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      The stench of rotting flesh buffeted my senses. I gagged but kept what little stomach contents I had left where they belonged.

      I swiped my forearm over my face to push back my hair and wipe away the dripping sweat. Salt stung my eyes and burned in a dozen small cuts. I adjusted my borrowed sword in my hand and twisted to the side, narrowly avoiding a rusty machete aimed at my head.

      I struck, neatly disarming the draugr. The arm in question dropped to floor, joining piles of limbs, bodies, and heads. Another creature took the fallen one’s place. I decapitated it, and its head sailed across the enormous, windowless room. I ran my sword through its heart, but it didn’t drop until I sliced off its left leg below the knee.

      More came; an undead stream of stinking zombies appearing from seemingly nowhere in an abandoned warehouse on Swan Island in Portland, Oregon. There were dozens more than we’d expected, and even with the legitimate kills by my sister Valkyries, the draugr still outnumbered us by at least ten to one, maybe more.

      Deborah, Riley, and Hope were the strongest fighters of our generation of Valkyries. They coordinated their squads of three each, and I oversaw the whole group.

      “Riley! Report!” I screamed over the melee. I’d led nine Valkyries into this mess, and regardless of how many undead we’d have to leave behind, I would get all my sisters out.

      For a second, I heard nothing, and fear tightened my chest, even though I knew that Lena and Zofia, our backup would wade into the mess if things looked truly dire.

      “Ready to get the fuck out of here,” Riley yelled. “We’re making zero headway.”

      “Hope? Deborah?”

      A string of expletives made it perfectly clear Deborah agreed wholeheartedly with Riley.

      Hope’s reply reinforced everything she’d said to me or about me during the last two months since we’d watched our sword teacher’s funeral boat drift out to sea. “In over your head? How many Valkyries will you get killed on this stupid adventure?”

      I saw red, and it wasn’t blood from the blow to my head I’d taken earlier. I forced my breath to slow.

      This fight was half training exercise and half attempt to keep the residents of North Portland safe by fighting back yet another wave of draugr.

      “Begin retreat formation C!” I yelled above the battle noise.

      My mother, a retired Valkyrie; Aunt Lena, the oldest living Valkyrie; and Zofia, who was about my mom’s age but still on active duty, had stepped in to continue my training when Kara died to save my life. Lena imparted battle tactics and strategy to me, Zofia took over weapons training—what she could do with a sword was nothing short of artistry—and Mom taught me leadership. Or at least she tried. I was a pretty hopeless case.

      However, I had learned one thing in the last few months. Never, ever, count on Plan A. Best not count on Plan B either. Plan A had been to destroy the draugr and get home in time for mashed potatoes and side dishes. That outcome had been discarded as soon as we arrived at the place our scout had told us about. The warehouse was on the western edge of the industrial Swan Island, which jutted out into the Willamette River. Large holes gaped in the building’s ceiling, the walls inside and out were tagged, and bird shit covered just about every surface.

      There was no clear entry point into the warehouse. No roiling hole spitting up Hel’s soldiers from the underworld she ruled. No secret trapdoors. They just kept appearing. So now I needed to get my people out and execute Plan D.

      I stepped into the fray, concentrating more on removing limbs than heads. Killing the undead is a tricky deal in the best of times, but with Hel, the goddess of the underworld and creator of the draugr, close by, the zombies regenerated quickly. If one lost a head, it would search the ground until it found one, shove it in place, and keep fighting. Same with any other limb. The one thing that worked in our favor was that they weren’t terribly discerning about which body part they put on, and after a while, they resembled a jumble of limbs, torsos, and heads that didn’t fit together. They put the “shamble” in “shambling horde,” and it slowed them down enough for us to deliver killing blows.

      The only way to kill a draugr was to remove its head and penetrate its heart with a Valkyrie blade. And since I didn’t have one of those anymore, my role was to slow them down and let the teams of three coordinate the actual takedowns.

      Riley and Deborah and their squads reached me. Their Valkyrie armor, which shone like a beacon when clean, was covered with gore.

