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Chapter 1

Monuments to the honored dead stood before a lone figure upon the Hill of Lamentations, casting their long shadows in the last light of dusk. The figure stared at the monuments in silence, watching their shadows slide along the ground toward him like outstretched arms. The setting sun highlighted rough cairns and singular stones that stood in memory of heroes whose remains lay under the hard ground. The monuments were suited alternately to men and to wolves, as intricately sculpted or roughly hewn as befit the dignity and temperament of the heroes for which they stood.

What was more, each monument bore a touch of the spirits of those who had been left behind upon the heroes’ passing. Where glyphs or carefully chiseled epitaphs recorded the heroes’ greatest deeds, the telling was colored by whomever had created each monument. The remembrance of the honor, glory and wisdom of the fallen was wholly at the mercy of those who had been charged with passing it on.

The figure standing before these monuments considered himself charged thus, but the stories that these monuments told were not familiar to him. They spoke of heroes who had died long before his birth in a place far from the lands he thought of only hesitantly as home. None of his people were buried here among the hallowed heroes. Doubtless, many of his kind—the Silent Striders—had visited this place in its long history of bitter siege, internal strife and weary determination to persevere. Surely some had fought in its defense or brought timely news of dangers that it would face. Maybe some of his tribemates had shed their blood or even died here. However, no Silent Striders had been laid to rest in the Sept of the Anvil-Klaiven. This graveyard was a place of rest for only those who called the sept home, and no Silent Striders had ever done so. Although they were welcome at this sept and many others around the world, the werewolves of the Silent Striders tribe called no place home. The lone figure brooding at the boundary of the graveyard scowled at the monuments, feeling the weight of his entire tribe’s ages-long isolation.

“I shouldn’t have come here,” Mephi Faster-Than-Death said aloud to no one in particular. His breath frosted in the cold of early night, and his fingers curled more tightly around the walking staff that had been his only reliable companion for more years than he cared to admit. The icy white string of spoken words drifted off over his shoulder in a steady wind that cut straight across the top of the hill. It carried the scent of smoke and scrubbed stone and even a faint trace of water somewhere far in the distance, but it carried no odor of man or beast. Mephi was alone with the dead.

Even after the words came out, though, he wasn’t sure if he was referring to this graveyard or to the Sept of the Anvil-Klaiven itself. He had crossed an ocean via a moon bridge to bear witness to an event that had never actually occurred. Like many other visitors to the sept, he had come to see a legendary villain meet justice; but that villain had never arrived for the final hearing he’d been granted. Mephi had wasted time that would have been better spent back in the United States—where he was better known and better able to do his solemn work—just to witness this “historical” event. His few steady allies and even fewer friends must surely think that he had died since they’d seen him last. When he finally returned, he’d have to soothe hurt feelings and deflect accusations that he was shirking his local responsibilities. He’d done the same plenty of times before after long, unexplained absences, but those absences had come about for good reasons. This time, he was just a tourist who hadn’t even found the thing he’d come so far to see.

On top of that uncomfortable realization, Mephi had to admit that he had little to show at all for his prolonged and unannounced sojourn here to this bitter and unforgiving Norwegian caern. He knew no one at this sept personally, and he was familiar with the reputations and legends of only a very few of them. Of course, he hadn’t gone out of his way to try to get to know any of the werewolves at this sept either, despite his indulgence in their hospitality and their strong drink. The only werewolves he’d socialized with were visitors as well. In fact, he was more familiar with the lives and deeds of the hallowed dead of this sept than he was with any of the living warriors who called this place their home.

Digging the blunt end of his staff into the ground, Mephi considered that it might just be the fact that he’d spent too much time here doing nothing that had given rise to this lonely and morbid speculation. He could never really settle down to rest, even in places that were familiar to him, yet rest was really all he had done since coming here. He always had other responsibilities to take care of, other stories to learn and other dead souls to lay to rest. He had memories of other fallen warriors to preserve, be they heroes, cowards or traitors. The longer he stayed in one place, the longer he shirked those responsibilities that waited just down the road. It wasn’t his nature to rest when there was work to be done. Nor was it his nature to let himself believe that he’d found even a temporary home.

