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XII — Aftermatlz

Darkness had 1ong since fallen. It was a beautiful night. Warm and comfortable, with
only the barest breeze. Insects could be heard chirping and mice and other small rodents
scurried through the grass to find food or to get home before some predator spo’cted
them.

Joe didn't notice any of it. He was sitting ]oy a fire he had managed to l)uilcl, watching as
a couple of quails slowly roasted. He had shot them not far from the campsite, and not
surprisingly, he had realized he still had a full clip afterwards. Of course, shooting a quail
with a 1arge pawgun meant significan’c damage to the Lirol, but Joe was a goocl shot. One

of them lacked a 1eg , the other he had managecl to hit straight in the neck, Llowing its
head clean off.

slaug was still uncomnscious, but she was stirring at last, muc O )Joe s relier.
Aslaug till ious, but sh tirring at last h to Joe's relief

The coyote prodded the meat with Aslaug's 1ong knife and nodded to himself. Tt'd be

(J.one soon.
W}lat WOulCl he say Wllel’l Sl’le WOIQG up?

How did he even feel? He wasn't sure, except he felt empty. Drained and yet angry. He
had seen things ... heard things ... that no ordinary fur would ever experience. Christians
would be horrified if they knew what he had said and under what circumstances, but what
could he do? He had all this frustration stored inside and he had finauy had a chance to
let it out.



He didn't regret &oing so.
But if Tigermarle knew of it ... or Aramis ... or over half of his local community?
His wife?

Resting his forehead on the back of his arm, he puﬂed his knees up in front of himself
and sighed. Aslaug had spolzen up for him. Tried to get him out of his damnable "Agent-
contract”, but if it had worked or not, he didn't know. He didn't ][ee/ any different.

Hell could freeze over, for all he cared, and he wasn't going back on active duty like that
again. He'd help his friencls, but he had a choice. Tha’c, in essence, was what free will was
all about after all.

What he reaHy wondered a]oout, though, was what would happen now. Normaﬂy, after a
mission had ended, he'd be sent home somehow, but this time, he wasn't sure if that
would happen automa’cicaﬂy. Aslaug could take him home, of course, but he wasn't going
home if she wasn't done. He'd promised to help her, and he would see this through.

"Hey Joe ..." the Vaﬂeyrie said, opening her eyes at last. She sounded groggy. "Did it ...

worlz out?"

"I have no idea. I ClOIl't even 1€HOW Where we are," the coyote answered. "An(l Welcome

back to reality. I hope you're doing better."

"I'm alright," Aslaug answered and tried to sit up. "It is not exactly pleasant to act as
host to a deity ... T had no idea Odin did that until ke ... you know ..."

"T think it might be W}ly you were able to hold the axe at all. Inciclentaﬂy, you lost that.
[ can't find it at least."

Aslaug sighecl and looked down as she sat up. "l can get a new one made."
"Tt's not the same, is it?" Joe asked. "That axe was part of you in a way."
"It was the last ... real link T had to home, I guess," Aslaug said, quietly.

Joe nodded. He couldn't begin to understand how that might feel. "And you can't go
back there."

"[t's complica’ced,” the Vauzyrie pointed out. Originaﬂy, when she had been taken off
the battlefield and turned immor’cal, to become an Agent, the proviso had been that if she



ever returned to her own Worl(l, she'd die. It was the one place where she wouldn't be
immortal, and she'd simply ... die of her wounds.

Now she wasn't an agent anymore. She hadn't re’cired, like Joe had Jcried., but she had
been promotecl. It was not unheard of. Other female warriors had become Vaﬂzyries
but it also meant she had to gather the wor’chy dead.

She had never given this much thought, but she could conceivably go home now, to
ga’cher the dead, but Odin had never intended for her to do that. Her duties were ...
different. She had always been meant to be the one ga’chering the Wor’chy dead in other
worlds. Other realities. Agents or those few souls that l)elongecl to the Norse Gocls, even
if they lived in a reality controlled Ly other pant}leons. This was the way of things , and
Aslaug didn't mind it. She had Lrough’c souls to Asgaar(l or even to Valhaﬂa, and it
didn't bother her. It was not a bad job at all. Many of those souls were very excited about
where they were going ... honored that they were considered ”Wor’chy".

But going back to the reality where she had been born and where she had lived meant
going to a place where she wasn't supposed to be. A place where her sisters did The Duty,
and where so much time had passe(l, that she would be just as much out of place there as
she had been when first setting hoof in Joe Latrans' home.

