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No one who goes visiting far-off lands is more welcome than a strong and noble warrior.

—Beowulf (Burton Raffel translation)


Prologue

No one challenged Gashwrack or Bile-Claw as they walked from the toxically noisome pit around which this hive had grown, toward Arastha’s chamber. They passed the smoke-dimmed Bane forge, which produced prized fetishes and other weapons of war. They passed the hive’s fertility chamber and changed course one corridor shy of the spawning pit. Gashwrack could just make out a chorus of his brothers and sisters doing their biological duty for Father Wyrm and enjoying themselves at it. Not that any of the homid cubs born of this effort would be mature and ready soon enough for the Final Battle, of course, but there was no harm in going through the motions.

Gashwrack approached the last corner leading to Arastha’s chamber with Bile-Claw following behind in his jet-black Lupus form. When Gashwrack turned that corner, however, he was surprised to see a cocky cub sauntering from the direction of Arastha’s room, wearing only a pair of leather pants. The cub glanced up at Gashwrack, recognized him and planted his feet in the middle of the hallway.

“Where do you think you’re going?” the cub asked with arms crossed. “You’re not even due back here yet.”

Gashwrack’s stride faltered in surprise and he glared at the cub. Bile-Claw kept walking behind him. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

“Lady Arastha sent for me while you were gone,” the cub said with a lascivious smirk as Gashwrack came toward him. “She always does when you’re not here, Gashwrack. She says she prefers her hive’s strong, young warriors to you old men.”

The cub must be new here, Gashwrack thought, if he expected this sort of thing to get under his skin. Everyone in the hive knew about Arastha’s appetites, and any healthy male in the hive could expect to take a trip to her chamber at least once. Only the really young and stupid ones convinced themselves that that made them special. A stupid upstart’s challenge was still a challenge, though.

Without missing another step, Gashwrack shot an open hand forward and caught the cub in the chest. The blow knocked the younger man flat on his back, bouncing his head on the stone floor with a wet crack.

“You’re not even sweating, pup,” Gashwrack said over his shoulder with a derisive sniff. “Arastha didn’t even know you were inside her.”

“So true,” came a silky, sensual voice. Gashwrack could see his lady’s familiar silhouette through the bone-lattice door into her chamber. She was dressed in an outfit of dedicated leather and iron buckles, which did much more for her figure than age and giving birth to multiple litters ever had. “He is too young and overeager. Not like you. Your timing, dutiful Gashwrack, is always impeccable. I was just coming for you. Join me inside.”

Arastha slid the bone lattice aside, and Gashwrack did as he was told. Bile-Claw followed, not even slowing to glance at the idiot on the floor. When everyone was inside, Arastha slid the door back in place.

“I’m glad you’ve returned at last,” Arastha purred as she led the two visitors into her chamber. “I was growing lonely.”

“I saw,” Gashwrack growled. “Who was that?”

“I don’t know his name,” Arastha said with a coy smile. “He never gave me reason to say it aloud.”

“You’ve sent for him while I was away,” Gashwrack said, unable to fight down the irrational jealous urge that he had just disdained in the cub outside.

Arastha’s smile turned from coy to mocking. “He’s just a boy, jealous Gashwrack,” she teased. “A cub. He might even be one of mine for all I know.”

“Fine,” Gashwrack snapped, walking past her. “I didn’t come for games. We came to report on what we’ve found.”

He stomped the rest of the way across the room and stood looking at Arastha with his back to the bone mosaic of G’louogh, the Defiler Wyrm, and Mahsstrac, the Urge of Power, that decorated her wall. Bile-Claw stood up into his Homid form. In this shape, he was a tall, thin man dressed in jet-black hooded robes. His face was hidden in shadow, but his bright amber eyes reflected the flickering torchlight in the room.

“Alas,” Arastha murmured sardonically, stroking Gashwrack with her fingertips as she walked away from him. “Then report. What have you and my loyal Theurge scout discovered?”