Then again, maybe it was just the graveyard that had imposed this dour introspection on him. Most of the werewolves in the sept came here only when one of their shield-brothers had died. Although they honored their fallen and told the stories of those heroes’ glorious deeds, they did not come to this place to remind themselves of them. Werewolves such as Mephi—a werewolf of the Galliard auspice—were charged with reminding the others. It was a Galliard’s responsibility to make sure that these monuments and the tales they told didn’t die with the fallen heroes.

Mephi considered it one of his many responsibilities to come to these places of the dead and learn what he could from them so that he could pass that knowledge on to all other werewolves who would listen. Although such places reminded other werewolves that they probably wouldn’t live to see old age or victory against their ubiquitous foes, Mephi sought them out. These places reminded him that every life was worthy of some remembrance. As the hours stretched on and the sun set in front of him, Mephi had begun to believe that he was one of the only werewolves left on Gaia’s green earth who still believed that.

“Hell, it’s probably all wishful thinking, though,” Mephi murmured with a self-deprecating smile. “Self-important, self-indulgent wishful thinking at that.” With a twist of his wrist, he rotated his walking staff so that the hissing golden cobra head at the top was looking him in the eyes. He regarded the gleaming, handcrafted snake with the same sad smile and said, “But who knows? Maybe only the forgotten dead get any rest, yes?”

The scuffling sound of footsteps on the rocky incline leading up from the Aeld Baile drew Mephi out of his reverie, but he was not embarrassed by the sudden intrusion. He’d been caught talking to himself too many times for it to still bother him. When the footsteps drew no closer, Mephi decided to turn around.

“Excuse me,” a man said in bland German. “Are you Mephi Faster-Than-Death?”

Mephi nodded and stood up a little straighter. He recognized the stocky, blond-bearded man from when he’d arrived at the caern, although he didn’t know the man’s name. All Mephi knew was that the fellow was one of the sept’s Guardians under Brand Garmson. He wore a thick, wool-lined coat against the cold, sturdy work pants and heavy boots like those of a lumberjack or a construction worker.

Mephi himself wore only a thin, gray shirt, sun-faded jeans and a tattered tan duster jacket, the sleeves of which hid the heavy golden bands on his biceps but didn’t quite cover the golden bracelets at his wrists. The cold didn’t bother him, though, since he’d taken on his more bulky and hirsute Glabro form against the chill hours ago. He felt the chill on the tips of his ears, and the flat golden necklace he wore hung like a block of ice, but he felt it as if from some great distance within himself.

“Would you come with me, then?” the man asked, gesturing back toward the House of the Spearsreach. He showed none of the classic signs of being intimidated by Mephi’s appearance. Doubtless, this man was used to tussling with or fighting alongside the locals, whose average muscle mass in their Homid forms almost doubled that of Mephi’s tall and lean frame.

“Am I somewhere I’m not supposed to be?” Mephi asked without making any move to comply. The gruff cadence of a challenge rumbled in his voice, but it was just as much a factor of his current shape as his irritation at not realizing sooner that the man was coming.

“No,” the man answered, bristling but minding his manners all the same.

“Then what do you want?”

The man clenched and relaxed his jaw before saying, “You’re sent for. The Greifynya would speak to you. And the others.”

“I see,” Mephi said with only a shade more respect. Although he was being fetched, he was being fetched by Karin Jarlsdottir—the leader of the werewolves of this sept. “What ‘others’?”

“Margrave Konietzko is among them,” the man said, letting hero-worship glaze his eyes for an instant. Mephi understood the man’s reaction, for he had heard of the Margrave even on the other side of the Atlantic. Although Konietzko was a Shadow Lord and an heir to the mistrust that werewolves of the other tribes often directed toward Shadow Lords, the Margrave’s tactical genius and inspirational courage had led those who followed him to victory throughout Europe time and again.

“And one of those who are leaving tomorrow,” the man added, as if in afterthought. “From the Roving Wind.”

Mephi frowned. Word was going around the sept that the Roving Wind pack had volunteered to take on a mission that had some bearing on Margrave Konietzko’s campaign against the forces of the Wyrm in Central Europe. Although Mephi didn’t know the specifics, he’d heard the gossip like everyone else.

