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Synopsis

In a modern world where Packs of werewolves exist
side by side with a none-the-wiser humanity, what if one person
stood between a lasting peace among the werewolf Packs and all-out
civil war? A young female werewolf called Des is bound by a blood
oath with the guarding of this person, the aging leader of all the
Packs: the Dyre. But when the Dyre is murdered on Des’s watch,
she’s sworn to protect the new Dyre, a young woman named Ruby. Des
must deal with her emerging feelings for her stubborn new charge
while they both try to uncover who’s behind the continuing murders
of powerful werewolves. It’s stable employment—nice work, if you
can get it…at least until the silver bullets start to fly.
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Prologue

“Women!” he muttered. “Can’t live with ’em, can’t
escape even by killing ’em.”

—Naomi Kramer

 


 


“There wasn’t supposed to be no girl, just the old
man…but whatever,” Ron Early grunted, bloodshot eyes ping-ponging
back and forth between the old man and the black girl shielding his
head and torso. She was sobbing and keening: “Oh, George,
no!”

This is very much a fuck-my-life moment in
a life that’s been full of ’em, Ron decided.

“Shh. Don’t cry…don’t cry,” he said almost kindly,
aiming the heavy, unwieldy pistol at her head. At this range and
her not moving, it’d be the easiest kill shot he’d ever had.
Easier, anyway, than the target, who’d taken three to the chest and
still had enough fight left in him to stagger toward Ron.

But another two to the chest had taken care of
that.

Sort of, anyway. Because the old man was not only
still breathing, but trying to talk.

And that’s just another fucked up aspect of this
job, Ron admitted to himself as he reloaded. First the
creepy, hairy, dog-faced sonuvabitch that gave me the job; then the
weird orders on how to go about the job; then the designer,
high-tech pistol and soft-core hollow points they ordered me
to use—oh, no, the job was too good for my own Beretta and rounds,
but at least they let me use a silencer—then the old bastard does
his best impersonation of the Terminator! And now, this crying,
fucking girl sobbing her heart out like she lost her best
friend.

It was nearly enough to break the heart Ron didn’t
even have. Mostly, it made him want to get this job over and
done with, get his money, and get the hell out of Lenape
Landing.

“Sorry, it’s nothing personal…just business,” he told
the girl, grinning nervously without realizing he was. And she
looked up at him with wide, wet dark eyes, accusing and innocent.
This was the moment that had always bothered him, the silencing of
an accidental witness. If he’d had a conscience, it would’ve been
scolding him. Instead, he had an accountant.

It’s like doing a whole different job for
free, the accountant whined. And that really puts sand up my
crack!

What did he tell that voice to shut it up?

“Wasn’t supposed to be no girl.” He aimed, squinted,
and put pressure on the trigger.


Part I:

Blood-Oaths and Bullets

“There are nights when the wolves are silent and only
the moon howls.”

—George Carlin


Chapter One

Des arguably had a better nose than any Loup in the
Pack, but she didn’t need it to tell her there was trouble.

All she needed was the muffled chuffs of a gun with a
silencer coming from the direction of George’s apartment to tell
her that the shit was finally going down, and it was going
down without her. George was in danger and she, his
Geas-Protector, a genuine, old school, blood-oath bodyguard,
was definitely not doing her job.

“Ah, fuck.” She rolled out of bed and felt around on
the floor for her clothes.

“Well, that’s what I thought.” The pretty brunette
Hume in Des’s bed leaned up on one elbow watching Des dress, her
dark eyes confused and annoyed. “What the hell, man?
Where’re you goin’?”

Pulling on her jeans, worn sweater, and oversized
army coat—heavy with silver daggers, silver bullets, and silver
throwing stars stashed in well-hidden inner pockets—Des stepped
into her beat-up combat boots and stretched till every joint in her
five foot, two inch frame cracked loudly enough to make the
brunette under the covers wince. “I have business . . . sorry,
chica.”

