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I - Out of the woods

IJC ha(l l)een over a year ancl a 1’1&”5

In many ways, no time at all. And at the same time, it felt like ages had come and
gone. Ages spent in solitude and peace.

No one had bothered her.

No one ... at aﬂ.

And Aslaug was grate£u1 for it. She had needed the time. Very I)a(ﬂy. After the

desperate situation where she had to fake her own death after a motorcycle accident, she

haol needecl the loreale. In so many ways it wasn't even funn .
y way y

No one had heard anything from her in all that time, and that was entirely on purpose.
In a way, she felt slightly gui]ty for not staying in touch with the Amigos. But on the
other paw, she knew they of all furs would understand.

Besides, the Amigos were not the team Jchey had been when Jchey recruited her. They
had gone their separate ways, reaﬂy. Aramis was still doing his inter-dimensional hero-
thing , and he was, as far as Aslaug could tell, increclibly goocl at it. The big stripy one still
did a mission now and again ... and Joe seemed per£ect1y happy in his Voluntary

retirement, talzing care of his family.

As always, she found herself understanding the coyote. She had changed her modus

operandi as Weu, before the accident.



Steve Wulf had prol)a]aly been her single greatest success, and she was relieved at it.
There was so much potential in that kid ... but he had been on such a horrible path.
One that would lead to all kinds of misery.

She crouched, leaning against her long axe with one paw, using it to lzeep her balance
on the uneven groun(l, and checlzing the groun(l with her fingers on the other paw.

Someone had been here. Someone entirely uninvitecl.

Sighing, she got back up. She owned this land. At first it had been hard for her to
grasp the concept that she was a 1ancl-owner, but L)y now, it wasn't all that hard to
fathom, and she valued her privacy. Qccasionaﬂy a hunter would wander in on her lands,
usuaﬂy without 1znowing he was on private property, and she would have to show him the

(1001‘.

Over the last year and a half, only one hunter had turned out to be mentaﬂy unstable.
It reassured her somewha’c, although the fur had actuaHy shot her, point ]olanlz, with an

assault rifle.

What in the name of the Gods that fur expectecl to shoot with that thing never reauy
dawned on Aslaug . He SllOt first ... in her world that justified what she'd done to him.

Not that she enjoyed doing it, of course. She heard in the radio that someone had gone
missing while out hunting and after two Weelzs, he was declared (leaol, prol)a]oly killed ljy a

ljear.

She'(l ma(le sure to sen(l a (lonation to the fur's famil ... anon mousl .
Yy y y

That whole mess had been annoying. She hadn't wanted to kill him, but he had shot
her so full of holes a Swiss cheese would've been embarrassed, and he'd seen her heal up.
Besides, his comment about how "no damned clylze Woocl-chopper in a flannel shirt was

gunna stop him from Laggin' a few bears with his new Steyr!" before he shot, kinda told
her all she needed to know about him.

So down he'd gone and she'd dispose(l of the body. The police had come 1oolzing. They
hadn't found anything. Besides, this was ]:)ear-coun’cry

No one even knew she lived there. Not even the cops. She made her home in the
woods, away from all kinds of prying eyes. The only furs who knew roughly where to find
her was Aramis, Joe and Tigermarlz.

And they had all left her alone.



But now, it seemed, a hunter had decided to come wan(lering in again.

Hopefuuy, it would be someone less ]oloody-mindeol and less unwiuing to listen to a
poli’ce request to 1eave the area than the fur wi’ch the assault rifle.

But every so often, someone would take their chances on one of the laears, clespite the

ban on shooting any of them. They were an endangerecl species, after all.

Which meant that even when Aslaug encountered a hunter wiuing to leave peacefuﬂy,
she automaticaﬂy disliked the fur in question. They were, after aH, doing something
iﬂegal and she'd caugh’c them red-pawed.

Sighing, she got back up. She checked the eclge of her franciscas on her l)elt, and
shouldered her long axe, before trudging off in the direction the footprints. She'd better
go find this hunter before it was too late anyway.