“I see,” he said to the Guardian with a growl. “Margrave Konietzko and someone from the Roving Wind. What do I have in common with them that the Greifynya wants us all together?”

The local shook his head with a frown when Mephi finished talking, and he paused to reshape his thoughts.

“You misunderstand,” he said. “The Greifynya and the others have sent for you. They all wish to speak with you.”

This time, it was Mephi who paused and frowned. “Why?”

“I didn’t ask them to explain,” the Guardian said.

“I see,” Mephi sneered. “Well, aren’t you a good boy? Why don’t you show me where they are, then?”

The Guardian’s blue eyes blazed like welding sparks, but he held his tongue. Apparently, he knew better than to push a touchy subject with a touchy werewolf. That, or he knew that he had a job to do, and he intended to do it. “This way,” he said. He turned when Mephi nodded and began to walk back the way he’d come.

Mephi glanced at the cobra head atop his walking staff with a mixture of amusement, petty satisfaction, and a sliver of disappointment that the pissing contest hadn’t come to blows. He hadn’t been in a good fight—for which the stakes were his pride rather than his life—in months. No bar brawls, no shoving matches, no screaming rows with jealous women who wondered where he’d been since they last saw him. Nothing. The anger was building up in him and festering with nowhere to vent it. It always happened when he stayed in one place too long.

He shook his head and started walking. Once he found out what Karin Jarlsdottir and the Margrave wanted with him, he’d have to get moving again. He needed to get back to the States, where he could at least do some good.


Chapter 2

Gashwrack didn’t slouch as he made his way along the dank hallway. To slouch would not be seemly, and it would invite attack even in such a place as this. The paramours of Arastha who lived in this Hive always lurked in corners and the mouths of empty tunnels that connected to the main hallway before Arastha’s chamber. When word spread that someone had been summoned into the Lady’s presence, the deluded, jealous fools staked out the main hallway to wait for the subject of the summons. If the summoned Dancer showed any sign of weakness, he was likely to be challenged and set upon regardless of whether he had actually provoked the challenger. The only justification that the survivor of the fight could then offer for what he had done was to say that the victim had been weak, and unworthy to disgrace Lady Arastha’s presence.

Gashwrack knew from experience that projecting the impression of strength forestalled most such vain ambushes, but he was also well aware that simple posturing would get him only so far. If he didn’t look out for an actual assault, it wouldn’t matter how strong he looked.

The flickering light from the torches pressed the ceiling down on him and made his eyes dart into the shadows. However, even the shadows writhed and twisted in the torchlight, making Gashwrack think of diseased lovers sharing one last embrace. He saw no one nearby, but he kept on guard nonetheless. The undulating shadows could conceal unmoving forms. The echoing rhythm of his boot heels could cover the sound of someone breathing. His sense of smell was all but non-existent in this form, so only the foulest offal would even make his nose twitch. He might be alone in the subterranean hallway, or he might be surrounded.

Gashwrack’s vigilance saw him safely most of the way to his destination, but trouble was waiting for him nonetheless. A shaggy mass of matted and blood-gnarled orange fur crouched just outside the bone-lattice door of Lady Arastha’s chamber. The ugly hulk looked up at Gashwrack, and his pus-yellow eyes rolled in anticipation. The thick and ragged flaps of his ears perked up. Gashwrack could just make out the excited swish of the Crinos werewolf’s tail on the floor. Gashwrack recognized the monster immediately.

“Splinterbone,” Gashwrack growled, looking his adversary in its dancing yellow eyes. “Get out of my way.”

“Arastha is busy,” Splinterbone growled back, rising halfway to his full height. His hands shook when they came up off the floor, and his long, chipped claws chittered against the stone.

“I’m sent for,” Gashwrack hissed through clenched teeth. Although he wore only his Homid shape, he glared into the Crinos werewolf’s eyes without fear. With Splinterbone half-crouched, Gashwrack didn’t have to look up and expose his neck to do so. “Arastha wants me.”

“I’m standing guard,” Splinterbone rumbled. His splotchy tongue licked his fangs. “Go away.”

