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X — Reforgeal

" "
MOOOOOI‘G e

The voice was so chiuing that Joe felt like someone was £orcing every strand of his fur
to stand on end. It sounded like it was coming from laeyoncl the grave, and the net result

was like holding onto a Tesla-ball in High School physics. He probal)ly looked ﬂtu, he

I‘GC]QOHG(]..

But that was nothing compared to the look of the fiend in front of him. He wasn't
showing fear, but he couldn't deny feeling it and he wondered if Aslaug felt the same way.
She seemed calm enough.

"I'm paying you a King's ransom alreacly," Aslaug protestecl. "Two Kings, if their realms
aren't that Lig S

"An(l [ waaaant ... mooooore ... " the creature Wheezed.

Joe found it hard to focus on the ]Qeing. [t wasn't exac’cly transparent, but it had features
that simply wouldn't settle in his brain. As if it rebelled against what it saw. What he did

know was that it was extremely ugly
And stunningly beautiful.
And male ...

Possi]aly female ...



His brain felt like it was trying to emigrate through his nostrils and he simply ended up

looleing away.

Aslaug sighed and shook her head next to him, 1aunching herself into another round of,
for her, uncommonly cliplornatic negotiations. Joe didn't listen. He wasn't quite sure what
was going on or Why they were here. All he knew was that Aslaug had asked for the spear-
shard and he'd given it to her. And then this Leing ... this dark spirit ... had turned up.
Strictly spealzing, he and Aslaug had walked into a Viﬂage ]oelonging to these ... svart-
somethings ... but there had been none to see at first. It wasn't until Aslaug held up a
Lag of "goodies” that t}ley had come out.

Goodies as in valuables. She didn't exactly carry golcl aroun(l, but Varghéss' saddle
appeare(l and disappeared as it was neede(l, and Aslaug seemingly leep’c some things
like a ]:)e(lroﬂ, a spare knife and a small fortune in gold and amber ... hanging from the
giant wolf's harness. Then again, Joe though’c ... it was pro]aa]aly safer there than in the
vaults of Fort Knox.

This was a desolate place. It had been dusk since they arrived, and that was hours ago.
The plants ... those that were there ... either seemed on the verge of expiring, or
downright hostile. Rocks with sharp ec].ges and stalagmite-lilze roclzy spears s’ciclzing out of
the groun& made it a £orel)0(ling , sinister loolzing place overall. The Viuage no less so.
The huts were ramshaclzle—loo]eing ... some l)arely more than lean-tos against whatever
1arger Luilding was next to them. From all doorways and from all windows ... such as
they were ... strange faces were peering out at him and Aslaug.

Some were clearly frighteneol of them. Others were curious. A few seemed angry and
hostile.

Finaﬂy, Aslaug seemed to reach a deal with the spirit and Joe turned around to look at
her to see what she was up to. But her expression was almost inscrutable ... perhaps
slightly uncomfortable. He felt much the same way, given their location and didn't think

any more of it for the moment.
"Now we wait," she said.
Joe nodded. "Alright. What for?"
"For Ludra to finish worlzing in the smithy."
"I take it that's the name of our ... host?"

Aslaug nodded. "Notice his gait?"



"He moves like he's got a hunched ljacle, but I don't see any deformities. Then again, [
have trouble malzing out any of his features. In £ac’c, [ wasn't even sure he was a he until
you said it just now," Joe answered, narrowing his eyes to try to see the creature moving

away more clearly.

"[t means "to stoop". His name, that is," Aslaug explainecl. "Many of them have names

that somehow reflect their nature."
Joe nodded. "He's a blacksmith then?"
"You could say that. He's a re-creator, more like it."

"So he could put the Beast back together again, and make it work, is that what you're
saying?"

Aslaug grinne(l croolze(ﬂy. "T think tha’c’s ]Jeyond even his considera]ole slziﬂs."
"Damned. I was hoping."

