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XTI — Showdowwr

It was dark. And it was Chiﬂy. But Joe realized he was still alive and that while his arm
]oled, the cut on his arm was nothing but a flesh-wound. Aslaug hadn't hurt him in any
way that wouldn't heal up just nicely in no time at all.

However, he couldn't see her anywhere. He wondered what kind of clamage his shot had
done to her. She had been weaker than she liked to let on, after her ordeal. Her Lloody
]oandages were testament to that and her nostrils and lips had been tinge& in blue. She

had lost a dreadful amount of Lloocl, and while she refused to let it show, he had no
doubt that a gunshot wound wasn't going to help any.

He wasn't even sure where he had hit her.
It had all been such a confusing mess.

The pistol was still in his paw and he sighed, sticlzing it into his belt after cliclzing the
Sa£ety catch on, then sitting down. He had no idea where he was, but Aslaug had seemed
so utterly sure that this was the righ’c ’ching to do ... the on/y thing to do. He trusted her,
but right now, he needed to as well. He missed Annie. As always when he was away from
home, he ended up missing his wife terril)ly. He put his head in the palm of one paw and
sighe(l deeply, trying to imagine her.

Her image always came easily to him. This ... this was what real love was, he reminded

himself.



And that in itself was something he wanted to say to God's face! For reasons of his

Suclclenly, he could hear movement, and he gra]o]oed for his pistol.

"Do not bother yourself, Jose Latrans," a calm but firm voice said. "You won't be able to
do any’thing with that around here. I trust you realize where you are and why?"

"Who are you, why not, no and no!" Joe repliecl, sourly.

"T am your defense. You can't use it here Lecause there is no Violence in the resence of
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the Gods, and that should also answer Why you are here and where you are."
"Tt doesn't. Spealz plainly. I'ma plain fur."

"Ahh," the voice said, mirthfuﬂy. "You are anything but plain. You are an Agent, after
all."

Roﬂing his eyes, Joe snorted in laughter. "Haven't been an Agent for decades now.
Wha’c, didn't you get the memo?"

The voice seemed slightly surprise(l, but also highly amused. "Haven't been an Agent for
decades? Mr. Latrans ... no one retires from ]Jeing an Agent. It simply isn't done. N ow,

don't be unreasonable abo ..." it said. It never got to finish.

"WHAT??" Joe burst out. "You're teuing me that at ANY time since my last mission,
the Angelic armies might have busted down my front door to demand that I immecliately
report for cluty in Reality T35.}b in order to put down a rebellion of giant, church—eating

wafﬂe—monsters? o

"Eth ... in theory, although Reality T35.b is quite sta]ale, under the control of the
Hindu pantheon and as far as I'm aware there's never been any church-ea’cing waff ...

the voice tried, suclclenly on the defensive.

Joe narrowed his eyes and stood up. "Show yourself! I need to be able to see you before

I can punch your face ’c}u‘ough the nearest wall and dance a £an(1ango on your cojones!"
"T'd reaﬂy rather not, now that you put it li...m

"Where's Aslaug?"

The voice seemed feebler and a lot less arrogant in the face of Joe's undiluted rage.
"She's ... in a cell of her own? Where else wo ..."



"CELL? WHAT THE FUCK IS GOING ON??" Joe roared.

The voice practicaﬂy whimpered. "You've been formally charged with at’caclzing an agent
of another divine reality. It's not allowed. A’ctaclzing agents of the Malefic Council, for
certain, but not other ..." it Legan, then realizing Joe was about to have another verbal
explosion, it quiclzly whimpere(l: "She's charge(l with the same thing. That kind of crime
goes before the Gods for trial, don't you know? That's Why you're here?"

Joe instantly felt the ire drain out of him. And slowly ... very slowly ... the most
insidious grin spread on his face. "The Gods, you say?"

"Well ... yes? The Gods of the two offending parties. Forseti is here, representing the
aspect of Justice for the Norse Pantheon. And Christ is here, I)eing the final ]udge ... for
you?" the voice said, suddenly not sounding quite so scared anymore, seeing that Joe was

grinning. "I'm ... meant to defend you, you know?"
"Forget it, I'l defend myself," Joe snickered. "But go tell Aslaug that I owe her a beer!"
And then he laughecl ...and pumped his fists in the air.

#HH#H#

Aslaug knew where she was. She was sorry she hadn't told Joe, but there had been no
time. Not that time passeol in this court, but because if she had explainecl it all to him,
doubt might have taken him and he wouldn't have shot her. Ins’cead, he had shed her
]3100(1, such as she had left ... and she had shed his. Now they'd have to defend their
actions. Which would be extremely easy. She had bent the rules. If Joe had shot her and
she had cut her friend in her own reality ... where she came from originauy, this would
not have happened. They’d just have a gunshot and a cut respectively to show for their
efforts. But in this reality, ’c}ley were puﬂed out instantly.

Because of dogma.

Once a divine rule had been set (lown, the Abrahamic God could not go back on it,
because if He did ... he had prova]oly indispu‘cably ... been wrong about something,
and God could never be wrong. Not accorcling to Christian, Islamic and Jewish clogma.

