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XIII — The B/oody Ang/e

Blood to his ankles. In a few places, corpses to his midsection. And he could drown an
army in the gore running through the streets.

Anane was sa’cisfied.

Africa, the cradle of life, was giving back a few drops of the blood that had sprung from
it. Just a few drops. The contents of a hundred thousand bodies.

Or maybe more. He'd stopped counting when he passed twelve thousand. It seemed
pointless. This was blood for blood's own sake. Death simply for the sake of Lutchery.
Some of the inhabitants of Omdurman had tried to escape, but he cut them off ... and
then cut them down. Some had tried to escape on the other side of the city at the same

time ... and he had thrown them into the river, after tearing a few assorted limbs off
cach.

The screams were pure music in his ears. He'd WaHzed straight to the Emir's mansion
and he had taken an almost perverse pleasure in inﬂicting as much pain and sugering on

the creature as had been possil)le.

A few of these vile, taﬂzing animals had seemed to grasp what he was and had fallen to
their knees , beseeching him to show mercy, in the name of God.



He had calmly informed them that God was not merciful, or He would have sent
someone to stop the ]outchery. Then he had killed those. Just one or two had understood
what he was in qu, and had tried to align themselves with him.

He'd let them kill a few bystanclers for him, then he had smiled and split them asunder

in turn.
What use (11(1 lze have for mortal assistance?

Finaﬂy, he was 1et’cing loose with all he had. Finaﬂy, he was giving it his best. And the

Malefic council wasn't stopping him, which meant ’chey either approvecl or didn't care.
Just like the rest of the worlcl, no one cared about a few hundred thousand dead

Sudanese.

For a moment or two, he even contemplatecl simply crossing the Nile and continuing
the ]Dutchery in Khartoum itself, but he decided against it. After aﬂ, there was method to
all this. He was trying to force an issue.

She would notice. If not this, she would notice when he got moving to the next target.

So would every other Agent. He didn't care. He'd kill every one of them until she

turned up.

Every ... last ... one!

#HAH#

Aslaug looked in the mirror and groanecl. This was alrea(ly well l)eyon(l stupicl. First

She'(l gone chestnut then pitch ]:)laclz. Now she was as W}lite as fresh snow. H her eyes
had been red, she could have passe(l for an albino.

She'd have preferrecl something else, but to get black dye out of her fur, she had needed
to use the strongest bleach possible. Her skin was full of little blisters and wounds where
the acid had eaten through, but at least those would be healed in a few minutes.

She felt stronger even than the day Lefore, but she had been a]:)solutely right. The

newspapers were flooded with stories of how a winter-sports event had been attacked ]oy
terrorists, and how the only lead was some pi’cch black female equine, believed to be one

of the terrorists.



Buying the bleach hadn't been an option and she had needed to send Varghéss to steal
some in the dead of night. Fortunately he was smart enough to remember instructions

and he had brought the right things back with him. Including a fresh change of clothing.

Franlzly, the clothes made Aslaug want to put her wolf over her knee and spanlz lqim, if
such a thing had been possil)le.

She liked blue jeans. She had since first ]Decoming acquainted with them. They were
functional, comfortable and could take a lot of wear and tear. She liked T-shirts.
Something she could move in without feeling constrained. Franlely, she didn't get
modern fashions for femmes, most of the time. It was impractical and usuaﬂy hugely
uncomfortable. Victoria consis‘tently tried to get her to look more ferninine, and Aslaug
couldn't ]aring herself to say "no" to the tigress. She was a goo& frien(l, after aﬂ, and
Aslaug knew she only wanted to help.

But it just felt ... wrong on so many levels. Getting her mane combed was absolutely
fine, of course, but she would draw the line at curls for ANYONE except Victoria

Svensen.

Al’chough she could see the point of per£ume. She'd stretch that far, at least. Perfume
was a goo& idea. Sweat smelled of ... well ... sweat. The triclz, of course, was to not

overdo the whole per£ume-’ching cither. It was not an easy balance at first, but l)y now she
had learned.

F1u££ing her mane a htt]e, she looked at the stack of clothes next to her and sighe(l.
Varghéss was 1aying in a corner, flattened against the ﬂoor, 10012ing terril)ly guilty as if he
realized he'd managed to do something wrong.

Bless him, she thought. He had tried his best.

She smiled at her wolf and walked over, scratching him behind the ears, instantly

malzing him relax and roll over on his baclz, tongue loﬂing.