She'd much rather be at home. She was Worlzing on a new drinlzing horn, these days.
She'd gotten her paws on a bison horn ... 1arge one too, and she was carving it, slowly
and methodicaﬂy. It was something to leeep her paws I)usy with, while listening to the

radio in the evening.

By now, she had quite a collection of horns, too. Once in a W}lile, she'd leave her woods
and go to fairs when she learned from the radio that one was ]Jeing held. She had dyed
her fur to blend in better ... and she'd ]:)uy a horn or two. Somehow, she never seemed to
be short on money. [t quite surprised her too, but she didn't abuse it.

It was prol)ably part of the jo]o. She'd never asked.

But she also knew she had to go back to work soon. She'd been away from the world for
long enough and she would be expected to do her duty again soon.

First ’chough, she intended to find out who had wandered into her woods.

The footprints were very clear. Ql)viously, the fur maleing them didn't expect to run

into anyone in these parts.

It wasn't a loig fur, either. Hopefuﬂy, Aslaug would be able to convince whoever it was
to simply leave peacefuﬂy.

She pushed aside some bushes and looked at the ground. [t was a perfect place fora
trap, but there was none to be found. She pondered that for a moment ... perhaps this

visitor was a novice hunter? Or perhaps it was simply someone moving through the area



trying to get somewhere else. If the latter was the case, she had to get them to safety. The
bears didn't like visitors romping through their woods.

It took her a while to catch up, too. Whoever was in front of her had a good head start
and, more importantly, they moved expertly in the wilds. Most hunters did ... so did
most furs trelzlzing through the wil(ls, for that matter. But stiu, there was something
rattling her slightly. Something that wasn't quite ... right.

She piclzed up her pace a httle and move(l down a gorge. She almost never went Jchere.
The round was treacherous and she 12new it was part of the huntin rounds for a
g p g8
particularly vicious female bear. Being immortal did not exempt her from feeling pain,

and talzing down a bear that 1arge would be painful no matter what.
But the visitor had come this way, and so she had to follow.

Grumbling to herself about careless outsiders, pushecl aside a fallen 1og to check for

traps again. Still none.

It was probably not a hunter then. That probal)ly meant violence could be avoided at
least. That was a relief. Aslaug did not mind violence ... in fact, some who knew her
would probalz)ly claim she thrived on it and they wouldn't be lying ... but she didn't like
violence for its own salee, and she loathed what she referred to as "s’cupid violence" above
all else. Violence committed out of ignorance or as a result of outrigh’c stupidity, whether

hers or others , could take her weeks to get over.

That was one of the up—sides to 1iving alone in the woods, of course. No one would
actuaﬂy hear her grumble, growl, spit and hiss for weeks on end. No one except the walls
and her weapons, and ’chey, o]oviously, didn't talk back.

"Growl!"

Aslaug raised an eyebrow. The sound had come from behind her.
"Grrr! Growl. Roar growl grrrrrr!"

[t was certainly loud enough. It was also quite ridiculous.

She turned around, looking incredulously at the enormous feral bear standing further
g y g

down along the gorge. 'You know ... bears generaﬂy don't say ”growl". They just do it.

And I'm pretty sure they don't say 'roar" cither," she pointecl out.

The bear canted its head slightly to the side and observed her with beady little eyes. [t
looked evil. Wild animals could look fierce or threa’cening ... often both at the same



time. They might even look like they were enjoying themselves, but evil was a concept
that require(l a measure of inteﬂigence a cut al:»ove What a Wild Least possessed. Aslaug

knew alrea(ly that this creature was no ordinary Lear, if it was even a bear at all.

"Grrr?" the bear Jcried, hopefuﬂy.

She rolled her eyes. "No. Not that either. If you want to growl, this is how you do it!"
she said and let loose a primal growl to shame a very large, very hungry lion. It was not a
sound an equine should be able to make. Being a Vaszrie had its perlzs, though.

The bear actuaﬂy looked surprise(l and took a step backwards.

Aha, the Vaﬂzyrie ponclered. So a coward as well.
"Which one are you then?" she asked. "One of Surt's £il’c}1y iﬂe, no doubt. Took you

long enough to find me out here. I'm going to send a message to your Loss, though
you, gift-wrappecl ... and sent back on fifteen different days, one piece at a time!"