In her own reality, she'd only have been puﬂed out if there had been malicious intent

behind the wouncling of another Agent, and if she had KNOWN the other fur to be an
Agent. If it happened loy accident, it was just that. An accident.



But notiiing iiappene(i ]oy accident accorciing to Christian (iogma. And this wasn't even
Catholic (iogma cither ... but many Christians believed in sometiiing called
pre(iestination. That all tiiings were meant to be, because God had pre-pianne(i the

universe from before it was even created.

With so many versions of Christianity going arounci, and so many of them iioi(iing to
some form of (iogmatic tiiinizing or otiier, it was no wonder that their God constantiy
came into conflict with himself. But (iogma reaiiy had become the cornerstone of all
Christian faith. To the point where she knew that non-dogma’cic beliefs were looked at in
bewilderment i)y church authorities all over the world. Heathens in the old country had
been denied recognition at iirs’c, speciiicaiiy on the groun(is that "your beliefs are not
(iogmatic and consequentiy cannot be termed a reiigion". The tiiougiit neariy made her
retch. Tt was nothing but an attempt at iorcing Ju(ieo-Ciiristian ethics and interpretation
down the throats of someone outside the faith ijy different means.

But that was not the issue contested here. Her "attack" on ]oe, and vice versa, was.

The point was ... tiiey would have an audience, and in order to expiain wiiy she had
done what she had done ... and wiiy Joe had done what he had (ione, ’ciiey would have to
expiain Wiiy tiiey were there in the first piace.

And in (i.oing so, tiiey would i)ring the entire s’cinizing affair to hght.

But Asiaug was starting to feel something in the pit of her stomach that went further
and (ieeper than the business with Torvald and Victoria. Tiiey were not the oniy ones
with proloiems. Not the oniy Agents or immortals who were caugilt up in sometiiing like

this.

"Angei]oreaizer, I am here to defend you," a gruii voice said near]oy.

Asiaug stood up and clutched her axe tigiiter. "Then you can i)ugger off. I'll do my own
taiizing .

"You realize what kind of trouble you are in? You will need skilled assistance in

(ieien(iing yourseii from these ciiarges," the voice said.

"I have skilled assistance. He's called Joe and he's pro]:)aioiy in the cell next to mine at
the moment. Just leave. I'm not interested in your iieip. I'm not here to defend myseii.

I'm iiere to a’ctaciz."

The voice went quiet for a while. "There is no violence in this court," it finally said.
q y



"Did I say I'd physicaﬂy assault someone? I said I'm here to attack. There are many
ways of doing that."

”YOHI' record, hOWGVGI’ .. .”

Aslaug narrowed her eyes. 'l don't have a record. Never been accused of anything that's
gone before court before! Now get off your high horse and leave. I'm going to do my own
taﬂzing!"

The owner Of the voice le{:t Aslaug closed }191' eyes £OI' a moment an(l tOOlZ a deep

breath. It'd be a matter of moments only, now.

#H#H#

The scent had taken Varghéss back to the "real world". He was foﬂowing a trail, but it
was difficult to do so when he couldn't let anyone see him. Stiﬂ, someone smeuing as

rotten as the fur he was traclzing down didn't make for the hardest prey to follow.

He sometimes wondered how orclinary furs couldn't smell such things but their senses
were prol)aljly not keen enough, he reckoned. In any case, it didn't matter. What did
matter was that he could smell the foul Wretch, and do something about it.

He was coming up on a place he'd seen once before. Aslaug had visited the equine and
the tigress here ... just before this whole thing got started. Varghéss remembered because
he had snuck up close to the Luilding to take a look at one point, curious what these furs
were like. He was pretty sure someone had spot’ce(l him but he was also pretty sure he was
out of there quiclzly enough that it didn't pose a problem.

Now he was bacle, though ... and there was someone else here too. Someone who
shouldn't be here. And Varghbss was going to take care of the prol)lem. So he crouched
low and snuck around to the back of the Luilding , hiding behind whatever he could. Tt
wasn't easy, being as l)ig as he was, but at least it was dark. If it had been broad (laylight,
he would've been unable to move, but a dark gray wolf, however big, in the dead of nigh’c
... that was a different matter altogether.

The fur he was after was visible in the house too. It was moving around. Apparently
it was 1ooleing for something. Varghé')ss was pretty sure it was a male of some lzincl,
pro]oal)ly feline ... at least judging from the scent.

Growling low in his throat and Laring his fangs, he hid behind a dumps’cer, from where
he could see the house but anyone in the house would be hard pressed to see him.



Now it was just a matter of waiting for the righ’c moment.

#AH#

The change happenecl suclclenly. One moment, Joe and Aslaug were in their cells, the
next moment Jchey were standing in each their l)rightly lit circle, in an otherwise dark
area. There was no sound, but Joe looked like he couldn't decide whether to crack his
knuckles and get reacly for a ruml)le, or whether to 1aug11 himself siﬂy. Aslaug couldn't
contain a slight smirk at the sight. Her coyote friend wasn't in his prime of youth, as he
so often pointed out himself, but he could lay out just about anyone with a good right
hook and from the looks of it, he was in a good mind to use that right hook on the first

thing he saw ... divine or not.

