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And like a dying star is every work of your virtue: its light is always still on its way and it wanders - and when will it no longer be on its way? Thus the light of your virtue is still on its way even when the work has been done. Though it be forgotten and dead, the ray of its Light still lives and wanders. That your virtue is yourself and not something foreign, a skin, a cloak, that is the truth from the foundation of your souls, you who are virtuous…. And some who cannot see what is high in man call it virtue that they see all-too-closely what is low in man….

- Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra

Great innovators never come from above; they come invariably from below, just as trees never grow from the sky downward, but upwards from the earth.

- C.G. Jung, The Spiritual Problem of Modem Mari
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PROLOGUE

Mad Luna was in hiding when King Morningkill held the feast. It was ordained that all the tribe should be there, under the new moon, regardless of excuse or mission otherwise. Tonight, before all, Morningkill would reassert his kingship over the Silver Fangs, the North Country Protectorate, and all the Garou of North America. Even if only he believed such claims anymore.

Greyfist growled low, an almost inaudible rumbling in the back of his throat. The horse beneath him whinnied and rolled his eyes, nostrils flaring as his instincts told him to flee from the predator he heard and smelled so close. Greyfist came to his senses and laid his hand on the horse’s neck, patting it calmly and reassuringly. “There, there, Tyre. Nothing to get worked up about.”

The horse quit its nervous prancing and stilled itself at Greyfist’s calm words. Greyfist steered the mount forward to continue his inspection of the bawn, the boundary between the Court of Jacob Morningkill and the world outside. He cursed himself for letting his rage get the better of him.

Damn it all if he, of all the Garou at court, could not control himself! It did no good to get worked up over things you could not change. Things other Garou—better Garou—before you had tried and failed at. No, griping would not change the king’s mind and clear it of its years-old madness.

There. It was said. Mad. No other Silver Fang would dare admit that the king was “mad”, but that’s what it surely was. Eccentric, they would say. But mad! Certainly not. That is the talk of fools outside the tribe, envious of our position and state. Denied Gaia’s divine favor, they grumble and gnash their fangs, desperate for the Fangs’ divinely ordained glory. They would have to earn through hard labor the honor to which the Fangs were born.

Greyfist spat in disgust. It was such thoughts, such arrogance, that had brought the tribe low, that had allowed a madness like Morningkill’s to go so long ignored.

But to think as Greyfist did was treason.

Then gut me for a traitor, he thought. Ah, how easy it is to speak so boldly in your own mind. But to act out this heroism! No, not I. I shall go on heeding the king, acquiescing to his strange demands. It is the way. It has been so for more years than humankind has built cities. Who am I to question such tradition! The king’s seneschal. But not the king himself. Only he can change the ancient laws. Only he can revive the tribe.

But Morningkill…? His damn jealousy and paranoia had driven away all worthy successors. Was it to end with him? The great royal line, the ancient family of the House of Wyrmfoe? The family that had bred such heroes as were not seen in the world today? Such Garou as Aleking Axeclaw? Gorak Rules-by-Right?

The horse halted and reared back, whinnying in fear. Greyfist gripped the reins to avoid slipping off and again patted the horse’s neck. “Calm. Calm. I’m at it again, fuming with anger. Doesn’t do you any good, though, does it? I’m sorry, Tyre. Calm down.”

But the horse still rolled its eyes and backed away from the trail. Greyfist sighed and dismounted, holding the reins to keep the horse from bolting. He stood still and slowly pulled the animal to him. The horse stopped its shying and settled, looking left and right fearfully, and finally let loose a loud sigh and stood still. Greyfist again patted its neck.

“There. That’s better. What’s a Garou doing riding a horse, anyway? You deserve much better. Not easy to train a horse to let a wolf crawl onto its back. But Morningkill likes horses. Morningkill demands horses. And so, we Garou ride horses. Royal pageantry. How vain. And you pay the cost.”