      I looked to my left. Hope and her team were still on the other side of the room.

      “Hope! Retreat!” I yelled.

      She paused long enough to give me the finger.

      I drew a breath and clenched my teeth. She challenged me at every turn, not only ignoring my orders but actively defying me.

      I almost looked back at Lena and Zofia but stopped myself. If I asked them to reinforce my authority, that meant I had none.

      “Why don’t you put on your armor, grab your sword, and join the real fighters over here where the action is instead of hanging back and hamstringing zombies?” Hope called.

      A couple of the Valkyries near me snickered. I glared at them, which shut them up, but did nothing to dampen their amusement. A quick look at Riley and Deborah proved they weren’t laughing at me, but neither were they about to jump to my defense.

      “Retreat to Lena and Zofia and hold there. Protect them and yourselves, but do not be lured into attacking again. Defense only.” I paused to meet first Riley’s eyes and then Deborah’s, to garner their acquiescence. Assured that they, at least, would follow orders, I headed back into the fight. By the time I reached Hope and her group, I had a dozen new slices on my unprotected arms and torso and had beheaded five more draugr.

      “Nice of you to join us, First,” Hope said. Her gleaming helmet disappeared, revealing a petite white woman with elfin facial features enhanced by large blue eyes and honey-brown hair that framed her face.

      “I called retreat,” I ground out. A draugr with mismatched legs, one arm, and a head that hadn’t fully reattached stumbled toward us. I beheaded it, and before it fell, Hope thrust her blade into its chest. The faint spark of life that animated it flared and disappeared.

      “I heard,” Hope replied coolly. Her helmet covered her once again. She spun gracefully, crouched low, and kicked the legs out from under another draugr. It crashed to the ground. I disemboweled it. While it scrambled to shove its guts back into its body, Hope decapitated it and finished the job.

      “So retreat,” I barked. I suppressed the wince my harsh command evinced in me. I did not want to lead. My idea of leadership was imparting a team goal and deadline and letting everyone get there in their own way. But Mom had impressed on me that that was not a winning battle strategy.

      “Make me,” Hope snarled. She took off the head of a draugr with a swing that looked more like a casual tennis lob than a sword strike.

      I ground my teeth. “There are too many to keep fighting like this. Maybe you’re not tired yet, but you will tire before they disappear. We discussed the plans. You know what to do. Why aren’t you doing it?”

      “Because you’re wrong.” She flicked a piece of rotting skin off her arm. It hit my unarmored chest.

      It might have been my imagination, but I thought one of the other Valkyries—Aster, based on the pale-grey eyes visible beneath her helm—gasped at that.

      I slashed out to behead another, and tried to count how many remained. I gave up at forty.

      “Maybe I’m wrong, but it doesn’t fucking matter right now. Aster and Sydjea, retreat back to the others. Hope and I are right behind you.” I gave them my hardest stare. It wasn’t that hard, but it looked like it would be enough.

      “Stop!” Hope said.

      Sydjea and Aster halted. This was so stupid. Hope was going to get us all killed.

      “Valkyries, I am the First, and you will obey me,” I said. Anger rolled over me, and with it the feeling of completeness.

      My Valkyrie armor appeared, although without a helmet.

      “Yes, First,” Aster squeaked. She and Sydjea took off, hacking their way back to the others.

      I jabbed my borrowed sword at Hope. The motion was enough to pull her attention to me for a second, but not long enough to distract her and put us both in danger. “You will retreat with me now. Everything is set for Plan D. If you’ve forgotten what that is, let me know.”

      Hope scoffed. “Whatever. I’m coming.”

      I walked back to the others, slicing limbs and cutting off heads as I made my way. Every couple steps, a draugr’s life spark flared and it died as Hope took out the headless undead I left for her.

      We finally got to the doorway. The eight Valkyries I commanded were more than holding their own, and although Lena and Zofia had their swords out and ready, they weren’t using them.

      “Out!” I commanded.