"Aslaug, you know Why you are here," a grave voice said, echoing around, between walls.
"What do you say to the charges ]orought against you?"

"There was no assault. We mutuaﬂy agreecl to wound one another. I didn't tell Joe why
as there was no time to explain it all, but I specificaﬂy wanted to force this

. n
confrontatlon.

There was a moment of quiet, before a softer but no less serious voice addressed Joe.

"Joe, what is your defense?"

"She asked me to shoot her. Alright she didn't tell me about the flesh-wound to my
arm, but I hold no grudge. If that is what it takes to l)ring the sordid truth to hght, then
I'd gla(ﬂy suffer a few more like it!"

"Sordid truth?" the sof’c word aslzed. "And what truth is that then?"

Aslaug narrowed her eyes and for a secon(l, she had to fight against ]:)aring her teeth in
a snarl as a young lion appearecl before Joe. She knew who it was and she could see from
the look on Joe's face that the coyote wasn't too please(l with the whole thing either.

"Whitechrist," she growled, low in her throat. "We have all the evidence ..."

"T did not spealz to you, Vaﬂeyrie. You have your own judge to face," the lion said,
ma’cter—of—faetly.

Joe simply smiled. "Oh, then I'll cede my time on the floor to her."



The lion looked nonplussed for a split secon(l, then shook his head. "This is not the
United States senate, Joe. That is not how this works. You must answer for your own

crimes and wrongcloings."

"MY crimes and MY wrongdoings?" Joe practicaﬂy exploclecl. "Tf you and your Father

ran a doctor's clinic, I'd be suing your pants off for malpractice by now!"

To Aslaug's surprise, the lion looked honestly surprised. As if he hadn't expected that
kind of attack out of Joe. But the coyote wasn't about to stop. Gesturing towards Aslaug ,

he went on:

"Not only do I learn that despite all my unwiuingness to leave my farnily behind to go
gaﬂivanting off to the multitudes of realities, doing more or less obnoxious and half-
insane missions defying 1ogic, reason and goocl sense in every imaginable and a goocl few
unimagina]ole ways, [ am still ogiciaﬂy an Agent," he spat, "But [ am also learning that
goocl furs are about to get punished for 1oving one ano’cher, and worse stiH, their

CHILDREN are about to get punished for the fact that their parents fell in love.
BULLSHIT, I say! Dammit, we're supposed to be better than this! Christianity is
supposed to be a cut above such things, for fucks sake!"

"p ro£anity won't help you, Joe," the lion sai&, pa’ciently.

"That wasn't profanity. That was mild annoyance. You can try for profanity if you'd
like!" the coyote growlecl.

A tall and well built ]oear, dressed like a Norse nol)le, approached Aslaug out of the
darkness and the Vaﬂzyrie bowed her head brieﬂy in respect. "Forseti," she said,
aclenowledging the dei’cy.

The bear nodded. "I'm actuauy not too concerned l)y this whole aﬂair, Vaﬂzyrie," he
said and shrugge(l. "Give me your word of honor that you have told the truth, and that

no hostility exists between you and the coyote over there."

"You have it. My word of honor. Nothing but truth. Joe is my l)rother," Aslaug replied,
loolzing the bear straight in the face.

"That does it for me Jchen," Forseti said with a shrug, 1ooleing towards Christ.
The lion raised an eyebrow, "Blood has been shed! This is ..."

"This happenecl in your reali’cy," the bear pointe(l out ﬂa’cly, "and YOU are the one
clinging to Dogma to such an extent that foolish trials like this are require(l to take



place. She is a Vaﬂzyrie. She's given me her word. For me to disregar(l that would be to
disregard the judgment of Odin. She is his tool. His extended will. If she says she spealzs
the tru’ch, then I have no recourse but to believe her, or | would answer to Odin."

Aslaug could see something happen on Joe's face out of the corner of her eye. The
coyote looked like he was about to literaﬂy erupt and he made a Violently dismissive

gesture with both arms. "Qh, will you both GET OVER your own Goddamned selves!"
he finaﬂy roared. "Odin's TOOL? And I'm still an Agent? And Torvald and Victoria are
getting punished and now their children are going to either be punishe& or press ganged
into active service, whether they want to or not? ENOUGH of this icliocy, alreacly! Let
Torvald and Victoria go. Let ME go. Stop using us ... and ordinary mortals ... as if we
are nothing but ... but pieces in one of those games Aslaug always refers to!"

"Hne][ataﬂ," Aslaug said, sllrugging.

"That's it! We're not simply playing pieces to be sacrificed and used! We're real, living
creatures. We have dreams and hopes, desires, fears, wishes, flaws and shor‘ccomings.

We're not clivine, but we try our best!"

"Are you quite finished?" the lion asked, l)y now loolzing slighﬂy annoyecl with Joe's
outbursts.

"I'm not even getting started," the coyote hissed. "You and your idiotic insistence on
dogma. You and your ][oo/islz notion that you can't make any kind of mistake. It's Lloody
ernbarrassing! You want proof of this? You want me to be al)solu’cely l)luntly, damned
honest about this?"

