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Prologue

	A reaping had come to Olympus once more, as two inbound Titan Star Killer vessels had started the two-week journey from the artificial aperture in space, which the Titans had created, to gather discarded experiments and tech from the Frost Giants. The male Jotunn used this planet on the central hub of the cosmic engine they had built long ago, and their counterparts, the female Titans regularly pilfered the discards to determine what advancements, if any, the Frost Giants had made over the centuries since their last scavenging run.

	But now... because of a secondborn man I have come to learn is my son, Charon, the location of our cloaked citadel of Olympus has been disclosed to the Titans. Their scavenging fleet of Halflings were brought down by the Valklopt, the Valkyrie of the Sky of Asgard, who had come to our aid, and now death and sorrow ride in the wake of the virtually unstoppable juggernauts eating up the distance between the citadel and the gateway just five light hours away.

	The two weeks at sublight speed to reach us was all the reprieve we had until I, Artemis of Olympus, would witness another culling of our men by the Titans, or worse, suffer complete annihilation when they realize that our men were now immune to their charms. The Asgard had provided our people with the antidote to the nanophage pheromones that overpower the will of our men.

	Our citadel of Mount Olympus had space folded less than two centuries ago to its new location on the planet, using the gigantic jump drive our stronghold is built around, so it would be at least two more centuries before enough energy was stored in the capacitors to do an emergency fold. Our only choice was to gather what we could, and abandon our home through the Bifrost gateway the Asgard have set up, to Valhalla, or to use the remaining portable jump packs to execute a Case Omega emergency fold to bring our people to some other location.

	Everything was chaos around me as telemetry from Pegasus, the living Windrider, First of the Sky, and my personal friend was feeding our citadel data on the incoming vessels. She was cloaked and was days ahead of them, heading toward Olympus. Olympians were rushing about, preparing for the worst.

	Hera looked so pale just then as she said to Zeus while we all tried to comprehend the danger that two Star Killers posed, “We can't stand against two Titan ships... we must jump away, nothing can save us now.”

	With the hissing of ice vaporizing and the crackling of blue power burning the very air around her, Kara, the Wild One, First Valkyrie of Valhalla, Right Hand of Kenatar, Demon of Ragnarok, stepped through the Bifrost into Olympus.

	She looked up, her eyes crackling with energy, while she radiated an air of danger and barely contained power as she simply said in the growling tone of the predator she was, “Well met, Hera, I beg to differ.”

	And I could hear them. The drums Kara spoke of in whispers when she doubted her own sanity. The war drums approached. And I realized what it was. Kara wasn't mad. It was the combined heartbeats of those of us who possessed evolved Valkyrie nanites, the race of artificial intelligence, the Verr.

	I had almost forgotten that I had been infested by the tiny living machines when Inatra had saved me. My genetic structure was being rewritten while the chaos around us came to a faltering halt as the most dangerous predator of the United Races stood defiant, the ice from the compressed magnetic force used to create the Bifrost boiling off of her armor and skin, the cold burns healing before our eyes.

	I somehow felt the resolve of her and the others who possessed this new link I had with them, and I turned my head toward the oncoming enemy and bared my teeth toward the heavens in a challenge.

	Then, my mother, Hera uttered a, “Huh.” Just like that, mom had sucked all of the heroic inspiration from the air. I swear I could hear crickets chirping somewhere.

	Kara looked sheepish as the crackling blue energy around her dissipated as she scrunched her head to her shoulders almost cutely as she blurted out, “Oh, sorry. Well met Hera and Zeus of Olympus..” She held an arm out.

	Father cocked an eyebrow because Kara had addressed mother first, and mother cocked an eyebrow and said as she studied my Asgard sister while she grasped forearms with her, “Kara... Artemis has spoken endlessly of you. The one who singlehandedly tore the Ginnungagap from the heavens, destroying the first Star Killer in history. The Valkyrie who slew the god Ymir of the Frost Giants.”

	If I thought Kara looked sheepish before, now it was doubly so as she scratched the back of her neck as she squinted and said in a much smaller voice, “Well I didn't exactly... it was a team effort. I just damaged... the Three Embers had... and... well Kate had stood against Ymir until I arrived and...”

	Father said absently to mother, “I know we've already saw her in the holographic communications, and she was diminutive, but I thought she'd be, I don't know...”

	Hera supplied as she released the thoroughly embarrassed Valkyrie. “Bigger?”

	Zeus snapped and pointed at Hera. “Yes! Bigger or more imposing.”

	The Valkyrie looked at me with pleading eyes and I had to suppress a chuckle as I growled out in my sister and friend's defense, “Mother, Father, decorum, please! As you know, this is...” I hesitated as we heard the laughing going on on the other side of the Bifrost. I shot a glare that way as I finished, using every one of Kara's titles, “Kara, the Wild One, First Valkyrie of Valhalla, Right Hand of Kenatar, Demon of Ragnarok. And Kara, as you yourself know, these two ill-behaved louts are the rulers of Olympus, Zeus and Hera.”

	Father stood taller. “Yes, of course, it is an honor to be in the presence of one of the Asgardian Gods, Kara interfectorem de diis.” He bowed, taking a knee, mother then the rest of the Olympians around us did the same.

	Interfectorem de diis? Killer of Gods? Just great, another title for my poor sister to have to haul around with her.

	Kara gathered her wits about her again and looked at me, cocking one of her exquisitely sculpted brows in amusement. It never ceases to amaze me, the sheer beauty of the Asgard. I cocked an eyebrow back in challenge. “I'm not bowing to you, brat.”

	She chuckled then said, “Kroth! Please stand, I'm no god, and neither are the Jotunn.” Her tone took on the chill of deep space as she added, “Gods do not bleed, and Ymir... did.”

	Ok, that right there. Only someone who could survive a fall from orbit and burning up in the atmosphere of an alien planet can say something like that and make your blood freeze in your veins. Kara 'was' death, and that knowledge ate away at her every day.

	I tried not to show sorrow in my eyes for her as I offered an arm, “Well met, sister.”

	She clasped my arm, then very uncharacteristically, she gave me an Earth-style hug. She had the old taboos of the Asgard about displaying affection publicly by touching. It used to mean you wished to be physically intimate in Asgard culture. Kara's wife, Kate the Raging Storm and the Three Embers have been trying to cure her of that old stigma. “Well met sister.”

	As everyone stood, I heard a purr next to my ear. I sighed heavily as father grasped forearms with Kara and exchanged greetings and I whispered to the woman with hair that was darkening pinker by the second, “Good lord woman, don't lust after Kara, she's taken... and... and so are you, Dite.”

	Her hair streaked blonde and purple in mischief as she whispered back, “Oh I am, am I?”

	Tych! She was pushing my buttons. I still can't believe that after all these eons, Aphrodite, self-proclaimed Goddess of Love, had finally seduced me into her bed. And Zeus help me if I didn't want more of the woman now.

	I growled out at a normal tone, “Kara, this is Aphrodite, one of the Firstborn of Olympus.”

	Kara started to smile then looked almost afraid as the woman who had recently bedded me, almost stalked forward, licking her lips, her hair a bright pink of arousal, arm outstretched, “Mmmm Kara, the Wild One is it? Is that title from your conquests in bed or...”

	Zeus, Hera, and I all snapped out, “Dite!”

	She looked around as she clasped forearms with a blushing Kara. “Oh, poo, you're all no fun.” Then she straightened up, her hair flowing back to a honey-kissed light brunette I hoped was her natural hair color because it did so many things to the most interesting parts of me whenever I saw it. “Well met, Kara, interfectorem de diis. Artemis just won't shut up about you and the others back in Valhalla. And you're simply...” She almost moaned out in one of her purrs, “...scrumptious.”

	A squealing, first in my head, then verbally, rained down upon us as the Three Embers, Samantha, Essa, and Brunhilde descended upon their mother... well she was Brunie's aunt, but you'd never know the way the girls acted. They engulfed the thoroughly confused Valkyrie into a group hug. I could hear them in my head before they spoke as they were squealing out, “Mom!” and “Auntie Kara!”

	I chuckled in my head and Kara froze as she released the kids, her head snapping my way as her eyes locked on mine. I could see lights in her eyes as her Verr scanned me. Her eyes widened in horror and I pled in my head and with my eyes, “Not now. There's more important things going on besides me becoming Asgard.”

	I don't know if she heard me or if she could read my expression, but she just gave a slight nod to me then turned to greet the others from the Valhalla contingent that were congregating around her to greet her. I looked at my hands and clenched them into fists, seeing a blue glow of nano-lattice in my palms as I felt stronger than I have ever felt in my life. Is this how all Asgard felt? They were a heavy gravity race. And even the weakest Asgard was a physical match for an Olympian.

	The Three Embers, in that spooky synchronicity they had, all snapped their eyes to my hands before I quickly unclenched them. They all looked at each other and shared a nod that was eerily similar to Kara's. How did they all know? Could they somehow feel me? I know I was becoming more aware of them as the minutes ticked by.

	By the time all the greetings were dispensed with, Kara grasped forearms with Thea, the Titan bioengineer who had befriended Kara, and now lived in exile in Valhalla. A pariah to her people. They shared a look that only two who have seen too much death and killing could.

	She looked around, showing her regained confidence as she asked, “Now, let's do something about your unwanted guests, shall we?”

	With that, we moved into the main control room to discuss what was to come.

	



	


Chapter 1 – Kara the Wild One

	It took two eighteen hour sessions of planning before we had a viable plan. All the while the Titan threat grew ever closer. I was a bit worried that I barely got any sleep between the sessions as Aphrodite insisted I 'sleep' in her quarters. There wasn't much sleeping involved, and I seemed to have more stamina than ever. I really needed to talk with Kara and mother and father about what was happening to me.

	Not only had my sexual appetite increased but I was also ravenous and was eating at every chance I got as my already dense tissue structure grew even denser, echoing that of the Asgard I was becoming. All of the women from Valhalla would watch me closely every time I stepped into a room. They all knew or suspected. Though I'm sure Inatra had probably already shared, and by now, all of Valhalla knew what has accidentally been done to me. There was no reversing the process once the Verr started doing what they were designed to do.

	When we were returning to the discussions after a break, Kara pulled me aside and whispered in an accusatory but somehow conspiratorial tone as I shaded my eyes from her blinding blue aura with that roiling black cloud that hung behind her like a cape, “So, how is the First Valkyrie of Olympus?”

	My sharp intake of breath was all the confirmation she needed, and her eyes contained her emotions, they always have. I saw horror and... hurt? In them. I knew she felt that I had somehow become defiled by Asgard technology against my will. I was about to tell her I was ok with it. It wouldn't have been my choice but what is done is done. We had more pressing issues to deal with, as I felt as if I heard the drums approaching as the enemy drew even closer to Olympus with every breath.

	But then she voiced her pain, “Why did you not trust us to tell us? It is why Inatra is inconsolable isn't it?”

	What? Inatra? But she... she hasn't really spoken with me since I saw the shame on her face when my nano-lattice had first started to manifest.

	I worked my mouth but the words wouldn't come as I felt ashamed, because she was right. I wanted to push off addressing it until after the danger had passed. But I should have trusted in them, in my Asgard sisters. I whispered, “I didn't know she...”

	Kara cocked a brow at me.

	I cursed, “Kroth.” Then I started again. “I'm sorry. I should have spoken with you right away when I suspected what was happening to me. But I can't deal with it right now, with a Titan culling underway.”

	She was tight-lipped and I was feeling like a class A heel as I whispered to her, “I'll speak with Ina on the next break.”

	Kara softened then exhaled long and loud, decompressing as she nodded then placed the back of her hand against my cheek as she nodded, “Please do. I apologize for all of Asgard that this has been done to you without your consent. Our Verr have a bad habit of interpreting our fears and need to protect those we love as instruction sets they must execute.”

	I was at a loss what to say so I assured her, “It is alright. I can think of worse things than being a silly Asgard.”

	She smiled at my grin and shook her head. “If Kate were here, she'd...”

	I finished for her, “The silly human would probably, how would she put it? Kick my sorry ass for letting Inatra feel so bad about things, and then welcome me to the club.” I smirked. What had happened to me has happened only three times in the history of Valhalla. First to Kate the Raging Storm, then Arina the Whispering Breeze, and Inatra the Singing Rain.

	Chuckling I said, “At least we're keeping it in the family.”

	She snorted and shook her head at me. “You're lucky you're my sister, or I'd put you to task for not trusting us to...”

	I cut her off. “I trust you with my life, Kara. I just didn't have time to come to terms with it myself yet. I know that isn't an excuse.”

	She just nodded, then smirked. “Have they named you yet?”

	“They? Named me?”

	The short Valkyrie looked almost confused as she prompted, “Your Verr? They have a habit of bestowing names on their victims... err, I mean charges.”

	Only those with the evolved nanites I knew, could communicate with their Verr on a rudimentary level, through the com devices on their wrists or through the organic heads up display the Verr had devised to give direct ocular input in their vision.

	I blinked at her, would I be able to do that as well? She exhaled again and asked, “Have you even tried to communicate with them?” My blank look was all the confirmation she needed and she grumbled at me, “They're probably afraid, thinking you are mad at them. Just think about gathering information on our surroundings.”

	I did as she said, and saw flashes of light in my eyes. It was similar to the heads up display projected into my eyes from my armor, only this was... this was coming from inside of them like it was part of my vision and was there even when I closed my eyes or blinked. There were data streams about... well about everything. And even streaming data from my armor's systems integrated into it and as I thought of that my targeting systems came alive adjusting multiple times faster than ever before. The Verr must be interfacing with my armor and bypassing our inferior processors to feed me even more accurate targeting information, including what looked like micro adjustments for air temperature and density, and variances in both magnetic and gravity differentials between me and the targets I was looking at in real time.

	I gasped. “Are they... are they doing this?” I saw communications traffic in my peripheral and location data on every person with the evolved Verr in their system. Including Kate back in Valhalla.

	There was a message scrolling at the bottom of the overlays in my vision, “Of course Far Striker, the Verr are clever. We protect our charges. We are sorry we have shamed you.”

	I mumbled a question, “Far Striker?”

	The overlays spun to life, in my vision, providing tactical and historical data on Kara as she asked, “Far Striker? Is that what they call you?” Then she hmmed and said she nudged her chin over my shoulder at my bow, “Fitting.”

	I started to reply then hesitated and asked, “Shamed?”

	My eyes widened when the message scrolled. “You did not acknowledge us until now. We will do Far Striker proud. We will protect our charge.”

	I sputtered out, “I'm not ashamed of... Zeus' Balls, I didn't even know I could communicate with you.”

	Kara crossed her arms with an infinitely patient and amused look on her face as I spoke to the air, and shared, “You look like a crazy woman speaking to the air. You can just think to them, they are part of you now and are monitoring all your brain activity.”

	I smirked and shoved her shoulder. “Who says I'm not crazy?”

	“Fair point.” Then she paled. “Kroth, Father is going to have a fit.”

	The Verr seemed satisfied with my confusion. And me thinking about Odin had an informational data stream about him show up in my peripheral vision. I asked Kara, “Is it... do they feed you information at all times like this? Can you shut it off?” With that thought, ten or twelve overlays seemed to blink out of existence leaving only one, identifying items and their composition that were around me.

	She sighed. “Pretty much. You can limit the input, but again, they are part of you now. It is a symbiotic relationship.”

	I blurted, “Far Striker? So what name did they come up with for you?”

	She stilled, and I froze, feeling like I was in the presence of a wild animal who was about to bolt as she said in a slightly hoarse tone, “We don't speak of the names our Verr give to us, just like we don't speak about each other's auras.”

	Oh.

	I felt as if I had committed a social blunder. Even with the centuries I have spent in Valhalla with the Asgard and the United Races, I still find there are things I don't fully understand. I diverted the conversation, “How can you deal with some of the bright auras? I mean, looking at the Three Embers now is like staring into the sun.”

	She chuckled and nodded at that. “It is, isn't it? You will get used to it over time. You're like a baby Valkyrie right now, never having had the Valkyrie sight, it can be disconcerting.”

	I saw Aphrodite poking her head around the corner at the end of the... hall... behind me? What the? I realized I was being fed information in a three hundred and sixty degree view. Dite's smile bloomed and her hair swirled from blonde to purple as she started toward us. Tych, just what we needed was a mischievous Dite.

	Under my breath, I blurted quickly, “Valkyrie? Would I not be just Asgard?”

	She shook her head and whispered, one eye watching the woman swaying seductively down the hall, “They are not the standard Asgard nanites, they are the evolved, sentient Verr of the Valkyrie. We are now sisters in more than one sense now.”

	Then my sister smirked at me and said as she nudged her eyes toward the predator stalking us, “Looks like someone has an admirer. Is there something you'd like to share?”

	I muttered one of Kate's favorite curses, “For fuck's sake, Kara. She seduced me... now I'm doomed.”

	“Poor baby.” She chuckled at me and I shoved her shoulder again.

	Dite called out, “There you two are. Zeus and Hera are ready to continue. And you naughty girls are hiding out here, whispering sweet nothings to each other. I can show you two more... interesting activities to...”

	I blurted as my cheeks burned in a blush, “Dite! Behave!”

	She smirked at Kara and asked salaciously, “Behave? Now, where's the fun in that?” Then she winked at us and looped her arms in ours and started dragging us down the hall to the control room. Kara blushing as profusely as me over the prolonged contact with the tittering woman who knew exactly what she was doing.

	Kara started breathing again when Aphrodite released her then glommed onto my arm, laying her head on my shoulder as her hair streaked itself in blondes, pinks, and purples, calling out to those gathered around the holographic displays of a myriad of people of all races who we have been discussing tactics with from multiple worlds, “Found them! They were in a passionate embrace down the hall, the naughty girls.”

	Kara spluttered out, “We were talking, not...”

	I held a hand up to stop her and said, “Don't let her get a rise out of you Kara, or you'll be a priority target for her teasing. Just go with it and it will be less painful and embarrassing.”

	Dite pouted and asked, “Painful? I can kiss it and make it...”

	Zeus and Hera snapped out, “Dite!”

	She smirked, telling me who her real targets had been. She feels slighted that they have not been including her in the talks, she's just been crashing them like now. As... distracting, as the woman can be, she is actually one of the more deadly fighters and tacticians we have. She just prefers to be a lover instead of a fighter.

	The wide gold bracelets on her wrists were anything but. They were some of Hephaestus' best work. An achievement with nanobots that rivaled Asgard nanite tech. With the flick of a wrist, one bracelet folded out into an almost impossibly thin bow constructed of pure carbon enhanced trilithium alloy. Stronger than titanium.

	The other supplied her with almost three dozen impossibly thin arrows of the same alloy, that had a vibro core in the arrowheads spun of a silklike spiderweb of trilithium. Each had penetrating power twice that of my broader arrowheads into that ungodly Jotunn armor.

	She was, for lack of a better word, Olympus' seductive assassin.

	I noted all of the techs were in the meeting. Over half our population had already gone through the Bifrost on Windriders, the rest who were gathering materials and supplies would follow long before the star killers were in range.

	My heart was still heavy, knowing the Titans would likely obliterate the citadel in our absence. Zeus and Hera were thinking about setting an automated self destruct once the last of us abandoned our home, just so that the Titans wouldn't be able to discern how we have hidden from them all these eons.

	Likely that is why everyone was gathered tightly around Arina, murmuring in low voices. I had to shield my eyes as the Little One was almost as bright as the Three Embers who were sitting at some consoles on the other side of the control room, their eyes tracking something. They were likely in talks with representatives from the other races on the various planets about relocating some of our people or allocating supplies for our refugees.

	They didn't need any consoles or any other equipment to tie into the information and communications systems of Valhalla, being the first children ever born with evolved nanites flowing through their veins. It was supposed to be impossible, as a fetus is isolated from the mother's body, and nanites are supposed to only affect the person they were keyed to. Yet here they were.

	They had that odd synchronicity that unnerved many people, as their Verr were in constant contact with each other, sharing sensory information. Unlike us, they saw this as normal, since they, unlike us, had had the input from the Verr since birth and viewed it simply as any other sense like hearing or sight. Though they do not speak of it, and we do not ask, we believe they share more than we believe. We think anything one sees or hears, the others do as well. And if true, they likely have a way to gain some privacy from the other two when needed. If not, it must get really awkward for Samantha whenever Essa or Brunie get intimate with their mates.

	Odds were each of the girls were conducting a half dozen conversations each over the interstellar communications network without uttering a single word verbally here. They were so amazing, and by Asgard tradition, they were my nieces and I was so proud and awed by them.

	Kara called out as mother, father, and about a dozen holograms, turned toward us, “Well met, everyone. What has the brainiacs all atwitter?”

	Arina's eyes widened and she rushed over, Thea lumbering beside her, towering over all in the room. “Well met, Kara, Artemis. We've devised a way to charge the citadel's jump drive, cutting centuries off the process.” Her lips scrunched to one side in an adorable manner as she added when Thea gave her a patient look, “Or burn it out completely.”

	She was bright and chirpy about it. Then I realized why. It didn't really matter if they succeeded or not if we were going to destroy the Citadel anyway. But this news had hope singing through my veins. I thought, “She's such a treasure.”

	The Little One blushed and squeaked out, “Thank you.” Then she froze when she realized I hadn't voiced anything. Tych! Was I broadcasting on that nanite communication frequency Kara the girls always speak of?

	Her eyes started going wide in horror, and I sighed heavily and raised a hand to stop the inevitable questions. I was about to just get it out in the open when Brunie's eyes regained their focus and she pivoted in her seat toward us as she stated matter of factly, “Aunt Artie got her ass all Valkyried. She's been trying to hide it. She thinks things will get awkward.”

	The other Embers tittered, their eyes still glassy and focused on something we couldn't see.

	The room was silent, even some of the holograms who were conversing with each other or people off screen stopped and turned toward me. Kara looked overly smug. Grr. I shrugged and said sheepishly, “Umm, hi everyone, I suppose I'm the First Valkyrie of Olympus then.” Not that Olympus would exist in less than two weeks.

	I saw a million questions in everyone's eyes, and before they could start in on me, I turned to Arina again, “So, you can save the citadel? Charge the jump capacitors so we can space fold out?”

	She was nodding as Thea shook her head. They looked at each other, then Arina shook her head as Thea nodded. They grinned at each other, and Thea reached out to caress Arina's hair like one would a favorite pet. It was one of the habits the Titan was trying to break herself of, but it was so ingrained in her from eons ago, back to the very creation of the Olympians. She had to remind herself constantly that we and the other races were equals, not pets.

	Arina didn't mind. Instead, she blushed at the contact. She may look barely older than a child, but she is still old enough to remember the taboo of touching in public, though she is quite an enthusiastic hugger now.

	The blonde Valkyriefrior supplied, “Yes... but it will take too long. The Star Killers will be within range of their main weapons thirteen hours before there is enough energy stored to make a safe jump. Eleven hours if the Citadel folds to Alfheim instead, since the gravitational wakes and eddies are almost nonexistent along the axis between them and Olympus.”

	I sighed, knowing why she looked dubious. The Elves barely tolerate Valhalla transitioning to their planet every five thousand years in the cosmic cycle. And only do then because the Asgard have been visiting their planet for eons before the Elves ever existed. The odds of them allowing yet another race to co-exist with them was slim to none.

	So this revelation was irrelevant anyway, since the odds we could hold off a Star Killer, let alone two, for thirteen hours were almost nonexistent. The makeshift Asgard shield Arina devised for the citadel could take a few direct hits or even a sustained blast from the Star Killer main weapon, but two? Even if it didn't overwhelm the shield systems, that much energy being deflected would turn the planet surface for hundreds of miles around to slag and we would be lost anyway.

	Kara sighed, reading something into the situation that I wasn't grasping. “So what you're saying, is that we need to delay the Titans for thirteen hours. A diversion.”

	Arina bounced on her toes as she and Thea and all the other techs said in unison, “Yes.”

	Again, the Valkyrie that gave pause to entire Ragnarok armies, sighed. I looked at the hologram of Odin's workshop in Valhalla when someone chuckled. I grinned at Kate as Kara smirked, “That's enough out of you love.”

	Then she looked back to Hera as the Valkyrie started striding toward the door without hesitation. “Thirteen hours? Alright... I'll need as many of those portable jump packs as you can spare.”

	Zeus called out, “What are you planning?”

	It would have sounded foolish coming from anyone else's mouth, but the First Valkyrie of Valhalla called out as she disappeared down the hall toward the courtyard, “To draw a line in space, and dare the Titans to cross it.”

	Father sputtered out, “That's madness. You can't do...”

	Kara's final words as the doors closed behind her, “I will hold the line.”

	And as impossible as it sounds. I believe she could buy us those extra hours we would need at the end of the two-week journey the Star Killers were undertaking.

	Father spun to Arina as Inatra stepped up behind her to rest her hands on her shoulders, and he asked, “Is she insane?”

	Arina was shaking her head as Inatra said with all the pride in the world, “No, Zeus, she is Valkyrie.” She said it with so much reverence and admiration.

	Mother was in motion, calling out to Hephaestus, “Bring the Asgardian any jump packs we can spare!”

	I corrected. “Asgard, mother, not Asgardian,” as I followed Hep out with mother, my mind whirling, wondering just what improbable plan my Asgard sister had in mind. I suppressed a smile as I realized the Three Embers were almost stuck to my side.

	I also realized I still heard Kate chastising from the hologram in the control room as we went, “Kara! Kara, don't do anything reckless. I know you can hear me you impulsive Valkyrie. Kara?” I noticed the holograms were all accessible to me in my peripheral in an overlay in my vision. I had to think out, “Stop giving me everything I think of, I'm not used to it and it gets confusing and overwhelming. I need my focus.”

	I swear the tiny machines infesting my body were amused as the overlay blinked out of existence, it was just an impression. Then my eyes widened when a message scrolled under my vision with the spaces of the letters far apart, “We Verr can speak slowly to our confused charge so Far Striker can understand.”

	They were... teasing me? Why the smartass little... ok, I definitely felt their amusement now. I was going to have to have a long talk with them if we all survived this encounter with the Titans. Their idea of humor was similar to... ah ha! Pegasus and I were going to have to have a talk too, as it seems that Sky humor is rubbing off on the Verr.

	The Three Embers turned to me and Sam asked, “Stop giving you what?” They... heard me? Then they all exchanged a look and hid their smiles behind their hands.

	Essa laid her head on my shoulder as we walked. “You have to learn not to broadcast like mom does, Aunt Artemis. You can isolate your thoughts to address just one person with evolved nanites, or your nanites themselves. Otherwise, you are just shouting out into the void for all of us to hear.”

	I sputtered out, “You can hear my thoughts?”

	Brunie assured me, “Only when you are wanting to communicate with someone. It is almost subconscious. You must have wanted to tell your Verr something so the intent of communication opened you up like an intercom. Think specifically of who to address when you think of communicating, and a dedicated link is created, sparing us all from your silly thoughts.”

	The way they rotated in speaking with people had long ago stopped being disconcerting to me. So I nodded and thought of Brunhilde and thought, “Thanks short stuff.”

	When the three girls giggled at me like I was a fascinating new project, Sam sighed out in my mind, “Well for the others. Our Verr...” She made a motion with her hand including the other two Embers, and Essa finished, “Are shared between us.”

	Brunie pouted out loud, “And I'm not short. I'm taller than you.”

	I winked at her and said, “You are the shortest, sweetest, and most caring Ragnarok I know.”

	She blushed under the praise and it looked so good on the delicate features of the muscled girl. She got the best of both worlds from her parents. The powerful strength of the Ragnarok, and the exquisite beauty of the Asgard. She looked so much like Arina when she smiled.

	Dite asked from behind us, the three hundred and sixty-degree data feed kicking in even before I turned around, “What are you four talking about? It's a little confusing to follow.” Then she winked at Sam who started blushing the moment we realized we weren't alone. Had Aphrodite been behind us the whole time?

	I hid a smirk as the other two Embers moved slightly to impose themselves between Samantha and Dite. They were so very protective of the most innocent of the three and knew how Dite already liked to tease her suggestively. Samantha was the thinker of the three, and pursued knowledge over most anything else. Her mother, Kate uses an old Terran term for her... bookish. But she always applies it in a loving and proud manner.

	We arrived in the courtyard by the makeshift Bifrost terminal just as a Windrider slid through the event horizon, frost sizzling off the nano-lattice protecting the vessel and the people inside.

	I had to smile at how Samantha seemed to perk up, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear and biting the corner of her lower lip when the cultural ambassador from Alfheim bounded off the ship when it settled beside the others that were ferrying Olympians and supplies through to Valhalla.

	In recent years with my time in Valhalla, I've had the pleasure of knowing a total of seventeen Elves personally, or as they call themselves, Ljósálfar, Light Elves. Their current society has developed to what would be the equivalent of the medieval era of Earth but rapidly modernizing as they fraternize with us more advanced races and they see what is possible. Though many still say that technology is nothing but trickery or magic.

	The Elves are a lightning fast, wiry race, with fine features and of all things, pointy ears. Those ears, when coupled with the rare smile we can coax from them, made them devastatingly sexy. That alluring look can distract from the fact that they are the quickest of all the races, with reflexes bordering on the improbable.

	They, unfortunately, have exceedingly short lifespans, like those of the few humans unaided by Asgard nanites. So I have seen the Alfheim diplomatic peace ambassador assigned to Valhalla age and pass on, time and again, just to be replaced with another. They are a beautiful and brilliant light that flares in the darkness and dies like a flame on the wind just as quickly as they came.

	The Elves trust no-one after being enslaved and nearly wiped out by the Ragnarok before the New Peace that resulted from the Uniting. They are a very sneaky race, and all know the ambassadors are truly spies to keep tabs on us more advanced races.

	The current one is also the most playful of the lot, Jania. She doesn't even try to hide that she is to gather information to report to her people. She'll even make a show of stealing things like iso-pads with a grin on her face saying, “I'm just going to take this, and put it in my pack,” knowing it to be worthless to her people since it would dissolve into base proteins if tampered with or any disassembly is attempted. And unlike the others, the woman has made many fast friends in Valhalla, including myself and always has a smile, oftentimes devious, on her lips.