      I don’t know if it was the authority in my voice or the armor that still hadn’t disappeared, but everyone flew through the door as if I’d lit their asses on fire.

      Which was more or less what I was about to do.

      “Now!” I screamed.

      A half dozen former Valkyries who’d been waiting outside lifted their bows and shot flaming arrows into the warehouse. Then another volley. And a third. A few draugr headed for the still-open door, but were cut down by my warriors before they took no more than a couple steps.

      After the fourth volley, the interior caught fire, and the building roared into an inferno.

      Seconds later, the flames reached the explosives set around the interior perimeter, and the warehouse exploded.
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      “It’s been too easy,” Mom said, pacing back and forth in the basement where we were having our postmortem.

      “What do you mean, too easy?” I demanded, looking up from polishing my sword and glancing around the room at the rest of the Valkyries who’d been in the fight today. “We’ve been outnumbered every time, we’re barely keeping them at bay, and the only way we stopped this bunch is by fire-bombing them.”

      “But you are stopping them,” Mom pointed out. “Hel is powerful enough to raise countless draugr. She killed Kara in battle, and someone else murdered six of our most senior Valkyries. Yet you and your contingent of novices have pushed back three incursions in two weeks without a single injury.”

      I bit back the argument I’d been about to throw into her face, and instead considered her words. Hel hadn’t shown up at any of the battles, no one had been even nicked by a draugr blade, and we’d destroyed every group of the undead warriors we’d found. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “You’re right.”

      I heard protests from a few of the other novices, but they were half-hearted at best. The truth sunk into us all.

      “Why, though?” Riley asked. “Why would they make this so easy for us?”

      Mom looked at me with a single raised eyebrow. Ugh, she wanted me to answer. “Because they want us to develop a false sense of security about our own competence. If we get cocky, and some of us are headed in that direction,”—I avoided looking at Hope, which was harder than beheading a marauding draugr—“we’ll be easier to wipe out. We need to be smarter. I need to be smarter.”

      A snort from the back of the room pulled my attention. Hope looked at me and smirked, not even pretending it hadn’t been her. I had to win her over. We didn’t have to be friends, no matter how much her hot-and-cold act had led me to believe it might be possible in the past—but she had to follow my orders, or at least not directly defy them, if we were going to work together.

      I looked around the windowless training room. It had the same footprint as the non-magical layout of my parents’ ranch-style house. The whitewashed walls, decorated with swords and various and sundry other weapons, accented the dark-grey vinyl floor. Three practice dummies stood in one corner. The chairs that usually lined the walls now surrounded the long table that’d been set up to discuss the evening’s fight and the continuing incursion of draugr into North Portland.

      I huffed out a breath and cast my eyes to the ceiling. Hel had been pulling her zombie army from the realm of the dead for weeks and letting them loose on Swan Island. We weren’t any closer to finding her ground zero than we’d been six weeks ago when Kara, the second to last of the original generation of Valkyries, had been killed by Hel. That encounter had not only resulted in the loss of the Valkyrie’s sword mistress, but also saw Hel take my battle sword as well. Now I was stuck with a substitute sword and Hel’s blade, Famine, that I couldn’t use without feeling her darkness threaten to overtake me.

      The second I let my thoughts dwell on Famine, the urge to find her and wield her began to clutch at me. The feeling was as subtle and persistent as my thirst for whiskey, and just as insidious. I’d stayed sober for almost four months, and I was damned if I was going to let a fucking knife be the thing that tempted me into something I didn’t want to do.

      Which is why she was hidden. Mom and Lena knew where she was, but at my request, they hadn’t told me nor anyone else. Neither of them had been thrilled, and my incoherent explanations of temptation, addiction, and stupid bloodthirsty swords hadn’t swayed them. But they loved and trusted me, and no matter how reluctant they were, they relented and did it for me.

      “So, if you’re going to be smarter, which seems like a stretch if you ask me, what’s that look like?” Hope asked.

      A couple other Valkyries sitting near her laughed, quietly enough that it wasn’t overtly rude, but loudly enough to ensure I’d hear it.