"You're just a big puppy, aren't you?" the Vaﬂzyrie mock-chided. "Look at me. Big,
tough Vaﬂzyrie, riding around a humongous wolf ... who behaves like a lapdog!"

Varghbss knew this game. [t was always fun. He Wriggled some on the floor and made
the neediest noise he knew how to, canting his head to the side, loolzing completely
innocent. [t always worked. It did this time too.

Aslaug groane& and roued her eyes, ”Qh alright you ]oig So{'ty!" she mumbled an(l

immeolia’cely launched into a furious tummy-scritching.



The gigantic wolf panted happﬂy, before rouing back around on his side, stretching and
dri£ting off to sleep.

Aslaug shook her head at the sight and ran a pristine white paw through her equaﬂy
white mane. She didn't even have her customary black stripe in it anymore. She'd have to
wait until it had grown back out before she had that again. [t would take a while, but that
was alright. Right now, she didn't want to be recogniZe(l.

Stiﬂ, the clothing taunted her from the chair. For a moment, she felt tempted into
simply wearing the same thing she'd worn before, but it would be too much of a risk.

"At least you didn't get me anything pin/e " she mumbled and glanced towards the wolf.
She'd just have to get something else once the stores openecl. At least she still had some
money. Well ... she had a lot of money, but right now, she didn't feel like waﬂzing into a

jewelers store and selling valuables.
What she wanted was to keep her head down while she found an answer or two.
Sighing, she bent down and picked up the top from the table, looking at it.
At least it wasn't pink.
That was probably the best thing she could say about it.

Victoria would love this. But fortuna’cely, she'd never know.

#HAH#

"Lee!! Get your head out of there!" a female voice said in the darkness.

Someone moved and sighed. "I don't 10012, Miho, I'll never know what is down there.
Something's ]oloody awfuﬂy wrong, and sitting on our paws won't get us any kind of

" .
answers! a male voice answered.

Sighing , the female mumbled something about helping. A few moments later, a thin
ray of hght brieﬂy illuminated a strange, canid face. It looked like a brown wolf ...
Mostly. The ears were sligh’cly rounded and the muzzle had a strange angle to it.

"There. We can see IlOW,” 1’18 sai(l and smiled. "Want to have a 10012 fOI‘ yourself?"

"Spying on Agents of the Malefic Council. This is so eml)arrassing. We should go in
there and kill them, Lee!" the female voice answered, irrita]oly.



The wolf nodded. "Oh, sure ... by all means, let's butcher them ée][ore Jchey say anything

we can use to go on!"

The female made a sound as if she was going to contradict the wolf ... then grumklecl
in agreement. She didn't approach the hole through which the 1ig}1’c was streaming,

though. Insteacl, the wolf looked back through it and the 1ig}1t vanished.

"Tl’ley have no idea we're here," he said, a bit more quietly.

"Good," the female answered from the darkness. "The Lugs are Worleing perfectly, too.
Tell me, how do Jchey look?"

Lee shrugged. "The usual crowd. T see Tamahori and "Fuso" down there. And I think

"Sorry, [ wasn't ]z)eing clear. I can hear it's them. What I mean is ... they sound excited
]:)y some‘ching?" Miho said. "Is that the case?"

"T'd say so. Tamahori is waving his arms around like a kabuki-actor!" Lee said,

seriously. "They are all smiling , too."

Miho didn't seem to quite grasp that at first. ”Smi/ing?" she aslze(l, incredulously. "[ can
hear my sister down there! She doesn't know how to smile, Lee!"

"On the honor of my ancestors ... she's smiling. What are they saying?"
"They’re taﬂzing about two dead agents. Of theirs."
"That makes no sense," Lee said and looked over his shoulder. "You're sure?"

"Yep. Rossana and Turi Rossi. I'm sure. T}ley won't shut up about them ..." Miho

answered, sounding rather confused.
Lee shruggecl. "Ttalians?"

"Sounds like it. Wait. Hang on. They're tallzing about someone else. What're they
cloing now?" Miho said and fell silent, apparently 1istening intently.

Lee looked back through the hole. "They look scared. But excited. You know ... "
HDO I?II



"Imagine what a fur who wants to do his first parachute jump looks like ten seconds
before he's told to jump. Scared to the point of wetting himself, and wagging his tail at

the same time."

"Gahh ... you canids and your tails S Miho chuckled. "So they’re scared and excited
about something called "Anane". Do you know what Anane is?"

"T don't 12now, [ suppose it could be a dialect? Local slang? This is Yolzohama, Miho.
Tl’ley can't spea12 Japanese around here if their lives depended on it."