“But—”

Des squatted and felt under the bed till she found
the stock of her shotgun. When Des stood up, grim-faced, the
brunette’s eyes widened and she cringed away from Des, squinching
her eyes shut. She covered her mouth, unable to prevent a tiny,
nasally whimper from escaping.

Des almost said something intended to comfort this
woman whose name she’d already forgotten, but she wasn’t good at
remembering names or giving comfort. So, she locked and loaded
instead. “Please be gone when I get back. And don’t take anything
you didn’t come here with, comprende?”

The brunette nodded quickly, eyes still shut, hands
clutched prayerfully together between pale, perfect breasts. She
smelled of cheap perfume, sweat, sex, and fear. The Loup within Des
reared its furry head, wanting to pin her and finish what they’d
started. Taste her skin and fear and blood.

But Des quashed the Loup easily—something that’d
taken far too long to learn—then she strode to the door of her one
room apartment. When the door shut behind her, she stretched again,
letting the molten heat of The Change run along muscle and bone for
a moment. Every hair on her body stood on end. They bristled in
preparation for battle, and the Loup within was suddenly not so
in anymore, fighting desperately to get out. It bared
her teeth in a feral, futile snarl. Growling low and guttural in
her throat, Des stalked toward the staircase.

*

Des reached George’s landing and crept up to his
door, her ears pricking and nostrils flaring. She heard George’s
labored breathing and a woman’s soft, horrified sobs. She also
smelled three Scents, two familiar and one decidedly not.

George’s pungent, musky Scent, like iron, blood,
Loup, and pine needles.

The soft, sweet Scent of cinnamon, vellum, Hume, and
woman, familiar only because Des had scented it the few
times she’d visited George’s apartment on Council business.

And the unfamiliar Scent of the interloper, old
blood-tears-Hume-gunpowder residue, and the slighter but more
dangerous scent of liquid silver nitrate.

Des’s hackles rose straight up and she
saw…red.

Felt it, the red, in her bones,
wanting to Change her. The Loup always wanted out, always
wanted to fight, fuck, and feast, in that order. It smelled the
opportunity for at least two of the three waiting in the Dyre’s
den.

Back in your cage, cabrón, she told it
quickly, giving it her solemn word that she’d let it out soon.
Later. Now isn’t the time.

With a sullen, impatient growl, it subsided. But its
want still throbbed within Des like a second heartbeat. The
Loup had tasted Hume flesh, and it’d never lost that taste.

Fight, fuck, and feast.

Those three things were enough to drive even a sane
Loup absolutely rabid.

Fucking Humes always have to get tangled up in
Loup matters, Des thought bitterly, but not without a strange
feeling of anticipation.

She kicked in the door with one blow and stalked into
George’s formerly cozy apartment. The furniture had been upset, and
blood spatters were everywhere. In the center of this chaos was a
tableau that might make Des want to give voice to the Loup. To let
it howl until the Moon set, and she woke up from this nightmare of
abject failure on her part.

Of the three people in George’s apartment, only one
was still standing. Only one wasn’t covered in blood. The other
two, one of whom was George, were laying on the floor. Shielding
George’s body with her own, was a sobbing, horrified girl, staring
up into the face—or gun—of the man who would shortly be her
killer.

Now not being a time for subtlety or self-reflection,
Des strode over to the one other person who was still standing, the
Hume who smelled of old blood, tears, gunpowder residue, and silver
nitrate, and reversed the shotgun in one smooth motion. The killer
barely began to turn and see what form his death had taken before
Des was swinging the shotgun like a bat.

When the stock hit the assassin square in the temple,
he went down without a sound: a limp puddle of long, greasy blond
hair and dark polyester blends. The assassin’s bullet that’d been
meant for the sobbing girl on the floor next to George’s body, this
. . . woman-Scent, buried itself in the exposed brick wall
behind her.

