesic dome holding the mountain top up looked odd with the spiderweb of shield generators grafted to every intersection. Then she brought us into a landing in Central Meadow, the park in the exact center of the citadel along the River Styx. 
 
    The six of us stepped out onto the wide cobblestone path that meandered through the meadow.  Even the birds were silent in anticipation, normally I would hear hundreds of thresh raptors in the park.  Kara got on coms with Odin.  Her voice hard, still smarting from the verbal slip of my stupid brother.  “Father, are you getting the holo-feeds and data feeds?”  She nodded at the response she got then turned to Arina. 
 
    Arina held up her holo-pad then stopped and looked at me.  “Actually, Aunt Freya, would you do the honors?  It is your citadel.” 
 
    I smiled at her and looked around and activated the controls on my armor's head's up display. “Ready ladies?”  They all nodded in nervous anticipation. 
 
    I licked my lips.  When had they gotten so dry?  Then I said, “It is with great joy that I activate the Scale Shield of Arina.”  I held out a fist and slowly opened it, stretching my fingers wide.  The gesture was accepted by the systems and one by one, like the petals of a flower slowly blooming, each opening in the dome shimmered in iridescent light as the shields sprang to life, each in contact with the granite of the mountain above. 
 
    It started at the lowest level at the base of the dome and spiraled slowly around and around, climbing until the final shield shimmered to life at the apex of the dome.  There was a thrum as all of the units synchronized and then it faded to silence. 
 
    I don't know how long we stood in silence with our necks craned to the shimmering beauty of the coalescing lights above.  But we were snapped out of our awe when the central courtyard of Valhalla was projected onto the dome and the cheering was phenomenal. 
 
    Talia was suddenly at Arina's back as she was frantically checking the readings on her holo-pad. We all gathered closely around.  This was the part of the gentle Arina that always amazed me.  When she was lost in the science, where you could almost see the information dancing in her head to a symphony only she could hear.  This was where her intelligence shone through like a blinding light.  She was mumbling and we had replaced the crowd on the dome's projection.  “Power output... nominal.  Phase synchronization... nominal.  Power shunt channels... operational.  Kinetic conversion harvesters... online.  Structural reinforcement fields... online.  Magnetic constriction capacitors... nominal.  Secondary backups... online.” 
 
    Then she stopped and looked up at all of us with her impish smile.  “All systems check out!  The Scale Shield of Heildfine is stable!” 
 
    I shook my head and laid the back of my hand on the cheek of this amazing girl.  “No.  The Scale Shield of Arina!”  We all applauded her and she blushed profusely and hid her face in Inatra's shoulder. Her mate gently hissed at her with a proud smile. 
 
    Kara smiled and said, “Well done little one... well done.” 
 
    Then she was on coms.  “Father, if you still wish to visit Heildfine, it is now safe.  Please inform the Vanger that any who wish, may return to their homes.”  She nodded at the response then looked at us and spoke to me,  “This is an exciting day for Folkvangr.” 
 
    I nodded and reflected on my feelings.  They were mixed.  I was a woman of two worlds.  Only about two thirds of the Free Vanger wished to return to Heildfine.  The rest of the population and all the freed slaves wished to live in Valhalla.  I dearly loved both citadels and was torn.  Odin's suggestion when I spoke with him on the subject the other day was simply not to choose, to keep quarters in both citadels until the end of the transition, and make a decision then. 
 
    I spoke to the projection, knowing Odin was projecting it in Valhalla too.  “My Vanger and Asgard, you are free to come home if you wish.  Please follow the phased reoccupation migration plans that are set out on your personal terminals.” 
 
    Then I cut the transmission and the projection.  Within fifty... years, we would have a permanent energy core and dome shield like Valhalla. 
 
    We flew back up to the gates as the first wind riders arrived, carrying the rest of our Illrovin and Valkfela.  The Einherjer bid them farewell and returned to Valhalla.  We watched as a steady stream of wind riders arrived, carrying families and their belongings.  It would take weeks to transfer everyone back, and probably weeks for us to settle back into a semblance of order again. 
 
    A half an hour later, ground riders started arriving on the rough gravel road that had been cut between the citadels.  It would be paved soon, but ground travel seemed to carry the innate risk of attack.  Odin says he will be able to alleviate that fear in the coming weeks. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 – The Stand of Heildfine 
 
    Two weeks into the reoccupation of Heildfine, I was in father's workshop with Kate, Arina and Inatra.  Talia had just shown up with word from Freya that she and her bondmates would be happy to accept his dinner invitation.  I was confused why Talia would deliver the response instead of Freya just raising father on coms.  My confusion cleared as soon as she asked Ina,  “Ummm... Do you know if Brunie is around?  I was figuring... you know... that since I just happen to be in the citadel around midday meal, maybe she could join me, if she is not busy that is. Cha?” 
 
    I suppressed a smile.  She lacked subtlety.  I did not wish to embarrass the young Valkfela but I could not see a better pairing for Brunhilde, and I knew Arina and Inatra felt the same.  Inatra hissed at her and bared her teeth, but couldn't keep up the act and broke into a smile.  “Indeed.  I think she just may be in her quarters waiting for such an invitation.” 
 
    We were all smiling when an alarm started going off.  There was an incoming Ragnarok transmission.  Father had already made it to his holo-console and made a beckoning motion with his hand and a familiar voice rang out, “Vallhalla.  This is Kenatar of Ariel I am aboard the generational ship Shatra.  You need to evacuate Heildfine now!” 
 
    Father replied, “This is Odin.  What is it Kena?” 
 
     “Anharr is determined to bring the mountain down on Heildfine since it does not possess the Witch's Dome that Valhalla does.  He want's to face only one threat instead of two on the planet.  We tried to convince him otherwise, that Valhalla and Heildfine mean us no ill will.  I shared the information you provided but he believes it to be a deception.  He has exiled those of us who spoke out against his plan.  We will be leaving orbit soon to start the long journey to join the Outcasts in the Earth planetary system.  I felt it only honorable to warn you of the planned kinetic strike.  They have two asteroids.  Ground troops will destroy all that remains.” 
 
    Odin spoke calmly, “Then he will fail.  Our people will be safe.  Thank you for the warning Kena, and may the Tree of Ages guide you on your journey.” 
 
    Then she said something that chilled me to my bones.  “Though our scanners do not work through the vetricite interference, visual observations indicate almost a thousand Vanger on the road between your citadels.”  Kroth!  We had not thought of that.  If this attack comes now, they are exposed! 
 