Gashwrack sneered, baring his teeth. “If you’re the lady’s only guard, she must want to die.”

Splinterbone’s eyelids peeled back in outrage and he stood to his full height. “I’m guarding!” he bellowed, thumping his chest with a hand that could crush a man’s skull. He took a step forward and snarled down at Gashwrack. The beast’s sulfurous breath blasted Gashwrack in the face, and oily saliva fell on the floor between them. Gashwrack pivoted his foot to keep his boot from being slobbered on. He counted it a victory that Splinterbone didn’t simply slap him into the wall headfirst. Splinterbone was young, fanatical and tough, but he was too stupid to act first. Obviously, this “clever” ruse had used up his allotment of wits for the day.

“In that case,” Gashwrack said as rage began to churn somewhere between his stomach and his heart, “go and announce me to Lady Arastha.” He was careful to make himself look annoyed rather than furious. The human expression did not forewarn of an attack. It made Gashwrack look more like he was ready to submit to Splinterbone’s ludicrous claim to authority.

Splinterbone’s massive head twitched at Gashwrack’s words, and his pupils dilated in hazy contemplation. “Announce…”

“Hurry up,” Gashwrack snapped. The rage in his middle began to push outward, and he had to restrain himself from taking on the Glabro shape just to ease the pressure. “Go inside and tell Arastha I’m here!”

Splinterbone stepped backward toward Arastha’s door with a dimly amused look in his wild eyes. The faint gleam in the murky orbs indicated that he thought he’d gotten away with something. “Announce you,” he said. “Yes.” His breath began to come out harder, and his next words were thick. “Wait.”

“Stop stalling!” Gashwrack shouted in feigned frustration as the fury filled him at last. He clamped his hands into hard knots to keep his fingers from quivering. “Just go!”

Gashwrack was all but forgotten in the behemoth’s mind already. He took another step back toward Arastha’s door, then turned to open it with a faraway look in his eyes.

As soon as those eyes dismissed Gashwrack, Gashwrack let his fury burst its dam at last. Exploding into Crinos form, he leapt forward and drove his claws through the hair, skin and muscle of Splinterbone’s back. Two vicious arcs flayed Splinterbone from tailbone to shoulder blade. In surprised agony, Splinterbone arched back onto the tips of his toes with a cub’s terrified yelp.

Riding his initial wave of forward momentum, Gashwrack crashed into Splinterbone and pressed the attack. He raked the claws of his right foot down the back of Splinterbone’s right leg, leaving a bloody rent from testicles to knee, and he wrapped his long arms around Splinterbone in an iron embrace. With his elbows pinning Splinterbone’s arms, he crossed his wrists and drove his claws into the ropy muscles on either side of Splinterbone’s throat. Splinterbone mewled, and a red froth dribbled out of the side of his mouth onto Gashwrack’s wrist.

“How much do you love me, you tangled fool?” Gashwrack growled into Splinterbone’s ear once the larger werewolf was immobilized. He nipped the tip of Splinterbone’s flapping ear off to punctuate the question.

Splinterbone didn’t answer.

“I asked a question,” Gashwrack growled again, letting his tongue brush Splinterbone’s cheek. “Do you love me more than Arastha? If you do, you live.”

Splinterbone’s head wiggled in what was either a feeble nod or an attempt to swallow more blood before it could run out of his mouth and down his face.

“Say it,” Gashwrack said, flexing his fingertips as Splinterbone’s skin tried to heal around them. “Say you love me.”

“Love…you…” Splinterbone gurgled as best he could. His arms hung slack at his sides, and a frail, thin whine escaped his throat.

“More than Arastha,” Gashwrack demanded, biting off a larger piece of Splinterbone’s ear. He used his tongue to put the torn scrap of flesh into Splinterbone’s mouth. Splinterbone didn’t even try to bite him.

“More…” the brute gasped. “More…Arastha….”

“Good boy,” Gashwrack snarled. He slackened the pressure on Splinterbone’s neck, but he didn’t let go. Instead, he leaned forward and nuzzled Splinterbone’s head roughly in the direction of Lady Arastha’s bone-lattice door. In the wide, diamond-shaped spaces between the slats, the two of them could see the silhouette of a tall nude woman. The woman’s slim fingers poked through the lattice slats as she watched the two of them. Splinterbone whimpered and started trembling.

