The Catcher inthe Rhine
Harry Turtledove

| don't know how | got here. Wait. That's not quite right. What | meanto say is, | know how | got to
Europe and everything, for Chrissake. They sent me over hereto find mysdf or something after that
trouble | had. I'm sure you know about that. I'm certain you know about it. Practicallyev erybody knows
about it. Some of the biggest phoniesin theworld think they know more about it than | do. They redly
think so. It'slikethey read it in English class or something.

Solikel say, | know how | got to Europe. | don't know about thisfinding myself business, though. |
swear to God, if you can't find yoursdlf, you've gotta be some kind of psycho. | mean, yourerightthere,
for crying out loud. If you werent right there, where the hell would you be?

And sending somebody to Europe to find himsalf has got to be the stupidest thing in theworld. Y ou have
to be alousy moron to come up with something like that, you realy do. Y ou can't findany thingin
Europe. Honest to God, it'sthe truth. Y ou redly can't. All the streets go every which way, and they
change names every other block, or sometimesin the middle of the block.

Besides, the people don't speak English. Try to have an intellectua conversation with somebody who
doesn't know what the hell you're talking about. Go ahead and try. It's a goddam waste of time, that's
whatitis.

Anyway, | went through France, and some of that was pretty nest, it redly was, and al of it was
historica as hell—not that | was ever any good at history. What | mean is, every single stinking bit of it
happened along time ago—some of it happened agoddam long time ago—so how am | supposed to get
all excited when some phony moron of ateacher stands there and goes on and on about it? It's not easy,

| tell you.

After | was donewith old France, | went over to Germany becauseit's next door, you know—and |
took this boat trip up the Rhine. | don't know what the hell "Rhine" meansin German, but it lookslikeit
oughtamean "sewer." Thewholeriver smellslike somebody laid abig old fart, too. It redly does. | won't
ever complain about the Hudson when | get home, and you can walk across the Hudson, practically.

When | get home.lf | get home. The boat stopped at this place caled Isengtein. It'sared dump, | tell
you, but back of it theré'sakind of acrag thing with a castle on top. | wasn't gonna get off the boat—I'd
paid thefare all theway up to Disseldorf, wherever that is—but theriver just smelled so bad | couldn't
stand it any more, s0 | left. Maybe they'd let me back on the next one. And if they didn't, who cares?|
had piles of money and traveler's checks and stuff.

Well, let metdl you, the streetsin old Isenstein didn't smell so good, either. That was partly becauseit
was gtill rightnext to the Rhine, and it was partly because the peopl e there had the most disgusting
persond habitsin theworld. | saw this one guy standing in the Street taking aleak againgt the sde of a
crumby old dirty brick building, and it wasn't even like he was drunk or anything. He was justdoing it.
And then he went on hisway happy asyou please. | wouldn'tve believed it if | hadn't seen it with my
own eyes, and that's the truth.

They had achurch there, so | went inside and looked around. | lwaystried to look at those cultural
things, because who knowswhen | was ever coming back again? Coming back to Europe, | mean—I
wouldn't've come back to Isengtein if youpaid me, you can bet your bottom dollar on that. But the church
was pretty dirty and crumby, too. By thetime | got done looking at it, | wasfedling pretty goddam
depressed. | redlly was. So | got the hell out of there.



| was fedling pretty goddamhungry , too. | was feding hungry as asonuvabitch, if you want to know the
truth. I didn't exactly want to egt in |senstein—it redly was afilthy place. Y ou have no ideahow filthy it
was. But | wasthere . Where lse was | gonnaesat, iswhat | want to know.

Getting something to eat when you don't speak the languageisaroya painin the ass. If you're not
careful, they're liable to give you horse manure on abun. I'm not kidding. I'm redly not. When | wasin
France, | got aplateful ofsnails, for crying out loud. Red snails, like you step on in agarden somewhere
and they go crunch under your shoe. With buitter. If you think | ate 'em, you're crazy. | sent ‘em back
pretty toot sweet. That means goddam fast in French. But whatever they gave me instead didn't ook
much better, so | got the hell out ofthat place toot sweet myself.