      I gritted my teeth. I needed to do something to pull their trust to me.

      “Maybe she’ll start wearing her armor all the time,” Aster snarked. She was a tall, lithe woman with dark, ruddy-brown skin and straight black hair that was almost, but not quite, short enough to be a pixie cut. Her brown eyes sparked with amusement. She’d changed out of the leggings and tank top most Valkyries wore into battle under their magical armor, and now sported hot-pink shorty-shorts and a white off-the-shoulder sweater. It might be December, but she wasn’t about to let the cold and wet detract from her ensemble.

      “Ha! If she could, she would. She doesn’t have a helmet, she barely has her armor, and she’s the only one of us who hasn’t been chosen by their pegasus. It’s time to face the fact that she’s defective.” Hope ran her gaze through the room, challenge evident in her eyes.

      “She is First,” Lena said softly. “And you will respect her as such. I know you’re new. We haven’t found Serena, and she didn’t tell you everything you need to know. But if your mother was here, she would tell you the same thing I’m about to tell you. It doesn’t matter if you like the First or not. It matters not if you think she’s worthy of her position. She is the First, and you owe her your allegiance and loyalty. Not your friendship, not obeisance. But trust and respect. She is incapable of deliberately betraying you.”

      “Deliberately?” Sydjea asked. The fluorescent lights glinted off her black skin, and her dark eyes didn’t dance with the same amused light as Aster’s. Her black cornrows were tied off with red beads and her generous figure was stiff with tension. “So she can betray us.”

      Lena smiled at Sydjea. For all her motherly guise, the tiny white woman could pack a visual punch when she needed to. “She will never betray you, but she will always do what is right to protect her sisters—which includes all of us—and the mission.”

      “The mission,” Hope scoffed. “It’s stupid to expect a bunch of half-trained Valkyries to find the gods in exile, much less strengthen their prison before they can escape and start Ragnarök. The goddesses must be smoking crack if they think that’s even possible.”

      A collective intake of breath punctuated the sudden silence at Hope’s words.

      Aster and Sydjea, Hope’s most dedicated supporters, slid their chairs a little farther away from hers.

      Hope seemed to realize she’d misspoke. “I didn’t mean…”

      A cold mask slid over my mother’s face, but she didn’t say anything. Instead, Zofia stood. The tall, Black woman pointed at Hope, her arm shaking in what, if it matched the expression on her face, was rage. “Get your ass to your room, Hope, and hope the goddesses didn’t hear you tonight. It is reprehensible that you’re as disrespectful as you are to the First, but to intimate the goddesses are crack-smoking idiots is beyond the pale.”

      Hope slunk out of the room and even her acolytes didn’t meet her eyes.

      The silence that accompanied Hope’s departure felt almost as oppressive as her attitude had been.

      Mom cleared her throat and looked at me. Right. It was my turn to say something. No wonder there was so much dissension in the ranks. Leadership did not come naturally to me.

      “Let’s call it for the night.” I rubbed my eyes, willing the sleep out of them. “Sydjea, Riley, Mariyah, Jeannette, and Deborah—you’re down here at seven for sword work with Zofia. Aster, Juliana, Hope, Janna, and me are at ten. After training and lunch, we’ll convene back here to review this morning’s fight and discuss next steps.”

      No one moved.

      “Dismissed.” I dropped my head into my hands, no longer able to keep the exhaustion at bay.

      Chairs shoved back from the table and a stream of footsteps made their way upstairs.

      When silence reigned again, I looked around. The room hadn’t completely cleared out.

      Archibald stood on the table, his long, orange fur creating an image of fluffy luxuriousness. Next to him was another cat. I didn’t know the small, black cat well, but Pixie Sunshine had become a semi-permanent fixture in our house since showing up to haul Archibald back to Asgard to own up to his crime of usurping her place as my Guide. She’d also stood as his defense in front of Freyja and Frigg and was the reason he was back as my Guide now.

      “Do y’all need anything from me today?” I asked, crossing my fingers under the table that my Guide and his girlfriend/advisor were only here to give me a morale boost.