"Neither can you."

Lee turned his head again, loolzing hurt. "You know perfec’cly well my father was
English, and that I grew up in Applethwaite! The chances to speale Japanese were few
enough!" he protested.

"T know. I'm simply saying you can't blame them for their accents when your own is as

atrocious as it is," Miho teased.

Lee went quiet and looked back through the hole in front of him. The room was quiet
for a While, then Miho spolze up again.

"This is Lad, Lee. This is reaﬂy, reauy bad. I think Anane is a Christian Angel ... gone
about as bad as they go."

"A great Oni?"

"From the way t}ley spealz of him, yes ..."

Lee swallowed heavily. "Then we should get out of here. Right now. We're not equipped
to tangle with something like that!"

"[ agree," Miho saicl, urgently, paclzing up in the darkness.
#H#H#

Yokohama would not normaﬂy be Aslaug's first choice of hiding place. Or even the
third or forth. In fact, it would probably come somewhere down around eightieth place
under normal circumstances. She didn't understand Japanese, and she understood even
less of the culture. Old furs had strong codes of honor ... but of a code she didn't quite
grasp. Young furs either seemed to try to live in a comic book or they were so busy that
the equine nearly had a heart-attack simply from Watching them trying to get to work.



Quite franlzly, she just didn't get the fascination many westerners had with Japan. It
was pro]:)ably a nice enough country and culture, but it was so utterly alien she simply
couldn't grasp it. But perhaps that was the very reason for the fascination.

Loolzing up at a Pepsi Cola billboard outside the window, Aslaug shook her head.

Westerners wanted to try Japanese culture, and the Japanese wanted western ...
Sayings about grass and fences sprang to mind.

Vargh('jss was happily snoozing in the corner. Aslaug had never been to Yokohama
loefore, as it was. [t wasn't exactly a hotbed of heathen activity, after all. But there was a
safehouse in Yoleohama, and it was very, very far away from where the terrorist attack
had taken place. She needed to think and 1ay 1OW, and this was as goocl a place as any to
do so.

Most of aH, she needed to figure out where Joe was. Something had taken him but it
wasn't something hostile. There had been no blood and no sign of a fight })y the fireplace

when she woke up. But Joe wouldn't simply leave, and he most certainly wouldn't leave

his hat.

For a few moments, she had worried if the events that had taken place had driven her
Coyote friend over the eclge. If he had walked off in despera’cion or if he'd been too
clistraug}lt to know what he was doing.

That t}lought had lasted all of five seconds ) and she was still ashamed of it. Joe Latrans
was one of the strongest, bravest furs she knew. He wasn't about to simply walk off in a
stupor or do something foolish to himself.

No, she had to find him, somehow.

Someone came through the door and Aslaug leaned her forehead against the window.
She had hoped no one would have to see her in this getup, but apparently, agents were
using the place.

Turning aroun(l, she folded her arms across her chest as the inner door openecl. She
leaned back against the windowsill and observed as two furs came in. A male and a
female. The male was a scrawny loolzing canid with some wolf in him ... and ringecl,
ﬂuf{y tail, almost like that of a raccoon. The female was a white tigress, moving with a

d {
ancer s grace.

Aslaug lenew from simply looleing at them tha’c slle was Jche Letter fighter of the two. A
valuable bit of information if things got ugly.



The two newcomers immediately noticed her and stoppe(l dead in their tracks.
"Who are you?" the female asked and puﬂed a gun.

The male looked about to pass out from the shock of realizing there was someone else

there. He was about to spealz

Then he saw Varghéss sleeping in the corner and took a step backwards. "Miho, we
don't ... want to ﬁght this one," he sai(l, nervously. "Look."

The tigress cast a cursory glance at the sleeping beast in the corner of the room and
raised an eyebrow, before 1ooleing back to the equine. "That depencls on who she is and

Wl’lO Sl’le WOI'IQS £OI’!”

Aslaug nodded, slowly ... gesturing with a single finger towards the gun. "As soon as
you put that thing back in its hols’cer, we'll talk. T don't take particularly lzin(ﬂy to Leing

threatened into ’ceﬂing someone my name."

Miho narrowed her eyes, but the gun stayecl out. It wasn't pointed towards Aslaug, but
it was clear the tigress would use it if she had to. "Given what we've just seen and heard,
I'm not too inclined to politeness!" she admitted.

"Eth ... Miho? Hones’cly? It's Walzing up!" Lee Whimpered and pointed to the corner
where the massive form of Varghbss was standing up. The enormous wolf had a hungry,
hateful look in his eyes.