She puﬂed out her franciscas with a hateful sneer as the bear rose to its hind 1egs.
Throwing them in rapid succession, she was very surprised to see the bear simply l)atting
them aside. She hadn't ]Jrough’c her spear ... al’chough that would clearly have been the
best weapon for this sort of thing. It was back at the cabin. She usuaﬂy didn't bring it,
still greatly preferring her axe and laesicles, there was no danger in leaving it there. Bven if
someone was to stumble across it, they couldn't steal it. Tt was impossi]ole to steal a

Vaﬂzyrie's spear ... it was literaﬂy an extension of her will after all.

Stiﬂ, this was going to be a nasty, brutal ﬁght if she had to get up close to hit this

possessed creature Witl’l her 1ong-axe.

No choice, though. She charged home, swinging the axe as she did so. To her
satisfaction, she felt it strike flesh and bite deeply into the side of the bear. It made no
sound ... which sealed it for her. It was possessed. It wouldn't feel any pain because it
was, strictly spealzing , alreacly dead. She simply had to complete the process and kill the
creature's physical body.

That Wouldn"c Le easy though. It swung at her With a massive paw and she only l)arely
managed to escape it ... though she didn't escape it when the other paw came down in a

one-two combination. It tore a chunk out of her shoulder and she gasped in pain.

"This is Moody stupid," she hissed through gritted teeth as the Meeding staunched. "You
can't kill me. We already know how this is going to end!"



She swung again, trying to hit the bear's legs but until that shoulder-wound healed, it
wasn't reaﬂy possiMe to get enough force into the blow. The l)ear-thing simply moved
slightly backwards and Aslaug saw her attack fail miseral)ly.

And the bear—thing was ... laughing? The sound it emitted sounded like laug}lter ora
very dry cough. She wasn't quite sure which of the two it was. She ducked under another
attack and rolled sideways to avoid the massive jaws of the bear-thing as it tried to bite
her. Tt was up too close for her to use her long-axe egectively now. So she clropped it and
simply punched the creature on the side of the head. Bven before her "promotion", she
had a punch to shame most heavy—weights, but after, it was a frightening thing indeed.
The bear reeled, off balance from its bite-attack. Several of its teeth had been knocked
loose under the impact of the Vauzyrie's punch.

But something felt wrong. Aslaug knew something wasn't the way it was supposed to be.
Surt had left her alone for a 1ong time now. She pro]oa]oly wasn't interesting to the Lord
of Destruction after her promotion. After aH, Vaﬂzyries were oathsworn to chin, and
trying to turn one was an utterly futile exercise. Still, she had no doubt the bear was
possessecl Ly one of Surt's servants. So Why was it here?

She backed up a few steps and crouched, the bear doing the same thing and glaring
eviﬂy at her. It had s’copped malzing any kind of noise, except the noises of the
undergrow’ch beneath is paws. It didn't say anything .

The Meecling had alreacly stoppecl on Aslaug's shoulder. Tt stung something aw{:ul, but it
would be healed soon enough. Probably acl(ling another thin scar under her fur.
Sometimes that happened ... sometimes not. Only the reaﬂy impressive hits left

permanent marks on her, but she was still starting to look like a roadmap without her
shirt on.

Then she sprang into action. The bear—thing countered and rose onto its hind 1egs
again as she 1eapt forward ...uponto a faﬂen tree. [ts massive paw came clown again as

she jumped off the tree, towards her enemy.

It hit her. Squarely in the face. Tore off fur, skin ... muscle and sinew, 1aying bare her
jaw and cheek. Groaning in pain, she realized instantly that the momentum of the blow
would send her ﬂying and she reached out, like a flash of 1ig}1tning , and grab})ed a hold of
the beast's fur. It mad her swing around the bear-thing ... onto its back and she

immedia’cely clampe(l her arms aroun(l the gigantic monster's neck.



And she hung on. It tried to thrash ... to scrape her off against a tree or a rock. It tried
roHing over her. It tried everything imaginable. Bones broke in her chest ... she coughed
blood onto its ]oaclz, but she never let go. And eventuaHy it ]oegan to waver.

