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Chapter 1







Being electrocuted ain’t half as fun as you might think.

Then again, waking up next to a beautiful woman had a way of making everything seem better.

“Sarah!” Maggie called out as she rolled over from cuddling me on the forest floor.

She was fuming as she spat half-chewed bones out of her mouth, taking no notice of the claw marks dug into the ground. She’d almost got me last night.

“Sarah, get out here!” Maggie shouted more insistently. “Did you let me eat a raccoon again? You know I despise those vermin!”

I stifled a snicker at her plight; in response, Maggie stared deadpan at me as she brushed the dirt and leaves away from her front. I turned redder than her hair and looked away, trying to maintain some of the manners I’d been raised with. Damn it, she knew that I was doing my level best not to take advantage of the unnatural bond between us. But she sure wasn’t making it easy.

Of course, it didn’t help none that we were both naked as the day we were born.

The summer morning was already making us sweat. Cicadas chattered in the underbrush even as heat lightning flashed silently in a cloudless sky. The weather had been weird lately, and the shifting telluric currents that controlled it felt off somehow. My stomach kept doing flip-flops that had nothing to do with Maggie pressing up against me.

Giggles preceded Maggie’s little sister before the girl emerged out of the bushes, gap-toothed grin flashing. She wore the ramshackle surge pack I’d managed to cobble together, powering the lightning rod she twirled in a playful fashion. Sarah took a perverse pleasure in letting Maggie and me almost tear into her before she put us down with the rod. Sometimes we’d awake to find she had let us run wild the whole night through.

Sarah was young enough that the change hadn’t taken her yet, but it was close. It wasn’t just for her sister’s company that the girl had left their werewolf pack behind when we’d left Sacramento; shifters were a danger to everyone until they settled into their final fur, and Sarah was on the cusp of starting her transformations.

“Gimme my britches, brat,” I called out. It was hard as hell keeping leaves and mud covering my privates, but she was a kid, and I was a halfway-decent man.

She waggled her eyebrows and laughed when I turned a deeper shade of red.

“Enough, Sarah,” Maggie scolded. Sarah stuck out her tongue and tossed me the bundle of clothes I’d stripped out of the night before. “Elijah is correct; your behavior is inappropriate for your age.”

I stole a look over to where the naked Maggie stood sternly, trying to keep a straight face as she lectured her sister on manners. She felt my hungry stare through the link we shared and snorted at me while rolling her green eyes in exasperation as I turned away.

“You are the strangest sort of hypocrite, Elijah,” she sighed. “When we are lost to the fur we alternate between rutting and attempting to murder each other. We do not need Sarah’s taunting to tell us that. Why then must you insist on acting as if we are blushing virgins when we wake?”

I shrugged into my patched pants, avoiding her gaze. “It ain’t the same when we got our senses, and you blasted well know it.”

Maggie’s presence was suddenly behind me, and with it the heady scent of her. It was a mixture of soft and wild, strawberries amid thorn bushes, the sinuous movement of beautiful monsters in the dark. It made my heart race; when her fingertips brushed across my neck, I nearly jumped out of my skin.

“I am well aware of the difference. When we run as wolves, the bond draws us together, to both love and devour each other. When we wear skin, I choose to be with you. I know you feel the same. Your insistence in playing at chastity when we walk as humans is…irritating.”

“Don’t matter,” I said, gruff as I put on the ruined hot-suit jacket with its multiple claw tears. “Like you said: the bond is still there. Should we go and get hitched just because I was the first one you turned? That might be enough for some folks, but it ain’t enough for me. You got to know me and I got to know you, down to the soul, before I’ll let this happen when we got hold of our minds.”

I turned around and met her gaze, for once able to ignore her nakedness as I hardened my resolve. “We were forced together because I was the first victim you bit. That ain’t romance. That ain’t love. Now, get dressed.”

The joy and playfulness in the air drained away, and Maggie turned away with a smoldering look. I cussed myself. Is there a pretty naked lady with a temper claiming love standing in front of you and teasing? How about you question her feelings for you and remind her how she infected you with a disease that turns you into a bloodthirsty werewolf every full moon?

Yep. I was a genius.

I sighed and stared south, toward what kept me from just letting go of my inhibitions and enjoying life on the ground.

Although the flying metropolis of Wardenclyffe was just a dot on the horizon, there were better than ten thousand men and women on the salvation city relying on me. They didn’t even know it, either. The last remnants of humanity sailed along atop the invisible telluric currents, shepherded by a secret society of wolf-infected scientists that kept their inner beasts in check through constant electric shocks. I had to admit, it was probably for the best they hid their affliction from the rest of the city. If folks knew what was beneath their obscuring goggles and respirators, they’d riot and crash the city within hours of the discovery.

I was just as much a secret as the Tellurians, though. When Sarah wasn’t fast enough and had to put me down with the surge pack during the full moon, my flesh reacted differently than most. Instead of being just stunned by the electricity, I’d revert to being human again, and my body would need shocks throughout the night to keep me down. Otherwise, I’d wake up, sprout fur, and start the chase again. Most werewolves could be downed by the lightning for the entire night; it was just one more strange mystery to how my body had reacted to the infection. Only a few people even knew I’d survived it, or that I was ranging ahead of my abandoned home and trying to find any threats before they got to Wardenclyffe. The folk up there might have written me off, but I still loved the old sanctuary city.

“What’s wrong with you, Eli?” Sarah asked, breaking the silence imposed by Maggie’s huff. She dutifully passed over the surge pack so I could make sure the thing had survived another night of use. Rigorous maintenance was the only thing keeping the ramshackle thing working.

