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				VALHALLA

				‘If on some cold winter’s night you gaze up into the darkened sky and see the glow of the Northern Lights – consider this. Those shimmering colours are not an illusion. They are the glow of the Rainbow Bridge called Bifröst. Across that magnificent bridge, far from the World of Man, you will find Asgard: Land of the Norse Gods and home of Valhalla.

				Also known as Odin’s Great Heavenly Hall for the Heroic Dead, Valhalla sits in the very centre of Asgard. Resting deep within the ethereal plane it is accessible from Earth only by crossing Bifröst.

				Enormous in size, with a thousand spires rising high into the clouds, Valhalla hosts over five hundred entrance doors. Each door is wide enough to allow eight hundred slain warriors to pass through, marching side by side.

				In ancient times, the Vikings fought valiantly to earn a seat at Valhalla. It was all they strived for. But to get there, they had to be selected by an elite group of winged Battle-Maidens, known as the Valkyries.

				In the middle of the battlefield, the Valkyries would swoop down from the skies, riding their winged Reaping Mares and howling their haunted cries. Coming to Earth, or Midgard, as they called it, to choose among the dead and dying only the most valiant of warriors to deliver to Odin at Valhalla.

				Arriving at Valhalla, these chosen warriors would spend their nights sitting with Odin, feasting and drinking. They would dance with the Valkyries and listen to their enchanting songs as the Battle-Maidens entertained the dead.

				A warrior’s days at Valhalla were spent on the training grounds outside the heavenly hall, as they picked up their weapons and gloried once again in endless battle.

				This was their heaven and their paradise. In today’s battles, soldiers have long forgotten Valhalla and the Valkyries that fly in to gather up the chosen dead.

				Though we have forgotten them, they haven’t forgotten us . . .

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER ONE

				The first rays of dawn swept over the distant horizon and drove away the long night. But Freya did not welcome the rising sun. It was her mortal enemy, that would bring only sorrow. She tilted her wings and flew headlong into the fading darkness, hoping to follow the night, praying day would not find her.

				But darkness betrayed her and allowed in the light. She had been flying all night, soaring high above Asgard, dreading her upcoming First Day Ceremony.

				Orus, her raven companion, flew at her side and tried his best to keep up. But his wings were much smaller than hers, and despite his best efforts he lagged behind. After the long flight, he was too tired to beg her to go back. All he could do was try to stay with her and help guide her through First Day.

				‘Freya!’ a voice called from behind her.

				Freya looked back and saw her older sister Maya soaring confidently behind them. Her own raven was flying closely at her side.

				‘Freya, stop!’ Maya called. ‘Please land; we must speak.’

				Orus forced more speed and caught up with Freya. ‘Stop!’ he gasped. ‘I can’t fly much longer, and your sister is calling.’

				Freya looked over to her raven and saw how exhausted he was. She hadn’t been fair, forcing him to fly all night. Pulling in her wings, she descended and gracefully touched down in a field of golden grain. As she folded and settled her midnight-black wings on her back, Orus landed on her shoulder. ‘Don’t lose your temper with your sister,’ he panted softly.

				‘Thank Odin I found you!’ Maya cried as she also landed and charged towards Freya. ‘Mother’s in a state. Everyone is searching for you. Where have you been all night?’

				Freya used her sleeve to wipe away the beads of sweat from her brow. Now that she had stopped, she felt exhausted from the long flight. The muscles in her wings warned of the stiffness to come. ‘I needed a bit of fresh air.’

				‘I can see that,’ Maya cried. ‘But why didn’t you tell anyone you were going? You could have at least told me!’

				‘I saw you dancing at Valhalla with some of the warriors. I didn’t want to disturb you.’

				‘You know I would much rather spend time with you than dance.’ Maya softened her tone. ‘Especially on the eve of your First Day.’

				‘I don’t want to do this.’

				Her sister’s pale brows knitted together in a frown. ‘Do what?’

				‘This! Today!’ Freya shot back. ‘My First Day Ceremony and then going to the battlefield.’

				‘What do you mean? You’ve been to the battlefields thousands of times. You have spent all of your life there. Only today you will reap your first dying warrior.’

				Freya sighed heavily. ‘But I hate it. I hate the warriors and I hate all the killing and wounding. Humans are bloodthirsty monsters. I don’t want to touch them or be part of bringing more of them here. Asgard would be much better off without Valhalla and its dead warriors.’

				Maya looked shocked. ‘How can you say that? Valhalla is a wondrous place and a home to all the valiant warriors who have fallen in battle since the dawn of time! Those men have earned the right to be here. It is a great honour that we are the ones chosen to escort them. You should celebrate them and what they have achieved.’

				‘All they have achieved is being good killers!’ Freya challenged. ‘And what does that make us when we reap them? We’re even better killers!’

				‘We do not kill!’ her sister said indignantly. ‘We are Valkyries. We bring an end to their suffering and escort them home.’

				‘It’s still killing,’ Freya insisted, and her wings fluttered in annoyance. ‘If we didn’t touch them, they would live.’

				‘No they wouldn’t. It is their time to die, whether we touch them or not,’ Maya insisted.