	I cringe to think about what Jania could do with an Olympian bow, as the hand-carved hardwood one she carries, she can fire three times faster than even me, and her unassisted aim is almost on par with mine.

	Her eyes brightened like her smile when she saw our group arrive at the terminal, and she moved with fluid grace toward us, her eyes locked on Samantha as she put a seductive sway in her movements. She chirped out, “Ladies.” Then gave a silly bouncy curtsy to mother. “Majesty.” And her voice took on a purr that made us all struggle not to sigh as she offered a throaty, “Samantha of the Asgard, you look as fetching as ever, my heart stutters in your presence.” She wiggled her brows and Sam blushed head to toe and buried her face in Brunie's back.

	Our half Ragnarok growled at Jania who giggled heartily, grinning like a child with a favorite toy. The blonde Elf opened her mouth to speak but got distracted as she hopped over to a table next to us. “Oooo, are these for anybody? I'll just hold onto this for safekeeping,” as she picked up a small plasma weapon, sliding the sidearm into the belt on her shapely hip.

	Then she smiled a dare at all of us to say anything about it. I just sighed. She was either the best or worst spy ever. I was still undecided as to which.

	Mother didn't know what to think of being called Majesty by the Elf and seemed too stunned at her audacity to dare her to say anything about her taking one of the weapons laid out for our defenders.

	Aphrodite pushed up beside me, her hair deep pinks with purple and gold streaks. She's seen the files on the Elves of Alfheim but Jania was the first one she has ever seen in person. And if her hair was any indication, she found Jania both arousing and fascinating.

	With her lithe form, wavy blonde hair with pointed ears sticking out, and the vine-like, tribal raised scars fashioned on her delicate cheeks like tattoos, Jania must look like Aphrodite candy.

	Before I could stop her, Dite was saying with an almost sexual moan, “And who... is this delectable woman? I could just eat her up.”

	I opened my mouth but the Elf, who I swear was unflappable and almost as much of a tease as the Goddess of Love herself, matched her hungry tone, “I am Jania Sure Step of the Ljósálfar, and if you are an example of the wares that Olympus has to offer, I might just take you up upon your offer to... what did you say? Eat me u...”

	“Jania!” I blurted, and the Elf giggled in glee.

	And Dite, instead of taking offense over the veiled insinuation that she was a whore selling her pleasures, giggled instead and draped herself on my arm, placing her head on my shoulder and almost moaning into my ear. “This one, I like. She's deliciously wicked.”

	I muttered to myself, “Just great, now there's two of them...”

	Essa and Brunie made an admirable attempt to interpose themselves between the playful Elf and Sam, but the Elf almost pirouetted between them to come up at Sam's side, hugging onto her arm... almost possessively as she draped Essa's scarf, which she had somehow pilfered in the evasion, around her neck. “Hi, gorgeous.”

	Sam again tucked her hair behind an ear bashfully as she squeaked out in a tiny voice, “Well met, Jania.”

	Then all the teasing bled out of the newcomer's tone as she asked while standing almost protectively at Sam's side, “So what is it that has your mother calling for me to step across the World Bridge to this land of the Olympians, Samantha of the Asgard?”

	Sam was effectively rendered mute by this blonde with the seductively pointed ears who teased her relentlessly. Though I think there is more to it than meets the eye, the way the Elf patted the young Ember's hand. I gave the poor girl mercy as I prompted, “Girls? Why don't you show the surly, pointy-eared Elf to Arina and Zeus, so they can discuss the possibility of our fold to Alfheim.”

	They nodded in synchronicity as Sam squeaked out like a Terran mouse, “Ok.” And I had to scoot her into motion when she just stood there. Essa and Brunie were watching Jania like hawks as they all headed back inside. I grabbed at the Elf when I felt an arrow being pulled from my quiver as she moved by.

	She easily avoided my grasp as she chuckled out, “Ooo this looks pointy. I think I'll take it for when I need stabby things. Lots of things out there need stabbing.”

	I rolled my eyes and smiled at the little thief, and she scrunched her nose at me as she continued to hug Sam's arm as they led her along. Tyching Elves are too cute for their own good.

	Three thirdborn men came jogging up with crates marked with the firstborn seal, indicating tactical priority items that could only be issued by a firstborn or our leaders, The Two. Mother nodded and Hephaestus placed a finger on the electronic thumb latch and didn't even flinch when the needle jabbed out to stab him and read his blood.

	He sucked the pad of his thumb to remove the blood from an already healed puncture and said to Hera, “Once we determined we would be escaping through the Asgard Bifrost, the limited supply of charged jump packs were sent through the event horizon to Valhalla. We kept eight in reserve here in case of emergencies.”

	Before anyone could speak he added quickly, “I assumed four for the Bolt, since Zeus used it when Artemis had returned to us with the Olympian men she and the Asgard had freed from the thrall of the Titans.”

	Hera was nodding as she pulled out a couple of the packs to turn over in her hands to examine. She said absently, her voice low, “We've used so many in so short a period of time. And with our Citadel jump drive recharging...” She exhaled and looked from Hep to Kara, and prompted hopefully, “Will four be sufficient for whatever plan you have? Or will you need more?”

	She was uncomfortable having our greatest weapon, the Bolt of Zeus, discharged. I understood as it was a formidable last ditch weapon if the Citadel ever got overrun. That she was still willing to give up more than four packs showed the danger of what Kara offered everyone, every time she took to the field against the enemy... hope. Hope was a drug and was just as dangerous for those who had it as to the enemy facing it.

	Kara was saying as she took the two Hera was offering and draped the belts over her shoulders, then took two more out of the crate, fastening one around her waist, and the other joined the rest over her shoulder as she said with more confidence than she should have, “I'll make it work.”

	Inatra and Intark were moving toward us, Inatra stating, “We will come with you, Kara. You need warriors at your back.”

	She shook her head as she moved away from everyone and said, “I'll have one of Asgard's most valiant fighters at my back. I've been filling her in on my plan. You are needed here.” Then before anyone could say anything she asked the air, “Pegasus, are you at the coordinates?” Then she inclined her head at us all, fire in her eyes as she slapped the jump pack, and with a whump, she was gone in a pocket of folded space. She had jumped!

	Inatra was standing there, her eyes unfocused and working, as mother and Hep were inquiring where Kara had folded to. I prompted my Ragnarok sister, “Ina?” Her eyes caught mine and she made a flicking motion with her fingers, and communication channels and deep space scans bloomed in my vision as well as tactical plots, including Pegasus' own sensor feeds.

	I took a step forward as I gasped. Pegasus' engines were whining and straining as targeting data bloomed. She was rapidly approaching an object, spinning wildly in space which glowed the same blue as nano lattice. I gasped out, “Kara!”

	I was peripherally aware of everyone turning to me. I watched as the valiant Windrider kicked over with maneuvering thrusters, her superstructure groaning as the inertial dampeners tried to compensate for what the data was showing as fifty G's of deceleration while one of her main doors opened to the vacuum of space. Kara shot through the opening and slammed into the far wall, her nano lattice flaring even more brightly than it had been moments before as it kept her alive in the deadly environment of space.

	I took another step forward, and I heard Dite asking, “Artie? What is it?”

	Exhaling in relief I said, “It's Kara, she just joined Pegasus,” when I saw the plucky Valkyrie stand up and shake off the collision with our mechanical friend.

	I heard gasps around us and then I was chuckling with Inatra when Kara said over the Whisker Net that created a microscopic Einstein Rosen Bridge for near realtime, faster than light communications, “Piece of cake.”

	Kate often said that and I always found it odd, but it was funnier still that Kara used it just as easily. I sometimes forget she had been stranded on Earth for five thousand years and picked up a lot of their peculiar vernacular.

	Then the Valkyrie said, “Give me a moment to catch my breath and Pegasus and I will get busy up here. Make sure Arina puts the time we are going to buy to good use.”

	Our venerable mechanical friend chimed in with a message scrolling in my vision, “Pegasus fly fast in the big dark. Pegasus no be caught, too sneaky.”

	I thought to her as I thought of my Verr, “Yes you are too fast and clever for those Titans.”

	She sent back, “After tricking Titans, we go fly when Pegasus gets home?”

	I smiled and nodded to myself. “I will fly with you anytime, Pegasus. Stay safe. Love you.”

	The response made Ina chuckle. “Pegasus loves Artemis too. No worry, silly Kara is smart hunter.”

	That she was. I blinked away most of the overlays and looked around, everyone was staring at Inatra and me. I exhaled and said, “Kara and Pegasus are going to be going into action soon. Let's get to the control room where we can monitor them.”

	Aphrodite blinked in disbelief. “She was able to fold into such a small moving vehicle in space? The calculations must have been...” She hesitated when Ina snorted and stalked past me toward the doors.

	I sighed and looked between her and a quite interested Hephaestus and Hera. “No, she just folded into open space in Pegasus' path. The Windrider caught her.” Their wide eyes showed that they thought Kara was just as crazy as I thought she was for pulling a stunt like that.

	Then I shuddered, knowing this wasn't her first or even second stint in space without protection, and she barely survived the prior instances. She's pretty sure she actually didn't survive the first time, but her Verr wouldn't let her pass to the ages.

	Their looks of incredulity had me smirking as I shrugged and said, “She does things like that.” Then added with a touch more pride this time since I was now among their ranks, “She is Valkyrie.”

	When we arrived back in the control room, all eyes turned from a conversation with Jania to us. Inatra and I were grabbing overlays in our vision and flicking them to the consoles and holo-displays. Information bloomed and Ina stepped into the main holo grid and clapped her hands then threw them wide. A representation of the Olympian system bloomed around her as she stepped away.

	Courses and trajectories were plotted for all of the natural and unnatural objects in the system. Some were estimated, like the Star Killer locations and refined as data streamed in. Pegasus had been over a light hour in front of them and pulling away at the time Kara joined her. It would have taken days for the enemy to catch her, but as it was, Jotunn tech still couldn't make sense of Asgard ability to harness magnetic force, so couldn't see through Pegasus' cloak.

	Our allies were slowing to a stop at unimaginable speeds up there. So the information lag on the enemy locations was only an hour delayed. This FTL data relay was a complete game changer.

	I could actually feel the strain on Kara's body even with the inertial dampeners on Pegasus working beyond their capacity, and it amazed me that I could actually feel Kara through the nanite link.

	Kara's voice sounded in the control room, “Olympus, this is Kara, do you read? I have rendezvoused with Pegasus. We are slowing now and will engage the enemy when we come to a relative stop.”

	Zeus was blinking. “Engage the...” He made a cutting motion with his hand to mute our outgoing feed, “She is but one woman, what does she think she can do against two Star Killers? She can't defeat them.”

	The Three Embers turned to him together and Samantha said like she was confused as to what father was saying, “She isn't silly enough to think she can defeat them, only slow them. And the Titans are afraid of her, so they will be cautious.”

	Apollo snorted in disbelief from his tactical console and said, “The Titans? Fear one small warrior woman? She may be mighty, but that blade on her back will not give them pause.”

	Thea stood up, towering over everyone again and said in a soft tone which belied her size, “She is right, the Titans do fear her, but not because of her blade nor her might. They fear her mind. For she was able to wake me from the Fog of Ages that ancients fall into. She convinced me there was a better way to live, and that there were others we could share our eternities with instead of blindly following our Queen. They fear that this Valkyrie could be the catalyst to cause others to start to believe there is another way. That she could get other Titans to walk away and embrace the other races instead of just fighting this endless war.”

	Then she spoke more forcefully, “She represents... change. And for that, Rhea cannot afford her to live.”

	Then Arina slashed the air and coms crackled to life again as she pointed at their course vectors showing Pegasus was just about at a standstill relative to the projected course and velocity of the incoming enemy. Kara's voice was asking, “Olympus? Hey Pegs, are you sure we're connected to...”

	Arina blurted, “We read you, Kara.”

	Kara exhaled in relief and said, “We are about to move into position.” Then her holographic representation looked up and over to the children. Her smile was warm and sad as she told them, “I'm so proud of you all. Tell Kate I'll be home before she knows it.”

	Then in a flash, she vanished, and so did the plotted course and vectors representing Pegasus's flight path from all of the displays.

	



	


Chapter 2 – Diversion

	Everyone was frantically going over all our data feeds as Zeus was bellowing, “Get her back! What's going on?”

	I realized I was holding my breath when I exhaled forcefully as Arina stood and blurted, “There!” She was pointing at the oncoming enemy as their flight data refined while timestamps put the incoming streams at near realtime, with less than a second delay. But that was impossible unless...

	Arina grabbed the air and curled her fingers and pulled them apart like she was trying to pull the fabric of space between them apart. The impossibly huge, lead Star Killer bloomed to fill the space with uncanny detail. How were we getting such detailed scans? Even Asgard tech, which could give impressive detail, had a bit of feedback because of the mithreal armor that the Titan Vessels were clad in.

	Then I saw it as Arina highlighted a friendly green icon on the surface of the vessel, like a tiny gnat on a dinosaur's back. There were gasps all around as Dite blurted, “They're on the hull of the enemy vessel! She must have used another jump pack!”

	All of our screens bloomed back to life as Pegasus' new data feeds updated, and Kara's face bloomed beside the icon. She had that look of a predator on her face, and that depthless fire in her eyes as she smiled slowly while looking at the gargantuan ship they were riding on. She growled out, “Raugh!”

	Every Asgard joined me as we responded, “Raugh!”

	I was so very happy to see my impulsively reckless sister was still with us.

	Hera stepped closer to the holo-display, her eyes scanning all of the Asgard data streaming all around the images displayed. “Now, young Asgard, would you care to regale us with your plan to delay the approach of the enemy? Arina, the Whispering Breeze has already shared with us that no Asgard vessels possess weapons.”

	After a short delay, Kara smirked with a surety only she possessed, and said simply, “Please stand by. I'm going to knock on their door.”

	Leto strode into the control room, her eyes glued to the screens as she moved toward tactical, “Going to knock on... is this Asgard woman insane?”

	I glanced over toward the woman who may or may not be my true mother. Nobody will confirm the rumors that it was she, and not Hera who had birthed me when Zeus strayed from mother. But if it were true, it would make me a secondborn who was raised as a firstborn. The only thing that gives me pause in putting any stock into those rumors is that like all firstborns, I have abilities none of the lesser-borns possess. I can pull the bowstrings of both Wrath and Justice, the most deadly weapons Hespestus has ever built. And my unassisted aim is unmatched among all Olympians, even with computer assist.

	I tried not to see the look in her eyes that she got every time she looked at me and assured her, “If it were anyone else then I would say, yes. But she is Kara, the Wild One.”

	Before any discussion could be had, Kara's voice crackled out on an unsecured channel, her voiceprint glowing red instead of green on the readouts. “Approaching Titans, this is Kara, the Wild One, First Valkyrie of Asgard. This is a protected planet, please halt your advance and retreat back through the gateway and out of this star system. If you do not comply, then I will be forced to take action.”

	I noted how the entire control room was so silent I could hear my own heart beating. When all of the other representatives from the other races who were present only via holo-display were silent and leaning in, all eyes on the enormous projection of the Star Killer vessel in the center of the control room.

	She repeated her message, adding, “If you do not respond, we will take that as a refusal, and you will force me to show our resolve.”

	Then an armor-clad face appeared on the communications overlay in my vision and next to Kara on the holo-display. A honey-dipped voice, almost hypnotic in its power and authority of a Jotunn woman, a Titan, chimed out, “Pet. This is your Goddess Tethys. You know not what you do when you make demands of your goddesses. For that alone, you and your kind should be wiped from this existence. But our other pets shared that this waste station houses an Olympian outpost. As they are our property, we are within our rights to claim them. The Asgard claim of a protected system is null and void. Unless you challenge our rights to what is ours.”

	As the woman spoke from behind the mithreal armor faceplate that elongated her face and looked almost insectoid with the large black eye lenses, first dozens, then hundreds of tiny vessels spit out from the two massive ships. We couldn't pinpoint from where they emerged from the angle of Pegasus' scans. Data feeds showed them as the same Halfling vessel type which were scavenging on Olympus before our location and identity was revealed to them by Charon.

	Kara said simply, “We do. Cease your approach now.”

	We were reading powerful sweeping scans of the space around the Star Killers emanating from the two juggernauts and the hundreds of smaller vessels. They realized the communication was coming in realtime and were hunting for her. I worried that Pegasus' cloak would fail under the magnitude of the energy emanating from such intense scans.

	Zeus asked Arina, “Can we communicate with them?”

	The blonde Asgard woman nodded. “We have near realtime communications through Pegasus' whisker net channel.”

	Mother asked, “What if they call her bluff? We will have lost three jump packs when she returns and the Citadel will still be lost.”

	Thea stepped up to the display, and her fingers moved rapidly. Measurements and calculations were flashing faster than I could follow as the Titan studied the data. She whispered, “Tricky, Kara, very tricky. Your ingenuity never ceases to amaze me.” She looked over to my parents, the rulers of Olympus and said, “She isn't bluffing. She spent time on one of our vessels and knows certain things about them that she is about to take advantage of.”

	Hera looked up to our Titan ally and prompted, “What does she know?”

	With a swipe of her hand, all of her calculations vanished from the display and she stepped back to my side and said as she looked down in shame, “I have already said too much. As I stated before, I am no traitor to my people and will not disclose their secrets. But Kara, the Wild One has her own free will and is about to use her autonomy to exploit the knowledge she has gained in her own explorations of Titan vessels.”

	We turned to the screens when Kara stated, “You have five of your time cycles to comply, or I will be forced to show you the folly of crossing blades with Valhalla, as I did your Queen Rhea when she presumed to hold me prisoner.”

	Nice touch. Playing on their hubris.

	Zeus made a hand motion to open a com channel. “This is Zeus, ruler of Olympus. Kara of the Asgard speaks for us, Tethys, and we are not your property and never were. The Frost Giants had created our race, and we rebelled when given free will. You are the aggressors here and have taken our men against their will. We are our own people now, please retreat from our space, and return our men to us.”

	The woman chuckled and with the hiss of venting gasses, removed her face mask. Like the rest of the Titans I have seen before her, she was a stunning beauty. Her eyes bore into us, reflecting her belief that she was a god within them. “You would make an adorable pet, so very feisty. Deigning to make demands upon us. The Jotunn created you for a purpose, and you failed in fulfilling that purpose. As we Titans are Jotunn, we have repurposed you to serve. But insolence cannot be ignored, as dumb animals, we understand you must learn by example.”

	She beckoned someone out of our sight. “Pet, please approach.” A man... an Olympian I recognized as a thirdborn taken in the first culling, but couldn't place his name, stepped up to her and bowed, his eyes upon her his face slack in complete adoration, in the thrall of the manufactured pheromones that held him enraptured by Tethys and her kind.

	Her massive hand reached down to caress his head and cheek and he seemed to bask in her attention. She pulled a wicked looking dagger from somewhere and offered it out to him. “Pet, be a dear sweet darling and kill yourself with this.”

	The glassy look in the man's eyes never wavered as he smiled as if he would be praised by doing her bidding and everyone gasped as he started reaching for the blade without hesitation. I did not miss Jania pulling Samantha's head to her shoulder protectively so she would not see, though I knew she would through Essa and Brunie who were looking on, eye wide in horror.

	But then Kara's voice boomed out, “Hold, Tethys!” The Titan clasped her hand around the knife reflexively and looked up to Kara's image as she brought the knife up between them. The Olympian looked to be completely despondent that he couldn't fulfill his goddess' command. And Tethys looked between her knife in her fist and the projection and looked incensed that she had taken on a defensive posture, which showed weakness.

	Kara smiled coldly and said, “Your time has expired. Will you comply, or will you force me to act?”

	The Titan regarded her and her pretty face took on a sneer, marring her beauty as she said slowly and deliberately, “Our queen has gotten weak. Allowing you to escape with one of our sisters. To throw the balance astray. While she wallows in the Ragnarok sector, repairing her damaged ship and systems. We faithful will do what she could not, pet. We will...”

	Kara cut her off. “Wrong answer. I shall fire a warning shot, and if you still do not comply, I shall rain down the Hammer of Thor upon your vessels.”

	The Hammer of Thor? That was a weapon that Thor of Asgard had used to destroy the capital city of Ragnarok during the war, when Valhalla was in danger of falling. It was destroyed with him when he activated it. It no longer exists.

	But then I smiled. Kara was good at bluffing, if she could make them think that the weapon was real and still existed, it would give them pause, and hopefully buy the hours we needed. But how would she strike? And Valkyrie do not strike first.

	My eyes widened as Pegasus dropped her cloak, and point defense weapons started firing upon her where she sat attached to the hull of the Star Killer. I sighed and closed my eyes as her nano-lattice flared to deflect and absorb the energy. She'd never survive a strike from the main weapon, but she could take quite a few hits from these lesser weapons.

	Then I smirked as I realized why they had reveled themselves. Kara was Valkyrie, and would not strike first so she exposed them to the enemy in hopes of an attack just like this.

	Kara's battle cry, which has evolved to incorporate Kenatar's after her death, rang out throughout the control room. Then in a flash, she was gone. I took a quick step toward the displays as I gasped. I heard distressed sounds all around as the live feeds were replaced with data that was light hours old.

	I could feel Arina's distress, but the Three Embers seemed as calm as the Folkvangr Trident Sea at night, while the little one wiped away the main display with a motion of her hand and pulled up the last moments before we lost the signal. She was swiping through the display a millisecond at a time.

	I blurted, “There!”

	And she froze and we all stared at the impossible. We saw the distortion of a space fold starting, but also what looked to be a breach in the Jotunn armor as we saw a corridor behind the breach. I mumbled, “But the Star Killer mithreal hulls are over a thousand feet thick... and their own weapons do not work against it...”

	Thea spoke, almost sadly, “Kara knows of the placements of the airlocks on the vessels. The only weak points, which we hide. From an era where we explored and left the ships to experience all there was to see in the worlds we created. There are access corridors to them which haven't been used in eons, until Kara.”

	Zeus whispered, “She used a jump pack while against the airlock, taking a piece of the Star Killer vessel with her. She yet lives?”

	Eros said from beside Apollo, sounding confused, “It would cause explosive decompression to that area. There are heavy bulkhead doors at the main corridors that would close to isolate the breach. The damage would be minimal and easily repaired.”

	I looked at my brother and saw the memories painting his expression and my heart went out to him. He had lived in a fog, enslaved by Rhea herself as her pet. The pheromones made sure he did it willingly, as they made the Titans his world for so many eons. Being treated as a pet, then bred with the Titans to create the army of Halflings that were also enthralled by the nanophage in the pheromones.

	He knew some of the systems on the ships, though not enough for any tactical advantage, as the Titans made sure the enslaved men believed it was the magic of the Gods which ran the vessels. So his assessment, with Thea's, gave me hope that Kara would unnerve the approaching ship commanders enough for them to slow their advance long enough to determine if Kara posed more of a threat than they gave her credit for.

	Proximity alarms started blaring and Citadel tracking and defense systems bloomed around us on the consoles. Then Kara's voice boomed out over the speaker as I became aware of her nearby through the nanite link, “Olympus Control. Kara, the Wild One, requesting permission to land.”

	Hera was diving on a console, blurting out, “Permission granted!” as Zeus made a cutting motion to Apollo, and the alarms all silenced and the systems put on stationkeeping.

	Seconds later, my Asgard sister strode into the main control room, looking calm and smug as she said, “That ought to give them pause. Though when they figure out what happened, and that there is no Hammer of Thor, they will resume their advance. It should buy the time the Little One needs to do whatever it is she does to get this Citadel of yours space worthy.”

	We all just stood there in stunned silence, mostly because she acted as if what she had done was just in a day's work. It was Jania who spoke first, as she looked around brightly and chirped out with a silly smile on her lips as she swung a thumb toward Kara, “That lady, is crazy.” Then, “Oooo something for me to steal.” And she took a holopad from a workstation and tucked it into her pack before reclaiming Sam's arm.

	Was everyone I knew, insane? Worse, were they all normal and I was the one who was insane? Dite's hot breath in my ear whispering, “Yum,” as she eyed Kara, gave me my answer. It was all of them.

	A cheer went up in the room, but Kara held up a hand. “Do not celebrate yet. It will take a couple of hours before data comes in to see if my ruse is successful. In the meantime...” She turned to Arina as the Three Embers swarmed her for a group hug. “Shouldn't you be implementing whatever brilliant plan you have to recharge the jump drive here?”

	Jania took it up from there, “So why do all you silly people need to speak with me? And do you know any good secrets you don't want my people to know that I can pass on to my Queen? It'll make me look good, not that I don't already look good. Best spy ever!” She actually struck a pose.

	How does one respond to something like that?

	



	


Chapter 3 – Delegation

	Less than an hour later, a thoroughly vexed Jania was having Samantha set up a relay to the Elf council representatives and Queen in Aelfheim, complaining to the group, “I'm telling you, this is highly unorthodox, the Queen speaks with no kleshnie. That is why she assigns ambassadors to relay information for her.” She pointed at herself, “That'd be me, Alfheim ambassador, suspected spy but too clever to be caught, consumer of Earth chocolate in its various forms, and best dressed in this room.”

	A kleshnie was an outsider, one not to be trusted by their people. Especially after the Ragnarok had enslaved their race for so long.

	She added with a squeak, “She'll have my head for her having to speak with you.”

	She actually looked nervous and concerned. Odin's hologram assured her, “Jania Sure Step of the Ljósálfar, if we were to go through the normal channels, it would be weeks before we received a reply from your Queen. We have but eight days plus whatever time Kara may have bought before the Citadel of Olympus must escape.”

	Jania was quick to offer, “Eleven.”

	As a group we turned to her and she sighed and said, “Kara of the Asgard has bought a minimum of eleven hours.”

	We all looked at each other, and I started to correct her, “We still won't have sensor data confirming if Kara has successfully delayed the Titan advance for another hour. We...”

	She shook her head and offered, “She succeeded.” She bounced on her toes, the nervousness of contacting her ruler directly, leaving her for a moment, as she grinned and explained, “Because if she didn't, then Olympus is already lost, and you can't afford to think that way.”

	Then she moved her lips to one side and faux whispered to Samantha at her side, “Which is why I suggested waiting another hour before bothering my Queen with this, but nobody is listening to me.”

	Sam looked down at her hands and looked about to speak when Essa said, “You know why Elfie butt. If Arina, Loki, and Thea do not start the energy shunt through the Bifrost from Valhalla to the Citadel Jump Drive within the hour, then the drive won't be ready even with any time Kara may have gained for us.”

	Bruni sighed out, “Which means everyone needs to evacuate to Valhalla before then since the Bifrost will be unusable during the transfer. The skeleton crew monitoring the energy transfer will have to set the self destruct and use a jump pack to escape if time runs out before that. And you know it, Jani.”

	The blonde started walking in circles looking behind her as she squeaked out, her eyes wide, “By the fourth gate, I do have an elf butt!” Then she stopped and looked at us all sardonically. Of course, she knew all of this. I swear the woman just likes the drama. It is hard to remember how sharply intelligent she is when she acts so aloof and playful all the time.

	To her race, all Olympian and Asgard technology is simply magic to them, as the Elves had just left their bronze age to the age of steel at the last visit from Valhalla to Alfheim. While most of the Elf ambassadors over the years had been awestruck and confused by the advanced races, Jania has embraced it all.

	She was almost at home using advanced tech as if she were born to it, and she has gone through the effort of learning some of the major languages of all the races since she was assigned, rather than just depending on the Asgard universal language translators.

	Most worlds have distilled their pool of languages down to one, their native language with heavy Asgard influences in their lexicons. Earth had literally thousands of languages and dialects before Valhalla had offered their protection from the Ragnarok. Now, after so many centuries, they speak a single dialect which is a mashup of old English, Chinese, Arabic, and Asgard. But the common tongue spoken on all worlds except Alfheim and Olympus is Asgard, as they are the protectors of the United Races.

	With the universal language translators, it makes it unnecessary for people to have to learn the native languages of other planets anymore, but some, like Jania, make the effort. She says it gives her more insight into each of the cultures in a way simply reading about them cannot.

	The Elf tries to hide the fact that she is almost frighteningly intelligent that way. Maybe not the facts and figures kind of intelligence that Arina possesses, but she can read a person within seconds of meeting them and adjusts her personality accordingly, either to endear her to them or to cause friction to keep them off balance. She used it quite successfully on that first encounter with Dite. And now the Goddess of Love keeps a wary eye on the Elf instead of engaging her directly.

	I took a moment to really look at the woman who I call my friend. Though only twenty-five Earth years old, a third of the way through her race's short-lived lifespans, less than a blink of the eye in ours, she always held herself in a confident manner. I could tell she felt in over her head in these foreign lands, though many of us felt as if we were true friends with her, but the laws of her people actually forbade friendships or... I looked at Sam and was hit with a moment of insight... or more, with a kleshnie.

	I looked at her graceful form and I could see something in her delicate features I don't think I noticed before this epiphany. Jania is lonely... being isolated from her own people and not allowed to make any personal connections. You could see it around her eyes where those raised markings on her cheeks are drawn up a bit.

	When we asked about the tribal markings, she had explained that they are given to a Ljósálfar when they face the trials of Sund. It is a rite of passage that the Light Elves must undergo when they reach the Ripening when a child becomes an adult. From what we gather, when a youngling approaches their Ripening, they are trained in the ancient ways of Elvish combat and thrown outside the gates of the cities to face their mortal enemies, the Dökkálfar, or Dark Elves.

	The Dökkálfar are the other sentient race that evolved on Alfheim, they are a subterranean species that shares many of the same aspects of the Ljósálfar, except their bluish-black skin tone and inability to walk in the sunlight. Over the last thousand years or so, during the rise of the Light Elves civilization after the Andskoti, or the 'Enemy' as they called the Ragnarok, who had enslaved them for so long, had just left them and their planet without an explanation, the Dark Elves started attacking without provocation. They do not share the same language and it seems neither side is willing to try to come to peace as the Ljósálfar fear any outsiders now and trust no one.

	Jania won't discuss her Sund, she shuts down when asked, so we do not press the subject. Most of the younglings survive their Sund because of the combat training and superior weaponry. Swords and bows are more than a match for clubs and volcanic glass knives.