Aslaug shook her head. "No Varghéss. They're not for eating," she said.

Her mount still curled back his upper lip to show arguably the largest incisors Lee could
remember ever seeing. He backed up towards the exit, 1eaving only Miho in the 1iving

room.

"Miho, please. Don't fight her. Not}ling mortal rides that kind of creature! It's an oni!
It's GOT to be!" he wheezed.

Aslaug raised an eye]orow. "Last time I checked, he was a wolf. No idea what an oni is.

I'VG never 136611 to Japan L)e{ore."

Miho finaﬂy seemed to realize the equine wasn't going to attack. She paclzed the gun
away and nodded, slowly. "Alright. I'm Miho Shirahashi. And since you're here, ['m

assuming you're an Agent as well."



"My name is Aslaug and I haven't been an agent for a while," the Vaﬂzyrie said,
truthfuﬂy.

Lee peeleed back around Miho with eyes as wide as saucers. "But one doesn't retire ... we
were told all about that!"

"T didn't retire. I got promoted," Aslaug explainecl. "I'm a Vaﬂeyrie."
Miho looked slighﬂy confused. "Some kind of spirit?"
Lee shook his head in disbelief. "Whoa. A heathen goddess, this far away from

Scandinavia?"

"Minor goclcless," Aslaug poin’cecl out. "Very minor. I just ga‘c}ler the Worthy dead. I'm
impressed you know that, ]oy the way. | can't imagine more than a hundred heathens ever

visited this country, and all in very recent times."

Shrugging, Lee smiled. "I grew up in a place called Applethwaite in Englancl. It was
part of the Danelaw," he explained.

Aslaug nodded. "That wasn't established until after m time, but I can see why you'd
g y yy
lznow, then. Anyway, since we're all here, maybe we can help cach other?"

"We've got a Christian Oni to worry about. Know any’thing about that?" Miho asked.
"Let me guess. Oni means "very bad thing"?" Aslaug asked.
Both the tigress and the strange wolf nodded.

Varghb'ss plodded closer, inclifferently sniﬁing up and down the side of the weird wolf
that had just arrived, trying to figure out what kind of creature he reaﬂy was. Lee, for his

part, looked like he was somewhere between a pair of wet pants and catatonia from £rig11t.

He didn't move an inch.
"He won't eat you, but T wouldn't try to pet him,” Aslaug chuckled.

Varghb'ss playecl along and growlecl playfuuy, tugging on Lee's jaclzet with his teeth.
Lee, in turn, closed his eyes and l)egan to pray under his breath ... very rapi(ﬂy, in

Japanese.

Aslaug didn't 1aug}1, though she was temp’ced to. Instead, she looked at Miho again.
"S‘crangely enough, ['m hun’cing a certain Christian ... Oni ... myself. May be a



coincidence, of course," she said. "First, though, I need to find my partner who's gotten
himself lost. Qh, and I do need your help with something , if you don't mind."

"Who's your partner, what does he look lilze, and tell me more about your hunt,” Miho
said and gestured for the chairs and the sofa, for Aslaug to join her. "And what
specificaﬂy do you need help with?"

The Vaﬂzyrie didn't like the idea of moving much. She wasn't used to moving in an

outfit like the one she was wearing.

"My partner is called ]oseph ... Or more commonly Joe ... Latrans. He's a coyote.
Strong, but not a young fur anymore. He's got an impressive temper when somet}ling
bothers him and being an Agent reaﬂy, rea//y bothers him. If you find him, he's probably
not too happy about having lost his hat, either. As for my hunt, it's going to be on hiatus
until I get some other clothes. Something I can actuauy move and fight in! My friend
over ’chere, trying to make your partner wet himself for £un, found this for me, but good
grief . Aslaug explained, gesturing towards Varghéss.

Miho smirked and looked over her shoulder. Varghéss had more or less managed to puH
Lee to the ﬂoor.

"Oh, [ don't know reauy. The Goth look is classic. It is customarﬂy worn with black
fur, though, [ admit ..."

Aslaug rolled her eyes. '] don't do skirts very well and if you will parclon me, [ look like
something out of a novel about draug ... I mean vampires, written for consumptive
teenaged girls with a death-fetish and multiple eating disorders."

Again, Miho smirked. "Well ... yes ... you do, [ admit. I'll find you something more
comfortable. No slzirts, then."

"Blue jeans and a plain T-shirt will be just fine, thank you," the equine mumbled. "T feel

like an idiot."

