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[bookmark: p2291]
“Psst! Hey, lady …”


[bookmark: p2292]
“Who are you calling a lady?” Gerda retorted to the seedy little man who slipped into her booth. He was swaddled in several layers of cloak and robes, leading her to suspect that he was even smaller than his lack of height indicated.


[bookmark: p2293]
“Well, I don’t dare call you sister because I suspect you would smack the holy hog out of me,” he said cheerfully.


[bookmark: p2294]
“What do you want?” She glared over the top of her tankard, hoping the stern look would hasten his desire to leave. But he pushed back his hood, revealing a face that even a mother would cover. And when he grinned, the effect was all the more bizarre.


[bookmark: p2295]
“The name’s Sigurd,” he said. “I’m a man of the road, and I procure rare items which I sell … and when I came into the tavern and saw you sitting here, I said to myself, now there is a woman of warrior proportions… .”


[bookmark: p2296]
“Don’t get cheeky!” Gerda said. “Or I’ll add another smile under that phony one you’re wearing.” She put a hand to the hilt of her sword. The seedy little man drew back mere inches.


[bookmark: p2297]
“No offense, but I have an item for sale that I suspect a woman of your … profession would find useful,” he said.


[bookmark: p2298]
“What?”


[bookmark: p2299]
He reached into his cloak. Gerda heard a metallic clank. Then he drew out a moderate-sized parcel wrapped in old burlap. Drawing back the edges, he revealed what looked like a pair of large metal platters bound together with strips of leather.


[bookmark: p2300]
“What in the name of the All Father is that?” Gerda asked.


[bookmark: p2301]
“Brunhilde’s Breastplate,” Sigurd said.


[bookmark: p2302]
“Looks more like Brunhilde’s bra,” she retorted.


[bookmark: p2303]
“No, it’s her breastplate… . You think I’d be stupid enough to consider selling a mere bra to a woman with arms like yours?”


[bookmark: p2304]
“What’s wrong with my arms?” Gerda said.


[bookmark: p2305]
“Nothing. They’re good strong arms, more than capable of breaking my neck.”


[bookmark: p2306]
“Well, as long as you realize that,” Gerda said sourly. “So where’d you get the … breastplates?”


[bookmark: p2307]
“Off a Valkyrie,” he said. Gerda started to open her mouth. “Oh, don’t worry. She was sleeping in some magic ring of fire and isn’t likely to wake up for a while.”


[bookmark: p2308]
“And you just took her bra?” Gerda said. “What sort of little pervert are you?”


[bookmark: p2309]
“I’m not a pervert,” he protested. “And it was obvious that she didn’t need it. And anyway, it was silly of her to wear metal while sleeping in the middle of a magic fire. Think of the blisters… .”


[bookmark: p2310]
Gerda frowned. “Let me get this straight,” she said. “You crossed a magic ring of fire built by Odin himself just to claim Brunhilde’s bra… .”


[bookmark: p2311]
“Breastplate,” he corrected. “And no it wasn’t easy. Burned my bum just leaping over it.”


[bookmark: p2312]
“You leapt over Odin’s fire?” Gerda couldn’t help but sound impressed.


[bookmark: p2313]
“Pole-vaulted, actually—learned it from the Romans. It’s how they get on horses without any stirrups, you know. A man of my stature has to grab every advantage he can, you know.”


[bookmark: p2314]
Gerda rolled her eyes. She had no doubt that there were other advantages he’d like to grab. “So you vaulted over the magic fire, fondled the breasts of Odin’s daughter while stealing her bra, and now you want to sell it to me?”


[bookmark: p2315]
“Well, I didn’t exactly fondle her breasts,” Sigurd said, looking a little agitated by the accusation. “But that is pretty much the gist of it all.”


[bookmark: p2316]
“Why?”


[bookmark: p2317]
“Why what?”


[bookmark: p2318]
“Why should I buy a used metal bra that looks two cup sizes too big and will probably chafe like everything?” Gerda said.


[bookmark: p2319]
Sigurd leaned closer as though not wanting to share what he had to say with the whole room. “It’s got magic powers,” he said. “But it only works for women.”


[bookmark: p2320]
“What sort of magic powers?” Gerda leaned over so she was practically nose-to-nose with him, then drew back again when his breath assailed her. Smelled like he’d been sucking Brunhilde’s socks.