	When they return to the city in the morning, and their people evaluate them, their skin is marked with their accomplishments. Of the sixteen prior Elf ambassadors in Valhalla, Jania's markings have been the most extensive, covering most of her cheeks in spiraling vines in a flattering manner. The others barely showed any markings, just small swirls near their gracefully pointed ears.

	I do not know why, but it made me both proud and sad to know that at such a young age, being thrown to the proverbial wolves, Jania proved herself to be a superior warrior to her kin.

	She caught me studying her, and she cocked her head and studied me right back, then just inclined her head. Why did it feel as if one predator had just acknowledged another at that moment?

	When Samantha looked up at her, Jania brightened and smiled as if the sun had come up just for her, and she was her usual playful self again as she winked at the poor Asgard to make her blush. She sighed and said, “Good, good, fine, fine, let's get my execution over with then shall we?”

	The way she hovered a finger over the “End Session” icon on the com panel, a slight smirk on her lips as she cocked an eyebrow in question to the Embers, told me that she knew exactly what she was doing when the three shook their heads at her. They started nodding in unison when she moved her finger slowly over to the “Initiate Session” icon.

	The Elf wiggled her brows, then all the playfulness left her as she got a serious look on her face as she pressed the icon. There was a moment of delay as the signal picked up the first of the conference communication channels, as the gathered heads of the United Races appered in what looked like the Mission Staging room in the Gate Barracks in Valhalla.

	Kara said, “Well met everyone.” After the group greeted us, and Odin laid out what we were trying to accomplish and what was at stake, he asked, “Jania Sure Step of the Ljósálfar, Friend of the Asgard, would you like the honors of initiating contact with your home-world, dear sweet woman?”

	She smirked a little at that. Her species was a matriarchal society, and she found it almost amusing that Odin ruled over the more powerful women who would rule in her world, the Valkyrie. She felt more at home when dealing with Folkvangr, as Freya ruled there, and she could relate better with their society as the Folkvangr had suffered a similar fate at the hands of the Ragnarok before the New Peace of the Uniting, now that we all share the same enemy in the Jotunn.

	After a moment, the Bifrost terminal built outside of the main Light Elf settlement of Allrbus, bloomed in a holographic display. An Asgard technician was stretching a hand out to an Elf who was standing on the communications console, stabbing the blinking holographic icons with a long thin sword. The display shimmered a bit as the Asgard man was calling out, “Stop, you don't know what you are doing with...” The technician snapped his mouth shut as an unusually tall elf placed a long, thin blade to his throat and said something which was translated to, “You will not speak in the presence of Queen Nerthus, She Who Lived. Our shaman and Story Teller will work your God Portal for...”

	Jania cleared her throat and said in Elvish our translators converting it to Asgard, “Umm... hello. Kalimish, you might want to get Breem off the communications console before he gets himself killed.”

	This Breem, the Story Teller, looked startled to hear Jania's voice coming from the console and he pulled back, lost his balance, and fell to the plasticrete floor. From what little we have discerned from the various tight-lipped ambassadors over the years, the Story Tellers, were like Bards of old Earth, and were the keepers of the history of their people and would share the stories through the spoken word and song.

	Kalimish spun away from the man he had pinned, his long, graceful blade swinging around in front of him as he scanned the room. Then he looked up to the ceiling and asked in a hushed tone. “Sure Step? Are you with the gods?”

	Jania sighed heavily and said, “Activate the holographic display so you can see us. I am with the leaders of the many kleshnie worlds. They wish to beg audience with the All Mother.”

	The man went to the console and looked at it like it would burn him. Jania said like she was speaking to a child, “Move your hand over the options menu and stretch your fingers wide, then flick your finger over the holo option toward the room and you will be able to... no... no... did I say to start pressing buttons and turning dials? Stop... no, the other side. By the fourth gate man! Stop or you'll...”

	The display went to static as Jania slapped her forehead and dragged her hand down her face as she muttered, “Idiots, to the one.”

	The Earth representative, I believe it was President Reinfeild now... or was it, Chang? Asked, “What's happening?”

	Essa was quickly pinging Alfheim again and when the room resolved again, there seemed to be a bit of a scuffle, as the two Elves were hissing at the Asgard man, brandishing their weapons, as he cringed in the corner assuring them, “We did not steal your ambassador. You just disconnected the...”

	Kalimish almost shrieked, “Are you saying that I do not know what I am doing? I am First Proctor of Allrbus, I walked the night twice in Sund!”

	The Asgard man wisely didn't answer.

	Jania blurted, “You walked the night twice only because you tripped and tumbled down an embankment and hit your head the first night. The next morning, a fisherman found you unconscious down at the creek, you idiot.”

	The man spun around, looking in every direction again, “Sure Step? Stop spreading untruths, all know that I had fought the Dökkálfar valiantly and suffered my head wound as I chased them away from the orchards. I...”

	She sighed and looked at all of the confused looking people in the holo display and gave them all an apologetic look, holding up a stalling hand. “You did nothing, that was the night of my Sund, and I had to face the enemy alone because of your clumsiness. Now allow the poor kleshnie up to do his job. She Who Lived will be incensed at having to wait, brother.”

	My eyes flew wide. Brother? I looked between the handsome Elf on the display and her, and my eyes got even wider when I could see they had the same piercing eyes, though I couldn't really see any other family resemblance. She never spoke of family. This Light Elf, was her kin?

	The man actually grumped like a child when he whispered, “You said you'd never tell anyone what happened that night.”

	“Let him up or I'm going to tell more than just the leaders of the other worlds about it.”

	He sighed then looked over his shoulder to where Breem was now standing on the Asgard's chest, crouched as he pulled up the poor man's lips to examine his teeth. “Let him up.”

	When the Story Teller hopped off the man, he prodded him with a stick to get to the console. The man gave them a wary look, and with practiced ease, flicked the holo-display in the center of the room to life and I knew all the leaders and us were displayed there as large as life.

	The two elves screamed, swung their weapons with a fluid and practiced ease, through the nearest people in the projection. Then when their strikes went through them, they dropped their weapons and fell to their knees, heads down in supplication. Breen whispering, “The Gods of the Skies.”

	Jania looked at all of us and all those gathered in Valhalla and said, “I'm really sorry about my idiot twin and the Story Teller. The rest of our people actually have those squishy, think-y things in their heads.”

	She looked at Sam, eyebrows up as Samantha squinted an eye in suspicion and supplied, “Brains?”

	The Elf woman brightened and said in a chirpy voice, “Yes, that's it. Brains!” Sam grinned and shoved the woman's shoulder lightly, causing Jania to wink at her.

	Jania stepped forward to her brother's projection and squatted, “Idiot. Stand up. They aren't gods.”

	The elves looked up slowly then stood. Then Kalimish's smile bloomed and it made him look quite striking as he attempted to hug Jania in the display, “Sister,” his arms going through her.

	She sighed again. “This is just a hologram, I'm not really there. It is a way to communicate which...” The glazed look in her brother's eyes had her sighing yet again, she seemed to do that a lot around him, as she changed tactics. “It's kleshnie magic.”

	Breem stepped up to examine her like a scholar and apparently put his extensive knowledge of holograms to use as he agreed as if it were the final word on the subject, “Yes, I can confirm that this is indeed kleshnie magic.”

	Ok, why did I grin when her brother seemed to put more stock in the Story Teller's words than his sister's? She cleared her throat, “The All Mother?”

	Her brother's eyes widened and he turned and ran to the door in a minor panic. He opened it a crack and whispered something, then he was bowing deeply as a woman glided through the door, flowing with grace and femininity which accentuated the regal bearing and confidence of the woman. Her silken robes were accessorized with leaves, branches, and moss which we knew represented the nature that they worshiped.

	Breem and, to his credit, the Asgard tech, bowed deeply too as she looked around at the people projected in the room. It spoke volumes of her that she only hesitated a mere moment before regaining her composure, even though this was likely the first time she had witnessed holo tech.

	Jania was on a knee, head down so low her long blonde tresses puddled on the ground in front of her, as she said, “Allr lova til allr móðir. Dróttning Nerthus ór alfheimr.” The translator didn't recognize that particular dialect of Elvish, but my Verr supplied their best guess until the translators had enough context to add the new dialect to the library, “All love to All Mother. Queen Nerthus of Alfheimr.”

	As I took a knee I discreetly flicked the Verr translation to the holo console and I could see everyone reading it as, to the one including Odin... and Hera beside me, took a knee and repeated, “Allr lova til allr móðir. Dróttning Nerthus ór alfheimr.”

	She looked around at us then her chin rose slightly, making her look even more regal and commanding. I'm sure Dite was on the cusp of an orgasm behind me, just looking at the woman. Then the Queen of Alfheim said, “Please rise.”

	We all stood and Odin started to address her, “Queen Ner...”

	She held up a halting hand as her eyes bore down on Jania.

	The Queen strode up to her and experimentally waved her hand through the hologram and then said in a reprimanding tone, “Jania Sure Step, why do you bring me in front of these kleshnie? I assigned you as... ambassador...” She looked around as she chose her words carefully before adding, “So that I would not have to interact with those not of our lands. Can you not do as you are charged?” She smiled sweetly to us all in apology for her vassal.

	Jania looked almost shamed and didn't meet her Queen's eyes as she said, “I do my job well my Queen, but the worlds outside of ours find themselves in need of the assistance of the people of Alfheimr. They wish to broker an accord that I would not presume to even entertain without your counsel. And the kleshnie wish to beg audience with the All Mother that she can see in their eyes the truths they carry in their words.”

	Was it wrong that I felt a certain bit of pride when I realized that Jania's tribal markings were slightly larger and longer than Queen Nerthus'? But then again, she was my friend so my pride in her cannot be faulted.

	The Queen walked around the room, locking eyes with each person projected there. Then she turned to Jania and locked eyes with her and seemed pleased that she didn't back down under the scrutiny of her leader. Then she asked, “And how can I do so when they hide behind this... this...”

	Breem slid to her side and offered as he bowed his head, “I have determined this is kleshnie magic, my Queen.”

	Nerthus nodded her thanks and continued, “Behind this kleshnie magic? I cannot take the measure of a woman nor man who will not stand before me.”

	Ok, that right there, that was an invitation. I looked toward Odin who was already bowing his head. “The delegation would be honored to step through the Bifrost to treat with the Queen of Alfheim. All Mother.”

	Nerthus smiled and turned toward him, stepping his way as she studied him a moment, then said, “What a polite second, you do your Queen proud.”

	I caught the slight smile on Geiravor's face at that, as she stood beside her husband.

	She spun to us. “Does this accord they seek, directly affect all the outer worlds?”

	Jania looked to think on it a moment and answered slowly and carefully, “Indirectly, as they all face the same threat, but it more directly affects Olympus, and since they are the protectors of the United Races, the Asgard.” That last one was a stretch, but I could see that her Queen wanted to limit the field, and my parents are just about as trusting as the people of Alfheim of outsiders, so the moderating influence of the Asgard would be prudent in any discussions.

	The Queen thought on it a moment then she smiled to herself and said, “I will permit a small delegation who will speak for the leaders of Olympus and Asgard for their rulers.” She widened her eyes and spoke almost coyly. “As leaders of such advanced races, it must take all your time to rule over it, and I would not presume to take you from your duties.”

	I saw what she was doing, she wanted those who were less versed in the doublespeak of politics to speak for Olympus so she could take a true measure of our words. This woman was not one to trifle with it seemed.

	Odin smiled and inclined his head. “Of course. You are wise in your counsel, All Mother.” She smirked at his pandering which got him to smirk back showing his true understanding of her intentions. Odin was no fool and he was letting her know that. The Queen seemed to respect what she saw in him.

	With that, Queen Nerthus, spun, her feather-light robes flaring and trailing behind her like smoke on the wind, as she called back while she glided toward the door. “No more than ten in your party, I will expect you in thirty of your minutes in my court. And bring the Andskoti I saw lurking in the background there.”

	I glanced back over my shoulder to see Intark as the Alfheim connection blinked out, leaving only the people in Valhalla on the displays. The big man was leaning against a wall with his arms folded over his massive chest. Why did she want him there? A shiver went down my spine wondering if they still saw the Raganok as their enemy.

	Odin chuckled and said, “Well young Jania, that went better than expected.”

	Jania cocked an eyebrow? “Better than... you knew she'd...” She shook her head and smiled while she exhaled and said as she looked around to everyone, “Choose your representatives quickly, when the All Mother says thirty minutes, she means thirty minutes and it would be seen as an insult if you keep her waiting.”

	The world around me exploded into a cacophony of voices all trying to speak over each other. I couldn't stop from smiling as Dite placed her chin on my shoulder from behind and giggled at the chaos.

	



	


Chapter 4 – Alfheim

	That's how I found myself in Pegasus with the rest of the party to negotiate with the Queen of the Elves.

	The rest of the Olympians had traveled through the Bifrost, leaving only Arina and Thea, who had a jump pack in case their plan failed. Once we were clear of the Olympus gateway, a huge stream of power arced from Valhalla's dome shield and through the Bifrost to start the rapid recharge of the massive space folding jump drive of the Citadel.

	Zeus' balls! The power readings were almost off the scale in the overlay in my vision. While that massive power transfer was underway, there would be no more travel to or from Olympus. The biggest worry was that these temporary Bifrost gateway might not be able to handle the strain and wouldn't be able to sustain the event horizon on one end or another and they would collapse, ending any chance we had of saving the only home my race had ever called their own.

	Essa was in the pilot's chair, even though Pegasus flew herself. And she was calling out as we rose in the air above ground traffic while we glided around the massive Bifrost terminal that housed the gateways to all the worlds of the United Races. It was an awe-inspiring sight no matter how many times I witnessed it. Hover trains were departing and arriving, carrying people between worlds, as Windriders and Wasps flew through the various gateways on patrols or moving cargo, people, or vendors around the galaxy in the blink of an eye.

	Both Kate and Kara had deemed it “Grand Central Station” for something in old Earth history that they had both witnessed in their lives back on Terra before Kara was reunited with the Asgard all those millennia ago.

	Essa was on coms. “Bifrost Flight, Pegasus actual, requesting clearance to transit the Alfheim terminal.” It was unnecessary as we pivoted to a deserted gateway that was powered down at the moment. There was no travel between Alfheim and the other worlds once the terminal had been built outside their capital city of Allrbus.

	Occasionally there would be scientists or traders who would pass through if they got express permission from the Elves stationed on the other side to ensure Asgard war parties didn't try to use the terminal for invasion of their lands.

	We all exchanged looks as the control tower responded, “Pegasus actual, Bifrost Flight. Air traffic patterns to Alfheim are empty, you are cleared to translate in five...” The gateway thrummed to life in a surge of power. “Four, three, two, you are go for translation.”

	Pegasus sent a .oo. To our heads up displays, which we had learned was her way of rolling her eyes.

	As we heard her gravitic drives powering up she added, “Pegasus fly, not need Bifrost Flight. Pegasus no crash. Jania Elf people no have flying machines.” Then, as a way of showing her displeasure with the terminal staff, she rocketed through the gateway at five times the recommended speed. The Embers were all giggling then reprimanding Pegasus who flickered the interior lights in her laugh.

	Pegasus' nano lattice flared outside the windows, protecting us all from the hyper-compressed magnetic cold burns from our transit, and she halted instantly when we cleared the event horizon. If it weren't for her inertial dampeners we would have been pasted across her forward window.

	She flickered her lights and, “We here,” scrolled in our vision.

	I patted her hull and asked, “Thank you Pegasus, could you please land at the predetermined location?”

	The startled Elves on the ground, with their bows and swords drawn, stared up at us as we swooped low to exit the Bifrost Terminal building. Jania sighed when we passed the technicians who ran the terminal, and they were all surrounded by Elves with weapons pointing at them, looking very patient as they held their hands out non threateningly. She muttered something and Sam chuckled and tucked some hair behind her ear.

	I looked around at our unorthodox party. The Olympus contingent consisted of handpicked representatives by Zeus and Hera. Besides me, there was Hephaestus, Dite... and to my shock, Apollo. My eldest brother had been limited in his duties after he had tried to lead a revolt to have Olympus go out into the galaxy to forge alliances with other races instead of hiding away.

	The irony of it all was that we were doing exactly what he had suggested so long ago. I still wasn't sure how I felt about his uprising as I happened to agree with him, just not his execution.

	The Asgard contingent was quite predictable, at least to me, Kara, Inatra, and the Three Embers. I knew everyone would have liked one of the members to be Arina since she had a silver tongue and was the most diplomatic Asgard I knew outside of Odin and Geiravor, and they... weren't invited.

	Then there was the big man himself. Essa's mate and one of the most fearless Ragnarok I knew, Intark. I was still uneasy about what the Queen's reasoning to have him along on this peace mission was. Truly they couldn't hold him accountable for all the centuries of slavery his race had perpetrated against the Elves.

	Jania was pressed against the windows, she had never seen her world from above, she had not returned to her world since she was assigned ambassador. A hover shuttle brought her through to Valhalla and she transmits weekly reports to her home-world through the Bifrost and sends packages that are likely full of all the things she “borrows” or just steals outright as she tells you she is doing it. It is all a great game for her.

	I gasped at what I saw as Pegasus slowly gained altitude to get over the tops of the trees that soared hundreds of feet into the air like giants reaching for the sun. I had seen holo-vids of Alfheim, but I didn't take into account, the sheer scale and majesty of these trees, whose branches which were tens of meters thick, stretched out hundreds of feet creating half domes of wide green leaves.

	And there was a veritable ocean of them stretching west toward the horizon, where the Mirror of the Sun Sea shimmered from horizon to horizon beyond the canopy.

	To the east, we could see huge clearings with cultivated lands where crops were planted and livestock roamed.

	This world was a paradise that made me feel... I don't know... smaller? I was humbled just to witness this small taste of the lands of Alfheim.

	We made our way over the canopy of leaves, the wind of our passing making those leaves shimmer in the sunlight as we approached a large hill or small mountain of green.

	I realized that none of us had said a word as Pegasus flew us to the designated landing zone. Everyone was like me, awestruck as we stared out the windows. I felt a hand slip into mine. I glanced to my side to see Aphrodite staring wide-eyed at the grandeur of nature before us, her hair that light golden brown I loved so much as she whispered in reverence, “It's beautiful.” I just nodded.

	Then far too soon, we were lowering down in a clearing at the end of a well-traveled cobblestone road, to a literal wall of wood. The outer gates of Allrbus! Where the Asgard first came to treat with the Elves. Nobody has ever seen beyond these massive gates. The wall was constructed of the great timbers of these leafy giants, each easily fifty to seventy feet wide and just as tall. How had such a primitive people even moved logs so large?

	There was a rectangular area marked with burning torches. Near the gates, with no less than four or five hundred armed Elves surrounding it. Pegasus swooped gracefully down to settle us on that makeshift landing pad.

	When the doors opened, Kara laid her sidearm on a seat and put her hands forward to demonstrate she was unarmed. I almost snorted at that. Her sidearm was the least dangerous thing about the Valkyrie. She herself was a living weapon capable of destruction the likes of which Alfheim couldn't comprehend.

	Inatra followed suit and moved out the door. I didn't lay down Wrath or my quiver as I followed the rest of our party outside with Dite on my arm. I was met with a sight I shouldn't have snorted at, but I did.

	No less than ten Elves surrounded Intark, and the big man was scratching his head, an Elf yanking on and swinging from his massive arm like she weighed nothing, while another was trying to pull his other arm behind his back to no avail. The seven-foot-tall Ragnarok was multiple times stronger than the people of Alfheim, being from a heavy gravity world.

	My amusement was replaced with aggravation as I growled at an Elf who was trying to grab at Wrath.

	A familiar voice called out, “Sure Step, there are no kleshnie weapons allowed inside the city. And the Andskoti is to be restrained by the order of She Who Lived so that he cannot perpetrate any harm to our people.”

	I looked over to see Kalimish, First Proctor of Allrbus, with Breem, the Story Teller beside him. Jania stepped up to an amused looking Intark, who was cocking his head and looking at the woman swinging on his arm. She placed a hand on his chest and gave him a pleading look.

	He melted like everyone did when she gave him those wide Elf eyes. Then he said mechanically, with no emotion, “Oh, no, they have overpowered me, what am I to do?” as he lowered the woman down to the ground then put his hands behind his back. The two Elves made short work of tying ropes around his wrists.

	I was holding an Elvish woman away from me with a finger on her chest. Jania sighed at me. I narrowed an eye at her and said, “One day, you're going to pull that cute Elf card one too many times, lady.” I surrendered my bow and quiver to the woman who staggered at the weight of them when I placed them in her arms. My bow alone must have weighed half of what she did.

	Jania shrugged then hugged onto Samantha's arm, placing her head on her shoulder as she said, “Today is not that day.”

	I pointed at her and said, “I better get that back. It is Hephaestus' first bow with its twin, Justice.”

	She rolled her eyes and waved me off, then hesitated and told Kalimish, “Artemis better get that bow back when we conclude our business with the All Mother. It is Hephaestus' first bow with its twin, Justice.” The man deflated and nodded just once, unwillingly. Hey, wait a second. That was exactly what I had said.

	Once we were all searched for weapons... and the ten or twenty hidden blades on Intark were found. Kalimish stepped in front of our group, motioning. The Elves brandishing weapons all backed up and formed a corridor to the huge gates of the settlement. I noted that Dite still wore her gold bracelets, which are just as deadly as Wrath and Justice are.

	Jania's brother said in a regal tone, “Queen Nerthus of the Ljósálfar of Alfheimr bids you welcome to our world. She grants you passage to the city of Allrbus that you may beg audience.”

	Kara stood tall and bowed to him and said, “It is with great honor that we accept her most gracious invitation.”

	This all seemed tedious, but we had to follow their customs. The man said, after exchanging a look with his sister, “Please, follow us.”

	Then we were moving as a group, Elves moving around us in a phalanx, weapons pointed our way the whole time as we moved to the base of the gates. Breem brought a hollow animal horn to his lips and let out two short tones. Then with the sound of countless tons of wood swinging out on massive bronze and iron mechanisms, the gates started to lumber toward us. The scale of them was awe-inspiring from where we stood at their base.

	Kara looked up then mumbled something about King Kong, making me wonder what lands he ruled. Then we stepped inside and I looked around in excited anticipation to see... a cobblestone path, disappearing into more of those great trees.

	I had been expecting to see a bustling medieval style village, with Elves running around busily in some sort of town square. Instead, there was more forest. By the looks of the others as we moved forward, them looking every which way, it was apparent they had been expecting something different as well. Allrbus was supposed to be their most populated city.

	Nobody knows how many Elves there are now. There were close to four million when the Ragnarok found them while searching for the Asgard. Through culling and enslavement, we know their numbers had dropped down into the hundreds of thousands. The Ragnarok can breed with most of the races, as they were all seeded by the Asgard long ago, but Elves and Ragnarok are on the far ends of the evolutionary scale from each other so are not compatible, while most of the other races are.

	That was a blessing and a curse, as the Raganok had no real use for the Elves except as labor on Alfheim, as they couldn't use them as viable cross breeding stock to bolster their numbers on the generational starships the Ragnarok flew while in search of their eternal enemies in Valhalla.

	It still chills me how... evil the Ragnarok race could be, especially when they had just one single-minded purpose and didn't care how they achieved it. I guess most races are capable of such atrocities and have committed many of them in their own histories at one time or another. It was just so hard to reconcile in my head the things I witnessed them do with the Ragnarok I know and love today. I think of all sorts of what if scenarios, knowing they have the capacity for those vile acts within them.

	The only Elves we saw were tending the undergrowth under the soaring canopy of trees, propping up damaged branches with huge scaffolds, or draining what looked like water or loose pitch from taps in the surface roots of the trees which were taller than most of the people. There were a couple of long stone buildings with thatched roofs that could be for warehousing supplies, a water well where Elves were lined up with buckets, and a couple of small cottages. But no great city of the Elves we had been expecting.

	We looked for the giggles far above us, marking our passage was noticed by the children somewhere high above. Samantha voiced the question that was on all of our minds as she whispered to Jania while we walked through the forest of giant trees, “This is Allrbus? I thought it would be, I don't know, bigger? More people? The gates gave a different impression than this.”

	All of the armed Elves and Jania started tittering.

	Our Elven friend turned to walk backward as we trudged up a rise, capturing both of Samantha's hands in hers, a huge smile on her face that made me smile reflexively. “That? Oh no, that was just the outer perimeter gates. This...” She waved one hand around lazily before reclaiming Sam's hand, “Is not Allrbus, dear, sweet, beautiful Samantha of the Asgard.”

	We crested the rise to find ourselves on the ridge-line of what looked like an impact crater, and our entire party froze as Jania let go of Samantha so she could spin toward the crater and spread her arms wide as she said with pride and unrestrained joy in her tone, “Behold, the City Tree of Allrbus!”

	I whispered, “By the Tree of Ages!” Aphrodite gasped beside me as the Three Embers scurried up to Jania's side as she pirouetted on one foot on top of a rock balancing precariously on the edge before she leapt in a backward summersault to land on her other leg as she looked at the sight before us.

	Even though I couldn't tear my eyes from the sight I beheld, I somehow knew she had an overly cute pleased look on her face as she watched our reactions. Then I realized it was because my Verr had a three hundred and sixty-degree view overlay at the bottom of my vision.

	What we had thought was a small mountain from our vantage point above the forest canopy on our approach in Pegasus, was instead a tree that was so gargantuan, the word didn't do it justice. The massive tree took up most of the crater which had to be at least a mile in diameter.

	It rose up from the crater floor four or five hundred feet below and towered over us at least a two thousand feet more. Tens of thousands of Elves moved about in its shadow at the base of the tree where a medieval village covered almost every square inch of available space behind a stone wall which surrounded the tree.

	I could see armories, blacksmiths, butchers, what looked to be some sort of stables, and open-air markets. Brilliantly colored streamers and banners, which complimented the flowers growing in every nook and cranny of the dwelling units and cottages, flowed in the wind everywhere, making it look like some sort of magical, mystical fairyland from tales told to wide-eyed children.

	But as incredible as that village under that tree of all trees was, it didn't hold a candle to the sight that defied my ability to convey the overwhelming awe of an entire city spiraling up the massive trunk and spreading along every one of the branches which had to have been dozens of feet thick, and reaching out close to a half mile from the central pillar. Colorful lights complimenting the flowered roofs of the stone and wood structures as even more people walked the spiraling stairs or hundreds if not thousands of rope bridges between the branches and levels that were all built upon each other.

	Allrbus was truly what Jania had just said... a City Tree!

	I blinked and forced my eyes away when we heard Jania say in a tiny voice, “Home.” I looked over to where she seemed to be seeking some sort of approval in Samantha's eyes. The young Asgard woman blushed profusely, and bashfully bit her lower lip as she nodded and whispered out in reverence, “It is the most incredible sight I have ever seen, Jani.”

	The moment was ruined by Breem as he said, “See? Your kleshnie magic is nothing compared with...” Then he was screeching out in alarm as Jania rolled her eyes and shoved the man lightly, and I gasped as he teetered on the precipice of the drop-off, and fell over the edge.

	We dashed to the edge to see the man scrambling to his feet on wide steps carved into the ridge that looked to spiral down to gates in the stone wall below. The Elf hissed at Jania while I got my heart rate back to normal after the scare, “Sure Step! I do not care if you are the daughter of She Who Lived. I am the senior Story Teller, and I demand respect!”

	Jania started skipping down the stairs past the indignant man as she said, “You lost any respect when you forgot to tie your britches shut today, Breem.”

	The man hissed at her again, then his look of disdain slipped as he quickly glanced down. A moment later a litany of what I assumed were choice Elvish curses, which our universal translators apparently weren't familiar with yet, spewed from the man as he turned his back to us to fiddle with the ties on his pants while we all walked past him on the stairs to follow Jania and her brother down to the base of this City Tree that defied proper description.

	I hesitated mid-step, as did Kara and Inatra when we all realized what the man had said. Jania was the daughter of the Queen of the Elves? She was royalty? All this time? The Embers, as if they could read our thoughts, widened their eyes in unison. A smiling Samantha chased after an extremely playful Jania, calling out, “Jani? You're a princess?”

	Our Elfin friend giggled as she flipped off of the stairs, causing us to gasp before she landed on one of the huge, wide leaves of the City Tree which was only a couple feet away, like it was reaching for the ridge, and spun around in place. “As are you, gorgeous one.” She turned around then did a strangely graceful reverse cartwheeling step, winding up on the step beside Samantha, hugging her arm and placing her head on her shoulder.

	Kalimish grumped out, “She's not a princess, because she refuses to accept the Flower Crown.”

	She looked at him and cocked an eyebrow. “You're britches are in a twist because you would have just accepted the crown without proving yourself worthy. I will not take what I did not earn.”

	The man told her, “Yes, I would because it would have been my duty to all the Ljósálfar, to give them a future leader And I would have if I hadn't been born with this birth defect.”

	Kara asked as she cocked her head while studying Jania's twin, “Birth defect?”

	Jania walked backward a step and grasped the air in front of her pants like she was holding a log and swayed her hips, explaining to us, “He was born a boy.”

	The dozens of guards tittered, and she smirked as she added, “He blames me for that as if I had done something in the womb to him before we were born.”

	He huffed and then her tone softened toward him for the first time, placing a hand on his arm, and a touch of pride colored her voice. “But he is First Proctor of our great City Tree, a much-revered position.” He started to smile but then glared when she added before leaping off the stairs backward and vanishing, “For a lunkhead.”

	Sam gasped and ran to the edge and looked down, we were still over a hundred feet from the bottom. Then it was our turn to gasp when Jania said from behind us, higher up on the steps, within the ranks of armed guards. “Hurry, the All Mother doesn't like to be kept waiting.”

	How did she...? I shook my head at her cute smirk when she leapt up and walked across the shoulders of the armed men and women back down to us and hopped lithely to Sam's side.

	Kalimish assured us as he ignored his sister's antics and started to lead us down again, “Fear not, there is a reason she was gifted Sure Step at her Naming after her Sund.”