				‘But I don’t want to do it,’ Freya responded as she turned and walked away from her sister. ‘I don’t want to touch a human or even talk to them. I have seen the warriors at Valhalla. All they want to do is kill and destroy.’

				Her sister started to preen the black feathers on Freya’s folded wings. ‘Freya, how can I make you see that you’re wrong? The soldiers of today are nothing like the warriors of the past. Most do not remain in Asgard and choose to ascend to be with their families. You’ll see today when you reap your first. Talk to them. You will soon find they are nothing like the others you have seen.’

				‘But what if I don’t want to?’

				‘You are a Valkyrie. Reaping is what we are born to do. You have no choice – it is your destiny.’

				Freya looked at her sister and sighed. Maya was beautiful. All four of her sisters were, but Maya was the most enchanting. She was tall and lean with long flaxen hair. The skin on her sculpted face was unblemished and she had the palest pearl-grey eyes in all of Asgard. Her wings were fine-boned with elegant white feathers lying neatly over each other. She was everything a Valkyrie should be, which was why most of the reaped warriors fell instantly in love with her.

				Compared to Maya, Freya, the youngest of the five sisters, felt like a plough horse. She wasn’t as tall, beautiful or graceful. Her wings were large and stocky. Their raven-black feathers always looked as if they could use a good grooming. Instead of pearl-grey eyes, Freya’s were dark blue. And although she was the fastest flyer in Asgard, it was always Maya who attracted attention.

				But for all their differences, Freya adored her older sister. Many times Freya had watched Maya with envy as she confidently approached the battlefields. Without a trace of hesitation, she reaped the warriors she was assigned to and escorted them back to Valhalla.

				‘Don’t you ever question what we do?’

				Maya shook her head. ‘We do as we are intended to do. As Odin tells us to.’

				‘And if we don’t want to do it?’

				Maya put her hands on her hips and tilted her head to the side. ‘Sometimes I wonder if you are even my sister. How can you not want to be a Valkyrie?’

				Sitting on her shoulder, Orus whispered in her ear. ‘Stop arguing. Maya cannot understand. Don’t condemn her for that.’

				Freya looked into the dark eyes of the raven on her shoulder. Orus was right. No one in Asgard could understand how she felt. At times she didn’t even understand it.

				‘I’m sorry,’ she said finally. ‘I guess I’m nervous for today.’

				Maya nodded and combed her fine fingers through Freya’s wild, unkempt hair. ‘I understand. Now come, let’s get you prepared for the ceremony – before Odin sends out a Dark Searcher to find us.’

				Freya and Orus followed Maya and her raven back to Valhalla. Beneath them, the Great Heavenly Hall was being prepared for her First Day Ceremony. This was to be the final ceremony for some time as there were no Valkyries younger than Freya. Everyone in Asgard wanted this ceremony to be the best ever – everyone except Freya.

				In the fields surrounding Valhalla, the reaped warriors who had chosen to remain in Asgard did what they were always doing. Fighting. The clanging sounds of sword upon sword rose up in the air as fighters spent all day battling against each other until night fell. Then they would enter Valhalla and drink and sing – preparing for the next day’s battle.

				To Freya, it all seemed so pointless. There were so many other things to see and do. Why these warriors should choose to fight, day in, day out, was something she couldn’t comprehend.

				They veered away from Valhalla and flew over the beautiful buildings that made up the main city of Asgard and back to their home. It was a magnificent mansion standing alone on a hill, surrounded by gardens that turned into dense forests.

				The Valkyries lived in the most extravagant palaces, and as Freya’s mother was Senior Valkyrie, she had the biggest, most opulent – second only in size and beauty to Odin’s palace.

				Landing on the main balcony, they found their mother pacing the large reception room. Shields and weapons of battles throughout the ages adorned the walls and the floor was lined with sheepskin rugs.

				Their mother was dressed in her shining silver armour. The feathers on her wings were groomed and bejewelled and her ceremonial dagger was at her waist. Her winged helmet was cast on a chair.

				‘Freya!’ she shouted as she charged over. Her ice-blue eyes blazed and her white wings were half open in fury. ‘Where have you been? Do you realize the time? You will be late for your own First Day Ceremony! Odin will be in a rage.’

				‘Mother, it’s all right,’ Maya said calmly. ‘Freya and Orus went out for a quick flight and lost track of time. Odin need never know. If you tell him we’re on our way, we’ll be there shortly.’

				‘It will take an age to get her prepared,’ her mother ranted. ‘Just look at the state of her, she’s filthy!’ She snatched up a comb and tried to drag it through Freya’s tangled blonde hair. Just look at the state of your feathers! I’m amazed you can even fly . . .’

				‘Mother, please,’ Freya begged. She caught the comb as her mother pulled it through a large knot. ‘I can do this. Just give me a bit of time.’

				‘Of all my children, you have always given me the most trouble. Your sisters were dressed and ready to leave at sun-up. They’ve already gone to Valhalla to join the honour guard. Don’t you realize how important this is? You are my youngest child and the last Valkyrie. Today, finally, you will join us in the reaping. It is a great honour.’