      “I hate to tell you this, but…” Archibald’s tail switched, and he looked as abashed as a cat could, which was not very.

      “The monsters Hel raised are reappearing in North Portland,” Pixie said softly.

      I sat straight up. Adrenaline pumped through my veins as a horrific thought hit me. I had to be wrong. Please, Freyja, let me be wrong. “Where?”

      “Outside of Legacy Hospital,” Archibald said, confirming my worst fears.

      “Have you seen them yourself?” They’d been taking turns with some retired Valkyries on guard duty at the hospital, and every fiber of my being hoped they were reporting rumors from overzealous and extremely stoned denizens of the neighborhood.

      “We have,” Pixie said softly. “We didn’t engage, but we watched long enough to know they weren’t wandering by on their way to somewhere else.”

      “How are they staying unnoticed? Shouldn’t someone be calling the cops on the creepy, lurking monsters?” I stood and stretched. Every joint and muscle in my body protested the movement. No one had been injured in our regular fights against the draugr, but between training and fighting, my body was tired and sore. Regardless, I needed to get to the hospital as soon as possible. Jackie’d fallen victim to the monstrous assholes once and barely survived. She’d been in a coma since the attack, and had finally shown signs of waking up earlier this week. I wouldn’t anything happen to her again.

      “You need to take someone else,” Archibald said. “Someone besides me and Pixie. You’re tired.”

      “Who’s on guard duty right now?” I asked, ignoring his last statement.

      “Astrid and Micky, mothers of Juliana and Sydjea,” Archibald answered. “They are good, but they are no longer Valkyries. You need someone with power to back you up.”

      I ran through my mental Rolodex of third generation Valkyries—those who were actually in their twenties instead of just looking like it—and came up wanting. As far as I knew, none of them had learned to reliably step—which is what I liked to call teleportation—yet.

      I couldn’t ask Lena, even though I knew she’d say yes. My sisters and I had always considered her our honorary aunt, but she was the last of the first generation; those originally chosen by Frigg and Freyja themselves, and I wouldn’t risk losing her.

      “Who’s around today that wasn’t in this morning’s battle?” I asked.

      “Zofia, Aliyya, and Isidora left as soon as you dismissed the troops,” Pixie said.

      I racked my brains. Other than Zofia, I didn’t know the second generation well, certainly not well enough to feel comfortable commanding them in what might be a dangerous and public battle.

      “Mari’s upstairs,” Archibald volunteered.

      My lip curled in disdain. Mari might be the only person who despised me even more than Hope did.

      “I’ll see if Susana is available. We haven’t fought together yet, but she seems personable, and she’ll be able to hop us there so I don’t have to borrow a car.” I pushed myself to my feet, weariness offering extra resistance, and wobbled toward the stairs.

      “You should send Susana and Mari and stay here,” Archibald said.

      I shook my head. He was about to make a reasonable and well-thought-out argument. If I let him get through it before ignoring him, that would be an even dumber move than battling venomous monsters while nearly dead on my feet. “It has to be me. I need to prove myself and make myself worthy to lead them, so we can avoid bullshit like what Hope pulled this morning.”

      “That’s not how it works, Frankie.” Archibald jumped off the table and lightly headbutted my ankle. “You can lead anyone if you’re too tired to fight well and you end up in the hospital next to Jackie.”

      “Or worse,” Pixie Sunshine said in an ominous tone that in no way matched her moniker.

      Cats couldn’t roll their eyes, but I could hear the eye roll in Archibald’s reply. “Thanks, Pixie. Just throw out the Big D energy, why don’t you.”

      I snorted. “Um, Archibald? What do you think the ‘D’ stands for?”

      He tipped his head up to me. “Death.” The duh, which also starts with a “D,” went unsaid but not unheard.

      I bit back my laughter and debated whether to tell him or keep it to myself and hope he said it often and frequently in front of others.