    Father simply called my name, “Kara!”  I was nodding and all of us Valkyrie and Talia were running for the door.  I was on coms to the front gates, instructing Tyr to stop anyone from leaving the citadel and to call back all travelers. 
 
    To her credit, at the same time Talia had Freya on coms saying the same for Heildfine.  Then she was relaying the warning we had received. 
 
    Arina was just speaking to the air, “We need you girl.” 
 
    We burst out of the Central Spire into the courtyard and Pegasus was already landing.  Father was on all frequencies stating that he had detected inbound Ragnarok transport vessels.  We were airborne as soon as the doors closed.  Arina moved us into position half way between the citadels above the road.  Each vehicle was streaming toward the city nearest to it, but it would take at least fifteen minutes for the roadway to be clear.  But we had time, it would take the incoming vessels at least twenty to get here. 
 
    That thought was cut short as us daughters of Odin felt a chill and all of our eyes swept upwards. “Kroth!” 
 
    Alarms started sounding and father was on the holo-display in our cabin.  “Incoming asteroid strike!  Seven minutes Kara!” 
 
    “Acknowledged!”  Then I was pulling up Freya.  “You need to get any ground vehicles clear of the gates, incoming kinetic strike in less than seven minutes!” 
 
    Communications chatter and tactical information bloomed in front of us.  The closest vehicles in the Narrows were now moving away from Heildfine and the rest of the convoy heading in their direction stopped.  I watched as they crawled at an agonizingly slow pace away. 
 
    Then we all saw an atmospheric disturbance and a bright streak almost too fast to follow.  The impact was immense.  Millions of metric tons of rock from the mountain vaporized on impact.  The windows dimmed at the flash.  Moments later, the shock wave hit Pegasus and we were tossed around in the air like a leaf in a tornado, it seemed to go on forever.  To our horror, we saw some of the vehicles on the road closest to the impact engulfed by the heat and fury of the blast, and they were flung away like toys or vaporized on the spot.  Talia was screaming at the window as she watched her people die. 
 
    Pegasus leveled out and we seemed to hover in the fury of the hell-storm of debris and burning atmosphere outside.  I glanced over to see Arina straining, she must have enclosed us in a magnetic cone.  As the plume of fire, dust, and debris drifted away with the wind we saw that the top half and east face of the mountain no longer existed, a full third of the Scale Shield of Arina was exposed and glowing brightly and we could see the undamaged city below. 
 
    Moments later there was another streak from the sky and the shield flared and glittered like dragon scales, defiantly converting most of the kinetic strike into energy now that it was directly struck.  A quarter of the west mountain face behind Heildfine blew out and incalculably huge amounts of surplus energy was vented out in a great fury of lightning that leveled trees for a quarter mile. 
 
    When we could focus again, we saw that the shield had held!   There were a few dead spots in it but everything worked, right down to the energy shunt.  We could see a couple fires down in the citadel so some of the strike had bled through, probably through the dead spots. 
 
    Arina brought us around.  I saw that the temporary bridge on the road had not survived.  At least a hundred innocents that had survived the first strike were trapped on the Heildfine side.  I was on coms speaking, “Freya!  We need to get the last of the Vanger to safety, they are cut off from Valhalla.  I can see that a portion of the main gates are still clear after the first strike.  Hurry before...” 
 
    A chill went down my spine and I shuddered as I watched a rain of red auras being lowered from the skies to the Narrows.  “Kroth!  They are here!  We will land between them and the Vanger!” 
 
    I switched channels before she responded.  “Tyr!  We need wind riders to evacuate the Vanger trapped between Heildfine and the collapsed bridge now!  Bring Valkyrie, leave three at Valhalla.  We will defend the innocents on the road.  After evacuation get some Einherjergeir to the Heildfine gates.  The citadel survived but I want to put the pressure on these krothing Ragnarok on two fronts.” 
 
    Without even looking at each other, we all gathered around the door and activated our chameleon shrouds.  Arina landed and the door snapped open and we exited at a run toward the approaching hoard. About a third were pursuing the trapped Vanger and the rest were heading up the narrows to the rubble at the gates.  Arina moved Pegasus and was loading her with Vanger innocents. 
 
    Just as we were about to engage I saw men flying at the gates.  I grinned and pulled up my heads up display and I could see the rest of the Valkfela plowing into their ranks.  A holo-clone of Talia emerged beside her.  Right, it is second nature to her, I forget I have it now.  Apparently I was not the only one to take her cue and Valkyrie holo-clones of the rest of us blinked into existence. 
 
    The Ragnarok all started spiraling toward the visible threats and we hit them like the hammer of Thor!  Bodies went flying and I unleashed the power of Thor but found it to be a mistake.  The fake lightning from the clone did no damage where mine cut a path through the oncoming enemy.  They pulled their carbon blades and veered away from my obvious fake and toward where my lightning originated, swinging blindly. 
 
    Kat had a similar problem.  Both of us deactivated our clones and just fought cloaked.  It afforded us an extreme advantage.  When normally I would be being struck from all sides, only a few were finding their mark and most were just glancing blows. 
 
    I noticed Inatra and her clone were quite effective.  Until they figured out it was a clone too, almost every blow Inatra landed, her clone landed a matching blow on the enemy spiraling around it.  Just as I finished the thought, they started turning away from it and moving toward the real Inatra where men were falling before an unseen enemy. 
 
    About twenty minutes into the battle we had all taken too much damage to maintain our chameleon shrouds, all power was channeled to armor regeneration.  One at a time we winked into view. 
 
    I let loose my war cry and the other Valkyrie answered.  Now I freely engaged with both the power of Thor and my Odin's Spear.  Kat followed suit. 
 
    She went back to back with Talia and Inatra moved to mine.  As my rage was building I was struck by these pairings.  Almost like we instinctively did it.  The two brute force fighters together and the two graceful fighters moving almost rhythmically in synchronization in a deadly dance of blood and carnage. 
 
    As I took more damage and my blood lust rose, I could feel the fury taking over.  The sounds coming from my throat did not sound Asgard.   My hissing counterpart was now in her fox-like crouch, her red aura swishing behind her like the tail of an vicious fox.  I was vaguely aware of Tyr on coms saying the survivors had been evacuated.  From far above in my haze I could hear an occasional “Raugh.”  Some part of me registered that the Einherjergeir had arrived. 
 