Aslaug sat down on the ground and leaned back against a stalagmite. "Tt shouldn't be
long " she said, suddenly sounding like her mind was drifting off somewhere. "He's very
good S

Joe sat down next to his friend without spealeing. The look in her eyes told him she
Wouldn't actuaﬂy piclz it up if he did spealz. She was somewhere else in her mind alreacly.

#HAH#

Anane stepped across the corpse on the floor. The walls were smeared with blood and
innards. Books and scroHs, documents and artifacts were sprea(l around, thrown left and

right on the floor ... torn open, ripped to shreds.
Like the creatures on the floor. Clerks ... guards ... even a priest or two.

NO one O{; any comnsequence whatsoever.

He felt a slight thrill at the notion of their deaths, but there had been al)solutely no
struggle in it. They weren't worthy of his elation.

The most they had done was damage his coat, which now had a few bullet-holes.



Some had tried to pray when they realized they were going to die. He still held the
tongue of one of them in his hand. It would probahly soak nicely ina goo&, red wine.
The £i1’c11y creature it had belonged to migh’c serve some kind of use after all then.

Two guarcls came around a corner. Their terror was practicaﬂy emanating from them,
even as they lowered their guns and fired. Anane felt the slugs impact him. Seven ... ten

.. sixteen bullets in all. At least these guards were better shots , but then again, he hadn't
taken them L)y surprise. Instead, he simply stood there ... let’cing all the bullets hit him.
He even made sure to stumble sligh’cly, ad(ling a bit of theatrical flair.

Finaﬂy, as the gunfire died down, he looked up and smiled. The coldest, most horrible

smile in creation ...
"Ow?" he said ... and burpecl 1ig11tly.

Before spitting one ... two ... six ... eight ... thirteen ... sixteen ]ouﬂe’cs into his open
hand, and then dropping them onto the floor.

The guards didn't scream when they died.
They didn't have time to.

And Anane was already on his way past them as they hit the ﬂoor. They were of utterly
no consequence. None Whatsoever. Let God talze What He woul(l in terms of souls. These
creatures were not Why he was here. Information was. Knowledge was. He knew there

would be Angels soon, but he would be long gone I)y then. Long gone.

He could torch the entire place, but why bother? He'd be l)urning as much
misinformation that Holy Mother Church used as fact, as he would be destroying actual,

Valuable information.

All he wanted to know was that the Codex Ma/e][icium was where it was meant to be. If it
was, he would gla(ﬂy take it and simply leave, and then settle for some re]axing massacres

and recreational l)utchery in some other reality.

If not ... if his torture of Father Malheiro had proven to grant false information ... he

would go back to the failed saint and tear him a few new ones!

The door was closed. That at least was a good sign, al’chough it didn't stay closed for
long. He simply tore it off its hinges

And snarled.



He didn't even have to enter the room to know it wasn't there. He could ][ee/ it missing.

Father Malheiro had claimed that the female didn't get it. But the book wasn't here.
And if it wasn't, then the shieldmaiden was sure to have it!

It wasn't that he wanted the book to stay in the Vatican. He wanted it in his possession.
No (ioui)t, the shieldmaiden would use it to prove much the same tiiing he Wouici, but he
could do so much more with it than her. She would do it for some unselfish cause no
doubt ... waste it like the damned fool she was!

Turning around ... he looked straight into the face of a guar(i, hoi(iing a iarge pis’coi.

Anane could feel the cold metal against his forehead. He even felt it as it turned hot
and melted in a blink of an eye, running down over his face in red hot, iiquid form,

scorciiing his skin and flesh.

He saw how the fire sprea(i to the magazine, and how the bullets expiode(i in the hand
... paw ... whatever ... of the creature iloi(iing the weapon. How it iiteraiiy Vaporize(i the
appenciage. And how the fire sprea(i further up the now screaming creature's arm, to his
shoui(ier, his torso, his neck.

His head.