Gashwrack shuddered at Arastha’s touch, but he restrained himself from grabbing her. It had been so long since he’d had her in his arms. The last time had been just after his return from the Tisza River Hellhole where Splinterbone and Shrike’s Thorn—his former packmates—had died. They had been there performing a ritual to reveal the nature of the enormous spirit-ward that imprisoned an ancient Wyrm-spirit called the Forgotten Son. The ritual had been successful, but the others had paid for their victory with their lives. Yet Arastha had considered the mission a success. She had spent the next three days congratulating and rewarding Gashwrack before pairing him with Bile-Claw and sending the two of them back out to follow up the old mission with one of scouting and reconnaissance. Gashwrack hadn’t been with Arastha at all since, and it was all he could do not to just pin her down and take her.

Instead, he only watched hungrily while she crossed the chamber to an obsidian table that dominated the center of that half of the room. On it, Bile-Claw laid out a map of southeastern Europe that he’d been carrying under his robe. He’d been adding more to this map nightly during his and Gashwrack’s sojourn, and it had grown extremely detailed. Aside from the physical contours of the land, he had marked the map with the boundaries of werewolf protectorates and dotted it with the locations of both Wyrm pits and Gaian caerns, as well as human cities and political boundaries. Some of the glyph marks denoted caerns that Gashwrack had never seen or heard of, and others were ones that had long since been abandoned and grown dormant. And covering a large portion of this map as a result of their scouting was a matrix of dotted lines representing pattern chains like the one that had crossed the Tisza.

“As you ordered, Lady Arastha,” Gashwrack began, “Bile-Claw and I have been scouring the countryside looking for more pattern chains like the one Shrike’s Thorn’s ritual revealed at the Tisza River Hellhole. We have been from Hungary to Romania to Bulgaria to Macedonia to Albania to Serbia, and we’ve found at least seventeen different chains throughout the region.”

“Yes,” Bile-Claw said. “As we suspected from the beginning, the late Shrike’s Thorn’s ritual was designed to reveal the bonds of the Forgotten Son’s prison by making them resonate throughout the spirit world. Unfortunately, as you know, that resonance aggravated the poisoned spirit of the Tisza, which gnawed the chain in half before anyone understood what was going on.”

“Yes,” Arastha breathed, squirming in such a way that Gashwrack took an involuntary step closer. “I wish I could have seen that.”

Bile-Claw ignored Arastha’s interjection and kept right on talking. “When the chain snapped, it generated a spiritual backlash strong enough to stir up the storms that now plague much of the local Penumbra. Luckily, although that incident altered the frequency at which the other chains were resonating, it did not damp out that resonance altogether. Gashwrack and I have been able to detect it through its effect on the Umbral storm, and thus extrapolate the locations of many of the chains in question.”

“I see that,” Arastha cooed, leaning over the map to get a better look at it. She stroked Bile-Claw’s back idly with her right hand as he pointed out where he’d marked the locations of the chains. Gashwrack’s eyes narrowed.

“Tracing these chains as we plotted them here,” Bile-Claw went on, not reacting at all to Arastha’s touch, “we discovered that they all extend toward the caerns indicated here.”

“Each of those caerns has since gone dormant or been captured for the Father,” Gashwrack said, coming closer to the table to distract Arastha from Bile-Claw. The Theurge had been serving Arastha and the hive much longer than Gashwrack had, which meant that Gashwrack had to try that much harder to win Arastha’s attention. “Some are so old that no one else remembers they’re there. Bile-Claw only found them by meditating at Owl’s Rest.”

Still stroking Bile-Claw’s back and bending over the map, Arastha looked at Gashwrack over her shoulder—all but presenting herself. “I see, helpful Gashwrack.” She patted the table with her left hand and added, “Won’t you join us?”

Gashwrack did just that, standing as close to Arastha as he dared without actually touching her.

“Yes,” Bile-Claw said, seeming not to notice. “We were able to trace these chains to these caerns, many of which we have yet to exploit. But in the other direction, the chains all lead into this region.” As he said that, he held out a gloved hand over the lower-right portion of the map where, indeed, the lines all seemed to go. “To men, this place is between Kosovo and Serbia. In what they call the ‘buffer zone.’”

“But to us,” Gashwrack cut in, “this territory is ripe for conquest in the Father’s name. The squalor and fear and misery there have been feeding Banes and curdling the Penumbra for years. Bile-Claw and I have seen it firsthand.”