“Let him live, overzealous Gashwrack,” the woman said. She might have asked for a kiss in the same tone of voice. “Stop hurting your new pet. Come in to me.”

Gashwrack snorted in disdain, but he did as the Lady Arastha bid him. With a twist and a shove, he sent Splinterbone spinning to the floor. Splinterbone landed on his face, then scrambled to his hands and knees. He put a hand to his bleeding neck and tried to push himself upright despite the agony in his back. He spit, and a wad of phlegm and blood hit the stone floor with a smack.

“Go make yourself well, Gashwrack’s pet,” Arastha crooned. “You’ll have need to attend him when he leaves me. Hurry along.”

Without another word, Splinterbone gathered himself up into a three-point crouch and shambled away with his tail limp behind him. He spared only an instant to glare back at Gashwrack before disappearing down the first available tunnel.

When the fool was gone, Gashwrack’s rage began to cool. As it did, his body melted and folded back in on itself until he looked human once again. Only the flesh and hair that clung tenaciously to his fingernails connected him to the monster that he had just been and the work he had just done.

“Magnificent,” Arastha cooed from behind the door. “That was beautifully done.”

Gashwrack was sure that she’d have said the same to Splinterbone had things worked out differently. Lady Arastha encouraged this perverse courtship among the Hive’s strongest males. “Young degenerates always fall for that,” he said back. “Let me in.”

“Am I so eager?” Arastha teased. “What if Splinterbone had been my favorite?”

“He wasn’t,” Gashwrack rumbled, stepping toward Arastha. He put his hand on the door so that his fingers came through the lattice next to hers. He restrained himself from trying to open the door without her invitation or rip it down regardless of what she wanted. Although his blood was up after the fight, his excitement hadn’t stolen his mind entirely. He didn’t even touch Arastha’s fingers. “If he was your favorite, you would have sent for him.”

“True,” Arastha said, stepping backward into the shadows of her chamber toward her bed. She ran her fingers along the nearest wall over a mural mosaic of bone and glass that depicted the Defiler Wyrm; Mahsstrac, the Urge of Power; and G’louogh, Arastha’s patron totem spirit. The sound of Arastha’s fingernails sliding across the exquisite work of art followed her into the dark.

“Come inside then, eager Gashwrack,” she said as she disappeared. “And shut the door behind you.”


Chapter 3

Mephi followed the silent Guardian to a squat wooden lodge hidden in the shadow of the House of the Spearsreach, where he was ordered to go inside. The others, he was told, were waiting inside for him, and they could not begin with their business until he joined them. Without a word to the Guardian, he nodded and went inside.

Inside, the lodge was even smaller than it had appeared from outside. A single room comprised its interior, with a stone fireplace at the far right side and a low wooden table dominating the floor. A stout war hammer that looked older than the combined ages of everyone present hung on the wall facing the fireplace. The wall opposite the door was decked out with animal skins and a few impressive hunting trophies. Although the room had only two small windows, the light from the fireplace and that from a hanging lamp illuminated the space well enough.

What brought the walls in closer, however, were the other werewolves already in the room at various positions around the low, circular table. The table was strewn with maps and what appeared to be hand-written documents, and the people in the room were all looking down at them rather than at the door that had let the cold in. A hardy local woman with a thick golden braid stood directly across the room from him, and she was the first to look up. Her blue eyes were striking despite the grim thousand-yard stare that leached warmth from them. The hard lines and sharp angles of her face might have been carved in oak or granite. Mephi recognized her right away as Karin Jarlsdottir, the Greifynya who had summoned him. She was much more attractive at this range than even she had seemed from the distance at which he’d seen her around the caern.

As Mephi cleared his throat, melted down into his Homid form and leaned his walking staff next to the door, the other werewolves in the room glanced up to regard him. The first to do so was a lean female who sat on her haunches in Lupus form next to Jarlsdottir. The wolf’s fur was char-black, with russet undertones that the firelight behind her set off to good effect. Her shoulders and haunches were trim and strong as if she’d spent a lot of time running. She looked up, sniffed once, then turned back to the maps nearest her on the short table.