As Anane steppe(i over the smoi(iering remains of the Swiss Guar(i, he heard the

Halomethane fire extinguishing system kick in.

Anytiling iiving inside the Archive would suffocate in mere seconds as all oxygen would
be forced out of every cell in their bodies.

Harcuy a proi)iem £OI‘ an Angei

As he strode tilrougii the shattered remains of the Vatican Archives, his face airea(iy
ileaiing the damage done i)y the mei’cing metai, he swore he would make Father Malheiro
sorry for his lie!

#H#H#

"What exactiy are you pianning on (ioing next?" Joe asked. He could reaiiy do with a
nip of gooci, singie malt Wiiisizey right then and there. The location cer‘cainiy lent itself
to getting tipsy, before the gioom seepeci into his very soul.

Asiaug £inaiiy appeare(i to snap out of her private stream of tilougilts , and she turned
her head to look at the coyote. "I'm pianning on visiting Heaven."



Joe couldn't contain a smirk. "Qh, I'm sure Gabriel will be thrilled to have you drop
]3y," he commen’ced, i(ﬂy remem]aering the many clashes Mlaug had had with various
Seraphim. Somehow, Angels just seemed to rub her the wrong way })y their very nature,
and arch-angels reaﬂy got under her skin in the worst of ways.

"Couldn't care less, to be honest," the equine mumbled and piclze(l up a pel)ble, turning
it over in her fingers. "I'm going to talk to Whitechrist ... seeing as | doubt his dad's
going to be available to listen."

"You'd go and talk to God? The God? Our version?"
"T'd tell him what a ruddy idiot he is, righ’c to his face if he even has one!"

Joe snickered and nodded. "You would too, wouldn't you?" he said and shook his head

in disbelief. By now, he wasn't too upset by the idea of giving God a serious teHing—to.
He was fed up with the whole thing.

Every day for thirty years, when he opened his newspapers he would read about religious
intolerance between religions who nominaﬂy shared the same deity. Christian sects
]Jiclzering internaﬂy, Muslims and Jews fighting over Palestine, Christians claiming Jews
were just imperfect Christians in the first place, Christians and Muslims ﬁghting

Pro]:)a]oly more than thir’cy years. Pro]oa]oly his entire h{e, but it wasn't until ‘cljirty years
ago or so that he started realizing it.

He was fed up with it. It was idiotic on such a basic level that a pre—schooler would be
able to see through it!

"I'm more right than you are so that means you're completely wrong!" was never a good
argument to Legin with. When backed up Ly a complete and total lack of empirical
evidence, it became willful s’cupidi’cy

In other words, a tragedy.

But not only that. That adult furs argued and bickered was nothing new and if he
searched his soul for more than a few secon&s, he knew fuﬂy well that religion was simply
an excuse to fight for those furs. It was really all about something far more primal and
far more basic ... namely general intolerance, which was quite simply something
inclescrﬂ)al)ly vile to him. The point was that if Christians, Jews and Muslims didn't have
religion to bicker about, they'd simply have to invent it in order to have a "sociaﬂy

acceptal)le excuse' to wage war against one ano’cher.



More political correctness ... just twisted ]oeyoncl all recognition. It was ]oetter, accorcling
to these furs , to base their mutual loathing on the word of a deity whom t}ley all
Worshiped, but who hadn't shown up without using messengers since kiclzing Adam and
Eve out of the garden they never lived in, in the first place!

N ormaﬂy, l)y this stage of his contemplations, he'd be getting a headache and then
getting a stiff drinle, but not this time. This time he had no (lrinlz, and he was sufficiently
annoyed to want to let this bubble a while 1onger.

Good furs clying of debilitating, crippling cliseases, while wicked furs lived to ripe old
age, growing fat on the sugering of others. Or religious figures abusing their authority.
Some to get rich ... some to get Worlcﬂy power ... some in other ways too unspealzable to
even think of without getting nauseous. The world was grotesquely unfair. Life did not
reward the just, the kind or the righteous. At least not nearly as often as it rewarded
those who were wicked and awful and terrible.