      Before I finished weighing my options, though, Pixie started laughing. She rolled onto her side on the table, chortling until she gasped for air. “D-d-d-death!” Another gale of laughter followed, somewhat weaker than the last.

      “It doesn’t stand for death, does it?” Archibald asked.

      I shook my head. “It does not. I’ll let Pixie explain it to you. I’m going to put my game face on and find Susana.”

      I walked up the stairs and closed the door gently behind me. The last thing I heard before I moved too far way was Pixie laughing and Archibald’s embarrassed groan.
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      From the shadows of a small stand of trees, Susana and I watched the large front door of the Legacy Hospital in North Portland. She and I had shown up to the party dressed identically: black yoga pants, tank tops, hoodies, and sneakers. We might be headed to Pilates or dropping into a local museum to steal a priceless diamond. Black literally goes with every occasion.

      “Have you seen anything yet?” I asked for probably the two dozenth time since we’d arrived a half hour ago.

      Susana’s strength of character was demonstrated by the patience in her voice that didn’t feel even a tiny bit condescending. “Nope. Maybe the cats were wrong—or maybe there won’t be any activity tonight.”

      “Astrid and Mickey said they haven’t seen anyone.” I wanted the cats to be mistaken, but my gut rebelled against the thought.

      Susana’s sigh confirmed her instincts matched mine. “Their senses are top-notch. Better than any mundane human’s. But now that their daughters have finally come into their power, they no longer have the heightened awareness of the dead that you and I share. And these monsters, raised by Hel as they are, will carry her grave stench.”

      I worry at my lip. “I don’t think those monsters are Hel’s creatures. Will that make a difference for us?”

      Susana shot me a look before returning to scanning the parking garage across the street. “You didn’t mention that before.”

      “I wasn’t sure before—not until I met them in battle again when Pixie Sunshine kidnapped Archibald last month. I think they belong to Loki.”

      Susana gave up pretending to survey everyone entering and leaving the parking structure across the street in favor of staring at me. “This would have been excellent information to have before now. In fact, it would’ve been ideal to have this as soon as your suspicions developed.”

      “I didn’t want to be wrong,” I replied in a voice too small to fit the leader I wanted to be.

      “You know what’s worse than being wrong? Withholding information and getting someone injured or killed.”

      I wanted to ask her to tone down the Big D energy, but before I committed to making a joke I’d have to explain, Susana grabbed my arm with her free hand.

      I froze in place and followed her gaze, slowly turning my head to peer at a place just over my left shoulder.

      I didn’t see anything except a wall guarded by thorny shrubs. Branched shadows of a large tree danced over the wall.

      Oh shit.

      There wasn’t a large tree anywhere near us, nor was there even a hint of breeze.

      I turned my body to bring it in line with my head and drew my sword, careful not to make even a whisper of a noise.

      It was stupid. We’d been talking a moment before, and it had not been a conversation two mundane people would be having outside a hospital at night.

      Gah. Stupid. Maybe Archibald was right, and I should’ve sent Mari with Susana instead of coming along myself. My exhaustion made me careless and endangered not just me, but Susana and anyone else in the vicinity. No wonder no one trusted me to lead.

      “Self-recrimination later. Fight now,” Susana breathed in my ear.

      Right. Fortunately, my skills in dissociating and shoving back my low self-esteem were unmatched.

      Together, Susana and I stepped into the shadows that shouldn’t be there.

      We closed half the distance to the wall before anything happened. I’d almost convinced myself there was nothing to it but our overactive imaginations.

      The shadows stilled. Susana and I halted. I held my breath.

      A figure burst toward us. It looked like the unholy bastard child of one of Tolkien’s orcs and an after-midnight gremlin. Its stench hit before it did, and I gagged. Either the previous ones I’d encountered, first in the tunnels under St. Johns and later in the fight with Pixie Sunshine and Archibald, hadn’t reeked this badly, or I’d blocked the memory for self-preservation.

      It opened its mouth, and rows of teeth glistened and dripped with venom. We had to avoid the venom at all costs. That was what had sent my sister to the hospital and kept her in a coma for the last two months.