Des loomed over his body, panting. The Loup wanted to
tear and rend and, so help her, if the interloper wasn’t already
dead, she’d be more than happy to finish him off. To go back to
that awful place where Changing meant fighting and fighting meant
killing and killing meant devouring—

Suddenly the weeping girl tore the silence in the
apartment to pieces with a pained shriek and Des shook her head
once, snapping herself back to the present. In a split second, she
had the shotgun business-side forward once more, centered on the
head of the previously sobbing woman-Scent, who was now
screaming.

And who wouldn’t scream with someone’s teeth
buried to the gums in their neck? Who wouldn’t be in utter agony as
their flesh was rent by some horrible thing out of
legend?

While Des had been wool-gathering and staring at the
assassin’s corpse, deciding whether or not to eat it, George had
bitten the girl who’d tried to save his life—was gnawing and
worrying the bite like a dog with a bone. He’d clamped his huge,
bloody hands down like manacles around the screaming woman-Scent’s
upper arms. Even as Des looked on, George’s mortally wounded body
attempted to Change: long, unassuming features elongating further,
hands warping and sprouting coarse gray-blond fur. But thanks to
his injuries, he was caught mid-change, neither fully Human in
appearance, nor fully Loup.

He opened his eyes, a wild, dangerous yellow, and he
growled low in his throat. Des bared her own throat in unhesitating
submission and took a step back. He shut his eyes once more.

The Hume-woman’s screams tapered off into coughs and
gasps as George worried at but didn’t rip out the junction where
her neck met her shoulder. Finally, her eyes rolled back into her
head and she went limp, sagging in George’s arms. Her body twitched
and ticked, then finally went grave-still.

But she was not dead, Des knew. Later, maybe.
If she didn’t survive the Fever or the first Change. But for now,
she was alive, and George was letting go of her. He gently laid her
on the blood-stained carpet with a tenderness Des had rarely seen
him display. Then he himself was flopping to the floor with little
grace. His eyes, no longer that baleful yellow, lit on Des and he
nodded once, in unconcealed agony. His barrel of a chest was a map
of ragged, smoking holes that smelled of singed silver nitrate and
charred meat.

Des was more than familiar with the type of shell the
assassin had used. As a Protector and a killer herself, she’d
carried it on her person for the express purpose of putting
dangerous and enemy Loups in their graves. What made these shells
so lethal was once they pierced flesh, the outer casing broke
apart, and the silver nitrate leaked out into the Loup’s system
like a river of poison. Even if she had the tools to remove the
bullet fragments, Des could never get all the silver out of
George’s system. George was dying. And fast.

Des stepped closer and knelt next to him, putting
down the shotgun and taking his cold hand. He smiled, the
woman-Scent’s blood and flesh in his teeth. His fangs. He
definitely didn’t look full-Hume anymore. Instead, he looked
like what he was, the distilled essence of the
Loup-Garoul, large, long-faced, raw-boned, and fierce.

Only Des had never seen that fierceness leavened by
such pain and shock.

This is all on me. I did this. It’s my
fault. My failure. My leader, my charge is lying
here, gasping out the last of his life in a puddle of blood and I
did nothing to protect him when he needed me most. Oh, Moon
Above.

“I failed you, DyreFather,” Des began, hoarse-voiced
and tight-jawed, tears scalding her eyes. Unbidden, one escaped to
roll down her cheek and she hastily brushed it away. Crouched and
whining in a very small corner of Des’s being, the Loup was howling
its grief and despair. The Change had never been as far from Des as
it was in that moment.

George, meanwhile, laughed a little, blood foaming
between his gray-red lips.

“My life—my reign has run its course.” He
coughed again and turned his head to look at the Hume-woman lying
unconscious next to him, his face regaining some of its figurative
humanity, his pale blue eyes warming. “Her reign, however,
is just beginning.”

Des, somewhat horrified herself, miles below the
lowering storm of grief, looked over at the unconscious, erstwhile
Hume-woman.

She was nothing special to look at first glance:
above average height, slightly more than average weight, dressed in
frumpy, muted mismatched clothing that bagged on her healthy frame
and dulled her rather lovely, unlined café-au-lait complexion. Her
wavy, brown hair was scraped back from a clear brow in a severe
ponytail that looked ridiculous, considering her soft, round
features. No, nothing special to look at, but when had that ever
mattered? Especially when she’d done more to protect George than
Des had.