Over across the street from the church in old Isenstein was thisjoint where you could get beer and food.
Nobody in Germany caresif you're twenty-one. They don't give adamn, swear to God they don't.
They'd give beer to anine -year-old, they redlly would. If he asked for it, | mean.

So | got abeer, and the guy sitting next to me at the bar was eating a sandwich that didn't look too
lousy—it had some kind of sausage and picklesin it—so | pointed to that and told the bartender, "Give
me one of those, too." Maybe it was really chopped-up pigs ears or something, but | didn‘tknow it was,
soitwasdl right if | didn't think about it too much. The guy behind the bar figured out what | meant and
started making one for me,

I'd just taken abig old bite—it wasn't terrific but | could stand it, pigs ears or not—when the fellow
gtting next to me on theother side spoke up and said to mein English, "Y ou are an American, yes?'

If you want to know the truth, it made me kind of angry. Here | wasstarv ing to death, and this guy
wanted to strike up aconversation. | didn't want to talk. | wanted to eet, even if it didn't taste so good.
So with my mouth full, rude as anything, | said "Y eah" and then | took another bite, even bigger than the
first one.

Hedidn't get mad. I'd hoped hewould, | really had, but no such luck. He was a very smooth, very polite
guy. Hewasalittle flitty-looking, as amatter of fact—not too, but alittle. Enough to make you wonder,
anyhow. He said, "We do not often Americansin Isengtein have." He talked that way on account of he
wasforeign, | guess. | took another bite out of this sandwich—it probablywas pigs ears, it sure tasted
likewhat you'd think pigs earsd taste like—and he asked me, "What is your name?"

So | told him, and he damn near—I| meandamn near—fdl| off hischair. "Hagen Kriemhild?' he said. Boy,
he must've had cabbagesin hisears or something, eveniif | was il kind of talking with my mouth full.
"HagenKriemhild ?'

"No," | said, and told him again, thistime after I'd swallowed and everything, so he couldn't foul it up
evenif hetried.

"Ah," hesaid. "Ach s0," which | guessislike"okay" in German. "Never mind. It is close enough.”

"Close enough for what?" | said, but he didn't answer me right away. He just sat there looking at me. He
looked veryintense, if you know what | mean, like he was thinking amileaminute. | couldn't very well
ask him what the hell he was thinking about, either, because people wayslie to you when you do that,
or elsethey get mad. Soingtead | said, "What'syour name?" Y ou can't go wrong with that, hardly.

He blinked. Hereally did—his eyeswent blink, blink. It waslike he'd forgotten | was there, held been



thinking so goddam hard. He'd been thinking like amadman, | swear to God he had. Blink, blink—he
didit again. It was crumby to watch, honest. | didn't think he was going to tell me hislousy old name, but
hedid. Hesad, "l am cdled Regin Fafnirsbruder.”

Wi, Jesus Chrigt, if you think | eventried to say that like he said it, you're crazy. | just said "Pleased to
meetcha’ and | stuck out my hand. I'm too polite for my own good sometimes, | redly am.

Old Regin Fafnirsbruder shook hands with me. He didn't shake handslike aflit, | have to admit it. He
sad, "Comewith me. I will you thingsin Isengtein show that no American has ever seen.”

"Can't | finish my sandwich firg?" | said—and | didn't even want that crumby old sandwich any more.
Isn't that ahdl of athing?

He shook his head like hewould drop dead if | took one more bite. So | went bottoms-up with my
beer—they makegood beer in Germany, and | wasn't about to letthat go to waste—and out of there we
went.

"Whaddayagot?' | sad. "Isit—agirl?* Could you be a pimp and aflit a the same time? Would you
have any fun if you were? | dwayswonder about crazy stuff like that. If you're gonnawonder about
crazy stuff, you might aswell wonder aboutsexy crazy stuff, you know what | mean?

"A girl ja. Like noneyou have ever met." Old Regin Fafnirsbruder's head went up and down like it was
on aspring. "And aso other things." He looked back over his shoulder at me, to make sure | was il
following him, | guess. Hiseyeswere big and round as silver dollars. I'm not making things up, they
honest to God were. So help me.