He knew what Aslaug would say. She'd told him not long ago, in fact, that it was all
about free will and how furs used it. But while Joe agreed with that assessment, there was
more to it than that.

If God was all powerful and })enign, He would not have created the world to be so
miserable and awful to so many furs who didn't deserve it. He would have made it better.

But of course, preac}lers of all denominations would tell him, God had in fact made it
better. He had created Eden ... a p]ace of perfect happiness and harmony, which was only
spoiled when wickedness slithered in, in the shape of a serpent.

That was nothing short of epic Luushit, as far as Joe was concerned. First of aﬂ, if God
was all power][u/, wickedness could not have entered Eden without His permission,
however serpentine and inconspicuous. Which in turn logicaﬂy meant that God wasn't
necessarily Lenign. But if he was I)enign, then he couldn't be all powerful; the state of the
world disproved that notion.

So either he could have an all power£u1 but uncaring and selfish God, or he could have

a Lenign and kind God without the power to control his own social experiment!

Bither way, organized religion would refute the argument and stul)l)ornly claim that
God was both at the same time, despite all the overwhelming evidence to the contrary.
And they'(l usuaﬂy follow up their blind rants with something as useless as "God works in

mysterious ways!"



No He didn't.

God worked through agents, angels and religious institutions, all of which meant He
wasn't all powencul to ]oegin with. If He was, he wouldn't need someone like Aramis,
Tigermarlz or even himself to run around creation in all its splenclor, in sixty or more
different realities. He would just fix ’chings imrne(liately. Unless, of course, he didn't
ac’cuaﬂy care, in which case the work the Amigos did was 1arge1y irrelevant anyway. Not a
comforting thought, and not one Joe was preparecl to accept. He'd done too much goocl
for too many furs to simply brush it off as "irrelevant". May]oe in a cosmic scheme of

things
Which of course was the scale on which deities worked in the first place.

Meaning that one life was insigniﬁcant. And that therefore, it didn't matter to God
whether good furs succumbed to horrible illness, wasting away in both mind and ]Docly. It
didn't matter whether evil furs killed goocl ones. Because in the end ... Jchey were no’ching
but specles of dust.

No more important than individual ants in an ant—farm, left to fend for itself on the
shelf after the initial novelty wore off.

He sighecl and leaned his head back against the s’calagmite. This was unpleasan’c, but he
needed to think these things without getting interrupted.

He was angry. Hell yes, he was angry!

Why else would he sometimes look to the empty skies and shout at Jchem, wanting
answers and never getting them? It wasn't as if he was aslzing for universal truths or
great, aﬂ-purpose answers. He simply wanted a few things made clear, and if that was too
much to aslz, then that was just proo£ of something else he found abhorrent.

Namely that God preferre(l blind faith. A kind of faith where no questions were asked,
and no answers were given. That was one area where he found himself completely in line
with Aslaug. Blind faith was, Ly its very nature, worthless. It was simply another word for
servility, which by extension meant Voluntarily £orgoing the use of free Wiﬂ, which again
was the one trait which made him different from the Vege’ca]oles on his dinner pla’ce

whenever he sat clown to eat!

The short version was that God had screwed up creation something fiercely, and Joe
Latrans, fur amongst billions of furs, was living with the consequences of that mess,



every clay of his life. As were everyone else on Planet Earth. He was fed up with it. Sick
to his back teeth with the hypocrisy and half-truths and empty, trite phrases.

"Tt doesn't matter if you believe in Gool, for He believes in you!"
"God works in mysterious ways!"

"We must suger on this earth to receive our eternal reward in Heaven!"

Buﬂshit, the lot of it, that was how Joe saw it by now. How could he believe in a God
who so Ha’can’cly didn't care about the world around him? And if God worked in
mysterious ways, Joe reserved the right to demand divine transparency and a Freedom of
Godly Information Act on a celestial scale. And if the world was created to be a miserable
place to be in, then God was clefinitely not Lenign and 12ind1y ... case in point!