Although she’d been raised by her sister and their wolf family without any contact with uninfected people, Sarah had adapted quickly to my presence, finding to her delight that she didn’t have to be stuffy around me. Maggie was too set in her ways to follow her sister’s example, but it was nice to talk to someone that wasn’t a walking textbook.

“Just thinking a bit too much,” I hemmed, poking at a couple of raw wires. They sparked with a cracking sound. Good enough. The surge pack would need to passively charge from the local telluric currents, but it would be fully juiced back up by the next full moon. An unexpected arc zapped my finger, making me jerk my hand back.

“Hey, don’t electrocute yourself; that’s my job!” Sarah giggled, but her laughter petered out in the empty air. It was getting harder and harder to pretend that there wasn’t doom on the horizon.

For three months we’d been trailblazing north of the city, barely outpacing its ponderous flight. Wardenclyffe was caught in a strange riptide in the electromagnetic currents, being drawn toward the mysterious Menlo Station where Edison and his vicious Cabal of flunkies waited. But we’d been pulling ahead from the city steadily the last week. Wardenclyffe had slowed down to a more stately pace. But why? Had the Tellurians somehow wrested control back of its path, or was this just more of Edison’s tricks? We hadn’t caught sight of his bastard followers yet, nor did we know why they’d attacked Wardenclyffe with one of their Thunder Trains three months ago.

What was abundantly clear to anyone with the wolf in their blood was that the telluric currents we were following were becoming unstable. I’d never heard of the streams ebbing and surging before in all my years aboard Wardenclyffe. Sure, a salvation city passing through would leave a disrupted wake of energy they couldn’t double-back on without shaking the city apart, but nothing could permanently change the eternal flows.

At least, that was what I’d thought.

“Something approaches from the city,” Maggie said, standing next to me as she shrugged into her patched prairie dress. “Do you see?”

My heart hammered with hope as I followed her pointing finger, straining my eyes. Maggie had been born as a werewolf, so she tended to keep some of her supernatural senses in human form, but I lacked her inborn abilities. Briefly I considered using the blinder goggles Sarah had taken to wearing around her neck like a talisman, but I shuddered at the thought. Sure, the black obsidian lenses wouldn’t burn my eyes out thanks to the wolf inside me; that said, it would still leave me with a headache for hours from viewing the world as a ghostly shadow of electromagnetic currents.

Instead, I closed my eyes and reached out my senses. I’d been trying to train myself to identify the telluric currents over the last few months. Lately, I’d begun to doubt my progress, as the electromagnetic streams north of us surged and flashed away in my mind. They had to still be there, but for some reason I couldn’t sense them.

At least my troubles with the currents didn’t extend to the south. I was able to tell that an object had launched from Wardenclyffe. But it was far too small to be a Thunder Train.

Maude had only been able to visit me one time since I’d been exiled from Wardenclyffe by Beta Steinmetz, the Tellurian who had de facto control of the city. Although my grandmother was the undisputed mistress of the Heaven’s Grace, the big Double T was the workhorse of the city and would be missed if it went haring off on a side trip without explanation, so she’d been careful to not draw too much attention to us. While I felt disappointment that the craft riding the currents toward us wasn’t the Heaven’s Grace, my curiosity was piqued by the size of it. Even the Tammany’s Troubles, the smallest Double T on Wardenclyffe, made more of a disruption in the telluric streams than whatever was heading our way.

The strange anomaly darted back and forth along its path, jagged and erratic. Between that and the distance it had to cross, the object was a good half hour away, even at the surprising speed it was traveling at. But it was definitely coming toward us.

“Should we flee?” Maggie asked.

“Not much reason to,” I sighed. “Likely they’re tracking the residual from the surge pack. I’m sure as shit not leaving that thing behind. Besides, only folk that know we’re down here are friendlies. Mostly. But there ain’t nobody wants me dead that thinks I’m still alive.”

“Why do you even bother protecting those people?” Sarah asked, holding up the blinders and peering through them. Even though she hadn’t experienced her first change into a beast, being naturally born to it like her sister let her endure the goggles’ destructive nature without much discomfort or danger.

“My friends and kin are there. Don’t matter much that there’s people I don’t like in the city. I ain’t deserting Wardenclyffe just because of a few assholes.”

“But you’re here,” Sarah protested. “Not there. They don’t want you. We do. You don’t belong to their pack anymore. You’re one of us now.”

I fought back an irritated sigh. To her it seemed very obvious; either you were part of something, or you weren’t.

“Leave Elijah alone, Sarah,” interjected Maggie. “He will learn soon enough the folly of clinging to such incongruent notions.”

I struggled to hold my temper, stalking off to rummage through the gear Sarah had kept safe. There were some dried squirrel strips in there. I tore into them with a little more vigor than was needed.

We spent the rest of the wait in uncomfortable silence, while I fumed over what the girls thought of me and my obsession with keeping Wardenclyffe safe. But nothing Maggie could say or do would ever get me to give up on my family and home. Nothing.

As our flying visitor rocketed closer, I forgot my temper, fascination instead taking over. My initial impression had been correct: the oncoming craft was far too small and fast to be a Thunder Train.

The object looked like a shooting star had knocked boots with a lightning bolt; their offspring was a glowing sphere of electricity that streaked across the sky with a tail of sparks instead of fire. Within a few moments the mass at the center resolved itself into a man riding a device three times his size, his legs locked hard against its sides, his body hunched down against the wind. My senses screamed at the brutal effect his steed had on the telluric currents, cleaving through them like a knife rather than sailing atop them like a Thunder Train.

“Elijah!” Maggie hollered in warning.

The lightning comet was coming right for us.

We went to ground, scrabbling away from the path of the oncoming disaster. The sisters melted into the trees and underbrush, but I lacked their grace and knowledge. I just took off running at a right angle to the rider’s path, holding on to the surge pack for dear life. The lightning generator was the only thing that let me keep a shred of my humanity, and I wasn’t going to let some idiot suicide into it.