Trying feel)ly to reach her, it battled at her but couldn't reach. It couldn't tear her arms
away, though 1ong claw—gashes went in almost to the bone.

But she still hung on.
Wor(ﬂessly choleing the life out of this damna]ale, vile creature.

Finaﬂy finauy after what felt like an age, it stumbled. Made a siclzening cholzing
sound and fell. Tt tried to get back up ... stumbled another few steps, and then went

dOWl’l.

Aslaug wasn't so foolish as to let go. She kept clinging on. And goo& thing too.
Suddenly, as it realizecl, this attempt at su]oterfuge wasn't Worlzing, it thrashed around
wil(ﬂy one last time, and then coﬂapsed. A familiar rattle left the gigantic beast and
Aslaug knew the })ocly of the bear was dead. She fell og, onto the sticks and leaves on the
groun(l, panting for breath.

Blood was positively gushing out of her, too.

"I'm getting too old for this shit," she Winced, clenching her eyes shut against the pain.

The wounds were alrea(ly closing.

Aslaug knew it was possil)le to kill even a so-called immortal. It was just extremely
difficult. She wouldn't grow old ... she wouldn't get sick ... but physical violence could
kill her. Just not physical violence caused l)y natural means, and not in Midgaarcl. Even if
the bear had actuaﬂy "killed" her, she'd have risen the fouowing morning, like the
Einherjar ... the eternal warriors of Valhalla.

Which made the l)ear—thing's attempt to £igh’c her ludicrous. It couldn't have won, no
matter what. Had she still been a "mere" Agent, it could have won. Agents were nowhere
near as immortal as a Vaﬂzyrie or Einherjar. They could actuaHy be killed for real l)y

Sugicient amounts of superna’curaﬂy inflicted Violence.
Groaning, she opened her eyes. She wasn't quite done yet.

Stumbling to her fee’c, she looked at her arms and tried to feel her face where the claws
had rippe(l pieces of her to shreds. Plus she could feel a whoﬂy uncomfortable cracleing
sensation as her ribcage was alrea(ly re-setting itself.



Something black and oily was oozing out of the bear's mouth. She looked at it in
disgust until it had all come out and formed into a rather unshapely little ]:)laclz, oily
creature with no legs. It looked like a half-melted snowfur.

"Well then," she muttered sourly. "Here we are. I'm l)igger and stronger than you, and
I'll be damned if I'm 1etting you get away with this!"

The 1)10]:)]3}7 thing quivered and tried to shy away from her as she walked up to it and
scooped up a pawful of the gunlz it was made up of.

It squeelecl pa’cheticaﬂy, but she didn't pay that any attention.

"I'm going to dump this half of you in the nearest stream. I'm interested in seeing how
long it'll take you to reassemble yourself, you little shit!" she hissed and prodded the
quivering black jeﬂy with one finger.

It didn't respond, predicta]oly.

"Surt's slipping. If this is the best he can produce,” she Biclzerecl, mostly to herself as
she Carefuﬂy dumped the water in her canteen and pourecl most of the jeﬂy into it
instead. Some missed and hit the ground where it irnmecliately rejoinecl the rest of it ...
but most went where it was supposed. She needed to get a new canteen after this,

o]oviously.

"Hello Aslaug. You look like crap, parclon me for saying so!" a familiar voice said

behind her, towards the end of the gorge.

Aslaug grinne(l. It looked quite like a rictus, but she couldn't reaﬂy help that until her
face healed up. She didn't even have to turn around to see who it was. "Hello Victoria,"
she answered. "That explains the presence of this particular creep."

"What creep?" the tigress aslzed, confused. "I'm here loolzing for you, actuauy. It was
quite hard to find you, until you apparently decided to have a wrestling match with a

bear! And may I ask why you did that?"
"See that gooey, quivering thing next to the bear's head?"
"Well ... yes? Qil-polution? Out here?"
"That's one of Surt's boys. Or about two thirds of him, at least."

Victoria's eyes went wide and her paw immediately went for a weapon but Aslaug shook
the canteen and chuckled. "The last third of him is in here. I'm going to dump it



somewhere far away. | was thinleing of a natural water-source but someone might
acciden’caﬂy drink him that way. I'l figure something out."