"Ligten,” | said, "it's been nice knowing you and everything, but | think | ought to get back to my boat

Hedidn't listen to aword | said. He just kept going, out of 1senstein—which wasn't very hard, because
it'snot area big town or anything—and toward that tumbledown castle on the crag | aready told you
about. And | kept walking along after him. To tell you the truth, | didn'twant to go back to the boat, or to
the smelly old Rhine. Thefarther away from there | got the better, you bet.

All of asudden, theseredlly thick gray clouds started rolling in, just covering up the whole goddam sky. It
hadn't been any too gorgeous out before, butthese clouds looked like they meant business, no kidding.
"Hey," | said, kind of loud s0 old Regin Fafnirsbruder would be sureto hear me. "Y ou got an umbrella?
It looks like it's gonna pour.”

"Ja," he said over hisshoulder. Y eah it was gonna pour or yeah he had an umbrella? It wasn't like hetold
me, for crying out loud, the stupid moron. I'll tell you,l didn't have any umbrella. Jesus Chrigt, | didn't
even have acrumbyhat . And my crew cut isso short, it'slikel don't have any hair at al up there, and
when it rainsthe water that hits on top of my head al runs down right into my face, and that's very
annoying, it redly is. It'sannoying ashdll.

But old Regin Fafnirsbruder started up this crag toward the tumbledown old crumby ruin of a castle, and
| kept on following him. By then | wasfeding kind of like agoddam moron mysdf. | was aso panting
like anything. | haven't got any wind at al, on account of | smoke like amadman. | smokelikea
goddamchim ney, if you want to know the truth.

Sureashdl, it sarted to rain. | knew it would. Itold old Regin Fafnirsbruder it would, but did helisten to



me? Nobody listensto you, | swear to God it'sthe truth. Thisbig old raindrop hit me right squarein the
eye, 0 | couldn't see anything for asecond or two, and | dmogt fell off thislousy little path we were
walking on, and | would've broken my damn neck if | had, too, because it was acrag , remember, and
steeper than hell every which way.

"Hey!" | ydled. "Sow down!"

That's when the biggest goddam lightning bolt you ever imagined smashed into me and everything went
black, likethey say inthe movies.

* % %

When | woke up, there was old Regin Fafnirsbruder leaning over me, amost close enough to givemea
kiss."You aredl right, Hagen Kriemhild?' he asked, al anxiouslike | was his son or something. | think
I'd kill mysdlf if | was, | redly do.

"| told you, that's not my name." | was pretty mad that held taken me al thisway and he couldn't even
bother to remember my crumby old name. It's not likeit's Joe Doakes or John Smith so you'd forget it in
ahurry. | sat up. | didn't want to keep laying there on account of he might try something flitty if he thought
| couldn't do anything about it or anything. "What the hell happened?!

Right then was when | noticed things had started turning crazy. Old Regin Fafnirsbruder had asked me
how | wasin thislanguage that wasn't English, and | hadn't just understood him, I'dan swered himinit,
for Chrissake. Ian't that gorgeous? | figured the lightning had fried my brains but good or something.

Then | redlized it wasn't raining any more. There wasn't acloud in the goddamsky , as ameatter of fact.
Not even one. It was about as sunny aday asold Isenstein ever gets, | bet.

| took adeep breath. | was gonnasay "What the hell happened?' again—old Regin Fafnirsbruder hadn't
told me or anything—but | didn't. And the reason | didn't isthat the breath | took didn't stink. With the
nasty old Rhine running right by it, the air in Isenstein dways smelled like somebody just laid the biggest
fartin theworld right under your nose.

But it didn't, not any more. It smelled like grass and water—cleanwater—and pine trees, dmost like one
of thoselittle air freshener things, if you know what | mean. Too good to be true. It wasn't one of those,
though, on account of | could smell cows and pigs and horses, too, somewhere way the hdll off in the
distance. It waslike| wasn't by atown any more, like I'd gone off into the country. But | was till Sitting
right where that old lightning bolt had clobbered me.