The comet rider altered his course to cut me off.

“Son of a bitch!” I panted, skidding to a stop.

My arm hairs stood up as the comet shot straight at me, static electricity heralding its arrival. Squall tubes, steel-hard glass containers filled with an alchemical sludge that allowed flight when electrified, were bolted onto the machine from front to back. I didn’t need to see the pilot’s bald head, goggles, and respirator to know there was only one kind of madman that could be responsible for such a thing.

Tellurian.

The air shrieked at being violated by the contraption, but above its roar I heard the muffled shout of the storm prophet riding it as he desperately waved me away.

“Eli, move!”

I managed to twist away just as the thing blasted past faster than a cannonball, its lightning shroud caressing me like the fingers of a demented lover. The force of the near-miss tossed me against a tree with bone-cracking impact. My teeth chattered from the voltage passing through me, but the battered hot-suit managed to shunt some of the energy away.

Still hurt like a bastard though.

The comet crashed into a line of trees, smashing through them like a fist through paper. Wood blew apart as the machine and rider plowed a narrow swath through the forest.

At least the impacts managed to slow the iron horse a bit. The man nosed it down into the dirt, cutting a trench fifty feet long as the contraption finally came to rest.

The Tellurian riding the thing fell off, his arms and legs shaking with exhaustion from clinging to such a rough ride. Maggie popped out of the underbrush, eyes narrowed in suspicion. There was no sign of Sarah, but the kid was skittish around strangers. She was probably watching from the shadows, ready to toss out all the fury her skinny teenage fists could bring to any that threatened her sister.

“Successful test,” the storm prophet croaked with a half-laugh. “Well…I’m still breathing, at least.”

He was burnt all over with his head smoking, but the man wasn’t in any danger of dying. Despite what most folks on the salvation cities thought, the full-length lab coat, boots, and gloves that the Tellurians wore didn’t protect them from the electricity they worked with. In fact, the garments were laced with copper, conducting shocks and jolts directly to their skin to help keep their wolf-born infection under control.

I pulled out a heavy wrench from my pack and smacked it in my palm, all menacing-like. Well, as menacing as my tall, beanpole frame could muster.

“Who are you?” Maggie asked, unlimbering her delicately-filigreed Winchester rifle and taking aim at the intruder’s head. Damn. One of these days I’d learn to just let her take the lead with her gun, rather than trying to posture like an idiot.

“You’re going to hurt my feelings,” the storm prophet rasped. “After saving your life, I figured you might at least remember me.”

“Henry!” I shouted in realization.

“Of course it’s me, you idiot,” my oldest and truest friend laughed, pulling himself into a sitting position on the crashed craft. “Who else would ride a dangerous prototype down to see you?”

Maggie lowered the rifle, but she wasn’t grinning like me. While it was true that Henry had saved her life, she had a superstitious distrust of Tellurian technology and those who used it.

A hundred questions bubbled up, but Henry waved them off. He pushed up his blinder goggles, staring at me with the too-blue eyes that the Tellurians hid from the world. Wolf eyes, hungry and savage, kept in check only by constant low-level electrocution. Despite carrying the virus, Henry had no trace of hair on him, a side effect of the constant electric shocks he endured to keep him human.

“Eli, we need your help. Something’s wrong with the currents in Wardenclyffe’s path.”

“I knew it!” I hollered, slapping my thigh in triumph, before the expression on his face sobered me up. “Everything’s been feeling off for a few weeks. Like the streams are migrating. But that’s impossible, isn’t it?”

Henry shook his head. “It’s worse than you know. The telluric currents aren’t just shifting around. They’re disappearing. There’s a dead spot coming up where there’s no currents whatsoever, and the city is heading right for it. We have two weeks, maybe three, tops.

“After that, Wardenclyffe is going to crash.”
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“That’s…a bad thing.”

It was the best I could do.

“Brilliant deduction, Eli,” Henry snorted. “I knew you were the man to talk to, the great thinker who would clear it all up.”

“Fine. It sounds really, really bad. Is that better? I didn’t think there was anywhere on Earth without telluric currents. Hell, I’ve never even heard of one ending, just thinning out too much to follow.”

Henry shrugged, squinting at the bright sunlight in his unprotected eyes. “It’s supposed to be impossible. But nobody told the dead spot ahead of that. From what we can tell, there’s a place coming up where the currents simply converge and disappear, like a giant sinkhole.”

“And the riptide dragging the city toward Menlo Station?” Maggie asked.

“Gone. Too late for us to hop streams though. There’s nothing substantial enough to hold up the city anywhere close. And if we try to reverse direction, the disruption wake of our own passing will swamp us and tear the city apart.”

I cussed like a sailor. This was all Menlo Station’s fault. We’d thought the city dead long ago; right up until a Thunder Train from her, the Shrieking Sally, crashed into Wardenclyffe, carrying Maggie in her werewolf form. Although we didn’t have any hard evidence yet, there was plenty of suspicion and troubled history with the Howling City to build on. We figured the Cabal that ruled them had sent the wolves our way as infectious cargo, trying to set loose the plague that had wiped the ground clean of humanity long ago. I wanted to find out why they’d attacked us.

Right before I kicked their ass for it.

“So, what do the Tellurians think? Is this more of Menlo’s shenanigans?” I asked.

Henry shook his head. “Nobody knows for sure. They don’t think so though, as it would ground the Cabal too. But since we can’t launch Double Ts to investigate, there’s no way to tell for sure. That’s why I had to pull the Bantam out.”