"Not reaﬂy. I'd rather you answer the charges ]orought against you," the lion said, once
again simply loolzing at Joe.

Forseti smiled croolzec”y. "Weu, [ would like for him to })e, as he put it, "l)luntly,
damned honest". Do spealz."

Aslaug tried not to sniclzer, 1ooleing down once more. Joe nodded to the l)ear, and then
looked back to the lion. "It's reaﬂy, reaﬂy ]Jloody simple. You (lemancl, by the very first
precept of faith, that I love God with all my heart, all my soul, all my mind and all my
strength. Weﬂ, [ refuse to!"

The lion looked like someone had slappecl him across the face. "You re][use to?" he
asked, clearly not having expected that kind of refutation to happen right to his face.



Joe nodded furiously. "Oh yes, | damned well refuse to. You know Why? Because I have
a wife I'll love first. And children. THEY come first in my life. Every day. [t's not even a
contest! You, L)y your damned precept of faith, have laid claim not only to a portion of
the love I have to share, but to ALL of it, and I will not do that. Il love my family.
Then I'll love my friends. And then you can have whatever the Hell is left over and you
can be happy with it or you can sit and rotate!"

Aslaug actuauy had to turn her face away and lou(ﬂy clear her throa’c, clenching her eyes
shut to avoid simply laursting out 1aughing. An angry Joe Latrans was a thing to Beholcl,
but to watch him lay into Whitechrist was something she had never expected. Not like
this anyway. But clearly, the coyote had so much frustration and anger built up inside
him that it just had to get out or he'd burn out.

"Joe, this kind of anger and vitriol isn't going to help you either," the lion sai(l,
regaining his composure easily. "You love God through loving your family. Your family,

like all other things in life is, after aﬂ, a gifl: fr.n

"Tf you finish that sentence, ['m gonna break your jaw!" Joe bit back. "Do you have any
idea whatsoever how tired I am of standardized answers? Of furs opening the bible to
look for answers to everything in life from sickness to financial trouble to heartache?
How ][ea’ up [ am with furs using faith as a crutch or a replacement £ucleing backbone
instead of something to make them better furs, kinder to those around them, more
loving and caring of the world around them? Do you have ANY CONCEPT of how
angry it makes me to watch sleazy, selfish, evilminded little PRICKS, involzing you or
your Father, talzing God's name in vain in the biggest possible way, 1ea(1ing others astray
1oy their rotten examples and you don't even lift a lt)loody FINGER to stop them?"

"But we (Jo, of course. They will be judged in time."

"And in the meantime, they can lead goocl furs into all kinds of trou]ole, ruin lives,
destroy hope and fortune, turn life into a living , (laily Hell for hundreds ... thousands ...
even millions of furs? Because everyone gets their just dessert in the end? Oh yeah, that's
very Almighty of you. Let the world go to Hell and lean back and watch it from On High
in your almightiness , but to DO something about it? Oh no, inconceivable. Do you have
ANY IDEA how many times | have looked to the skies and cried out in despera’cion for
you to give me some kind of sign ... any sign, however smaﬂ, that you reaHy care?" Joe
asleed, gesticula’cing left and righ’c.

"Of course | lenow," the lion answered, loolzing like this was testing his patience

severely. "This is not why we are here, Joe."



Joe threw up an arm and walked towards Aslaug. "You can take your reason for Leing
here and shove it, or you can listen to every damned word I have to say!" he barked. "If
you want to punish me for this ... well, fine, go ahead and prove EVERYTHING TI've
just said to be true. Everything I've thought for years now. [ dare you ... prove it all righ’c!
Go ahead and prove that you don't care. Punish me. Punish Aslaug . Punish Torvald and
Victoria Svensen for loving each other deeply enough to risk everything for it. Or ... let
us all go, and put an end to this ridiculous nonsense and start doing what you're
supposecl to be cloing?"

"You dare to presume to tell me what I am supposed to do, Joe Latrans?" the lion

aslze(l.

Aslaug had turned back around to look at her friend as he ripped into the lion. Forseti,
in turn, had turned around. His shoulders were shaleing slightly from Larely repressed
laughter.

"T dare! And more!" Joe said, l)aring his incisors. "Hundreds of millions of furs pray to
you every single day, and you do nothing to help those who truly try to live good lives.
I've had it up to here ... and here ... and right up there where I can't reach even if I'm
standing on tiptoes and hopping on the spot ... with furs throwing the bible at me with
idio’cic, two thousand year old dogma about how the meek shall inherit the Earth and
how they shall be rewarded in Heaven. I am TIRED of seeing Bvil winning every clay of
my life. Not l)ecause, as the saying goes, that Good doesn't fight I)aclz, but because Evil
has someone in their corner, and WE DON'T!"

The lion opened and close(l his mouth a few times. "I don't think I've ever been spolzen
to like this before."

"Then it's about high fucleing time," Joe snapped. "Aslaug , tell him what we have."

"We have evidence that Victoria and Torvald Svensen are not the first cross-faith
Agents to live in your reality, and that those who came before them were allowed to live
out their lives in peace. And we contest the justice and righteousness in punishing the
Svensen children and grandchildren because of the love their parents share."