Greyfist looked about as he stood, still rubbing the horse’s neck. It was dark, with no moon to light the night. The landscape was a mass of black shapes on black shapes, vaguely formed into trees. He had reached the far northern edge of the bawn and was now surrounded by the trees, huddling in on all sides except where the trail cut through the deep wilderness. Thanks to the laws that protected it from human despoiling, this was wilderness even humans avoided, as was much of the Green Mountain range of Vermont. The North Country Protectorate covered much of southern Vermont, but Greyfist knew that it had once stretched from Manhattan Island to the Canadian border, long ago when the Silver Fangs had first arrived on the continent to carve their territory from the native lands. From the native’s hands.

Greyfist listened. Before he’d left on his patrol, he had used the Gift taught him by spirits to see, hear and smell with the senses of a wolf without actually shifting into wolf form. The only sounds he heard were those natural to the night. Insects buzzing off in the woods, the slight rustle of trees in the breeze. Somewhere farther off, the faint chattering of a brook. Nothing unusual or dangerous here.

Greyfist climbed back onto the horse and turned it around, setting off down the path, back toward the court where the feast was already starting. As he rode, he tried to still his anger. He was used to these tirades when the frustration was too much for him. He realized that he overreacted much of the time. Morningkill did have his moments, after all. He was a scion of the royal house. You could only fall but so far from that kind of pinnacle.

But Greyfist remembered Jacob from younger days. There had been trust between Jacob and Greyfist then. Even today, Morningkill trusted none among the Silver Fangs so much as Greyfist. But why then did he not listen to his counselor’s advice more often? Why did he insist on listening to Arkady, vain Arkady? He was enamored of the young hero, Greyfist supposed. The Garou son Morningkill had never had, perhaps. At least a son who lived up to all the traditions, not like Morningkill’s real grandson.

Greyfist shook his head. He loved Morningkill dearly, remembering the man he used to be and might become again. If the king could shake off the madness. Where did this paranoia of his come from? Why were so many in the tribe cursed these days with such worries’ Had the line really fallen, as the Shadow Lords claimed? No, Greyfist could not accept that. Start thinking that way, and Harano follows.

But then… there was the dream. The dream he had had but three nights ago. The dream which had kept him awake almost every night since, thinking it over, fighting to remember every detail of it. Was it a dream or a vision? Misinterpreting such things could be dangerous, especially considering the portents this one revealed. But after hours of consideration, Greyfist believed his dream had been sent by Falcon, the totem spirit of the tribe. But he still could not say what the dream meant for him, for Morningkill and for the tribe.

A dream of fallen kings and ones newly crowned. Of battle and pain. Of an oppressively dark, cathedral-like chamber where a single unblemished band of silver glowed bright.

Greyfist sat up in his saddle and looked ahead. Enough ruminations. He had no idea what the dream meant: It was a scattered play of images, and he did not have enough clues yet to figure it out. He thought instead of the security of the caern. While he was not the Wardet, as the king’s seneschal it was his duty to ensure that the moot was safe and that the king was not threatened. So he had taken it upon himself to patrol the outlying regions, leaving the defense of the center to the Warder. Besides, he thought it best to cool his rage well away from the court happenings.

He was confident that the Warder could handle the duty, even though she was still healing a bad wound suffered on one of Morningkill’s quests. The King had sent Regina to fetch a tribal fetish from the Get of Fenris in the Adirondacks, and she had had to challenge one of their heroes for it. She had won, but still felt the pain of her wounds.

In addition, she now had to play Gatekeeper, at least until young Eliphas Standish could be ordained. The previous Gatekeeper, Garrick Batell, was dead, killed a week ago on a hunt. He had been lured into the Umbra alone and assaulted by a Bane; his body had been found by a wandering tribe of Fianna. That had been humiliating, watching them bring back the body. It wasn’t right for a Silver Fang not to be brought home by his own pack. But Garrick had been stupid, and that was exactly what a Garou could not afford to be, with the Wyrm always waiting for just such an opening.