    I heard a gurgling muted exclamation of pain on coms and looked over.  A carbon blade was sticking in Talia's side and protruding out of her stomach.  Kate bent to protect her as she fell.  Inatra and I started battling toward them.  Kate was being hit from all sides, she went to a knee still shielding Talia.  Just before I reached them, a shadow passed over me as hundreds of needle mines fired off and Pegasus plowed into the Ragnarok attacking them in a sweeping arc as her lattice flared then slid to a stop, dozens of Ragnarok were crushed.  A door opened.  Kroth!  What is Arina doing committing violence? 
 
    I reached the two women as Inatra held off the enemy and I threw the two into an empty Pegasus.  The pilot's chair was unoccupied.  As soon as I backed out into the battle the door closed and Pegasus flew toward Heildfine.  The fog of battle had lifted from my eyes and I hit coms as I fought.  “Arina!  Where are you?  Pegasus was just here.  She has Kate and Talia on board.  They are badly wounded.  She is flying toward Heildfine.  She killed dozens to save them.” 
 
    She responded,  “I had just dropped off Einherjergeir at the gates when she flew off on her own. Kat is family and Talia is her friend.  She must have seen them fall and was desperate to save them.  I will speak with her Kara.  They are here now!”  Then she cut transmission. 
 
    Kroth, there were only two of us left down here, with wide open spaces not confined to the Narrows, we were being overwhelmed, we needed to limit the numbers that could attack us.  I looked to the gates.  The other Valkyrie, and Freya and her Valkfela were cutting a swath through the enemy.  The Einherjergeir were advancing down the narrows taking on the Ragnarok that made it through.  We were now being pushed back.  Almost to the gorge where the bridge used to be. 
 
    I looked at Inatra and something on her back registered in my fury clouded brain.  What was that? My mind cleared and I called out to her over our nanite link, “Ina, sister.  To the gorge.” 
 
    She looked at me in incomprehension.  I thought to her only two words.  “Wind spider.”  Then we were sprinting to the gorge with the enemy in pursuit.  We grabbed the packs from our backs.  Mine was damaged but it still sprouted its legs and control column.  We dove over the cliff and our boots clamped onto the pads.  We hovered as the Ragnarok started firing energy weapons at us.  There were so many that the systems would be overwhelmed quickly, and I doubted we could take any needle mine strikes. 
 
    We turned to the mountain face and started flying up, avoiding flying over the enemy as we arced around to the gates of Heildfine.  As we approached the gates, I passed over a random Ragnarok and was struck by a needle mine.  My platform heaved and bobbed, trying to keep me aloft, smoke trailing and sparks flying.  Kroth!  It started to dissolve into carbon and proteins as I flew down toward the gates.  I dove off the platform fifteen feet above the ground as my wind spider melted away.  Inatra's body was falling with me as we plowed into the front line of enemy.  We rolled to our feet, side by side with the other Valkyrie. 
 
    I saw the body of a Valkfela being carried off the field of battle by Mist.  I rallied our people as Freya battled her way to my side.  Over coms and Ragnarok frequencies I yelled, “Women of Valhalla and Heildfine, let us show these krothing Ragnarok the power of the Valkyrie and Valkfela!  Push!” 
 
    Our battle cries warbled as we all pushed farther in to the narrows as one, doubling our efforts. Everyone formed up on me as we moved into them like a spear.  The power of Thor lancing out to create a path through the enemy in a fury of lightning.  Our formation negating their classic spiraling attack pattern.  We only needed to battle the men and women in front of us, keeping our backs protected by the wedge of the spear. 
 
    The battle waged for hours.  Then all at once, they seemed to withdraw.  I waded back into them to get them to reengage, wanting blood, wanting them to pay.  I wanted to kill them all.  They were...  Then hands were dragging me back out of the fray, voices were talking but not making any sense.  Finally it was Arina that cut through my blood-lust as I heard her gentle voice over our nanite link.  “Kara, sister, come back to us.  They are retreating.  Let them go.” 
 
    I stopped my struggles and slowly looked around.  Freya, Kali and Inatra were trying desperately to pull me back toward the gates.  The Ragnarok were retreating?  That didn't make any sense, they still numbered in the thousands.  When I could speak in my barely Asgard growl, I voiced this fact.  “But there are still so many.  They wouldn't.”  Then it hit me.  “Why have the transports not arrived?” 
 
    I scanned the skies and I saw the troop transports hovering a mile away.  How many hours had they just been hovering there?  With that thought, they started moving toward the retreating Ragnarok. “They are not retreating!  They are regrouping!” 
 
    Ragnarok started streaming out of the airships as they landed.  There were thousands more fresh warriors!  Then they started their advance toward us again. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 – Unlikely Allies 
 
    I pulled out a carbon blade that was protruding through my leg and threw it on the ground.  I hissed in pain and I took a deep breath.  We would have to renew the fight against fresh combatants that were now moving to the front of their lines.  That Anharr is smart, he must have thought of this while the transports were coming in. 
 
    I was about to signal the attack again, before the fresh troops could get to the front of the hoard, when a chill went through me and I looked up.  Odin's beard!  Thousands of Ragnarok were being lowered from above by those krothing photon tractors.  Were they going to throw every Ragnarok on the planet at us in this effort?  It was almost suicide for them in the Narrows, on open ground they would have had a chance. 
 
    I opened my mouth then snapped it back shut as the new arrivals touched down between our forces and the enemy with their backs to us.  They formed an Einherjer style line, twenty Ragnarok deep, just in front of our Einherjergeir.  Blocking the advance of the enemy.  My mind was reeling in confusion.  What is happening here? 
 
    I ran at the Ragnarok and leapt with all my might and just managed to clear their lines.  I landed in a three point skidding landing, and before I lost all momentum I folded a leg under and barrel rolled so I came up on my feet facing the newcomers. 
 
    I had the power of Thor crackling at the ready in both hands as I looked back and forth between the two enemy forces facing each other.  I faltered.  There at the center of the new arrivals with the red scarf tied to her left arm and a sarcastic looking grin on her face was Kenatar! 
 
    She said, “Well met Demon.  That was quite the entrance.” 
 
    I couldn't stop my own smile. “I could say the same of you Kena.  Shouldn't you be off on a trek to Earth?” 
 
    She nodded.  “I really should, but there is something I am honor bound to give you before I leave. Plus, we monitored the whole battle.  When I saw the innocents die, I must say the visual records of Asgard first contact with my race and the first meeting on the next transition, echoed through my head.  It seems the innocents of your people are always the first to die at Ragnarok hands.  This is not honorable.  We would probably not have come today if innocents hadn't died first.  Anharr's actions show that history is cursed to repeat itself.  By the War Gods, the cycle needs to be broken!” 
 