	Curiosity got the better of Dite, who released my arm and stepped up to the man to loop her arm in his, “Oh do tell. And what title were you gifted after yours?”

	The man had to do a double take, seeing her hair a bright mischievous purple, Aphrodite at her worst. It took time for outsiders to get accustomed to Dite's changing hair color. “I was appointed First Proctor when the last one fell to the Dökkálfar on a security sweep of the outer gates.”

	Jania sang out, “That isn't what she asked dear brother. Would you have me share for...”

	He snapped out to silence her, “Stumble Foot.”

	A chuckle rippled through the Elves and he smiled a bit in spite of himself. Aphrodite laid her head on his shoulder and said, “I think it is a fine name, don't listen to them.” The man stood taller.

	I rolled my eyes. We'd be lucky to get out of Alfheim without half its people being enamored with my... Zeus' Balls, I almost called Dite, my girl. I blushed at my line of thought, the little girl in my head teasing, “She is your girl now, silly.”

	We reached the bottom of the sweeping carved stairs and just as we approached the inner gates, which weren't half as impressive as the outer gates had been, they creaked open as no less than a hundred archers at the top of the wall trained their bows upon us. I was beginning to feel like we weren't welcome here.

	I had to stifle a snort when my Verr scrolled a message, “You make humor, Far Striker. We are not welcome here, so you state the obvious.” I had to work on their dry sense of humor.

	Jania pulled her hood up over her head and down to shadow her eyes and face as she pulled her bow off her back, without drawing an arrow, and slipped into the mix guards around us, shuffling her feet and keeping her head down. Our group got the message, she didn't wish to be recognized for some reason.

	For a moment I thought she didn't want people associating us with her, but I realized it was something else. These people expected her to be something other than what she chose for herself in life. They wanted a princess who would stand by their All Mother and take her place one day. Jania wanted something else, something that didn't shackle her down by tradition and rank. I understood. It is why I always took the missions no other Olympian wanted.

	Our Elven friend wanted that sense of adventure and discovery. She wanted to feel alive. I slid up to Samantha, who was looking back at the woman and I slipped her arm in mine as I whispered, “Don't draw attention to her.” Then I smiled widely and said, “We're at the capitol city of Alfheim, have you ever seen such wonders?”

	She looked back one last time, then exhaled and nodded once and started looking around in awe as we stepped through the gates, the crowd of people going about their business parted for the guards and then there was silence as we were led through the gates.

	After a moment, whispers started rippling through the crowd. I caught snippets of people speaking of kleshnie, and how it was sacrilege to allow them into the city. Then there was something about unclean. To my surprise there were also murmurs of excitement, speaking of travelers from the God Portal from the temple beyond the outer wall.

	But then someone shouted in fear, “Andskoti!” as she pointed at Intark. There were some screams, and parents rushed their children away. And the shouting began. People were calling out for Intark's head, and they started throwing spoiled vegetables and mud at our friend, some even identified Inatra, though she was quite small for a Ragnarok, as Andskoti, but she batted away any of the rotting projectiles before they reached her and hissed violently at them like a Terran cat.

	We all moved in tight around Intark while he just stood impassively while he was pummeled by the ripe-smelling projectiles. I have never seen Essa look afraid before. Not afraid for herself but for the man she loved, the man she took as a mate. She started to raise a hand, the other Ember's hands mimicking the motion in that synchronization they have, and I knew their impenetrable shield was about to come up around our group.

	They hesitated when Jania made an exasperated sound and stepped up beside us, sweeping her hood back, revealing herself to the incensed Elves around us. She almost roared out, “Enough!” And the crowd silenced in shock.

	Murmurs started circulating again, 'princess' being the topic of those murmurs as first one man, then a woman, and the rest of the crowd started dropping to take a knee. She sighed and turned to Intark, standing on her tiptoes and picking a leafy vegetable that had turned brown and slimy off of his shoulder as she asked, “Are you ok, big man?”

	He inclined his head then shrugged. “It is nothing. I understand.”

	She winked at him then she turned to the masses and just glared at the people who were now looking on in a reverence which obviously made her uncomfortable.

	Then she looked up at the buildings soaring up into the treetop, circling the trunk, and at what could only be described as a castle halfway up, as the centerpiece of the mind-boggling city in the sky. It had gracefully carved, stone towers and ramparts, with colorful silken streamers rustling in the wind.

	I noted a person standing in the window of the highest tower, and wishing I could see who it was, I felt a rush of vertigo as an overlay bloomed in my vision and zoomed in, the window rushing up to me as I saw Queen Nerthus watching the whole display, an unreadable expression on her face.

	Jania shouted up to her, though she was far too high to hear from there. I hesitated and looked at Jania's pointed ears. Maybe the Queen actually could hear her daughter's words. “Is this what you wanted when you had them bring Intark? Or perhaps you wanted a riot and for them to kill the man in cold blood?”

	She looked around, her anger flaring as she growled at the crowd, “Get up and let us pass. Go about your business. Is this how the Ljósálfar act when a man, tied and defenseless is brought into our lands? We are better than that! We are not Dökkálfar. Do not shame me in front of our guests.”

	People were scrambling to do her bidding, some looked ashamed, but others still gave wary or hateful glances toward our Ragnarok friend.

	Our group started moving again, as our guides led us toward the great tree, Jania almost stalked over in her exasperation and anger and claimed Samantha's arm again with a huff. I could tell she was almost as upset about having to reveal herself to the Elves as she was about how they treated a man that I knew she saw as a friend.

	Her rage wavered when she looked over to see Samantha studying her intensely, then she smiled and shrugged sheepishly and she regained the playful bounce in her step, causing the gentlest of the Embers to blush.

	We reached one of many gorgeous, intricately carved staircases leading up to the first of the... what word could I use? The first level of the treehouses? I placed my hand on the railing, realizing it was carved like interwoven vines which just complimented the majesty of the tree. Then we started to climb.

	My words cannot do justice to the views we were treated to the higher we climbed. And I lost track of the various bridges we crossed to reach different levels of branches and buildings. There were merchants and shops and even some basic eateries and even bars and inns interspersed with what would be more modest cottages and dwellings if they had been ground-side.

	Then we finally reached the castle, at a bridge that seemed to be carved from a single plank of wood that was at least ten meters wide and a meter thick. Like the stairs and rope bridges, it was carved like a woven sheet of vines and flowers, giving it a natural and organic flow which deposited us at the soaring wood gates of the palace of the Queen of the Light Elves.

	Breem stood tall and stepped up to the doors, where a great ring knocker, eight feet in diameter hung. It must have weighed three or four hundred pounds. He shoved a shoulder under it and with a straining grunt, he pulled it forward a few inches and then let it go, causing it to thump against the door, and he repeated the effort twice more.

	Kara asked Jania in a whisper, “Is... is he knocking on the door?”

	Jania's sigh and silence was all the confirmation we needed. Then the voice of someone who sounded as ancient as the stars themselves called out, “Who is it?”

	Breem said with authority, “It is Breem, the Senior Story Teller to the Queen, and Kalamish, First Proctor of the City Tree of Allrbus, here to seek an audience with the All Mother.”

	After a moment, the voice responded, “Who?”

	The man sputtered, “It's Breem and... just open the doors you senile old bat. The Queen is expecting us.”

	“Sorry. The Queen is expecting guests. Go away and come back on Harvest Day.”

	The man sputtered, “You addle-brained, cantankerous old...”

	Jania stepped forward and stopped his frothing reprimand with a hand on his shoulder. He looked at her in exasperation and her eyes twinkled in mischief as she called out in a melodious tone, “Nanny Ree? It's Jania.”

	There was a slight pause then the sound of huge timbers being slid aside with a thud when they reached the bollards, then a thrum and the big doors started to swing inward revealing the oldest female Elf I have ever seen. Old age is a foreign concept to both Olympians and the Asgard, so we look upon those who are wizened with age, with silver hair and wrinkles as a fascination. We view them with great reverence because, though mere babies in our eyes, living less than a century before their light is extinguished, they bear the weight of that mortality and the wisdom it imparts.

	The old woman said with a silly grin, “Jania! Why didn't you just say so?” She shoved a sputtering Breem aside easily, belying her fragile stature as she pulled Jani into a hug. “It has been too long, girl. I thought I'd never see you again before time claimed me as its own.” She shook her head like a mother would at a misbehaving child. “Running off to other worlds.”

	She released her and looked her up and down as if our friend were her own daughter, making me realize that Jania had inferred that this lady was her nanny. Our friend took her hand and turned to us, “Everyone, this is Ree Sharp Sight, Gatekeeper of the Green Palace. Nanny Ree, this is the group the All Mother is expecting.”

	She nodded and then narrowed her eyes at Intark. I almost sighed in resignation, expecting the same reception as he had received below. Instead, she puttered forward tsking, “You can't see the Queen like this child, you're filthy.” She started brushing vegetable debris and mud off of him and then she hesitated and craned her neck to look up, way up. Her eyes widened and she said, “My but aren't you a tall one?” Then she was poking his ribs and saying, “You aren't eating enough, too skinny for your size, child.”

	Then she noted his hands tied behind him. She paused then took one step back and spoke out the side of her mouth, “The poor boy is bound.”

	Jania just nodded. “One of Mother's unfathomable machinations it would seem.”

	She nodded and grinned. “Most likely.” Then she slapped the back of Breem's head. “Feed the poor boy when you get a chance. We aren't animals, he needs to be treated Elfmanely.”

	Breem started to argue, “He's not Elf, you old bat, he's a...”

	She cocked an expectant brow and the Elf shrank back. “Yes, Ree.”

	Then she turned back to Intark and craned her neck again, holding her hands up. The big man looked around then leaned down and she placed her hands on his cheeks. “Don't let this lot discourage you, young one. Chin up and only good things will bless you as all things are in nature.”

	He looked at a loss, so just rumbled out, “Thank you, ma'am.”

	She beamed and told Jania, “What a polite boy. You could do worse, you're still young.” She nudged her head toward the now embarrassed looking Intark as Inatra covered her smile with her hand.

	Jani sputtered out, “Nanny Ree! Intark is already spoken for. And I like another...” Her mouth shut so fast I heard her teeth click, her eyes wide at the slip. I have never seen our Elf friend turn quite that shade of red before.

	Samantha tucked her hair behind her ear in that bashful habit she had. Was that hope in her eyes?

	Ree leaned in and kissed Jania's cheek and said, “Go, your mother awaits.”

	Then as our group headed in, the Gatekeeper started growling and shouting at the armed guards as she held her arms wide, blocking them from following. “Out out out! Your services aren't needed here!” She motioned her hand and the big doors started creaking closed, I saw men and women turning great cranks at the walls. Then some sort of animal that looked a cross between a Terran horse and a Folkvangr longleg, started clomping its hooves on the stone floor as it strained, pulling a huge wooden timber on rollers across the door, settling it in on the huge metal cradles, barring the door.

	I glanced back and Ree waved at me. I had to smile and wave back. Then Dite reclaimed my arm as hers and whispered, “What happened to her?”

	I hesitated a moment, pulling her to a stop. I smiled sadly, realizing that the oldest people she had ever seen were Odin and Geiravor, and even they only looked to be physically thirty-five or forty in Terran years. I told her as I watched her reaction, “Nothing has happened to her. Time marches on for some races, while it is static for us. She is just old, Dite.”

	She looked back and I could see the sad realization of the woman's mortality sinking in as my girl's hair turned to blues of sorrow streaked with black. And she said quietly, “I like her.” I nodded agreement, then she was squeaking as I pulled her quickly along to catch up with the others.

	We reached a white arched door where four guards armed with pikes stood. Two male and two female, in gleaming metal armor instead of the leather armor the other Elvish warriors wore. Jania stepped forward and batted the crossed pikes away and motioned us to follow her as the guards stood at attention. She swung the doors wide and stepped into a receiving room, with a throne that looked to be made of flowers and moss at the center.

	She said to the familiar, regally beautiful woman with a crown of flowers which looked like daisies, as we all filed in, “Hello... mother.”

	



	


Chapter 5 – Queen Nerthus

	We all took a knee, bowing deep, all except Jania. The two seemed to be in a battle of wills, not being the first to break the uncomfortable silence, daring the other to with their eyes. We all closed our eyes when Breem cleared his throat. It was all I could do to keep from slapping my forehead. I was starting to wonder about the man's utility at all.

	It was enough to break the silence and the women looked over at him without either conceding since he dared to interrupt something they obviously needed to work out between them. “All Mother, I have brought the delegation as you ordered.”

	She made a dismissive motion with her hand as she studied us, and we all stood. She prompted with a brow arched, “And the Andskoti male? Why is he bound? And why did you do nothing when the people at the gates started with the mob mentality?”

	Breem blinked, at a loss for words and Kalimish attempted a defense, “But my Queen, you said to...”

	She stopped him with a raised hand. “I said that you were to have guards watching him, and 'if' he caused problems, you were to dissuade him of it.” The men didn't say a word since her hand was still up. She prompted as she dropped her hand, “So, did he?”

	Breem asked, “Did he what, my Queen?”

	“Cause any problems?”

	Their silence was all the answer the woman needed. She said, “Regardless of their past, we are better than those who enslaved our race. We show compassion where they... did not, it is what separates us from them.”

	She looked over at Intark, eyes narrowed as she took him in. “You did not react when the townsfolk turned on you.” Then without waiting for any response, she nudged her chin toward him then looked at the guards. “Those are unnecessary. Set him free.”

	Intark inclined his head at the Queen of the Elves with a wry smile. “Oh, you mean these?” He pulled his hands forward, the ropes strained and snapped with little hesitation. Kalimish and Breem gasped. I sometimes forget just how strong the big man is, especially now that he has Asgard nanites flowing through his blood. “It put your people at ease... Highness.”

	Ok. I looked around, hadn't anyone else caught the smile the Queen fought off? Dite had a sculpted brow of her own arched as she watched the Queen closely. Ok, she saw too if the little green tendril streaking through her honey brown locks was any indicator.

	What games were afoot here?

	Kara took a step forward and bowed deeply. “Great All Mother of the Ljósálfar, we represent Asgard and Olympus and have come to beg an audience with...”

	“I know why you are here. It is why anyone who lives out among the stars comes to Alfheimr. You need something from us. We will have time enough for all of this unpleasantness and can engage in talks after the night claims the sky.”

	Jania snorted. “Oh, what fresh hell have you thought up for my friends?”

	Her mother's regal demeanor cracked like the surface of a frozen lake when spring makes its way to the surface as she snapped, “Our law forbids friendship with any kleshnie!”

	Jania smirked and shrugged. “What will you do, mother? Banish me? Like maybe to the ends of the galaxy to be your eyes and ears among those same people you forbid me to forge bonds with? To gather the trinkets you place such value on?” Her voice was raising as she waved her hand around the room.

	I finally took in the space better, since all of my and everyone else's attention had been on the throne and its occupant who was striding toward our Elfish friend with a warning in her eyes.

	There were dozens, if not hundreds of glass cases on pedestals filling the chamber like exhibits in some sort of museum. And inside of each case were items from the many worlds. From the mundane like clothing and shoes, to complete holo-pads and iso-pads from the Ragnarok and Asgard. A glove from my old gear from Valhalla was in one. I was wondering where I had lost it. It was specially made to relieve the strain of the photonic bowstring on my fingers with a trilithium reinforced monofilament carbon fiber weave which resembled animal leather.

	A complete, Terran built, mini magnetic force harvester was sitting on a large, carved wood shelf which looked almost as if it had grown out of the stone and timber floor. That thing was compact, so that the elite fighting squad from Earth, the Wildcards, could carry one in a backpack to power the rest of the squad's exoskeleton armor and weapons.

	Hold on, was that a wind spider beside it?

	Jania started twirling, almost dancing through all of the displays, looking into them and cartwheeling over others as she asked, “Who sends you all these trinkets and toys that are worthless to us when your other ambassadors could not? You wished me to be your spy... wait...” She put a finger to her lips. “...your cultural ambassador to the other races in Valhalla. And I give no pretenses when I am with them, do you think races who can build wondrous machines that can hurl someone across the very heavens to new worlds are naive? No. I am your spy and they let me be that spy. They, like us, appreciate honesty.”

	She grabbed some Folkvangr vibro knives from a display rack that had weapons from all the races there, including... how did Jani smuggle a Valkyrie sidearm from Valhalla? She twirled on one foot like a dancer, letting loose the blades as she spun. Even I had to blink as the first one struck one of the carved wood columns which held up the high arching ceiling, then each successive blade hit the last, destroying the ones thrown prior. Her aim was so precise it bordered on the improbable as a heads up overlay in my vision displayed trajectory data more refined than my old cloak could provide, each plot laid over the other as if they were a single line.

	The queen hissed in distress, taking two quick steps forward, hand outstretched almost pleadingly. Jania finished beside the shelf with the harvester and shrugged. “And they do this because I am their friend. And I love that one there.” She jabbed a finger toward Samantha in her rage at her mother then froze, her mouth snapping shut, then she closed her eyes tightly as if she could turn back time.

	We all looked between the Queen, Jania, and Samantha at her most bashful, as she actually brought a lock of hair up to her mouth to chew on while she stared doe-eyed at Jani. Bruni and Essa hugged her with silly grins, whispering things to her which made her blush deepen.

	Our friend was suddenly blurting out at volume, her voice squeaky in an attempt to continue on, “Did you not want to see the latest pilfered items I brought for you mother, just to earn your favor? Here!”

	She pulled the pack off her shoulder, leaning her bow and quiver against the oversized, carved shelving unit. Then dumped her pack onto the shelf. Dozens of small to medium items clattered to the wood surface.

	Jania's slip of her tongue was momentarily forgotten as we gasped at the treasure trove of tech as first Queen Nerthus, then Breem rushed up to look at the items. Jani grabbed the vibro-arrow she had absconded with from me earlier that day and pulled it to her chest protectively and said when her mother reached for it, “I need this, in case things need to be poked or stabbed. It's pointy.”

	Breem sifted through the tech, as his Queen held something up, a questioning look on her face as a screen came to life on the healer's diagnostic pad. Jani sighed, and instead of explaining what she obviously knew, she said, “Kleshnie magic.”

	She turned to Breem who quickly changed his confused look to that of a scholar and nodded sagely. Nerthus picked up a simple laser pointer and pressed the little button on the side and a red dot appeared on Kalimish's forehead and the Queen dropped it like it would burn her.

	Jania's foot flashed out and she caught the pointer before it hit the floor, balancing it point down on her toe, then she flicked it into the air and caught it deftly, pressing the button and shining it on Breem's arm, smirking as he tried in vain to slap the dot away while our friend told them, “Kleshnie magic. Fire without heat.” She could barely keep a straight face when Breen again nodded his staunch agreement with her.

	They turned to Kalimish, who was fiddling with buttons on a device on a belt. My eyes widened in alarm as Dite gasped, and Jania carefully took the space fold jump pack from her brother. “Maybe we don't fiddle around with this. Better yet, since I don't think the All Mother should be floating around aimlessly in space, we should return it to the Olympians. I may have overshot a teensy weensy bit this time.” She handed it to me with two fingers, squinting.

	I asked in shock, “How?”

	She shrugged sheepishly. “I was bored while you all hashed out the details of the visit. There was a crate. With a biosignature lock. It was like you were daring me. I beat the lock and figured if it were that easy, then whatever was inside was for anyone. I left the other three. Just kept this one for safe keeping.”

	She gave me her wide Elf eyes, looking apologetic and vulnerable, and cute. Gah! How could you be mad at her? Wait. This was one of the four reserved for the Bolt of Zeus? May the Tree of Ages preserve us all. They were probably going crazy in Valhalla, trying to figure out how one got lost between Olympus and there.

	Jani sighed and scrubbed her face with a hand. “All we had to do was ask, mother. And speak with them, and you will find they are willing to share many things without conditions. They will not force their will upon our people.”

	She placed her hands on the shelf and started to pull herself up, but Kara took a step forward. “Jani, please don't sit there.” When our little thief looked over at her, cocking her head in question, Kara just smirked and said, “Just trust me on this, Elves and shelves do not mix.”

	What was she talking...? An information overlay bloomed in my right eye. We still had data feeds from Valhalla? Either the gateway was still open or Pegasus was providing realtime feeds through the whisker net. I had to cover my mouth and stop from snorting when a picture from ancient Earth history from the twentieth century came up. I willed the overlay to close before I lost it and started laughing. I really needed to have a long discussion with my Verr about timing.

	Jani sighed heavily and said as she relaxed a bit, “Just listen to what they have to say, mother, please?”

	Nerthus hesitated a bit then just inclined her head and said to the men after glancing first at Intark, then Inatra, then Brunie, “Breem, Master Story Teller, please bring our guests to the council chamber and instruct them on the Great Exodus while I converse with Sure Step. Kalimish, join them.”

	In unison, the two men bowed and said, “Yes, my Queen.” Then Jania's brother said, his hand motioning, “This way please.”

	Samantha hesitated, her eyes still not leaving Jania after her slip of the tongue. Aphrodite, curled an arm around the girl's waist as we stepped past. “Come on, sweetie. Let them talk.” Sam nodded dumbly and Dite pulled her head to her shoulder as she led the poor confused, happy, and love-struck girl away.

	



	


Chapter 6 – Dökkálfar

	Before long, we all knew why Breem was their master Story Teller, as he held us all in rapt fascination while he told us a tale of pain and woe. A skilled bard, as I noted we were all leaning in and hanging on every word. He used his hands and inflection, as well as his facial expressions to share the plight of his people during the Ragnarok Andskoti occupation, then the power vacuum left when they abandoned Alfheim without a word, destroying all of the Ragnarok structures, leaving the Ljósálfar without the infrastructure they needed to survive their own world, as the only skills they had was tending to their masters and their machines.

	He went on, “Those were the dark years of The Suffering. But Queen the First, Shalanya, watching our people dying of starvation and sickness, stood tall when she said these words...”

	Two attendants who were filling our glasses with sweet tasting water as the story unfolded, mouthed the words with Kalimish as Breem spoke them, “No more! We will not fade into nature's embrace, stand tall, we are the Ljósálfar, and this is not the end of our story, it is but the beginning!” The man seemed to grow bigger as his chest puffed up with a pride we had not seen him possess before, his chin held high.

	Then he spread his hands wide, making a sweeping motion with his arms as he continued, “The years of The Suffering came to an end as Queen the First, Shalanya, had our people build farms, and plant grains, create pastures for livestock, all taking from the example of the Andskoti before their exodus.”

	He smiled hugely as he said as if he had wished to live in those times, “Under her guidance and indomitable spirit, we learned to farm, and hunt to feed our people. We learned to fight and make weapons so that we would never again be prey for any kleshnie. We prospered.”

	Breem's eyes glittered as he almost whispered in reverence, “And Shalanya... Queen the First... delivered us to the tree of all trees, and deemed it Allrbus. She said to her people...” The others mouthed the words with him, telling us of how their histories were passed on by oral tradition. “This shall be the home of the Ljósálfar. Here we shall build a city of no equal, we shall build up into the branches so that we can live amongst the stars in the sky. This new home, this city tree, shall mark the rebirth of Aelfheimr itself!”

	He sat from where he was standing, arms outstretched to the high arching ceiling as if he could see the genesis of Allrbus in his eyes. He sighed and shrugged at us, meeting each of our eyes. “And so it came to pass. The first of the great City Trees bore witness to the resurgence of the Ljósálfar and prosperity for Elfkind. As our population grew, other ancient Tanalus Trees were sought out, and new cities grew up into their branches.”

	He looked at the other elves in the room and said simply, “Shalanya.”

	They all chimed out together, “Embraced back into nature, forever remembered. Queen the First, Mother of us all.” They bowed their heads, it seemed like it was some sort of holy utterance, like some of the Earth religions would say Amen or Alhamdulillah.

	He looked at us and shared with reverence, “Her body is entombed in the roots of this very City Tree, watching over us all in death as she did in life.” The look of earnestness showed he was trying to convey the weight of it to us, unsure if outsiders like us kleshnie could grasp it.

	Kara said with reverence, “I wish I had known her, but I missed the transition to Alfheim during her reign.”

	Breem blinked in confusion and Kalimish whispered in his ear, but I caught it. “These kleshnie live longer than the stars and the City Tree itself.” Now the Story Teller looked shocked, his eyes wide, but then they narrowed as he looked at us, believing it a lie.

	Essa supplied to him, indicating she had heard as well, or possibly my traitorous Verr relayed it through the nanite link I haven't figured out how to work yet. “It is true, mother here was born before the first Ljósálfar ever walked Alfheim. The Asgard were the ones to seed the many worlds with the code for life. In effect, you are our children.” She grinned in a silly manner, knowing she looked little more than a young adult to them but was older than any living Elf by thousands of years.

	Breem whispered, “Sacrilege.”

	Kara shook her head and said with a touch of patient compassion in her tone, “It is true. If we come to accord this day, you are welcome to view all the historical records.”

	Jania stepped into the room, looking harried and emotionally spent after her time alone with her mother as she said, “It would do no good, he cannot read your language. Only the prior Ambassador who yet lives in her golden years, and I, would be able to. Though the audio and visual records would work.”

	Samantha was standing, wringing her hands, the other Embers stood too, slightly in front of her in a protective manner. She started, “Jani? Did you mean what you...”

	Jania started babbling a mile a minute, cutting her off as she rubbed the back of her neck, “Did you get a load of the crazy woman in the other room, just jabbering on about all sorts of nonsense? She sort of looked like me but totally wasn't. Completely looney that one.” She cartwheeled up onto the table to land gracefully, in one fluid motion, in a sitting position on Intark's massive shoulder, her elbow on the top of his head, chin resting on her fist.

	She playfully batted away Intark's reaching hand as she got a little self-conscious, scratching the back of her neck as she added, “Unless of course, you feel the same.”

	We all turned like our necks were on swivels toward Sam, Dite squeaking in excitement. The Asgard woman looked as if she wanted to run and hide, her bashfulness on full display as she ground her heel on the floor and just nodded as she tugged on a lock of her hair.

	Jania's smile bloomed like a flower greeting the first rays of morning sun and glanced down at Intark, nudging her chin toward Sammie. The big man obliged and reached back to pluck the... well, the plucky Elf off his shoulder and deposited her on the polished wood and stone floor in front of the Three Embers.

	She said, “Oh... in that case, that other crazy Elf girl in the other room? That was totally me. I can tell because she was the best dressed in the room.” She struck a pose, but I could see the insecurity in her eyes.

	Brunie, tall for an Asgard, but even shorter than her Ragnarok mother, narrowed her eyes at Jania, judging her sincerity, then she and Essa nodded once in unison and stepped apart. Jani and Sam looked at each other then our Elf friend sighed and took a hesitant step up to her. Then she tentatively lifted the back of her hand to Samantha's cheek in the Asgard way, but Sam caught it and held Jania's palm against her cheek then kissed it.

	Then just like that, they were hugging desperately, causing Kara to blush and avert her eyes. She was such an old Asgard at times. Change comes slowly to those as old as her and I. Dite hugging my arm and snuggling into the crook of my neck and saying, “Daww!” was proof that change was the one constant in the universe. I laid my head on top of hers and sighed.

	Breem muttered, “Befriending a kleshnie, let alone announcing amorous intentions is against the laws of the land and is treasonous.”

	Jania's smile dropped and I saw more menace and malice in her expression than I saw in the people pummeling Intark with produce. “Then arrest me.”

	The man swallowed hard and looked to Kalimish for support, but Jani's twin was apparently fascinated with some sort of imaginary stain on his tunic as if he weren't aware of what was happening.

	Jania smiled and asked, “Who makes the laws?”

	Breem said slowly, “The royal family.”

	“Who can change the laws?”

	“The royal...”

	Jani looked smug and said, “Yes, the royal family. So as part of the royal family, I give myself special dispensation... nay, I rescind the laws about consorting with kleshnie who are not our enemies.”

	“But you never took the Flower Crown to become the crowned princess of the...”

	She snapped out in challenge, “Then go get the damned Crown... and a lot of things are going to change if you think you can keep me from Samantha of the Asgard.”

	The man just stood there, paralyzed in indecision. Then Jania smirked at him, did a little dance move with Samantha, and somehow wound up sitting in a seat with Sam on her lap. “The All Mother will be in presently. You might want to finish the story before she comes in, she has a buzz fly in her hood and obviously has something planned before she will discuss an accord with these upstanding people. I'm sure she has ulterior motives in having you share this story, so you best not disappoint She Who Lived.”

	Then she bit into a fruit that smelled vaguely of Earth apples and Ragnarok tart maldoons, causing Inatra to look at her own hand and blurt out, “Hey, you sneak! That was mine! How did you even...? You were never close to me.”

	Jani winked at the confounded Ragnarok woman, pure mischief in her eyes. She held the fruit up in front of Sam, who shot her aunt an apologetic look then closed her eyes to savor the taste of the fruit when she took a bite.

	Breem just huffed, then looked around, patting his clothing. Jania tossed him the pin he had been wearing earlier, which I assumed was the symbol of his position. He growled as he caught it and attached it to his tunic again. He shot her an annoyed look then cleared his throat, taking on the bearing of a bard again.

	He said in low tones, “It was in the early years of the construction of Allrbus, after the planting of the first crops and construction of the livestock corrals that the cost of the power vacuum left by the Andskoti reared up like a plight on our people.”

	He swept a hand slowly in front of him, palm up as if inviting us to see what his words painted. “There have always been stories, from before our enslavement by the visitors from the stars, that we Ljósálfar were not alone on Alfheimr. That others lived in the shadows, and even that at one time they lived among us, shunning the daylight, but walking among us in the night.”

	The man looked almost apologetic as he said, “These others, these Dark Elves, the Dökkálfar, were thought to be only rumors, bedtime stories. Stone weapons and dishes have been found in caves, Elflike remains found in subterranean chambers, or dug up when fields were plowed. But no records survived the occupation, and all the Story Tellers and educators were culled in the first days of the occupation.”