Greyfist rode back into the large clearing that formed the caern and court of the North Country Protectorate. He quickly surveyed the field. Tents were erected in a pattern across the meadow: Those to the north were for the Lodge of the Sun, while those to the south represented the Lodge of the Moon. The northern tents were white with gold pictograms; the southern tents black with silver pictograms. Underneath both tents, and to the east, were huge wooden tables and high-backed chairs, each marked with the crest of its owner. Propriety demanded a seating order at court. The eastern table, out in the open and under no tent, was for the Armies of the King, all the Silver Fangs and court retainers who were not a part of either Lodge. The food had not yet been brought from the nearby mansion—the Morningkill estates—although the youngest from the Kin families were setting the tables in preparation.

But none were seated yet, as it was still the introductory stage of the feast. Garou and Kinfolk mingled on the field, taking part in the courtly game of greetings and gossip. Some Silver Fangs rode horses, dressed in regal display to impress the king, who dearly loved equestrian pursuits. They all wore finery, which for some meant sharp suits or elegant gowns; for others, bone fetishes or gold-laced robes. An odd mix of modern and primitive.

And at the nexus of all this activity, all the comings and goings, greetings and blessings, was the Grand Oak, the ancient tree where the throne of King Jacob Morningkill had been carved among the mighty roots. And on the throne, surrounded by both Garou and human Kinfolk of noble blood, was Morningkill himself. The king was dressed in the brightest of finery, his robe stitched in silver with ornate pictograms illustrating his family’s great lineage. His arms displayed gold bracelets handed down from the treasuries of ancient human kings who, unknown to their fellow men, had been Kin to the Silver Fangs and had served only through the graces of the noble Garou. And on Morningkill’s head was the crown, carved from wood and studded with jewels won from realms in the distant spirit world by previous kings.

But under all this glory was an old man with a bitter face, whose eyes darted about, watching for potential treachery from the sycophants swarming around him.

Greyfist shook his head in shame.

Kin families had the king’s ear and were making full use of the opportunity. Apparently there was a dispute between the Rothchilds and the Albrechts, for Darren Rothchild and Warren Albrecht both argued before the king. Greyfist was always disgusted by such petty displays, but he had to forgive the Kin. They did not share in the full renown of their parents or children and so had to erect a pecking order of their own. The Kin were important, for they carried the blood of future Garou, but they mimicked the Fangs’ own noble bureaucracy too well for Greyfist’s taste. Theirs was a life of indentured servitude and arranged marriages.

But where was Arkady? Where was the King’s Own Pack, his personal guard? Greyfist looked over the field, searching for any sign of them. Inconceivable that they would be late to the king’s moot. Yet Greyfist had not seen them before he left on his patrol, and they were not in sight now. He would have words with Arkady when he finally arrived. He was damn tired of Arkady’s irresponsibility, always off chasing renown. His place was here, damn it! There was glory and honor enough in serving the king, and Arkady would have to learn to live with it.

Greyfist’s horse suddenly screamed and broke into a run, throwing Greyfist off. He hit the ground hard and heard the snap of his collar-bone, followed quickly by sharp pain. He ignored it and stood up, looking for his horse, which he spotted quickly disappearing into the woods. Damn it! Was the animal so easily spooked? His anger hadn’t been so harsh that time—

Four sharp knives raked into his back and he fell, grunting in pain. He looked over his shoulder to see a Garou in Crinos form standing behind him, his claws dripping blood—Greyfist’s blood. The werewolf grinned wide, a sick grimace. Spittle poured from his mouth as if it welled up from deep within his throat, beyond his control. His fur was terribly mangy, and patched with greenish blotches. The ears were not those of a wolf, but rather resembled a bat’s. A Black Spiral Dancer, a werewolf of the tribe of the Wyrm. He looked past Greyfist. Toward the throne.