“What…do you suppose the Pack Alphas…will have to say
about their new Queen? A Packless, fresh-turned Loup…whose only
connection to the Loup-Garoul…is the charitable act of
reading to a weak-eyed old man?” George coughed up more blood
trying to laugh and talk. “Ahhh…those who cursed me in life…yet
jockeyed to be next to me as I neared death…I wonder what they’ll
make of her.”

Not much, Des thought bitterly, shaking her
head and sighing. It was not her place to judge the person George,
that most Dyre of Loups, Alpha of Alphas, Leader of all the Packs,
had thought fit to pass his lineage and power on to. But she
couldn’t be less than honest with her leader, either. Not after all
that’d happened. “They’ll probably kill her.”

“Not…with you to be her teacher and guardian,
Daughter.”

Des’s mouth dropped open, and George actually
grinned. “But—I can’t—I mean, I didn’t…” protect
you. What makes you think I could protect her?

“You failed in your Geas…it’s true.” More
blood bubbled from between George’s lips. “So you must redeem
yourself.” George’s smile turned steely and unforgiving. “In
blood…if necessary.”

Des shook her head again, brow furrowed in shame and
consternation. She’d spilled enough blood, Hume and Loup, to know
no redemption was in it. “I don’t understa—”

But George was taking her hand with mortal effort,
his breathing becoming even more forced. With his other hand he
reached feebly for the woman-Scent’s hand. Thinking she’d guessed
his intent, Des placed it in George’s. Or tried to. He refused to
take it, and instead placed Des’s other hand on the Hume-woman’s
warm, lax one.

“Jennifer Desiderio…with my last breaths…I charge you
with the care and protection of Ruby Knudsen…Dyre-apparent…ah…to
keep her and teach her…until such time as she wins true
Dyrehood…through contest or compromise. To die in service of her…if
so called.” George took a deep, shaking breath, but he pinned Des
with his eyes just as surely as if he’d picked her up and slammed
her against a wall. “Do you accept this Geas, child? And
with it your chance at redemption?”

Des swallowed and glanced at the already closing, but
still gruesome wound on the Hume-woman, then back at George. His
eyes were keen and clear despite his deteriorating state, and they
seemed to see right through Des, to every wrong and terrible thing
she’d done that might need redeeming. And there was definitely a
lot to see: all the mayhem and trouble she’d caused for the Packs.
All the people, Loup and Hume, that had ended their lives in Des’s
jaws. All the people.

Swallowing again, Des nodded and squared her
shoulders. She’d never hesitated to accept her responsibilities,
and she didn’t plan to start now. “I accept the Geas with a
heavy heart, but a willing one, DyreFather.”

“Ahhh,” George exhaled, smiling in obvious relief.
“That’s good.”

His smile didn’t fade even as his eyes glazed over.
He exhaled one last time and then didn’t take another breath. With
a sigh that came out as a brief, muffled whine, Des reached out and
closed his eyes. His skin was already cooling.

“Run with the Moon.” Des bowed her head.

George Carnahan, the DyreFather, was dead.
This strongest, canniest, most cunning of Loups was dead; the
large, ever-present force of the spirit that had once animated his
strong, tall form was utterly gone. The Dyre, Wolf of all Wolfs had
gone on to join his forefathers and mothers.

The towering, charismatic leader who had once spared
Des’s miserable life despite the entirely just death sentence
passed on her by the Tribunal was no more. The man who’d welcomed
Des as his protector after all the terrible things she’d done, the
oaths she’d broken, and who’d always treated her more as a
beloved niece than a hired goon, had gone to a place where she
couldn’t yet follow.

Des couldn’t seem to think beyond that single,
incredulous thought:

The DyreFather is dead.