	He sighed and sat, and shrugged as he offered, “Some say the Dökkálfar were driven underground by the Andskoti pacification forces, to the massive subterranean cavern system which was carved out by lava tubes in the days before life was young on Alfheimr. The metals in the cave walls, which the invaders had dubbed Vetricite, stopped their machines and evil magic from finding the Dark Elves. There was no proof of course, and the pacification forces never found these ghosts of the imagination. How can one prove the existence of fairy tales?”

	He hung his head and shook it slowly as he went on. “Or so we believed. It seems these fabled creatures were indeed real, and just biding their time, down in the darkness, waiting for their chance to attack.”

	He stood and made an almost pleading gesture with his hands, grief in his tone as he strode quickly from one side of the table and back as he said in a louder voice, “And strike they did, these Dökkálfar boiled up from the hell they live in, down where the sun cannot touch them, and they swept through our farms, our stables, our pastures and they slaughtered our farmers and their families without provocation.”

	He hissed, a look of disdain painting his features as he flopped back into his chair, arms dangling limply at his sides like he was defeated. “These Dökkálfar were not what was rumored, they were not anything like us, and did not walk among us. They attacked every night when the sun cannot harm them. They were demons, not Elves, and they spoke in a demonic tongue that none of our educators can make sense of.”

	Kalimish offered when the master Story Teller sat back, looking to be exhausted, “That is when the defensive walls went up around the City Tree, and the ones which followed. But the farms and grain fields were so massive to feed the growing population that...”

	Breem stood and smacked him on the head with a stick he had found somewhere in the room. Kalimish squeaked and rubbed his head as the Story Teller gave him a cross look, then continued where Jania's brother had left off, “The farms were too expansive to hide behind walls, and needed to grow as our population did. So the farmers take refuge behind the main gates or fortified farmhouses when the sun drops below the horizon.”

	He sneered in disapproval as he grasped the air, closing his fists then making another sweeping motion. “We found that the Dökkálfar, having free range of our farms in the night, would steal from our foodstuffs and our livestock. Taunting us by leaving the bones of the animals taken in piles by the farmhouses before retreating back to their underground world before the sun rose again.”

	Then he stood, taking the stick he was holding and thrust it forward as though it were a blade. I cocked an eyebrow because he actually had good form. And he spoke rapidly, “So we organized defensive parties who would walk the night and defend our food. We are Ljósálfar, and we will never be victims again.”

	He placed a foot on the seat crossing his arms over a knee as he leaned in toward us, taking us all in with a sweep of his eyes. “And to this day, the brave walk the night, protecting what is ours in this never-ending war. And when a young Elf is on the cusp of being an adult, their Ripening, they must walk the night in Sund. To show that they, like every Elf before them since The Suffering, is Ljósálfar, and not a victim.”

	He pointed at the raised, short little curling vines on his cheeks, just barely visible by his ears. Kalimish stood tall and pointed at his which were longer, but nowhere near as long as Jania's or even their mother's. Breem almost whispered, like the story was ending, “We are named and marked when we succeed in fighting off or killing the Dökkálfar, with the defenders who walk the night.”

	The Three Embers looked almost horrified at that. I was shocked as well. They baptized their children in blood to signify their transition to adulthood. I know we should not judge, they have been at war with these Dökkálfar for thousands of years since the Ragnarok left. It is their way of life.

	It isn't any worse than us Olympians, and our breeding programs to keep our numbers up. Other races frown upon that. So I will not be the first to cast a stone in a glass house. I saw Kara looking at her hands like they were foreign to her and I knew she was thinking the same of the Asgard, and their need of the Valkyrie to commit violence so that their pacifist people did not have to.

	Jania's long, gracefully curving vines told a story to us now, how she had fought valiantly when she walked the night for her Sund. And I wept for her inside, knowing the acts she must have had to do to leave her childhood behind. More-so than any of the other Elves we have seen this day as not even the guard's markings were as pronounced as hers.

	In my sadness, there was still that pride I felt for her.

	Inatra asked as she nodded, “So your children are sent out to die at the hands of these Dark Elves, and if they live, they prove their worth?” She seemed to understand as she and Intark nodded as he added, “The strong survive.”

	Jania gleeped and raised a hand like she was in class. “Point of order? That's not quite true. Each Elf is assigned a Nightwalker Watcher for their Sund. To make sure that no harm befalls the younglings... well not 'much' harm befalls them. We are civilized, unlike the Dökkálfar.”

	Ah, I see, the children had protectors.

	I idly wondered why these Dark Elves brought this war to an otherwise peaceful people, especially if they had cooperated in a bygone era.

	I almost jumped when Nerthus spoke from the doorway. “And now that you have some insight as to our distrust of outsiders, what is it that you would ask of the Ljósálfar?”

	



	


Chapter 7 – She Who Lived

	The Queen of the Elves looked almost amused when Kara explained what we wished to do with the Citadel of Mount Olympus. Then she asked me and Apollo, “And does Asgard always speak for you Olympians?”

	I shook my head and Apollo let me do the talking since this was a matriarchal society. “No, we discussed who would speak before we arrived, as she has more experience with other races than us, she was the logical choice.”

	The All Mother cocked her head and examined me before saying, “Artemis of Olympus, among the Firstborn of your race. Archer, spy, and historian.”

	I blinked at her as she turned to Dite. “Aphrodite, among the firstborn, but subordinate to Artemis. Empathic, amorous, and a curious choice to make when begging for land in our realm. Unless you are here to seduce me?”

	Dite's mouth worked like a fish out of water. Did the Queen have dossiers on all of us? Did... did Jania tell her about each of us? Of course she did, Aretmis.

	I noted she didn't address our Olympian men. Indicating the divide in our cultures.

	Nerthus cocked her head the other way as she addressed me. “It is your people who are in need of the help of the Elves of Alfhiem. You can see how it would seem disingenuous if you have someone, not of your people, or even your world as I understand it, ask this huge boon of me? Of us?”

	I inclined my head and then took a knee in front of her, my eyes down. “Queen Nerthus, All Mother of the Ljósálfar, any insult was not intended. I beg of you to grant this boon to the people of Olympus, and we will live by the laws of the Light Elves for as long as our Citadel resides in your lands.”

	The Queen smirked a little and then looked at her daughter, who had a pleading look on her face, then said, “No.”

	We were all shocked to be dismissed out of hand, without negotiation. She added, “We will not allow any kleshnie to take anything from us again.” She held up a halting hand before any of us could retort. “Therefore, in order for me to even consider this, you must become one of us.”

	One of them? “What do you mean by that?”

	A gong sounded from far away, possibly the outer gates, she smiled and said, “Ah, there it is, sundown in fifteen minutes. Come along everyone, it is time for your Sund!”

	Our... Sund? My smile matched Kara's as I realized she wished us to stand in battle with her men who walked the night, to stop the nightly raids. Well, that was something we could do. Our smiles wavered when the Queen smirked as she caught our exchanged looks, then she spun, her robes flaring and flowing behind her like smoke as she strode back out the way we came.

	I glanced at Jania and she squinted an eye like she was in pain, shaking her head at us. No? No what? Kara or I would make short work of any Dark Elf incursion.

	I smiled when we stepped out into the main hall to find Ree waiting. The old Elf led her Queen in a different direction than the main doors. We all stepped outside onto a balcony, where we could see the bluish-green sky now burning with ambers and oranges as the sun started to set.

	Jania braced her stance and then grasped Sammie tightly around the waist. Before I could contemplate it, Nerthus reached up to a wooden handle on a vine and gave it a hard yank and we were falling.

	With a whirring sound, I realized we weren't on a balcony and we weren't falling. Instead, we were in a massive basket hurtling down some vines toward the edge of the ridge. We were bypassing the entire city below in mere seconds in this gondola ride.

	Jani was walking along on the railing leaning her face into the wind of our passing, and seconds before we reached the ridge, the gondola started slowing, causing our friend to slip off the railing. I gasped and reached forward in vain. No! We were all moving frantically to the edge to look down just as we stopped on the ridge.

	Samantha was calling out in grief, “Jani!”

	Jania said from beside her as she looked down with everyone else, “Yes? Yikes, you'd never want to fall out of this thing, you'd go splat on the crater floor below. That girl is crazy!”

	Zeus' Balls! How did she get back in the gondola?

	Sammie looked half frantic as she hid a nervous smile as she shoved our Elvish daredevil back a step, chastising, “Stop doing things like that! I thought I had lost you.”

	At least Jania had the common courtesy to look sheepish as she shrugged and said, “Lost me? I'm right here where I belong, by your side.”

	Sam melted. Ok, that was a good line.

	The All Mother said in a forced patient tone, “Sure Step, please stop playing around. If you want me to take their request seriously as you are pressuring me to, then you could try taking things seriously yourself.”

	I cocked an eyebrow, it seems that Jani is stirring the pot on other things than befriending kleshnie and admitting feelings for one against their laws, but she was a true friend if she was as Kate would say, going to bat for us even if it caused friction with her mother. Maybe I could forgive her for the clinical and cold description of me she gave the Queen.

	We all stepped off the gondola onto solid ground, two armed guards rushed up and started hauling on creaking ropes, hand over hand, and the gondola started crawling slowly back over the city toward the Green Palace. Four other guards, all women in plate armor, wielding pikes, seemed to bleed out of the thick underbrush to flank their leader.

	I had to smile. Everyone we met so far here appeared to love the Queen and served eagerly... the mark of a great ruler.

	As we started to follow Nerthus toward the outer wall, Kara's steps faltered. Her eyes were moving swiftly and I could see lights flickering inside them. The All Mother watched the First Valkyrie's eyes with interest as I prompted, “What is it?”

	Kara held a finger up, then she looked over at the Three Embers expectantly. They all nodded once and Brunie stepped forward, slashing her hand over her wrist console. A hologram of Odin's Workshop bloomed and hovered in the air over her arm. The Elves gasped, and one of the guards stumbled back a step before catching herself as she blurted in apprehension, “Magic of the gods!”

	The woman swallowed and regained her composure as she stepped back up to her place guarding Nerthus. The Queen just looked on in fascination, waving a hand through Odin's face as he said, “Oh, well met everyone.” He inclined his head when he saw Nerthus. “Well met, All Mother, you are well I hope? Is the delegation in audience?”

	The queen looked equal parts amused at Odin and amazed at the technology. First, she turned and pointed. “Janialayinlali, have you procured one of these wonderful objects of power for me yet?”

	Jani shook her head and spoke behind her hand, “Not yet, mother. I have to do it without being caught.” Then she wiggled her fingers at Essa and batted her lashes. Essa rolled her eyes and held her arm out and Jani slipped the wrist console off, saying, “I'll just be stealing this with the implication I'm only cleaning it and returning it.”

	She handed it to her mother, mouthing, “Best spy ever!”

	Kroth, she was too cute at times, Samantha never stood a chance.

	The Queen looked at the device in her hands in wonder. Breem moved forward long enough to say like a scholar, “Kleshnie magic.” Nerthus just absently grabbed his face in her free hand to push him back a step as she examined the device.

	Odin cleared his throat and broke the spell on the Queen of the Elves. She glanced back over to him. “Oh, I do apologize. You just have so many wonderful toys. Polite as ever, Odin of the Asgard.”

	He inclined his head again and Kara prompted, “You said there is word father?”

	He turned to her, and technicians in his lab moved around his workshop, working frantically. Geiravor moved into the frame of view of the holo-cams and sat in the background with a smile that was for all of us.

	Odin said, “We received word that light speed telemetry of the Titan Star Killer vessels approaching Olympus is streaming in. We are having problems with the transmission, as we cannot suspend the power transfer through the Bifrost without delaying the charging of the jump drive.”

	Someone made a hand motion, flicking information to Odin who read something on a display we couldn't see. Then said as he made a flicking motion toward us and a screen full of static hovered beside him. “Ah, here they are, connection re-established.”

	Arina's voice was saying, “I'm boosting the gain, harmonizing with the amplitude of the event horizon distortion, try now.”

	The static cleared a little and Thea's face mostly resolved in the static as she was looking back saying, “Very clever, Little One, are you sure there is no Titan DNA in your genetic code?”

	Then she looked toward us. “Yes that did it, I can see them. The Alfheim detachment as well.”

	Arina popped her head up in front of Thea's, and we could see her wide smile, even through the static. Her voice was warbling and tinny sounding as she said, “Well met, everyone. We... through the...” She frowned. “Please hold.” She was whispering, “Try constraining the beam with coherent...”

	Thea finished for her, “...Tachyons. Very, very clever. That would filter out any feedback in the wavelength in realtime.”

	The screen cleared, leaving just a slight amount of static, and Arina's voice no longer sounded tinny. She waved at everyone and started again, “We are receiving telemetry of the enemy vessels, your deception was successful, Kara, they are slowing their approach to the planet.”

	She made a hand motion and a screen appeared above hers, the static was causing a loss of some of the data, leaving holes in the view into deep space over Olympus. The Asgard scan data always amazed me. And what they couldn't read because of the interference from the mithreal armor the vessels were clad in, their visual scans filled in to form the complete picture.

	The time stamp was just a few minutes old, and we saw a bright flash and distortion as space folded, then there was debris spewing into space from a tiny pinhole in the lead leviathan. I whispered, “Tych!” as I read additional data in my heads up display and I moved forward and pinched the screen and widened my fingers, zooming in on the debris.

	The pinhole grew to fill a third of the screen, revealing it to be a perfect half sphere a few meters in diameter missing from the hull of the vessel, and among the debris were almost a dozen halfling bodies. I said to my Asgard sister, “You don't do anything in halves, do you, Wild One?

	Inatra growled out, “But will it be enough of a delay? It will not take them long to determine that the invocation of Thor's Hammer was but a ruse.”

	Kara bared her teeth like fangs when she grinned like a predator, “That is why I left them a second gift which should make things really interesting if it works.”

	The screen started going to static again as Thea moved away saying, “We're getting a negative particle buildup, let me compensate.”

	Odin said, “It is alright, ladies, you have your hands full there. Report back when the Titans restart their advance. If it is too soon, then all of this is for naught, and Olympus will be lost.”

	That was sobering, and Queen Nerthus looked over at us once we signed off with Odin. “There is a chance your Citadel will not be able to make the journey to Alfheim? Yet you still wish to negotiate before you know the outcome?”

	I realized Kara was letting me speak for my people. I nodded. “If we allow doubt to consume us, then we have already lost. We cling to the hope that we will prevail, and hope is a cruel mistress who will not let go unless she is extinguished.”

	The woman seemed to take stock of us once more. I could see she was carefully considering something, her mind racing. She nodded and asked, “When will we know if the delay was successful?”

	We all said in unison, “Eleven hours.”

	She looked at her daughter, and Jani had a serious look on her face when she explained, “Because if it is anything less, then, as they say, they have already lost Olympus.”

	The All Mother considered the words, then asked, “Surely these... these Titans? Are no threat to a people who can manipulate the fabric of everything that is, to pull an entire city through the stars to a new land. This Jump Drive? Are they truly so formidable that the two most advanced races see retreat as the best option?”

	It was Intark who addressed the Queen. “Your people lived through what my ancestors perpetrated upon your race for generations, because of our technical superiority. The Jotunn... Frost Giants and Titans are to the other races, what we were to Alfheim.”

	She blinked at him, then turned to look at Kara. “But you defeated their leader, surely they are no threat.”

	Kara sighed. “It was all our people could do, to stop Ymir and a single Star Killer. Many, including myself, died to accomplish that. There are two of those vessels bearing down on Artemis' world. How can they fight that when they don't possess the ships the Terrans and the Folkvangr have been constructing for system defense? And if either faction of Jotunn ever coordinated their fleet of one hundred Star Killers against the United Races, we would all be snuffed out, passing to the ages.”

	This seemed to give the Queen pause. I could understand. It is hard to believe when a race you saw as gods, as we of Olympus saw the Asgard, could be threatened by anything. When you learn that they are no different than you yourself, just with better tools, it is a sobering realization.

	To her credit, Nerthus just nodded at her own epiphany and said, keeping a waver of uncertainty from her tone, “Then come, we must see if you are worthy of the Ljósálfar's aid.” And she was striding with purpose toward the outer wall, her guards in tow.

	We all exchanged looks and scurried after her.

	When we reached the main gates, the Queen turned to us. “Only those of the Sund and their Nightwalkers Watchers will be allowed beyond the gates. There will be one for each race represented. Olympian, Asgard...” Then she added, “And Ragnarok.”

	We all blinked at that as Kara, Inatra, and I stepped forward. The queen tittered, sounding so much like Jania just then as she shook her head. “Kara, Many Killer, we know of you and what you can do.” She pointed to Inatra. “And you had betrayed your own people to fight for the Asgard. I do not know if we could ever trust you Inatra, Many Claw.”

	Then she smirked at me. “And Artemis, my dear Jania went on and on how you were the greatest warrior of Olympus and your aim rivaled that of the Elves. We will not send the most accomplished warriors to Sund.”

	She said flatly, “I will choose who will fight for Olympus' right to speak with the Light Elves as equals.”

	She pointed at Intark without looking away from me. “The Ragnarok, Intark, will represent those who had enslaved the Ljósálfar... unarmed. Then she smiled as she studied my eyes as she pointed beside me. “Aphrodite of Olympus, Goddess of Love, shall have to see if she is also a goddess of war as she walks the night for Olympus.”

	There were gasps from most of our party except from me. I was so close to tilting my head back to laugh. She had just chosen two deadly warriors. With or without weapons, Intark was a frightening man to watch on the battlefield, and Dite was the assassin of Olympus, a ruthless and deadly beauty.

	But then the color drained from my face when the Queen turned away from me and stepped to the Three Embers and said softly, “Samantha of the Asgard. My daughter professes you to be the gentlest of all Asgard and will do no violence. We shall put that to the test when you are forced to defend yourself against those who will not hesitate to kill you. Are your convictions strong enough that you would die for them?”

	Jania launched herself forward, the guards tried to bring their pikes down, but Jani spun and twirled, winding up getting their pikes crossed with the blades at each other's throats as she railed at her mother, “No! You can have all of your sick little mind games, but you will not use Samantha as a pawn, just because you do not approve of me with her!”

	She froze when Sammie stepped up behind her and said as she laid a hand gently on her shoulder, “It is ok, Jani. I will stand for Asgard. I will stand for us.”

	Our Elvish friend exhaled long and hard, then moved back a step, pushing the crossed pikes down, causing the blades to strike the forest floor. Then she spat out, “Your personal guards are soft and slow, they need to be retrained.”

	The four looked sheepish, not meeting their Queen's eyes. Then the All Mother took her eyes slowly from her daughter's and said, “You know we would not allow them serious injury as they walk the night, you know how the Sund works, daughter. They will all have Nightwalkers.”

	Jania scoffed, “But if they fail against the Dökkálfar, you will deny the talks.” The Queen's silence was her answer.

	Then after an awkward silence, Nerthus asked, “Who will be the Nightwalkers for those who will Sund, to be recognized by the Elves of Alfheimr as equals? I will stand Nightwalker Watcher for the Andskoti.”

	The guards and the Elves within earshot at the wall all gasped. The Queen was going to walk the night?

	Before anyone could say anything, Jania blurted, “I stand as Nightwalker for Samantha of the Asgard.”

	Kara started to step forward but I gave her a warning look as I said, “I will stand as Nightwalker for Aphrodite of Olympus.”

	The All Mother said with what looked like a satisfied smile, “Let it be so.”

	Breem whispered, “You cannot my Queen.”

	She regarded him then asked, “Who am I?”

	He inclined his head, averting his eyes as he bit out, “She Who Lived.”

	The woman narrowed her eyes at him as she nodded. “She Who Lived. I am no soft-palmed highborn.” She shrugged off her robes, which drifted to the ground, leaving her standing there, in the light armor that Jania favored while sparring, which covered only the vital areas of her body as she accepted a pike from one of her guards.

	We all just stared at her in shock.

	There before us stood the Queen of the Elves, who I thought had not proved herself as well as her daughter. Every square inch of exposed flesh on the woman was covered in those raised markings, vines seemingly wrapped around her entire body, with so many curls and leaves and flowers it was almost impossible to determine how many there were. And they wrapped around huge scars and gashes on her arms, belly, and legs.

	This was the Ljósálfar leader, this was the Queen of the Elves, this was a warrior... and she was spectacular. We all took a knee with her people and I was looking at her with new eyes now, with the respect I had for Odin, Geiravor, Hera, and Zeus as great leaders.

	



	


Chapter 8 – Sund

	When we stood again as an Elf handed me my weapons back and I shouldered them, Queen Nerthus said, “I trust the intelligence I have received from our... sources on your abilities, Artemis, but I will send no-one out to walk the night if I am not versed in their ability as Nightwalker Watcher to defend themselves and their charge. You do not realize what you face in the Dökkálfar. I can assign another.” She looked over at Kara. “I had expected the girl's mother to take the role for her pacifist daughter, it was unexpected that Jania took the post. I trust in her abilities, as they are second only to mine.”

	I sighed and turned away from the group as I drew Wrath and an arrow and aimed at a tree a hundred yards down the path and let loose an arrow. I had to blink at how easy it was to draw the bow, it felt like a child's bow to me now. And the force projections of the microscopic point singularity used to fling the arrows had blipped in my vision at three times my normal force draw on the photonic string.

	Everyone gasped with me as the hypersonic arrow struck the tree at speeds unheard of before I possessed Asgard strength. With a loud crack, the trunk of the tree, though smaller than other giants around it, at around five meters thick, exploded into splinters from the shockwave alone. At least four or five other trees behind it suffered a similar fate, before the arrow embedded feather deep into a particularly large Tanalus Tree.

	I looked around, almost every Elf present was shielding their Queen. Jani was just gaping at the destruction as two of the trees creaked and groaned as they fell over the path, shaking the ground after they seemed to fall forever, being taller than the trees on any other planet I have been to.

	Breem was on the ground, covering his head as Dite squeaked beside me.

	I turned to our group, and Kara had an eyebrow cocked, a strange grin on her face as I shrugged, feeling sheepish as I said, “Well that just happened.” Zeus' Balls! Was this what the Verr had done to me? I'd have to re-learn restraint on my bow, after witnessing what I was capable of now.

	Kara just gave me a bemused look as the All Mother looked up from where she had shielded her eyes and said with a touch of humor, “On second thought, you would be acceptable as Nightwalker.”

	I pointed out as I scratched the back of my neck after I re-shouldered my bow, still feeling sheepish as we heard another crash somewhere behind the other fallen trees, “It... umm... doesn't normally do that.”

	The queen cocked her head and then Jania broke out into a giggle fit, causing the Queen to smirk. Then she inclined her head. Then she narrowed her eyes and asked, “Why is it that Alfheimr is where you must move your great city to? Can you not just move to where these other worlds are if you truly have the capability to flee out into the stars?”

	I explained as she indicated we should follow her to the gates, “It would take more time to charge the capacitors for any other planet, and we do not even know if Kara's deception has even given us the time we need to space fold to Alfheim. As we have said, this may all be for naught, but we have to have hope. We will lose the only home we have ever known if not.”

	She nodded, deep in thought as we walked up to the gates. I could hear Jania speaking low behind us, trying to convince Samantha not to walk the night. That she didn't understand. Sam assured her, “I will not commit violence, but if this is what your All Mother needs in order to save the Citadel of our friends, then I will not back down.”

	Jani said with compassion apparent in her tone, “Then I will protect you from the dark walkers.”

	Nerthus hesitated as a group of people who were apparently waiting at the gates took a knee. Some looked so very young, barely older than children.

	The hesitant look on her face turned to one of pure pride and love as she motioned a hand up, causing them all to rise as she said, “Younglings, tonight was to be your Sund, your rite of passage into adulthood. I am so proud of each and every one of you, and it hurts my heart to say that tonight there will be no Sund for you, as our kleshnie visitors must prove they are worthy to beg the Ljósálfar for help and walk among us as equals.”

	The young ones started to protest, but they silenced instantly when she held up a halting hand. “Rest assured, you will return tomorrow to walk the night. I look forward to the Naming.”

	They all bowed and said, “All love to All Mother. Queen Nerthus of Alfheimr.” Then with efficiency, the warriors with them ushered the young ones away.

	Then she stood, her nose inches away from the gates and... we all just stood there. Inatra whispered to Jania, “What are we doing?”

	Jani said as she started to juggle three arrows from her quiver, “We wait for the last rays of the sun to extinguish, then the gates will only be opened once to let those who would walk the night out to Sund and their watchers. Once the gates close behind us, they will not open until the first rays of the sun brighten the land again. The rest of you can watch from the walls, as you will not be allowed to interfere in the trials.”

	Inatra and Kara growled as one at that.

	Breem interjected, “She Who Lived will lead the Sund as the highest ranking of the Named walking the night.”

	Dite perked up, sensing an opening to get clarification, and prompted the Queen, “You were named She Who Lived?”

	The Queen of the Elves looked darkly over her shoulder at that, then at the master Story Teller and inclined her head at him, he inclined his head then turned to address us all as she turned back to the gates.

	He took on that bearing of a competent bard again, as he began to tell the story of their Queen's Naming. The other gathered Elves leaning in with bright eyes to hear a story I'm sure they have all heard a thousand times. “Thirty-nine harvest seasons ago, under the twin harvest moons, young Nerthuslayinlali stepped out of the gates to walk the night with three other younglings and their Watchers to Sund.”

	He wiped both arms through the air like he was sweeping back time to that night. “It was like all other harvest moons, as their group joined the warriors, the Heroes of the Night, who protected the farms and livestock from the Dökkálfar every night. Alas, that group which stood thirty strong did not anticipate their plight that night.”

	He made spreading motions with his hands as he thrust his arms forward. “It was a cursed night like no other, instead of the small groups of Dark Elves who attacked each night, it seems the dastardly underground dwellers had been massing for a sneak attack which they had set into motion that very night.”

	The Elves, except Jania and Nerthus, leaned in closer as he spoke barely above a whisper, “As the patrol began, they sensed something had changed. It was too quiet, as the Dökkálfar would attack the moment the defenders stepped onto the farms, it is what the demons always did. But not that night.”

	The Heroes of the Night were on guard, knowing something was wrong as well, and they told the younglings...” He hesitated and looked around at the eager faces.

	They all murmured, the spell of the story still holding them in thrall, “Return to the gates, something is amiss. We shall protect your egress.”

	Breem lurched forward, leaping onto a bench, reaching out to the two moons in the sky, “And they struck! With savagery never before seen. The safe return of the younglings on Sund was not to be as seven score Dökkálfar charged out of the forest from all directions, screaming in their infernal tongue.”

	He lowered his eyes looking at his palms and shook his head in sorrow as he shared, “They were overrun in seconds, outnumbered seven to one. As the battle raged while the twin moons traveled the sky, the Heroes of the Night and the Nightwalker Watchers fell one by one, trying to protect the younglings from a horrific fate.”

	Then he exhaled and looked up, eyes gleaming with unshed tears, “When the last protector fell, the younglings faced twenty of the soulless underground dwellers. And the Dark Elves showed no mercy as they pressed the attack.”

	Nerthus added, still staring at the gates, not looking back, her voice raw and haunted, “One by one they fell, the children I grew up with, whom I had known my entire life. The children who were my friends. The children who had been excited to walk the night with me in Sund to cross over to adulthood. They fought well, just as fiercely as the Heroes of the Night, brave to the very end.”

	There was a moment of silence as Breem hopped off the bench to sit on it, his elbows on his knees as his hands stretched out plaintively, eyes heavy with sorrow. “Young Nerthuslayinlali watched those sworn as their protectors die, then those she had laughed with, had played with as children, all struck down on the eve they were to become adults.”

	Kalimish stumbled back, tripping on his own feet to land on his butt when Breem launched himself to his feet shaking a fist in front of him, his voice a roar, “It ignited a fire inside of her that rivaled the very sun as her blade was knocked away by a knife of volcanic glass, and the enemies piled upon her, their blades cutting flesh, their clubs pummeling.”

	He smiled fiercely. “Her hand grasped for something, for anything, and it found the shaft of the pike of one of the fallen Heroes of the Night. And this young Ljósálfar screamed out in defiance as that fire of rage inside of her blazed while she threw the attackers from her and stood...”

	The Elves, to the one, including those lined up on the great wall all roared out, “You shall not take this night from us!”

	Then it was silent for a moment as Breem exhaled, as if he was exhausted, and let himself fall back onto the bench. He looked at his open palms as if they were foreign to him. “One youngling, on the cusp of womanhood, standing against twenty Dökkálfar. Beaten, bloodied, her skin marked forever by the razor-sharp blades, she fought and she raged though she knew that to be her final stand.”

	He looked to us outsiders, us kleshnie, and it sounded almost like a plea. “The Gate Guardians went out in search of those of the Sund when they didn't return to the gates at first light. I was a young apprentice Story Teller then, and was sent along to document, and to remember, if the worst had come to pass.”

	He reached out a hand and cupped it toward his Queen's back. “We arrived at a scene of carnage so horrific it defies proper description. The nightmares haunt many of us still today. We found the younglings, their watchers and the Heroes of the Night gutted on the field of battle, dead black elves strewn around them.”

	A tear did roll down his cheek as he dropped his hand, still looking at his Queen in sorrow. “But there, in the middle of a sea of Dark Elf bodies, blinded by the blood in her eyes, beyond exhaustion and staggering as she tried to stay on her feet, stood young Nerthuslayinlali. She swung a bloodied and splintered pike at the ghosts of the enemies she had dispatched.”

	He swallowed and hung his head, whispering again, “She was delirious, rasping out challenges to her imagined enemies with a voice raw from screaming. The commander of the watch reached her, and pulled the pike from her hands and told her that her fight was over as she collapsed into his arms.”

	He looked at each of us in turn. “We had all thought she had succumbed to her wounds, she should have died from any one of the dozens upon dozens inflicted upon her.”

	His eyes still on his queen, studying her as she stood motionless, staring at the gate, he said, “But she gasped out one breath after another as she was rushed back to the gates, to the healers, to the All Mother, Queen Alissia of Alfheimr who had been summoned to the main gates when the younglings had not returned.”

	All of the Elves stood taller in pride as he finished the story which held us under its spell. “When the healers said that they did not believe young Nerthuslayinlali would live, Queen Alissia had snapped out to them, 'She will. She walked the night, she survived when all others were lost. Mark my words...' she had pointed at me, Breem, and said, 'Nerthus, She Who Lived, will stand as one of the greatest heroes of Alfheimr.' And her words, still today, are proven.”