The creature leaped over Greyfist at a run. Greyfist tried to stand, but the pain hit him hard, causing him to gasp for breath. The king! The king was in danger! He concentrated hard, trying not to panic, and began to shift forms. His muscles grew bigger and his bones followed suit, changing shape and size, forming wolfish features. Now in Crinos form, the form of battle, Greyfist stood.

All about him, a war raged. Silver Fangs fought with other Black Spiral Dancers. The insane creatures gibbered and roared, throwing themselves maniacally at the startled Silver Fangs. Court finery was stained with ichorous blood and gore as the surprise-attackers tore into the Silver Fang warriors.

Greyfist took all this in as he loped toward the throne, moving as fast as he could. He screamed to himself to run faster, but his legs wouldn’t respond correctly. Blood still oozed down his back, but his collarbone had reknitted itself as he had changed.

Before him, Greyfist saw his Black Spiral assaulter fighting savagely with Regina, the Caern Warder. She had lost an arm but had cost the creature two or three ribs, which lay bloody on the ground. Its rib cage was gaping open, spilling viscera, but it didn’t seem to notice. It had the upper hand and was battering Regina badly.

Behind them, sitting on his throne and staring dumbly at the fight, was Morningkill. The Kinfolk who had been clamoring for his attention not five minutes ago were nowhere in sight. Greyfist couldn’t blame them. What human wouldn’t flee from a Black Spiral Dancer?

Greyfist drew his klaive and rushed up behind the tainted Garou. Before the thing could hammer another blow onto the fallen Regina, Greyfist thrust the silver sword into its spine. It reared back its head and screamed, dying an instant later.

Greyfist pulled the weapon out of the steaming body and limped over to Morningkill. “Are you all right, my king?” he cried.

Morningkill looked at him, dazed. He then shook his head as if to clear it and stared at Greyfist, his eyes clear and bright. “Yes. I am fine. You have done well, Greyfist. A Half-Moon succeeded where none of my Ahrouns could.” He looked over at Regina, who slowly pulled herself to her feet.

“She did her best, my lord,” Greyfist said as he limped over to her.

Regina nodded a silent thank-you to him. She picked up her severed arm and held it to the stump. “Do not worry about me,” she said. “We must get the king to safety.”

“No,” Morningkill said. “I will stay on my throne. The moot is about to start.”

Greyfist stared in shock at Morningkill, who stood resolutely before the oaken throne. “My king, the moot is over! The Black Spirals have invaded the court! We must flee to safety!”

Morningkill seemed confused and looked out over the meadow. Greyfist also scanned the area and saw, far out on the field, five Silver Fangs finishing up the battle. The King’s Own Pack. Arkady had finally arrived. On the field were six Black Spiral bodies, not including Greyfist’s attacker. Two horses lay dead, as did three Kinfolk retainers.

Greyfist looked at Arkady, who sauntered across the field, dragging the body of one of the Black Spirals behind him as a trophy. So cocky and confident, thought Greyfist. Why wasn’t he here earlier?

“You see?” Morningkill said. “My guard is here! Arkady has come! There, out on the field! The battle is over. We have won the day!” He began to laugh, but it was choked off in his throat as a figure leapt from the branches above. It hurtled into Morningkill and both of them went down in a heap.

Greyfist ran to the throne and slashed at the Black Spiral Dancer, severing its head with one expert sweep of his klaive. He quickly pulled the spasming, headless body off the king.

Morningkill lay staring at Greyfist, as if he recognized him for the first time in years. The king’s guts were spread out in his lap; his blood seeped into the ancient oak. He breathed chokingly, trying to say something.

Greyfist screamed in anguish. “Healers! Healers! Damn it!” He fell to his knees and cradled the king in his arms. Morningkill whispered low and Greyfist, tears streaming down his furred cheeks, bent his ear to the king’s weak words.

“My… grand… son…?” Morningkill said, his eyes rolling up to meet Greyfist’s. “Bring him… home.” The king’s eyes shut and he slumped into Greyfist’s arms, letting go his last breath.