What could she do? Get a new axe?

She lifted one of her Franciscas. It was just wood and metal, reaﬂy. Getting a new one
would be totaﬂy doable ... and while it was an old-fashioned weapon, by all accounts less
effective than a modern £irearm, that was not reaﬂy true in her case. After aH, she was an

expert with the 10ng-axe

It was a traditional weapon ... the kind of thing most furs would expect to find in

Valhalla.

But what was Valhalla? What was Asgaarcl? It was what she expecte(l of the place. It
had even changed, as she had changed. Or at 1east, the way she saw it had changed. No

more chain-mail and round shields ... instead, she saw furs in modern combat fatigues

when going there ... though many of them still wielded archaic weapons.

She ran a paw through her hair. "We've got to find Anane and stop him," she said,

quietly. "I saw him in the vision. If he's involved in this, it means real trouble."

"Who is this Anane-character anyway?" Joe aslee(l, turning his head to look at his
friend. "And what can we do to stop him?"



"Anane is what happens when Angels go bad. When Jchey stop l)eing useless birds and
start thinlzing that they might not have to do what they're told."

"A demon, then."

Aslaug smiled. "He doesn't like it when you call him that," she explained. "T learned
that the first time I met him."

Joe nodded. He procl(le(l the quails again and, satisfied that they were done, he took one
of them off the make-shift spit and gave the other one to the equine. "T know you don't
eat much meat, but it's what I could find."

Aslaug took the offered meal and broke a leg off the bird. "No prol)lern. I like meat,"
she said and took a bite.

"Tell me about Anane, then?" Joe asked.

A mouse peelze(l out of the darkness around the ﬂreplace, Wondering what the giant
creatures were cloing. Joe noticed it and smiled at it, tossing a small piece of fried quail
off to the side for the tiny creature to take.

The mouse was pleasecl with the £ood, but it didn't understand what Aslaug said when
she told the story of her first meeting with the fallen Angel Anane.

It didn't take long for Joe to envy the rodent.

#HAH#

The failed saint was gone, and Anane was not in a good mood. He was not such a
pervert that he found some kind of pleasure in pummeling a decaying corpse, and he had
disposed of the remains. He was still unsure of Why the saint's soul had left his Body like
that. The only explana’cion that made sense ... didn't reaHy make sense after all. That for
some reason, Heaven had decided to let Father Malheiro in after all these years. But the
old priest had lost his faith before clying , and being cursed to walk the world for centuries
had not exactly endeared God and all His non-fallen Angels to him. Franlely, Anane
couldn't say he blamed the old-timer for his disgust ... even ’chough he found it hard to

empa’c}lize with a Wallzing , taﬂeing animal.

So now he was thinlzing of what to do next. The shieldmaiden had beaten him to the
information he had nee(le(l, and he couldn't go back to the Malefic Council without
Something to show for his efforts. He wasn't in the mood to lose any of his extremities.



He had left Rome. What point was there in staying in the city, when what he was
loolzing for was elsewhere? He needed a quiet place to wait. A place Where Jche eyes of the
WOI’I(], didn't turn.

So he had taken up residence in Omdurman, Sudan. Temporarily, of course, but no
one in the Western World gave a damned about the place. If he erased it from the map
tomorrow, it would turn up in the News at Five and everyone would behave as if they
were truly horrified ... some chari’cy concerts would take place, a few dozen musicians
would write some terri]oly emotional piece of drivel and record it, a few hundred million

dollars would be collected world wide and then everyone would go back to not caring.
That idea alone made him want to test the waters.

A wicked, evil smile spread across his features as he crouched on top of the minaret of
the mosque. [t was a 1arge ]Juilding apparently because someone of great local
importance, whom no one outside Sudan had ever heard o£, was buried in the tomb next
to it. This was not a Sudanese or even African trait, either ... it was like that everywhere.
Famous individuals would get buried in great pomp and opulence, but no one would

know who they were if you went across the nearest border.

They were Jeaal.

Anane just didn't get it. Nor did he want to, and he cer‘cainly didn't try to understand.
[t seemed creatures in every reality and on every world he had seen placecl tremendous
importance on death. More than on life in many cases. Certain Muslim groups
practicaﬂy taugh’c that it was better to be dead than alive, and that it was even better if
you could make a lot of OTHERS dead too, when you went.