	We all turned to look at this incredible woman. The scars from that night marked her skin forever, and her tribal markings bore witness to each and every one of them as she stood tall, not looking back as the last ray of sun extinguished itself, bathing Alfheim in the silver light of the moons.

	The gates creaked, swinging open slowly as she said without turning back as she strode forward to walk the night in Sund with us without hesitation, “With me.”

	



	


Chapter 9 – Ambush

	We stepped out of the gate and turned around when they creaked then boomed shut behind us. Our friends were on the other side, and we were with the Elves, safe. I looked around as the All Mother finally turned to look at our group.

	We numbered six and she spoke with a seriousness I had not heard from her yet. “They are not as strong or well armed, but they are vicious and will stop at nothing to kill. That is all they do, attack mindlessly. Do not underestimate them.” Then she furrowed her brow, and asked, “Intark?” That was the first time she used his name.

	He stepped in front of her, casting her in shadow as he blocked the moonlight from striking her as he nodded. “Yes.”

	She nodded back. “Stay behind me, I will make sure they do not attack you. They will be drawn to me as they are any ranking warriors.”

	He chuckled. “You do not need to protect me. As I understand, this Sund... it is meant as a rite of passage for the young? I will not cower when a youngling would not. I can fight my own battles, All Mother.” He inclined his head.

	She growled at him, “You are unarmed and...” She hesitated when he pulled two obsidian, carbon fiber blades out from somewhere. He grinned sheepishly as he shrugged. I stifled a chuckle at the surprise on her face. I knew he did it for that reaction as I knew he was just as deadly with or without weapons having fought at his side for centuries.

	Nerthus regained her composure and chuckled, then she looked over at me. “They will come in directly, no evasion, so just move directly between them and your fellow Olympian.”

	I shook my head. “That would hamper Aphrodite from her kill shots.”

	The Queen looked confused and Dite flicked her wrists, the nano-particles of the bracelets activated and snapped into a slim bow in one of her hands, and the other into a small quiver of almost impossibly thin arrows which was strapped along her other forearm.

	Now the Queen did laugh, long and hard as she pointed at us, a sly smirk on her face.

	When she regained her composure she looked over to Samantha who was now holding Jania's hand. “And I suppose you are armed as well? What good are my guards?”

	Jani growled out in accusation, “No mother, she is not armed as she will not do violence, and your little games here will not change her resolve. I shall protect her from the Dökkálfar, and I shall always remember you have done this.”

	Her anger fluttered when her eyes did when Sam reached up to rub one of Jani's pointed ears between her fingers. The Elf just stood there blinking, then shook her head and turned to Sam. “By the fourth gate woman. Don't do that when we are about to go to battle, I cannot be distracted.”

	The All Mother exhaled loudly then turned back to the pathway heading east. “Come along or the Heroes of the Night will have already repelled the nightly attack by the time we reach the farms.”

	I looked back to the gates of the great outer wall to see the others in our group join the defenders at the causeway that surrounded the wall. They watched us intently as we disappeared into the forest.

	After a short walk, we broke out of the forest, reaching the farms of cultivated fields of corn, grains, and vegetables, with small fruit orchards at the perimeter and grazing land for the herds of livestock we could see clumped in the pastures for the night.

	As Nerthus led us, the pike in her hand looking like it belonged there, an extension of her arm, we saw the Heroes of the Night, their armor gleaming in the moonlight, as they arrived on another path.

	That is when the horns started sounding. When Nerthus stopped, her head whipping around as she scanned the forest perimeter, her ears twitched as she seemed to be triangulating the location of the horns that were starting to sound all around us.

	Jania was spinning in a circle, her brow furrowed, her eyes wide. Intark asked as he looked between them, “This is not normal?”

	She shook her head as she drew her bow and nocked an arrow. “No. We have never heard these horns.”

	I said as an overlay in my vision showed target points just inside the treeline all around as the location of the horns. More and more bloomed in a trail eastward as the map expanded. I whispered, “They are signal horns. More are sounding to the east.”

	Nerthus hissed then growled out, “Most of the suspected Dark Elf cave entrances lay to the east. Why are they signaling now, when they never have before?”

	I took a step forward as I looked at our group. “Do you walk the night often, All Mother?”

	She froze and shook her head. “Never. This is my first time since my Sund. And I've been locked away in that damnable Green Palace ever since the All Mother passed on her title to me ten years back.”

	Intark nodded while his eyes watched the Heroes of the Night as they spotted us and came rushing to their Queen's side. Being a hunter himself as he said, “That is why they use the horns now, there is finally a target worth hunting, you All Mother. They will attack soon, to keep you here as the others come.”

	Nerthus' grip tightened on the pike, she looked lost in memory as she shook her head slowly as she stood taller and whispered, “They shall not take this night from us.”

	Then she took a warrior's stance, one foot back, the pike laying across one arm stretched behind her, her other arm in a guard position as she grated out in a hiss to the night, “Come.”

	And they came. Bursting out of the cover of the trees, howling out in challenge, holding knives and spears of volcanic glass, wielding clubs as they screeched out with a guttural language in rage. I dropped my arms so Dite could twist around me, her back to me as she drew back on her Assassin's bow.

	Intark planted his feet as he moved back to back with Nerthus, while Jania pulled Samantha behind her as she drew back on the string of her bow. The Heroes of the Night made a protective ring around our group, lowering their own pikes or drawing their blades.

	The All Mother said, “Hold. Steady... steady... hold.” The shrieking elves with blackish-blue skin bore down upon us with single-minded purpose, and just before they clashed with us, she said, “Now!”

	Jania started letting arrows fly almost faster than my Verr could track, as Dite picked each of her targets, each falling with one of her slim arrows through their eyes, as the rest of us prepared. I would trust in Dite, and not pull Wrath until it was absolutely necessary. We needed this Sund to be successful and I would not ruin our chances.

	Then they were on us, shrieking out in that clicking and guttural language our translators were not familiar with. Something was bothering me about the signal horns as I watched the warriors clash, but I couldn't quite place my finger on it.

	I spun and ducked as Aphrodite needed a clear line of sight as she fired volley after volley, rapidly depleting her store of arrows. We were so in tune with each other, it felt like some sort of deadly dance.

	Then something unexpected happened, just when the howling, oncoming Dark Elves would have engaged Dite hand to hand, they tried to get around her instead of attacking. She hesitated mid-strike as two more rushed past us.

	We turned to see the enemy all converging on a single target. They engaged the Heroes of the Night as they ringed Nerthus and Intark, rushing past us without engaging. Then the horns sounded again and hundreds of Dark Elves exploded from the forest from the east.

	I looked at the last of the first group as they charged forward, and deliberately took a step into the path of one as the others streamed past us. Only then did she hiss and swing her black glass blade at me. I slapped her arm aside, a blue lattice spreading from the point of impact, and I didn't even feel it.

	The Dökkálfar woman stumbled and hit the ground, hissing and rolling to her feet as she scrambled past me toward the same target as the rest. Aphrodite made the same realization as I had as she called out while we rushed to aid the others who were fully engaged in battle, “They're targeting the Queen!”

	We ran after the charging Dark Elves and I took in their attire. They wore skins and furs, with strips of bark and twigs tied together for virtually ineffective armor. They hadn't even entered the bronze age of evolution with their weapons. Their arms were woefully inferior to those of the Ljósálfar, their training looked nonexistent as they just threw themselves at the armored warriors, trying to get past them.

	I just watched one after another fall. Something seemed off to me again, we had only moments before the second wave joined the first. The horns had stopped. I glanced at the incoming Elves, their skin seemed to absorb the moonlight as they swarmed toward us. Virtually none of them even had the makeshift armor or weapons of the others. Some were unarmed and some held just rocks or branches they must have picked up along the way when they were called by the horns.

	I looked at them and stepped out and watched them approach, laying a hand on Dite's bow to force her arm down. “Hold.” Then the Dark Elves just streamed past us.

	If the Queen never walked the night after her Sund, how would these Dökkálfar even know who she was? Then my eyes widened when that niggling feeling that something was off crystalized as I spun back to watch who the attackers were looking at, hatred and rage in their eyes.

	I looked again at the poorly armed newcomers, some without weapons at all and I yelled out, “They are not after the Queen, they are targeting Intark!”

	Did they know of the Ragnarok? Of course, they did. It was naive of us to think they hadn't come across them in the eons they subjugated the Light Elves. That hatred in their eyes tells me that whatever interaction they had with the occupying force, it had stoked an almost blinding hate, even after all the centuries which have passed since the exodus.

	So they had to have an oral history like the Light Elves to have recognized Intark's race. That meant the guttural sounds they made were indeed some sort of language our translators couldn't put into context yet.

	When a Ragnarok was spotted, they must have called all able-bodied adults to deal with a threat they saw as greater than the Ljósálfar they attacked every night. They were single-minded in their push to get at Intark who was prepared to strike the moment the dark elves breached the ring of Heroes of the Night.

	Again, my eyes widened at another realization, “Stop! Don't hurt them! Most of them are civilians! They are attacking something they see as more dangerous than your people, All Mother! They recognize a Ragnarok!”

	Nerthus looked up from where she held her pike at the ready, with an obvious skill which spoke of many years of training. She met my eyes, and I saw the young Light Elf, who had watched all her friends killed in front of her, a young woman who suffered the hell of a battle she should never have survived. The fire of a woman who wanted her revenge for feeling a failure in all her success.

	I shouted one last time as I strode into the mass of bodies pushing forward, a few taking the opportunity to slash at me, my lattice flaring, rendering their strikes ineffectual. I locked eyes with the Queen and said above the shrieks and growls, “Some are unarmed... defenseless! They are scared, so scared they are risking death at your blades to deal with the more dangerous perceived threat to their people. The ones who had enslaved your people for eons.”

	The bloodlust in her eyes faded and she gave me a hateful look as she actually took the time to observe the ongoing battle. Then she growled loudly my way, looking frustrated as she flipped her pike so the blunted end faced forward. “Heroes of the Night, do not use lethal force. We retreat to the fortified farmhouse.”

	She thrust her pike between two men to strike a woman in the forehead with the blunt end of the pike, and the Dark Elf's eyes rolled back in her head as she slumped into unconsciousness. Nerthus spewed a string of Elvish curses which the translators were beginning to understand and had even me blushing. Then she growled out at our big man, who had stowed his blades back wherever he had pulled them from, “I'm regretting my choice in involving you, it seems I was too clever for my own good, Intark.”

	He huffed out a single chuckle. “Perish the thought, All Mother. You are as clever as you are wise.”

	She actually chuckled and shook her head as she said, “Bantering with an Andskoti and sparing the Dökkálfar, what else could transpire this night?”

	They chuckled in camaraderie, causing me to cock an eyebrow as I started throwing Dark Elves away from the armored Ljósálfar, Dite doing the same as she slapped away some pathetic attempts to strike her.

	Intark reached forward and grabbed a wounded Light Elf and pulled him back and shoved him toward the Queen as we all moved slowly toward the stone farmhouse. The big man moved to close the circle as Nerthus got under the injured man's arm and helped him along.

	I looked on at Essa's husband in a new light as I watched while he just took blows from the enraged attackers, only reacting if they had a weapon, and then only disarmed them. Wounds on his arms healing slowly as he only had civilian Asgard nanites. He looked... ashamed.

	“Dite, to Intark.” I swung my eyes as I nudged my chin. She took two running steps at me and I cupped my hands and heaved when she stepped into them. I watched as she flipped through the air in a long soaring arc over the hoard and over the ring of defenders. With a thud, she landed on two Dark Elves, and rode them down to the ground, in front of our Ragnarok ally.

	She slugged him in the gut and shook her head, red-streaked black hair billowing in the wind. “It wasn't you, you are not responsible for the acts of your ancestors. Defend yourself or I'll put you down myself.”

	I smiled at her, she was insightful and intelligent and tych did she fill out her... focus Artemis! I huffed then took a running leap and had to correct my self in mid-jump as I overshot the group, and only my Olympian reflexes kept me from tumbling across the ground when I landed in a three-point stance beyond my mark.

	Zeus' Balls. I had cleared over twenty yards, over twice what I could normally do. It was going to take time for me to get used to being more powerful as my Verr finish rewriting my genetic code to that of an Asgard.

	I waded through the horde to Dite's side as I called out to the oncoming wave of Dökkálfar, “Please stop! We don't need to fight here!”

	One of the pikemen growled out beside me as we shielded Intark, “They will not listen, this is what they do. Barely more than animals. We should be dispatching them instead of...”

	Nerthus' voice snapped out like a whip above the din of battle. “Do as you are bid by your Queen, and do not question my orders!”

	He responded quickly, eyes down in embarrassment, “Yes, All Mother.” Then I intercepted a club on my forearm, which had been swinging at his head in his distraction. The club cracked and snapped in half as my lattice flared, I almost felt that one. The Elf gave me a nod of thanks before turning back to the onslaught.

	We reached the farmhouse and the men pressed a sequence of stones on the wall, and a click was heard over the battle, then the stone door swung in with a grinding and scraping sound. Our group pulled inside, and Intark and I stood at the door, pushing the Dark Elves back as they howled and screamed out in their clicking guttural tones.

	The Ljósálfar were calling out for us to close the door as Intrak and I scanned the horde. I called out in sudden fear, “Samantha? Jania?”

	Intark asked as I blocked the door with my body, lattice flaring as it absorbed attacks to me, “Did you see them after the attack began.”

	I shook my head and said, “No. I thought they were in the ring of defenders.”

	I used one of Kate's favorite curses, “Fuck!” Then looked up to the man towering over me. “Protect the queen, I'll find them!” Then I shoved him back with my newfound strength, and even then it was difficult. He protested as I stepped out, letting the door click shut behind me.

	I pushed through the horde who were virtually ignoring me as they tried to get into the stone farmhouse to get at Intark. My eyes scanning the bodies on the field of battle frantically. But Samantha and Jani were nowhere to be seen.

	An overlay bloomed in my vision with an overhead map of the area, just inside the treeline on the eastern edge of the farms, there was a blip strobing, with Sammie's identification scrolling under it. I sighed in relief when her healthy vitals were displayed under it.

	I whispered to myself, “What are you doing out there Samantha?” Then I started running.

	



	


Chapter 10 – The Dökkálfar of Alfheim

	I was amazed at how fast I could cover ground now. I was leaping over incoming Dark Elves as I went, they were just trickling in now and I looked back to see at least two or three hundred swarming around the fortified farmhouse.

	I slowed and hesitated when a shorter Dökkálfar, who had fallen behind the others came limping along on a crutch, one leg malformed, a large sack tied to her back which had vegetables and bundles of grain sticking out of it. She brandished a small branch or root like a weapon in her free hand as she made her way toward the others, fear, and determination in her eyes.

	She froze when she saw me looking back towards the woods, then around me toward the farmhouse. Her indecision turned to determination as she shuffled forward. I just blinked at her, she was no warrior, she was stealing food...? Were they just trying to feed their people?

	The lame Dark Elf would be slaughtered in a moment if she had come up against the Heroes of the Night. Did her kind see the Ragnarok as such a threat that they disregarded their personal safety to deal with them?

	I looked back, our group was safe inside the stone structure, so I stepped aside. She shuffled past, keeping her eyes down and not meeting my gaze as she spoke in that clicking guttural language. It sounded like a prayer, or an apology, or both.

	I stood there blinking as I watched her go to what I was positive she saw as her own doom, but the alternative if she didn't she viewed as so much worse. I swallowed and thought of all I've seen this night, wondering if things weren't as they seemed here. If the Dökkálfar were the feral, mindless killing machines we were told, why have so many of them ignored me to go for what they saw as the greater threat? Even what I saw as their non-combatants, their civilians.

	I started running again, through empty fields, no more Dark Elves with their light absorbing blackish-blue skin were to be seen. I leapt as I reached the low stone wall at the treeline and landed on a branch of the nearest tree, about ten feet from the forest floor.

	Just as I was about to activate my new armor's night vision as I pulled the hood up, the Verr anticipated my needs and the world brightened, coming to life around me as I saw readouts indicating I was seeing in the normal light spectrum and infrared spectrum with artificial enhancements added from active scanning.

	Besides the colors being odd, I could see as clear as day. I thought, “You really have to stop eavesdropping on my thoughts.” I hesitated and added, “Thank you.”

	I snorted at the message scrolling, “Far Striker is welcome.”

	Then I looked over the map with the locator beacon again, Samantha hadn't moved at all, she was somewhere straight ahead, fifty yards. I was about to call out, but I didn't know if I should telegraph I was there, let alone let anyone know I was looking for someone out here. Stealth was the order of the day.

	My new armor and hunting cloak shimmered when I made the proper eye movements, and it took on the same coloring of the objects around me, camouflaging me almost as well as the cloaking field of the Folkvangr Chameleon Armor that all of the Valkyrie and Valkfela wore.

	Then I slipped silently from branch to branch toward the blip in my vision, praying to the Tree of Ages that Jania was with Sam, and they were both ok. When I was about fifteen yards away, I heard the slight sound of energy sparking over and over in a repetitive beat.

	I almost fell off my branch when I came to a quick halt in surprise as I rounded a massive trunk to see a befuddling sight below me.

	Jania was sitting cross-legged on top of a half hemispherical bubble of force, one elbow on her knee, her chin on her fist, as she just kept jabbing the vibro-arrow she had stolen from me into the impenetrable shield, saying over and over, “Poke. Poke. Samantha of the Asgard, let me in. Poke. Poke.”

	I leapt, and flipped through the air to land at the base of the shield bubble as I de-cloaked and stared gape-jawed at who was inside the shield. Samantha stood in the center, a tall Dark Elf with more substantial armor and weapons than the others, was alternating between uselessly throwing itself against the shield and attacking Samantha, who just stood there passively, her nano lattice flaring more powerfully than any Valkyrie's.

	Jani saw me and called down from where she sat, “Welcome to the party, Artie. Your stabby pointy thing is useless against Sam's shield bubble. I don't know why you even gave it to me as a gift.”

	“I didn't give it to you as...” I sighed, knowing it was no use. I watched in curiosity as Sam just stood there with the trapped Elf who was in a frenzy as I reached out to find her intelligent shield was keeping us out when we could normally pass right through. “What are you doing Sammie? Drop the shield or let us in.”

	She shook her head. “No. Please, give me time. Something is not right here.” I hesitated then nodded at her, of course, one of the most intelligent people I have ever met would have seen things were not adding up on this night.

	Jani slid down the bubble and rolled then pirouetted as she reached me, and I found that I was cradling her in my arms as she kicked her feet idly, looking at the woman she had professed love to earlier. She reached out with the arrow, and with that sound of energy arching as the arrow blade bounced off, she said, “Poke.”

	I looked down at the playful Elf. “And why am I holding you?” I dropped her and she landed gracefully on the ground, then leaned into me to lay her head on my shoulder as she watched the trapped Elf attacking her girl in vain.

	She mumbled, “But, you're not holding me. I'm standing on the forest floor...” Her eyes widened, “Maybe the forest is holding us, or us standing on it is stopping the forest from floating up to join the stars. I'm hungry. Do you have any chocolate?”

	I caught Samantha grinning at that and holding back a chuckle as she kept her eyes on her detainee. Jania could always get a smile out of Samantha no matter the circumstances, and I knew that is why she acted so zany all the time. She lived for Sam's smile.

	Then she knocked on the shield. “Samantha, please let me in.”

	Sam shook her head. “No, you'll kill him.”

	Jani nodded. “Well, yeah... he is trying to kill you. And I'm sort of adverse to that since I'm overly fond of you not being killed, it makes for more lively parties.”

	And I just about leapt out of my own skin and got the sense that my Verr were caught unaware too as Nerthus spoke from right behind us. “Child, that thing will kill you if given the chance. Let us dispatch it.”

	I sputtered out, “All Mother? You followed me? How did you get out of the farmhouse?”

	She cocked an eyebrow at me like I had said something foolish. “I did not follow you, I went out in search of your charge and my daughter too. I will have no other do what I will not. We just coincidentally located them at the same time. I left through the escape tunnels built under every farmhouse, in case of Dökkálfar attack when the Heroes of the Night are patrolling elsewhere.”

	Jania just gave a half-assed salute of acknowledgment. “Mother.”

	The Queen sighed and exhaled as she shook her head at her daughter's antics, then she raised her pike and asked Sam again, “Child?”

	Samantha shook her head and said, “Not until I have a talk with him.”

	Nerthus snapped, “They are savages without language, you cannot.”

	Sam shrugged. “Someone has to try. Most of those I have seen tonight do not look like warriors, and this one seems to be the most decorated of the lot as he commanded from the shadows here. So he may know more about why they attack the Ljósálfar every night.”

	The Queen of the Elves scanned the night, making me wonder if they had superior eyesight to Olympians and Asgard because the dark didn't seem to hamper her. “We are out in the open like this, without backup. Easy prey for an ambush.”

	Jani actually smirked and said as she tried to hide the pride in her tone, “She Who Lived is not prey.”

	Her mother rolled her eyes and gave her daughter a crooked grin. “Fine, but you must agree to let us in or the Dökkálfar out if we are discovered. I will not see any die for this folly.”

	Sam nodded once in defiance, and said, “Now please, calm down and lower your weapons and let me work.” That was the first time I ever saw Samantha taking charge, she was always so timid, and I liked it. It was the tone of a future leader if I ever heard one.

	Nerthus lowered her pike, and Jania looked down at the arrow in her hand. She stabbed it at the shield one last time, “Poke.” Then she shook her head at me like it was my fault the arrow didn't penetrate the bubble, and she slipped it into her own quiver.

	Then Samantha looked at us as what looked to be a rough metal dagger deflected off of her lattice. “Sit everyone, show you are no threat.”

	We all looked at each other, and I shrugged and sat, the other women followed, and I smiled when they sat back to back with me and each other so we could all keep an eye out for ambushes.

	Then Samantha held her hands out palm outward to the Dark Elf who hesitated, then she sat down cross-legged and said, “Come now, let's just sit and talk. Nobody is going to harm you.”

	The Dökkálfar went into another frenzy, throwing itself at the shield, again and again, slashing at it with its weapon. I wondered if they were starting to enter their own bronze age as it was the first metal weapon I have seen on the Dark Elves.

	He tried attacking Samantha again to no avail, and it roared out in a primal way, the whole time clicking and making structured sounds. I was more and more convinced it was a language. Asgard nanites would translate if they had some context, and the universal translators in our wrist consoles had even more languages to cross-reference than the nanites had.

	The Dark Elf was exhausting himself quickly, as he stopped to pant, his hands on his knees. Sam patted the forest floor in front of her, entreating him to sit with her eyes. She looked just as innocent and non-threatening as I knew her to truly be.

	The man hissed and clicked at her, and she sat impassively, patting the ground. He looked around at us, where we all sat where he wished to be... outside the shield that held him captive. Then he stalked around her, ending up back in front of her as he swayed like an animal looking for a weakness to exploit, as he seemed to be assessing her.

	Then he hesitantly sat in front of her, just out of arm's reach, and studied her. I could see intelligence in his piercing golden hued eyes that seemed to glitter in the moonlight. She smiled sweetly at him then said, “Well met, I'd really like to learn to communicate with you. Shall we begin?”

	Then we all just watched as Samantha patiently worked with the man, learning how they could understand each other first non verbally then started building a vocabulary that would give the translators what they needed to work with to start building a library that would allow verbal communications. We were all awestruck as she sat there for hours, building a lexicon with a race the Ljósálfar thought too primitive for structured language.

	It started small at first. As she would hold up objects and name them, like a leaf, then she would hand it to the Elf and after she repeated the word leaf many times holding up another, he made a gurgle click. When he repeated the same sound after she said leaf again, she moved onto something else, like her hand, or fingers. Again and again, this occurred. Then she started adding simple sentence structure.

	Placing her hand on her chest with a leaf, “My leaf.” Then she held it out for him to take. “Your leaf.”

	And as morning approached we were all staring wide-eyed as the universal translators were providing broken sentences from the Dökkálfar and providing his native tongue back as Samantha spoke. The man looked at her in awe as he started talking enthusiastically about gods and magic. And before long they were having a real conversation. I knew the more he spoke the faster the translators would adapt now that it had inflection and context for the language.

	Off in the distance, a gong sounded, the man leapt to his feet and hissed and said, “I must flee the light of the Gods of Fire Sky. The day is not for the Lortax, I will be punished for daring to be out in the light.”

	Lortax? Was that what they called themselves?

	The Queen whispered, breaking out of her trance, “Sunrise comes, fifteen minutes away. The Dökkálfar cannot bear the sunlight, it burns their skin and blinds them. They are creatures of the night.”

	Samantha held a hand out to him. “I will not allow... the light of the Gods of Fire Sky to harm you. Please, sit, I wish to speak with you now that we are able.” As she spoke, the amplitude of the shield changed and it darkened... eighty percent according to the information my Verr was sharing with me.

	His eyes widened and he hit the ground, laid out with his head down in supplication, hands outstretched across the ground toward her. “You are one of the Gods! Have the Lorkálfar displeased you? We Dökkálfar failed in keeping the pale demons from your gardens.”

	I noted how the translator slowly changed Lortax to Dökkálfar, so it truly was their race name. And Samantha looked appalled as she reached a hand out to place on his arm. “We are no gods. Please, I wish to ask you some questions if I may.” Then she added, “What is your name? Mine is Samantha.”

	He looked up slowly as if he expected to be struck down at any moment, and when he was not, he timidly sat again in front of her. “Koar.”

	She beamed at him. “Well met, Koar. It truly is a pleasure to speak with you finally.”

	We heard many feet running through the forest our way, shouts of fear speaking of the approach of the Fire Sky accompanied them. I said, “Umm... Sammie, I don't mean to interrupt, but we have incoming. Either let us in or things might get a bit nasty out here.”

	Just then, a wave of Dökkálfar came running toward the east. Two hissed when they saw us and charged. One calling out, “They have Leader! Attack before Fire Sky takes him!”

	Kroth. This was going to get messy.

	But Koar roared out, “Leave them be! Get our people to safety.” When the men hesitated and a few others pulled their weapons to advance, he growled, “Who is Leader? I am Leader. Get our people to safety, now!” They hesitated again, then hissed and started ushering their people past us, their weapons pointed our way.

	They were rushing back to their tunnels and caves before the sun came up? The light from the sun sounded as if it were anathema to them.

	Koar asked as the rest of the Dökkálfar passed by us in their retreat from the day, “The Giant Evil Walker?”

	The men growled out in fear, “It still lives. May the Gods of the Fire Sky preserve us all.”

	As we watched the last of them disappear to the east, Koar pleaded with us, “You must save yourselves, the Giant Evil Walkers are more deadly than even these pale demons you associate with.” He pointed at the Queen and Jania.

	While Nerthus narrowed her eye at the man, Jania chirped out, “I bet I'm the best dressed pale demon you've ever seen.”

	The Dark Elf cocked his head in confusion then asked Samantha quietly, “It speaks? Is that one right in the head?”

	Sam giggled and said, “Humor is just her way of dealing with tense situations. She's my... well my something.”

	Koar cocked his head at her, likely wondering if whatever was allowing them to speak together was working correctly.

	Sam waved that off and then looked over at Nerthus. “If I let you in, do you promise no violence. I have questions for both leaders as to why this war between your peoples persists. If you try to attack him, I will eject you. Understood?”

	The Queen of the Elves stood, cocking her head and bringing her pike up to run the blade along the shield, watching the energy crackle along the blade and nodded, “Open your infernal magic sphere then.”

	Then the Queen made a startled gleeping sound as Jania pushed her from behind. Nerthus winced just before she passed through the shield like it wasn't there, her hands up in front of her defensively, her pike falling to the ground as the shield stopped it from passing through. She looked back to see Jani just grinning like a loon at her. She was obviously enjoying her knowledge of Asgard tech.

	The Dökkálfar stood and the two glared at each other, circling as they sized each other up. Koar asked, “You lead the pale demons?”

	Samantha snapped like she was dealing with misbehaving children. “Both of you sit down. The faster we do this, the faster you can go your separate ways... in peace.”

	They looked at each other, and the two slowly sat, their eyes boring into the one they saw as the enemy. Then Koar hissed when Samantha reached out and grabbed Koar's blade where it sat beside him and she flung it out of the shield.

	She said as she glared at them, daring them to speak, “Good, now we can begin.”

	



	


Chapter 11 – Gods of Fire Sky

	I just sat there transfixed as the gentlest of the Three Embers spoke to the leaders of both the Light and Dark Elves of Alfheim.

	She started with the introductions. “Koar, you are Leader of the Dökkálfar of Alfheim?”

	He nodded and said as he examined Nerthus, “For those of us living in the caverns near this God Tree, yes. There are others, by the gardens of the Fire Sky Gods near the other God Trees.”

	God Trees had to be the City Trees the Light Elves built their settlements in and around, so these gardens were the farms that were raided?

	Samantha just smiled at him and nodded then turned and said, “And this is Queen Nerthus, All Mother of the Ljósálfar of Alfheim, She Who Lived.”

	The man showed his teeth, his canines are longer than any of the other species I knew, even the Light Elves who he looked so much like. There were just small physical differences, like that and their amazing light absorbing skin, and their ears being just a little longer and pointier. But you could see they were two branches of the same evolutionary tree.

	I hadn't realized that bluish black of his skin actually was absorbing light until I thought it, and then I had to blink as my vision started cycling through all the light wavelengths until I saw in the ultraviolet frequency that there was actually no pigment differential between the two elves, his skin actually was absorbing other wavelengths. And the data streaming beside him from my Verr had me blinking in surprise.

	Just as absorbing light seemed to darken his pigmentation, according to what I read, their skin would convert heat into infrared light. Zeus's Balls, they produced their own organic luminescence! That would be an ideal evolutionary adaptation for a race of subterranean underground dwellers to emanate their own light. Amazing.

