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IV — Sfl?/ings

She had always hated sejd-machines. Others called them computers, and while Aslaug
knew there was nothing magical about them, she reaﬂy didn't like them. They knew too
much. Way too much. And the Internet ... she autornatica”y distrusted a medium where
that much information could be shared without any form of control or regula’cion. [t was
fine for Ma Wilkins to find a new recipe for apple pie or for Joe the Plumber to figure
out how best to repair his run-down, dinlzy old piclzup-truclz, but as far as Aslaug was
concerned, the Internet was a pro]alem in that it also allowed Tommy the Terrorist to
find detailed instructions on how to produce every’t}ling from small-calibre firearms to

nuclear ]C)OIII]:)S .

Or worse yet ... for Agents of Surt or others like him to communicate their plans in
secret across the globe.

So sejd-machines suclzed, if anyone bothered to ask her. Which usuaﬂy Jchey didn't.

Still, she had to send some kind of message to Victoria and Torvald, just to let them
know she was alive and leicleing. But on the other paw, she didn't want to tell them
exac’cly what she was up to. All she needed was for them to know she had their back.

The more she thought about this whole a££air, the more she knew she was unlilzely to
succeed. Or at least only succeed at great cost. But so be it. Enoug}l was enough, and she
had ﬁanlzly had it with interdimensional rules and regulations which hadn't been upda’ced

or revise(l for centuries.



Joe was s’canding behind her, a mug of steaming coffee in his paw. "What are you
writing?" he asked.

"Just le’cting Torvald and Victoria know I'm alive and kiclzing , reaﬂy. Can't send them
any details obviously, so I'm just sending them a jolze [ ’chough’c of."

"What's the jolze?" Joe aslzed, sipping his co££ee, 10012ing pleasan’cly surprised at the
quality.

"What's the difference between a he i raiding party, and the salvation army?"

"Dunno. Wha’c's the difference?"

Aslaug smirked. "What the raiding party comes away with is classified as 1egitima’ce

"
conquest.

Joe's coffee exited through his nostrils , much to his obvious displeasure and he whined
as the hot hquid scalded him. "Ow?" he complained.

"You have to admit it's funny," Aslaug chuckled.

"t is. I just didn't know you disliked the Salvation Army. I mean, Jchey’re supposed to
be a charity!" Joe said and Wiped his muzzle, before sipping the coffee again.

Aslaug smiled and stood up. She'd sent her message. No need to spend more time on
the sejd-machine. She on/y sent the jolze. No other greeting. She knew that after the
Svensens had chuckled at it, they'cl wonder why she hadn't sent anything else at all. And
then they'cl hopefuﬂy realize she was trying to tell them something.

About 1egi’cima’ce conquest ... and armies ... and smaﬂ raiding parties.

About fighting.

It was as vague as tha’c, but she didn't want to make it any more obvious. If she did,

she'd be running too great a rislz, if someone read it who wasn't meant to read it.
She just needed to give her friends a little hope.

Joe nodded and finished his coffee in a hurry, placing the mug on a table on the way
out of the café. "So what now?"

"Remember those little metal pieces | showed you?"

"Yeah, [ wonder how those are going to help."



Aslaug stuck her paws in her poclze’cs and strolled down the sidewaﬂz, Joe sauntering
along beside her. "I'm not sure ye’c,” she said, "I just know Jchey are important. And 1
know ... don't ask me how but I just know that we have to get to Italy. There's an old
convent in a place called Bella Divignano, near the border ... and don't look at me like

Jcha’c, Joe. I honestly have no idea where I have this information from."

N odding slowly, Joe frowned without saying anything. He just ponclerecl it all for a
while. Everything Aslaug said made sense, but it was also ex’cremely strange to hear lzer,
of all furs , talk of Christian holy places and convents. Finaﬂy, after they had walked
another hundred yarcls or so, he turned his head and looked at her.

"This won't just be a matter of 12noclzing on the door and aslzing them for any
information they can spare, will it?" he asked. "Tt's going to get messy, won't it?"

Aslaug nodded. "Almost cer’cainly. And I don't even reaﬂy 1znow Why. All T 12now is that

something we need is at the convent in Bella Divignano."

Joe nodded. "T'll find it on the map and get going. The car isn't half as bad as T had
fearecl, [ have to admit."

"I'm glad you approve."

"T don't. I just said it isn't half as bad as I feared. Consiclering how awful 1 thought it
would ]:)e, that's not saying much! Dammit, fiuy, I want a Lig , American vehicle with
room for my legs AND your ego!"

"My ego?" Aslaug mused.