“Long live the DyreMother,” Des whispered to the
unconscious Hume-woman, scooping her up and standing with her as if
she weighed nothing. The Hume-woman, Ruby, moaned and
twitched, her eyes fluttering open. She licked her full, dry lips
and tried to speak.

“George…” she said, with obvious effort. Des
hesitated then shook her head no.

Ruby moaned again, her eyes shutting briefly before
opening once more. “He bit…me.” Her hand flopped feebly up to her
shoulder to feel at the wound. With her weak fingers, she traced a
raw, vicious-looking scar that would soon fade to practically
nothing.

“It’s already healing,” Des murmured. “The rest is up
to you. Surviving and shit.”

Ruby wrapped her shaking arms around Des’s neck and
attempted to hold on tight. Ruby’s gaze never wavered from Des’s.
It was pained, confused, and begging for answers. “Surviving
what?”

Chewing her lower lip, Des averted her eyes for a
moment then met Ruby’s gaze again. “The Fever. The Change. The
Packs. The goddamn politics. Being the Dyre.”

Ruby shook her head a little. “Dire? I don’t
understand.”

“No, Dyre. The Queen,” Des spat out,
straight to the point. She felt like she’d done more talking in the
past ten minutes than she had in all her twenty-three years. At any
rate, they had to get out of there before more trouble showed up.
So longer, less traumatizing explanations would have to wait. “Of
the Loup-Garoul. The Werewolves,” she added quickly,
before Ruby could ask.

After a moment, Ruby turned her face away. “You’re
awful. This whole dream is awful.”

She sagged in Des’s arms again and this time she
really was out for the count. The Fever was taking her fast. Ruby
wasn’t going to be any help in saving her own life. Which meant it
was entirely up to Des to get them both somewhere hidden and
defensible until Ruby woke up. Or didn’t.

“With all my strength and power, I will protect you,”
Des promised, hugging close her only chance at redemption. She
already felt the heat baking Ruby. “With all my craft and cunning,
I will save you. To my last breath, Ruby.”

One last glance at George’s body, and she exited the
apartment with Ruby in her arms. They needed to go underground and
stay there until the next Full-Moon Waxing. Till Ruby was strong
enough to fight for the Dyrehood and win. And Des could only
think of one defensible, completely unexpected place they could
hide, but she’d almost rather chew off her own foot than go back
there.

Almost.


Chapter Two

The steps leading downstairs to Des’s basement
apartment normally groaned like an elderly person getting out of
bed. They barely made a sound as she descended. When she arrived at
her apartment, the door was wide open, and the brunette was gone,
though her scent lingered heavily.

Kicking the door shut behind her, Des carried Ruby
across the room to the bed and reluctantly laid her down. No time
for niceties such as changing the sheets. And anyway, it wasn’t as
if they’d be staying for any longer than it took Des to get her
stuff.

Des grabbed her emergency duffel out of her cramped
closet and tossed it on the futon next to Ruby. Then she pried up
the loose floorboard on which the duffle had sat. She got a few
splinters for her haste: tiny, but bright flashes of pain gone as
quickly as they came, the splinters themselves plinking to the
floor as her body rejected the intruders.

Swearing to herself in Spanish, Des extracted the
seven thick, neat rubber-banded wads of cash from their hiding
place. She knew how much was in each wad down to the exact dollar,
not to mention just how far away from Lenape Landing such a pile of
accumulated cash could get them.

Pretty goddamn far, Des thought, briefly
remembering the months spent wandering the wide world
post-rabidity, but pre-Geas and George. The only
responsibility she’d had in those stark, hard, empty, drifting days
had been keeping her own temper and desires in check. Surprisingly
not hard to do since all her formerly endless rage and hunger had
seemed to finally be quenched with the passing of her rabidity. Not
that said quenching had made living with all she’d done any
easier.

Not that Des deserved to have it easy after—

“Time and place, Jennifer. Time and place,” Des
muttered to herself, getting to her feet and shutting her closet
door with a final click.