    I glanced back at the enemy, they seemed as confused as I had been. Freya and Inatra pushed their way through Kena's people to stand beside me while Kenatar activated her communicator, she hissed into it then said,  “Anharr I invoke the right of challenge for control of the Folkvangr fleet.” 
 
    There was silence for a long minute, then a single figure was lowered into the narrows in front of us.  Anharr, in heavy armor. 
 
    He growled viciously like an Earth wolf.  Then said in a gruff voice, “You and your followers have been exiled after you wrested control of the Shatra from its commander.  This battle is not your concern!” 
 
    Kena walked up to him, and stared directly into his face from mere inches away.  “It is the concern of every Ragnarok.  You started your strike by killing unarmed innocents like every other major confrontation with the Asgard.  There is no honor in that!  This is what fuels the cycle of hate.  If you will not bring an end to it, then my people will stop you here with the Valkyrie.  Is that what you want?  Ragnarok against Ragnarok?” 
 
    He pushed her violently back and growled, she quickly stepped defiantly back into his personal space and hissed viciously in his face.  He said, “Then you and the other exiled will die with the Valkyrie!” 
 
    She sneered at him, showing her teeth like fangs.  “No.  It ends here.  I have already invoked my right to challenge for leadership.” 
 
    He pushed her back twice as violently now.  Inatra and I caught her and she hissed at him again as she regained her footing, “Choose your champion or will you face me yourself?” 
 
    His answer was to pull out a carbon knife in one hand and a large carbon blade in the other.  Then he replied with disdain, “I suppose the Demon is your champion?” 
 
    Kena snapped back, “I need no Valkyrie to fight my fights!”  But then something unexpected happened. Freya laid a hand on Kena's arm gently, and with a voice that sounded a million miles away she said so very calmly, “No, this is not your fight.  It is mine and mine alone.  Name me your champion, commander.” 
 
    Instead of arguing, Kena seemed to relax, she looked at Freya with a combination of curiosity, respect, and resignation.  It was clear she knew Freya could not succeed, but she conceded her right to the fight.  “Very well then.  I name Freya, Ghost Assassin of Folkvangr, First Valkfela of Heildfine as my champion.” 
 
    There were roars from both sides.  Freya held her hand out to Kena who drew a long carbon blade from her back and placed it in my aunt's hand.  I wanted to argue.  She was no match for him.  I needed to be the one to fight him, but I could not take her honor from her.  If she falls here, I swear by the Tree of Ages I will end every last Ragnarok on Folkvangr! 
 
    The two walked to the open space between the regiments.  They stood about ten yards apart. Freya's face was totally emotionless, her eyes were cold as ice.  It looked to me as if she wasn't aware of what was going on around her, only of the enemy in front of her. 
 
    Anharr growled loudly then said, “I have waited dozens of turns to kill you Ghost Assassin!  You have been a thorn in our side for generations!  It ends now!” 
 
    He was trying to get into her head as he started circling her.  She wasn't even raising her blade.  She tilted her head at him like she was regarding a rock or a tree on some far off horizon.  Her voice was almost a whisper,  “I am sorry Anharr.” 
 
    He snorted.  “For what?  It is too late, your fate is sealed.” 
 
    She raised her blade slightly and said dispassionately like she was dismissing him, “For killing you here today.” 
 
    In an instant, almost too fast to follow they both let fly their battle cries as they charged each other with their blades at the ready.  The moment before he would have struck her with a devastating blow, Freya suddenly dropped to her knees and arched her back as his blade sliced harmlessly through empty air.  Her momentum kept her sliding on her knees under his strike and between his legs.  Then with a powerful thrust, her blade pierced under his armor at the seam below his ribcage and up through his body with the tip coming out at his neck in a bloody plume. 
 
    There was silence on the battlefield as Freya simply released the hilt of the blade, then stood and walked off while Anharr's body crumpled to the ground.  Kena's people parted silently as she walked through them toward the front gates of Heildfine.  I heard her growling under her breath as she walked, “For my innocents.”  Kroth! 
 
    When I regained my senses, I told myself that I owed Freya an apology for doubting her ability.  I forgot how much her intelligence and trickery was more than a match for sheer strength on the battlefield. 
 
    After a few more moments of silence Kena spoke softly, “By the War Gods, she would make a spectacular Valkyrie.  How I long to trade blows with her.” 
 
    Then she turned to the gathered Ragnarok and activated her communicator.  “To all the Ragnarok of Folkvangr.  I am Kenatar, daughter of Kenhaktar.  I am now leader of the Folkvangr fleet.  My champion, Freya, Ghost Assassin of Folkvangr, has taken down Anharr.  Do any dare challenge me?” There was silence, then she looked to the sky. “Do any on the ships dare challenge?” 
 
    She nodded satisfactorily at the silence.  “Then hear me when I make this pledge.  I give my word that no current Ragnarok of Folkvangr or our descendants will take up arms against the Asgard, Vanger, or their allies. Peace is a word not normally in our vocabulary, but I believe it can be done.  Some of the Ragnarok of Earth have proven this, as have Inatra and Brunhilde, the Ragnarok of Valhalla.  Shatra will be leaving orbit soon to start the long voyage to the Earth system to join with the Outcasts, any who wish to come with us, contact my ship and transport will be arranged.  I leave my champion, Freya, as Arbiter in my stead.  Kenatar out.” 
 
    Then she yelled at both groups of Ragnarok, “Disperse!”  Then she hissed fiercely with her teeth bared.  Some headed for the transports, some were captured by photon tractors and raised to the ships in those beams of light, leaving the commander as the sole living Folkvangr Ragnarok on the field of battle. 
 
    I exhaled then my eyes snapped toward Heildfine and I quickly though to Kate over our link.  “Kat?!” 
 
    She replied, “I am ok love.  I will mend quickly.  Talia was touch and go for a while but her nanites got ahead of the damage finally.  She should be fine in a few weeks.  But... Saelli has been lost to the ages.”  I closed my eyes as my heart felt heavy over the loss of another Valkfela. 
 
    But Kat is ok... I relaxed, I hadn't realized how tense I was, not knowing my mate's fate.  Now I knew how Kat felt every time I almost fell in battle. 
 