"iny thing about you that's Ligger’n your ego is your choice of primary weapon!" Joe
grum]:)led, good-na’cure(ﬂy. "You just can't do "smaﬂ", can you?"

"I'm six foot nine, as you so often point out," Aslaug said, 12eeping a perfectly straight

face.

Joe groanecl and got out his car—lzeys. "1l see you in Bella Divignano, filly. Since you'ﬂ
deﬁnitely get there first, I expect YOU to find us something to eat. For’cunately, [ like

Ttalian."

The equine made a gesture in the air as if strilzing a crash cym]:)al. "Badum ’cssshh L
She said and chuckled. "'l see you there."

###



"Rossana," a Wiuowy figure Whispered, insistently. "Rossana, damned you, are you
there?"

The voice was male, but despera’ce and frightened. It was addressing a taﬂ, slender
Shape, standing in deep shadows , holding what looked to be a spade.

Rossana, the ﬁgure being addressed, did not show any interest in the male.
In fact, she was indifferent to the point of ignoring him outright.

"This world is weird enough without you giving me the silent treatment, damned it all!"
the male sneered. "The locals ..."

"The locals are none of your concern, Turi. Just do as you're told!"

The male cringed and withdrew sligh’cly. The female held the shovel out for him to take.
"Dig!" she commanded.

"Where?"
"Here. W}lere I s’cand."

The male took the shovel reluctantly and got to WOI‘lQ.

###

It was late nigh’c by the time Joe reached Bella Divignano. It wasn't a 1arge town. In
£act, it was Larely a town at all. The local church was the only building S’canding more
than two stories taﬂ, and that wasn't even ]:)y much. The locals seemed to be over sixty
years old on average, and Joe ... har(ﬂy in his prime of you’ch anymore ... still felt like a

Sno’c-nosed kid compare(l to some of the old-timers shufﬂing past on the sidewalk along
the road.

He needed something to eat. In fact, his insides were screaming for £oocl, and he drove
around until he found what he assumed was the local restaurant. It had no sign over the
cloor, but Joe was wily enoug}l to know that didn’t necessarily mean anything. Ina place
like this, the locals would know this was the place to go for £oocl, and there would be so
few tourists coming through that there was no point in spending money on signs or fancy

Sidewaﬂz ﬂxtures.

Pulling up the Fiat, he got out and took in a deep 1ung£u1 of fresh air. Then made sure

the car (JOOI' was 10C126(],, and he made sure 116 was armea].



Wild Bill Hickock had ’chough’c he was in no danger too, when sitting down for a meal
and a game of cards. Joe wasn't going to make the same mistalze, even without the game

of cards. There was bound to be trouble ... Aslaug had admitted as much.

He could hear furs ’caﬂzing from the open door in front of him and he walked inside,
pushing aside a curtain of beads. The scent was amazing. Clearly, whoever owned this
place knew how to coole, and once he was insicle, there was no doubt this was in fact a
restaurant or sorts. There were only three talales, aclrni’ctecﬂy, and two of them were for
two, but that was fine with him. Aslaug was alreacly there, waiting.

She'd gone t}lrough most of a bottle of wine while waiting, it seemed, and the coyote sat
down opposite from her. ”Long drive. And this place isn't easy to find. Sorry il 1 lzep’c you

waiting. "

"No pro]:)lem. The wine is ac’cuauy quite good. Local stug, very heavy,” the Vaﬂzyrie said
and poured ]oe a glass.

"T won't be driving anywhere tonight then," he chuckled. "But then again, [ didn't think
I'd need to. We're here now after all."

"Yep. The convent is within waﬂzing distance of the town ... oh and I rented you a room
upstairs. Next to my own. | figurecl we'd get some’ching to eat firs’c, and then head off to
the convent later tonight."

"Can you just hear the ominous music playing? I swear there's a gigantic, go’chic organ

in there somewhere a

Aslaug grinned and sipped her wine. "I ordered some’ching to eat already. I hope tha’c's
alright?"

"Just fine," Joe said and tasted the wine. "Yikes , this is heavy. You're not 1zic1ding."
"Good thoug}l."
"Hell yeah!”

The coyote sipped the wine again and grinned. [t wasn't long until food was ]:)rough’c to
the table, too. A half loaf of dark bread with some cheese and two pla’ces, cach with a
huge porlz chop and 1ots of fried potatoes ...

Aslaug stabbed the porlz chop slightly with her forle, then s}lruggecl and clug in. "I had
no idea what I orclered," she admitted and grinnecl.