[bookmark: p2321]
“Picture yourself on the battlefield swinging your ax—”


[bookmark: p2322]
“Sword,” Gerda corrected. “Can’t abide an ax.”


[bookmark: p2323]
“Okay, sword,” Sigurd said. “You’re surrounded by the enemy, and they decide to rush you at once because they figure you’re a helpless woman. Only when they come at you, swinging their axes and war hammers, they discover to their dismay that you are invincible!”


[bookmark: p2324]
“Invincible?” Gerda repeated.


[bookmark: p2325]
“Exactly!” Sigurd said. “The magic in this breastplate will make you impervious to ax, sword, slings and arrows and anything else the enemy throws at you.”


[bookmark: p2326]
Gerda cocked her head. “Okay, how much?”


[bookmark: p2327]
“What can you spare?”


[bookmark: p2328]
She thought about it. All she had on her was two gold coins and a ruby she won in a poker game with a troll. And the tavern bill wasn’t paid. Still, if the breastplate did what he said it did, she wouldn’t have to worry about money any more. She would be the most invincible woman warrior in the land. That reputation alone could earn her more gold than she had ever seen in her life. Mercenary wenches were all the rage these days. Gerda needed an angle that would put her ahead of the other women, and this bra might just do the trick. Slowly, she reached into her belt pouch and tossed the coins and the jewel on the table. “That’s everything I own, except for my sword and my horse, and you’re not getting those.” Especially, she thought, since she didn’t really own the horse. It was a loaner from King Braggart the Weary in whose service she fought.


[bookmark: p2329]
Sigurd looked at the offering and sighed. “Well, it’s not as much as I had hoped … I’ve got this dragon of a bill collector on my tail.”


[bookmark: p2330]
“It’s all I’ve got!” she snapped.


[bookmark: p2331]
“Okay, okay. It’ll have to do.”


[bookmark: p2332]
He pushed the parcel towards her and scooped up the ruby and the gold.


[bookmark: p2333]
“Oh, one other thing,” he said.


[bookmark: p2334]
“What?”


[bookmark: p2335]
“Word is there’s a curse on the breastplate.”


[bookmark: p2336]
“What sort of curse?” Gerda asked with a glower of suspicion.


[bookmark: p2337]
“Well, if I remember rightly, if you die, you become a Valkyrie.”


[bookmark: p2338]
“But how can I be killed if the breastplate makes me invincible?”


[bookmark: p2339]
Sigurd shrugged. “Beats me,” he said.


[bookmark: p2340]
Before she could offer to do just that, he was gone.


[bookmark: p2341]
Gerda looked hard at the breastplate. The damned thing had better work, or she would go looking for Sigurd and use him to practice tying knots. She picked the breastplate up and headed for the stairs to find some place private to put it on.

  *


[bookmark: p2342]
Well, it did fit better than Gerda expected, but that was because the moment she buckled it on, the plates shrank to cover her breasts in cold metal. Damn, she thought. She should have put it over the shirt. She tried to reach around and unbuckle it to correct the problem, but in shrinking to fit her girth, it had put the buckles out of reach. And her muscled arms were not as flexible as she would have liked. One of the reasons she had given up swinging an ax was that her deltoids and trapezium were too big to allow her to bend her arms all the way around behind her.


[bookmark: p2343]
Double damn. Now she would have to get someone to unbuckle it for her, and that was not a good idea in a tavern full of drunken soldiers who would likely misconstrue her need into a proposition. The barmaid then. She might help. Or not. Considering that Gerda owed a tab that she had no way of paying at the moment …


[bookmark: p2344]
So, I’ll just wear it, she thought. Surely, it would warm to her skin … hopefully. But in the meantime, it was chilling her breasts and mashing them flat, and it was starting to chafe as well. She hauled her shirt and her cloak over it, stepped out of the lavatory—which was really a closet with a chamberpot—and decided to look for an exit to the tavern. Hopefully, she could get back to camp before the tavern keeper noticed she was gone.


[bookmark: p2345]
Luck had it, however, that the tavern keeper had noticed her absence. Gerda heard him on the stairs, asking the barmaid if “that big-armed wench with the sword” had paid her tab yet. Triple damn. Gerda should have kept one of the gold coins. That weasel Sigurd would probably have taken one gold piece and the jewel. She looked back and forth, then chose a door and pushed it open.