"Burn him?" Victoria aslzecl, incredulously. "No, wait ... that won't be much good if
he's one of Surt's ..."

"Exactly. That was Why [ was thinlzing of water, actuaﬂy. Anyway, Why are you here?"
Aslaug answered and put her canteen on her belt. The black blob on the ground reached
a couple of feeble tentacles towards it, until she plan’ced her hoof on top of it, squelching
the remains underneath the iron-shod bottom unceremoniously, while never ’calzing her

eyes off Victoria.

"Well ... it's been a long time since anyone heard from you?" the tigress said and

shrugged.

"True. I was actuaﬂy thinlzing of rejoining the world soon. I can't sit on my paws here
much 10nger. ['ve got a feeling ... it's hard to describe reaHy ... but there is something [

must do."
Victoria nodded. "Any chance you can be more specific?"

"Not reaﬂy. I don't 12now yet exactly What itis. | do lznow part of it has to do With a
Vaﬂzyrie's primary duties," Aslaug explained. "I have to collect the dead."

"But this world Lelongs to the Christian God,” Victoria saicl, confused. "The only ones
you could reaHy be sent to collect }zere, would be ... would be ..." her eyes went wide as
realization hit her.

"An Agent of Valhaﬂa," Aslaug said, completing Victoria's line of thought for her. "1

12110W .. .”

"But that means Torvald? Doesn't it?"
"T don't know yet. We don't actuaﬂy know. It might not even be in this reality."

Victoria shook her head. "I suppose not, but that wouldn't reaﬂy make sense. Valhalla
Woulcl sen(l a Vaﬂeyrie closer to Whoever it was. You're here ... in this WOI‘lC]. Good

Gocl, Aslaug ... not Torvald?"

Aslaug sighed. "T know. I hope it isn't him, but if it is, it's not like T have much choice
and at least I'll be sent to piclz him up to go someplace nice!"

"But we're irnmortal, Aslaug!?" Victoria said, uncertainly. "We're not suppose(l to die."



"Not suppose(l to isn't the same as can't, Victoria. If something suitably nasty comes
after you, there are always ways of circumventing "rules" like that. But I think I know
something about it at 1east,” Aslaug ponclered, wincing again as flesh started to connect
on her jaw and cheek. It hurt like a bitch every time ...

Victoria graspecl for straws and nodded urgently. "Then please, do tell me?"

"I don't thinlz Mr. Yogi-Bear-Gone-Very-Bad over there was sent to 10012 for me. |
think he was here for you S

Victoria's eyes went wider still and she looked around the stiﬂ-bleeding equine to look at
the massive form of the dead bear. "You're serious. Surt? Sencling something like that

after me?"

"Pardon me for saying this, Victoria, but you're only fifty percent of a team. And if I
were to venture a guess, he did that to get to the other half of that team. Just as you

would ﬂip out six ways from Sunday if the })ig Christian ]ooogeymale sent something
after Torvald."

"[ ... guess you're right. So what do we do now?" Victoria asked, sighing.
Aslaug 5110012 the canteen on her ]:)elt Violently and grinne(l. "You 1eave this one to me."

"You know Torvald. He won't be happy to know something is after him or me, and then
sitting it out!" the tigress protested.

"Then I suppose he doesn't need to know?" Aslaug countered.

Victoria was about to say something , but stoppecl. Then she put her arms akimbo and
sighed. "T don't like 1ying to my husband."

"I'm not aslzing you to. I'm aslzing you to not tell him. If he asks how your trip went,
just tell him you found me in good health and that everything is as it should be?"

"Aslaug ... what did I just say about 1ying?"

"I'm not asleing you to. I'm ﬁne, am [ not? Breathing, standing on my own two

hooves?"
Victoria rolled her eyes and groaned. "You're incorrigil)le!"

"Yeah, but you like me anyway," Aslaug chuckled. "N ow, let's get back to my cabin.

Something tells me you're not here solely on a social call."



"You'd be right, of course," Victoria said and shrugge(l hghtly, faﬂing into step easﬂy.

