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Prologue

Szeged, Hungary, on the banks of the Tisza River

The doors to the JATE Klub swung open, spilling throbbing music and flashing lights into the street, along with two people who stumbled into the fresh night air. The girl laughed and shook her head vigorously, spraying the sweat she earned on the dance floor onto her male companion. Also laughing, he did his best to block the deluge with his hands, while trying not to spill his beer.

“Ah!” she cried in English. “It’s hot in there!”

“Say it, don’t spray it,” the man said with a distinctly British accent.

She frowned at him, still smiling. “Oh, like you’re not already covered in sweat anyway.”

“Okay, truce. Let’s get away from the noise.”

“The river’s down this way. I want to see it at night.” She grabbed his hand and tugged him along Toldy utca toward Somogyi utca, and down to the banks of the River Tisza.

As they walked, she looked at him. She could see him better under the street lamps than in the shifting lights inside the club. About six feet tall, brown hair, slight beard from not shaving the last day or so. “So, what brings a subject of the Queen all the way to Szeged?”

“That’s funny, I was going to ask you the same question, except I would have phrased it, ‘what brings a hot American girl like you all the way to the southern reaches of Hungary?’”

She laughed. “I’m touring the European club scene. Looking for the next ground zero.”

“What? For raves? Hasn’t it moved on to Ibiza or Goa?”

“Well, yeah, but things change. You never know where the next hot scene’ll appear. I think Szeged’s just right for it. You got a university full of young kids, an eclectic city not far from Budapest. So, yeah, why not here? And if not, there’s always someplace else to go. But you didn’t answer my question, and I asked first.”

“Ah, how rude of me. I’m with Amnesty International, a reporter. I came in through Budapest but I’m on my way to Serbia. I’ve got a lead on an as-yet-unreported mass grave. Revealing it could lead to further war crimes indictments from the Hague tribunal.”

The girl grew quiet. He tried to catch her eyes, but she was watching the river now as they approached its banks. She was beautiful, with her thin chin and wide eyes. Her black hair billowed about her face in the breeze from the river.

“Oh, I’ve gone and done it,” he said. “Brought the evening down.”

“No, that’s okay,” she said, looking at him again, smiling more for his benefit than from genuine happiness. “It’s not your fault. It’s just… wow, I feel so selfish. You’re here doing good for the world, while I’m out partying on my parent’s credit cards.”

“Hey, don’t think that. The world may have troubles—serious troubles—but we’ve all got to keep on living, right? I was in that club for a reason. I’m not going to spend the whole of my waking hours contemplating misery. We have to celebrate life, not mourn it.”

She smiled again, this time more genuine. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. I shouldn’t be guilty. Maybe I’ll volunteer with the Red Cross or something.”

“There you go. You’ve made a contribution all ready.”

“How?”

“By brightening my world with that smile.”

Her smile grew wide and completely without reserve. She leaned in toward him, and he toward her.

They both started at the nearby sound of a cough, followed by a horrible crooning in Hungarian. A man sat on the ground, leaning on a building overlooking the river, a bottle of vodka or gin in his hands. His huge black beard stretched to his waist, as did the wild mane running down his back. His long brown trench coat was stained with years of spilt food and drink, with little to no laundering. He didn’t seem to notice them but continued to recite his odd verse.

The man knew enough Hungarian to recognize the words: “…with a pure heart, I’ll burn and loot, and if I have to, even shoot.” He recognized them—the work of Attila Jószef, the pained poet for whom the nearby university was named. A poet who threw himself in front of a train to avoid the pain of living.

He turned back to the girl and shrugged. She smiled and grasped him by the shoulders, obviously unconcerned about their audience. He leaned in and brushed his lips against hers.

Then she screamed. Clawing at her hair, she snatched at the rustling thing that landed there and threw it into the air. It screeched and cawed, a huge black bat. As it wheeled around her, its unnaturally long tail slashed through the air, sounding like the crack of a whip.

The man stared in shock at the thing while the girl continued to scream. Instead of flying away—like any normal bat would do following such a commotion—it spun in the air and dived straight at him. He tried to leap from its path, but the long black tail shot through the air and snatched at him, pinning his arms to his sides with preternatural strength.

The bat landed on his shoulder and let out a croak. It was like no bat he’d seen before. In place of a furry torso was a gaping jaw with huge fangs. Two clawed legs bit into his shoulder, giving the thing purchase as it began gnawing at his ear.

He screamed for help. The girl stared in shock and fear, unable to move, frozen by her terror. He struggled to knock the bat away, but the tail kept him from lifting his hands. He ran, but the bat stayed rooted to his shoulder, its claws now drawing blood.

Its jaws were tearing painfully at his ear when he felt a sudden weightlessness, a loosening of his grip on the moment, as if he were floating, not running, across the street. He halted his mad dash and stared listlessly at the river as the thing chewed through his earlobe, mesmerizing him with its deeply hypnotic gurgling. He seemed to feel it pull forth something, something like a slithering worm, a slippery, wriggling bit of ectoplasm, which it then hungrily gulped down in one swallow.

The bat let out a victorious screech and took off into the air, its tail loosening around the man and whipping off into the air after it. As it flew over the river, it disappeared from sight.

The man stumbled to the ground, clutching his ear. There was no blood or pain, just an empty feeling, a sense of vast space now opened up within his skull.

His fall brought the girl out of her shock. She ran to him, bending down to hug him. “Oh, God, you’re alright!”

He flinched and looked at her as if she were a complete stranger.