The lion shrugged. "That is the way it must be. Torvald Svensen is a guest. A guest
who has severely overstayecl his welcome and who is creating no end of pro]olems I)y
procreating. He knows full well what the irnplications of that is."

"Nonetheless," Aslaug started. "He simply fell in love. Which was reciproca’ced. His wife

is a good, decent femme, a solid believer in your tenets, and you are punishing her as



well. They have worked for you, and for us ... and they've always been 1oya1. And yet, you
are punishing them for having children when the o]ovious solution would be merciful and
just, namely to let them go. All of them. They’ve do..."

"They are Agents. Agents do not retire," the lion interjec’cecl, ﬂatly. "Ever. That too is

"

"Dogma,” Joe burst in, sounding like he was about to be physicaﬂy siclz, "I'm fed up
with this. Sick and tired of ]oelieving in half-truths and contradictions. Lies and
nonsense! If he was ’cruly almighty, your Father would not have made the world such an
utterly fucked up place. He most cer’cainly wouldn't have created furs with such a gigantic
propensity for evil and wrongcloing. He would have created a perfect world. Instead look
at it?"

The lion shrugged. "We can't be held responsil)le for what furs choose to do with the
gi& of free WiH, Joe."

"Oh spare me," the coyote growlecl. "Spare me the indignity of having to listen to empty
rhetoric again. If you were almig}l’cy, your idea of free will would have been per£ect, too. If
you were almighty, you wouldn't need Agents running around like maniacs, trying to put

things right loecause everything WOULD be right! AND furs would have free will. That
is what perfection means, ]:)y definition. That everything would be per£ect!"

"iny God is per£ect, you know that," the lion interjected.

"And we are created in His image, again by your own foolish dogma! Again you
contradict yourseH. As always. Again and again, this happens. Reading the bible can give
a fur a headache from all the contradictions you come across, and ’chey are never
explainecl. Not ever. And the same nonsense goes for the Jews and the Muslims. Their
scripture is just as full of that kind of thing. I'm tired of it. You say | have free will?
Then watch me use it! I'm teﬂing you this ... right now ... to your damned face, that
until you start hving up to the promises you and your Father laid out in the Lig 1)0012,
and until you start showing that you care, and until you start setting the world to right, |
won't bend my knee to you again. [ want so very ]:)a(ﬂy to believe in you, but you know
what ...7 I don't. That's the fact of the matter. I know you're here. I'm loolzing at you.
But there is a huge difference between believing you are here, and Lelieving in you. As it
is, | don't believe in what you stand for. I don't believe in your promises. I don't believe

that you care in the slightest, because you have given me absolutely no reason to believe

that you do! And })y the way ... you didn't let Aslaug finish."



Astaug took out the book she carried. It had been rolled up, ttlin, vellum-bound ttling
that it was, and leept in her inside poclzet. She held it in her left paw and narrowed her
" . . . .
eyes. 'l invoke your own rules. Dogma states that if the Abrahamic God does somettung ,
it must be pertect. [t cannot be tingect with impertection or wrong, because he is always
rigtlt, regarcuess of circumstance and situation. That means that if something has been

rigtlt once, it will atways remain rigtlt."

"Not necessarily," the lion saict, eventy. "Circumsta ..."
"Circumstances cannot change pertection. Perfection, ]oy nature, is pertect and
therefore unchanging " Astaug retorted.

"Her 1ogic cannot be taultect, thitectlrist," Forseti pointed out. "Perfection cannot be

improvect upon or altered. To do so would lead to impertection."

"That means that if God has stated that somettling is rigtlt in one situation, then it will
atways be right, because whatever circumstance surrounds su]:)sequent situations like it
are elements of impertection to be disregarded. Two Agents ... a Christian and a Heathen
... lived and loved and eventuaﬂy died in your world a thousand years ago. Ttley were
allowed to do so."

"Ttxey did not procreate," the lion saict, irrita]:)ty. "This is about the Svensens' insistence
of multiplying S

"Circumstance cannot alter pertection," Forseti pointed out.
"Go ye forth and muttipty,” Joe hissed. "Dogmatic contradictions, yet again!"

"The ctlarges against the Svensens must be dropped ]Jy your own Dogmatic law. I
suggest an amicable sotution, where ttley return to Earth and the curse of immortality is
lifted from them and those of their descendants who desires to be rid of it, and that no
punistlment is leveled against them," Astaug pointe(t out.

Forseti nodded. "I concur. That would be a reasonable solution. The prot)tem would be
solved. Any future immortals would be made sterile from the moment ttley lose their
mortality, and all future immortals must be made aware of the consequences of their
ctloice, whatever that choice may ]Je, before tt1ey can accept or reject an offer of

immortality, thus avoicting this prot)lem ever arising again."

The lion narrowed his eyes. "It is not that simple."



"Nothing ever is," Joe bit back. "This is the righ’c t}ling to do. You even recognize that
]oy now? The right thing?"

"You are overstepping your limits so grotesquely, Joe Latrans, that words fail to describe
it," the lion said, irritalaly.

"So what? You've spent two thousand years watching furs do just that without reacting
to it. Damned it, 1 need a drink!"