A moment later, she stuffed the money inside the
duffel under her shirts, except for one wad of twenties, which she
put in an inner pocket of her jacket. Des took a quick look around
the Spartan, one-room apartment, but she didn’t feel any loss or
nostalgia, just the vague sense she’d forgotten something, but that
seemed to attend every leave-taking she’d ever had. However, just
in case the feeling was right, for once, Des divided the room into
quadrants and scanned it carefully.

Closet and bathroom? Nothing there she couldn’t do
without for the next day or so. And anyway, the point was for the
apartment to look as if it was still lived in, despite the fact
that it wasn’t.

Kitchenette? Barely any food in it anyway, and
nothing worth carrying except for the small microwave Des had
invested in a year ago. But she was definitely not going on
the run with a microwave.

The small desk-and-bookshelf that’d been there when
she moved in? Nothing on it but an ancient thesaurus, which had
also come with the apartment, and Des’s old, bulky but powerful
laptop. A gift from Jake, built by Jake. Three years old, and it
still consistently outperformed the other laptops Des occasionally
looked into buying. Not to mention that whatever alloy the case was
made of was tougher than nails, having survived several falls from
high places, falls in which it stood up not only to impact, but to
Des landing on top of it.

It’d be a shame to leave it behind, but she barely
had room for the cash in the duffle, and anyway, she could
buy another easily—

“Fuck it.” Des carefully shut down, disentangled, and
unplugged the laptop. It’d been all over the world with her, a
constant companion. Sometimes, it’d been like having Jake with her,
and the Moon Above knew that for some months, months she’d spent
living in places she’d only ever read about, it had been her only
contact with the world she’d known.

Grim-faced, Des turned to the final quadrant with the
bed and the woman lying in it.

Moaning and shivering in it, like
someone who’d eaten fruit from the Fever Tree.

“It sucks, now, but it gets better,” Des found
herself saying as she pounded the stuff in her duffle into
submission, then jammed the laptop down lengthways, between her
jeans and leather jacket. “I promise. Maybe at first, for the first
few months, it’s gonna be rough. But if you can survive them, well,
it ain’t gonna be a cake-walk, but it’ll be okay. It’ll be
okay.”

The only response Des got was another moan, followed
by a soft, desperate sob.

“Your lack of faith in me is justified. But trust me
on this. I know whereof I speak.” She swung the duffle on her back
then stood looking down at Ruby, arms akimbo. In the forgiving
light of the Hunter-Moon, Ruby looked as if she was merely
sleeping, not nearly comatose with a fever that would in all
likelihood kill her.

She looked as if a kiss could wake her from her
slumber and save her, all in one press of lips against lips. A
police siren wailing in the distance snapped Des out of her reverie
and, red about the face, she got her arms under Ruby’s legs and
around her waist, and hefted her up.

Neither woman nor duffle was heavy for Des.

Stalking out of her apartment for the second time
that night, Des gave no thought to the groaning of the stairs this
time. Within seconds, she was stepping out into the windy, moonlit
night, eyes always searching-searching-searching for the
ever-present danger. In her arms, Ruby started to shake almost
immediately, unconsciously huddling in Des’s arms, as helpless as
she’d ever be.

*

On such a patchily overcast, gloomy night, it was
easy enough to keep to the many shadows Lenape Landing offered.
What wasn’t so easy was getting out of the city without using
public transportation or a cab.

From her vantage point of a stinking, dark alley, Des
watched yet another L.L.P.D. cruiser go by. The police presence
seemed heavier to Des tonight. Not an hour into her flight with
Ruby, and she’d already evaded twelve cruisers. No telling how many
more were out on the streets of the rest of the city. It was enough
to make Des wonder why the extra bacon. Why tonight? What or who
could possibly have the Commissioner so spooked that he put so many
units out on patrol. And why tonight? Looking down at the moaning
woman in her arms, Des felt a cold, prickling sensation that
ice-danced its way down her suddenly rigid spine.

They’re looking for us, she thought with a
start. They may not know who we are, or at least who Ruby
is, but they definitely know who I am, because I
am—was—George’s Geas-Protector. If they find us, it won’t be
hard for them to figure out who Ruby is. Or, if they have a Loup in
their midst, she or he will smell it on her.