[bookmark: p2346]
The room into which she stumbled was dark, but not so much that she did not see the sleeping young man—who didn’t stay asleep for very long. He opened a pair of melt-your-heart blue eyes and squinted as he tried to focus on her. “Whuh …” His face reminded her of a hero she’d once seen on the battlefield. Or one of her commanding officers …


[bookmark: p2347]
Gerda decked him hard and fast before he could recognize her. He flopped back down on the pallet unconscious. That problem taken care of, she made for the window. A medium drop awaited her, but there was a wagon full of hay conveniently there. She jumped, landed and felt the wagon lurch as one of the axles broke. A dog started to bark as she rolled out of the hay and hit the cobbles. Not waiting to see who might come out, she bolted for the gate and was quickly charging down the road at a pace that would have made a Valkyrie jealous. That was when she remembered that she had left her horse at the inn.


[bookmark: p2348]
Quadruple damn. She couldn’t go back now. Oh, well, maybe the tavern keeper would return it to the camp … or not, since she still owed him a tab.


[bookmark: p2349]
Gerda continued down the road at a fast trot. Better to get back to camp tonight. She could look for another horse tomorrow.

  *


[bookmark: p2350]
Gerda managed to bed down in one of the spare barrack tents without going through a lot of trouble. In fact, the guards at the camp asked no more than the password before letting her go on. They looked as sleepy as she felt.


[bookmark: p2351]
Come morning, she rolled off her back because the buckle was cutting into her flesh, only to have the metal cups of Brunhilde’s bra bite into her flesh.


[bookmark: p2352]
Damn, damn, triple damn, she thought. The blasted things were still as cold as ice and pinched like her uncle’s hand. She rolled a bit more, trying to get at the buckles, but they were still out of reach. Cursing, she crawled to her knees and staggered to her feet. Then walking out of the tent over to the horse trough, she ducked her head. The chilly water cleared her thoughts and her sinuses.


[bookmark: p2353]
Her next stop was the camp latrine where she cleared her nature and contemplated asking one of the other women in the troop to unbuckle the breastplate. Then again, they might think she was making a play for one of them. One never knew these days. With a sigh, she finished up and headed for the mess. Breakfast was being served, a ration of bread and cheese and ale. She snagged her share and claimed a seat, and was just about half finished with the food when the horns sounded. Twice time triple damn, she thought. Men and women alike lurched to their feet. Someone shouted that enemy long ships had landed on the southern shore, and there was a call to arms. Gerda made sure her sword was strapped on tight and charged out into the misty morning. Beyond the rise were sea cliffs, and she could hear the mad shouts of the warriors who had already beached.


[bookmark: p2354]
Gerda and the warriors of her troop charged down the narrow paths that ravaged the craggy face of the cliffs. Their archers shot arrows from above while their horsemen sought a less risky path. The idea was to keep the invaders from reaching the cliffs, though whose idea was questionable at this point. Gerda was not afraid. She had known enough battles, but it seemed like a thousand invaders had poured out of those long ships. And though the breastplates did their job—neither sword nor ax nor hammer touched her—she swiftly tired of the conflict. Too bad the breastplates didn’t gift her with strength as well. She could have used the help. There were just too many invaders trying to hack off her head or disembowel her. She still managed to make a good account of herself, but as soon as she wounded one man, another—no two others—took his place. She slashed and hacked and managed to reave her way through a number of men before she stopped at the surf. There she turned and looked back to survey the swath she had cut through their numbers.That was when she spotted the four women on flying horses. They floated in the air, looks of anger on their faces. By the All Father’s beard, were those … was she?


[bookmark: p2355]
“You know, Brun, Daddy is not going to like finding you outside the magic fire,” one of them said.


[bookmark: p2356]
“What?” Gerda waved her sword. “Begone, Valkyries, I am not dead!”


[bookmark: p2357]
“No, but when Daddy Odin finds out you escaped without the hero, he’s gonna be mighty peeved,” a second one said.


[bookmark: p2358]
“What … are you nearsighted or something? I am not who you think. I am Gerda of Grimgeld.”


[bookmark: p2359]
“Right,” the third one said, “and I am Penelope of Pretoria. Let’s grab her, girls. Daddy Odin will want to handle this one personally.”


[bookmark: p2360]
They dove at her. Gerda tried to duck, but horse hooves clipped her in the back of the head and drove her facedown into the sand and darkness. So much for magical invincibility was her last thought.