Greyfist cried, clutching the king close to his breast. “Jacob. Jacob. Why like this? Why?”

Greyfist heard frantic footsteps approach and a sob of anguish. He looked up to see Arkady, staring at the dead king. His face bore shock and grief at once, but also a look of disbelief, as if what he saw could not be true.

“The king? Dead?” Arkady said, almost in a whisper.

Greyfist gritted his teeth and suppressed a growl. “Dead. The king is dead.”

Regina fell to her knees, her head bowed, her hand dropping her severed arm before she could heal it. Other Silver Fangs now gathered round, as did Kinfolk of the court. All stared in shock and dismay at Morningkill’s body.

One of the Kin cried out, beginning a wail which quickly spread throughout the crowd. Arkady threw back his head and let loose a howl. All the Silver Fangs followed, their heads back and eyes shut with grief. Greyfist joined in, and their howl mixed with the Kin’s mournful wailing and was carried out across the woods to the nearby towns, where people clutched their bedsheets in terror and dug themselves deeper into their beds, trying to shut out the fearful sound.

Greyfist laid Morningkill on the ground, wrapping the king’s arms across his chest in a regal pose. He rose and walked over to Arkady, who stood two heads taller than him. Arkady was an imposing figure of pure white fur and black leather battle armor. Nonetheless, Arkady’s grief was no equal to Greyfist’s anger.

“Why weren’t you here?” Greyfist yelled. “You were his guard, the King’s Own!”

Arkady looked at Greyfist and narrowed his eyes in anger; Greyfist knew something was not right. He saw into the large Garou’s eyes and knew that the grief which he now threw off was a blanket easily discarded, that his sorrow over Morningkill’s death was not so genuine as his howl had made Greyfist first believe.

“We tried to get here, my pack and I,” Arkady said in his thick Russian accent, stepping forward and forcing Greyfist to look up to his height. “But we were attacked outside the bawn by Black Spiral Dancers. By the time we finished them and arrived, the battle had already begun.”

“But how? How did they get past the guards?”

“Look! There across the field!” Arkady spun and pointed to the meadow. “See? Holes from the ground. They came from beneath us. Who knows how long they had been burrowing there, secretly and silently so that none of us would know. This was planned, yes? They knew well when to attack.”

Greyfist stared at the three holes in the earth. So that’s what spooked Tyre, he thought. It wasn’t me. He sensed those damn things moving beneath us.

“So Garrick the Gatekeeper was killed on purpose, to make sure our defenses would be low,” Greyfist said, still staring at the dark entrances into the earth.

“Yes, Seneschal. That must be it,” Arkady said.

Greyfist wondered how long they had been under there, planning their attack. When he turned back to Arkady, the Garou had stepped up to the throne and was beginning to address the assemblage.

“My friends,” Arkady said. “This is a great tragedy we suffer tonight. Our king is dead. But he will live on in our songs!” Silver Fang warriors cheered at that, desperate for some hope to come out of their grief. “In two nights, when the moon is crescent, we shall give him his death rite so that he may join the kings before him in our tribal spirit lands. Always will he be remembered and spoken well of.”

Greyfist nodded as other Silver Fang cheered again. Yes, Morningkill must be remembered. For his good qualities, not his bad.

“But it is time we consider our new king!” Arkady yelled.

What is this? Greyfist thought, narrowing his eyes in anger. This is too early! Morningkill’s body still lies warm and Arkady speaks of his successor?

“Yes, I know it is hasty, but the enemy has found us in our very court! We must swiftly have our new king!”

Greyfist stepped forward. “This is too soon! We must review the ranks. Morningkill left only one successor to the first family?”

“But he is in exile, Seneschal!” Arkady yelled to be heard. “He is unworthy, and thus a member of another royal family must rule.”

“But there are no other royal families in North Country. It would take too long to summon one from another protectorate!”

“Ah, but here is where you are wrong, Seneschal. Peter, my packmate!” He gestured to a Garou in the crowd. “Tell them what we have discovered on our latest quest!”