    Then I looked at the commander and motioned my head toward the gates of Heildfine where all of the Valkyrie and Valkfela stood behind the shield.  We walked silently to the gate together. 
 
    When we reached the gates, the portion not blocked by rubble, the Valkfela and Illrovin made a hole and I stepped through the shield.  I looked back to Kenatar standing on the other side of the shield and prompted her, “Come Kena.” 
 
    She motioned toward the shield.  “The shield.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It is intelligent.  Come.” 
 
    She put her hand out and it passed through the shield, she tilted her head and regarded it then she seemed to hold her breath and stepped through, then she looked back at it. 
 
    We moved through the other shield and behind the line of Illrovin.  The other Valkyrie and Valkfela joined us.  Kena gasped and her steps faltered and she exclaimed, “By the War Gods!”  She was gazing down upon Heildfine. “You... you hid this from us all this time?  The Vanger yet thrive?” 
 
    Freya straightened in pride. “My people are... resilient.” 
 
    Kena was just nodding while staring across the city.  “Indeed.”  Then she shook herself and brought her attention back to us.  The commander inclined her head slightly in respect to Freya and said, “I am honor-bound to give you something that we took from your people before we depart Freya of Folkvangr.” 
 
    Freya tilted her head in question. “And what is that Kenatar, commander of Ariel?” 
 
    The Ragnarok hissed gently.  “We are beyond titles are we not?  Please call me Kena and I shall call you Freya.” 
 
    My aunt nodded once and Kenatar hit her communications stud on her bracer and said, “Send them.” 
 
    Moments later we saw photon tractors lower dozens of frightened women and children without a scrap of clothing on them outside of the shields.  Kena spoke, with a tinge of shame.  “The Vanger breeders and mutts from Shatra.”  She paused as the Valkfela and Valkyrie ran forward through the line to escort them into the citadel.  “These are the fifty seven breeders and one hundred and six mutts that were on the vessel when I killed their commander.  I know you will care for the children though they are half Ragnarok.  I was honor-bound to return them to you.  I will also order any Vanger and mutts from the other two orbiting vessels to be delivered to Heildfine before we depart.” 
 
    Healers were streaming out of the medical triage building with robes and blankets and were leading the women, children and babies into the building. 
 
    Kena grabbed a baby from one of the women and leaned in to whisper something to Freya.  My aunt nodded and took the child from her and stood straight and tall. 
 
    I couldn't discern the look on Freya's face.  But finally she spoke, “Thank you Kena.  For all you have done for the Vanger.  Songs shall be sung of the Stand of Kenatar, no Vanger shall ever forget your deeds today.” 
 
    The commander stood tall, and offered her arm, Freya clasped it and said in Ragnarok fashion, “May the War Gods be with you in your travels Kena.” 
 
    Then the Ragnarok turned to me and offered her arm, I took it and said, “Before you begin your trek, stop at Valhalla.  We can set up a relay so you can directly speak with the Outcasts in the Earth system.  We can also relay messages between you in the first months of your journey before the lag time gets too great.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “You have intergalactic communications?  By the War Gods!  Your technology is even further beyond us than we dared believe!” 
 
    Then she smiled, it was actually quite stunning.  “Would you two trade blows with me before I depart?  It has been my dream to trade blows with the Demon and Ghost Assassin since I was small.” 
 
    Freya stood tall and nodded then handed me the baby as they squared off and swung.  I could almost feel the force of the blows from where I stood.  Both women just stood there with their fists on each others breastplates.  Freya coughed once and Kena spoke with pain in her voice.  “Ow... Thank you Freya.” 
 
    They dropped their arms and then exchanged a smile.  Then the commander turned to me with a raised eyebrow as Freya retrieved the baby from me.  I shook my head. “I will not.  I fear it would be your death since I would not dishonor you by pulling my punch, but I would be honored to gift you with a sparring match in Valhalla after your communication session.  And I give my word I will speak of your honor to your descendants on my next Earth transition.  They should have arrived in the Earth system by then.” 
 
    Kena hissed softly with a grin.  “Done.”  Then without another word she walked back to the line and the Illrovin made a hole, she stepped through the shields and out into the Narrows.  She turned to us as the photon tractor started to lift her.  The Illrovin gave the salute to heroes as she rose skyward. 
 
    Then it was as if Freya, Inatra, and I were in synch.  We all looked at each other then sprinted to the medical building.  I felt for Kate through our nanite link.  “This way.”  I was shrugging off healers as we went.  One retrieved the baby from Freya and my aunt whispered something into her ear.  The medic nodded and scurried off. 
 
    Freya followed me and we entered a room where Kat was fighting with the healers.  “No, I am fine. I will be fully recovered in a day or two.  I will eat, I need no biologicals.” 
 
    I snorted and she turned to me. “Can you please explain it to these stubborn healers, love?” 
 
    I shook my head as I crossed to her while Inatra hissed at my mate.  I said firmly, “Back in bed Kat.  You are the stubborn one, you frustrating human.  Stop acting like me and let them treat you.”  I kissed her lightly then turned to look at Freya then back to Kat who was getting back in the bed.  I smiled softly at my love.  “I shall return.  We need to find Talia.” 
 
    She smiled and said, “Next room over.”  As we exited to the hall and entered the next room.  Arina was sitting beside Talia's bed. 
 
    The Valkfela looked so frail with all the tubes and machines hooked up to her, but she was awake. “Heildfine is victorious?  Cha?” she asked. 
 
    Freya moved to her side and laid both hands on her cheeks then kissed the top of her head before releasing her and saying, “Indeed.” 
 
    Then Talia looked to me, embarrassed, and asked, “You saved me?” 
 
    I shook my head with a sly smile on my face that only made her furrow her brow.  Arina spoke up. “It was actually Pegasus who came to the aid of you and Kat.  She saw her friends in trouble and she feared for your life so she took out almost all the Ragnarok around you before Kara threw both of you into her cabin, then she flew you to the safety of Heildfine.  It was an incredible act of valor by Pegasus.” 
 
    Talia grinned.  “She did that for me?  For Kat and me?” 
 
    We were all nodding.  Then Arina raised her hand to her coms and nodded to herself then responded to whoever was speaking with her, “Affirmative.” 
 
    She turned to Freya, “Repair crews have arrived to handle the damage to the Scale Shield.”  Freya nodded.  We took a few minutes to fill Talia in on the battle and the shocking conclusion.  We learned of the massive internal damage she had suffered.  It would take days if not weeks for her nanites to completely heal her. 
 