Forseti held out a paw and a horn appeared in it. "Mead. Helps a sore throat," he said
and shrugged. "Aslaug, do you have anything to add to this?"

"Joe is just as innocent as [ am. | asked him to shoot me and I cut him. He simply
trusted me to know what I was doing. No one here should be punishecl. There are foul
]Jeings out there that need our attention, Anane first of all. I've seen him, in a vision
granted ]3y the Well of Wisdom. Once he's taken care of, I should take it as a kindness if

Joe was left in peace. Agent or not ... no more hopping around dimensions or worlds for

him."
"Thanks fiﬂy. Ooh, this mead-stuff is good!"

"Don't mention it."
Forseti nodded. "Again, you are reasonable. I take it you will hunt this Anane then?"
"He is my enemy. It is my responsi]oili’cy," Aslaug saicl, matter-of-factly.

"The Svensens will be held accountable for risleing the stal)ility of the entire world, Ly
procreating! It is undoing my Father's will!" the lion finaﬂy burst in. By now, the
irrita]oﬂity in his voice had turned to anger.

As]aug sighe(l and loolzed down. Joe roued his eyes and groanecl a})out more
contradictions. Forseti shook his head in disbelief.

"Aslaug , you are free to go. And if she is, then Joe Latrans cannot be held responsible
for the blood spiﬂed, since she was the one who initiated it. You are both free to go," he
said. "And I am disappointed. Not in the two of you, but in what I have witnessed here.

There is no justice in this!"

The Vaﬂeyrie shook her head and looked back up. 'l had hoped it would not come to
this,” she said, honestly saddened. She puﬂecl her long—axe off her back and removed the
cover from the head. "The recreator of this called it Goclslayer,” she said. Her voice was



changing into a deep, rumbling sound. "I do not intend to use it. But I intend to remind

you that you, yourself, doubted!"

She looked straight at the lion and walked towards him, while he, in turn, took a step

backwards in revulsion.
"You Woulcln't," he began.

"No. I wouldn't. But dogma has failed. You are as fallible as us. The only difference is
that you refuse to aclznowledge this, and in doing so, you refuse to set right the proljlems

that your faui]oility help to create!"

The voice coming from the equine was unlike anything Joe had ever heard before. All
encompassing and the coyote felt his jaw go slack. Slowly, he realized, two l)eings were
visible in the space occupied Ly one. Aslaug ... and a wolf.

Not Varghéss ..buta majestic, black-furred Being the likes of which he had never

seen, standing upright and dressed in lleavily embroidered clothes, covered in runic script.

He wanted to look away. But in the end, he just 12ep’c staring as Qdin stepped out of
Aslaug, still holding her axe in one paw. The Vaﬂzyrie fell to her 1znees, gasping for
breath as she fell forward to support herself on her paws. She looked like she was on her
last 1eg.

Odin approached the lion. "You doubted. Even at the very las’c, you, yourself, (loulateol,"

he boomed. The entire room was shalzing and even Forseti was slowly moving backwards.

"You are unbidden, One-eye!" the lion growle(l. "This is about a crime committed in my

Father's reality. It does not concern you!"

"It most certainly does! The berserker is mine!" Odin state(l, ﬂa’cly. "Whether he

committed wrongs or not is for me to decide!"

"He PROCREATED!" the lion roared at last. Aslaug averted her eyes. Whitechrist as
the Final Judge was a terrifying thing to behold. Light pulsate(l from him and there was

nothing compassionate or merciful about him. Just raw power.

Joe stood there ... and watched ... tears once more ﬂowing down his cheeks as at 1ast,
his final illusions came crashing to the grouncl, one at a time. Before his eyes was proof

that rig}l’ceousness could be cold ... uncaring and utterly unwiHing to listen to reason. All

the things he had believed since childhood fell to pieces as he watched.



QOdin held out the axe, towards the lion. Who flinched as if struck Viciously. The move

wasn't even aggressive ... the one-eyed wolf simply held the axe forwarcl, as if pointing at
the lion with it, but Whitechrist reeled away from the weapon as if physicaﬂy attacked.

"Yes, he procrea’ced. But he is one fur, of flesh and blood, and fallible as are we all,
Gods or mortals. We all make mistakes. The difference is that when Gods make
mistakes, they have consequences on a universal scale. We admit to ours, as do most
other pantheons, and we try to fix them ]oy whatever means necessary. What truly sets
you apart is that you don't. Your entire dogma is based on the principle of infaﬂi]:)ility
and anyone with open eyes can disprove it in the blink of an eye ... not that I have more
than one to blink in the first place,” Qdin pointe(l out. He was patient ... his voice was

not angry, but he brooked no contradic’cion, that much was clear.

And yet, contradiction came. "Divine infaﬂihility has been a cornerstone of ]u(laism
since before I walked the Ear’ch, One-eye, and of Chris’ciani’cy and Islam since Jchey came
into being! Without it, all Christian, ]ewish and Muslim beliefs would have to be
reevaluated. Do you have any idea how much damage that would do? ANY IDEA? No,
my Father is infauil)le, omnipotent, omnipresent and omniscient. He is the l)eginning
and the end, the end all and be aH, and as a result, He cannot fail!"