He gestured over to the contraption he’d ridden in on. Despite knocking down a few trees, the vehicle was relatively unscathed. There was a saddle bolted on for a rider toward the rear, behind a confusing array of controls and dials barely shielded from the wind by an angled iron plate. Flat pedals were operated by the pilot’s feet, and squall tubes sparked down the length of its entire hull. The iron and steel gadget was built like a bullet-shaped battering ram, with no elegance or grace to its form.

Size-wise, it was a midget when compared to a real Thunder Train. Although it had to weigh a few hundred pounds, the thing wasn’t more than fifteen feet long and about five feet high at the tip of the windshield. Its main frame had obviously been cut down from a wrecked Double T’s boiler, overlaying a confusing set of pistons and hydraulics. Lining the secondary hull were several lead-acid batteries for holding a charge if there were no storms nearby. I’d have lain odds that Henry had cobbled the machine together from one of the train graveyards on Wardenclyffe. In fact, I could see the lettering from its former life spelled out on part of the ramshackle hull.

“Hang on a damn minute. R-o-o-s…Henry, tell me you didn’t cut up the old cock!”

My friend winced at the accusation, and his tone was defensive. “I didn’t have much choice. Besides, neither of us were ever going back there, and his boiler was already riddled with our old experiments. He was perfect!”

“I can’t believe you mutilated him,” I grumbled, patting the frame of the contraption. The Iron Rooster had been a junked Thunder Train that Henry and I had damn near grown up in. It’d been our fort, our sanctuary, a wreck in the forgotten depths of Wardenclyffe that we’d cut our engineering teeth on like a surgeon slicing and stitching a corpse.

“At least he’s found new life in this form,” Henry said, trying to console me. “Before, he was just a rusting hulk in the yard, waiting for the day he had to be parted out to keep the others running. But now he’s reborn as the Bantam!”

“I suppose so,” I admitted. “How’d you get this little feller to fly, anyway? He don’t seem big enough to be out of the nest.”

“Layered steel between the gear work to increase surface charging area by three hundred percent, triple the normal amount of squall tubes, a column of the best batteries I could steal, and an unprotected saddle that shocks my ass when I twitch wrong.”

I smiled, but real laughter was a horizon a little too far away right now. There were other things on my mind.

“Will it still fly? That landing was two trees short of an explosion.”

Henry blushed. “Yes. I’m just not very good at piloting it. This…well, this is the first time it’s been out of the launch tube. Although Beta Steinmetz approved the project, he wanted it kept secret. Nobody else knew about it, outside of Maude. So, no test flights before this.”

“Why now?” Maggie asked.

He waved north. “Whatever is going on out there, we need eyes on it. But the telluric currents can’t support a Double T anymore, and they’re too chaotic for a telepulse to work, even if you had a receiver. A few more miles north, and even the Bantam won’t be able to fly in the weakening current. Somebody had to come down and let you know what was happening. Eli, Maggie: we need your help.”

We looked at him in confusion.

“Exactly what do you expect us to do about the disappearance of your magic?” Maggie asked.

“It’s not magic, it’s science,” Henry snapped.

“My mistake,” she responded, sarcasm lacing the words. “That is why your precious telluric currents only surged into existence after the appearance of werewolves. Historical documents are replete with accounts of people tapping into and using these mythical energy lines, correct? How silly of Newton to forget about your ‘science’ when he was describing the Laws of the universe. I am amazed he overlooked such an obvious violation of his precious rules!”

“Typical of the ignorant. Just because we can’t explain an event doesn’t mean that you can automatically throw it into the lap of a preacher or mystic.”

“Careful, Henry,” I said. He was getting under my skin a bit with his tone. “She did grow up bedding down with more books than the Tellurians got hidden in the Tower. I don’t give a good goddamn what we call it, but the telluric currents are real, and there’s thousands of people whose lives depend on them staying real. Can we at least agree on that?”

Maggie and Henry exchanged smoldering glares, but both nodded. Henry didn’t have any way of knowing, but Maggie had plenty of reason to distrust the Tellurians. The Cabal that had stolen her away to Menlo Station were an awful lot like a demented mirror to the storm prophets, and even had a few traitors from the Telluric Society in their ranks. Maggie had been loath to talk about her short time in the Howling City, but it was obvious that she thought of all those who dabbled in the storm technology as monsters, madmen gone wild with magic they didn’t understand.

I couldn’t argue much with that point of view. It was rumored that even Tesla himself could barely comprehend the technology he was working with. But needs must when the Devil drives, and, crazy or not, the half-understood telluric technology had saved tens of thousands of folks when the furbacks took over the ground.

But if the telluric currents were disappearing…well, the world was about to get a whole hell of a lot more interesting for the last human city.

“Eli, I know you must have your hands full with dodging the fully-turned lycanthropes down here all the time, but if you could get ahead of the city’s path…why are you two looking at each other like that?”

I scratched my head and grimaced.

“We haven’t encountered any furbacks in the last couple of weeks.”

At Henry’s amazed stare, I could only shrug. We were raised on Wardenclyffe to believe that the ground was teeming with savage beasts, werewolves that had finally succumbed to the disease and were animals for the rest of their lives. And, for the most part, that was true. It might take a few months, maybe even a year, but eventually the change from beast back to human wouldn’t happen, and the poor bastards would remain a hulking abomination for the rest of their lives.

We’d had troubles after leaving the ruins of Sacramento, dodging through the territories of several packs as we crossed the mountains toward Oregon. Fortunately, the three of us carried the curse in our blood, and the inhuman stamina that came with it allowed us to travel faster than a horse-mounted man over the rough country.

The full furbacks generally avoided the presence of shifters like us. They seemed to know instinctively about the insane fury of the shifters, how the wolf in the blood went crazy during its transformation and attacked anyone and anything. Despite what I’d been taught all my life, fully turned werewolves were less bloodthirsty than those caught between human and beast, managing to even form packs that functioned as primal families.