Old Regin Fafnirsbruder started dancing around. I'm not kidding, hereally did. He had thisgrin on his
face like he was drunk, and he was kind of halfway between doing an Indian war dance and
Jitterbugging. Watching the old sonuvabitch shake his can like that was pretty damn funny, it reslly was.

"I didit!" heyeled, not keeping time with hisfeet or anything. "My magic worked!" He till waan't
speaking English, but | understood him okay.

"Crap," | sad. Actuadly, | didn't say "crap," actualy, but what | said meant the same thing as crap, so that
wasadl right. "What do you mean, your magic?"

He il didn't answer me. He was too busy dancing and hollering and having ahigh old time. Hewasa
very saf-centered guy, old Regin Fafnirsbruder was, egocentric ashell. It made him aredl paininthe ass
totak to, to tell you the truth.



"What do youmean , your crumby magic?' | said again. | hateit when | haveto repeat mysdif, | redly do.

Finally, he remembered | wasthere. "Look!" he said, and he gave thiswave like he wasin the lousest,
corniest movie ever made. | swear to God, this wave was so goddam big that he dmost fell off the side
of the mountain himsdf.

So | looked. | didn't want to give him the satisfaction, but | finally went and did. | looked back over my
shoulder, and | dmogt fdt like the lightning plowed into me al over again. There wasthe Rhine, dl right,
likeit was supposed to be, only it was blue, blue as the sky, bluerthan the goddam sky, not the color the
water in atoilet bowl iswhen somebody getsthergust in the nick of time. No wonder it didn't stink any
more.

And somebody'd taken old Isenstein and stuck it in his back pocket. Instead of area town, there were
these maybe ten houses by the riverside, and they al had roofs made out of straw or something. So
maybe old Regin Fafnirsbruderhad worked magic. If he hadn't, what the hell had he done? | didn't know
thenand | still don't know now.

When | got done gawking at |senstein—it took me awhile, believe me—I looked up to the crumby old
tumbledown castle at the top of the crag. Thereit was, dl right, big aslife, but it wasn't crumby or old or
tumbledown any more. What it looked like was, it looked like somebody built it day before yesterday.
There wasn't asingle stone missng—not even a pebble, | swear—and al the edges were so sharp you
couldve cut yourself on'em. Maybe not even day before yesterday. Maybe yesterday, and | mean
yesterday afternoon.

Oh, and therewasthisring of fire al the way around the castle. | didn't see anything burning up, but |
sure as hell saw theflames. | heard ‘em, too—they crackled like the onesin your fireplace do, only these
were ten or twenty timesasbig. When | wasalittle kid, | had this book about Paul Bunyan and Babe the
giant Blue Ox. It was a pretty crumby book with really stupid pictures, but | remembered it right then
anyway on account of if old Babe had tried to walk through those flames, held've been short ribs and
steaksin nothing flat, and | mean well-done.

"Now shal you your detiny fulfill." | already told you old Regin Fafnirsbruder talked like that sometimes.
Hedid it even when he wasn't speaking English. He wasn't much of aconversationdi<t, old Regin
Fafnirsoruder wasn't.

"Whet the hdll are you talking about?' | said. "And where the hell did Isenstein go, anyway?"

"That islsengein, Isengtein asit isnow," he said, and then awholelot of weird stuff | didn't understand at
al, and what language he was talking in didn't matter agoddam bit. Time flows and sorceriesand | don't
know wheat. It al sounded pretty much like abunch of crap to me. It would've sounded even more likea
bunch of crap if | hadn't kept looking back at that little handful of houses where old senstein used to be.
Then he pointed up the hill. ™Y ou shdl to the castle go. Y ou shall through the flames pass. Y ou shdl the
shidd-maiden Brunhild adeep therefind. Y ou shal with akiss her awaken, and you shal with her happily
ever after live"

"Oh, yeah?' | said, and he nodded. Just like before, his head bobbed up and down, up and down, like it
was on aspring. If hewasn't the biggest madman in theworld, | don't know who was. But he was calling
the shots, too. | may not apply mysalf too much—people always go on and on that I'm notapply ing my
goddam sdif till I'm about ready to puke sometimes—but I'm not stupid. I'm redly not. Old Regin
Fafnirsbruder knew what he was doing here, and | didn't havethe faintest idea. So | figured 1'd better
play dong for awhile, anyway, till | could figure out what the hell was going on.