[t was quite a 1ong Waﬂe, through uneven and sometimes hazardous terrain. But of

course, })eing able to heal a broken ankle in short order made it less of a worry.
"So how did you find me?"

"I had to threaten to do unmentionable things to a certain coyote's vehicle ... it

involved a spray-can and some Lumper—sticlzers."

"Dare I ask?" Aslaug Ventured, lznowing that the coyote in question, Joe Latrans,
almost had a romantic thing going with his piclzup-truclz.

Victoria smiled serenely. "Well, the paint was hot, glow—in—the—clarlz pinlz and the

]Jurnper stickers were team-stickers for the Edmonton Qilers ..."
Aslaug blinked repea’ce(ﬂy. "Gods preserve us ... I'm pretty sure [ would have felt the
qualze all the way up here in the Canadian woods ..." she said and looked at Victoria with

an en’cirely new level of respect.

"Probably, yes. Anyway, he did end up ’ceﬂing me where to find you. | think ... he knew

I wouldn't have wrecked his car ..."

"Of course you wouldn't have. You're not a monster."

Victoria shook her head. "I'm not, but I also think he understood something is afoot.
Some’ching important. He seemed to instinctively know you had been away from the

world long enough."

N odding , Aslaug slung her axe over her shoulder. Her face was alreacly healing up and it
stung, ]oa(ﬂy ... but she lzept the pain hidden. Not out of any misplaced sense of
machismo but because she didn't need Victoria fussing over her. The tigress was there for
a specific reason. Even if Aslaug was starting to suspect ... Victoria didn't know that

reasomn herself.

It was in the paws of the Gods. And this time, Loke had not}ling to do with it.

"He always seems to know. He and I ... the "Scruffy Squaol" as we used to call
ourselves, we always seemed to have a special connection of sorts. It goes all the way back
to when it all s’carted, too. | remember when Jchey first found me, Victoria. The amigos.
When they took me off that battlefield ..." the Vaﬂeyrie said, her voice sounding a little
distant.



Victoria recognized that par’cicular tone of voice. She had heard it a number of times
and she sighed, 10012ing up at Aslaug with sympathy on her face. "Torvald sometimes
talks of that. He wasn't at that ]:)a’ctle, but he was at so many others. He gets ... moody
when he thinks back to those times. It's always after the kids have gone to bed or left or
some’ching . Usuaﬂy on dark nights , too. He'll look out there and see something in the
darkness. Something [ can't see. At first, | thought it was strange. My night vision is
considerably better than his. Feline trait and all that. But then I realized what he saw
wasn't physical. [t wasn't ... even reaﬂy there," she said.

As]aug just nodded, her eyes focused on some point in the distance.

"Tt was decades ... hteraﬂy decades ... before managecl to ask him what it was. I know
[ can ask my husband about anytl/ing, but franlzly, it scared me. Sometimes, he'd be
taﬂzing to himself. Old norse. I know a few phrases of it ]oy now but he'd be taﬂzing ,
under his Lrea’ch, like he was having a conversation with someone I couldn't see," Victoria

went on.

"Old friends ... 1ong dead and gone. Remembered only ljy him ... an undying, eternal

warrior," Aslaug said, without her eyes coming back into focus.

Victoria nodded. "Precisely tha’c, yes. It's cerie. But then I did ask him, and he told me
why."

"Because he ... like me ... feels that he lost something. That while he gained sO rnuch,
in you and your children, and his life as it is now, he was meant to die. The Norns had
cut his thread of life. All those many years ago."

"Yes."
"Does it anger you?"

"Tt did at first," Victoria admitted. "At first, T felt l)etrayeol. Like he was Wishing himself
dea(l, clespite the children. Despite me. Then I understood that it is something different

and SOl’l’lellOW deeper at WOI']Q."

Aslaug nodded. "It is his world-view which is constantly ]:)eing tested. He doesn't want
to die now, because he has so much to live for. But at the same time, his Leliefs, his faith
.. and what is actuaﬂy happening to him ... doesn't add up. So when he looks out into

the darleness, he sees the faces of those he knew back then. He can hear them caﬂing to
him. He can see the hearth-fires from the 10nghouses. He can taste the food and ... hear



the songs. | 12now, because it's like that for me. On reaHy dark nights, [ can hear my
parents, Victoria. Those ... those are the hardest nights of all."