The only other man in the room crouched on the opposite side of the table from the wolf, and he stood with the careless ease of a man less than half his age. The way he moved displayed the perfect synchronicity between human and lupine grace that it took some werewolves a lifetime to achieve. This was no wolf tottering on two human legs, nor was it merely a man who could also run on all fours. He was a hunter’s spirit clothed in changing flesh. His muscular body coiled like a spring, and an iron-gray mane hung to his shoulders, just brushing the fur-trimmed black cloak that hung on his back. The appraising stare Mephi got from the man shone with an unflinching expectation of command. A heavy broadsword hung from his wide leather belt, and he placed a casual hand near the hilt without even seeming to think about it. The Margrave Konietzko was even more impressive at arm’s length than he had been when Mephi had first seen him across the Aeld Baile. Mephi felt suddenly self-conscious in his beat-up golden bands and travel-worn clothes.

Swallowing a surge of awe, Mephi turned to the blond woman across the table from him. He nodded and said in Nynorsk, “Greifynya, you sent for me.”

“Welcome, Silent Strider, to the Sept of the Anvil-Klaiven,” Karin Jarlsdottir said in English. “I apologize for not meeting you personally when you arrived. You’ve been treated well?”

“As if I’d come home,” Mephi replied. Although he said basically the same whenever he was welcomed to a caern, the repetition made the words no more true. He looked at Konietzko and said, “Margrave Konietzko. I’ve heard of you even in America, sir.”

The middle-aged Margrave nodded, but the canny, appraising look never left his eyes.

Finally, Mephi turned to the wolf at Jarlsdottir’s side and nodded once again. “Ma’am,” he said with nothing more to go on.

“This is Rain-Hunter,” Jarlsdottir explained. “A Red Talon of the Roving Wind pack. She’s a guest here, as you are.”

Mephi nodded to Rain-Hunter again, wondering why the Greifynya hadn’t mentioned the wolf’s home sept as well. Maybe the Roving Wind pack didn’t have one. While such a thing was a little unusual, it was not entirely unheard of. Mephi himself called no protectorate home.

“I thank you for coming to us so quickly, Mephi Faster-Than-Death,” Jarlsdottir continued. “We’d like your help in a very important and timely matter. One concerning the plans that were made in our fellowship hall.”

“What about them?” Mephi asked. He’d been leaning against the back wall when the Margrave and the Jarlsdottir and Antonine Teardrop had proposed a series of excursions south into Central Europe, but he couldn’t imagine what it might have to do with him. Or rather, he didn’t see how it might immediately apply to him. Maybe these three wanted another Galliard’s opinion on how to interpret the Stargazer’s bizarre Riddle of Threes. Mephi would have obliged without reservation if he could have offered any insight, but he had no idea what the old man had been going on about.

“You’re aware of the Wyrm and Weaver’s growing influence on this part of the world,” Margrave Konietzko said in thickly accented English. “You have been informed, even in America?”

“I’m aware of it, sir.”

“And you understood what the Stargazer said when he spoke his riddle?” the Margrave continued.

“As well as I could,” Mephi said carefully. “He was talking about the dangers growing in Europe’s heart and a threat to our Garou nation’s past. He wasn’t very specific.”

He uncovered a path to follow, Rain-Hunter said in the lupine language of growl and posture that all werewolves understood. He warned of its dangers.

“I don’t follow your path,” Mephi said. Gauging the look that Rain-Hunter turned on him, he amended that statement to, “That is, I don’t see what you mean.”

“Regardless of the exact meaning of what Antonine Teardrop said,” Karin Jarlsdottir said, “Margrave Konietzko and the other war leaders in this part of the world have come to believe that steps must be taken to gauge how much of a threat the Wyrm’s legions actually pose us here. Therefore, two select groups of Garou have been chosen to answer this call to action if they can.”

“Right,” Mephi said. “I know about all that. Mari Cabrah and your Warder’s pack are going into Serbia overland for recon.” He looked at Rain-Hunter and said, “Your Roving Wind’s going on a different quest. I caught that in passing, too. But did you say it’ll just be two packs?”