      “Go left, draw its attention,” I hissed.

      Susana followed my direction and as she moved, her Valkyrie armor flowed over her body, encasing her in leather and steel.

      I willed my armor to the surface, but it didn’t show up. I didn’t have time to stress about it now. I’d add it to the list of failings to review before I fell asleep later. Right now, we had to take this monster out before it hurt anyone, and do it in a way that would keep anyone else from getting hurt.

      I flowed to the right, ducking low and hoping the creature’s eyes would stay on Susana and not be distracted by me.

      It worked. I got into position behind the monster and raised my sword blade enough to signal my readiness to Susana.

      She lunged forward, thrusting her sword at the creature’s unprotected torso. As expected, it jumped back, bringing it into my range. I stepped into my swing, adding extra power to my sword arm, and swung the blade at its neck.

      Somehow, it dodged my blow and escaped with nothing more than a scalp wound.

      It snarled, the sound made eerie by the creature’s lack of ears or a nose. Its face was denoted by nostril holes; sunken, yellowed eyeballs; and its maw, gaping wider now than before. It leapt at me and I jumped back, bringing my borrowed sword up to block its attack.

      I stumbled when I slipped a rock, and my sword dipped enough to allow the monster’s hand inside my guard.

      Claws raked across my abdomen, shredding my hoodie, tank top, and stomach.

      “Fuck!” I screamed. I wrapped my left arm around my midsection and struck back with my sword arm.

      My balance was off, and instead of striking with the edge of my blade, I hit with the flat. I’d put enough power behind my blow to knock the creature back, but I’d overcommitted and a second later lost my balance.

      Susana stepped forward. “Get down,” she snapped at me.

      I hunched over to protect myself, stumbled, and fell onto my ass.

      Susana ducked low and slashed across the creature’s legs before it had a chance to turn around and face her. It dropped to the ground, screaming. She’d sliced through the backs of its knees, hobbling it. A second later, her sword made the return journey and lopped off its head.

      She grinned at me and pulled off her helmet. “Let’s get you inside and fixed up.” She reached a hand down to me.

      I braced for pain and took her hand in mine so she could haul me up. A movement behind her changed my momentum. Instead of getting to my feet, I tugged her toward me. She flew over my shoulder, somersaulting with her sword as she hit the ground. That was a neat trick, and one I definitely wanted to learn.

      She bounded to her feet and spun around. A second monster, thrown off its stride by my sudden move, stepped back in shock. Its hesitation gave Susana the opening she needed and a second later, the monster’s head joined its friend’s on the ground.

      The entire battle, from spotting the first monster to seeing both decapitated, had taken fewer than three minutes.

      “Any more?” I asked.

      Susana shook her head. “I don’t see any, but I didn’t see the second one either. Stay here, I’ll look around.”

      I didn’t bother telling her I couldn’t go anywhere, not with my current pain level anyway. She stalked off, sword at the ready, leaving me behind.

      I picked up my sword and scooted toward the wall, looking for an opening between the poky bushes.

      I propped myself up in a sitting position and breathed through the pain. Already, it hurt less than it should. Valkyries healed quickly; something that made the deaths of so many ancient Valkyries in the last three months even harder to comprehend.

      Footsteps broke through the slight fog in my awareness that I’d let fall, and I sat up straight and raised my sword. I might not present much of a threat, injured as I was, but I wouldn’t go down easy.

      Astrid and Mickey rounded the corner. Astrid, a six-foot tall, almost skeletally thin, white woman with close-cropped pink hair that matched her magenta scabbard, swung her gaze around, clearly searching for me. Mickey had an hourglass figure, was half a foot shorter, and had dark-black skin, black curly hair pulled into a tight ponytail. They each carried a helmet—the only pieces of magic besides their swords that remained when they retired.

      “Over here!” I whisper-called.

      Astrid locked onto me and strode over, leaving Mickey on guard.

      “Did you see Susana?” I asked.

      “She sent us to you,” Astrid said in a clipped tone. “Said you were injured.”