Some Christians apparently wanted everyone but themselves cleacl, ]oelieving this was
goocl and Godly, and that they'd be rewarded for their inane hatred and pat}letic
selfishness in the next life.

And Jews ... at least in Israel ... were so keen on being allowed to live as they wanted
that they’d happily make anyone dead who got in the way, including those ten to fifteen
innocent ]:)ystanders over Jchere, and those sixty or seventy school-children hiding in that
clearly marked Red Cross builoling half a mile away.

The way Anane saw it, everyone was in the wrong, and no one wanted to admit to it.
Christians and Muslims hated one another. Jews and Muslims hated one another. Jews
and Christians pretended to like one another while secretly growling and grumbling about

one another's false beliefs behind closed doors.



He'd even Caugtlt a human t)eing once in Israel, who claimed to be Christian. He was
ttlere, he sai(t, to tletp ]:)ring forth the Rapture. He was there to tlelp Israel, he sai(t, so
that Christ would come and take all faithful Christians to Heaven.

Which would leave everyone else, of course, to suffer ttlrougtl the BEnd of Days and
ju(tgrnent (tay.

Some tletp that was, trying to ensure the people all around him suffered endless
torment, Anane had ttlougtlt ... after removing the man's intestines one at a time, before

tee(ting them to him torcit)ty.

He'd made it past the tzictneys and the liver and he was on the lower intestines when the

human expire(t.

And while that had been a human t)eing, with all their flaws and frailties , he found that
he hated the creatures in(tigenous to this world as much as he hated tlurnanity ... for

their ﬂaws, their settishness, their ina]aitity to grasp the essence of God. He ... Anane ...
was far more faithful than an y of ttlern, and he bathed God for what He had done.

It was nigtlttime in Omdurman. Down below, he could smell fires from open tireptaoes.
He could hear turs ctlatting. He could smell gun-oit and poorly maintained Vetlicles as

Wett as unwastle(t turs and nervous camets and horses.
Su(tan was at war.

Sudan had been at war with itself for decactes, and as far as Anane was concerned, the
more that (tiect, the better.

P ertlaps no one would notice if he flattened the city?
But ot course ttley Wout(t. Someone Woutd atways noti ...

He blinked. His t)tee(ting eye—soctzets notwithstanding, he still blinked. That was it,
wasn't it? That was precisety it.

If he flattened Orn(turrnan, or at least a signiticant part of it, someone would notice.

Ttlen, if he went somewhere else entirely and did the same there, then they would notice
that as well. And so on.

If he made sure that each ptace looked like a terrible accident had tlappene(t, then the
mortals wouldn't be any wiser, but Agents and other servants of the Supernaturat would
quictzly Legin to understand that what happene(t wasn't a matter of natural disasters and

freak acci(tents.



Mayl)e he could force a confronta’tion, then.
With the Shieldmaiden.

Craclzing his 12nucleles, he grinnecl again and spreacl his wings wide. Down Lelow,
someone apparently saw him against the ljacleclrop of the clear nigh’c slzy. He could smell
their terror all the way up to where he was perche(l. He could hear their horrified screams.

Fire and brimstone was all well and goocl, but it was hard to disguise a sudden rain of
super-heated rock. Instead, he took off from the minaret ... landing heavily on the
groun(l L)elow.

The slaughter I)egan.
Sudan had been at war with itself for clecacles, after all. A hundred thousand dead in the

streets would serve his purpose quite nicely.

In the ]oaclzground, may]:)e a quarter of a mile away, the Nile ran past. Across the river,
Khartoum sat at the intersection of the Blue Nile and the White Nile ... where the

waters joinecl and Legan traveling north.

Soon, it was neither blue, nor white ... but crimson.

#H#H#

Varghéss had eaten the pant}ler ... or at least most of him ... and dragged the rest off
to get rid of the evidence. Now he was back to Watching the house where he had done the
deed. It was dark again and he was crouched low on the grouncl once more. If someone
found him, he'd chew on them a bit and if they were still able to run away, then he'd let
them go.

A bit like that })aclger, except the wolf hadn't chewed on him.

Now he was loolzing at furs arriving at the Luilding. They had suclclenly been there, too,

as if appearing out of nowhere.

A few cogwheels clicked into place in Varghéss’ 1upine brain and he panted slightly in
satisfaction. So the equine and the tigress were back home.