But still, we were pissing on someone else’s tree the whole trip, and we’d had our fair share of wolf attacks. Although they’d steer clear during the full moons when we could bite back, we’d had to use the surge pack and Maggie’s firearms a half dozen times when the moon was waning. She was running low on ammunition when we crossed into Oregon a few weeks ago, and I didn’t know how much longer the surge pack would last. We’d pretty much been down to praying and running.

And then the other werewolves just up and disappeared.

“What Elijah claims is true,” Maggie said, glancing around the forest uneasily. “We saw one or two stragglers, outcasts without packs, fifteen days ago. Since then, there have been no signs of any inhabitants. It does not bode well. By our nature, we of the wolf’s blood spread out and avoid infringing on each other’s domain. This area is teeming with prey; it would make an excellent territory for any pack. Yet there are no signs, no scent markers or claw slashes on trees, claiming this land. It is…unsettling.”

“Could this be related to the telluric currents disappearing?” I asked Henry.

“It’s entirely possible” he replied. “We know there’s some sort of resonance between the disease and the telluric currents; after all, we Tellurians process our own blood into ascension fluid for the squall tubes. Call it magic, call it science, but the connection is one that can’t be denied. Our infection is what allows us to feel the streams, to chart courses through them. A disruption might be enough to drive off those wolves who are most attuned to it.”

“No,” Maggie stated flatly. “For years, lycanthropes tore each other apart, until there were few enough that the land could sustain us. Fertile hunting territories like this would not be abandoned simply because the area feels odd. Although the savagery of those that have grown fully into their fur is lessened, the hunger that drives them would overcome any hesitation they would have about laying claim to this area.”

Henry shrugged. “A beast is a beast to me. Put whatever face you want on it, but the infected are all just poor, doomed bastards. And yes, that includes us storm prophets. Speaking of which, I need to get back to Wardenclyffe before the currents peter off around here. There’s no telling how long they’ll stay strong enough to support the Bantam.”

“Figured so,” I said. “But if you could spare a minute, I could use a hand. I scrounged a surge pack out of parts from the supply depots we’ve run across. It’s been acting a bit squirrelly lately. I think we been running it too hard, between the shocks to keep us down during the moon and the fighting use it’s been drafted into.”

“I can risk a few more minutes. Where is it?”

“Sarah, come on out from hiding and show Henry your toy!”

Silence greeted me from the woods around us.

“Sarah?” Maggie called out, worry creeping into her voice. “This is not the time for games.”

We were used to the girl wandering off on her own a ways. Whether letting me and Maggie have some alone time, or just plain boredom, the kid tended to range out while we were hiking. It was the reason I let her hold onto the surge pack; more than once she’d had to defend herself against an irate furback. The crash landing of the Bantam had sent her scurrying into the underbrush, and we’d figured she was still out there lurking, shy around Henry. When Maude had brought the Heaven’s Grace down before, the girl had done the same thing, hiding until they were gone again. So, we hadn’t paid any mind to her disappearance.

This was different.

Each of us took to calling Sarah’s name out, hoping for a response. But the forest remained silent, with nary a sound. That in itself was getting worrisome. I understood animals clearing out when the Bantam crashed, but the woods should have had critters and insects chirping away again by now. There was only one thing that I knew of that could cause the forest to go still like that. And then we heard it.

A werewolf howling.

I’d been around the girls long enough to decipher the howl. The beast was hungry and desperate, never a good combination. Worse yet, a second howl carried with it the certainty that it had found something.

Prey.

We took off running toward the commotion. I took some comfort in knowing that Sarah was still carrying the surge pack.

As if in answer to my thoughts, there was a sizzling crack and a flash of light through the trees ahead. The boom of artificial thunder shook the forest, and an animal’s yelp of pain rose up. Suddenly there came a sound that none of us expected to hear.

Gunfire.

And then Sarah screamed.
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Branches whipped our faces as we barreled through the woods toward the noise. Maggie led the way, her feet finding a path surer than any I could imagine, her hands readying the Winchester to shoot the bastard making her sister scream.

I followed close by, smashing through the underbrush like a drunken bull. While I lacked Maggie’s grace, I had more than enough muscle to make the heavy wrench I was carrying lethal. Sarah wasn’t my kin by blood, but the kid had grown on me over the last few months. I was kindly fond of her. That made my wrench want to meet her attacker.

Henry stumbled along behind us, unaccustomed to the wild terrain. I wasn’t exactly sure what he was planning to do, as he was missing the arc bracers Tellurians used to electrocute their foes. But it still felt good that my friend was backing me up, and that he didn’t waste no words on excusing himself to escape on the Bantam. You could say a lot of things about Henry. But he wasn’t a coward.

Another gunshot. Sarah’s screams came to an abrupt stop.

The underbrush parted ahead of us, and out stepped a beast from my nightmares.

It had started life as a werewolf, but that time was long behind it. All four of its limbs had been replaced with steel replicas, armored to cover the hydraulics and gear work within. Thick blades extended from its hands and feet, lengthy knives curved to resemble the claws they had replaced. A long red stripe had been dyed down the back of its white fur, and it had small loops of metal pierced through both its ears and nose. A pair of small furnaces and boilers had been implanted into its lower rib cage on each side, with exhaust pipes leading off its hips.

The critter was a Broken, one of the mechanically-augmented beasts we’d tangled with back in the ruins of Sacramento. I’d thought all of them killed when the Dead Man’s Hand exploded, but apparently they had kin out this way.

The mutilated wrong-wolf rose up on its hind legs to its full nine foot height, opened its jaws, and roared. Maggie skidded to a stop, shouldered her rifle, and fired in one smooth motion.