“It is fertile ground, eager Gashwrack,” Arastha agreed, brushing his thigh with her hand as if by accident as she turned to look at him. “But where exactly is the Forgotten Son? None of these lines converge on any single point. Shouldn’t they if this is a prison ward?”

“Not necessarily,” Bile-Claw said. “That type of ward, you see, would rely on the integrity of each chain component, so that if even one broke, the entire ward would dissolve. No, according to our survey data and my calculations, this ward is laid out roughly thus.” Withdrawing a black iron folding compass and another bone stylus from a pocket of his robe and using the lines he’d already marked as a reference, Bile-Claw began to sketch out the long-hidden ward over the Forgotten Son’s prison, creating many of the lines from scratch based on mathematical extrapolation. Not being a child of the crescent moon himself, Gashwrack had to assume that Bile-Claw knew what he was doing.

“In the end,” the Theurge said, “each individual strand doesn’t have to be as strong as the ones in a center-point ward would. These all reinforce one another so that losing one or several does not compromise the ward. It’s an ingenious design for the primitives who must have constructed it.”

“Quite,” Arastha said, putting a hand on Bile-Claw’s shoulder and squeezing it gently. Fuming, Gashwrack tried to see if that shoulder was more muscular than his.

Bile-Claw continued, pointing to different parts of the map as he spoke, “The energy of this ward travels from its anchor caerns through these nexus and balances here at the center. Somewhere within this part of the ‘buffer zone.’ I wish I could be more precise, but without an exact survey of every single pattern chain that comprises this ward, I cannot. But somewhere, hidden among these mountains, is an ancient, lost caern that is the center of the Forgotten Son’s prison ward.”

“It’s good enough to begin a search,” Arastha said, exulting in the news. She stood up straight and put a hand on Bile-Claw’s left biceps and Gashwrack’s right. Gashwrack flexed that muscle just a little bit. “Now we must begin immediately. Bile-Claw, make copies of this map and take them to the Gatekeeper’s chamber. I want every hive on that map informed about what you’ve found, and I want warriors and hunters from each sent here to assist us. When they arrive, gather everyone to the pit at once, where we will choose our own finest warriors and sharpest hunters to join in the search. The Forgotten Son’s time has come, and it is we who will set him free. Go now.”

With only a nod, Bile-Claw rolled up his map and headed for the door. As soon as he’d cleared the threshold, he dropped down into Lupus form again and disappeared down the hallway to do as he had been bidden. When he was gone, Arastha crossed the room and closed the door behind him. She then walked back toward Gashwrack with coal-fire lust smoldering in her eyes. Gashwrack couldn’t tell how genuine it was, but he didn’t especially care.

“And you, sweet Gashwrack,” she purred, walking right up to him and pushing him back against the obsidian table with her hands on his chest. “Did you think I’d forgotten you?”

“I’m not so easy to forget,” he blustered, grabbing Arastha’s shoulders at long last.

Arastha shivered exquisitely at being manhandled thus, but a cruel, icy smile lit up her eyes. “You aren’t,” she murmured, gently fending off Gashwrack’s attempts to press their mouths together. “How could I forget my sweet, loyal Gashwrack? You’ve done so much for me since you left your—”

“Let’s not talk about that,” Gashwrack said, pulling Arastha closer. “Let’s talk about my reward.”

“Such presumption, Gashwrack,” Arastha replied, leaning the upper half of her body away from him yet rubbing her hips against his.

Gashwrack growled, trying even harder to pull Arastha to him. He hated these games he had to play with her to get what he wanted. Were all Galliard females so coy? “I know what I deserve.”

“Oh?” Arastha sneered. “And what is that, Eric?”

Gashwrack froze as if Arastha had thrown a glass of cold water in his face. “Don’t call me that,” he snapped.

“It’s who you are, isn’t it?” Arastha said, her merciless gaze boring into him. “Eric Fire-Stealer. Shadow Lord Ahroun. Guardian of the Owl’s Rest Caern.”