Peter walked forward and stepped up to the throne. He was well-known here, a member of the King’s Own Pack and thus highly honored. He put his hand on Arkady’s shoulder and looked out over the crowd.

“We all know Arkady’s story, how he came to us after traveling Europe, homeless. How he barely escaped the horrors of his mother country, Russia, when he was a small child, before his First Change. How the Kinfolk man who smuggled him from that dangerous land was thought lost and dead. But no. We have found him, the man who was a father to Arkady!”

“He was old and feeble, still hurting from the wounds he had received long ago trying to defend little Arkady from the Wyrm spawn. He had told Arkady to run as the creature attacked him all those years ago, throwing himself in the way to defend the little hoy, who was not yet Garou. The man had traveled ever since, trying to find Arkady again, to tell Arkady of his heritage. And all the while, Arkady had believed him dead.”

“He finally found Arkady but two nights ago, and on his deathbed revealed this great news: Arkady’s great-grandparents were of the Clan of the Crescent Moon! Arkady is of the Seven! He is royal, and is thus the next to succeed Morningkill to the throne of the North Country Protectorate!”

The crowd broke out into a massive howl. This was wonderful! A royal had been found, and he was one of theirs! Their own Arkady was to be king!

But Greyfist did not howl with the rest. He stepped away from the throne, where Arkady smiled jubilantly as the Silver Fangs sang his praises. Greyfist knew this was wrong. Oh, he believed Arkady was royal, all right. Who wouldn’t believe it, with fur like that and that bearing of his? But Greyfist suspected that Arkady had been aware of this heritage all along, that it was not some newly discovered secret. No, it wasn’t right: there was another who was in line for the throne before Arkady. There was another of the House of Wyrmfoe, the first family of North Country.

Greyfist pulled Eliphas Standish out of the crowd and walked him away from the gathering. Eliphas looked annoyed, and kept peering back at the throne, not wanting to miss anything. But he knew better than to ignore the orders of the seneschal, who was king until Arkady was crowned.

“What is it?” Eliphas said. “What is so important that we miss Arkady’s announcement? This is a great moment.”

“Still your slobbering tongue, cub,” Greyfist said. “I want you to go to New York City.”

“What? But I am to be made Gatekeeper next week. I have many duties?”

“Next week! Not yet. You are to go to New York and bring Lord Albrecht back with you.”

Eliphas stared at Greyfist. “Albrecht? I can’t do that! He is in exile!”

“No longer. It was Morningkill’s last request, stated with his dying breath. Are you to deny the king’s final commandment?”

Eliphas looked down in shame. “No, of course not. If the king declared the exile over, then…” He raised his head and looked at Greyfist, worried. “But what about Arkady? If Albrecht is no longer denied the court, then he is next in line, not…”

Greyfist nodded. “Exactly. And Morningkill knew that. So, go and do not say a word of it to anyone. You are to speak of this only to me and Albrecht. Just so you know how important this is, I’m declaring it a Court Quest. Do you understand?”

“Yes!” Eliphas said, realizing it would mean honor for him if he succeeded. “I’ll be back with him tomorrow.”

“Go then.” Greyfist watched Eliphas leave immediately; the boy did not even bother to say good-bye to anyone at court. That was good. The young one knew how to follow a court dictate.

Greyfist looked over at Arkady, who was now staring back at him with a frown, obviously wondering what Greyfist was up to. Greyfist smiled and nodded at the newly revealed Duke. Arkady smiled back, but it was a weak smile, full of uncertainty.


CHAPTER ONE

Albrecht was in one of his black moods. He walked down the wet street toward the triangular park two blocks away. He looked up at the gray sky, still dark with the new dawn, and blinked at the rain. The sky is crying, he thought. A slow, mournful drizzle of rain falling on the city, spattering the streets with a sheet of tears. Warped reflections of our world stare up at me from the still water—a mirror, shattered with every step I take.