It would have been a clean head shot if the striped Broken hadn’t suddenly brought its arm up with inhuman speed; the bullet ricocheted off the tempered steel with a spark and a whine. Maggie worked the Winchester’s lever and fired again. This shot found exposed flesh on the body, but the ironhide didn’t show any reaction to it.

Henry and I hung back to clear her field of fire, feeling useless as Maggie continued to fire round after round into the Broken. The ironhide only reacted by covering its head; otherwise, it allowed the bullets to impact its flesh and steel without complaint.

“Let us try another tactic then,” Maggie snarled when she’d emptied the rifle.

Her hands darted down to the leather apron she wore with its innumerable bullets. Although her usual load for the Winchester was lead, she did keep a few special surprises on hand for any furback we couldn’t drive off with normal bullets.

Silver.

“Neshomne! Back!”

The shout came from behind the Broken. The big beast dropped its guard, turned, and bounded back the way it had come, ignoring the cussing Maggie while she struggled to get the silver loaded fast enough to take a shot. As quick and practiced as she was, it didn’t compare to the wrong-wolf’s speed; by the time she’d brought her rifle up, the critter had disappeared.

“Stop shooting, you damned fool!” the voice in the woods called out. It was deep, mannish, and annoyed.

“Come on out; I’m guessing this one is with you, and I got better things to do than ride herd over your young’un!”

We moved cautiously through the leaves; I took the lead, with Maggie covering me, and Henry watching our rear.

Deep growling with a metallic tinge greeted us as we emerged into a clearing. The wrong-wolf was sitting on its haunches like a dog, ears folded back, rumbling a warning snarl. Sarah was on her backside, glaring up at the Broken, her arms crossed in defiance..

Next to the ironhide was a man in a midnight-black duster and cowboy hat, with matching vest, britches, and holsters. Under the vest he wore a tucked-in button-down shirt, as bloody red as his leather gloves and boots. His skin was pale with a bluish hue, as if he’d drowned in an icy pond and forgotten to stay dead. White hair peeked out from under his hat, matching the muttonchops and handlebar mustache. Despite his unhealthy-looking hair and skin, the man was built solid, and his stance was unwavering. He stroked the Broken’s massive head like a favorite pet, and the ease with which he wore the twin pistols on his hips spoke of a practiced gunfighter. But the weirdest thing of all were his eyes.

Even from here we could see that his irises were a deep red, almost glowing in luminescence.

“Howdy,” he said, tipping his hat all neighborly-like.

Maggie raised the Winchester. But before she was halfway up with it, the stranger had drawn both pistols and aimed them at her head. If I’d blinked I would have missed it. Sarah yelped and flattened herself out on the ground, trying to clear the field of fire.

“I wouldn’t try it, darlin’,” the stranger said. “Be a shame to end you just as we met, but don’t you doubt for a second I will. Why don’t ya’ll just go ahead and toss down your weapons?”

There was something off about the man’s mouth, something shiny flashing around in it. More than that though, there was a scent around him, a feeling that made my wolf-born senses want to retch.

The surge pack Sarah had been carrying was on the ground, and I cussed at seeing the bullet hole in the power converter. I could fix it, but the chore would be impossible without the proper parts.

Maggie carefully laid her rifle against the pack, never taking her eyes off the stranger. At his nod I followed suit with the wrench. Even after we were disarmed, the wrong-wolf kept growling.

“Tell your partner back there in the trees to come on out. Can’t fool Neshomne’s nose.”

When Henry emerged from the underbrush, the stranger gave a strangled grunt and half-lowered his weapons.

“What in the happy hell is a Talon doing out this way?” the man in black asked.

Henry stared at us in confusion, and we could only shrug back.

“Hang on a minute,” the stranger muttered, raising the pistols back up. “You ain’t no Talon. You got their eyes, but you ain’t deformed like them, and you’re keeping the company of a halfbreed. Who the blue blazes are you people?”

“We could ask the same of you,” Maggie shot back.

“Fair enough. Malakhai is what my mama named me. And ya’ll are…?”

“Just travelers passing through,” I put in, trying to figure a way out of the gun sights. Well, as Maude would say: when in doubt, try the truth. Just be sure to keep a couple of your cards back. “Me and the ladies are ground folk, just making our way through. The man with the pretty eyes is Omega Thomas, a Tellurian. You know about them, right?”

Malakhai’s eyes widened, and he gave a low whistle. “Nice of you high and mighty to come down here with the rest of us peons. Although you might consider heading back up in the clouds, if you know what’s good for you.”

“Ah, that old friendly greeting of ‘you ain’t from around here, are you, boy?’“ Henry spat. He was a bit more sensitive than I was to folk looking down on me for my skin shade. “Now could you lower the damn guns and tell your mutt there to calm down?”

“Oh, he ain’t growling at you,” Malakhai said, bringing the pistols back up.

Henry and I went flat on our bellies like Sarah, trying to avoid getting hit as Maggie rolled forward and snatched her rifle back up. As she took a firing position, though, two shots rang out from Malakhai’s guns.

Pained snarls startled us as something big and heavy smashed through the woods behind us.

The werewolf that we hadn’t noticed stalking us was black-furred with white streaks on her paws. Malakhai’s first two bullets destroyed her elbows, rendering her arms temporarily useless.

“Stay down, you damn fools!” Malakhai shouted as he fired off three more shots. The first two hit the attacking werewolf’s kneecaps, blowing blood and bone out the other side; the third one was a head shot that jerked the furback to a stop.

“I have silver loaded; I will dispatch the lycanthrope,” Maggie said, swiveling her rifle around to the more immediate threat.

“No!” Malakhai yelled, darting forward in a blur of speed.

