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  The Last Ride




  by Douglas Smith




  On the night her life would change forever, Odin’s horn wakened Vaya from a peaceful sleep. The mournful wail, echoing with the screams of the dying, called the Valkyries to ride from Valhalla, as it had done through the ages whenever war raged in the world of mortals.




  Vaya disentangled herself from the arms of her still slumbering sisters where they lay in the communal bed of the Valkyrior. Throwing back the warm cover of furs, she stood up, naked and shivering in the chill of the sleeping hall. The central fire had died to embers hours ago, and the rough stone floor was like ice to her bare feet.




  Vaya dressed quickly as the other Valkyries rose beside her. Moonbeams stabbing through high windows beneath the hall’s vaulted ceiling provided the only illumination, but after so many ages, Vaya did not need light to prepare for a ride. She wrapped her short skirt around her waist and laced up her leather tunic and boots. After strapping on a golden chest plate, she added armored leggings and armlets. Finally, she donned her winged helmet. Then grabbing her spear, she sprinted with her sisters to the stables.




  The stable hands had already hitched her chariot to Sleipnir. The eight-legged horse was Odin’s own mount, but Vaya was Odin’s favorite daughter of all the Valkyrior, and she alone was allowed to use the huge black beast.




  When all were assembled, Frela, their leader, gave a cry, and Vaya and her sisters rose into the air on their chariots as one. The Valkyries swept down from Valhalla like a golden cloud to the world of mortals, following the scent of blood and death and war as they had done for centuries, until they hovered unseen in the night sky above the battlefield.




  Vaya surveyed the scene below. Several units of marines, supported by a small number of tanks, were advancing through a forest and into the outskirts of a bombed-out town. From her viewpoint, Vaya could see the defending army entrenched behind the remaining walls of the town and waiting in ambush. As the two forces came into contact and the exchange of fire began, Frela raised her spear, indicating that the selection of heroes was to begin.




  “There!” cried one of Vaya’s sisters, pointing her spear at a blood-covered marine leading his unit in a charge against a mortar position. The marine’s left arm hung limp and useless, but he still fired his rifle as he ran. “I choose that one!” the Valkyrie cried.




  “And I that one!” another Valkyrie shouted, indicating with her spear a small soldier with the opposing forces who had just overpowered two enemies in hand-to-hand combat.




  Each time a Valkyrie aimed her spear, a soft beam of golden light shot from its tip, marking the selected hero with a glowing aura, visible only to the Valkyries. Beneath them, both armies fought on, oblivious to the immortals above.




  In wars through the centuries, it had been as it was tonight. The Valkyries would select those warriors whose bravery, valor, and honor on the battlefield marked them as heroes. And when a hero fell, a Valkyrie would land unseen beside the soldier and carry their immortal spirit to live forever in Valhalla.
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“A gripping portrayal of Vaya, a Valkyrie,
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