Joe once more felt like wagging his tail if he hadn't been sitting down and he started
eating without another word. Everything was exactly as fantastic as he had imagined it
would be. Succulent meat, deliciously spicy potatoes and excellent wine ... yep, he was

deﬂnitely content.

And the bread and cheese was amazing as well. He ran a paw ’chrough his grey hair and
grinned across the table as he £inauy finished the meal. "You always did have a ’ching for
good food," he chuckled. "Some t}lings just never change."

Aslaug picleecl up a toothpiclz and proceecleol to remove a piece of porle chop from
between her teeth. "Some things clon't, that's true. Most ’chings do."

"Yeah ... like the two of us for instance," Joe said and sipped his wine again.

His voice had gone very serious and Aslaug nodded. She knew Joe. She knew the coyote
had questions he struggled with ... questions he needed answers to , where answers were
less than forthcoming. She knew how he s’cruggled to avoid I)ecoming a bitter old £ur,
and she knew that deep clown, it was a fight he had to win himself. But she'd lend all the

support he needed.

"[ guess so," she said. "I'm hardly the same fur as the dying shieldmaiden you cradled in
your arms while a battlefield faded around you all those years ago."

Joe chuckled and switled his wine in his glass a few times. "And yet you don't look a day
older. Isn't it ironic, how you ... who pro]:)ably changed the most ... look the same as

always (2 "

"Immor’cali’cy is nothing to wish for, Joe. It's fun the first hundred or even two hundred
years. Then it becomes repetition ... and jadeclness ... and loss heapecl upon loss."

The coyote nodded. "Trust me, ['m not wishing for irnrnor’cali’cy. ['ve seen enough crap
in this lifetime to dread how much I could face if T had inﬁnity to look forward to."

"Precisely my poin’c."
"Thank you."
Aslaug raisecl an eyebrow. "Whatever for?"

Joe sipped his wine again and refilled his glass. The owner peelzed out from the kitchen,
and the coyote waved the bottle towards him to signal he wanted another one. Then he
looked back to Aslaug.



"For not saying "T unders’cand" or "l 12now Wha’c you mean' or some similarly trite

phrase," he said, Wearily.

Aslaug smiled sligh’cly. "T know you better than most furs , Joe Latrans ... and I could

never understand. I ljaven"c liveol your life."
"Remember how we used to be ]aaclz in the day?"

"Young ' hotheaded and eager?"

Joe 1aughecl. The owner ]aroug}l’c another bottle and Joe glacﬂy pourecl the equine a glass.
Never mind 1etting this wine rest. [t was so fresh that if it restecl, one would pro]aa]aly be
able to taste each minute of it.

"That too," he said and broke a corner of the bread and poppecl it into his mouth. He
wasn't reaﬂy hungry but ... it was too good to simply leave there on the table.

Aslaug tapped the rim of her glass and took a while before answering. "After a leile,
you lose some of your illusions. After another While, the last of them tend to vanish. And
then you start to see what we did for what it ’cruly is."

"Ajob."
"Nothing more, nothing less."

Joe nodded and sighed. "Isn't it strange, ’chough? Worlzing for God ... orin your case,
THE Gods ... plural ... is no different than worleing for anyone else in the end?"

"Why is it strange?" Aslaug asked. "Just because your employer is more powerful doesn't

mean the jol) can't s’cinlz at times."

Laughing again, Joe took a solid gulp of wine, le’cting the liquid swish around in his
mouth for a moment before swallowing. "Sometimes, my friend, I go out into the
Montafia de Oro ... you 12now, early in the morning, before the sun comes up? I ]oring
a thermos of hot coffee and a goocl rock to sit on, and just watch the sunrise over the
crest of the mountain ... ba’ching it in gold, like the name suggests ... "

His voice had gone almost clreamy, and Aslaug didn't say a word. This was something
Joe needed to get off his chest and she wasn't going to do anything to interrupt his line of
’choughts. It would all come out ... if she just let him take his own time about it.

"It's I)eau’ciful, ﬂlly. You know? It's one of those moments that ... ’cruly makes you
understand that some’ching as beautiful and Won(ler£ul and unique as Jchis World has to be



there for a reason. That God has to have some kind of paw in it all. T sit there, and | just
watch it, with my hot cogee, and I let it astonish me, every time. I love the outdoors ,
Aslaug. As much as you ... rnayl)e even more, not that it's meant to be a contest or
anything. It helps center me. It makes me ..."