“No more!” Gashwrack shouted, slapping Arastha as hard as he could across the mouth. She was his queen, but he couldn’t stop himself. “That isn’t who I am now! I told you, only call me Gashwrack!”

All lingering lust-warmth evaporated from Arastha’s eyes. She boiled into her hulking, Neanderthal-like Glabro form and easily broke Gashwrack’s rough grip on her. One of her hands flew to his throat, and the other clamped onto his crotch like a bear trap. The sudden transformation knocked Gashwrack back in surprise, and he wound up bent awkwardly backward over the obsidian table with Arastha on top of him. She stood over him, half straddling him, and held her feral face just inches above his.

“I am the leader of this hive,” she barked, spraying spit in his eyes. “You will not speak to me like that! Do you understand?”

“Yes,” he breathed. His throat and his genitals hurt so much that he couldn’t see anything but white. He knew it would be suicide to try to change into a more powerful form, though. Arastha was stronger than she looked—she’d crack his spine over the corner of the table. Yet, against his will, his agonized body was responding to the warmth and the weight of her.

“Good,” she snarled. She let up the pressure on his neck a little, but that was it. If anything, her other hand squeezed harder, stirring Gashwrack’s member to life between her fingers. “Now understand something,” she continued. “Regardless of how much glory you win, you are nothing but what I made you. I spared you when we overran your caern, and I brought you back here with me. I showed you the truth about the Father, and I made it so that you could share in the glory of helping to set the Forgotten Son free. You are nothing without me. You are an exile and a traitor besides.”

At that, she lifted Gashwrack and threw him down flat on the table. He came to rest with his arms above his head. The air he breathed tasted like blood and burned his throat. Every heartbeat throbbed like an explosion in his crotch, but even still, he was now fully erect. Arastha jumped onto the table, straddling his hips and pinning his wrists above his head with her left hand. Trying not to panic, Gashwrack squirmed again, trying to get free.

“And when you come making demands of me,” Arastha said, grinning maniacally and holding Gashwrack down as if he were a child, “I wonder why I made you anything at all. With one howl, I can undo everything and name you Eric Fire-Stealer again—Gaian spy and prisoner of war from the Owl’s Rest Caern.”

Gashwrack’s eyes flashed, and he writhed more vigorously, trying to get free. Arastha bucked with him, then grew up into her enormous Crinos form, crushing him down.

“Don’t make me regret you, Gashwrack,” she snarled in the werewolf tongue, gnashing her long fangs right in front of his eyes. “You are mine.”

“I won’t,” Gashwrack choked out. “Lady Arastha. I am yours. Please.”

“Yes,” Arastha snapped. “Mine.”

So saying, she shifted her weight and lifted one of her legs. With one extremely careful kick, she tore his belt and the front of his pants into strips and pulled them down over his hips. She then sat back down on him, pushing him as deeply into herself as she could between their two mismatched forms.

“Mine,” she growled again, starting to rock back and forth. “Gashwrack is mine.”

Gashwrack whined in shame and submission and lay perfectly still.

“But if you ever forget,” she snarled, “Eric Fire-Stealer will wish I’d left him to die at Owl’s Rest. Do you understand?”

“Yes, my lady,” Gashwrack whined. “I understand.”


Chapter One

Jonas Albrecht stood on one side of the bed in the cramped room, fighting back the snarl that made his lip twitch. He alternated between stuffing his large hands into the deep pockets of his tattered trench coat and idly fingering the hilt of Solemn Lord, the grand klaive that hung from his belt. When his palms got too sweaty, he wiped them absently on the front of his faded blue jeans. There wasn’t even enough room in here to pace around, which made him feel like he’d locked himself in a cage.

“I’m not sure if she knows you’re here,” the kid across from Albrecht said, “but you’re making me edgy. Maybe you ought to sit down or something.”

“Wouldn’t help,” Albrecht said through clenched teeth. “Besides, I’m not staying that long.”

“Then you probably ought to say something before you get going,” the kid said. “In case she can hear you.”