The panting s’coppecl after a few seconds when a veritable verbal explosion reached his
cars. He whined and flattened himself further on the grouncl, while the inhabitants of the
house took turns shouting about the unholy mess in the living room and kitchen,
wonolering 1ou(ﬂy where the blood had come from and who was responsi]ale.



leay, so mayl)e he could have been a little less messy when eating.

Right now he was glaol he wasn't in there with the equine and the tigress. It would
pro]oa]oly be a painlcul experience.

He was content to watch for a while. Until ...
Something tugged at him. Not p}lysicaﬂy, but it was there nonetheless.

He had to be somewhere else. Right now. Far, far away from here. He got up and
padded away from his hi(ling place. Then, with a loud, mighty howl, he launched himself

into the air and Vanished.

#HAH#

Aslaug had fallen asleep again and Joe wasn't keen on walzing her up. She needed to rest
and recover her strength. It was the dead of night, but ... he wasn't tired. In fact, he

wasn't even remotely sleepy.

Instead, he simply sat there, proclcling the fireplace with a stick, trying to ﬁgure out why
the fire was still going even though he hadn't put any more firewood on it for quite a
while. It seemed ... as if nothing truly died or ended here. Apar’c from the quails , but
then again, he had shot them with a gun that wasn't entirely natural anymore, either.

He had to admit he was thirsty though. In fact, he was parched, but there was no
stream near})y. At least he hadn't found one.

He got up and moved around a bit. Not because he was colcl, but out of boredom. He
turned his back to the fire for a moment to look out into the night, but of course, having
spent ages staring into open fire, he had a]asolutely no night-vision whatsoever.

Turning back around to sit down, he was shocked to find that the fireplace was gone.
But it had been there an instant before! He had heard the craclzling of the fire, while his
back was turned. He had felt the heat. He had seen the 1ig11t from the fire shine past
him.

Now it was gone.
He stood alone in clarlzness.

And now he was cold. In fact, he was freezing. Cla’ctering his teeth, he tried to rub a hit

of Warmth into his arms as he tried in vain to ﬁgure out Where he was.



But there was no way for him to tell. He couldn't smell the fireplace, cither.
Damned it all ... he had even lost his hat!!

It was Ly the fireplaoe. He'd taken it off for just a moment and left it ]oy his side as he

got up and now it was gone!

He felt naked without his ha’c, and he imme(liately checked his belt, only to be relieved
to find that his gun was still there. Not that it was his first solution to everything but
right now, he reaﬂy needed the reassurance that he could defend himself. Given the story
Aslaug had told him about Anane, he was double sure he didn't want to go anywhere

without paclzing a piece.
The grouncl felt strange under his feet.

On the horizon, a sliver of sunlight could be seen as the sun Legan to rise. Revealing a
desolate, ruined 1andscape. Made up of ash-dunes and broken rock formations, reaching
feeloly for the sley with jagged, splin’cered fingers.

"Where am 17" he asked aloud, though there were no one there to listen.

A sligh’c wind rose around him and he felt it brush across his face, but it was not a
pleasant sensation. Ra’cher, it felt like hundreds of pin-priclzs and Joe winced in
discomfort, shalzing his head and 10012ing down as he tried to brush ash out of his facial

fur.
On the ground before him, three letters had been drawn into the ash.
N..O..D

Blinlzing in confusion, Joe nodcle(l, shrugging and 10012ing around. "Alright, I'm
nodding. What's going on here?" he asked aloud. "T asked where I am, not if my neck
still worked."

The le’cters Vanishecl. A new unpleasant l)reeze Mew past and left behind new letters in
the ash.

T.H..I..S..1..5..N..O..D...

"Ah," the coyote mumbled. "Fair enough. Weﬂ, up yours to the universe for Jcha’c,
L y g py
then!"



His mood was alrea(ly fouled up good and proper. He wanted to go back to Aslaug and
the fireplace. He wanted his hat. He wanted to go home, or at least to finish this whole
cross-dimensional caper and THEN go home!

The letters vanished and Joe shook his heacl, s’canding arms akimbo.

"So what am 1 supposed to do now? Being outside the eye of God is supposed to scare
me? Considering what [ just saw, I'm not easily scared!" he growled and ]Degan to walk.

It was a long waﬂz.

Joe didn't care.

#HAH#

Aslaug Wolze up.

Joe was gone, and she sat up. She felt a lot better than she had last night and she tried
to get to her hooves.