“Yes,” Jarlsdottir said with a patient look. “The first pack is coming together to take on a quest into Serbia. The American Black Fury will go with them.”

“And the others?” Mephi asked. “The Roving Wind?”

“The others are going into Hungary tomorrow night at moonrise,” Margrave Konietzko answered. “They’re going to the fallen caern of memory hidden within Hortobägy National Park.”

“You’re here because we hope you’ll go with them,” Jarlsdottir said, a beat after the Margrave finished talking.

Mephi blinked in surprise and stood up straight. That’d come out of left field.

“The glory and honor of this quest would be well worth the difficulty,” Karin Jarlsdottir said when Mephi didn’t reply. “We know how dangerous this will be.”

“I’m not worried about that,” Mephi said. The last thing he wanted to do was leave this Get and the other two werewolves with the impression that he was stalling because he was scared. “I just don’t understand this. I don’t know anything about this fallen caern. I’ve never been to Hungary. I’ve never even been to this caern before. What made you think of me for this?”

Your skill is known to us, Rain-Hunter said.

“That’s very kind,” Mephi said, as curiosity and pride rose inside him. “Do you know Storm-Eye? Is that who told you about me?”

When he’d arrived, Mephi had been surprised to find his sometime comrade among the other visitors to this sept. He hadn’t been expecting to see Storm-Eye so far from her home protectorate. As fiercely territorial as Storm-Eye (and most of her Red Talon tribemates) could be, getting her to leave her home and come so far took a matter of singular importance.

No, Rain-Hunter told him. Not her.

“You were asked for by name,” Jarlsdottir said.

Mephi was tempted to look at the Margrave, but he knew that the Shadow Lord hadn’t been the one who’d suggested he be involved in this. The older man had never seen—and likely never heard of—him, and Mephi wasn’t vain enough to think that the reputation he’d garnered in the States had preceded him. Even considering Rain-Hunter’s assertion that his skill was known here, Mephi had a tough time figuring out how his renown had gotten all the way to Eastern Europe if not from one of the Americans who’d come to this concolation.

We asked, Rain-Hunter said when confusion clouded Mephi’s face. My pack.

Mephi didn’t ask the wolf why outright, but his expression asked the question for him.

My alpha asked, Rain-Hunter said. She who always finds the light, even in her sleep.

Mephi’s eyes registered his surprise, and uneasiness blossomed in his stomach. “Melinda Light-Finder, you mean? She’s in charge of Roving Wind? I didn’t know she was here.”

“Yes,” Karin Jarlsdottir said. Her eyes took on a suspicious aspect when she saw Mephi’s expression. “The Roving Wind volunteered to take on the quest, and they are asking you to join. Light-Finder would have asked you herself, but the Margrave thought it best to speak to you first since we hadn’t heard of you.”

“This is true,” the Margrave added. “Since you would be traveling through my protectorate into strategically important territory under my supervision, I insisted I meet you. You are not known here.”

Except by she who always finds the light, even in her sleep, Rain-Hunter said. And those she tells about you.

“You see,” Konietzko said as if no one had spoken after him, “this mission is important, regardless of what that Stargazer said. I must be sure that the soldiers who agree to take it on are worthy and able to do so.”

“You can be sure of me,” Mephi said without thinking. “And of Melinda Light-Finder’s judgment. She and I worked together plenty of times in the States. If she’s volunteered for this, I’ll be right there with her. Gladly.”

“Spirit,” Jarlsdottir mused with a light smile. “You don’t even know what she wants you for.”

“I don’t have to,” Mephi said. “If I knew she’d volunteered before she knew I was here, I’d have offered to go with her.” Just don’t ask me why, he thought. Not if you like having a pretty face.

“Well enough,” the Margrave said. “Then pay close attention to what I’m about to tell you. You can talk over the specifics with the Roving Wind tomorrow before you leave, but this mission’s foremost goal is simple.” His face was graven in iron as he took a knee beside the table. Jarlsdottir matched the movement. Rain-Hunter had remained seated throughout.

When Mephi crouched, the Margrave touched a topographical map of Hungary and the countries surrounding it. He traced the line of the Danube River to where it crossed the Tisza River in Yugoslavia, then traced the Tisza upstream through Hungary toward that country’s border with Romania in the east.