Albrecht looked down at the bed between him and the kid. A woman lay on it—a woman Albrecht cared about more than anybody else in the world, except maybe the kid. She was short, olive skinned and wiry. Mostly Hispanic, with a little Greek mixed in, too. Most of the time, she was a tough broad who took no shit from anybody, but now, she was weak, pale and emaciated. Her eyes hadn’t opened in weeks, and her body lay limp, seemingly weighed down by the thin sheet over her. She was lying on a mound of feather pillows on top of a padded bedpan like an invalid, and she couldn’t even roll herself over. The dusty sunlight slanting in through the window shone on her face, only making it more obvious how miserable she was.

“God damn it, Mari,” Albrecht growled at the woman. “I told you not to go. Why couldn’t you just listen to me for once?”

“I know how you feel,” the kid said, “but she’s going to be okay. I know she is.”

Albrecht looked up at the kid and almost—almost—took his word for it. The kid, Evan, had grown up a lot since he and Albrecht had met. Back then, Evan had been just another scrawny runaway with trouble in his shadow. Now, he was proud and strong and sure of himself. Evan reminded Albrecht of himself as he used to be a lifetime ago. He knew who he was and what he was supposed to do with his life. Evan was at that point where he was one tragic reality check away from truly becoming a man. Albrecht hoped this wasn’t about to be it, losing Mari like this when there was nothing either one of them could do to help her.

“Of course she’s going to be okay,” Albrecht said for Evan’s benefit. “She’s seen worse, right?”

“We all have,” Evan said. “You certainly have, and she’s way tougher than you are.”

Albrecht grinned, but the gesture was a lifeless imitation of the real thing.

“So what’s our plan now?” the kid asked.

Albrecht turned around and looked out the window toward the setting sun. His shadow fell over Mari’s gaunt face, relieving some of the hard edges there. “You,” he said, “are going to stay right by her side and be the first thing she sees when she wakes up. She needs her packmates right now. She needs you standing guard and being with her, and she needs me to make sure this sort of thing never happens again.”

“Of course,” Evan said. “Should I even bother asking what you’re planning to do?”

“You know good and well,” Albrecht said, still squinting in the sunlight. “I’m going over there. I’m going to find the thing that did this to Mari, and I’m going to kill it. Then I’m going to find Arkady and kill him, too, for being involved. And if Konietzko or any of those European pricks gives me any shit about it, I’m going to kick their asses.”

“I figured,” Evan sighed. “Are you sure you at least don’t want me to come with you? There’s something to be said for diplomacy in these times of crisis, you know.”

Albrecht shook his head without turning back around. The sun out the window behind him reflected off the unadorned crown he wore and lit up his shoulder-length, silver-blond hair.

“No way,” he said. “Diplomacy’s what they’re all about over there, and look where it gets them. Look where it got Mari.”

“I know,” Evan said. “But—”

“No buts, kid,” Albrecht said. “I need you here with her while I’m off taking care of this.”

Evan crossed his arms and leaned back against the wall next to the door. “You know, this Arkady thing does have to be dealt with, and whatever this thing is that’s growing in Europe has got to be stopped, too. But you can’t do this alone. Mari tried that, and, like you said, look where it got her.”

“I know,” Albrecht said. “But what choice do I have? I made this mess in the first place. I let Arkady go when I should have killed him. Then these Euros put him on trial, and I let Mari traipse off to go watch and testify. Next thing we know, Mari’s in trouble, there’s a literal shit-storm going through the Umbra, and Arkady is popping up blathering about silver spirals before vanishing to Gaia-only-knows-where. None of this—” he waved down at Mari’s withered, unconscious body, “—would have happened if I hadn’t just killed Arkady when I had the chance. Go ahead, Evan. Try to deny it.”

“You did the right thing,” Evan said. “I mean, it’s not like you let Arkady escape. You banished him. He consorted with the Wyrm, he got your grandfather killed, he tried to steal your birthright from you in a duel—”

“A rigged duel,” Albrecht muttered.

“—he tried to swipe the Silver Crown from you, and he almost tortured you to death. In all that, he even nearly let a caern be defiled. And even then, you held back.”

“Yeah, what an Ahroun I am,” Albrecht growled. “King Shitty the First. That’s me.”