He s’copped and searched for a word for a 10ng, long time. Then he sighed and just
looked at his friend. He had her complete and absolute attention. He saw nothing but
friendship and kindness and open—mincledness in her eyes. No false "unders’cancling". No
hypocritical claims of inspira’cional insight. She didn't understand ... because she'd never
shared those moments with him, and even if she had, she'd see them diﬂerently than he

WOulCl .

Perception was unique to all furs. But she respected that this was some’ching of

Jcremendous importance to him. Psychological and spiritual importance.

"It makes me look up to the slzy and ask ... Why this world ... this I)eau’ci£ul, wondrous
place that we inha]oit, with all its golcl—swept mountain sunrises and deep, mysterious
gorges ... and with its forests and rivers and oceans and plains ... with its cities, and furs
and teeming, teeming life of all sorts ... why is it so fucked up? And you know what
else?" he said. His voice was hoarse, as if he struggled with heavy emotion.

Aslaug shook her head. "No ... please tell me," she said, quie’cly.

"T used to ask God, y’lznow? [ used to ask Him that very question. Why this world is so
messed up, when there is so much I)eau’cy to be found? So many good things? And he

never answered. Not once. Not a lzint."

"So you got angry with him, didn't you?" Aslaug finaﬂy asked. "Resentful ... bitter ...

and yes, angry."

Joe hung his head. "Isn't it weird? I have stood in His presence. | know ... I don't even
have to believe because [ know He is there. And yet [am disappointecl. And ... and yes.
I'm angry."

"Mayl)e that 1s Why?”
"What do you mean?"

Aslaug sighed and put her glass down after ’calzing a 1ong , deep swig from it. This wasn't
easy, but she knew Joe had needed to get that off his mind for a long time. Pro]oa]oly even

for years.



"For those who ]:)elieve, there is an element of rational doubt. However fana’cical,
however blinded by zealotry, belief is precisely not 12nowledge. It is the antithesis of
12nowleclge. The opposite of belief is not lack of belief. The opposite of 1enow1ec1ge is not
ignorance. For you to be 1znowledgeal)le, you must first understand that there is
something to know. If you are ignorant, you don't even know that. You don't strive
towards 12nowledge, because you are unaware of its existence. If you knew it was there,
you'(l know sometﬂzing ... and you wouldn't be ignorant anyrnore,"Aslaug said and looked
her old friend straight in the eye.

It took a 1ong, 1ong time for that to sink in. Joe's eyes ]oetrayecl how troubled he was.
How much this nagged him and how painful he felt it was to even feel this way. Then
ﬁnaﬂy, he nodded. "And the opposite of faith ..."

"...is not lack of faith. A lack of faith is speciﬂcaﬂy a belief in the absence of
Something. [ am still hoping to be the proverbial ﬂy on the wall when that sinks in with
the militant atheists of the WOI‘ICL ]:)y the way. The opposite of faith is when you know
somet}ling ... because that negates faith. T don't believe in this wine we're drinlzing. I
know it is there. I have tasted it. I have a glass of it in front of me, where I can see it and
[ could lift it to my nose and smell it. That makes it ][actua/. And consequently, [ don't
believe it is there. But what I do believe, is that the owner of this quaint little restaurant's
got more bottles of the stuff in the kitchen. I can be almost certain of tha’c, Joe. Almost.
As certain as | can be without going into the kitchen ... which is off limits to me as a
guest ... to see for myself,” Aslaug in’cerjected, completing Joe's string of though’c. He was
noclcling the entire way, slowly and cleli]aerately.

"And so here I am," Joe saicl, at 1as’c, sounding both old and tired all of a sudden. "The
guest in the restaurant who was given a tour of the kitchen. So now I know the bottles
are there. They are factual. And that killed my illusions , didn't it? I no 1onger have the
illusion of thinlzing "Hey, I'm drinlzing the very last bottle of this awesome stuff ..." and
while that should make me happy, it just takes the magic out of it, doesn't it?"

Aslaug just nodded, £eeling very sorry for her friend, but 12nowing that this was what he
needed. To simply talk this over with someone he trusted ... someone who wouldn't juclge
him or look at him funny or wonder if he had lost his faith because he asked the hard
questions ... the questions most furs of any faith wouldn't dream of asleing for fear of

pissing off their deity or deities of choice.

But Joe Latrans had never been the type of fur to not ask. He'd never been the type to
Simply lean back and accept things without questioning them.



To Aslaug , it made him a truer hero than almost anyone else she knew. He didn't settle

£or the com£or’cab1e answer or ’clje easy solution.

He was the lone warrior, s’canding in the ]oreach, lznowing he could be safe if he turned

and ran ... but re£using to do So.