      I didn’t know Astrid well, but I totally dug her style. Her tone said she might not be as big a fan of me as I was of her.

      “’Tis but a scratch.” I cracked up.

      Either Astrid wasn’t a Monty Python fan, or she didn’t think my delivery was laughable. Whatever. My sense of humor was legendary. I didn’t need her.

      “Shut up,” she said. “There could be more around.”

      I wanted to remind her that she answered to me and not the other way around, but decided against it when the painful aftereffects of my laughter made themselves known.

      Mickey pulled her phone out of the pocket in her yoga pants and glanced down. “All clear,” she announced. She sheathed her sword and walked toward me.

      Astrid relaxed her stance but didn’t sheath her weapon. “Any more?”

      “One. Susana called it in. Clean-up will be here in twenty.”

      Neither of them looked at me.

      I cleared my throat.

      Nothing.

      “Could one of you help me to my feet? I need to get my shirt off before I end up with a ‘Lord of the Rings’ tank top permanently embedded in my stomach.”

      I grasped my sword with my left hand and extended my right. Mickey took hold of my forearm and pulled me up. I gasped in pain, and the world around me greyed out for a second.

      A couple deep breaths later, I let go of Mickey’s hand. “Thank you.”

      She nodded and stood back.

      I unzipped my hoodie, wincing when the motion pulled cloth out of the slashes on my abdomen. I used my ruined hoodie to wipe my sword off to the best of my ability and sheathed my weapon. Then I braced myself, grabbed the hem of my T-shirt, and pulled it up and over my head.

      Holding back a groan of pain took all my self-control. I tried to check my wounds, but my sports-bra-clad boobs were in the way. “How bad is it?” I gasped.

      Mickey walked forward and shone her phone’s flashlight at me. “Could be worse. Your guts aren’t hanging out and it doesn’t look deep enough to have perforated anything vital.”

      The pain gradually receded the longer I stood upright, and soon I could talk without gasping between every word. “The claws aren’t venomous, are they? It’s just the fangs, right?”

      Mickey came in for a closer look. “I didn’t see your sister after the monster bit her, but either the claws don’t carry the venom, or you’re immune. If you slap a bandage on that, it’ll probably be healed up by tomorrow without even leaving a scar.”

      I eyed my scarred forearm and spared a moment to wish my enhanced healing had been in effect when I’d attempted suicide ten years earlier.

      “I don’t suppose anyone has an extra shirt they could loan me?” I asked hopefully. It hadn’t been a warm December day to begin with, and a cold drizzle had started to fall.

      Astrid unzipped her hoodie, peeled her long-sleeved shirt off, and handed it over.

      “Thank you.” I put it on and wrapped my arms around myself. The three of us stood there in awkward silence, waiting for the clean-up crew. I hadn’t met any of them yet, although Lena had programmed their number in my phone after we killed a wyvern in White Salmon a couple months ago.

      Finally, Susana reappeared followed by two people dressed like EMTs pushing a stretcher. Their resemblance to anything mortal ended with the clothing and their vaguely humanoid shapes.

      They easily topped eight feet, had glowing blue skin, icy gray eyes, and long, silver hair. If forced to guess, I’d say they were female based on body shape, but nothing but chest size seemed to denote gender.

      They tipped their chins to me but said nothing.

      “I am Frankie, daughter of Katrin, daughter of Hilda, and First among the Valkyries. Thank you for your help in taking care of the monsters.”

      The giants spoke in unison, their voices rough like they spoke through a mouthful of gravel. “We are Clay and Sand, daughters of Jörð, who is the Earth Mother and mother to Thor Odinson. She reclaims all those who were born of her.”

      Clay and Sand knelt beside the creatures and placed their hands on the corpses. After a few seconds, the bodies sank slowly into the ground, leaving the earth undisturbed. I looked around. No sign of the creatures or our battle remained. Even my shredded clothes had disappeared.

      “We serve the Earth,” they intoned. The sisters stood, nodded at me again, and walked away with the stretcher.
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