They walked for a While, in silence. Victoria had little idea for how far, but the Vauzyrie
seemed to know exactly where she was and she was moving purposefuﬂy in a speciﬁc
direction. The tigress was used to hving rough on missions, and she usuaﬂy did just fine
in woodlands , even heavy Woods, but this was different. It was almost like the woods
themselves were affected ]oy who lived there, and tried to shunt anyone else out.

[t was not exactly a pleasant fee]ing.

Finaﬂy, after a 1ong walk, mos’cly in silence, they reached Aslaug's hut. She'd been
]Juil(ling on it more or less constantly since moving in and Victoria was surprisecl at how
comfortable it was. The electricity was provided l)y a small generator, but apparently, the
Vaﬂzyrie didn't have it turned on at all times. Most of the hgh’c was provided Ly naked
flames ... candles and oil-lamps, for instance, and the tigress realized it would prol)a]aly
be very cold in winter, but Aslaug didn't reaHy have a problem with that anymore,

anyway.

She sat down. The equine apparen’cly slept in a hammocle, so she couldn't sit down on
the edge of the bed. Instead she occupied the only chair in the hu’c, while Aslaug went
about paclzing her things.

"[ guess I'll need to rent myself a flat somewhere again," she said and looked at the
tigress. "I'm not going back to California though. I need a change of pace, and besides,
getting to where I have to be tends to be taken care of Ly ... outside forces."

Victoria nodded. "I guess | can see Why. What did you have in mind?"
"Not sure. ['m thinlzing of New York ... Boston ... someplace on the Bast Coast."

"Well, that'll certainly be a real change. And with the fur—clye, you won't stick out like a
sore thumb. Looks good on you, ]3y the way."

Aslaug chuckled and shrugged. "I'm not sure I'll ever get used to it. I've been thinlzing
of clying myself pitch black, actuaﬂy. You know, for shock value."

"Shock value?" Victoria asked, raising an eyebrow, trying to bend her mind around a

black Aslaug.

"Yeah ... every time I get up in the morning, 1oolzing myse]f in the mirror, it'll be
"AARGH! WHO ARE YOU?!" ... so yeall, shock Value," Aslaug explained.



"A black-furred equine Vaﬂzyrie, though?"
"Why not? I'm sure there are precedents?"
Victoria nodded. "Prolaably true. I'm just too used to thinlzing of you as blond."

"Yeah, but I'm oﬁiciaﬂy supposed to be extinct, and [ reaﬂy don't need to attract any
more attention to myself than 1 alreacly do. I'm just never going to fit in en’cirely in this

world, but I don't need to make it more obvious than it already is."

Victoria no&(led, but didn't spealz. She just waited for Aslaug to finish paclzing. It
wasn't like the equine owned three truckloads of stuff, but there was still enough of stuff
to paclz up that it took about an hour to get it all. Finaﬂy, a couple of huge sacks stood
in the middle of the floor and Aslaug brushed her paws off against one another.

”I hope you have a car .. ." she said.

" (lo. Shau we go?"

"Weu, we pro]aa]oly have to go several times to get all this to your Vehicle, so ... let's get
started."

"I'm parlzed almost three hours away, Aslaug. We should try to l)ring it all in one go, |
think."

Aslaug nodded. "Probaloly a good idea then. Can you haul that one?"

Victoria groanecl and rolled her eyes, ﬂicleing the I)ag onto her shoulder without much

trouble. "I'm not some waﬂﬂower, Aslaug .

Grinning, the Vaﬂzyrie piclzecl up the other bag. "T know. I still gave you the 1ig11ter ]oag
of the two."

"[ ought to kick you.
"Good luck ca’cching me ... these are my Woods, after all."

Aslaug set off out of the hut. Victoria foﬂowed, and immedia’cely, the woods outside

gave her that same feeling again.
'Go away'.

'Leave' .



And she was only too keen to oblige.