She reached out and gave his paw a gentle squeeze. "You are a genuinely good fur, ]oe,"
she said, repeating a compliment she had first paicl him decades ago. "But you and |
know your God will never answer your question, any more than mine would answer me
before I became what I am now. Even these days, I have to be 1u012y to get an answer. [t
is not the way of things. It is not fair. The world ... generaﬂy isn't. But that is not the
work of the Gods. It is the work of furs. Using the finest gi{"t ever bestowed upon them
o free will ... reaﬂy, reaﬂy ba(ﬂy. Remember, ]oe ... what the Gods want is for furs to
choose to do the righ’c ’ching, because it is the right thing to do. Not because they are
scared into it. And when they fail to do so, the world is messed up. But unless the Gods
took back the gi{‘t of free Wiﬂ, then that is the way it must be. All we can do ... you,

Tigermarlz, Aramis ... even a Vaﬂzyrie like me ... is to be good examples for others to

follow."

Joe took a moment, before nodcling. "And to think ... you used to be about as deep as a
preschooler’s pool, Aslaug," he said and chuckled.

"Well, as we started out ]oy saying ... we've both changed," Aslaug chuckled and let go of
her friend's paw.

Smiling , the coyote nodded. Then his eyes once again seemed to look into the void
between worlds and he sighecl. "Tt's a little unsettling , but at the same time com£or’cing.
This is why the Scrugy Squa(l exists, [ think. Mayl)e ['m just an old clog fancying
himself into delusion, but [ firmly believe that you and I share some’ching I can't even
define that Aramis and Tigermarlz will never know. Somet}ling that transcends our
p}lysical presence here, something that defines us no matter W}lere, or when. Something
we see and respect in cach other that perhaps the others , no matter how many others we

may encounter, just can't understand."

Aslaug felt a lump catch in her throat. "I ..." she ]oegan, Hinlzing. "My gods, what a

. n
compllmen’c.

Joe still smiled. "T}ley're my brothers-in-arms , Aslaug. They’re fantastic friends ...
some of the best furs 12now, probably the best in fact. 1 just couldn't have this

conversation Wi’ch either of them. It ... doesn"c WOI'12 that Way."



"Tha’c's because you're not my brother-in-arms, ]oe.”
"NO?"

Aslaug smiled croolze(ﬂy. "No. You're just my ]:)rother.”
Joe looked into his wine.

For a long, 1ong time.

#A#

Turi felt like he had been digging forever. In fact, it had been hours, but it felt like
clays. His arms felt like his veins were filled with mercury and even his fingernails ached.
He hated this world. The inhabitants were so strange it made him want to hide. Or more
precisely, they made him want to go home. But Rossana was here for some’ching, and if

She said "dig!" all he could do was to ask "how deep?"
And to think she was his own sister.

He was a mess ]oy now. Covered in dirt and worse. Getting out of the hole he had clug
wasn't even going to be easy, with his arms being as sore as Jchey were, and he knew his
sister well enough to know she'd rather leave him down there to rot away slowly than even

reaching down to help him out of there.

He had just about had enough of this , too, when his shovel finauy struck rock. And not

just some boulder in the grouncl ... but a carved surface.

Before he had a chance to even say what he had found, Rossana yanlzed him out of the

hole, her black dress swirling around her, creating an almost tangi]ole aura of darkness
around her. He was thrown backwards , out of the hole and onto his ]oacle, 1ancling
heavily.

It}lur’c...

A lot.

He saw black spots dancing before his eyes as the air was forced from his lungs and he
Winced, 1etting his head fall back on the ground.

Rossana's hellish screech of joy was almost enough to make him want to claw her eyes

out of their sockets. He'd worked himself half to death and what did he get for it? Not so
much as a word of thanks , and all she could do was howl like a banshee?



“Oh do shut up!" he growled.

Rossana stoppecl her happy noises immecliately, and a second later, he felt her hot, fetid
breath on his face.

“Say what ... brother?” she snarled.
He could feel a droplet of her spittle hit his face ... she was that close.

Clenching his eyes even more tightly closed, he shook his head very Sligh’cly from side to
sicle, very quiclzly. uNo’c}ling, not}ling!" he whimperecl.

A Sharp pain ran ’chrough him. He was afraid to open his eyes to see What Rossana had
done to him, 12nowing only too well her propensity for cruelty and her talent for inﬂicting

excruciating pain without doing any real clarnage to her victims.

Not for the first time, he deeply resented that she had been blessed with so much and
he with so little.

Not for the first time, he hated his sister with every fibre of his Leing.