"And yet you ... who came from him ... still ... doubted ..." Odin repea’ced. Very slowly,
and yet with such force behind every one of those words that it nearly blew Joe off his
feet. "Your own actions disprove your claim comprehensively! Let the Svensen's go. Take

Aslaug's suggestion, and we will never again have to deal with the result of immortals

having children."

Finaﬂy, Joe looked away. He couldn't bear it anymore. There was a brigh’c, searing flash
of 1ight and then he felt like he was faﬂing.

He had no idea what happened next, but he found himself sitting on a grassy hill.
&laug was sPrawleol on her back, nearlay.

He felt sorry for her. She had tried to do the right thing ... and she too had simply been

used as a tool. By now, Joe was at a complete loss for words. He moved over to her and
looked at his friend. She was unconscious. Her lips were blue from blood-loss again and
her breath was shallow and haggard. She wasn't conscious.

Talzing her head into his 1ap and cra(ﬂing her, like he had that time on a heath, many
years ago after a battle, he just shook his head and felt his throat constrict. It was all so
wrong. And he didn't even know if Jchey had succeeded.



And as he sat there, running his fingers through Aslaug's mane, he realized that at last
... he had no more tears to shed.

##AH#

Anane had beaten the bound and shackled form of Father Malheiro to a Hoody pulp.

The 1ump of flesh and bone quivering before him, still a&amantly refusing to say where
the Codex Maleficium was, bore prac’cicaﬂy no resemblance to anything that had ever

been alive in any way, shape or form.
The entire room was torn to shreds. There was blood everywlzere.
Scorch-marks on the floor and walls. Even a few on the ceilings.

Scratches in the wall so (leep it looked as if someone had taken a circular saw to it,

repea’cec”y.
Books were destroyecl, furniture was in splin’cers.

And he was still at it, lziclzing the undying remnants of Father Malheiro with reckless

al)an(lon, demancling to know where the book was.

Once in a While, a siclzly, l)ubbling , rattling 1augh came from the ruined ﬂesh, taunting
him, denying him his lznowle(lge and Anane had long since stopped Leing livid and lost

all sense and reason.
Then su(lclenly ... the 1urnp of flesh stiffened.

Anane, surprise(l at this turn of event, stoppecl 1ziclzing and punching for a moment.

"What?" he demanded, hoarsely. "What now? You're £inaﬂy going to stop

. . n
prevaricating?

There was no answer. The mangled remains on the floor cozed some unspealza]ole
liquids onto the floor and even onto Anane's shoes and the fallen Angel kicked out in

{rustration one more time.

"SPEAK!" he roare(l, sha’ctering the wall opposite him with the force of his voice,
coﬂapsing it. But nothing happened.

He bent down and grabbed a hold of Father Malheiro's clothes, or at least what
remained of them and lifted him off the floor.



There was something entirely wrong.

The old, dead fur wasn't there anymore. Weﬂ, his physical remains were, but his soul
had gone. But that was impossible. Heaven wouldn't take him, Hell couldn"c, even if
Lucifer had wanted to, which he didn't.

His soul was meant to remain here, in the land of Nod ...

Qutside the eye of the socalled "aﬂ—seeing God".

It was hilarious, reaHy, that so few creatures anywhere understood that. God might not
have created Adam and Eve. He had created life in a far more complica’ced and intricate
way, over countless eons, but the bible said that the original couple had been cast out

into the Land of Nod where Jchey had procreatecl and mul’cipliecl. The Land of Nocl,
which was speciﬁcaﬂy the same as l)eing outside God's vision. And because the Church
had sanctioned it, that made it &ogma, and because it was dogma, that made it so.

Because God could not make mistakes. So the Land of Nod ... everything outside a
no—longer—existing garden called Eden ... held no interest for God whatsoever. He didn't
watch. He didn't care, because it was where the lost and the damned wandere(l, and the
ONE TIME since, where He had decided to give His creations a chance, they had killed

His son.

And then a{;terwards, in a fit of after-ra’cionalization, they had decided that when Christ
cliecl, that His death had somehow been the vessel of forgiveness for everyone else.

Which still boggled him at times.
"Kill someone and all your sins shall be forgiven. But oh ... thou shalt not kill!"

Another one of hundreds of contradictions which dogma offered no explana’cion for.
The simple fact of the matter was that everyone lived in the Land of Nod, and
consequently, God didn't give a damned. Because the bible said he didn't, and that made
it clogma, and that made it an absolute, indisputable truth, not up for debate or

discussion!
So Why was Father Malheiro gone? He couldn't be!!

Throwing the ruined, mangled collections of l)ones, sinew and meat to the ﬂoor, Anane

roared in futile rage as the entire house came down around him.

How could this happen?



HOW?Y
#H#H#

Vargh('jss sniffed the air. It was around midnight now, and it was time for him to make
his move at last.

This was no time for subtlety or snealzing about.

Raising all his haclzles, he growlecl. The moonlight caught in his eyes and the 1ong,
white fangs he displayecl. Bounding from hiding , he bolted across the open space towards
the house, where it was obvious that the enemy was aware that he was there.