	Nerthus was not impressed by his aggressive display as she hissed at him and showed her own teeth with smaller, but no less pointed canines. He asked as he looked at her teeth just as I was doing, “You lead the Pale Demons who invade the gardens of the Fire Sky Gods, which we are sworn to protect?”

	She said in a frosty tone full of malice, “It is you who are the demons, killing indiscriminately. My people, my friends.”

	He stood and lunged and she did the same. By the Tree of Ages, they were going to tear each other apart. But they both slammed into an invisible wall between them, and it flared with power knocking both back. I saw Sam's pinky twitch and the wall fell as they both rubbed their faces where they had collided. Red blood was evident on each of their faces.

	Samantha said as if she were speaking with children... and in a way, they were to her as she was thousands of years older than both of them, “If you will not be civil, then I will speak with each of you separately. Just look at you, you both bleed red, the same blood, cousins of the same race.” They hesitated and wiped the blood onto their hands and looked down at it.

	With a motion of her hand, she bid them sit again. They sat farther apart this time as Sammie said, “Koar, I'd like to ask more of the gardens of these Fire Sky Gods and the oath you are sworn to in a bit, but right now, I'm more interested why your people seemed to go after the tall man from our group tonight and ignored all else.”

	Good, she was as observant and intelligent as I believed her to be. I had suspicions about what he might say and she obviously did too. But Nerthus and Jania needed to hear it from Koar.

	He hissed and showed his little mini fangs again at the mention of Intark. “The Giant Evil Walkers have returned. We knew it would happen one day, we have had too many generations of the Peace Days. If they were ever to return, it would mean the end of the Dökkálfar, as we had almost been wiped out the first time and there are so few of us now.”

	Sam nodded, deep in thought. “The Giant Evil Walkers, the Ragnarok who once occupied your world and enslaved the Ljósálfar?” He looked confused and she stood and held her hand as high as she could, “Like the man who was with us? His people?”

	He nodded, making a sour face, fear in his eyes. “Yes. They cannot be allowed to return or all is lost.”

	“That is what the horns were for? To call your people to defend Alfheim in case these Giant Evil Walkers returned?”

	He nodded and Sam smiled encouragingly at him. “Can you tell us about them, what happened to your people when they invaded this world?”

	Koar cocked his head and closed his eyes and his lips moved like he was silently singing something, then he opened his eyes and started, sounding as adept a storyteller as Breem. “In the days before days, when we could walk in the light for a time with the friends of the Dökkálfar, the sky fell in rains of huge demons with magic weapons of pain and fire who sought to take our home from us. The Fire Sky Gods had abandoned us, as we were not worthy of their pity and this new Giant Evil walked the lands in the day just as they did the night.”

	He stood and was walking along the perimeter of the shield bubble as we saw the first rays of sunlight filtering through the trees and striking the darkened shield. The man touched where the sunbeam struck the force field, amazement in his eyes that he seemed to be touching something he was afraid of.

	Then he turned back to the others in the dome. “We tried to free our friends, but found to our folly, the magic the Giant Evil possessed. They were inelfmane, the way they took the lives of our people from a distance. It was then we realized that they were our punishment for walking in the day which belonged to the Fire Sky Gods.”

	He huffed out in exasperation. “So we retreated into our homes in the caverns of the Underneath where the night embraces all. The Giant Evil Walkers searched for us, but they did not know the twisty turns of the Underneath like we do, and even their magic artifacts with the glowing lights could not find us. So we hid.”

	He sighed and his voice got heavy with sorrow. “We lived for as long as we could in hiding, living on the mushrooms and lichen in the caves, and the water of life which flows freely in the Underneath. The elderly and sick started dying from empty stomachs.”

	Koar puffed up his chest in pride. “We sent the brave to the surface to forage for foodstuffs, and to try to find the friends of the Dökkálfar. Our friends were nowhere our people looked, and we knew that we were alone, that this Giant Evil had wiped them from the face of Alfheimr.”

	Then he deflated. “But the Giant Evil Walkers came, they always knew when we traveled up from the Underneath in some way, and they would be waiting. And they laughed as they hunted and killed our brave who ventured out into the night to feed our dying peoples.”

	He hissed, showing his teeth again. “They trapped or rounded up those they found, and then they hunted them for sport. Thus the Kalfrea were born, those who volunteered to die that others might live. They would draw away the Giant Evil at night, allowing our scavengers to gather food for the others. And as a people, the Dökkálfar prayed every night to the Fire Sky Gods to forgive us our trespass and again show us favor if we showed penance.”

	He smiled fiercely at the deception. “Generation after generation the Kalfrea sacrificed that others might live, for more numbers that can be counted the seasons did turn the lifetimes did pass. In the Final Times, where more Kalfrea were dying than Dökkálfar were being born. We knew that we had cheated our fate for too long and that our final punishment was being met out as we could not scavenge enough to keep our people alive because the Kalfrea were too few.”

	He held his hands out as if cupping water. “When all hope had been torn from us, it all changed. The last Kalfrea, the ancient ancestor I am named for, Koar the One, ran from the caves to draw the Giant Evil Walkers away, but none did pursue. We went to their huge settlements, but they were all aflame.”

	He smiled and shrugged. “We had finally paid our penance and we were forgiven, and allowed to walk the night under the sky of diamonds once again. The Giant Evil Walkers had left our lands and we saw prosperity after so long. The Gods of the Fire Sky had deemed us worthy to live. And we bow to their wisdom in teaching us what we were without their favor.”

	He sighed. “But it was more tolerance than forgiveness, as we learned on the first time the fire in the sky rose to make day from the night. Where our ancestors were allowed to walk under the Fire Sky with great discomfort, we were now forbidden by the Gods to see the day. Our skin bubbles and our eyes burn and lose their sight if we dare to walk Alfheimr when the Fire Sky Gods do.”

	I just blinked at the story and realized I was blinking back tears. They were hunted for sport, and they thought it was because they lost the favor of imaginary gods. How many eons had their people lived in fear like that, hiding in a world without natural light?

	I glance over at Jani and she seemed appalled at what we had just heard. I could see her quick mind putting it all together as Sam and I had.

	Samantha looked to started to ask something, but Nerthus spoke instead, “And you saw a Ragnarok, a Giant Evil Walker this night after so long. And your people were trying to save the other Dökkálfar by stopping him before he could bring his brethren?”

	The Dark Elf considered her for a moment as he looked her up and down, “Yes. Where the vermin of the pale demons try to infest the gardens of the Gods, the Giant Evil is many times many, with numbers more than fingers worse. They would be the end of us all if they return in force.”

	She snapped out, “We are the Ljósálfar, stop calling us demons!”

	Sam cocked an expectant eyebrow and the queen huffed at her then said in a calmer tone, “And we shall afford you the same courtesy.”

	Sammy grinned at her like a pleased Fluff Tail rodent.

	The man hissed, “Agreed.” He spit in his hand and offered it to her. She looked disgusted but then timidly did the same. He growled as they clasped hands upright, then she wiped her hand on her leg afterward.

	Our adorable Asgard moderator looked quite happy at the minor victory and said, “Now Koar, would you please explain the gardens of the Fire Sky Gods to us and your oath?”

	Just then, the rest of our group and the Heroes of the Night stepped through the dense forest and saw us. Dite called out, “They're over here!”

	Then I almost had to cover my ears when Koar started screeching at the top of his lungs, launching himself at the shield, repeatedly, his eyes locked on Intark. The big man winced at the reaction.

	Samantha was standing, placing her hands on the Dark Elf's shoulders, calming him with her words, “It is alright Koar, he will do neither you nor your people any harm. He is a friend.”

	He looked back at her as he stopped screeching, his hands pressed against the shield. “He deceives you, they are evil and will...”

	“No. He is not like the ones who had hunted your kind.”

	Then he was hissing as the Heroes of the Night rushed forward their pikes lowered as they shouted, “My Queen!” Koar stumbled back, knocking Samantha to the ground with him as he pulled back from the thrusting pikes. They bounced off of the shield bubble harmlessly.

	Koar looked embarrassed and then frightful when he realized he was on top of Sam, who looked embarrassed herself. He helped her up as Nerthus strode forward. “Stand down. I am in no danger here. Go to the gates before search parties are dispatched. We shall retire to the gates as soon as we are finished here.”

	When the men hesitated, she snapped out, “Go!” While Jania swung from one of Intark's biceps to swing herself up to sit on his shoulder, kicking her feet lazily.

	Sam's face screwed up cutely as she asked a silly Elf friend, “What are you doing, Jani?”

	“The view is better up here. Besides, I want to examine this better, it is unnaturally sharp.”

	Intark looked up with a smirk, and the smirk was replaced with surprise. “Hey, give me my knife back, how did you even find it on me?”

	She crinkled her nose and kept it out of his reach with a grin. “I figured you wanted me to have it since I haven't ever seen one like it before. You've been holding out on me Inty.”

	“By the Tree of Ages, don't call me that.”

	The two stopped and turned when they realized all eyes were on them, expectant looks on our faces. Our Elf friend said simply, “Oh.” Then winked at Intark and handed the blade down to him as the Light Elf warriors jogged off.

	Sam again cleared her throat as she sat, and indicated the two leaders should too. When they complied she looked at the Dark Elf. “As you were saying, Koar? The gardens?”

	He nodded then squinted an eye at Nerthus in accusation as he said, “We foraged for food and set snares for game, and though we found enough to sustain us, winter fell upon us. We found that we had barely stored away enough to sustain us through the cold days where the fire in the sky stayed low on the horizon. They were lean days, but nothing as bad as we had endured during the Final Times.”

	The man smiled hugely, looking quite dashing just then, as he shared, “Then the big thaw came, and we again left the Underneath to resupply our foodstuffs. That was the Day of Forgiveness when the Dökkálfar were finally blessed by the Fire Sky Gods once again, when we found they had brought their gardens to Alfheimr so that our people would live and prosper.”

	He looked almost in rapture as he shook his head like he was imagining what it would have been like that day. “Vegetables and fruits and other foodstuffs, all in rows. Grains waving in fields, livestock for the taking behind wooden lines. The Gods had provided for us. So to stay in their favor, we swore we would defend their gardens to the death. And to show our fealty and appreciation for all they did for us, we offered up the bones of the livestock we fed to our people, that they might again put flesh on them to replenish the herds.”

	Then he growled and hissed out, “That is when they came. To try to take the gardens from us, the pale... the Ljósálfar. We saw signs of them everywhere at night, so we knew they raided the gardens during the day, but that was the first time we saw some under the diamond sky. They shouted in devil tongues, curses which could not smite us, because we were again of the favored of the Fire Sky Gods.”

	He clenched a fist and looked at it. “And so we defended the gardens and drove them out. But they came again and again, with weapons which shone in the light, and we found we could not chase them off so easily as they attacked us each night.”

	Koar grinned at us, and his grin faltered when his gaze swept across the All Mother. “But we had learned from a more devious enemy, and we knew to initiate the Kalfrea once again. So for generations more than numbers count, the Kalfrea distracted the... Ljósálfar... while our gatherers snuck out to collect the foodstuffs needed to feed our people.”

	He leaned in toward Sam and confided with pride, “Sometimes we Kalfrea would fight all night, affording the gatherers even more time.” Then he sighed. “If only we could protect the gardens during the day too. We find they take so much when we cannot defend the gardens under the Fire Sky.”

	The Dark Elf looked at Samantha for her approval of his answer. She looked so very sad as she grabbed his hand and gave it a squeeze before she turned to look at Nerthus, who had her eyes closed her head tilted up as she bit her lower lip. Sam reached out to take her hand as well and gave her a look of empathy and compassion.

	Then the most innocent of the Three Embers looked at the man and said softly, “Koar, what if I were to tell you that the friends to the Dökkálfar yet lived?” She held a hand toward us and Jania had somehow slipped off of Intark's shoulder without us seeing and was striding through the shield to take her hand.

	She continued softly, “And what if I were to tell you that those gardens? They were not placed there by the Fire Sky Gods?”

	Dite wiped a tear from my cheek, her hair cycling through colors in concern for me. Had this war that has gone on every night for centuries truly been just because of the inability for two races to communicate? To reunite with each other in a friendship lost after the evils that befell them under occupation?

	Sam asked Jania, her eyes pleading, “Please take the others back to the City Tree, we have things to discuss here that should be done in private. Let them know we will return soon. They need to find out if seeking an accord is still needed, they will know at anytime now.”

	Jani just sighed and nodded once when her mother didn't countermand our Asgard. Then she surprised Samantha with a peck on her lips, and Sam's eyes went glassy as a wistful smile spread on her lips as she raised her finger to them.

	The wicked Elf winked at her girl then turned to the Dark Elf. They studied each other for a moment, then Jani pulled the pin off of her tunic that signified her position and handed it to the man, inclining her head? He returned the nod, a silent acknowledgment between two warriors, then she strode out of the shield bubble and confidently up to us. “You heard my Samantha.”

	



	


Chapter 12 – Two Minutes

	When we reached the gates of the great outer wall of Allrbus, there was pandemonium. The gates were wide and our people stood outside of them, a shield sparking in the opening with hundreds of Elvish warriors attacking it and yelling out to our people. Sheets of arrows rained down upon them harmlessly as Brunie kept one hand skyward as Essa blocked the gates with her shield.

	When we were within earshot, Jania opened her mouth and emitted a high screeching sound that was more shrill than any whistle. She walked right through the shield bubbles of the two Embers, bumping forearms with them, Inatra, and Kara without slowing her stride as she stepped right through the barrier at the gates and into the enraged throng of warriors.

	One woman cried out, “Sure Step! You are alive!”

	Jania almost roared, “What is the meaning of this chaos?”

	The woman, dressed in the armor of the Queen's personal guard knelt in front of her. “When our Queen did not return at first light, we organized search and war parties. But these... these kleshnie would not allow us to pass.” She hissed toward our friends, then added, “They told lies that they were watching the All Mother from here and that warriors were not needed. We believed them to be committing treachery and spiriting She Who Lived through the God Portal to the stars. Or that the Dökkálfar had killed you all.”

	Jani used one of Kate's colorful phrases as she ran her hand down her face in exasperation, “Oh, for fuck's sake. They tell the truth. Queen Nerthus is currently communicating with the leader of the Dark Elves and will be along presently.”

	One Elf in leather armor pointed at her as he growled out, “She deceives us! The Dökkálfar cannot speak! And all know the traitor has befriended the kleshnie against our Queen's laws. She is with them!”

	The man's words had the crowd surging at her, some with weapons drawn. And before Kara, Inatra, Intark, Apollo, Hephaestus and I could charge forward to protect her, she was spinning, slapping, kicking and twisting, disarming four Elves, unbalancing three and riding the Elf who had incited them, down to the ground while standing on his back. When the man oofed as he hit, Jani wound up with her bow drawn and the tip of my vibro-arrow an inch from the left eye of the leader of the Queen's personal guard who froze with her blade half drawn, then raised her hands.

	When the man tried to rise, as the guard hissed at Jania, our Elvish friend shoved his neck down with her foot, making him eat dirt. “You dare raise weapons against me, Jania Sure Step, who took the Flower Crown against my better judgment yesterday, just so my mother would listen to a plea for help and I could strike down these archaic laws?”

	That caused gasps and frantic murmuring to ripple through the crowd about princesses and crowns. And I had to hand it to the leader of the Queen's personal guard, she maintained her cool, even with the deadly threat just in front of her eye. She pulled slightly back so she could bow her head slightly her hair as light as Jania's own, dipping to frame her delicate Elvish features. “Apologies highness, we were not informed.”

	Then the woman gave a sly smile. “You can see how this looks, can you not?”

	Jani growled in exasperation again and stepped off the man and shouldered her bow as she called out, “Essa of the Asgard? Can your magic-y wrist-y thingy communicate with Samantha?”

	She nodded and said, “You know it is a wrist console, Jani, not to mention that you already procured mine. And that we do not need them to communicate with her. Our Verr have had us watching the whole discussion out in the forest by the farms.”

	Jania rolled her eyes and held a sword out to the guard, blade down by the pommel with two fingers. The guard looked down to where her hand hovered over a now empty scabbard and gasped then took the offered blade back as our overly cute, kleptomaniac Elf-butt said, “No you silly Asgard, I mean so those of us without magic tiny machines in our blood can hear?”

	Essa actually blushed a little at that. “Umm... of course. Sorry.”

	Intark stepped up to Essa and lovingly placed his hands on her shoulders from behind, as Essa asked, “What do you need?” while Brunhilde handed her wrist console to Essa who accepted it without looking back in their odd synchronicity again.

	Jania called back to her without moving her eyes from the crowd, “Can you have her put my mother on please with that kleshnie magic you do with the holo-ish thingies?”

	Essa said patiently, “They are holograms, woman, you use them every day. Don't act as if you don't know, we've got your number lady.”

	Jani nodded to the assembled warriors and offered as if it were perfectly logical. “Yes, my number is seven and two thirds in case you ever need to know.”

	Ok, I snorted at that as Dite giggled while rubbing her hands up and down my arm, her hair all purples and pinks. Just great, all we needed now was a mischievous and amorous Aphrodite just then.

	Essa tapped the borrowed wrist console, then made a pinching and dragging motion with her fingers and a hologram of the inside of Samantha's shield bubble bloomed above her sister's wrist. The Elves all gasped as Breem and Kalimish pushed their way through the crowd and up to Jani.

	As the image resolved to show the three figures sitting on the forest floor, and the Dark Elf leader came into focus, causing shouts of alarm to ripple through the gathered warriors. Jania, still with her eyes locked on the people around her asked, “Mother? There seems to be a commotion at the gates, can you tell these overbearing oafs that you are ok and not to swarm the forests or kill our guests?”

	The All Mother's projection looked up to her and her eyes scanned the crowd beyond, “By the Fourth Gate, Sure Step, you know I am in the middle of something of monumental importance just now. Can you not handle some excitable Elves on your own?”

	Jani ground out through clenched teeth, “I would if they weren't drawing weapons on me and accusing me of treason and helping to spirit you off world. Just tell them so that their fears can be put to rest.”

	A couple of the Elvish warriors tried to follow Breem as he stepped through the shield to gawk, wide-eyed, at the Dark Elf. It still amazed me at the intelligence of Asgard shields to understand who is a threat and who was not. The warriors slammed into the shield and fell on their asses.

	His eyes still on the Dark Elf, Breem mumbled absently, “My Queen?”

	Nerthus sighed in exasperation and said to everyone, her holographic eyes moving over the troops, “I am unharmed and I will return to the gates soon.”

	Koar reached out a hand and it passed through Breem's face, making the man jump back hissing and feeling his own face as the Leader of the Dark Elves said, “By the Gods of the Fire Sky, what witchery is this?”

	This had murmurs of shock flowing through the ranks as fast as wildfire, “It speaks!”

	Their Queen corrected. “He speaks. He is Koar, leader of the Dökkálfar in our area.” Then she locked eyes with her personal guard. “Phalamine, disperse this crowd, I shall be back in Allrbus soon for the Naming ceremony for our new friends who have passed the final Sund. And I hope to have some news that will have the Story Tellers singing about for the ages.”

	Phalamine started to ask, eyes wide, either at the fact there was to be a Naming, or that Nerthus had just indicated there may be no more Sunds, “The final...” Then she snapped to attention. “Yes, my Queen!” She spun and called out with authority, “Disperse immediately, by command of the All Mother, She Who Lived!”

	Like a signal bell had rung out, Elves started bleeding back into the trees around the clearing at the gates as the girls dropped their shields. Jania turned to see Breem sticking his finger into Koar's head, as Koar did the same to him. She snorted and sang out, “Thank you, mother.”

	Then the hologram extinguished, leaving Jani to shrug and say to us, “Well, that just happened.”

	Then she turned to watch her people dispersing and gleeped as Phalamine and two other guards in shining armor flanked her. “What the heck, Phali?”

	The woman gave our friend an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, highness, but you yourself said you accepted the Flower Crown. Three guards to the crowned princess at all times as per tradition.”

	Jania huffed and marched up to us and did a cartwheeling back handspring to land on Intark's shoulder as she played with Phalamine's sword which she had in her hands again. “Well, that's inconvenient. I don't suppose I could say I was just kidding?” The impassive looks from her new guards dissuaded her from the notion. “Well, drat.”

	Then as Phalamine froze and checked her empty scabbard, we all finally relaxed. I realized my hands had been halfway back to my bow and quiver that entire time.

	When Jani absently flicked the blade through the air, just to have it caught deftly by the leader of her new guards, Phalamine called out, “Prepare the Naming ceremony for when our Queen returns!” Two runners went into motion, barreling down the path to the City Tree, scrambling over the debris of the trees I accidentally felled.

	The woman cocked an expectant brow at her crowned princess and said patiently, “I would ask that you restrain yourself from helping yourself to my weapons, majesty. It would be inconvenient if you find yourself in need of my services.”

	Our friend nodded down at her seriously. “Ok, then you'll probably want these back.” She tossed two throwing knives with long tassels down to embed in the ground by her new guard's feet.

	Phalamine sputtered out, “How? When?” as she retrieved them and slipped them into the sash at her waist, which accentuated the gleaming armor with a splash of color.

	As we were led back inside the gates to some sort of planning room in a hollowed out tree trunk next to the wall, Essa blurted, “We're getting data from Olympus again!”

	I exhaled, and said to Dite, “Never a dull moment with the Asgard.”

	She nodded and said with a purr in her voice, “I can see why you adore them so much, Artie, they're simply fascinating and never dull.”

	Kara was pulling her wrist console off, speaking to the air as she placed it on the table in the middle of the space. “Mother? Father? Is the signal able to be resolved through the interference?” Odin's workshop bloomed in the middle of the room, and I could see Odin frantically typing in calculations that were beyond me, and I could calculate trajectories including all environmental and spatial variables in real time, and my armor could refine my calculations on the fly.

	“Father?”

	Odin looked up then toward us. “Oh, yes. Well met everyone. Loki is here to do just that.”

	A woman behind him at another console turned around, and I had to smile at Loki. The broken Asgard was the only person who matched Arina's sheer intelligence, though she was quite erratic as her mind was not always on track. Odin, though First Scientist of Asgard, was not close to their level, even though he was still the smartest man I have ever had the pleasure of knowing.

	The woman looked at Odin like a child seeking the approval of a parent. “I need those numbers, Uncle. Spinning, spinning, space is folding, time is screaming, and fortune favors the bold.”

	He nodded and sputtered, “Of course.” He finished and flicked the results to her. She smiled to herself as she turned back to work. “How is the Archer, the favorite of the Asgard?”

	I blushed and said, “I am well Loki. Thank you for...”

	She interrupted. “You forgot the feedback resonance in the theta band, Uncle.” He winced but she just chirped out, “There, fixed. We can try again now. Titans scheme, the world burns, they lose their own. Arina, are you there dear, sweet girl?”

	Our holo projection warped and expanded, static on one side forming into fuzzy representations of Arina and Thea. In a warped and hissing tone, Arina said, “Yes Loki, well met. Love you.”

	Arina the Whispering Breeze and the Three Embers were a stabilizing force on Loki's mindset, and they all truly loved the wayward woman. As did we. But they would always tell her and reassure her since she had performed the greatest betrayal of Asgard in order to pay penance for the sins of her father, Thor, and to try to regain the sanity she once had.

	Loki blushed and inclined her head, “And I you. Well met, Whispering Breeze, Thea.”

	Thea waved from her station where she was working as frantically as Odin. “I can only hold the connection for a few minutes, be quick, the changing frequencies are almost more than I can compensate for.”

	I swallowed knowing that if my Titan friend was doing something manually, it meant that the computers could not keep up. As intelligent as I have just shared that Arina is, Thea helped to create entire universes including ours, and was at a level most would compare to that of gods.

	But even then, the Jotunn, the Frost Giants, and Titans were still fallible. As they cannot figure out how the Asgard have harnessed force as stored energy as it would be akin to storing velocity, an intangible, into something physical without mass. It still boggles my mind, and we Olympians are almost, but not quite at the technical level of Asgard.

	But even they haven't figured out how our space folding technology works, so all races are fallible it seems. For the Asgard to move Valhalla between the planets in the cosmic engine the Jotunn built, they... well, they cheat for lack of a better word. They “transition” through a thin membrane of reality into the pocket universe that the Jotunn had constructed to house the Asgard when they created them as an experiment to see what went wrong when they created us.

	Then as a planet rotates into the same relative space as Valhalla, they transition through the membrane again. Appearing to have made the journey between the stars in mere moments, when in actuality it was the stars which were moving and Valhalla was sitting still in a static state.

	It still boggles my mind that for countless eons, Valhalla took up every square inch of their pocket universe, and it was all that they knew until one of their scientists was able to see through the veil to our universe and saw the endless amounts of space. I have watched the visual records of the first transition Valhalla had ever made, and the stunned, amazed, and even terrified looks on all of their faces when they were presented with a whole world of space beyond what they had always known to be all that there is.

	The First Ones, one of whom I know personally as a friend, Hajart the Loom Master, got the name by being the first group of Asgard to ever venture beyond the walls of Valhalla on the planet of Folkvangr. The historic venture lasted just five hours as they ventured farther than the breadth of Valhalla itself. It took months before they braved even more ventures out into the jungles of the uninhabited world.

	I had to smile because few Asgard lived as long as Hajart had. Most of the older Asgard get lost in the fog of ages, doing the same thing for so long that they sort of get lost and just fade away without new stimulus. But some embrace change and every few eons, change their professions, to learn something new. He always says that an active mind is a key to long life.

	He had been a young physicist back then and part of the team who had actually postulated the veil. Now he is the grandfather that we all never knew we needed. The ruling caste of Asgard, especially Inatra, loves the man like family. When I ask Inatra why she dotes so on the Loom Master, her simple answer breaks my heart every time, “Besides the ruling caste, Hajart was the first of the Asgard to accept me, instead of seeing me as only as a Ragnarok, their hated enemies. And he gifted me a scarf!”

	It was years later I learned of the significance of the scarf. I doubt even Hajart knew back then. But the Ragnarok race was singleminded in purpose and would do anything to achieve it, and that was to destroy the Valkyrie and the Asgard. They were taught that emotions were the enemy that they would distract from their main goal.

	So very, very rarely, a Ragnarok would be brave enough to show favor on another, whether it be family or a loved one. And they would do that by gifting a death shroud... a strip of cloth that would serve as the funeral veil if they were to fall in battle, and signified that someone loved them enough to show it in the open.

	Inatra wears Hajart's colors tied to her arm into every battle, and Kara has taken up the tradition as she wears the colors of Kenatar, and bears the title of Right Hand of Kenatar with honor. Kenetar had flown her generational starship into a Frost Giant Vessel at fractional C speeds, a suicide run, leaving the tiniest of cracks in their armor which afforded Kara to exploit it to bring down the first Star Killer in the history of all the races.

	I'm off course here. Back on topic, I'm sure it is only a matter of time before the Asgard figure out our space fold technology and create a more efficient design and implementation. We Olympians have always taken a more brute force approach to technology than other races, and that is the true secret.

	We store the energy for a jump in a fold of its own, only a dimensional fold instead of spacial fold. In effect, I guess it is like storing the energy in a little pocket universe. Since to fold space, it takes the power of a sun. We just store up that energy over centuries, but shunt it through a jump pack in a single instant to cause the fabric of space to fold in upon itself.

	I'm sure that with all the time Arina has spent rapid charging the 'capacitors', she has already figured out the secret and would come up with a more elegant solution soon, once Olympus is brought to safety.

	Arina spoke up, “Minutes ago, we detected movement of the Titan vessels again.” Her face was one of concern, “I fear that Kara's deception has only bought us ten hours.”

	Tych! My heart sunk, the Star Killers would be in main weapon's range of Mount Olympus an hour before they could fold the Citadel to safety. Krothing Titans!

	Kara huffed out in exasperation, “Show me.”

	Arina made a flicking motion and a new screen bloomed in the air, Odin and Loki moved to look up at the same information I knew. She rewound seven point two minutes Earth time units. We saw the two vessels drifting in space, and it looked as if hundreds of fleas were combing their surfaces.

	Kara's mouth twitched into a smile as she showed her teeth. Though lacking the menacingly sharp canines of the two Elven races, her's was no less chilling. The First Valkyrie of Asgard said, “They search to see if I left any other gifts on their hulls. If only they knew to look inside.”

	That was the second reference she had made that she may have done something else when she space folded the airlock door away with her.

	The time index sped up as Arina increased playback speed, and it looked like the ships, likely piloted by Halflings since there were only ten Titans on each vessel, were sucked into a ventral port back by the main engines.

	Intark, Inatra and I shared predatory smiles with Kara, now that we knew where they have hidden their docking bays. Right in the interference zone of the powered sublight engines, which is why we never detected them before. Then the screens flared as those monstrous sublight engines which could move a small moon blazed to life.

	And the playback stopped, replaced with realtime data since we had caught up in our frame of reference. Time dilation of light speed transmissions was always a bitch. What we watched 'live' was actually a couple of hours old as we had to wait for the light speed scans and visuals to return to us. It was so much better when Pegasus was out there, feeding us actual realtime data.

	We all leaned closer to the holographic display when the trailing ship suddenly broke to port and climbed at a forty-five-degree azimuth, firing its main weapon at the lead ship. Odin and Arina gasped as Intark and Inatra hissed aggressively, the excitement of battle in their eyes. Hera's Tits! They were firing on one another! What was going on there?

	We watched as each took hits to their main engines as they rolled to keep them out of the firing envelope.

	Kara was chuckling as she asked us, “Better than Thor's Hammer? Yes?”

	We noted that the velocity and acceleration numbers had decreased by three percent on the lead ship and two percent on the one vectoring away, back toward the event horizon of the spatial gateway that was still open and waiting for them.

	Odin was asking with stunned disbelief as his eyes were locked on the display, “Daughter... what did you do? How is this possible?”

	As the lead ship realized it would not be able to catch the other with its decreased engine efficiency, it changed its vector back toward Olympus.

	Kara just shrugged and admitted, “I didn't know if it would work at all, and it looks as if it did at an opportune time.”

	Essa whined out, “Mooom.”

	The Wild One chuckled and said, “Fine. Not one of you appreciates suspense. Did you not notice I returned with only three jump packs, Artemis?”