				Freya opened her mouth to protest, but her sister cut in. ‘Of course Freya understands how important it is. We all do. Just give us a moment to prepare and we’ll meet you at the entrance to Valhalla.’

				Her mother seemed unconvinced, but nodded as she reached for her winged helmet. ‘Just don’t keep Odin waiting long. You know how impatient he can be.’ Without a backward glance she crossed to the balcony, opened her wings and leaped off.

				‘Remember to bow when you approach Odin,’ Orus warned. Well preened, he sat on Freya’s shoulder as they prepared to leave for Valhalla.

				Freya nodded her head nervously. ‘I’ll remember.’

				Maya put the finishing touches to Freya’s gold and white gown as she flitted around her. ‘And try not to yawn when he gives his speech.’

				‘I’ll try. But why does he always have to talk for so long?’

				Orus leaned closer to her ear. ‘To hear himself speak!’ The raven started to laugh and caw at his insult to the leader of Asgard.

				‘Don’t let Odin hear you say that,’ Maya warned, swatting at him. ‘Orus, you should show more respect – like my Grul.’ Maya reached up and stroked the raven at her shoulder.

				‘Don’t try to educate Orus, Maya,’ Grul teased. ‘He’s too thick to learn anything.’

				‘Who are you calling thick?’ Orus challenged, cawing loudly and flapping his wings.

				‘You,’ Grul answered.

				As the two ravens cawed at each other, Maya held up her hand. ‘Enough! When will you two finally get along?’

				‘Never!’ the ravens said as one.

				Freya reached up and stroked Orus’s smooth black chest. ‘Calm down. He’s just trying to upset you before the ceremony.’

				‘He’s doing a fine job of it,’ Orus muttered. ‘One of these days, Freya, I’m going to show that Grul just how clever I really am . . .’

				Ignoring the bickering birds, Maya finished fastening a plain gold chain at her sister’s neck. ‘Oh, and try to look interested when Odin tells the story of Frigha.’

				‘Oh no, not again,’ Freya moaned. ‘Why does he keep telling us the same old story every time there is a First Day Ceremony? Surely, by now, we all know it.’

				‘He tells the story as a warning to all of us,’ Maya said. ‘So no one forgets what happened to the one Valkyrie who defied him and ran away from her duties in Asgard. You remember what happened to her?’

				‘How could I forget? Odin had to summon a Dark Searcher to find her. Then he let loose the Midgard Serpent to punish those who helped hide her from him. Half the Earth was destroyed in his rage.’

				‘Yes,’ Maya said. ‘And then he cut off her wings and took out her eyes before he banished the Valkyrie from Asgard for all time. She was left to wander the World of Man – blind, alone and flightless. To lose our wings is a fate worse than death.’

				‘I know the story,’ Freya said tiredly. ‘You don’t have to remind me.’

				‘I’m just saying that Odin will repeat it. You must show him respect and try not to look too bored.’

				‘I’ll try.’ Freya inhaled deeply. ‘So how do I look?’

				Maya took a step back and surveyed her work. ‘You look beautiful. Not even Mother could find fault.’

				Freya grinned and opened her dark wings. Her sister had applied fragrant oils to the feathers that had them shining brightly. In the full sunlight, the black feathers shone with rainbow iridescence.

				Freya looked to Orus. ‘Well, what do you think?’

				‘You’ll do,’ the raven said casually. He gave her a playful nip on the ear with his polished long beak. ‘Just as long as they don’t look too closely at your fingernails.’ He cawed in laughter and flew off her shoulder towards the balcony. ‘Now, hurry up before they start the ceremony without us!’

				Valhalla had been dressed for the ceremony in the most beautiful flowers that grew in Asgard. The high walls had been scrubbed, the spires that rose high into the air all flew the flag of the Valkyries and the weapons adorning the doors had been cleaned and polished. All the grounds surrounding the hall had been groomed. There wasn’t a thing out of place.

				Outside the Great Hall, the slain warriors stopped fighting and gathered together along either side of the entrance to greet Freya. As she approached, they all bowed their heads.

				‘See, they’re not so bad,’ Maya whispered as she smiled radiantly at the gathered warriors.

				Freya wasn’t convinced. ‘Just you wait. The moment we’re inside, they’ll go back to slaughtering each other in the name of amusement.’

				Maya sighed. ‘That is the afterlife they have chosen. Why must you condemn them for that?’

				‘Because it’s foolish.’

				‘It is their choice,’ Maya insisted.

				Their mother appeared at the entrance. ‘You’re late,’ she chastised. ‘Everyone is waiting.’

				‘I’m sorry, Mother,’ Maya said. ‘But doesn’t Freya look beautiful?’

				Her mother was much like Maya. Tall, elegant and beautiful. ‘Yes she does,’ she admitted. She embraced Freya warmly.

				‘You are my youngest child and I am proud to welcome you into the sisterhood of the Valkyries. Come, my daughter, come and take your rightful place among us.’

				Freya stood directly behind her mother, while Maya took position behind her. As they approached the wide doors of Valhalla, Maya donned her winged helmet and then placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. ‘I’m right behind you, Freya. Always.’