It worked.

Where had Joe gone off to, though?

A chiuing sensation ran down her spine and she bent down to pic12 up the coyote's hat.

He'd never leave that })ehind, Voluntarily. Even back in the (lay, he'd bitch and complain
encﬂessly if he had to go on a mission without his much-beloved hat, and here it was,
next to the fireplace.

But there were no signs of a struggle.

So now she had to find her friend. She also had to stop Anane. And while she was able
to stancl, she had lost her axe and she was still anemic, to put it mil(ﬂy. N ormaﬂy, she'd
be fine the next clay after getting Wounclecl, but this was different. Bven Odin couldn't
simply heal the loss of his eye to the Well of Wisdom, and if the Allfather couldn't do
something like tha’c, then she ... a lowly Vaﬂzyrie cer’cainly couldn't.

She had no idea where she was. Tt wasn't Asgaarcl. She would have been able to tell. Tt
wasn't Mi(lgaard either. If it had ]Jeen, she would've felt the souls of every hving thing
around, as they slowly neared the end of the line.

Li’ceraﬂy.



She brushed herself off and ran a paw through her mane, trying hard to ga’c}ler her
thoughts. First of aﬂ, she had to get to familiar ground. She concentrated and closed her
eyes, and felt the familiar sensation of the world shiﬂing around her.

[t was another example of how she was just a lesser player in the greater scheme of
things. She could shunt herself si(leways through realities ... a necessary a]aility for
someone charged with gathering the souls of Worthy dead ... but in the case of Q(lin, for
instance ... he didn't move as such. Even though it looked as if he would Wauz, in reality
what happene(l was that the rest of reali’cy realigned itself to fit where he wanted to be.
Such as when she had gone to see him in Valhalla.

He hadn't left the great hall. The great hall had vacated the premises because Odin
wanted to be elsewhere. And so elsewhere had come to him.

The Vaﬂzyrie opened her eyes and nodded. She was stan(ling on a high, artificial hill.

For a moment, she was slightly confused, but then she realized that a fur wearing a
strange, tight—fitting outfit and a crash helmet was staring at her. He wore skis and he
was seated on a boom across the artificial hill.

Or tower.
Or something.

Aslaug looked down and realized that thousands of furs had ga’chered at the foot of the
tower-structure, surrounding a great, open area directly in front of a steep drop at the
end of the tower.

She tried to remember where she had seen something like this before and finaﬂy it

came to her.
"Slzijumping?" she asleecl, Minlzing. "Of all the places S
What in Freja's blessed name was going on?

The fur in the helmet cleared his throat. "Miss ... I have no idea how you got up here,
but you're not supposed to be here,” he said.

Aslaug was about to say she was 1oolzing for a way down when she realized some‘ching. A
feeling. She looked at the jumper on the boom. His life would go on for many years yet,
but everyone else ... literally everyone she could see on the tower ... had only a few
minutes of life left. She sighed and nodded. "Yes [ am," she said, quietly, understanding
what was going on. She took a step to the side to let the fur in the helmet go past. A few



armed furs were coming towards her ... apparently security guards, but she simply
ascen(le(l to the top o£ the tower. As the fur in the helmet raced downwar(ls towards Jche

steep drop, a sudden explosion rocked the entire structure.

The jumper laarely managecl to 12eep his ]oalance, and he cleared the tower ﬂying very
unevenly. No doubt the 1anding would be pain£u1, but at least he had escapecl the

explosion.
Then Aslaug £elt another one.

She nod(led, quietly and looked around. Furs were paniclzing. A few were alreacly faﬂing

out of windows.
She was the only one who wasn't faﬂing over.

Someone had detonated two bombs. She didn't need a (legree in military science to teu,
and a lot of furs were going to die. A ot of furs.

Every’ching was panclemonium. But Aslaug was calm. This was what Vaﬂzyries clid, after
all. She could feel the lives of every fur in the tower and she could feel how every last one

of them would be dead in under two minutes.

Many were praying as they paniclzed. Some were £aﬂing over their own feet and as the

tower loegan to til’c, they tried desperately to hold on to something to avoid £aﬂing to their
deaths.

[t was in vain. Aslaug knew she couldn't save them and even if she could, she wasn't
meant to or allowed to. Their lives were at an end ... it was the way of things, and she was
not meant to fight it.