Finaﬂy, the smell of her breath receded and he heard her descend into the hole that he

had dug once more.

A crash of 1ig}1tning broke above him. The ruins where he had spent the clay digging
would offer absolu’cely no cover from the rain he knew would fall within moments , but he
was so tired he didn't even bother getting up to try to find some place to hide from the
water. Instead, he let it hit him ... soak him in a matter of seconds, while Rossana

hooted and howled with glee in the hole.

He fina”y openecl his eyes, ]olinlzing back his weariness.

Over the edge of the WaH, he could see hiﬂ’cops and even mountains in the distance.
Deciduous trees surrounded the ruins on all sides. Further up, on the mountainside,

coniferous trees woulcl ’calee over.
Towards the top ... no trees would grow at all.
But the 1oca1 ﬂora wasn't Wha’c caugh’c Turi's eyes.

Instead, his gaze was drawn to a shadow at the crest of the nearest hill.



Ligh’cning crashed across the slzy again, and Turi nearly ca’capul’ced back on his feet.
"SHIT! ROS SANA, WE'VE GOT COMPANY!" he shouted and broke into a dead

rumn.

He wasn't going to stand ]:)y while a wolf the size of a warhorse snarled hungrily in his

direction.

#A#

Joe c}langed direction. The ruins were extensive and he was not exac’cly young anymore,
but he was in good shape and he knew with just as much certainty as Aslaug that the two
shapes in the convent were not £riencﬂy. And that t}ley could not be allowed to escape.

Aslaug had poin’ced towards the one running and Joe had immedia’cely known what she
meant. He had the guns. If he needed to shoot someone running away, he had a much
better chance of hitting with a modern firearm than she did with her choice of weapons.
Admi’cte(ﬂy, she was an expert with her throwing axes, but she only had two , and while
her spear could be thrown, it didn’t return to her paw like Odin's spear or Thor's

hammer.

She could will it into her paw, but that took a lot longer than firing off an entire
magazine from his Heckler & Koch HK 45. By now it was an aging weapon but it had
serve(l him pretty damned well in the past and he was quite pleased that he had been able

to obtain one for the mission.

He twisted around the next corner and sniffed the air ]orieﬂy. This whole complex was
not}ling short of a maze and instincts he hadn't used since his active days as an agent had
alreacly kicked into full gear again.

He wasn't simply chasing some fur or other. This bastard was an agent. Which
presen’ced certain prol:)lems ... since he wasn't an Agent anymore himseH. Tha’c meant his

enemy Would have access to certain abili’cies he didn't have.

No matter, he ’chought as he resumed his run. The creep would still go down with a

bullet in each 12neecap ... Or one ]:)etween the eyes if it came to that.

Behind him, he knew Aslaug was already squaring off against the other one. That one

hadn't seemed interested in running away.

Pity the fool, Joe chuckled to himself and sniffed the air again.



He was onto his enemy. But there was some’ching incredibly strange about Whoever it
was. He just didn't smell right at all.

Shalzing his head, Joe burst ’chrough a broken doorway, levelling his pis’col in front of

himseH, quiclzly scanning the room.
There were no exits.

Whatever he was chasing ... was still here.

#A#

Aslaug calmly walked towards her foe. Her leather jaclze’c hung open and she was armed
with her spear in one paw and her 10ng—axe in the other. Both weapons requirecl two paws
to use eﬂectively, but that didn't bother her too much.

Instead, she walked into the center of the room with the hole dug I)y one of the walls.
Then she upturnecl her spear and rammed it into the stone ﬂoor, feeling the unnatural
tip slide through the stone as if it had been soft butter. Then she grasped the axe in both

paws and narrowed 1’181‘ eyes.

"I know what you are ... hyu—ma}ln ..." she growled as the female tried to stay hidden in
the shadows. The moon was out, but the ruins provided plen’cy of shadowy corners. And

it was raining ... from a clou(ﬂess slzy.

Ligh’cning crashed across the heavens , from nowhere to nowhere, but Aslaug had more
pressing issues to attend to.

"How can some’ching as hideous as you even speak?” the female in the shadows hissed.
"Animal! Waﬂzing, tauzing animals, that's all anyone around here is! It’s c]isgusting!”

Aslaug grinned crooleecuy and took a couple of trial swings with her axe. "Come out
here and I'll make it swift and painless. Stay where you are, and I assure you, I'm going

to make you scream before you die," the Va”zyrie saicl, matter—of—factly.