				Grateful for her sister’s presence, Freya reached up and gave Orus a stroke on the chest. ‘Well, this is it.’

				‘Good luck,’ the raven whispered. ‘You’ll do fine.’

				As her mother led her into Valhalla, Freya felt the eyes of Asgard resting upon her. Lining the aisle leading up to Odin were all the other Valkyries. They were dressed in their full armour and wearing their winged helmets. Their wings were open in salute as they raised their swords high in the air.

				Freya knew them all by name, but there were none among them that she could call friend. She was the youngest and the last in the long line of Valkyries. But this wasn’t what made her different. For reasons no one understood, Freya was the first Valkyrie born with solid black feathers, as opposed to the white or grey wings of the other Valkyries. This difference made her stand out and was the subject of much talk and rumour. At times, she felt almost as if they resented her and didn’t trust her. Her mother had always said that her father was a powerful warrior of dark hair and piercing black eyes. She had been told that he remained in Asgard and was one of the warriors fighting outside Valhalla. But her mother had never pointed him out.

				When she was younger she would walk among the warriors and wonder if she could find him. But as time passed and she saw how brutal they could be, she lost interest. Besides, she reasoned, he could have come forward to find her. He knew her mother – surely if he wanted to meet her he could. So if he wasn’t interested, why should she waste her time trying to find him?

				The blasting of horns pulled Freya from her thoughts. Everyone in the huge hall stood to attention. As Freya followed her mother down the long aisle, she walked past her three sisters at the front. Their swords were held high, their armour shone and their extended wings glistened as they all smiled proudly at her.

				Finally, Odin appeared with his family on a tall dais at the front of the hall and took a position to receive her. Following close at his heels were Odin’s two pet wolves, Geri and Freki. At Odin’s command, they sat and panted softly.

				Freya’s mother bowed before the leader of Asgard, stepped to the left and knelt down. Freya followed suit and knelt before Odin. Her sister bowed and then knelt on Freya’s right.

				‘Rise!’ commanded Odin.

				Freya rose and stood before the imposing leader. She felt awed in his presence. Odin was a terrifying sight in his full, well-used battle armour. His wild red hair spilled out from under his large horned helmet and his red beard grew long and thick, down to his waist. His left eye socket was covered with a gold patch. It was rumoured that he had sacrificed his eye in pursuit of wisdom, but Freya didn’t know if this was true or not. In his bare arms he carried his famous spear, Gungnir.

				Freya had never been this close to Odin before and the sight of him petrified her. All the wild stories told about him and his strength and battle prowess now seemed possible as she stood before him.

				Standing behind Odin was his wife, Frigg. She too was dressed in her golden battle armour and in her hands was the new silver breastplate that was to be given to Freya. Her long blonde hair was neatly styled in two bejewelled braids that almost reached down to her fur-lined boots. It was said she was the most beautiful woman in Asgard. Up close, Freya could see it was true. The only one who could ever rival her beauty was Freya’s own sister, Maya.

				Beside Frigg was Thor. He was the spitting image of his father, Odin, except for the colour of his hair. Thor’s hair was long and blond; only his beard showed a trace of his father’s red. Thor stood stone-faced and unmoving as his blue eyes bored into her. He was clutching his hammer, Mjölnir, in one hand and holding a newly crafted winged helmet in the other.

				It was said that Thor didn’t have a lot of time for the Valkyries and, by the dark expression on his face, Freya could see that this was true. What caused the animosity remained a mystery. But for as long as she had lived, Freya had done her best to avoid him and his sharp tongue.

				Standing back against the wall behind the dais was Loki, the trickster and unrelated blood-brother to Odin. Unlike the other men of Asgard, he wasn’t strongly built, nor did he wear armour or carry a weapon. He had long dark-brown hair and sparkling, mischievous eyes. Freya knew even less about him than she did Thor. Only that, for reasons untold, Odin tolerated his presence in Asgard despite all the trouble he liked to cause. Her mother said he was dangerous and was always warning Freya to stay away from him.

				As he caught her eye, he gave her a charming grin and bowed elegantly.

				Odin cleared his throat loudly to ensure he had everyone’s attention. ‘Welcome to this final First Day Ceremony.’ He dropped his eyes and they landed directly on Freya.

				‘Freya, today you are the last to join your sisters in the reaping. This is a sombre occasion indeed, filled with reverence for a time-honoured tradition assigned only to the Valkyries. It falls upon you to bring only the best of the slain to me, here at Valhalla. They have earned their place among the glorious dead and share in the celebration of battle . . .’

				Freya stood before Odin, trying her best to stay focused and listen to every word of his long speech, but as the moments passed it was becoming harder and harder.

				To her, there was no glory in being a warrior killed in battle. It was wasteful. Where were art, music and all the other parts that made up a life? Maya kept insisting there was more to the World of Man than just fighting. But if that was so, why did Odin revere it as he did?

				As her eyes drifted around the Great Hall, she saw how everyone hung on Odin’s every word. How they murmured in agreement as he spoke of the glorious dead and of battles fought and won. Looking at the masses of people surrounding her, Freya had never felt more alone.