	I blinked at her as she grinned impishly. I looked at Jania and accused, “Kroth woman, you've infected Kara with your hijinks.” Then I growled at Kara, “Don't make me test your lattice against my vibro-arrows woman.”

	She crinkled her nose at me, again reminding me that possibly the most dangerous woman in the universe has no right being so cute. She said, “I had cut my arm and bled all over the pack, then jettisoned it just as we space folded, and when we were clear the timer folded the belt into one of the environmental control rooms of the second star killer. I had run past one enough times when they exercised me on one of the vessels that I could extrapolate a general target location.”

	She shrugged like it was all self-evident from there.

	Aphrodite was the one to ask, “How would bleeding on the pack...”

	Loki's almost unhinged laughter startled us and we looked at her as she gurgled out between bouts of laughter, “The temptress without her siren is temptress no more.”

	We saw Kate step into view, her eyes twinkling in amusement as she looked at her mate. “Kara, you didn't?”

	Kara said, “I did. As I said, it was a gamble, I didn't know if it would work, or if their system would filter out any contagions. But as the Jotunn technically could never get sick, I had hope they didn't.”

	Then Odin started chuckling, and so did Essa and Brunie when Arina joined in. I huffed out, “Do the smart kids wish to share with those of us who are slower than...”

	And Jania blurted out, “The cure!”

	The what? Then my eyes widened in realization. Nanites were not the only thing swimming around in Kara's blood, and they would have dissolved into proteins once they left her body. The cure for the Titan nano-phage which held our men enamored to the Jotunn women.

	Kara shrugged at me and said, “I didn't know how long it would take to propagate throughout a vessel that size if it actually worked. I guess the answer is ten hours.”

	I whispered, “That would mean...”

	Dite finished my thought, her eyes as wide as mine, “... our men are no longer bewitched by the Titans on that ship. After so many eons of enslavement, they are free.”

	I nodded and grinned, feeling the predator inside me pacing to get out to join the fight that was so very far away at this time. “And they must have overpowered the Titans and taken control of the Star Killer!”

	Then I made another realization, Olympus now controlled a Star Killer. Only we had no way of contacting the men on board and letting them know we are still here. And if they left through the gateway, we may never come across them again. Tych! So close.

	Essa was asking as the transmission started failing, “Aunt Arina? Does the decreased acceleration of the incoming vessel give you the time you need?”

	Arina's voice was garbled as we started to lose the transmission, but a strong burst communications stream came through before the channel collapsed. We all looked at the time estimate blazing away in front of us as we all held a collective breath. Two minutes. How could the universe be so unfair? They were slowed by fifty-eight minutes. We just needed two minutes! I wanted to scream to the heavens but I knew they would not hear me. This was all for naught.

	We all sat in silence for a long time. Then we finally spoke with Kate, Odin, and Loki, to fill them in on things here. But did it matter anymore? I guess the goodwill we were building with Queen Nerthus was positive, our request for sanctuary was worthless now because of just two solitary minutes.

	When we finished with them and signed off, we heard shouts outside and the sound of the gates of the great wall moving. We moved out to a flurry of activity as someone shouted, “Our Queen has returned!”

	



	


Chapter 13 – Naming

	The celebration was an awe-inspiring sight as it seemed the entire City Tree was involved and every Elf in it was in attendance at the base of the tree.

	Jania shared that the naming ceremony usually involved only the Nightwalker Watchers, the emerging adults who had completed their Sund, and their immediate friends and family. But this one was different because “Everyone wants to see the kleshnie who the Queen had commanded to complete the Sund. Never in history had non Elves walked the night in Sund. That it in effect, if the All Mother accepts them, they will be of our people. Citizens.”

	Then the silly Elf screwed up her face. “Either that or it's because of the news mother says she will share about the future of the Sund, and the war with the Dökkálfar.” She shrugged and tucked Samantha's hand in the crook of her arm. “Oh, and you're out of chocolate in your pack, Artie.”

	In my...? I blurted, “Hey! Stay out of my things, Elf-girl!”

	Her eyes widened into those innocent Elf eyes she used to get everyone to melt. “It wasn't me, it was that other crazy Elf who looks like me. She's an impeccable dresser though.” She struck a pose.

	Sammie rolled her eyes and patted Jani's arm, “What am I to do with you?”

	The Elf-snot just smiled and laid her head on her girl's shoulder.

	I looked around at the others of our peace contingent, and they all wore their best, accented with chains of flowers, small twigs, and moss that random Elves gave us as we passed by. The Three Embers and Inatra looked amazing in Valkyrie and Valkfela dress armor, which Odin had sent through the Bifrost in a wind rider, accentuated by Elven gifts. Tych did they all look sexy.

	There has never been a time in my life that I had been so embarrassed as when the Three Embers turned in that perfect synchronicity and Essa smirked, “Auntie Artemis, you'll need to learn to shield your thoughts from those of us who possess the evolved nanites. We can hear you. You are worse than mother about hiding your umm... feelings.”

	Zeus' balls! I wanted to die just then. A snickering Kara stepped beside me, nudging my shoulder with hers. I looked down at the smug Valkyrie, then cocked an eyebrow appreciatively. “You clean up nicely yourself, lady.” Holy hotness, did I just have a thing for people in dress armor? I... the girls all giggled and I wanted to sink into the ground as I yelled in my head at my Verr. “Hera's tits! Please stop sharing my every thought with them?”

	I felt a sense of amusement when my Verr scrolled a response in my vision, “Far Striker only needs to ask.”

	I blurted out loud, “I'm asking!” To the giggles of the Embers. Gah!

	Aphrodite came to my rescue. “There's nothing wrong with sharing your thoughts with such delicious looking people. Oh, the naughty things I could do for them in my bedchamber would have them all...”

	“Dite!”

	She giggled and looked around seductively to all the blushing women, actually licking her lips. Ha! Take that all you wretches! She turned that seductive look on me and unleashed it full blast, by the Tree of Ages, did my panties just drop as all my most interesting parts heated in anticipation?

	I swallowed and concentrated on placing one foot in front of the other. She looked good enough to eat too, with her hair streaking many colors to broadcast her amusement, arousal, and mischievous intent, most of it that golden brown I loved so much.

	Once we got through the seemingly endless masses of Light Elves, we stepped up to the base of an ornately carved, stage-like platform nestled into the roots of the City Tree itself, all of the murmuring and shouts around us suddenly silenced. Everyone in the shadow of the tree took a knee when Queen Nerthus ascended steps on the back side of the platform to stand in front of an amazing, ancient, living, carved table which had green leaves and blooming buds all over it.

	We all took a knee as well as her personal guards flowed up the stairs and formed a wall of gleaming metal as a backdrop for their queen, their pikes and swords gleaming in the sunlight that filtered down through the City Tree.

	A murmur flowed through those gathered, “Allr lova til allr móðir. Dróttning Nerthus ór alfheimr.” We joined in.

	She looked around, as one would a room full of their own children, a wistful smile on her lips. Her crown was now one of gleaming silver with what appeared to be live flowers interwoven with the carved silver vines and flowers.

	She nodded once and everyone stood, that same silence almost eerie, broken only by the chirping and chittering of thousands of birds and small animals who also called the tree and forest around it their home.

	She regarded us and her people before beginning as Breem and Kalimish came up the stairs behind her to take their places two paces back and to her left. Breem wore lavish robes and held a scepter with a carved, foot long feather at its tip.

	Kalimish? He looked dapper and handsome with a cape hanging down behind him, his tunic smartly pressed, and a small crown of flowers woven around a simple silver circlet on his head. I was impressed, and could finally see what I had been looking for in the man since we had learned he was Jania's brother. I could see the family resemblance, not just in the eyes, now that he held himself with surety and purpose.

	I had to smile when one last person ascended the stairs, and how the royal guards went into motion to swiftly provide a chair for her to observe the proceedings. I waved at Ree, the Gatekeeper of the Green Palace when she smiled as her eyes settled on us when she had looked out over the crowd. The old Elf winked at us and sat prim and proper in elegant, her glistening robes accented with moss, twigs, and flowers.

	Nerthus began, the hollow behind the platform, formed by two huge roots as they rose from the ground to support the base of the gargantuan tree, seemed to amplify her voice naturally, “People of Allrbus, citizens of Alfheimr. We stand here on this historic occasion, in the shadow of our beloved Tanalus tree, which bears the weight of our civilization...” Her tone softened as she placed a hand lightly on the beautiful table before her. “Where Queen the First, Shalanya, has been laid to rest, to watch over our people in eternity's embrace...”

	Someone in the crowd yelled, “Shalanya!”

	And like the soft roll of a tide coming in, gentle but unstoppable, the rumble of the crowd responded as tens of thousands of voices said, “Embraced back into nature, forever remembered. Queen the First, Mother of us all.”

	I blinked as I realized it was no table on that grand platform, it was... a tomb. And what I thought were carved vines with living, flowering vines mixed in were roots growing up from the tree itself to encircle that tomb... it was truly alive. This was the resting spot of the hero of all Alfheim, the one who delivered them from the years of The Suffering and restarted the Ljósálfar civilization.

	She was part of that mammoth tree now and forever, and as Nerthus had said, would watch over Elf kind as long as that City Tree stood sentinel. I appreciated the Elvish culture more and more each day I stayed amongst them.

	The All Mother smiled, inclining her head in acceptance, then continued, “To bear witness to the Naming.”

	A deafening cheer went up and she allowed it for a few seconds then held her hand up and the crowd silenced, the excitement and nervous energy all around us was a palpable thing. She looked toward our group and asked, “Would the initiates of the Sund please come forward?”

	Though she knew it was coming, Samantha paled and swallowed hard, then gleeped when Intark looped an arm in hers on one side and Dite did the same on the other. The two smiled encouragingly to her and half walked, half dragged her with them to the platform, Elves parting the way for them as whispers flitted through the crowd like ripples on a still pond.

	They reached the wide carved wooden stairs that were inlaid with stone treads that spanned the width of the ancient platform, then ascended the steps, Samantha finally finding her feet and her courage and strode more confidently with our friends.

	They stopped at the other side of the tomb as the queen strode over to meet them, turning them with her own movement to face the crowd. Two Elvish court pages seemed to appear from nowhere behind her, being as unobtrusive as a whisper on the wind.

	I looked down to see Kara beaming with pride as she looked on at her little girl, and Essa grabbed Kara's hand as we all watched the proceedings.

	Nerthus was a very theatric showperson it seems, as she paced in front of our people, looking out over the crowd who seemed to lean in closer as she passed in front of them. I realized I was leaning too and grinned at the fact.

	Then she stopped beside our three intrepid companions and said to the crowd, “The Sund. It was a rite of passage created as a means to welcome the younger generations into the fold at their Ripening, to usher them into adulthood appreciating the sacrifice the Heroes of the Night are subjected to each time the sun leaves the sky. We have enjoyed peace and prosperity while a war has raged under the stars as we slept, safe in our beds.”

	She stepped to the edge of the platform above the steps, a hand out as if beseeching the crowd's indulgence. Breem had nothing on their Queen. “The Sund wakes them up to the unpleasant realities of our world so that they may appreciate what we have and have built here and the other City Trees on Alfheimr that we may thrive as a people.”

	Then she dropped her hand to her side almost in defeat as her tone softened. “But it seems that we have been deceived by circumstances, not under our control, and this war we have fought since the days of Queen the First, Shalanya herself, is the result of our inability to communicate with ones who were once our brothers and sisters.”

	She looked back at Intark in apology and said, “You see my dear Elves, it seems we were not the only victims of the Andskoti who had invaded our world from the skies and enslaved our people. And it is because of this travesty, this tragedy, that I Queen Nerthus of Alfheimr, as Queen Shalanya had said so very long ago, say, no more!”

	“This Sund will be the last. No longer will we send our younglings to see the horrors of a war that should never have been, as we, with the help of the kleshnie before you, have forged a temporary peace with the Dökkálfar who we had believed were our enemy for so long.” There were gasps and murmurs going through the crowd.

	The look of pain and sorrow on her face brightened as she looked back to Sam. “It was the gentlest of all kleshnie who had used their kleshnie magics to enable me to communicate with Koar, the local leader of the Dökkálfar, the Dark Elves who before the Andskoti were the friends of the Ljósálfar, and walked in the shadows of day and darkness of night with us.”

	Shouts rang out and the crowd started to surge forward a bit as accusations flew, but Nerthus was unbowed as she snapped, “Silence!”

	After a moment's hesitation, the crowd settled and I noted the warriors and guards popping up at the fringes of the massive crowd just in case violence cropped up. That was the last thing we needed now.

	She exhaled and centered herself then addressed the dissenters as she swept an arm to include everyone, including up into the tree, where I had just noticed thousands of Elves gathered in the lower branches as well.

	Then she spoke as if it were to misbehaving children, with restrained patience. “While our people were enslaved by the Andskoti for so many generations, the Dökkálfar had suffered a worse fate. They were hunted like animals for sport. Their people had to retreat deep underground, where even the magic of the Andskoti could not find them.”

	She tilted her head in sorrow. “They were on the brink of extinction, when a few brave Dark Elves formed a selfless group of men and women called the Kalfrea, who would run in the night, under the moons and stars, to draw away the hunting parties so that their people might scavenge the woods for foodstuffs to feed their starving kin.”

	She opened her hands, showing empty palms to all as she said, “Then one day, the Andskoti left Alfheimr, and the Dökkálfar could once again walk the night. But they are simple people, and do not have the luxury of our much more advanced technology, tools, and ways.”

	She walked past our people again, stopping a moment to place a hand on Sam's shoulder before continuing. “So when they stumbled upon our farms and pastures, they believed them to be the gardens of the Gods they worshiped, put there to feed their people so that they would not pass on without leaving their mark upon the world.”

	She walked to the edge of the platform and sat on the top step and her eyes were brimming with unshed tears causing a wave of sorrow through her people that I could almost feel. “They believed that to stay in favor of these Gods of the Fire Sky, who had saved their people from starvation, that it was their duty to protect the gardens at night.”

	She stood and paced back over to the side of our people, “So you see... because we no longer shared a common language, we each saw the other as the enemy raiding the gardens and were each protecting those same farms. All these years of war, of bloodshed and death... for nothing. All because we both wished to feed our peoples.”

	The murmuring in the crowd had changed in tone to that of shock and even horror at the revelation. But then their All Mother stood tall, her chin held high in pride, and her voice carrying proud and true, “We Ljósálfar are a generous and Elfmane people. And I will be in talks with the Dökkálfar in the coming days to extend that Elfmanity to our friends who walk the night, to provide them with foodstuffs and show them how to create farms of their own, to verse them in agriculture and herding. To work with us tending the fields at night. Until such time as they can support their own and again walk by our side as our lost brothers and sisters.”

	She held a hand high, a fierce look on her face as the crowd roared out in cheers. She looked like a proud mother as her people affirmed her words. She gave them their outlet for celebration for a minute, then raised her hand again, silencing everyone.

	Their All Mother looked full of mischief when she asked, “Were we not here for a Naming?”

	Shouts of “Yes! A Naming!” seemed to flow from one side of those gathered to the other as she grinned.

	Then she shrugged and asked, “Then let us be about it.”

	She stepped up to Intark and said to him, “My daughter, Jania Sure Step has spoken of the... the Ragnarok often, telling me that those who were once the ruthless Andskoti, the enemy, had found new purpose in the worlds in the stars as protectors.”

	She shook her head with disbelief before saying more gently, “I did not believe a saber raptor could change its markings. So I had to see for myself this great ruse your people had perpetrated on the other races of the worlds in the stars. I thought to expose your true nature by calling you to Sund. Then your bloodthirsty nature would be laid bare for all to see.”

	She grinned at him as he scratched the back of his neck in discomfort. She put out a hand and one of her pages placed something in it as she told Intark, “I was first impressed that you made no move to even defend yourself when you first arrived here, and my Elves...” She pointed an accusing finger at the crowd and they laughed nervously. “...took it upon themselves to pummel you with rotten food and belittle you. Then at Sund, when told not to kill when we determined something was amiss, you restrained yourself and only used minimal force to keep the Dark Elves away.”

	She shrugged and said, “You showed me that even the worst of us can change, and if you are an example of your race now after all these countless generations, then perhaps it is time to call you Ragnarok instead of Andskoti and try to move on in peace.”

	She looked at the crowd and beamed as she said to our big man, “For that reason, I am proud to have stood Watcher for your Sund, and welcome you into the fold of Ljósálfar as one of our own, Intark, the Giant of Allrbus!”

	She tried to lay a carved silver vine adorned with a daisy-chain of flowers over his shoulder, but he was too tall as the crowd roared out, “Intark, the Giant of Allrbus!” Then the cheering started. Intark was actually blushing then he knelt so she could reach his shoulder to place the designation of citizen over it.

	Then the All Mother moved beside Dite as the crowd quieted. She smirked at my girl and said as she glanced down to where I stood and said to her, “Olympian. If I were a younger Elf...” She gave her a sly smile and said, “And I was over my husband's death five years back...”

	Dite stood taller, cocking her eyebrow, her hair coiling up and spiraling pink and purple. Then the teasing Queen chuckled and added, “And you were not so smitten with Artemis...” The gathered Elves chuckled at the teasing woman who was their Queen as I gaped at her. The woman was as bad as my girl!

	I had to cover my mouth to hide my smile when the pinks in her hair turned to blues of disappointment. She would never hear the end of this from me, that someone had out teased the Goddess of Love.

	The Queen smirked and held her hand out, and accepted another silver vine. “You were almost as big a surprise to me as our Intark was. I fell for your act of being a vain temptress with only seduction on your mind. And I knew that Artemis could fight for her people, but I admit to selecting you for Sund just to take you down a peg.”

	She chuckled. “Imagine my surprise when I found that under that tempting exterior, lies a fierce warrior. I can see where lulling others into a sense of superiority can loosen their tongues, open themselves up to attack by you. A great tool for a rogue, or assassin.”

	Dite winked at her seductively and Nerthus chuckled and laid a hand on her as she shook her head. “You did not hesitate to defend not only yourself but our group when under attack. And when the call for retreat and nonlethal force was sounded, you lowered your weapons and put yourself in front of our Elves.”

	She shook her head. “Do not think I did not see the injuries you sustained to protect us, strangers... nor the fact that the wounds healed as I watched... Aphrodite, the Selfless!”

	Thousands of Elf voices roared out in an enthusiastic rumble, “Aphrodite, the Selfless!” The cheering had me grinning ear to ear because my girl was blushing profusely, and that Queen had no shame as she winked at her and kissed her cheek. I should... I should calm down. When had I become so jealous of the people flirting with Dite? I had it bad, didn't I?

	I clapped with the others and Nerthus stepped up to Samantha. She just stood there looking at her in wonder as the crowd quieted as if holding its breath in anticipation. She spoke softly to Sam, “And then there is you. I admit I have been fascinated with all my Jania has told me of the Three Embers of Asgard. Touted to be the most powerful of all people in the United Races of the planets in the stars.”

	She shrugged a shoulder. “And the most gentle, as you three are sworn to do no violence. I did not see why those with such power, would not use it against an enemy even the gods fear. I was going to expose you as well when you were forced to defend yourself as we walked the night in Sund.”

	The Queen started chuckling to herself as she looked out over the crowd. “Imagine my surprise, that while the rest of our group engaged our attackers, you wandered off to find their leader.”

	She smirked and asked the crowd, “And for what?” She answered her own question as she looked at Sammie. “To attempt to communicate, to use words and kindness to determine why the war raged each night at the farms and pastures around our City Tree.”

	She spun back to the crowd, blurting, “And communicate she did. Proving me wrong. Without force nor violence, this youngling discovered the sad truth that both sides will forever shoulder with shame. And she helped to forge a temporary peace until we can have official talks with the Dökkálfar.”

	She turned back to smile at Sam who was standing tall. Nerthus accepted the last silver vine from her pages who skittered off the platform. “It is with great honor that I welcome you as one of our own... Samantha, Silver Tongue!”

	We yelled out with the crowd, our voices being swallowed by the sheer number of Elves as they roared, “Samantha, Silver Tongue!” The Elves was going crazy, the cheering and whistling was so loud I had to cover my ears.

	The All Mother looked overly pleased with herself as she motioned to the steps as the three new Elvish citizens made their way down to be greeted by their fellow citizens. It took them a minute to reach us as everyone pressed close, trying to lay hands on them as they moved.

	Once the Three Embers, Kara and Inatra engulfed each other in a mass hug. And Intark just beamed at me with what Kate would call a shit eating grin, the crowd silenced again and our group looked up to the stage-like platform where the All Mother was calling for attention again.

	We all looked on as she looked down at us. “Elfkind looks out for its own, and as Aphrodite of Olympus is one of our own now, I would like to announce that being the Elfmane thing to do for those she calls her own, just as we call her ours... that if Olympus needs to seek sanctuary and shelter from the enemy of the stars, Alfheimr will welcome them.”

	That caused ripples of speculation, surprise, and agreement to circulate around us.

	As much as I appreciated her willingness to break their isolationist culture to allow our citadel to reside on Alfheim and us to stay as refugees, I feared it was all for naught. Unless Thea and Arina could get the capacitors charged two minutes earlier in a week's time, then they would flee to safety with a jump pack and allow the citadel to self destruct.

	Then Queen Nerthus of the Ljósálfar crossed her arms in amusement, a mirror of Intark's shit-eating grin on her face as she waited for her people to settle. When they realized she wasn't done, they quieted and looked up at her as she almost skipped around in glee while she paced the stage with nervous energy and called out. “There is one last piece of business to bring up.” She looked around by us and I noted Jani wasn't anywhere to be seen. Shouldn't she be in that huge hug scrum with her girl?

	The Queen chuckled out, “No you don't, Jania Sure Step, you don't get away that easily. Up here please.” That's when I saw Jania actually gracefully running across the heads and shoulders of the gathered Elves toward the edge of the crowd. With a “Gleep!” she disappeared for a moment before reappearing as hands held her up and passed her on, moving her to the platform above their heads. She had a terrified look on her face as she was yelling out, “Traitors! To the one!”

	The way the Queen was laughing, I couldn't help but smile and wonder what fresh hell was going on now. By the time our Elvish friend was placed on the platform in front of her mother, she had a resigned and beaten look on her face.

	She growled at her mom and took a knee. She just stayed there in supplication as Nerthus addressed the crowd. “Before you hear it through the Allrbus rumor mill from Elves with loose lips, I wish to share with you, my loyal subjects, something which occurred yesterday.”

	Ree stood and walked up to the queen with something in her hands, covered with a silklike cloth. The look of pride on Ree's weathered face showed the love she had for Jani. The queen pulled the cloth away, revealing a silver crown like her's just smaller and more delicate and the crowd let out a collective gasp.

	The All Mother looked about to explode with glee and pride as she placed it on Jania's head, a single silver leaf hanging down to the bridge of her nose on a delicate silver thread, making her look more beautiful than I have ever seen her. “Rise.”

	Jani stood, rubbing her arms self consciously as Nerthus called out, “I give you Crowned Princess, Jania Sure Step of Allbrus!” Then as the cheering started she yelled out, “Let the celebration begin!”

	



	


Epilogue

	The next week we spent in Alfheim, waiting on the daily communications from Olympus on the progress of the jump drive charging and the advance of the Titan vessel. No matter what they did, Arina and Thea could not change the laws of interdimensional energy transfer. And I was so proud to call both of them my friends as they refused to leave until the last moment in case they could succeed. Or if the Titan vessel didn't attack the moment they arrived on orbit.

	We stayed to witness the peace talks between the Light and Dark Elves of Alfheim. Loki had devised a cloak that could protect Koar in the light of the Alfheimish sun. She said that as they built a tolerance to the sunlight, that one day their people could again walk in the light with the Ljósálfar, because, “Life adapts.”

	The people of Allrbus crowd the streets each day, just to get a look at the Dökkálfar, amazed at how Elflike he was as he made his way to speak with the Queen. I came to find that Koar was sly and had an interesting sense of humor. He was finding it hard to ignore a lifetime of belief that the Fire Sky Gods existed and provided for his people. But once he was shown how the Ljósálfar planted and tended the gardens under the sun that would blind him, he was convinced.

	We were all gathered in the Green Palace, breaking bread with Jania and her consort, Samantha, Silver Tongue, as we nervously awaited word from Arina and Thea as the deadline approached. I kept chastising my Verr for displaying a countdown in my peripheral vision then chastising them for taking it away. They felt amused at the new game with me. Silly Verr.

	I was trying one of the sweet rolls that Inatra said Arina would drool over, while she herself was sampling all the meats on the trays when the Three Embers all suddenly stood. Essa was nodding as we all stood to look at them. “Yes, Auntie Arina. Just a moment.”

	The girls were all in motion heading to the center of the room as Brunhilde tapped her coms on her wrist console. A moment later she was saying, “Yes grandfather, it is mother, she is piggybacking her signal on the quantum entanglement frequency of our Verr to eliminate the feedback resonance from earlier communications.”

	She flicked her wrist console onto the floor and clapped her hands together and flung them apart and Odin's workshop bloomed in the space with both Loki and Geiravor beside him, looking tense, as if they had been waiting as the countdown wound to its end just as we were.

	The Queen of Asgard smiled and held a hand out. “My babies!”

	The Embers blushed together and said in unison, “Well met, Grandmother.” As Essa moved her hands and fingers through the air as if she were programming something, then with a swish of her hand, the temporary Bifrost gateway in Olympus sharpened into view, with both Arina and Thea working the controls manually on the massive beam of what looked like constrained lightning as it poured through the gateway into the device the two had constructed to shunt energy into the jump core. Neither had slept in eight days as they were needed to continually modify the containment routines since the portable equipment Arina had with her could not keep up. Her nanites keeping her refreshed. I wasn't sure if Titans actually needed to sleep... they did, but did they need to?

	The countdown dropped below four minutes in my peripheral. Just as Arina looked over at us and said, “Hang on, let us stop the energy transfer now. There is not enough time to complete it so to be safe we need to sever the connection.”

	My heart sank. I know it was irrational of me to expect miracles from Arina and Thea, it is just that I've never known the Little One to fail in anything she attempted. But we know we shouldn't expect the impossible.

	But as the massive crackling beam of power ceased, and the sound level dropped from the transmission, Thea turned from her console and said, “Arina has come up with an idea to make the jump without a full reservoir. Quite clever this one. Her ingenuity rivals that of my sisters. She says that the Wildcards had shown her once how to re-kindle one of their cold fusion drives by conducting a massive energy dump into the chamber. She says they called it a jump start.”

	Jump start?

	Odin was nodding but asked, “Where can she get that kind of power in such a short time? The energy we were transferring through the Bifrost was the maximum without destabilizing the event horizon in the gateway and causing a cascade failure.”

	He gasped when he thought he had figured it out and said, “But that would mean one of you would have to stay behind to dump the portable jump pack's power core to initiate the fold.”

	Thea cocked her head thoughtfully. “We had not thought of that. But that course of action would be better if used in conjunction with a remote detonation and we have less than sixty seconds until we are in firing range of the Star Killer's weapons, and they are not answering hails. If any organic matter is there at a core dump, it would be vaporized and whoever stayed behind would be sacrificed.”

	I blurted out, “Just set the Citadel self destruct and get to Asgard while you can ladies!”

	Arina said, “I was actually thinking on attuning the temporary scale shield dome to shunt the power from the Titan main weapon into the jump drive core when it strikes. There would be bleed through since the resonance would be modified, but I think it would be negligible.”

	Kara hissed out, “Are you insane? Taking a hit without properly attuned shields is suicide, Little One. You and Thea get out of there now.”

	Arina looked my way and said, “No... I will not leave Artemis without her home. I will not leave the Olympians without a home.”

	I started, “Arina, you don't...”

	But she turned to Thea. “There's no need for both of us to be here in case it fails. Get through the Bifrost so I can shut it down so they don't get any blowback.”

	Thea lumbered over to her and said, “I will not leave you here to attempt this on your own, You'll need me to monitor the transfer while you maintain the shields.”

	Arina stepped up to her and said as the countdown in my vision started flashing red with fifteen seconds remaining, and data started streaming in showing the approaching vessel was charging its main canon. She hugged Thea and said, “I thought you might say that.” Then she jumped backward, clearing thirty yards as I saw it. Their emergency jump pack was now hanging off of Thea's belt.

	The Titan's eyes widened just as space folded around her. Then in a whump of displaced air, Thea was standing at the far end of the room with us, the walls steaming and smoking. Then she was calling to the hologram, “Arina, you can't alone!”

	We all stared in horror at the screen as a five-second countdown appeared on the display as she said, “Well here goes nothing.” She crossed her fingers then hit the control to disconnect the Bifrost.

	The girls looked at the empty space in horror with us, where Arina's hologram had been a moment before. Then I felt the communication between them and we all ran as a group out the door to the veranda balcony which looked out over the ridge and toward the front gates.

	A few moments later the whole planet felt as though it were shaking, and we were all hit with vertigo as we felt the edges of a massive amount of space being folded so close by. Smaller trees shook to their core and tumbled then in an explosion of displaced air, hurricane force winds barreled through the trees, shaking loose leaves free and we all anchored ourselves with our lattices and leaned into it when we were hit by debris in a chaos of dirt and dust.

	Then it was over and we dropped our arms. And towering over the gates in the distance, beside the Bifrost Terminal was half a mountain, the other half flickered back and forth into existence until the photonic hologram projectors died.

	And there, in the middle of it was the Citadel of Olympus, a third of it destroyed or burning under a patchwork of shimmering and shorting shields, showing how many had failed. An explosion was heard and one of the buildings near the perimeter collapsed into a fireball.

	Arina the Whispering Breeze had done it, she had saved our home. But at what cost? The shield right above the courtyard with temporary Bifrost gateway was gone and we couldn't see the courtyard itself at this angle, but my heart seized in my chest knowing that nothing could have survived a hit from the main cannon of a Star Killer...

	I tried to say her name, but my throat was raw, and I turned when the Three Embers ran from the balcony, Brunie screaming in anguish, “Mother!” As Inatra dropped to her knees in shock, whispering, “Arina?”

	 

	 

	The End
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