The female took a step £orwar01, but not to accommodate Aslaug's demand. Her face
was pale Lut, as far as Aslaug was able to judge, based on her limited previous experience
with the human race, she was actuaﬂy quite comely ... if somewhat undernourished. Her
eyes were rimmed ]oy Maclz, but most of it was malzeup. The look on her features ,

however, was one of sheer hate and undiluted rage.



Her ﬁngers were very long and her arms were slender. She dressed like something out of

a bad horror-movie, and Aslaug remained unimpressed.

"Life takes whatever form it talzes," she said. "Last chance. Come over here and kneel. I

guarantee you, I'm good with an axe. You won't feel a thing."

The female human narrowed her eyes and Aslaug could see black fire Lurning in the
sockets. Sighing, she hefted the axe and lowered her head for the charge.

"So be it," she said, wearily and attacked.

The human did not try to siclestep her, as Aslaug had anticipated, however. Instead, she
uttered a single, uninteﬂigible word and sank into the grouncl in front of the surprisecl
Vaﬂzyrie who proceeded to smash directly and rather inelegantly into the wall.

#H#H#

Joe did not see the blow when it came. Out of nowhere, a strange, rniss}lapen fur rushed
at him and landed a solid blow to his chin.

The coyote spun arouncl, without losing his l)alance, ]oringing up his pis’col again
irnrneclia’cely, but his enemy had already vanished. He moved his jaw and noted that
while it had been painful, nothing was broken. He had long since learned to clench his
jaw shut when anticipating violence. A haH-open jaw was an accident waiting to happen,

and he was in no mood to chew his own tongue off.

The creature came out of the shadows again and slammed into his Laclz, Lowling him
over, but Joe was an experienced warrior and he immecliately rolled with the blow, coming

up on one 12nee, once more ]oringing the pistol out.

"You can do this all night and not take me clown," he hissed. "[, on the other hancl, only

need to hit you once."

"What in Hell's name ARE you?" a voice came from the shadows. It sounded scared
and confused, but Joe wasn't going to let that bother him. Whoever spolee was local ... it
had an Italian accent at least.

"I'm not here to answer stupid questions," Joe growled and snapped off a shot in the

direction of the voice.
The sound of a bullet hitting stone and ricocheting away was his only reward.

"You can't hit what you can't see, you filthy animal!" the male in the shadows jeerecl.



Joe narrowed his eyes. Filthy animal? What was this creep taﬂzing about anyway?
Another blow hit him over the back of the head. This time, his enemy had held on to
somet}ling pro]oa]oly a rock ... and Joe felt the world sailing before his eyes for a

moment.

[t was hard to £ocus ... but he was Wily enough to 12now he prol)ably Wouldn”c hit an

opponent standing in deep shadows in a room where the acoustics mea ...
He smiled and rolled forward again.

"What do you mean, filthy animal?" he asked as he came back up. "['m a coyote. Not
the most common fur in Italy, [ know but still?"

"T mean you're supposed to walk on all fo ..." the voice began.
It didn't get to finish.

Joe had snapped up his paw, loolzing towards where he heard the voice coming from but
ﬁring blind in the exact opposite direction.

The agonized scream he was greeted with was like music to his ears, and he turned and

walked towards his stricken foe.
What he saw was nothing like what he had expectecl.

"You're aslzing me what [ am? What in God's name are you??” he asleed, loolzing down

into the human face in front of him.

#H#H#

Aslaug was bruised and her opponent had turned out to be an ex’cremely cagey ﬁghter.
Not to mention she used sejd some’ching Aslaug disapproved Whouy o£, except in the
paws of allies. And even then it was slightly clodgy.

She'd never reaﬂy come to grips with Aramis using magic, but she accepted that he did

]oecause it was his way ... ancl because he was one of ’c}le goocl guys and her friencl.
But in the paws ... hands of an enemy?

No Way! That was just not acceptal)le. And now she was getting hurled around Ly this
.. upstart female, who wouldn't stand and figh’c.



Sl’le had ]3861’1 tl’l]ﬁ'OWl’l into WaHS, (J.I'OPPG(J. on 1’161‘ head, swirled aroun(l and never once

Would 1’161‘ enemy come into range.

Aslaug knew Why, too. It was because of the axe. No one would Volun’carily come into
range of that , unless Jchey had a death-wish. The problem, of course, was that ]oe was
elsewhere, and he was the only one who could hit the sorceress. Unless of course she
could turn away bullets , too.

May]oe she could. Aslaug growlecl and attacked again, c}larging towards where the other
female was standing only to once more find her missing, and only to once again be

piclzecl up and hurled backwards some twenty feet through the air.
"Not so toug}l now, are you?" the human mocked her.