Varghass didn't notice the criticism of his choice of clothing. He was way too busy
playing with a petrifie(l Lee.

#HAH#

He had 1ong since lost track of time, but Joe hadn't stoppe(l waﬂzing. He was tire(l, even
exhausted, but he was still moving. Unfor’cuna’cely, he had no idea what he was moving



towards. Or even if he was moving towards something as much as he was moving away

from something else.

He was hot and cold at the same time and he had long since passed through the stage of
Leing thirs’cy and come out parchecl. Ash was sticlzing in his fur and far worse, in his
throat, and he had a stinging sensation of pain right behind his eyes. The kind of
headache normaﬂy reserved for migraines and he didn't even have an aspirin, let alone a

glass of water to wash it down with.
So this was the land of Nod?

There was something entirely wrong about t}lis, and the coyote reaHy wished he could
collect his thoughts enough to ﬁgure out what it was, but it became harder and harder
with every step he toolz, and stiﬂ, all he saw were endless rows of as}l—dunes, stretching

out in front of him.

"Why me?" he wheezed. His voice sounded dreaclful, and he finaHy realized his 1egs

would carry him no further. He sank down on the ash and sat there, staring at an

uncaring, endless sley.

"Why anyone?" he asked. It wasn't just about him. His questions were much deeper
than simply about him feeling sorry for himself.

As he sat Jchere, unaware for how long p he suddenly realized he wasn't alone. He couldn't
find the strength to even raise his head to 10012, but he knew he wasn't alone.

"Unless ..." he said, then coug}led and hacleed, spitting blackened phlegm out into the
dune. "Let me try that again. Unless you Lrought a bottle of water, or unless you're

Aslaug, I suggest you sod off! I'm in a rotten moo&, whoever you are!"

A bottle of water appeared in front of Joe and he graspeol it gleefuuy, unscrewing the lid
and emptying it in one 1ong , cleep gulp.

"Thank you " he managed.
"You're Welcome," the answer came. The voice was unknown to him.

Finaﬂy he looked up. He wasn't quite sure what he was 1oolzing at, exactly. One of
those ... heecoomahns ... apparen’cly. It was clearly male, wearing a pair of com£orta]ole,
expensive slacks and a black, poloneclzecl shirt under a long , black duster. His hair was
grey, his teeth almost impossibly white and his eyes were mischievous and inquisitive. Joe
had al)solutely no idea who it was ...



"Who are you then?" the coyote aslzecl, somehow clrea(ling the answer alrea(ly.

The creature smiled })enignly at him. "Tt doesn't matter who I am. What matters is who

"
you are.

Joe raised an eyel)row. "But I know who I am. I'm Joe Latrans, pissecl off Coyote

. . n
extraordmalre!

The creature grinne(l. Joe got the impression of genuine approval. "Good answer, but
har(ﬂy an exhaustive one, wouldn't you agree? There's more to any 1iving Leing than what

is immecliately apparent, is there not?"

Joe nodded and scratched his neck. "I suppose so. You've got me at a clisadvantage,

though. You know my name, | don't know yours."

"But that's the thing , reaﬂy. [ don't actuaﬂy have a name," the creature answered. "I'd
tell you but I don't have one."

"Can't you just ... picle one, then?" Joe asked.

"l could, but what would that accomplish?"

nn

"I'd have something to call you apart from "you there".

The creature 1aughe(1, heartﬂy. Then he pa’cted Joe's shoulder in what the coyote felt was
a genuinely £rien(ﬂy gesture and smiled. "I suppose you can call me Lou then," he said.

Joe nodded and sighecl. "I figured," he mumbled. "Look, whatever your jol) offer is, I'm
not interested. I've had it up to here with the entire cosmic conﬂict—thing and I'm
cer’cainly not going to work for the opposition just because I happen to think God's an

unreasonable, unfair and uncaring bastard!"

Lou smirked. "Now there's one I hadn't considered ... God the Bastard. Without
parents, that's kinda hard, isn't it? Anyway, I'm not here to offer you work."

Joe raised an eye})row. "Then Why are you here, giving me water and malzing chit-chat?
Isn't this the point where say something like "Get thee behind me, lest T blow thy
12neecaps to Hell"?"

"What a ’cruly interesting choice of Words, Mzr. Latrans," Lou said with a smirk. "Now

n

... where do you actuauy think you are?



"The letters in the ash said I was in the land of N ocl," the coyote said and shrugged. "I
dunno. I'm starting to wonder whether to believe everything I read."