  *


[bookmark: p2361]
Gerda’s head was ringing like an opera hall, and as she opened her eyes, she discovered that she was indeed in some sort of hall. No ordinary one, to be sure. The carvings were of gods and monsters and all sorts of strange shapes interwoven in some sort of orgy of wood. Around her, she heard laughter, and when she glanced up, she saw rows of tables occupied by men and women who looked like they had seen some hacking and slashing in their days. Pale and pasty-faced as they were, they appeared to be having quite a good time.


[bookmark: p2362]
With a moan, Gerda rolled over. The breastplate clanged against the stone floor with an unusually loud clamor. She yipped as it pinched her. Damn, triple damn, triple damn, she thought and struggled to get to her feet.


[bookmark: p2363]
A tall man on a throne sat before her. Two ravens occupied the posts of his chair. He looked at her with only one eye.


[bookmark: p2364]
“Brunhilde, you’ve lost weight,” he said.


[bookmark: p2365]
“The name’s Gerda, not Brunhilde,” she said. “Where am I?”


[bookmark: p2366]
“In Valhalla,” he said. “And what do you mean, your name is Gerda? I didn’t name you Gerda.”


[bookmark: p2367]
“Oh, and just who are you?” she said.


[bookmark: p2368]
“Brunhilde, I am your father,” he said leaning close.


[bookmark: p2369]
There was fire in the one eye. Gerda gulped. “All Father,” she muttered.


[bookmark: p2370]
He smiled. “See, I knew they couldn’t have hit you that hard. Now tell me, my daughter. Why are you here?”


[bookmark: p2371]
“Because they kidnapped me,” Gerda said, pointing to the Valkyries who were flitting around the upper reaches of the hall on their flying horses. Now and again, one of those airy equines would lift its tail. A resounding plop would follow. Made Gerda wish she had a shield … or a tent.


[bookmark: p2372]
“Your sisters did not kidnap you, Brunhilde. They brought you back to me because you’ve been naughty.”


[bookmark: p2373]
Gerda frowned. “Look, maybe you better ask for a new eye because the one you’ve got isn’t working well. I am not Brunhilde. I am Gerda of Grimgeld, daughter of Ortho the Grey and Fredda the Pink, a mercenary in service to King Braggart the Weary.”


[bookmark: p2374]
Odin, All Father reared back, looking perturbed. “But you are wearing the Breastplates of Brunhilde,” he said. “And they fit you like a glove …”


[bookmark: p2375]
“Yeah, well, you know, I just bought the thing from this weasel of a little guy named Sigurd who says he leaped over the magic fire and ripped it off your sleeping daughter.”


[bookmark: p2376]
Odin’s eye darkened. “Sigurd! But how could he have crossed the magic fire? Only a hero who is pure of heart can set my beloved Brunhilde free.”


[bookmark: p2377]
“Yeah, well, he made it, and he sold me this set of tin tits, and I want them off!”


[bookmark: p2378]
Gerda wrestled with the breastplate a little more.


[bookmark: p2379]
“Oh, here, let me help you,” Odin said. He stepped down from his throne and knelt, which still had him leaning over Gerda. A few quick flicks of his fingers, and he had unhooked the buckles. The breastplate fell from Gerda, clanging to the floor and leaving her half naked. Double quadruple damn, she cursed and clapped hands over her breasts as several dozen pairs of dead eyes turned. Their tongues dangled in delight. “Hey … where did this mortal woman come from?” Odin said as he lurched back.


[bookmark: p2380]
Gerda turned to find Odin staring at her balefully. “Only the dead may enter Valhalla—or one of my daughters,” he said. “And you are neither!”


[bookmark: p2381]
“I have been trying to tell you that,” Gerda said.


[bookmark: p2382]
“Valkyries! Rid me of this woman’s presence.”


[bookmark: p2383]
“Hold on! Just tell me where the door is,” Gerda said. But Odin was standing now, rearing over her in All Father godly glory. Behind him rose a host of other gods. All tall and looking rather disturbed to see her. Gerda decided that this was one party she didn’t want a part of. She turned and ran, heedless of the cold that left a chill on her skin and raised gooseflesh. All she wanted was out of this place as fast as possible.


[bookmark: p2384]
There was a screech, and one of the Valkyries came soaring at Gerda. Gerda ducked under the sword that tried to cut off her head and rolled to one side. Her body slammed into a table so that it was upset, and several goblets and platters of purest gold tumbled and clattered to the floor. Clutching one of those large platters like a shield, Gerda snatched up a goblet as well. As ranks closed, she hammered away with the goblet, backing towards the door.