God, you’re really full of it today, Albrecht said to himself. What’s the big deal? It’s just another rainy day.

Then why do I feel like shit? Bad feeling, like something I’m not going to like is coming down the pike. Never been much for omens, but they seem to like me an awful lot, judging from the past few months. Even an Ahroun can get premonitions now and then. But premonitions of what? I don’t have a clue, just feels wrong, that’s all. Is this what a wolf feels like before stepping into a trap?

Albrecht turned the corner and stopped to look at the small park across the street. It was not a very large park, but by city standards it was big enough. It gave Albrecht and his small pack a place to meet besides Central Park, which was crawling with too many other Garou for Albrecht’s taste.

He was early by almost half an hour to meet his pack here today, but that would give him time for a smoke or two. Evan didn’t like cigarette smoke, and while Albrecht normally didn’t give a flying fuck, he had agreed to compromise when with the pack. Mari didn’t like the smoke either, but she never said anything about it. Just fumed in that way of hers, and found other ways to attack Albrecht. She still hadn’t gotten over that fight they’d had a few years ago. Just a damn flesh wound, Albrecht thought. Deal with it, already.

Albrecht crossed the rain-slick street and walked onto the wet grass. Standing on the grass was frowned upon by the law, but he didn’t care. It was what grass was for, wasn’t it? He walked deeper into the small, two- to three-block square park. When he got to the usual bench, there was a man sleeping on it with newspapers piled over him. Albrecht sat down next to him and lit up a cigarette, pretending the guy wasn’t there.

He leaned back and let out a cloud of smoke. That felt better. Nothing like a good smoke. Oh, sure, some Garou said it would kill him one day, that he would be devoured by Hoga, Urge Wyrm of Smog. But he just nodded and smiled at such folly. Hell, Indians had been smoking for years before the Wyrm ever got to this continent. Yeah, their tobacco had been a lot purer, and Albrecht wasn’t really sure just who owned the cigarette brand he smoked, but he figured there was no reason to worry about it. Wasn’t as if his lungs didn’t clean themselves out just fine, what with the regeneration and all.

He took another long drag and smiled, holding the smoke in for a few minutes and then letting it out slowly. Screw ’em, he thought. All the moral prigs. They had skeletons in their closets, all right. At least Albrecht wore his faults on his sleeve, where everyone could see them. Well, some of them. He knew he was prone to depressions that were not always obvious to others. Mari missed them half the time, although Evan seemed to understand. Albrecht had always had them, although there had been a real bad spell a while back, after his exile, which had ended only when he formed his own pack a few months ago.

The pack. That was something. Something Albrecht hadn’t thought he’d ever be a part of again, not since his first pack all up and died fighting the Wyrm. He’d gotten famous with them, but that hadn’t stopped them from getting themselves killed and leaving him all alone to face the renown and expectations heaped on him. It was worse when you were the grandson of King Morningkill and the scion of the House of Wyrmfoe.

But that crap was behind him now. Had been for years. He’d been kicked out of the protectorate by Morningkill, accused of hubris and lack of deference, the breaking of the Litany and so on and so on. The truth of it was that Morningkill exiled anyone who displayed genuine ability, anyone who might expose Morningkill’s own faults. Albrecht wasn’t the first. Loba Carcassone had that honor. And there’d been more after Albrecht, although he didn’t know their names.

Albrecht ground out his cigarette on the benchback, shaking his head. Christ, but he was melancholy this morning.

“Huh? What?” The newspapers moved and fell away, revealing the man underneath, now blinking blearily and craning his neck around to look at Albrecht. “Who the hell…?”

Albrecht smiled. “You’re sleeping on my property, pal.” He pointed at a carving in the wooden back which read Lord A. “That’s me. I don’t mind you sleeping here, but once the dawn cracks, this bench is mine.”

The man growled and sat up. He was dressed in an old army field jacket and torn jeans. He rubbed his face and then looked over at Albrecht. “That’s kinda rude, don’t ya think? This ain’t exactly yours: it’s public property.”