He knocked her Winchester off target just as she fired. Instead of center mass, Maggie’s bullet caught the werewolf in the shoulder. Muscle and blood exploded from the howler as the silver reacted violently with her tainted flesh. The critter snarled as she was flipped around by the force of the shot.

“Stop trying to kill the poor bitch!” Malakhai snapped. “Neshomne! Lockjaw!”

The Broken wrong-wolf dug its steel claws into the dirt and sprang forward, quickly crossing the distance to the injured werewolf. Those same claws sank deep into the furback’s flesh as Neshomne drove her to the ground. The black-furred wolf tried snapping at her mechanically-augmented attacker, but her joints hadn’t healed back yet, and the head shot had knocked her senseless. Neshomne maneuvered to get behind his victim and latched down hard on the nape of her neck with his jaws, pinning her to the ground.

Maggie worked the lever on the Winchester and pointed it at Malakhai.

“Really? We’re back to this again?” he said, arching an eyebrow. “Ma’am, if you want a good old-fashioned draw-down after I’m done, I’ll oblige you. But right now, I got other business to attend to.”

There was a blur of motion, and he was gone before she could pull the trigger.

In a streak of black and red he was on the pinned werewolf’s back, pushing aside the growling Neshomne to get access. With his red-gloved hands, Malakhai pulled the werewolf’s fur back, digging deep to look at her roots.

“Damn. I was afraid of that.”

I could barely hear him, but I could see him well enough. He gritted his teeth with a grimace, and that’s when I realized what was wrong with his mouth.

Malakhai had a pair of silver fangs.

A gurgled cry of pain came from the pinned furback as Malakhai bit into her. Rather than create the explosion of gore that silver usually did, his fangs simply penetrated through the howler’s tough hide and into the flesh underneath like a hot knife through butter. There was a ghastly sucking sound, and my stomach roiled.

Malakhai was drinking the werewolf’s blood.

We just stood there in shock. After about a minute of the terrible tableau, Malakhai raised his head up.

His eyes were wide and white, with no sign of pupil or iris to them. Blood matted his mutton chops, but not as much as I’d expected from the sounds.

Malakhai let out an inhuman scream and blurred.

His body was vibrating so fast and violent it threw out dirt from under him in small clouds. Then, just as suddenly as he’d started, he stopped shaking.

Malakhai was obviously exhausted. He staggered back from his victim for a moment, waving Neshomne off. The big white Broken released its jaw-hold on the other werewolf’s neck. The wounded beast didn’t move, save to whine. With a sigh of resignation, Malakhai went back to draining the poor furback.

“I really want to shoot him. Now, please,” Maggie said, her voice breaking a bit. Sarah nodded with her sister’s suggestion, her face white with fear.

Maybe it reminded them a bit too much of how they lost their mama to the Broken. Maybe they were just plain creeped out by the weird antics of the stranger. Either way, I couldn’t blame either of them for wanting to put a stop to what was going on. But I also couldn’t let Maggie kill the only other person we’d run into on the ground, not when we desperately needed information on what lay north of us.

Still, I’d grown tired of watching the sideshow as well. I stepped forward to put a stop to Malakhai’s bloody feast and get some answers.

Neshomne leapt in front of Malakhai, protecting him from my interference, a deep and metallic growl vibrating from his throat. Maggie raised her rifle and Henry stepped forward with balled-up fists, but the wrong-wolf wasn’t advancing on me. He was just making sure I didn’t move any farther.

“Enough,” Malakhai said from behind his big friend. “It’s done.”

Neshomne gave us one last warning rumble before backing up a bit. I expected to see the other werewolf dead, drained dry of her blood.

Instead, Malakhai was crouching over the naked form of a brown-skinned woman in her forties. Fur and quickly rotting flesh surrounded her like a macabre halo, the tell-tale signs of a werewolf that had returned to human skin and shed its bestial form. Malakhai shrugged off his heavy black duster, using it to wrap the unconscious woman as he staggered upright.

His red eyes had returned to normal, although there were blood-shot veins lacing them. Looking like he’d been on the bad end of a week-long bender, he called Neshomne over.

The big wrong-wolf went to all fours and knelt down obediently. Malakhai grabbed a handful of the white back fur and swung himself up onto the Broken’s back, still holding onto the woman. With a nudge of his heels and a click of his tongue, he brought Neshomne parallel to us.

“Get on out of here. Take your young’un there and head back the way you came.”

“I’m afraid we can’t do that,” I said, setting my jaw stubbornly.

Malakhai frowned and shook his head. “I’m serious, kid. Don’t follow me. Ain’t nothing but pain and death where I’m going.”

“Eli’s not the kind to take anyone’s advice,” Henry said, the ghost of a grin tugging the edges of his mouth.

The man in black sighed, turning Neshomne away. Malakhai shouted over his shoulder as he rode the ironhide north.

“Then I’ll see you all in Hell!”




Chapter 4







The squall tubes on the Bantam sparked bright blue as it flew away, laboring to stay atop the weakening currents and carrying Henry back to Wardenclyffe. He’d only been able to spare a few hours, but it had been enough to cobble together repairs on the surge pack.

“Now, then,” I said, turning back to Sarah. “What have we learned from today’s shenanigans??”

“Not to wander off,” Sarah replied with a roll of her eyes.

“Nope. The lesson here is ‘shoot strangers on sight before they put a hole in your lightning generator.’“

Sarah giggled, stifling it at Maggie’s scowl.

“You are too lenient with her.”

I shrugged. “I ain’t her daddy. Besides, there’s no way she could have knocked down that gunslinger before he pulled on her. She’s just lucky he didn’t have murder on his mind.”

Maggie was incredulous. “Are you blind? He was using her to lure out the lycanthrope. She was naught but a stalking goat to him, put out to draw the hungry beast in.”