[bookmark: p2385]
They opened and let a blast of cold icy wind in. The bracing wind smacked at Gerda’s back, and blew the Valkyrie off her horse. The creature landed, and Gerda dropped the goblet to grab a handful of mane and vault onto the horse’s back. She rammed heels into its side and with a whinny the horse plunged through the door.


[bookmark: p2386]
“Hey, that’s my horse!” the Valkyrie whined. “Daddy!”


[bookmark: p2387]
Gerda ignored them. She had never ridden a flying horse before, and certainly would have been grateful for a saddle and some stirrups, but beggars couldn’t be choosers, she told herself. So with one hand still clinging to the mane, she whacked the horse on the rump with the shield. It surged over the rainbow bridge, nearly knocking Heimdall down as he raised his horn. And suddenly, it was plunging towards the earth, shrieking madly. Gerda was shrieking too—with terror—for she felt certain the beast was going to drop her over its head as it left her stomach behind.


[bookmark: p2388]
But the sudden drop stopped, and the horse landed on the beach.


[bookmark: p2389]
Men were still engaged in battle. The invaders looked up at the half-naked woman on the flying horse with the golden shield. With shouts of fear, they pointed and fled for their ships. Behind Gerda, the troops of King Braggart the Weary cheered.


[bookmark: p2390]
Gerda jumped off the horse. She staggered over to where one of the fallen lay, and ripping his cloak free, she dragged it about her shoulders.


[bookmark: p2391]
“Are you not going to take him to Valhalla?” one of the warriors asked with a frown.


[bookmark: p2392]
Gerda decked him and marched off the field, still clutching her golden platter.

  *


[bookmark: p2393]
A moon passed since that fateful day. Gerda sold the platter and made herself quite a bundle. She would have sold the horse, but it flew away. Just as well. She didn’t really need a flying horse that only knew the way from Midgard to Valhalla and back. So she bought herself a nice earthbound beast, purchased some new armor and went back to war to make a name for herself. Heck, the captain she had knocked out in the tavern that ill-fated night had no clue as to who decked him. He made her a sergeant.


[bookmark: p2394]
Gerda was sitting in the same tavern one evening, about to quaff a tankard of the finest ale the landlord had to offer, when a familiar figure scuttled into the seat across from her. “Sigurd, you little turnip,” she said and grinned like a wolf.


[bookmark: p2395]
“Hey, Gerda! I’ve been hearing all sorts of grand tales about you.”


[bookmark: p2396]
“Such as?”


[bookmark: p2397]
“They say you went to Valhalla and came back a Valkyrie… .”


[bookmark: p2398]
“Well, not quite,” Gerda said. “So what brings you out from under your rock, you thieving little toad?”


[bookmark: p2399]
Sigurd touched his chest. “Why, Gerda, I’m hurt to think you would speak so to me … after all, if I hadn’t sold you Brunhilde’s Breastplate, you would never have made it to Valhalla and gotten rich …”


[bookmark: p2400]
“You’re right,” she said. “But you know, that bra caused me more trouble than it was worth, and I swore that if I ever saw you again, I’d send you straight to Muspelheim …”


[bookmark: p2401]
“Now, now,” Sigurd said. “Kill me and I won’t be able to share this really great bargain with you …”


[bookmark: p2402]
“What sort of bargain?” she said with a frown.


[bookmark: p2403]
“Well, I was out in the forest a few days ago, and who should I happen upon but old Thor, and he was taking a nap under a tree … so I lifted his hammer …”


[bookmark: p2404]
He reached under his robes and drew out a short stick with two knobby wads of metal on one end that vaguely resembled the hammer amulet some of the warriors wore. It also resembled something else in Gerda’s mind, but she was too polite to say so. Sigurd pushed it across the table.


[bookmark: p2405]
“So how much will you give me for it?” he asked.


[bookmark: p2406]
Gerda arched one eyebrow. “Five,” she said.


[bookmark: p2407]
“Five?” Sigurd smiled. “Five golds?”


[bookmark: p2408]
Gerda set her tankard aside and seized up the hammer. “No … five lumps, you lousy little thief …”


[bookmark: p2409]
And with that, she proceeded to beat the snot out of Sigurd with the hammer of Thor.
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