Snicleering, Lou looked around. "You lenow, I don't like you much, Mr. Latrans. We're
on opposite sicles, after aH, but I can appreciate your wit. No, you're not in Nod. Nod is
every’c}ling out there. The world as you know it is the Land of Nod."

"Meaning that God doesn't watch nor doesn't care? 1 already £igure(1 that bit out,
myself," Joe grum]oled. ”Loolz, I'm not in the mood for a frien(ﬂy conversation with the
devil. Thanks for the water but no thanks!"

"Aww, you hurt my ittyl)itty feelings ... such as they are," Lou said and made his
bottom 1ip quiver drama’cioaﬂy. "Franlzly, I couldn't care less what you're in the mood for.

I'm right here. Deal with it."
Joe rolled his eyes. "So this is a test of some kind? Another idiotic test of my faith?"
"Not reaﬂy."

"Then what?"

Lou gesture(l out across the vastness of the dunes. "You could try thinlzing for a

moment, ]oe Latrans. Where are you, exactly?”
"Tn Hell."
"Not quite. But not a bad guess. You're only two letters off."

Joe felt the gears grin(l in his head and he finaﬂy nodded. "I'm in my Heﬂ," he said.

Lou grinned wiclely and swirled around himself, reappearing out of the move wearing a
Sparlzly suit and a bad haircut. "DING DONG! We have a winner! Tell him what he's

won, won't you, Lilith?"

Joe felt himself swung around as if standing on a revolving pla’cform. Behind him was a
scene that could've been taken out of a })acﬂy stagecl episocle of "Wheel of Fortune",
complete with female heeoomahn in a white suit and glittery teeth, puﬂing a cord.

Behind it was nothing at all and Joe was spun back around again to face Lou, once

more dresse(l as he had been at the beginning of the conversation.

"Very funny," Joe grumbled and shuddered. "Ash dunes and "Wheel of Fortune". So
what is this supposed to mean?"



Lou shrugged and lit up a cigarette, Howing a srnolze—ring and sticlzing his free hand in
his pocleet. "T think you're clever enough to work that out for yourself," he said. "I'm just
here to enjoy the look on your face when you finauy get it. Allow an old-timer like me his

pleasures, won't you? I've got few enough as there is."

Joe craned his neck to the side and puﬂe(l his paws up to his chin, malzing a motion as
if playing a very, very small violin. "Oh how I pity you," he said, acidicaﬂy.

"See? There's that wit again. Such a shame we've got to be on opposite sides in this,
but don't worry. ['m not going to insult your inteﬂigence ]oy trying to convert you."

"Tf you're looleing for gratitude, you're in for a long wait."

Lou smiled brigh’cly and shrugged. "['ve got nothing else but time, Mr. Latrans," he

chuckled. "But as I said, I'm here to witness what happens when revelation hits you."

Joe was starting to realize he'd only get rid of this creature l)y figuring something out.
Such as Why he was here, mayl)e? No, that was too simple.

And he wasn't £eeling any more leincUy inclined towards God, either, so ... what was this
all about?

The words from the cave came back to him, reminding him that the Kingdom of God
was within himseu, and all around him. But ...

But the world was Nod.
Qutside the Eye of God.

His eyes went wide. He openecl his mouth to spealz, but no sound came out.

Lou's smile grew wider and his eyes narrower, and Joe realized the creature relished this

moment. Treasured it.
"You're starting to understand,” the devil said.

Joe nodded. "I unclerstancl," he said. "The whole world ... outside the Eye of God.

Everything, everyone ... all we do ... all we say. All our best efforts, for nothing, because
God isn't Watching."

"Oh, He peeles in once in a while I'm sure," Lou chuckled.

Joe nodded slowly. "I do understand," he said, in a hoarse tone of voice, slowly puﬂing
the gun from his belt.



"You lznow, self—slaughter isn't reaﬂy in favor with God either," Lou said, l)lowing
Smolze again and tossing the rest of the cigarette aside.

Joe shook his head. "Who said I was going to shoot myse/][?"

He snappecl the gun up and puﬂed the trigger. It wasn't as if he could actuaﬂy kill the
devil, but if this was a test, he would be damned sure he'd show that he wasn't on Hell's
side either!

The bullet stopped in mid-ﬂight and Lou raisecl an eye]orow in surprise. ”Goodness me.
I never thought you had it in you," he saicl, and then vanished.

Joe growled. Just in time for the ash dunes to vanish all around him.

He fell.

He roared in £rustration.

He passeol out.