				Why was she so different?

				Why couldn’t she feel the same way everyone else did?

				A sharp nip at her ear brought her out of her reverie. She stole a quick look at Orus on her shoulder. ‘Freya, stop daydreaming!’ he warned softly. ‘Prepare to swear your oath.’

				With a quick nod, Freya turned her attention back to Odin. She hadn’t been aware of his speech and suddenly realized he was now deep into telling the story of Frigha, the runaway Valkyrie.

				‘It gave me no joy to blind and de-wing her,’ he was saying. ‘Finally she was banished from her home in Asgard. To this day, she wanders the Earth alone, lost in her shame and betrayal . . .’

				On and on Odin droned, giving warning to all Valkyries that once they swear the oath, they are bound to their duties. Freya wondered if he ever stopped talking long enough to actually breathe.

				Finally he offered her his large hand. ‘Come forward, Freya,’ he commanded.

				‘Go on,’ Orus ordered into her ear. ‘This is it!’

				Freya nervously took hold of Odin’s outstretched hand and stepped up on to the dais. ‘Kneel, child.’

				Freya opened her wings wide enough to allow her to kneel before the leader of Asgard as Odin placed a hand on the top of her head. ‘Freya, do you swear to carry out your duties to the best of your abilities?’

				‘Say “I swear”,’ Orus whispered softly in her ear.

				‘I swear,’ Freya repeated sombrely.

				‘Do you swear allegiance to the sisterhood of the Valkyries and promise to fulfill your obligations as one of the favoured?’

				‘I swear.’

				‘Do you swear your allegiance to me to do my bidding according to the laws of the Valkyries – bringing only the best of the best warriors to my Great Heavenly Hall, Valhalla, and leaving the others to Azrael and his Angels of Death?’

				Freya hesitated. This was the one order she knew was going to be hardest to follow. Who were they to decide who was worthy or not? How could she be expected to judge someone? It was all so unfair.

				‘Say “I swear”!’ Orus whispered. ‘Freya, swear it!’

				Freya could hear the sharp intake of breath from the others behind her as she hesitated.

				‘Answer me,’ Odin commanded. ‘Do you swear?’

				It went against everything Freya believed, but with the pressure of her mother beside her and all of Asgard gathered behind her, Freya finally nodded. ‘I swear.’

				She could hear her mother release her held breath.

				Odin inhaled deeply before continuing. ‘Do you understand your position as Valkyrie? That you possess the power to keep the Angels of Death at bay and with a word can command them away from the battlefield. They resent this ranking, but accept it. Do you?’

				‘I understand and accept,’ Freya said.

				‘Then it is by my order that I command you to arise, Valkyrie. Rise and receive your armour and sword.’

				Freya climbed to her feet as Odin took her hand. He drew her back to his wife, Frigg.

				Frigg raised the new silver armour. ‘By this breastplate, I give you the power of wisdom in choosing the best slain for Valhalla. May it guide you and protect you always. I welcome you, young Valkyrie.’

				‘Lift your arms and open your wings,’ Orus softly instructed.

				Freya felt as if she was in a dream as she lifted her arms and opened her wings fully. Frigg approached and placed the silver breastplate into position on her chest. The heavy armour fell down past her waist. She had never been measured for it yet, somehow, it fit the lines of her body perfectly. The leather straps were then fed around her body and under the wings at her back to be fastened at her right side.

				With her breastplate in position, Frigg kissed Freya lightly on the forehead and took several steps back.

				Next, Thor came forward. He put his hammer down as he lifted the silver winged helmet high above Freya’s head.

				‘With this helmet, I grant you speed and stealth. No human eyes will rest upon you as long as you wear it. Only the dead and dying may see you as you truly are. Take this helmet and protect it. With it lies your power of secrecy.’ He paused and his blue eyes threatened. ‘But be warned. Never allow a living human to wear your helmet. To do so will cause the helmet great suffering and its cries will be heard in all Asgard.’

				Thor took a step closer and put the silver winged helmet on Freya’s head. When it was in place, Freya felt everything change. She became dizzy and light-headed. The world around her drained of colour, as though she was gazing through a dense fog. Maya always said it was harder to see with her helmet on. Freya now understood what she meant. Though the helmet made her invisible and part of the ethereal realm, it had a cost. That cost was her clear, colour-filled vision.

				She felt herself starting to fall. Thor’s strong arms went fast around her.

				‘Steady . . .’ he said. ‘It takes a moment to adjust.’

				Freya recovered, but still felt very strange, almost as if she weighed nothing. Distracted by the strange sensations coursing through her body, Freya was unaware of the silver gauntlets being drawn up her arms or the heavily jewelled dagger being placed at her waist.

				When she was fully dressed in the armour of the Valkyrie, Odin came forward again. In his hand he carried a newly forged sword. Her sword.

				Freya had seen Odin perform this part of the ceremony many times, and had watched her sisters going through it. But now that it was her turn, her fear returned.

				Odin lowered the sword until the tip was resting halfway down her gown, just above her knees. He reached forward and pierced the fine fabric with the sharp tip. Then, as Freya stood perfectly still, he used the sword to cut away the lower length of the gown all the way around her body.