“Damn,” Evan said, “I guess that did sound pretty bad. Sorry. But that isn’t what I meant. The point is that in spite of everything he did to you, you didn’t just go berserk and hack Arkady into fertilizer. You punished him justly.”

Albrecht huffed and crossed his arms over his barrel chest.

“People talk about the way a king treats his enemies, Albrecht,” Evan pressed on. “If he’s savage and merciless, they tiptoe around him, doing their best not to piss him off. But if he’s honorable and just, they feel like they can trust him.”

“You read that in a New-Age business manual, didn’t you?” Albrecht said over his left shoulder with a smirk.

“I’ve seen it, Albrecht,” Evan said. He knelt down on the floor beside the bed and put his hand over Mari’s. “Mari and I were both there that day you banished Arkady. We saw it with our own eyes. You made us proud, and you haven’t let us down yet.”

“Oh, yeah?” Albrecht said, turning around. He glared down into Evan’s eyes. “You think Mari’d back you up on that, kid? Look at her! Sure, I showed Arkady mercy, but now it’s all coming back to bite me on the ass. It’s kicked hers, and if you’d gone with her—or instead of her—you might even be dead right now. All because I let that filthy scumbag live.”

“Jonas, don’t act so damn naïve,” Evan snapped, coming to his feet and refusing to back down from Albrecht’s gaze. “That’s just self-pitying bullshit.”

Albrecht had to blink a couple of times before he was able to speak. He was glad the sun was behind him right then. Hopefully, that way Evan wouldn’t be able to see the look of utter astonishment on his face.

“What did you say?”

“You heard me,” Evan said. His voice had a tone to it that Albrecht knew pretty well. With his back straight and his arms crossed, he stood stately and dignified like an old tree. “We both know the score from back then. You knew what kind of hell Arkady had to go through to get here to the States from Russia, and the first thing you did when you had Arkady at your mercy was you sent him right back there. You commanded him to go.”

“I sent him to his room without supper,” Albrecht muttered.

“No, he was almost the king then, Albrecht, remember?” Evan said. “People didn’t know he was a traitor yet. You exposed him and you exiled him. You sentenced him to go back where he came from without any help from anybody. You ordered him to march alone straight back through the gates of hell. You knew it, and he knew it, too. It was a temporary stay of execution.”

Albrecht didn’t say anything.

“But,” Evan concluded, “you allowed him the chance to die on his way back home, fighting the spawn of the Wyrm. After everything Arkady did to you, you still gave him back just that much dignity.”

Albrecht stood still for a few moments, trying to think of something to say rather than just blinking like a dumbstruck idiot. Evan had that effect on him sometimes. Pretty much whenever the kid was right about something important and Albrecht was being bull headed.

“Well?” Evan said after a few more seconds of silence. He put his hands back by his sides and stuffed them into his pockets. Standing completely in Albrecht’s shadow, he cocked his head slightly. Albrecht lifted the back of his hand to his good eye and sniffled quietly.

Evan leaned forward a little uncertainly now that he was done preaching. He was his usual, considerate self once more. “Albrecht, I… What is it?”

“It’s just…” Albrecht began. “Listen to you.” His voice trembled, and he sniffled again. “My little man… You’re all grown up.” He wiped the back of his hand across his eye with a flourish then smirked.

Evan sighed and rolled his eyes. “Asshole.”

“Sucker.”

Albrecht looked down at Mari then glanced to his left at the door out of the room. His proud, noble profile stood out in sharp relief against the sunlit world out the window behind him.

“But you’re right,” he sighed, not turning to look at Evan. “I guess what’s happened isn’t all my fault.”

“It’d be arrogant to think so,” Evan said.

Albrecht glanced at the young man and smirked again. “Yeah, I guess. Sounds like you’re getting pretty wise there in your old age, kid.”

Evan shrugged. “Part of the job.”

Albrecht nodded and looked down at Mari one more time. A moment later, he looked toward the door and said, “Someone’s coming.”

As if on cue, that someone opened the door without knocking. It was Nadya Zenobia, the eldest Black Fury Theurge in the Finger Lakes Sept. She had been taking care of Mari all this time. She was a hard, thin African American woman who had survived the Garou lifestyle on into a healthy middle age. She was carrying a basket of clean bed linens and fresh clothes like the ones Mari was wearing and a large wooden bowl full of warm water perched serenely on top of her entire load.