Swauowing &eeply ... Joe finaﬂy came to the conclusion that he had struggled to come
to terms with for so many years. Right Jchere, sitting against a stalagmite in some hope-
forsaken place between worlds , waiting for some horrible spirit to finish some kind of

recreation, he realized that he was not having a crisis of faith.

[t wasn't that he didn't believe in God. He did. It would be foolish not to with what he
had seen and done.

But he didn't want to WOI’Sl’liP Him anymore. He saw no reciprocity in the deal. Not
that he expec’cecl God to WOI‘ShiP furs ... the thought was ludicrous in the same way
Looger—ﬂavore(l pu(lcling might be ... but he would expect answers. That faith and worship

was answered in some way. Responded to.
[t was not a crisis of faith.

[t was a realization that he didn't like what he had spent a lifetime Worshiping,

anymore.

Free will versus dogma. That was what it all came down to in the end, and Joe would
choose free will any clay of the week. It was simply an unexpectecl result of this choice,
that he had, at long 1ast, reached a point where he would stand on his own two 1egs

Without the support of Worship.
||J'0e?!|

Aslaug's voice was extremely concerned. Joe blinked a few times to snap out of his

contempla’cions .



"Yes?"

"Are you alright?" the equine asked.

Nodding, Joe was a little confused. "I'm fine. Why do you ask?"

"Because you're crying," Aslaug pointed out.

Bringing up his paws to feel his cheek-fur, Joe sighed as he realized his friend was right.

"I'm fine," he repea’ced, wearily, snifﬂing a bit and noclcling as if to underline his point.
"Just thinlzing, is all."

Aslaug nodded. "Tt won't be 1ong now. You'll feel better when we meet W}litechrist, I'm

sure," she said.

Joe wanted to say somet}ling. He wanted to tell her how he {elt, but the honesty of her
voice made him stop. She reaﬂy did think he would feel better coming face to face with
Christ, but the truth was ... he wouldn't. Not anymore. Instead he just closed his eyes

and sniffed a few more times, clearing his throat.
So this was what it felt like?
But what was "it"?

He didn't even 12now.

##AH#

The equine and the tigress were alright, as far as Varghéss was concerned. He hadn't
actuaﬂy met either of them but ’c}ley were clearly dear to Aslaug and tha’c, ]oy extension,
made them olzay with him. Besides, the equine was clearly heathen too. He was pretty
sure the tigress wasn't, though.

That confused him. That proba})ly meant she wouldn't believe in him if ’chey met. Did
that mean he'd vanish or that she just wouldn't see him?

[t was a bit Weird, but he was there to lzeep watch over them. Aslaug had sent him there
as soon as they dismounte&, which was entirely olzay with Vargh('jss anyway. Biting spirits
left a deciclec”y empty sensation in his stomach. It was a bit like chewing on fouled air.

Very unsatisfactory!



But this was different. The equine and the tigress were unaware that Varghéss was there
.. and so were everyone else, for that matter, but Varghéss was aware that there was

someone there whom the couple had come to trust ... and who was not their friend.

Someone who was maslzing his stench to them. And he was pretty sure he knew w}ly
they hadn't noticed. They were used to enemies giving them a certain £ee1ing, but they

had never come across this mix before. A mix of Surt and something else ... just as vile

... which Varghéss wasn't familiar with. He didn't need to ]oe, ’chough. He'd find this
creature and bite it. And he would bite it until it stopped squirming. And then he'd eat it.

Aslaug had said he could! She had sent him to look after the two immortals and to
protect them if he coul(l, and she had explicitly told him he was allowed to bite and kill
anyone who threatened them or who was a danger to them, but ONLY those. No
innocents were to be harmed. But at least he was allowed to get violent at 1ong last.