				When he finished, the jagged edge of fabric rested against her thighs as the lower half of her beautiful gown lay on the floor in ruins. Looking down at herself, she knew this signalled the end of the life she had known. She was turning fourteen. It meant she was no longer a child, or a girl or even a young woman. She was now . . .

				Valkyrie.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER TWO

				The rest of the ceremony proceeded in a kind of blur. Freya was given gifts and her first taste of mead – the strong drink of Valhalla. It was what all the fallen warriors drank and most nights left them unconscious on the floor of the Great Hall.

				Freya couldn’t see what all the fuss was about. Mead was bitter and left an awful taste in her mouth which no amount of water could wash away. She much preferred the fruit drinks that she was used to.

				When the formal celebration ended, Freya waited outside Valhalla to prepare to join her sisters on her first reap. Everyone else retired to their homes or back to the battlefield to join in the fighting of the slain warriors. Freya watched them taking up their arms and cheer as they entered the fight. She sighed heavily. Would she ever understand it all?

				Lost in thought, Freya didn’t hear her mother approach until the clopping of horses’ hooves was almost upon her. She turned to see her mother standing with a stunning, winged chestnut mare.

				Every Valkyrie had a horse to ride to the battlefields. These special Reaping Mares were used to transport the valiant dead over the Rainbow Bridge to Asgard and Valhalla. This was the only part of the First Day Ceremony that Freya had been excited about. She loved the Reaping Mares and spent a lot of time in the stables, brushing their rich manes and grooming their feathers.

				‘Freya,’ her mother started as she handed over the leather reins to the mare, ‘this is Sylt. She is to be your Reaping Mare.’

				Freya’s heart thudded with excitement as she approached the tall mare. ‘She’s beautiful. Is she really mine?’

				Her mother nodded. ‘I chose her especially for you. Look at the feathers under her wings.’

				Freya stroked the smooth neck of the mare and approached one of the heavy chestnut wings folded neatly on her back. Lifting it, she was shocked to find black feathers instead of brown.

				‘Black?’

				Her mother smiled. ‘Sylt is as unique to Asgard as you are, my child. Treat her well and she will serve you for all time.’

				‘Sylt,’ Freya repeated. ‘Hello, Sylt, we are going to be the best of friends.’

				The mare’s rich brown eyes followed Freya as she moved back to her head. As she stroked her head, Sylt nickered softly.

				‘Thank you, Mother. She really is beautiful.’

				‘Hey, what about me?’ Orus complained as he flapped his wings and nipped her ear.

				Freya couldn’t help but smile. ‘Orus, are you jealous?’

				‘Of that great big thing?’ he blustered. ‘Of course not! But I didn’t spend all morning trying to look nice for your ceremony, just to be ignored because of this beast.’

				Freya reached up and pulled Orus off her shoulder. She gave the raven a hug that nearly squeezed the life out of him before kissing the top of his feathered head. ‘Orus, you know you will always be my first love. All I was saying is that Sylt is beautiful. And she is, isn’t she?’

				‘She is just a horse, Freya,’ he said indignantly as he wiggled free of her grip. Getting back to her shoulder, he ruffled his feathers into place again. ‘There are hundreds of them in the stables.’

				‘Yes there are. But Sylt is unique and that makes her even more beautiful. And now she’s all ours.’

				‘Oh, joy,’ the raven complained.

				Freya’s oldest sister, Gwyn, approached. She was putting her sword back in its sheath and adjusting her gauntlets. ‘Honestly, Freya, why you put up with that ill-tempered bird is beyond me. You should have chosen a better companion, like my own bird, Gondul.’ Gwyn raised her arm in the air and a black raven soared down and landed neatly on it. It crawled up to her shoulder and settled there.

				‘See what I mean? Gondul loves me and would never nip my ear.’

				‘Perhaps,’ Orus agreed. ‘But Gondul doesn’t have enough sense to come in from the rain. He’s hardly companion material, if you ask me.’

				‘I didn’t ask you!’ Gwyn stuck her tongue out at Orus before focusing on Freya. ‘Are you ready for your first reaping?’

				The smile dropped from Freya’s face as she was reminded of the horse’s purpose and her dark mission. To bring dead warriors back to Valhalla.

				Maya came up behind her, dressed in her silver armour and helmet. She had a big grin on her face. ‘Of course she’s ready. She’s been looking forward to this for ages.’

				Freya managed a strained smile as Maya put her arm around her and whispered, ‘It won’t be so bad. I promise. Just stay with me and do what I do. It won’t be a big reaping today, just a few soldiers.’

				‘One soldier is too many,’ Freya muttered softly.

				Maya looked at her and shook her head. ‘Just talk to your soldier. Let him show you they aren’t all bad. Now, mount up – it’s time to go.’

				As it was Freya’s first mission, she took a position directly behind her mother’s massive pearl-grey Reaping Mare. Freya was riding Sylt as they made their way to Bifröst, the Rainbow Bridge, which linked Asgard to the World of Man. Even with their wings, the Valkyrie and Reaping Mares could not leave Asgard any other way. The bridge was the only route in and out.