“Out,” she said, not looking either Evan or Albrecht in the eye. She knew just as Evan and Albrecht did that she was treading a fine line by taking care of Mari while Mari was wounded like this. The letter of Garou law commanded healthy werewolves not to tend the sickness of the weak and wounded.

“I think we’ll just—” Evan started to protest.

“Yes, ma’am,” Albrecht cut in instead. He crossed the room and put a hand on Evan’s shoulder. “C’mon, kid. Mari’s been lying there a long time, you know. This lady’s got to clean her up and whatnot. You know, change her sheets and—” he glanced toward the bedpan under Mari’s hips “—stuff.”

Evan put up a little resistance, forcing the Black Fury to shove past him and Albrecht in order to get to Mari’s bedside. “But we’re her packmates. Shouldn’t we be helping or something?”

“Being by Mari’s side is one thing, kid,” Albrecht said, propelling Evan gently but inexorably toward the door. Nadya set her bundle on a low stool at the foot of the bed and lit a stick of pungent incense on the bureau against the far wall. “This is different. You think Mari’d want us to see somebody else having to clean her up? You think she wants us to see how completely helpless she is? No way. She’d be too ashamed to even bitch at us.”

“Oh, yeah,” Evan said. He stopped to pick up the fetish spear he’d propped by the door when he’d come in, and he looked back at Nadya. She was wiping down Mari’s forehead with a soaked cotton rag and murmuring softly in Mari’s ear. “We won’t be far,” he told her, “and I’ll be back in a few minutes. Take good care of her.”

“I will,” the woman said. She didn’t even look up. “As His Highness wishes.”

Albrecht pulled Evan outside and shut the door behind them. He took a huge breath of clean air then glanced over at the window as the Theurge closed the shutters. There was nothing he could do and he knew it, so he started walking. Evan trotted up on his right and fell into step beside him.

“What did that mean?” Evan asked when they were out of earshot of the cabin. “‘As His Highness wishes’?”

“It means what you think,” Albrecht grumbled, staring straight ahead. “I told her to stay with Mari. Even after Antonine left and she told me there wasn’t anything more she could do, I told her to stay and keep trying.”

“Basically to tend Mari’s sickness, you mean.”

“Yeah.”

“And she didn’t challenge you or anything?”

“No. She just grumbles and acts like she’s got PMS all the time.”

“I’d take that as gratitude, then,” Evan said. “Nadya likes Mari, and she doesn’t want to have to watch her waste away any more than we do. You did her a favor, I’d say.”

The two of them walked on in silence then, each thinking his own thoughts and trying to enjoy each other’s company for as long as they still could. At last, it was Albrecht who broke the silence.

“You know what’s most unfair about all this Arkady business?” he said before the two of them had gotten anywhere in particular.

“What’s that?”

“Commie bastard didn’t even have the good grace to get himself killed. He actually made it back home in one piece. Can you believe that shit?”

“I tell you,” Evan grunted, looking straight ahead. “Silver Fangs are so inconsiderate.”

Albrecht glanced at his young friend and packmate and bumped him hard, shoulder to shoulder. “Watch it, smart guy,” Albrecht said with a grin as Evan stumbled a few steps sideways. “I hear they’re touchy about their heritage, too.”

“Yeah,” Evan muttered. “They would be.”

He was grinning as he trotted back to Albrecht’s side, as was Albrecht himself, but neither expression was genuine. Although both men seemed happy on the outside, their worry and doubt about Mari’s condition were chasing each other’s tails in their minds.

They walked on quietly to a spot near the heart of the caern to find the Gatekeeper sitting under a tree in Lupus form, scratching his shoulder with his hind leg. He glanced up as Evan and Albrecht approached, but he made no move to stand or approach them.

Evan spoke first. “So you’re going tonight, then?”

“Tomorrow,” Albrecht corrected him. “Enough time to rest up, pack and make sure the moon bridge from North Country to Night Sky is set up.”