“Maybe. Or maybe he just ran across her while hunting the furback. No way to really know, and I’d rather assume better than worse. Besides, if all he was interested in was drawing out the critter, he’d have shot Sarah instead of the surge pack. Fresh blood from a wound would have brought the wolf running faster than anything else.”

“Perhaps,” Maggie admitted. “Does this mean you intend to follow his advice then and turn back from our journey north? Surely if you are willing to give him the benefit of the doubt in endangering Sarah, then you must also heed his words on the folly of proceeding.”

In response, I just pointed at the dot of Wardenclyffe on the horizon.

“Madness,” she grumbled, but let it go at that.

“I figure him and his kin are why this area is so clear of wolves.”

A troubled expression passed over Maggie’s face.

“Possibly,” she allowed, fetching a map out of the pack she’d ransacked from her old den in Sacramento. “According to this, that abandoned city we passed, Salem, used to be the state capitol. Why did his people not reclaim it, if they are so adept at holding the lycanthropes at bay?”

I poked at the map. “There. They likely holed up in Portland, farther north. It’s got a river and easy access to the sea. Fishing and hunting would be better. Seems like a decent place to refound a civilization.”

“Then why would Malakhai warn us off from following him?”

“Does it really matter? We’re not even going that way. From the triangulation that Henry and me managed to do, the telluric sinkhole lays somewhere in the Cascade Mountains to the northwest, not in the valley itself. Whatever is affecting the currents, it’s up there.”

Sarah popped her head up with a big grin.

“Does that mean we get to climb another mountain?”

I snorted at her excitement, but Maggie shook her head in worry.

“This is not going to be as easy as you think, Sarah. We used passes to avoid scaling peaks when we were attempting to stay ahead of Wardenclyffe, but this is an actual feat of strength and endurance that we are ill-equipped to undertake. We have none of the gear explorers possessed in the old stories, nor do we have a knowledgeable guide. It will be dangerous.”

“Then stay behind,” I snapped. Anger flashed hot and bright as a gunshot. “I’ve had a bellyful of your complaining.”

I instantly regretted my outburst. Ever since the wolf had infected my blood, I’d found myself jumping salty more easily, taking offense and biting back in normal everyday conversations. But Maggie’s constant attempts to get us to turn back to Sacramento, to accept my fate to become one with her pack and let Wardenclyffe go its own way, were starting to wear on my nerves.

It didn’t help that she was right.

Our beast-born stamina and strength had helped us win the footrace against Wardenclyffe, but we’d been tackling deer trails during summer. The Cascades were lined up like solemn monoliths to the east, all the way up the valley. I had no idea what to expect on the climb up, nor was I looking forward to the hardships involved. But that didn’t matter much when lives were on the line.

“You know I will not abandon you,” Maggie said, her face going rigid at my tone. “If my counsel is no longer useful to you, however, feel free to get yourself killed. Surely your precious flying city will not suffer the same fate as its idiotic champion if he chooses to sacrifice his life so meaninglessly.”

She had me there. I couldn’t very well toss my nuts in the fire without it coming back to burn Wardenclyffe. Rushing in headlong to climb a mountain range without proper gear or training wasn’t the brightest idea I’d ever had.

“We could always ask Malakhai’s people for help,” Sarah said. She hated it when we fought.

“Didn’t sound like the folks in Portland are too keen on visitors.” I shrugged. “Still, without any alternatives, a bad plan is still better than none at all. Maggie?”

“I do not like it,” she grumbled, folding the map back up. “Still, there may be a way to split the difference. We can do a reconnoiter around the lowlands of the Cascades as we approach before splitting off east toward Portland. After all, we do not know precisely where the source of the telluric interference is located. Perhaps it will be at the foot of the mountains, and we may avoid the fool’s errand altogether.”

“You really think we’ll get that lucky?”

“We will not know until we try, Elijah. Besides, it will also give us the opportunity to locate the precise area Malakhai’s people reside in. After all, we are merely assuming that is where he went. He did not name his origin, he only said it was to the north. If Portland has not been resettled as you suspect, then we should be able to acquire equipment there to facilitate the scaling of the mountain.”

“A perfectly reasoned plan,” I agreed. “Not a chance in the world that it’ll go off without a hitch though.”

Sarah laughed at my wry grin. After a moment Maggie joined in, and the tension between us eased.

We were still about twenty miles away from the Cascades, so we pushed ourselves hard the rest of the day. It didn’t matter how much wolf you had running through your blood when you go jogging with fifty pounds of gear on your back; the trip still takes a bit out of you. But we pressed on, and by the time darkness fell we were a lot closer to the mountains than we’d started.

The strange heat lightning that had been playing across the sky for the last few weeks had intensified, and the dusk was lit by erratic snaps and pops going off high above us in the clouds. I felt sick to my stomach, and it had nothing to do with the running, or the fact we’d still not seen another living soul in our journey. I’d thought that the telluric currents would just disappear into the sinkhole as we got closer.

I’d been wrong.

Instead, it was like someone had wrenched the streams out of the earth and shoved them up in the air. Everything was topsy-turvy, with us feeling the echo on the ground while they faded into nothingness above.

Maggie and Sarah appeared queasy too; their supernatural senses had been turned inside-out. It didn’t take much for us all to agree to bed down for the night and to tackle the rest of the trip in the morning.

The night was deader than we’d come to expect. Without werewolves on the prowl, the last few weeks we’d heard the animal kingdom just going at it every night, hooting and hollering to each other. None of us had ever heard such a chorus before. It gave me hope that maybe the world wasn’t quite as doomed as I’d been brought up to believe.
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BOOK TWO OF THE GEARTEETH TRILOGY
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