"Gotothecastleup,” hesad. "Youwill itisal asl have said see.”

| went on up. Now hefollowed me. Like | said before, the old castle looked so new, it might've just
come out of itsbox or something. Sure as hell, the fire went dl the way around the goddam place. The
closer | got, themoreit fet likefire, too. | pointed to it. | made damn sure| didn't touch it or anything,
though, you bet. "How the hell am | supposed to get through that, huh?"

"Just walk through. Y ou will not harmed be. My magic assuresit.”

"Oh, yeah?' | said. Old Regin Fafnirsbruder's head bobbed up and down some more. He looked pretty
stupid, heredly did. "Oh,yeah 7' | said. He kept right on nodding. "Proveit," | said to him. "Y ou're such
amadman of awizard and everything, let's seeyou go on through there without ending up charbroiled.”

All of asudden, he wasn't nodding so much any more. "The spell is not for me. The spell cannot for me
be" hesaid. "The spell isfor you and for you aone.”

| laughed at him. "I think you're yellow, iswhat | think." | figured that'd make him mad. If somebody'sa
coward, what's he gonna hate more than somebody e se coming out andtell ing him he'sa coward, right?

| guessit worked. | guessit worked alittle too goddam well, if you want to know the truth. Because
what happened was, old Regin Fafnirsoruder came up and gave me a push, and hepushed meright into
those old flames.

| screamed. | screamed like hell, as amatter of fact. But | didn't burn up or anything—he was right about
that. Thefirefet hot, but hot like sunshine, not hot likefire. It hurt alot morewhen | fell on my assfrom
the push, it honestly did.

"What'd you go and dothat for, you goddam moron?' | yelled, and then | started to go onout through the
fire. | didn't get very goddam far, though. It wasn't just hot like sunshine any more, let metell you. It
burned the tip of my shoewhen | stuck it in there, and it would've burned the rest enough, too, if 1'd been
dumb enough to giveit achance.

Old Regin Fafnirdoruder was laughing his ass off watching me looking a my toasted toe. ™Y ou must what
| want do," he said. "Then will you what you want get. When you come out with Brunhild, you may
through the fire pass. Until then, you must there stay."

"You dirty, filthy, stinking goddam moron,” | said. "1 hope you drown in the goddam Rhine."

Hejust ignored me, the lousy sonuvabitch. He had no consideration, old Regin Fafnirsoruder didn't. |
started up toward thefire again, but | didn't stick my foot in it thistime—you bet | didn't. | sat down on
the ground. | felt so depressed, you can't imagine how depressed | felt.

But after awhile | stood up again. What can you do when you're just sitting around on your butt and all?
| thought I'd get up and look around alittle, anyway. So | did that, and | came to thisdoor. | opened
it—what the hell? At least old Regin Fafnirsbruder couldn't keep staring a me through the flames any
more. And after | went through, | dammed the hdll out of that old door. Totell you the truth, | kind of
hoped I'd break it right off the hinges, but no such luck.

| thought I'd end up inthisbig old hall full of guys making pigs of themselves and getting stinking and
pinching the serving girls on the butt the way they did back in medieval times, but that isn't what ended up



happening. | walked into thislittle—bedroom, | guessyou'd cdl it, but it wasn't abed thisgirl waslaying
on, it wasmore like alittle sofa or something.

Shewaskind of cute, asamatter of fact, if you like big husky blondes. But I'd never seenagirl in
chanmail before. To tell you thetruth, I'd never seenany body in chainmail before, and sure as hell not
anybody deeping. It looked uncomfortable, it redly did.