The thought made him want to roll on the ground and wag his tail ... he was finaHy

allowed to bite someone.
Finaﬂy!
H#H#H#

Aslaug stood up. "Ludra is done," she said and offered Joe a paw up.

The coyote hadn't heard anyone say anything , and he was slightly surprisecl at the
certainty his friend (hsplaye(l. "You are sure?" he said.

"Oh yes. Quite sure. Let's go. It's right over there," Aslaug assured him and set out

across the Viﬂage square.

Joe shrugged. He trusted Aslaug to know what she was doing because at the moment,
he had no idea what was going on.

But he could hear some’ching , l)y the time t}ley reached the door to the hut. It was
extremely unnerving, but at the same time, it made him want to smile in that slightly

manic way, furs smiled before rushing heacuong into a doomed £ight.

He could hear music. Unlike any music he had ever heard before. It was grancliose
and very faint. Very distant. It was indescril)al)le, but very powerful. He could even hear a
choir. Again, very faintly. It made him want to close his eyes and let the music fill him

up. He Wante(l to 12now how the en(l was. [t was not a feeling he could ever remem]oer



having before, either. This deep desire to puﬂ out the largest blade he could 1ay his paws

on and charge the enemy.
Any enemy.

The realization made him snap his eyes open again and he put his paws over his ears.
"Aslaug, what the Hell is that music?" he grurn]olecl. "I don't like what it's cloing to me."

Aslaug looked at him. "Music?" she asked, soun(ling surprise(l. "l can't he ... wait ..."

There was a change in her facial expression and Joe realized she was could hear it too.

"That music," the coyote muttered. "It makes me want to do something extremely

foolish!"
"Drums ... horns ... thythms ..." Aslaug said and shook her head slowly. "This sounds

like the Einherjar marching to war!"

"T don't hear any drums. I do hear a choir ’chough," Joe replied. "In any case, it needs to
stop. It's ... gahh, [ can feel it sapping my Wiupower even as we speak, fiﬂy!"

Aslaug nodded and pus}led open the door to the hut and s’cepped in.

Ludra was there, crouched over a workbench. On it was a 1ong—axe and Aslaug went
over to picle it up. It was unlike her own weapon ... and yet, Joe knew immediately that

this was her weapon.
Reforged.
Recreated more like it.

”Be}lOOOOOOh],,” Luéra Wheeze(l, ”Goclslayer!"

Aslaug raise(l an eyebrow. "Cut Laclz on the cheese and 1et me c].eci(le What to cau my
Weapons," she said, Jcersely. "An(]. give me a cover for the axehead."

The dark spirit mumbled something incoherent about no one having any sense of
drama and that no one else valued an epic moment anymore as he found a cover for the
head of the axe. Aslaug pointe(ﬂy ignorecl him and Joe was £in(1ing it terrﬂ)ly hard not to
1augh. There was Ludra, trying to be epic and grandiose, and Aslaug unceremoniously
flattened him ]oy teﬂing him to cut back on the cheese.

He left the hut and waited for Aslaug outside. The equine was there a moment later,
and she was roﬂing her eyes alreaoly.



"C}leese, ch?" Joe chuckled. "With a name like "Goclslayer” you'cl think ..."

"In theory it could, Joe. The blood of Whitechrist is in this weapon. That shard is from
the spear they used to pierce his ]oody with when he hung on the Cross. I saw it all!
Literaﬂy, [ saw it. The Well of Wisdom showed it to me. Part of him is imbued in this

damned weapon, and I'm teﬂing you, it's painful to }101(1, already. The triclz, of course, is
that no weapon as simple as an axe Woul(l ever hit any part of the Chris’cian trinity. Ever.

That's not why [ got it," Aslaug said.

The gravity of her tone of voice slammed into Joe like a level 5 hurricane and he was

lost for words for a while. "You're serious??" he asked.

"Deadly."

"T can't let you do tha’c, Fiﬂy. [ may be fed up with God and all his various Churches,
with all their omissions, half-truths and outright lies but not this!!"