“Don’t you think you’d better gather some support first?” Evan asked. “Maybe some warriors to help fight this Jo’cllath’mattric thing.”

“All the warriors I need are already there and waiting.”

“Don’t you think you’ll look a little… aggressive if you go over there and just start giving orders?”

“I don’t care how I look,” Albrecht said. “I just want this thing dead, and I want the ones who’re responsible for that part of the world to take care of it.”

“So why are you even going at all?”

“Those people don’t have their acts together. I’ve got to go over there to make sure they do the job right.”

“Then why not take a war party of people you trust with you?”

“Because people have been shitting on my tribe over there for years. If I go over there leading a bunch of warriors, it’s going to look like some hotheaded Silver Fang quartering troops and trying to rekindle old glory.”

“I thought you didn’t care how things looked.”

“That only goes for how I look. I’m not going to make my whole tribe look bad with something this important on the line. But if nobody over there is going to take responsibility and get some results, then I have to. I’m the king. It’s my job.”

“Fine,” Evan said. “There’s just one more thing I can think to say, then.”

“What’s that?”

“Be careful, okay? I don’t want to lose you, too.”

Albrecht didn’t say anything for a few seconds. He hadn’t thought about what it would be like for the kid if he were to die before Mari got better. He’d be left with nobody, just like he had been before Albrecht had met him.

“You mean you don’t want to tell me to go jump off a cliff or something?” he said.

Evan actually smiled at that and shook his head. “Not yet. I think I’ll save that for when you show back up later saying, ‘I told you so.’”

“And I will, too,” Albrecht said. “You can count on that.”

“I always do,” Evan said. “Even when I suspect you’re being a stubborn idiot, I still have faith in you. Mari and I both do. After all, you’re the king, aren’t you?”

“You’re damn right I am.”

With that, he signaled the Gatekeeper, who stood, stretched out his back legs and started walking toward them. The wolf looked in expectation at Albrecht, cocking his ears and tilting his head. The tip of his tail rose slightly, making no secret of his annoyance at having to wait by the sidelines for so long.

“I need a bridge back to the North Country Caern,” Albrecht said. “I’ll be expected.” He nodded toward Evan without looking away from the wolf at his feet. “He’s staying.”

The Gatekeeper lowered his tail in acknowledgement and turned away. He paced a few yards away into an immaculate clearing that centered around a still pool of clear water, where he began a low, melodious howl. He turned his body this way and that as he sang, looking into the spirit world and invoking the guidance of those who dwelled there. The spirit halves of Evan and Albrecht’s bodies oriented themselves toward the heart of the caern like iron filings around a magnet. The air above the pool began to shimmer and grow opaque as a circular portal opened there.

“Looks like my cue,” Albrecht said to Evan. “Remember what I said, kid. Stick by Mari’s side. You got me?”

“I got you,” Evan said.

“Good.” And with that, Albrecht stepped through the portal and headed home.


Chapter Two

Gashwrack crouched in Homid form on a rocky ridge in the southwestern mountains of what had once been Yugoslavia, holding a pair of fetish binoculars to his eyes. They showed him the spirit world on the other side of the Gauntlet, where a storm was blowing, mirroring his excitement. Throughout the tumult, fell shapes swooped and flocked almost playfully. Many of them looked like long black eels, as thick as a man’s arm, and with enormous gaping mouths full of inward-curved teeth. They dodged through the storm on wide, membranous wings and slashed at each other with slender, tapered tails.

No one in the physical world could see or hear this spirit-storm, but it affected the physical world nonetheless. No living thing had given birth to live offspring since the storm started, and the rain that frequented this place naturally now tasted flat and metallic and smelled faintly of coal smoke. At night, every domestic animal within twenty miles howled and cried in terror, although their human masters could find no reason why. Of course, Gashwrack could see the reason clearly. The effects of the spirit-storm were bleeding over into the physical world. It made him smile, as he hadn’t since Arastha’s lesson about dominance several weeks ago. He put down the binoculars, squinted in the physical world’s bright sunlight and turned to Bile-Claw, who was behind him in wolf form. The Theurge’s bright amber eyes peered at Gashwrack, reminding him of the superior yet
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