“This is the Tisza River,” the old man said. He pointed to another line that crossed into Romania and said, “This is the Viseu River. In March of 2000, a burst dam at a mine here—” he pointed to a spot on the Viseu near where it met the Tisza “—spilled heavy-metal sediment into the river. This spill followed an incident in January, in which a similar accident on the Somes River dumped cyanide into the river that was carried almost all the way to the Danube in Yugoslavia.”

“I’ve heard about this,” Mephi murmured. “On CNN…the Internet…”

“Yes,” the Margrave said with thin-eyed disdain. “What you did not see there is what serious effect this disaster has had. The creatures that lived in the river were poisoned and killed. The animals that ate those creatures were poisoned. The corrupt chain of predator and prey has spread this poison wider than the river’s banks and even wider than the flood plains that flank it.”

He traced two thick fingers along the middle stretch of the Tisza River that ran through Hungary. “In the Umbra, all of this territory has died and become a Hellhole. Each tributary is another vein carrying the poison on this plane and the spirit plane as well. The Wyrm’s soldiers are growing strong here. Stronger than the forces we had in place at the time.”

“Terrible,” Mephi murmured.

“Understated,” the Margrave said. He tapped a section of the map that lay next to the Tisza but not terribly far. “This is the location of the Hortobägy National Park. It is only 520 square kilometers, but it is one of the few wild places in this part of the country that the humans have thought to protect. Five years ago, the Roving Wind discovered a weak, natural caern of memory hidden deep within this park. Warriors from the Sept of the Night Sky and a lesser sept in Romania have only recently cleared away the Weaver’s trappings there and awakened the caern’s spirit. The Roving Wind undertook a quest to find a pathstone for the caern as well. The place is called Owl’s Rest.”

“It was,” Jarlsdottir added. The muscles in her jaw were tight, and hatred boiled in her clear, blue eyes.

“What happened?” Mephi asked.

Overrun, Rain-Hunter growled. Her tail dropped flat against the ground where she sat. Too many, too fast.

“Yes,” the Margrave said. “The soldiers of the Wyrm overtook the caern when the devastation of the Tisza River disaster was at its peak. The caern is small, and only a few souls had yet arrived to defend it. Some cowards fled. Others had left already to ally with my forces in other theaters of conflict before their position was secure. The defenders who were left were caught off guard by the disaster, and the caern fell.”

“It was a small caern?” Mephi asked when the Margrave paused. Rain-Hunter indicated that he was correct.

“Very small,” the Margrave said. “But strategically important. You see, its pathstone was connected to other more powerful caerns in the region. There were also plans to use it as a staging area against the Wyrm’s forces in Serbia. Had it fallen in that conflict, our soldiers there could have fallen back to the Sept of the Night Sky and continued the fight. Besides all that, although it is not powerful, it is still a holy place of Gaia.”

“Then the Roving Wind and I are to try to take it back?” Mephi asked with a reasonable show of conviction.

“More spirit,” Jarlsdottir said. This time, however, her words dripped with a caustic gallows humor that seemed to leave a bad taste in her mouth. The weary expression that came along with it made the Get of Fenris look at least ten years older than she was. She was too young to be Greifynya, Mephi knew from listening to the gossip around the sept. Being reminded by example of what would happen to her home if ever she was weak was not kind to her.

“A pack of strays will not take back what has been taken from my war-forged soldiers who stood their ground to the last,” the Margrave sneered. “No, such a thing is beyond you and the Roving Wind alone. And this is not the time. Instead, you have a different and more immediate responsibility. Do you know what a pathstone is?”

“I know,” Mephi answered, trying to keep indignation out of his voice. He wondered if the Margrave talked this way to everybody, or just everybody who wasn’t a “war-forged” Shadow Lord.

“Good,” the Margrave replied. “The pathstone at Owl’s Rest is the object of your mission. You and the Roving Wind are to go there, get it and bring it back here before the Wyrm’s soldiers make it their own. That stone is linked to the pathstones of the surrounding caerns. If our enemies take it, our caerns in this region will be vulnerable to attack.”
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