She had on ahemet, too, and a sword on abelt around her waist, and this shield was leaning up against
the bed or sofa or whatever the hdll it was. | sood there for awhile like acrumby old moron. In thefairy
tales you're supposed to kissthe princess, right, and shelll wake up and you'll both live happily ever after.
That was what old Regin Fafnirsbruder had told me would happen, but you'd have to be area moron
not to see he was playing the game for him and nobody ese. And if | kissed thisgirl and she didntt
happen to likeit or she thought | wastrying to get fresh with her or something, she wasligble tomur der
me, for Chrissake.

| wished | could've figured out some other way to get out of there. | hate doing what anybody elsetells
meto do. | hateit like anything, if you want to know the truth. Even when it'sfor my own good and
everything, | fill hateit. It's nobody's goddam business but minewhat | do. Not that anybody listensto
me. Y egh, fat chance of that. Y ou think old Regin Fafnirsbruder gave adamn about what | thought? Fat
chance of that, too.

But | was stuck inthisold castle. | was stuck redlly bad. If Brunhild there couldn't get me the hell out,
who could? Nobody. Just nobody. So | leaned down and | gave her thislittletiny kiss, just likeitwasa
fairy tale or something.

Her eyes opened. I'd expected they would be blue—don't ask me why, except she was ablonde and
all—but they were brown. She looked at me like | was dirt and nobody'd invented brooms yet. Then she
sad, "You are not Siegfried. Whereis Siegfried?" She spoke the same language as old Regin
Fafnirsoruder, whatever the hdll it was.

"l dunno,” | said. | bet | sounded redlly smart. | sounded like a goddam moron, iswhat | sounded like.
"Who's Segfried?'

Her face went dl soft and mushy-like. Y ou wouldn't think anybody who was wearing armor could look
S0 sappy, but old Brunhild did. "Heismy love, my husband to be," she said. Then she sort of frowned,
like sheld forgotten | was there and was al of asudden remembering—and she didn't look any too
goddam happy about it, either. "Or he was to have been my husband. The man who came through the
firecan clam my hand, if he so desires.”

I've dways been backasswards with girls. Here she was practically saying shedlet me give her thetime,
but did that make mewant to do it? Like hell it did. What it did was, it scared the crap out of me. | said,
"I don't want to marryany body, for crying out loud. | just want to get the hell outa here, if you want to
know the truth.”

Brunhild thought about that for a couple seconds. Then she sat up. The chainmail madelittle clink-clank
noises when she moved—molding itself to her shape, you know? She had ahell of ashape, too, | have
to admit it. A redly nice set of knockers.

"What isyour name?’ she said, 0| told her. Just like old Regin Fafnirsbruder's had, her eyes got big.
"Hagen Kriemhild?'



If you really want to know, | was getting pretty goddam tired of that. | said it again, the right way, louder
thistime, like you would to somebody who was pretty dumb.

But it went right by her. | could tell. Old Brunhild wasn't much for intellectud conversation. She said,
"How cameyou here, Hagen Kriemhild?'

"That's agoddam good question.” | explained it aswell as| could. It sounded crazy as hell eventome,
and I'd been through it. She was gonnathink I'd gone right off the deep end.

Only shedidn't. When | findly got through, old Brunhild said, "Regin Fafnirsbruder isan evil man. How
not, when Fafnir hisbrother isan evil worm? But | shdl settle with him. Y ou need have no doubt of that.”

She stood up. Shewasamogt astal as| was, which surprised me, because | have alot of heighth and
shewasagirl and everything. But she redlly was, so help me God. Shetook out her sword. It
wentwheep when it came out of the old scabbard, and the blade kind of glowed even though the
bedroom wasn't what you'd call bright or anything.

"What are you gonna do with that thing?" | said, which hasto be one of the supidest goddam questions
of al time. Sometimes | scare mysdif, | really do. Am | agoddam moron, too, just like everybody else?

But old Brunhild took it just like any other question. "1 am going to punish him for what he did to me, for
this humiliation. Come with me, Hagen Kriemhild, and guard my back. He has besmirched your honor as
wdl asmine”

| don't know what the hell she thought | was gonna guard her backwith . | had some German money in
my pocket, and my traveler's checks and al, and alittle leftover French money 1'd forgotten to change,
and that was about it. | didn't even have apock et knife, for crying out loud, and I'm not what you'd call
the bravest guy in the world anyhow. I'm pretty much of achicken, if you want to know the truth. But |
followed old Brunhild outa there just the same. If she could get out through the fire, maybe | could too. |

hoped like hdll | could, anyway.