Albrecht frowned and showed his teeth. The effect was more dreadful than merely that, however, as his rage bled out a little from his eyes. The bench sleeper looked terrified and stood up quickly.

“All right, all right. I’m gone.” And he walked off, hands in his pockets, but looking back at Albrecht as if trying to figure out just what it was he had seen.

Albrecht frowned. He knew better than to do that. You never knew when you were accidentally putting the scare on somebody important. Not that a park-bench bum was important, but in this city he might have friends in low places, and low meant power in New York. The city was crawling with Leeches—vampires—who pulled the strings of many important officials from their sewer dens. Sure, some of them lived in high-rises, but the dark alleys and sewerways were their meeting places and hunting grounds.

Albrecht looked over at the two guys entering the park. They were talking to each other as they looked right at him and slowly headed his way. Albrecht wondered what the hell this was about. He didn’t recognize the two. These guys had suits on underneath their trench coats, but designer suits, not federal-agent style. Businessmen? If so, what the hell did they want from him?

The two walked up to the bench and looked down at Albrecht. They looked nervous, as if unsure what to do. Then the taller of the two spoke. “Albrecht?”

“Lord Albrecht, yeah,” Albrecht said, standing up. He stood about half a foot taller than the one who had spoken. The two men moved a bit closer. “What do you want?”

The tall one looked at his partner and some unseen signal passed between them. They both erupted into action, pulling long, sharp knives out of their coats and jumping toward Albrecht, swinging the knives at his throat.

Albrecht leapt back and onto the bench, then vaulted over it in a somersault. One of the knives caught his coat, tearing a foot-long rip in it, but now the bench was between them.

Klaives! Were these Garou? Albrecht turned to face them, and they split up to move around the bench, one on either side, moving carefully now, as if they were zoo-keepers trying to tranquilize a tiger.

Albrecht growled and shifted forms. In an instant he was nine feet tall in his Crinos wolfman form. His fur was white, the sign of pure blood among Garou. The attackers also began to shift, smoothly flowing into Crinos forms themselves. Their fur was also white, although mixed with faint flecks of gray.

“You’re Silver Fangs!” Albrecht yelled in the Garou tongue. “What the hell is going on?”

They said nothing as they came at him from both sides. Albrecht pulled his own klaive from his coat; his was nearly bigger than both of theirs combined. A Grand Klaive, a much rarer and more potent weapon.

Seeing the large silver sword, one of the Garou hesitated, but the other lunged forward, his klaive aimed at Albrecht’s guts. Albrecht stepped to the side and parried the knife, but quickly twisted his own blade and swiped it at the attacking Garou. It sliced across his opponent’s arm and drew blood. The Garou yelled and jumped back just as the other one came forward.

Albrecht stepped back and met the charge with his klaive in thrusting position. The oncoming Garou barely managed to twist away, although the Grand Klaive still tore a chunk out of his side. He quickly recovered, and slashed at Albrecht.

Albrecht was startled at this one’s skill with a blade, and he couldn’t parry in time. The klaive sunk into Albrecht’s left thigh and stuck there. Albrecht screamed in rage and leapt back.

The other Garou was ready and met Albrecht from behind, slicing into his back. The pain flooded over Albrecht and he felt himself losing control, giving into the anger and pain and rage. But he willed himself to calm down, to ignore the pain. The last thing he needed now was to frenzy.

He ducked down low and spun in a circle, holding the blade out, surprising the Garou who had struck him from behind. The sword bit into his legs, hacking cleanly through one but just grazing the other. The Garou fell, a howl escaping as he hit the wet ground.

Albrecht was up and moving before the other Garou could close in. He backed off as the other picked up his fallen comrade’s klaive and moved after him. But the attacking Silver Fang had something in his other hand, something Albrecht couldn’t see.

“Damn it, explain yourself! I am Lord Albrecht, of the House of Wyrmfoe! Heed your better
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