Aware ... and terrified.

Which only made Varghéss' blood boil a little more. The fear of an enemy was an
exhilara’cing thing. One to be savored and treasured.

He launched himself through the air and hit the door full force. It broke and he skidded
to a halt in the kitchen, splin’cers of wood settling on the furniture and in the sink. There
was barely room for him in the kitchen as it was ... l)eing about the size of a warhorse
meant he had very little room to move, but that was alright. His enemy was not in this
room but in one of the next ones and he immediately started moving again, once he had
made sure he was not ]oeing flanked ]:)y some‘ching hidden in the kitchen. Howling at the
top of his lungs, he crashed through the louvered doors between the kitchen and the next
room, ut’cerly destroying them as he passed through t}lem, sending 1arge splinters of it
into a sofa. The same piece of furniture broke Vargh('jss forward movement as he hit it.

Still growling deep in his throat as he looked up from behind the l)a(ﬂy damage(l couch,

he could see the panther across the room.
And he could see the terror in his enemy's eyes.

Varghéss knew this kind of fur. They would bribe or l)uy anyone into cloing what they
wanted. They thought themselves sa£e, because there was prac’cicaﬂy no fur out there they
couldn't simply ]ari]oe, and if they met one, they'd bribe his neigh]oor into 1ziuing the one
they couldn't turn.

But Varghbss, for all his intellect, cunning and keen instincts ... was still an animal.
He could not be bribed. Smarter than any wolf out there ]oy far, he had no desires save
the appreciation of his rider, and his rider had given explicit orders.



"No!" the panther whimperecl and backed up towards the door. "No, don't do this!"

It was pathetic. Varghéss approached him slowly and as menacingly as possible. He

knew exactly what was going on. He knew the game the panther was trying to play. He
could smell the metal of the gun the fur held hidden behind his back.

And as soon as he brought it £orwar(1, Varghéss julzecl si(leways and jumped.

He tore the pan’chers arm off at the elbow and crunched the wrist between his teeth as
he landed and turned, 1oolzing straight at his now screaming foe.

Aslaug wanted this one dead ... and Varghé')ss noted with some satisfaction that the
pant}ler was tasty.

Growling, he approac}le(l, clropping the severed arm and baring his now blood-soaked
maw in a loud, snarl, lips curled back and eyes aligh’c with rage and bloodlust. The

screaming, panicking panther backed up ... trying to scramble out of the way.
The overturned sofa got in the way.
He stumbled.
[t was the last thing he ever did.
Varghoss was on him before he had even completed his fall backwards.

Flesh was rent. Blood flowed like rivers. Screams were swi{;tly silenced. And then ...
and only then ... did Varg}léss lean his head back and howl again, in triumph. This was
his lziﬂ, a clean kill. It was all his.

"What the HELL ... 777" a frightened voice shouted from the door behind him.

Vargllé')ss snarled in wild rage and turned to face the new fur. He was loolzing at a
kadger, wearing all black. He didn't smell wrong. This one wasn't a free kill. He couldn't
attack without angering Aslaug. But he would be DAMNED if he'd give up his kill
without a £ight. If the badger wanted his food, he'd have to fight for it!

"What in the name of all Gods and Goddesses are you??" the Laclger asleecl, his eyes

wide as saucers. He wasn't puﬂing a weapon, though.

Smarter than most, Varghé')ss realized. If he had puued a weapon, it would've changed
everything, but as it was ... it was a standoff. So insteacl, the huge wolf turned fuﬂy to



face the l)aclger, demonstratively tearing at the dead panther beneath his paws with his
teeth.

"Whoa ... whoa ’chere,” the L)a(lger tried, holding his paws out in front to show he wasn't
armed or hostile. "Good Loy! Yes. Goooood boy. Who in the name of holiness would

lzeep a pet like you around?" he mumbled.

Vargh('jss narrowed his eyes. He was no mere pet, and he growled low in his throat at
the insinuation. The loadger was starting to test his patience.

"Listen, I came here to do the exaaaact same jo}) you di(l, Ludcly," the Ladger tried. "All
yours, yes? You get paws clirty, you eat. I'm fine with that. Reaﬂy. No, seriously. You
leeep him. I just wanted to make sure the creep was dea(l, olzay? Oleay ... and now I'm
going to leave before you decide to have dessert. Fair enough?"

Vargh('jss didn't move. He simply tore the thigh off the dead panther and gulped it

down , demons’cra’cively.

"Oh goocl God, I think I'm going to be sick," the l)aclger mewled and ran out as fast as
his 1egs would take him.

Varghéss let him go. He had waited this long speciﬁcaﬂy to make sure no one would
arrive unbidden while he did what he was supposed to do. That someone decided to arrive
like this in the middle of the night was un£ortunate, but he couldn't change it now.

All that mattered was that he had done as Aslaug wanted.
The enemy was dead.
And it was his kill.

He leaned back his head and howled again. A howl to ring out loud enough for Aslaug
to hear it. To let her know he had won. Who knew ... may]oe even those living in this

house would hear it. Mayl)e they too would know what he had done!
And outside, Morgan Sleight was still running for his life.

Someone had some serious answering to do!