    Arina, Inatra, and I were just excusing ourselves so we could go check on Kat when Brunhilde came running into the room.  What is she doing here in Heildfine?  Did she come with the repair crews?  She ignored all of us and ran straight up to Talia and started slapping her shoulder as she yelled as she cried, “Don't you ever do this to me again!  I feared I had lost you when I saw you fall during the battle on my holo-console in Valhalla!” 
 
    Talia was grabbing her arms and calming her.  “I am sorry Brunie.”  They wound up in a hug to everyone's smiling amusement. 
 
    In this new free world of Folkvangr, the young shall know peace for a time.  I could feel the far away Ragnarok vessel approaching the planet like the beating of a drum.  Just three hundred years of peace.  But the Valkyrie and Valkfela will be here... waiting. 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Talia walked from the console in my workshop to my side. “Freya, you are needed at the gates. Ragnarok again.” 
 
    I nodded and sighed and started donning my armor.  I grabbed the carbon blade from it's display stand on my desk and slid “Anharr's Bane” into its scabbard on my shoulder.  This is how the last six months have been.  Almost every other day there are Ragnarok at the gates. 
 
    I looked over at Talia and Brunie.  By the Tree of Ages, Brunhilde turned into one of the most striking young women I have ever met after the huge emotional stress of Talia's injuries from the Stand of Heildfine activated Brunie's evolved Valkyrie nanites.  She now looks like she would be in her early twenties in Vanger terms.  Talia fights with her daily not to become a Valkyrie.  They may as well just be bonded and be done with it, they already act like mates. 
 
    Talia tore her longing eyes from Brunie and looked at me and checked my armor.  “Do you wish me at the gates?” 
 
    I shook my head and teased her. “No this is getting to be routine.  You stay and keep Brunie company lest she miss you.” 
 
    Brunhilde hissed like her mother and blushed as Talia looked down bashfully. “Grandmother!” 
 
    I chuckled and asked as I reached the door.  “Did you bring Pegasus niece?” 
 
    Brunhilde nodded with a smile.  I nodded and exited to the elevators.  I have become spoiled since Valhalla's arrival.  My wind spiders have served me well for millennia, but I do like sitting down when I fly. 
 
    I whistled as I left the building and moments later saw Pegasus spiraling up from the city parks. We had finally figured out where she goes when we send her off to play here or in Valhalla.  She goes to the parks and flies around with the birds.  Arina is working with Loki in communication sessions with Earth to duplicate Pegasus' artificial intelligence so she can create another wind rider like her for the ruling caste of Heildfine.  Though I can tell it will probably wind up being Talia's pet if they are successful, she loves Pegasus like family. 
 
    I gently stroked her hull as I entered.  “Hi girl.  Thank you for coming.  Can you please fly me to the gates?  I have to deal with some Ragnarok again.” 
 
    We were aloft in an instant and heading for the gates.  I looked at the writ of valor in her name, that was secured to her inner hull, fondly.  We landed and I could already hear the confrontation.  I walked past the Illrovin who made a hole as I approached and stepped through the shield directly in the middle of it.  I roughly pushed the two Ragnarok apart.  “Enough!  You dare bring violence to the citadel gates?” 
 
    The two men growled like beasts but were silent.  I looked at the larger one who had more scars, I've learned at least this much about the Ragnarok.  The bigger and stronger are usually granted more respect.  “Why have you come?” 
 
    He looked at the other man. “That krothing piece of dung, Kenneck, has encroached on my land claim in Ariel with a dwelling unit, I will have satisfaction!” 
 
    I looked at the other man and got right in his face with one hand on the hilt of Anharr's Bane. “Is this true?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, Arbiter!  I have the papers.”  He handed them to me and I held my hand out to the other man in demand.  He handed me a matching set of papers.  I looked at them both then at the smaller man.  “Where is your dwelling?”  The man indicated it. 
 
    I took a page from Inatra's book and hissed at them both and said, “You waste my time!  You are both within your borders, though you...”  I threw the papers back at the smaller man.  “...have constructed your dwelling at the very edge of your property.  An intentional slight?” 
 
    He growled then said, “Hanaktar was being hostile, I showed him he was not my better.” 
 
    I looked at both of them.  “My ruling as Arbiter is that neither of you have been slighted.  But Kenneck, if you set one foot on Hanaktar's property to provoke him, I will have your deed revoked.  I grabbed both of them by their tunics and pulled them in close and snarled at them. “Am I understood?” 
 
    Kenneck growled. “Yes, Arbiter.”  And Hanaktar nodded. 
 
    I released them.  “Good.  Now exchange blows and begone.” 
 
    They both struck each other, Kenneck was knocked to the ground.  He stood and they each got in their land riders and drove back down the mountain. 
 
    I almost chuckled.  I hated being so rough and violent but it is the only thing the Ragnarok understood.  If I would have known that naming me her Arbiter would make me responsible for settling feuds on an almost daily basis, I would have refused Kena on the spot, but I suppose it isn't bad.  At least they are fighting with each other instead of us and Valhalla.  This tenuous peace is so strange. 
 
    The tallies after the Stand of Heildfine were disheartening.  The Ragnarok lost another twenty percent of their people and Kena took another fifteen percent with her.  There are now more Vanger on the planet than Ragnarok. 
 
    We lost one hundred and forty Vanger innocents on the mountain road that day.  Three innocents in the citadel where the shields failed...  One Einherjergeir and... my heart still ached... one Valkfela. 
 
    I walked back through the shield and past my Illrovin, looking over the city, over my people.  Such a diverse bunch now.  Thirty five thousand Vanger, four thousand Asgard, three hundred half Ragnarok children from the orbiting ships, and twelve actual Ragnarok who have chosen to live among us. 
 
    Valhalla added over sixteen thousand Vanger, two hundred half Ragnarok children and ten Ragnarok to their population.  Who would have ever thought Asgard and Vanger could co-exist with Ragnarok?  But then I thought fondly of Inatra and Brunhilde and the question answered itself. 
 
    Then I grinned knowing I would be going home tonight to my spouses, my triplets and our full Ragnarok baby, Saelli, who we had adopted.  Kenatar's only child, which she did not wish to be subjected to the rough life aboard the generational ship.  She wished her to have a life like Brunie.  My family grows. 
 
    I just stood leaning against Pegasus and watching one of the high speed hover trains arrive through the tunnel through the mountains to Valhalla that was completed last week.  Then I turned my eyes to the sky, marveling at a sight I never thought I would live to see, daylight shining down upon my citadel...  on the Free Vanger of Folkvangr. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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 Sample chapter of Techromancy Scrolls Book 1; Adept... 
 