				Maya rode her own Reaping Mare behind Freya and her three other sisters followed further back. As they approached Bifröst, the bridge’s Watchman stepped forward and held up his heavy sword. He was massive in size and immensely powerful, with a head of bushy blond hair and a moustache that went down to his belly. It was said that Heimdall’s hearing was so keen he could hear grass grow and his vision so accurate he could see across all of Asgard both day and night. And if Heimdall didn’t want you to cross the bridge, there was little you could do to get past him.

				‘State your purpose,’ he said formally.

				‘Greetings, Heimdall,’ her mother responded with equal formality as she bowed her head to the Watchman. ‘We come in the service of Odin. It is Freya’s First Day and we journey to the reaping.’

				‘Be welcome and journey well,’ Heimdall said as he bowed and swept his sword wide to invite them on to the bridge.

				As Freya directed Sylt past Heimdall, he winked at her. ‘Good luck, child.’

				Freya really liked Heimdall. Often times when she was feeling particularly lost or restless, she would fly to Bifröst and Heimdall would let her go halfway across the bridge to peer down into the World of Man. He wasn’t big on conversation, but that was another thing she liked about him. Sometimes they would walk out together and he would stand with her. Silent and unmoving. She often felt that Heimdall was as lonely as she was and understood all that she felt.

				Bifröst was the longest bridge in Asgard and was aptly named the Rainbow Bridge. It shimmered and glistened in the many colours of the rainbow. The brightest colours were the flaming reds and oranges. From a distance, their brilliance gave the bridge the illusion of being on fire.

				Once they crossed to the other side, Freya’s mother commanded her mare to fly. Almost immediately, her mother started to howl with a sound unique to their kind. It preceded their arrival to the battlefields.

				Freya joined in the howling as she, her mother and sisters soared high in the sky over a rocky, golden desert. A tall mountain range loomed in the distance and the sun was starting to descend behind it, casting long shadows on the ground. As Freya gazed down, she saw very little growing on the dry, dusty earth.

				A shiver started down her back at the sight of smoke rising in the air. The howling of her sisters grew louder and more intense, letting her know they had arrived at the appointed place of reaping.

				Down below, three military trucks in a long convoy had been blown off the road and knocked to the side. The vehicle at the end was burning brightly, while the two in front smouldered and threatened to explode. Men were pouring out of the trucks and running back to help the soldiers in the flipped trucks.

				Near the damaged vehicles, others arrived from the sky. These were the Angels of Death who would take the dying soldiers not chosen by the Valkyries. They landed on the ground and folded their wings to wait for the choosing to finish.

				The Reaping Mares all landed together several metres from the burning trucks. Freya climbed off Sylt and handed the reins to her oldest sister. As long as one of them touched the reins whilst wearing their helmet, the mares remained as invisible as the Valkyries.

				‘Are you ready?’ Maya asked, coming up to her.

				‘She is,’ Orus answered from Freya’s shoulder. ‘Aren’t you?’

				Freya felt like there was a fist in her throat. She couldn’t swallow and could barely breathe. She nodded.

				‘Ours is the last vehicle, the one on fire. There are two soldiers in there, waiting for us. Most of the others within it are destined to survive, so be extra careful not to touch them. But there are three others who will die and are to be taken by them.’ Maya indicated the Angels of Death.

				As Freya looked at the closest angel, he bowed his head in respect to her. Freya returned the bow.

				‘You’ll know who your warrior is when we enter,’ Maya finished.

				‘I understand.’ Somehow Freya already knew who she was meant to reap. She could feel him calling to her. There was something about him – something good and very brave. He had lived a decent life and, though he lay dying, he felt no fear. She knew they were destined to meet. In all the other times she’d been to battlefields, she’d never felt this before. She couldn’t deny his call.

				‘Remember,’ Maya said. ‘As long as you wear your armour, the flames can’t touch you, even if the truck explodes. We’ll just go in and reap the soldiers.’

				Freya took a deep breath.

				‘You’ll be fine,’ Orus said at her shoulder. ‘I’m right here with you.’

				‘Thanks, Orus,’ Freya said as she followed her sister.

				The sound of shouting and crying filled the air and the acrid smell of burning stung Freya’s nostrils. Several men in camouflage fatigues rushed past her, brushing against her wings. If they felt her there, they gave no indication. They ran into the back of the truck and started to pull out survivors.

				‘Freya, come,’ Maya called. ‘Ignore them, we have work to do. The longer we delay, the more our warriors will suffer.’

				Close behind her sister, Freya climbed into the back of the overturned truck. She crawled past the men struggling to get at survivors, being careful not to touch anyone as she headed towards the front of the vehicle.

				The flames hadn’t reached the inside yet, but the smoke had. It was thick and choking. As the seconds ticked, the heat was increasing. The sight of the moaning soldiers around her made Freya all the more resentful towards humans. How could they do this to each other?

				To her right she saw a female soldier with blood on her face and hair and her arm was obviously broken, but Freya could feel she was meant to live.

				‘Over here,’ Maya called.