Finaﬂy, she came face to face with a young male. He wore a tight fitting slzijumper‘s
suit like the fur who had jumped when Aslaug arrived, except that while the fur who had
jumpecl had worn orange, this one wore red. He had a white piece of cloth across his
stomac}l, pinnecl to his jump-suit, with a number on it, embossed over a red ﬂag with a
white and blue cross in the middle. Aslaug recognize(l it. It was one of the first ﬂags she
learned how to recognize after coming to live with the Latrans family, apart from the
Stars and Stripes.

"NOI'SIZ?” S}le aslzecl. "Du er norsle?"

The fur nodded, feverishly as ten or twelve furs finaﬂy lost their grips and were swept
out o£ the Lrolzen Win(lows. The tower crealzecl. It Wouldn't 1ast much 10nger.



"Og du er heclning?" Aslaug asked. Spealzing the 1anguages of those she was sent to
piclz up was a necessary sleiu, and one all Vaﬂzyries possesse(l. Communicating with
grunts and gesticula’cion was not very dignifiecl. [t wasn't that she actuauy spolee

Norwegian.

She spolze the 1anguage of this particu/ar ][ur. If she needed to speale Norwegian

tomorrow, she wouldn't know how to.

Again, the young fur nodded in panic. Clearly, his voice had failed him. It was not until
then that he realized that the equine in front of him was standing £irmly on a floor now
leaning over ﬁfty percent, and that she wasn't holding on to anything .

"Takk ... " was all he said as peace sprea(l on his features.

Aslaug held out a paw to the young Norwegian. Finaﬂy, he let go. His ]oocly tumbled

past the Vaﬂeyrie ancl out the Window but his soul graspe(l her paw and clung on to
her.

He was worthy ...

Aslaug nodded. "Vi m& dra. Tarnet kollapser om bare et minutt," she said softly.
The soul of the skijumper nodded. "Hvor drar vi til?"

"Til Asgérd, selvfolgelig," Aslaug answered.

It took a while for the soul of the sleijumper to fuuy grasp this. Then he looked u’cterly
relieved. "Jeg er Verc[ig, da?"

Aslaug smiled and nodded. "Absolutt."

The soul smiled peace{:uuy and closed his eyes. Aslaug put a paw on his ghostly forehead
.. and he vanished.

Sighing , she looked around and shook her head. She had no idea who was behind the
attack or why. But she had to gather a soul here, and so this was where she had arrived.

[t was just such a senseless waste. More ... senseless waste. Caﬂing out in her mind for
Varghéss, she turned and ran towards the Window, throwing herself out as far and as fast

as she coulcl.

The tower couapsecl ... crumbled sicleways, crushing hundreds of furs beneath it. More
were killed as tlley were trampled Ly the Jcllrong below, trying to escape the devastation.



Far above, Aslaug was hidden in the cloud of dust. She pa’cted Varghéss' neck and
shook her head again. She already knew that with the jumper escaping down the ramp,

she would be blamed for this. She needed to olye her fur yet again. That would do it,
though. He hadn't had time to get a good look at her apart from that. She needed new
clothes and a new fur-color, but then she'd be in the clear. Franlely, all these disguises

were getting tiresome.

"Come on, my frien(l. We've got WOI’lQ to (lo," she whispered. And Varghéss growleol low
in his throat, speeding off into the clouds above.

As t}ley escapecl, however, Aslaug found herself wondering what was going on.

The slzijumper had been heathen, but there were heathens in every world, and she
wouldn't be piclzing up their souls except if they were Agents. Or if there were Zzigk/y
unusual circumstances. And while someone terror-l)oml)ing a winter-sports event was

unusual, it wasn't enough. This world wasn't under the control of the Norse Gods ...
Something had changed.

Something important.
And she was going to find out what.
HHH#

Joe glared at the rocks in front of him. The sun hadn't risen more than a sliver, and

he'd been Waﬂzing for hours. At least it felt like hours.

A serious dust-storm had risen, though, and he had only Larely made it into a cave.
The rocks sheltered him, but he had no idea where to go once he came out of this place,
or where he'd find something to drink. His throat was absolutely parched and it was
starting to hurt.

So he stared at the roclzs, wiﬂing them to spring with fresh water ... just out of sheer
spite and annoyance. [t was irreverent, even ]Jlasphemous but given everything he'd been

through, Joe Latrans was well and truly ]:)eyoncl caring.
He couldn't even sleep. He still wasn't tired, and that didn't make any sense either.