    Chapter 1 – Portcullis 
 
    I yawned as I stepped out of my family's stone cottage with my little brother, Jace, the steel pin hinges groaned in protest.  I closed the old wooden door as quietly as I could as to not waken mother.  Her health had been deteriorating and we didn't like her exerting herself. 
 
    We walked to the pig pen and I grabbed my wooden cart by the handles and started toward the portcullis of the defensive wall around our village.  I called back, “After you feed the hogs, bring Matilda to the butcher.  She isn't laying anymore, and we could probably get at least two pennies for her or trade for a half sack of grain, she has some good meat on her.” 
 
    He nodded as he grabbed the bucket to get some of the castoffs from Castle Wexbury we had traded some eggs for.  Our feathered ladies were some of the best laying hens in the village and the lords of the castle were partial to them.  I smiled.  He was only seven but was a godsend around here.  With mother down, he was all I had to help me with all the chores while I was out scavenging. 
 
    I was not about to marry myself off just to maintain the household, I don't care if I was of age of consent last month or not.  No man would have me, ever, and I don't understand why any woman would ever betroth herself to one.  I shivered at the thought. 
 
    I looked back at the door then added, “Remind me when I get back to grease the door hinges with lard or bacon grease would you?  I don't want that noisy door waking mother, she needs her rest.”  He nodded in earnest.  I smiled at him, he was such a good boy, I was proud to have him as a brother. 
 
    I started wheeling my cart to the cobbled road in the twilight of the morning.  He called back, “Do you think you'll get enough today Laney?” 
 
    I smiled more confidently than I felt and crossed my fingers at him, “Let's hope this batch will get us enough for the medicines.”  He crossed his small fingers too and smiled and went back to the morning chores. 
 
    I walked down the lane, the village was waking up.  I started passing people getting to their jobs and had to move for a couple chargers trotting gallantly past as the morning patrol went to replace the night patrol outside the walls. 
 
    I looked at them with awe and amazement.  To be a noble would be so glamorous.  They protect the village and we tithe them so that they can concentrate on that defense.  I blinked.  One had the crest with a lightning bolt crossed with a sword on her sash.  A Techno Knight!  I noticed my jaw was hanging open as she passed by and snapped my mouth shut.  She noticed my admiration and she winked at me as she trotted past.  She looked a year or two older than my nineteen years. 
 
    I blushed, she was not only a knight, but a Techno Knight.  Her red hair flowed back over her armored shoulders like a cape draping over the studded leather and metal.  Her emerald eyes were sharp, and they glowed with the magic potential of a Techno Knight... they seemed to swallow me whole.  I looked down in embarrassment when the other knight said loudly, “Looks like you have an admirer Celeste.” 
 
    She hissed at him, “Don't be such an ass Bowyn.”  I kept my eyes down but I could feel her eyes on me.  I had a little affinity for magic and could tell when it was focused my way.  Her eyes were overflowing with it. 
 
    She kicked her horse and gave it some rein and shouted, “Hyah!” And galloped off toward the gates.  I looked up to watch the other knight urge his horse to catch up.  I grinned, being a mere Knight of the Realm, he was subordinate to that Techno Knight.  What did he call her?  Celeste?  He was subordinate to Lady Celeste. 
 
    I noted the street lamps in the row I was passing were flickering.  I looked at the electric filaments in the globes and they were intact.  I stepped over and kicked the ceramic containment vessel which held the magic potential that powered the little copper wound generator.  With a scree that was just beyond all but the hearing of the young, the bulbs brightened and remained steady.  I grinned. 
 
    I absently wondered how the wizards of the old realm of the Before Times powered their tech.  I have heard so many ludicrous theories.  Like chemical reactions.  The old buffoon who proposed it called it batteries or some other nonsense.  That would be terribly inefficient, and what would you do with these... batteries... once the chemical reaction was exhausted?  Throw them out and build new ones?  Non renewable resources were in such short supply and that would be a waste. 
 
    But that wasn't as funny as the Techromancer who was laughed out of the conclave for suggesting that his interpretation of the old writings of the Before was that it was with water from rivers.  How can water power electricity?  The two do not mix.  I chuckled at the thought. 
 
    No, the wizards of the Before were so much more powerful than us.  Just look at all they had accomplished.  We unearth more every day.  They had to be so far beyond our abilities.  It was only the Great Impact that brought down their civilization.  I imagined all the wonders I would have seen if I had lived in their time. 
 
    As I approached the huge gates at the portcullis, I glanced back to the east, to Castle Wexbury.  The great castle with it's soaring towers and waving standards.  It was so large it formed two thirds of the east wall of the village itself.  Well over a half mile of stone. 
 
    There, hanging above it in the sky, were the Three Sisters.  The three pale white moons and the ring of debris around Earth.  I tried to imagine what it would be like to see one huge moon in the sky in ancient times, before the Great Impact.  A rogue astral body had collided with Mother Luna and tore her in half.  I looked at her oblong egg shape and the two smaller sisters, Athena and Freya, which formed afterwards. 
 
    They say that Mother Luna will again be round one day as gravity reshapes her as she spins.  She appears to be always looking down on Earth with her red eye.  The pale red glow of the vast magma fields on her broken edge will eventually be swallowed.  Much like the vast magma fields on the Dark Side of the Earth. 
 
    It is rumored there were billions of people in the Before.  Over three quarters of the population was wiped out when the debris storm and shock wave had hit the Dark Side.  And even more died in the early years.  There were rumored to be huge bodies of water they called oceans that covered most of the surface of the planet.  I would not have believed it if I had not seen some of the old writings that they have in the castle.  The Techromancy Scrolls. 
 
    There was a picture in one, of the Earth as a blue ball, covered in water.  The language looked so much like English, and I could read most of it, but the old English from the Before was so different than now.  Now all villages were built by the few lakes and small rivers that came down off the Whispering Walls Mountain range in the center of the habitable lands. 
 
    The young chamber maid, Resme, who cleaned the library had been punished for letting me in to see the forbidden writings.  I still feel bad for putting her in disfavor with the lords of the keep.  They traded her off to another realm.  She had been my only friend here. 
 