Aslaug was in no mood for this, but she also realized that simply charging her enemy
wasn't going to cut it in this case. If Varghéss had been there, he could have flanked the
sorceress or if Joe had been there ... but as the situation was, she had to do this on her

own.
And that meant guile. Tricleery.

Loke would be proud of her, in fact. The very thoug}lt made her slig}ltly uncomfor’ca]ole,
but if ’criclzery was called for, then tricleery she would use.

She shuffled backwards , maleing sure not to look too scarecl, but more £eebly enragecl in
defeat. The sorceress seemed to take the bait. She approached as Aslaug scraml)led to her

hooves.
"You won't get away with this!" she hissecl, inwardly cringing at even using those words.

Laughing again, mocleingly, the sorceress approached and Aslaug turned around and

broke into a run.
Straig}lt across the center of the ruined room.

And the sorceress ... as the Vaﬂzyrie expected foﬂowed her.

Smiling p Aslaug made sure she didn't run so fast as to outrun her pursuer. She made it
look like she was limping on one 1eg , until she was about twenty feet from her spear.

Then she gained speed ... fast.

The sorceress ]oarely lzept up.



She had no idea what happened next until it was all over. Aslaug jumped the last six
£eet, grabbing the spear with both paws and swinging around it. It stood like an iron rod,
plantecl soli(ﬂy in the grouncl ... not bencling, not brealeing ... as the massive bulk of six
foot nine worth of equine Vauzyrie swung around it like a tether-ball that had just received

a massive whack.
Her lef’c hoo£ came out in £ront.

It impacted solicﬂy sha’ctering the sorceress' jaw and teeth, sencling blood and bone-
splinters ﬂying across the room and coﬂapsing the human in a pucldle of her own blood.

Aslaug simply let go and landed, a bit less graciously than she had hopecl for, but at
least without tumbling head over heels.

Then she walked back and piclzed up her axe, before calmly turning around and looleing
at her downed enemy. iny then did she realize Joe was s’canding opposite from her with

another human over his shoulders, loolzing Wide-eyed at her.

"Whoa ... I didn't know you knew moves like that!" he exclaimed as he approachecl,
clurnping the other human on top of the female on the ground. "What ARE these ’chings
anyway? Some kind of furless primate?"

"T've met them ... 1ong ago on another mission. T}ley call themselves humans."

"Hyuuu ... mahnss?" Joe tried. "Not local, whatever t}ley are. Bven Italians don't look
this weird!"

Laughing , Aslaug shook her head. "No, defini’cely not local. I suppose we have to get
some answers out of the one you caug}l’c, because mine most definitely won't be taﬂzing

again."

"T'd say! | doubt she's got any kind of jawl)one 1e{‘t, worth mentioning!" Joe said and
winced. "Do you think she'll wake up at all?"

"Tf she's smart ... she'll just die. If she does wake up, [ promised to make her scream
before I finished her O££," Aslaug said, matter-o£-£ac’cly. "She didn't want to surrender,
plus she pissed me off."

Joe shook his head. "Fiﬂy ... if she does wake up, | think the screaming will come
entirely without your assistance," he said and looked at the crushed face of the female.

Aslaug nodded. "Pro]oa]oly. Well then ... let's see if we can't get some answers out of

yours. "



oe looked over his shoulder at the slightly squirming form of his own opponent. He
ghtly sq g PP
hadn't wounded the cretin seriously, anyway. No’ching fatal, at least. Just ... pain£ul.

"No torturing, Aslaug,” he said. "We're supposed to be the goodies, after all."
Aslaug sighed ’chea’cricaﬂy. "Aww, you never let me have any ][un!"

Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the male human squirming even more. Joe
stood with his back mostly turnecl, but he could clearly hear the movement behind him.
Winlzing to the equine, he smiled very slightly. "Oh alright then. Just a little hit.

N othing too extreme though," he said.

Aslaug rubbed her paws ’cogether and grinned widely. "Oh no , nothing extreme. I'll
settle for talzing off his fingers. Nothing he ac’cuaﬂy needs , you know!"

The squirming had turned into an ou’cright tremble. As the Vaﬂzyrie pa’cted her friend
on the shoulder and walked towards the captive, he immedia’cely started Mulﬁl’)ering.

"Nop/easec]on 't] '//te//youeverytlz 1 ngyou wanttoknow/ "

Sighing , Aslaug looked back over her shoulder to Joe. "They just don't build them like
Jchey used to, do they?"

Joe didn't dare to turn arouncl, or his smirk would've ruined the whole effect.