Therewas old Regin Fafnirsbruder on the other side of the flames. He gave Brunhild the phoniest bow
you ever saw inyour life. "So good you to see," he said. What he sounded like was, he sounded like the
headwaiter a thisfancy restaurant where al therich phoniesand dl their whory-looking girlfriendsgo to
eat and he has to be nice and suck up to the sonsuvbitches all day long even though he hatestheir stinking
guts. "Does your bridegroom you please?' He laughed thisredlly dirty laugh. Pimpswish they could laugh
the way old Regin Fafnirsbruder laughed right then, honest to God.

Old Brunhild started yelling and cussing and whooping and hollering like you wouldn't believe. She
started waving that goddam sword around, too. She wasn't verycare ful with it, eithe—she damn near
choppedme a couple of times, let metell you. | had to duck like amadman, or | swear to God she
would've punctured me.

All old Regin Fafnirsbruder did was, he kept laughing. He was laughing his ass off, to tell you the truth.
Heredly was.

Well, that just made old Brunhild madder. ™Y ou will pay for your insolencel" she said, and o help meiif
shedidn't charge right on out through thefire. | hafway thought she'd cook. But she was hotter than the
flames, and they didn't hurt her one bit.

Anyway, | figured I'd better try and get outa there, too. Old Regin Fafnirsbruder had said Brunhild was



my only chance of doing that, andshe'd said | was supposed to guard her back even though | didn't know
what the hell | was supposed to do if somebody did go and jJump on her. So | ran after her. People
awayssay | never listen toany body, practically, but that'sagoddam lie. Well, it wasthistime.

| didn't run all that goddamhard , though, on account of | didn'tknow for sureif thefirewould let me go
theway it did for old Brunhild. But it felt like it did when that goddam sonuvabitch moron bastard Regin
Fafnirsoruder pushed me through it going the other way—it was hot but nothot , if you know whet |
mean.

Let metell you, old Regin Fafnirsbruder didn't look any too happy when Brunhild burst out of the ring of
firewith me right behind her—not that he paid al that much attention tome, the lousy crumby moron.
Actudly, when you get downto it, | can't blame him for that, to tell you the truth. Here was this ordinary
guy, and here was this goddamgirl with chainmail and this sword coming after him yelling, "Now you shall
get what you deservel" and swinging that old sword like she wanted to chop his head off—and shedid ,
honest to God.

But old Regin Fafnirsbruder was alot sprier than he looked. He ducked and he dodged and she ran right
on by him. The sword wentwheet! acoupletimesbut it didn't cut anything but air. And old Regin
Fafnirsoruder laughed his ass off again and said, "Y ourblade ismy life to drink not fated.”

Wéll, old Brunhild was dready madder than hell, but that only pissed her off worse. She started swinging
that sword like a madman—up, down, sideways, | don't know what al. I swear to God, | don't know
how old Regin Fafnirsbruder didn't get himsdlf chopped into dog food, either, | redly don't, Houdini
couldn't have gotten out of the way of that sword, but Regin Fafnirsbruder did. He was a bastard, but he
was adick bastard, | haveto admit it.

Findly, hesaid, "Thisgrows boring. | shal another surprisefor you one day have." Then hewas gone.
One second he was there, the next second he wasn't.| don't know how the hell hedid it. | guess maybe
he redly wasamagician, for crying out loud.

Old Brunhild, she needed like half a minute to notice held disappeared, sheredly did. Shejust kept
hacking and dashing away like there was no tomorrow. Sheld ready hit the ceiling in fourteen different
places, and she wasn't anywhere close to ready to calm down. | wanted to keep the hell out of her way,
wasdl | wanted to do right about then, if you want to know the truth.

Only | couldn't. There was this castle with the ring of fire around it, and there was the d ope that headed
down toward old Isenstein and the Rhine that didn't stink any more, and there were me and old Brunhild.
That wasit. Talk about no placeto hide. If she decided | wasin cahoots with old Regin Fafnirsbruder
after all, sheld chop mein hdf. | didn't know how the hell hed dodged her, but | knew goddam welll
didn't have achance.