    I had to take ten lashes at the whipping post for my part.  The punishment for trespass into the library was usually twenty, but the magistrate did not wish to be so harsh on a thirteen year old child.  I believe he did not strike me with the enthusiasm I have seen in the past, the blows barely left any scars.  He explained why the nobles were so strict with public floggings in regard to the library.  The scrolls and tomes there are invaluable, and the kingdoms greatest treasure.  I did not cry out, I was strong like mother told me to be. 
 
    The library had tens of thousands of scrolls and tomes that were falling apart with age.  They have had Techromancers working diligently over the centuries to restore them or make modern records and reproductions so that the knowledge would not be lost to the ages. 
 
    I was knocked out of my musings when the first rays of sunlight from Father Sol crested the majestic peaks of the Whispering Walls far in the distance.  I took a deep breath and looked at the line of people that was starting to form on either side of the gate.  We all stayed clear of the knights, and the gate and wall guards. 
 
    A man was walking down the line with a checklist asking each person their business outside the gates.  The grumpy, heavyset man wearing old, ill fitting, worn leather armor that had suffered most likely decades of disrepair, finally got to me.  “Name, station, reason for travel?” 
 
    I glanced over to see the Knights just twenty feet away.  I smiled a little when I saw Lady Celeste speaking with two other knights of the realm.  I looked away and said to the man, “Laney Herder, serf, scavenging.”  We used our profession to identify ourselves, in case there were more than one person in the village with the same name.  My family are livestock herders, so I had to identify myself that way. 
 
    He placed his pen down on his tablet and cuffed my ear roughly.  “What are you doing scavenging you worthless tramp?!  Get back to your animals, the kingdom needs food more than junk!” 
 
    I held the side of my face, my cheek stung, but I did not cry out.  I worked my jaw trying to get the ringing in my ear to fade.  I looked at his feet.  “Please sir.  I'm scavenging copper, and iron.  I'm a sensitive.”  I pulled my crystal necklace from under my shirt, it hung on a small leather strap, it started glowing faintly amber when my hand came in contact with it. 
 
    I heard a large horse approach.  A familiar woman's voice snapped out with authority, “Steward!  The realm needs metals and machines from the Before as much as food!  Maybe more.” 
 
    He stood at sloppy attention and I kept my eyes down as he ground out, “Yes Lady Celeste.  She didn't specify that at first.” 
 
    Then she spoke again, “You, young miss. Are you of majority?  Has your age of consent come?” 
 
    I bowed my head a little, looking at my feet.  “Yes Lady.” 
 
    She spoke again with a tinge of amusement in her voice, “Look up, I do not bite.”  I looked nervously up and she asked, “You have others to tend your animals while you are outside the gates?” 
 
    I nodded and my voice wavered when I replied, “Yes Lady.  My brother.  He's small but is a good worker.”  She smiled a little and I looked back down. 
 
    Then she asked, “You say you are a sensitive, but you said copper AND iron.  Which is it?” 
 
    I chanced another look at her up on that grand mount of hers, its coat dark as midnight.  “Both, Lady.”  I tried not to show the pride on my face.  It was extremely uncommon to have the magic affinity to more than one metal.  That is why I did so well on my last two outings once I was the age of majority and could travel outside the walls without an adult.  I also hid the other abilities that I had started developing the past two months. 
 
    The Techromancers needed the various metals and machines to maintain and build upon the growing technology base of our village.  We were one of the most advanced villages in all the realms.  There was so much old technology buried just below the surface, which was so much easier and quicker to use than the mining and smelting of ore from the mines. I was able to save up fifteen iron pennies and two gold coins from my previous outings.  Just one more gold coin and I could afford the medicines for mother from the hospital. 
 
    She cocked an eyebrow and gave me a genuinely surprised smile. “Truly?”  I nodded and then she looked at the man.  “Steward, allow this woman to the front of the line, her work is valuable to the realm.” 
 
    He shot me a glare but bowed slightly to her and responded, “Lady.”  Then he grabbed the handles of my cart and pushed it roughly to the front of the line, cussing the whole way. 
 
    I looked up to the knight and did a curtsy and said quickly, “Thank you Lady.” 
 
    She shook her head and said, “Celeste.  You may call me Celeste, Laney.” 
 
    I nodded and ran off to my cart.  I was blushing profusely.  I wondered where all my confidence had gone.  I'd never felt so self conscious around anyone.  Because Laney you fool, she was a Techno Knight!  A Knight of the Realm!  I caught myself smiling.  I had just spoken to a Techno Knight, Jace was going to be so jealous! 
 
    The clock in the church steeple in the center of the village turned over to seven o'clock and the huge church bell started chiming the start of the day.  The deep resonating bongs filling the valley.  Lady Celeste had her horse sidle up to the receiver beside the huge motors that operated the gate.  Then she drew her long sword. 
 
    The light of the rising sun reflected off of it.  I could feel her magics rise like a pressure on my chest and the little hairs on my arm and the back of my neck stood on end.  I could see energy bleeding out of her green eyes, lighting them like twin emerald stars as energy crackled down her arm, arcing from stud to stud on her armor.  It traveled into her sword and it started to glow red hot in her hand. 
 
    Then she looked over to me and winked again and slammed her sword into the receiving socket.  It was like energy just cascaded into the ground, and I felt like I had dropped down three feet.  Nobody else seemed to notice any of this.  The motors began to turn, the huge iron gates groaned then started to rise and she withdrew her sword and slid it into her scabbard. 
 
    The steward was speaking loudly.  “The gates close at seven this evening.  If you are not in the gates of the keep by the seventh strike of the bells, you must seek your own shelter for the night.”  As he spoke, the returning knights passed the day patrol.  They saluted each other, my eyes were glued to Lady Celeste and she turned back in her saddle as she went out on patrol and I swear she looked directly at me. 
 
    I was cuffed on my ear roughly by the steward again.  “Are you listening Herder?  I told you to start moving three times.” 
 
    Oh, I had sort of tuned him out.  “Sorry sir.”  I grabbed the handles of my cart and headed out the gates, looking up to the iron gates suspended in the soaring arch above us.  I turned east toward the mountains as soon as I was out.  I had found a great rock outcropping just a couple miles away that had brought me luck so far. 
 
    I made sure to take a circuitous route through the Whispering Forest, mindful of other scavengers that had their eyes on me.  They were probably wondering where I was finding so many relics from the Before.  When I was certain I was not being followed, I turned back toward Beggar's Creek and Hawktail River that ran through the keep.  They emptied into Dragontooth Lake at the west side of the village. 
 
    I grinned, this was going to be so much fun! 
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