Every time he asked a question, the wind would speﬂ out the answer in the ash he
walked on, but it hurt every time the wind whippe(l around him so he had stoppe(l asleing.



Still, he couldn't help but be angry and eventuaﬂy, with the storm raging outsi(le, he
leaned back his head and howled in rage.

"WHAT IS THE DAMNED POINT?"

A stray wind whippecl through the cave, but this time there were no words in the ash.
Instead, it chipped away at the wall of the cave in front of Joe, forming what could be the
]oeginning of letters.

"What? Is this some stupid test? Am | ]Jeing tested here?" Joe sneered. "Just get me
back to Aslaug so we can finish this nonsense. I want to go home and hug my wife and
tell her I love her! T want to see my kids live goocl, happy, normal lives! And right now, |

want to eat a big, messy barl)eque clinner, have a cold I)eer, work on my car and then I

want to go on to live a normal goddamned life! IS THAT TOO MUCH TO ASK??"

Here he was, aslzing questions of the wind but the way he saw it, at least the wind gave
answers. That was more than God had done every time he'd asked the Big Guy a

question over the years.

Again, the wind w}lipped through the cave, rnalzing the letters a little clearer on the wall
opposite from him.

Sighing, Joe hung his head, his rage spent for the moment. He put his face in his paws
and tried not to despair, but ﬂanlzly, that wasn't easy. Despair seemed rather inviting
right then and there.

"Why me?" he asleecl, shalzing his head. It wasn't self pity. It was honest confusion.
What made him so Special that he would be chosen for this kind of work? "I've had it up
to here with the hypocrisy and the hollow holiness. The meek shall inherit the Ear’ch, my
ass! I'm not particularly meek and I'll be damned if Tl inherit the Barth until someone
fixes all the prol)lems! All'T honestly want is a normal life. I think I)y now ['m getting the
point that ['ll NEVER have a normal life, but I don't want the Kingdom of God either.
just want a little justice and a little decency and for furs to be nice to each other? ARE
YOU EVEN LISTENING TO ME?"

He raised his voice and shouted in frustration again at the end. God wasn't 1istening
any more than He ever clicl, he knew that. But Joe would shout down the gates of Heaven
if that was what it took. Just for someone to Moocly listen to him. Aslaug listened and
that made him feel better, but Aslaug wasn't Christian, and consequently, for all her
good intentions, she didn't have that last little bit of what he was loolzing for. She
couldn't understand because she didn't grasp the basics of the faith to loegin with.



And he needed answers so very, very l)acﬂy.

The wind whippecl up again, chipping the stone again, polishing and ﬂatening. Joe
almost didn't bother 1oolzing. But when he (li(l, he realized he could finauy read what it
said. Outside, the wind sounded like it was finaﬂy dying down, and he walked across the
cave to read the letters on the wall. T}ley were ]oarely visible in the poor hght, but at least
he had good dark-vision now that his eyes had gotten used to the cave.

There were a lot of letters. Quite archaic too.

Joe narrowed his eyes and focused to read it:

"The Kinga’om o][ God is inside o][you, and it is outside o][you. When you come to know
yourse/ves, then you will become known, and you will realize that it is you who are the sons o][
the /iving Father. But 1'][you will not know yourse/ves, you dwell in poverty, and it is you who
are that poverty."

He read them several times.

He couldn't remember where in the Bible they came from. In fact, he was pretty sure
those words were nowhere to be found in the hible. But Jchey still had that strange ring of

scripture to them.

He didn't want the Kingdom of God, he had said. And here on the Waﬂ, it said that
that very Kingclom was both inside him and outside him.

It was everywhere. Everything. In au, around aﬂ, part of all.
Did he know himself, though?

Wasn't that part of the problem? That the very things he had held as truths all these
years had turned out not to be truths after all? Did he even know himself, when he
couldn't trust the things he had based his sense of self on for so many years?

Finaﬂy he nodded. That was it.

It was about lznowing himself. That was more or less what Aslaug had told him,

although not in so many words.

But it was not until now, 1oolzing at the cave wall in front of him, as the letters ]aegan
to disintegra’ce and fall apart that he understood the last half of what he was meant to do.



He was meant to come to terms with it all. With himself. With his past. With his
choices, his Leliefs, his doubts and ... and everything.

In the end he might even stop Maming himself for it.

And then ... fate permitting ... he might even grow to like himself.