Anyway, Brunhildfi naly figured out old Regin Fafnirsbruder'd flown the coop. She didn't rub her eyesor
go "l can't believeit" or anything like that. She just sort of shrugged her shoulders, so the chainmail went
clink-clank again, and she said, "Curse hisfoul sorcery."”

Then sheremembered | wasthere. | swear to God, | wouldn't've been sorry if sheld forgotten. She
walked over to me, that crazy armor jingling every step she took, and she looked up into my face. Likel
said before, she didn't have to lookup very goddam far, on account of she had dmost as much heighth as
| did.

"Y ou camethrough thefirefor me,” shesad. "You did it unwittingly, | think, and aided by Regin



Fafnirsbruder's magecraft, but the wherefores matter only so much. What bears greater weight isthat you
didit."

"Yeah, | guessl| did.”

Old Brunhild nodded. The sun shone off her helmet like a spotlight off the bell of atromboneina
nightclub. She took this deep breath. "However it was done, it was done. As| said when first you woke
me, if you would claim mefor your bride, you may." And shelooked at melikeif | was crumby enough
to doit, sheld spit in my eye, honest to God she did.

Isn't that a bastard? Isn't that a bastard and a half, as a matter of fact? Here's this girl—and she's apretty
girl, sheredly is, especidly if you like blondes about the size of football players—and she was saying

"Y eah, you can give methetime, dl right, and | won't say boo,” only | know shelll hate me forever if |
do. And when old Brunhild hated somebody, she didn't do it hafway. Ask Regin Fafnirsbruder if you
don't believe me, for crying out loud. And she was holding on to that sword so tight, her knuckles were
white. They redly were.

| said, "When | woke you up back there, in that crazy old castleand dl, didn't you tell me you werein
there waiting for Seg—for somebody?" | couldn't even remember what the hell his name was, not to
saveny life.

"For Siegfried.”" Old Brunhild'sface went al gooey again. I'd kind of liketo have agirl ook that way
when she saysmy name—or else I'd like to puke, one or the other. I'm not surewhich, | swear.

"Wdll," | said, "in that case maybe you'd better go on back in there and wait some more, don'tcha think?”

She swung up that old sword again. | got ready to run like amadman, I'm not kidding. But she didn't do
any chopping—it was somekind of crazy saluteinstead. "Ja," she said, just like old Regin Fafnirsbruder,
and then she put the sword back in the sheath. "1 will do that." And then she leaned forward and stood
up on tiptoe—just alittle, on account of she was pretty goddam tall, like | say—and she kissed meright
on the end of the nose.

Girls. They drive you nuts, they redly do. | don't even think theymean to sometimes, but they do anyway.

| wanted to grab her and give her aredl kiss, but | didn't quite have the nerve. I'm alwaystoo dow at that
kind of stuff. Old Brunhild, she nodded to me once, and then she walked on back through the firelike it
wasn't even there. | heard the door close. | bet shelaid down on that old sofaagain and fell adeep
waiting for old Sieg-whatever to get done with whatever he was doing and come around to give her a
cal.

As soon asthat door closed, | decided | wanted to kiss her after dl. | ran toward the ring of fire, and |
damn near—damnnear—burned my nose off. | couldn't go through it, not any more.

No Brunhild. Damn. | shouldalaid her, or at leastkissed her. I'maways too goddam dow, for crying out
loud. | swear to God, it's the story of my life. No Regin Fafnirsoruder, either. | don't know where the hell
he went, or when he's coming back, or if he'saver coming back.

If he's not, I'm gonna beawful goddam late making that Rhine boat connection to old Diissaldorf.

What'sleft here? A crumby castle | can't get into and that little tiny town down there by the river where
Isenstein used to be or will be or whatever the hdll it is. That'sit. | wish I'd paid more attention in history



class, | redly do.

Wedll, what the hell? | started toward old—or | guess | mean new—Isengtein. | wonder if they've
invented scotch yet. | swear, Ired ly wish I'd paid more attention in history class.

Jesus Christ, they'rebound to have beer at least, right?