				Up ahead, two men lay near each other. Maya was before one of them. He was covered in blood and appeared already dead. But as Maya knelt down beside him, he opened his eyes.

				‘Do not fear me, brave warrior,’ Maya said gently. ‘I am here to bring you home.’

				As she had done thousands of times before, Maya leaned forward and stroked the cheek of the soldier with her bare hand. ‘Come with me now. Leave this world of suffering behind you.’

				The soldier actually thanked Maya as she touched him. His eyes closed and he died. Freya could see his spirit rise from his broken body, looking just the same as he had in life. He grinned and took Maya’s outstretched hand. Together they moved towards the opening of the truck.

				‘Have you come for me? Am I going to die?’

				Freya looked down at the face of the soldier who had spoken. He was the one she was to reap. His dark skin was covered in beads of sweat. A crimson stain was spreading on his shirt.

				‘Yes,’ Freya said. ‘I am here to end your suffering.’

				‘You can’t,’ the soldier’s voice rose, desperate. ‘I can’t die.’

				Freya had heard warriors beg many times before. They would try anything to stop their death. They would plead, try to bargain or even fight. But in the end the Valkyries always succeeded.

				‘Please don’t be afraid, warrior,’ Freya said gently.

				‘I’m not frightened for myself,’ the soldier said. ‘But my family . . .’ He gasped as he tried to catch his breath. ‘Who will look after them? My wife . . . my girls?’

				For the first time, Freya noticed the soldier was clutching something in his hand. It was his mobile phone. She had seen other soldiers with them before, but had never seen one up close. With fading strength, he lifted it to show to Freya.

				‘Here,’ he managed to pant. ‘I can’t leave them.’

				Freya crept closer and gazed at a photograph displayed on the mobile phone. It was the image of a dark-skinned girl, not much younger than her, holding a baby. Her face was beaming with joy.

				‘That’s my Tamika and her new baby sister, Uniik,’ the soldier said proudly, with a sudden surge of strength. ‘I’ve never even held her. I was supposed to go on leave next week . . .’ The soldier started to cough and shiver but managed to recover himself as he focused on Freya.

				‘Please, I must live to see my baby. I need to know they will be all right.’

				He coughed again and struggled to breathe, as though his chest was filled with water. ‘I’m begging you,’ he gasped. ‘My wife says they are in trouble. I must go back . . .’

				Freya was almost too shocked to speak. This soldier was fighting to live. Not for himself, but for his family. He was nothing like the warriors at Valhalla. As he lay dying, his only thoughts were for his family.

				‘I am so sorry,’ Freya said softly. ‘There is nothing I can do. I must bring you back with me. It is your destiny. Your time on Earth has ended.’

				‘What’s your name?’ the soldier rasped. ‘I’m Tyrone Johnson.’

				‘I—’

				‘Freya, no!’ Orus warned. ‘You know you can’t give him your name while he lives. You must wait until he is dead!’

				‘Tyrone,’ Freya said softly. ‘It is time for you to go. I am sure your family will be fine.’

				‘How can you be sure?’ He fought to get each word out. ‘Does being the Angel of Death give you insight into the living?’

				‘I’m not an Angel of Death,’ Freya said. ‘I’m a Valkyrie, chooser of the slain. I am here to take you to Valhalla. You have earned your place among the valiant dead.’

				His eyes were fading with each passing moment. ‘It’s not valiant to die in a landmine explosion,’ he coughed.

				‘But your heart is valiant, I can see that. You must be rewarded.’

				‘I don’t need rewards,’ he struggled. ‘I need to protect my family. Please—’ He began coughing again and fought to catch his breath. Death was very near.

				From the back of the truck came Maya’s urgent voice. ‘Freya, hurry! You must take him. Mother is waiting. Just touch him with your bare skin and bring him home.’

				Freya looked back at the soldier. ‘I am sorry. I cannot leave you here. It is your time. Odin commands me to bring you.’

				Tyrone coughed harder and blood pooled at the corners of his mouth.

				‘You are suffering,’ she continued. ‘Let me end it for you.’

				As Freya reached to touch the soldier’s cheek, his gloved hands caught hold of hers. He placed his phone in her hand and closed her fingers around it. ‘Take this . . . They are in danger . . . I can’t die until they are safe . . .’

				He started to choke, but then stopped abruptly and his eyes closed. Whether she reaped him or not would not change the final outcome.

				‘Do it now,’ Orus said softly. ‘You must take him.’

				Still clutching his phone, Freya did as she was born to do. She reached out her hand and gently stroked his warm cheek. ‘Come with me, Tyrone. Let me free you from your suffering . . .’
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heart of Néw York City. Living in a tall agartment building on
the-corner of 29th Street and Broadway, it was there, in the
_shadow of the Empire State Building, that she would stay up late
on stormy nights and watch through her bedroom window as
lighting struck the antennae at the top of the Empire.

These same ferocious storms fed her imagination and magically
mixed with her love of horses. Suddenly, the rumbling thunder
and pounding rain was transformed into the enchanting sounds
of Pegasus’s hooves as the magnificent stallion landed on the
roof and waited for someone to find him.

A lifetime later, the storms ended and Kate found Pegasus.
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