And on the heels of this surely unbelievable premise:
Holy shit, how deep does this rabbit hole go?

Des had a feeling she didn’t want to know.

Not that what she wanted had anything to do with what
she was obligated to do, and she was quickly realizing the
Geas placed on her to protect George, and now Ruby, was more
than just a night job as a bouncer at a club. It was a
life-and-death duty that included her gathering information as
needed to keep her Dyre safe. She was not just a hired gun. She was
a soldier, a spy, and a nursemaid, all rolled into one. Maybe more,
as time went on. Looking down into Ruby’s soft, innocent, troubled
face, Des for the first time wondered if she was up to the
challenge. Another cruiser went by, and Des moved deeper into the
alley.

Just then, it started to rain. Hard. The clouds that
had been sporadically hiding the waning Gibbous-Moon released a
torrent that immediately soaked Des and her charge.

Sighing, Des hefted Ruby. When she was sure the
cruiser had turned a corner, she scurried out of the alley and
headed east. It wasn’t the fastest or safest way out of the city,
but it was mostly abandoned, and only occasionally patrolled by the
cops. Maybe less occasionally tonight, but still, their presence
wouldn’t be as heavy as it was here in the Northside, or in the
more commercial Downtown.

And from the Eastside, they could make their way out
of the city proper through the brief, iffy eastern suburbs, then
they could circle around north to safety. It was a plan. And it had
the added benefit of leading any pursuers of the Loup persuasion on
a merry chase, what with all the backtracking Des’d have to do just
to find their way.

And that was assuming Des wouldn’t have to fight for
their lives.

That may be a lot to assume, Des thought and
stopped, standing stock-still and letting her shoulders slump for a
few moments.

Then she was shaking off her despair and sniffing the
humid, slightly reeking air. After a moment of hesitation, she
turned east toward their only chance at safety.

*

An hour later, she was skulking among old warehouses
and factories, grimly weathering the rain and hoping Ruby was doing
the same. She was still moaning weakly, still shivering. But she
was barely radiating any heat Des could feel. That worried her, but
another hour, two, at most, should find them at their
destination.

All Ruby has to do is not die for that long. No,
not die for long enough for us to get a Loup doctor to look her
over, Des corrected herself with stern pragmatism. She’s in
a bad way. I don’t know anything short of a miracle that could save
her if I can’t get her to Nathan’s place in time.

Her ears and nose pricked up, assaulted by a sound
and scents she did not like: gun oil, silver nitrate, evil
intent, and Loup, approaching fast, no attempt at
stealth.

Shit-shit-shit, Des thought, picking up her
pace to a light jog that jostled Ruby enough to make her moan. It
was as worrying as it was heartening that she was still alive
enough to feel discomfort.

Des dodged right, around the corner of two old
condemned warehouses that looked like they were ready to fall down.
On going deeper into the alley, she found a section of the
warehouse on the left had fallen down, blocking the egress
on the other end of the alley. The clouds diffused the overcast
light of the Waning Gibbous, but Des still couldn’t see a safe way
up that pile of boards, nails, and concrete. Which left Des in the
unenviable position of having to backtrack, only that scent of gun
oil, silver nitrate, and Loup had been slowly filling the alley
even as Des had jogged to the blocked exit.

Climbing that rubble was not an option while
carrying Ruby.

So Des scrambled carefully up the rubble as far as
she dared, not wanting to leave Ruby vulnerable on the ground, and
placed her on a relatively flat spot that didn’t seem to have any
nails or splinters waiting to impale the unwary. She settled Ruby’s
head on the solid duffle and covered her with the army jacket.

She wouldn’t need knives for this fight.

Ruby opened her eyes briefly, wide and staring, blind
in the milky, faint light of the Waning Gibbous. But they
nonetheless seemed to lock on Des’s.

“I got this,” Des promised, leaning down to kiss
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