Aslaug shook her head and smiled soﬂly. "See? This is why I needed you to come with

me. But I promise you ... I give you my word of honor, Joe ... I'm not even going to try.
My word o][ honor. I've never broken that. Bven if I were to try, I'm just a Vaﬂzyrie. [
would be erased from existence before I even got near the gates of Heaven. You know
tha’c, but that's not going to be a pro]olem, because that's not what I'm planning on
doing."

Joe nodded, slowly. "Alright then," he said, quietly. "What are you planning on doing?"

"I'm planning on maleing a certain someone feel a fraction of the discomfort Torvald
and Victoria are going through, and then I'm going to throw the book at him!"

"The book? You mean ...7"
"Yeah, the one you brought from Rome."

oe nodded again and thought it over. It made sense. In an absolutel , utterly twisted
g g y y

way, it made perfect sense.

This was about free will and dogma, after all. This whole rotten affair. There was just

one giant snag.

"You'll never get into Heaven carrying that thing though," he said. ”They’re not going

to let you in!"



Aslaug grinne(l. "Since when have I let a lack of an invitation stop me? | think getting

in is en’cirely possi]ole, you know."
"You're not ... Oh good grief ... you and what army?"
"I'm most l)loocly certainly am! Me and my ego!"

Joe nodded furiously. "Yeah, olzay, that qualifies as an army! The point I'm trying to
malee, Aslaug, is that you can't! You're probably the toughest creature | know ... and

even you would fail if you tried that! See sense, femme!"

"Sense? Look at this weapon, Joe! It's got Whitechrist's blood in the metal! I could split
the walls and crush the gates if T wanted to! I could ..."

"FILLY! LISTEN TO YOURSELF!!"

Aslaug deflated as Joe's raised voice and despera’cion got through to her. She shook her
head to clear the cobwebs from her mind and she looked deeply worried. "You're pro]oa]aly
righ’c. Damned ... this thing is getting to me already," she said and looked in bewildered
disgust at the axe in her paws. "Fora split second, [ ac’cuaﬂy thought I could batter down
the gates of Heaven. Thanks for taﬂzing some sense to me ... good grief, I would have
tried that if you hadn't been here, [ think! But this doesn't change the fact that we need
to talk to Whitechrist ... face to face!"

Joe hung his head. "You're righ’c, of course. You do realize that if God is angry enough,
you'ﬂ be banished from this reality ... or worse, don't you?"

"I know," Aslaug said and shrugged. "It's worth the risk."
'l agree.”
Joe raised an eyebrow. "What's wrong?"

Again, Aslaug seemed far away. Like she was loolzing at a point I)eyond reality, so far
into the distance that no eye could possil)ly see it. Joe was sure he saw her almost faint
for just the briefest of a split secon(l, as if something behind her eyes had shut off and
come back on, and he worried if she was olzay. But she steadied swiftly.

"There's only one way ’chen,” she saiol, after a moment. "Joe, 1 need you to trust me ... |

mean completely, alright?"



"Why don't T like the sound of this?" the coyote whined and shook his head. "I'm
aleﬁnite/y too old for this shit ]oy now! Alright, do what you gotta!"

"No. I need you to do something."
"What's that then?"

"Shoot me."

"WHAT?"

"TRUST me, Joe!" Aslaug exclaimed.

Joe puHecl his gun from his holster and shook his head in absolute disbelief. "T have got
to be dreaming this," he mumbled. His paws were treml)ling. "This can't possibly be right.
This can't be happening."

Aslaug slung her axe onto her l)aclz and puﬂe& her two Franciscas. "Do it!"

As Joe tigh’cened his finger around the trigger, the equine's paw shot forward and he felt
a cleep cut on his upper arm from the axe. It wasn't a chop ... just a cut, but it stung
nonetheless. He had no idea what was going on, but he trusted his friend.

And fired.