“It’s okay,” she said. “It’s gone. Whatever it was, it’s gone.”

He frowned at her, unsure what she was talking about. “Where am I?”

“What? You’re here, in Szeged.”

“Szeged? Hungary?! I can’t be here! I’ve got a deadline in London! What the hell am I doing here?” He got to his feet, lurching for a moment before his balance returned.

“Oh God, you’ve got amnesia or something. You were going to Serbia, to uncover a mass grave.”

He looked suspiciously at her. “Oh really? And who the hell are you? I don’t have time for this! I’ve got to get home!” He began walking quickly back toward the city center, and then stopped and looked around. “Where am I going? Where is the airport?”

The girl sobbed and began to cry, but followed after him. “You’re hurt! We’ve got to get you to a hospital.…”

He turned up the street they had come down. She followed, trying to touch him, but he shook her off.

As they went out of sight around the corner, the drunken crooner stood up. He looked completely sober now, though very shaken. He looked out at the river and his nostrils flared wide, as if he were taking in its scent. A low, animal growl rumbled from the back of his throat, and he moved warily away from the river bank, watching it the whole time as if it might leap at him should he turn his back. When he reached the street where the couple had gone, his body melted and reformed into that of a wolf.

He turned and bounded up the street, heading away from the river and toward the Jewish Quarter.

The river flowed on, no obvious sign of turbulence or trouble except for a dead fish floating on the surface, quickly carried downstream.


Chapter One

Plane trips, Carlita decided, were vastly overrated. Except for the fact that the plane didn’t reek of urine, it was exactly like riding a city bus. No, take that back; it was worse than the bus, because at least on the bus you could move around. This was going to be seven hours—Iberia Flight 6250 to Madrid—in a tin cylinder, strapped to a seat, fed a minuscule amount of cardboardy food and subjected to the worst sort of sadism Hollywood had to offer, probably starring Mel Gibson.

Could be worse, Carlita reasoned to herself. You could be Storm-Eye. She spared a look over at her fellow Philodox, knowing that to be caught peeping at the Red Talon would probably be interpreted as mockery. It was obvious that Storm-Eye was uncomfortable—this was her second flight, and all of this homid rigmarole that went along with it wasn’t sitting too well with “Miss Sterling,” which was the name on Storm-Eye’s passport. Diverting her attention just in time, Carlita afforded herself a smirk at all of those stories she had heard about wolves and coyotes gnawing off their own legs to escape traps. Chew off whatever you want, chica, but it’s not going to help you here.

John North Wind’s Son looked across the aisle at her, cocking his eyebrow.

“Something on your mind, Hot Air’s Son?” Carlita replied before John had a chance to speak.

“Um, yeah,” John answered, ignoring her taunt. “I want to know why we’re stopping in Spain before we head to Serbia. Wouldn’t it be easier to just go there?”

“How direct of you.”

“Well, wouldn’t it?”

“Sometimes running straight into the enemy’s mouth—” Carlita looked around the cabin after starting her thought to make sure no one was paying any undue attention. It simply wouldn’t do to talk about the specifics of what was about to go down. “—ain’t the best course of action. You want to bring down a deer, you don’t start by fanging up his head.”

Julia was sitting next to John, and took the opportunity to become involved. “It’s not just that. Once we get to Spain, we’re supposed to meet with some of the Gar—some other individuals who have already dealt with this thing.”

John turned to Julia, and Carlita found herself twisting in her seat to hear what the two were saying. “I’ve heard of the Thirteen Sorrows sept before, but I’m not sure what it is, exactly. I mean, if it’s this big, important sept that’s fairly renowned among our kind, why send us to handle this thing? I mean, don’t get me wrong—we’re obviously a capable pack—but we haven’t worked together very long.…”

“You mean for more than a week?” Julia interjected with a smirk.

“Exactly.”

“It’s because the Thirteen Sorrows is a diplomatic sept,” Carlita volunteered, enthusiastic to be involved in the conversation again. “It’s not really populated by adventurous types. It’s sort of a way station for several of the Western European caerns, packs and septs to use as a central meeting place.”

Julia cocked an eyebrow, incredulous. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Carlita—”

“Hey, I told you to call me Big Sis!”

“Sorry, it just sounds so… impersonal.”

“We are packmates now,” North Wind’s Son added.

Carlita sighed and shook her head. “All right, I’ll let you guys get away with it. Just don’t say it in front of other Garou. Big Sis is my Garou handle. All right?”

“Fine,” Julia said. “As I was about to ask before, how did you know all that about the Thirteen Sorrows sept? You don’t seem like the type who keeps up on the politics of the Nation.”

“I read your e-mail back in New York,” Carlita said. “I learned all about the Thirteen Sorrows sept that way. Oh, and I went through your browser’s cache and looked over some of the Web sites you’d hit in the past couple days. Sometimes, it was pretty helpful. In other cases, I do not approve.”

“You should have been a Ragabash.” Julia rolled her eyes. “Anyway, how do you know stuff like that? Not that it’s very complex, but it’s more than most people know how to do.”

“I’m just full of surprises, as you all should know by now. And I know a little bit about Web apps. They have Internet-capable computers down at the public library that anyone can come in and use.”

“I’ll have to remember to keep an eye on you,” Julia said. “It’s a good thing you can’t access my PDA without angering its spirit,” she said as she shut off her portable computer and put it in her pocket. “And that’s that.”

John looked back and forth between the two. “What just happened?”

“Nothing,” they replied in unison.

Carlita turned her attention back to the Garou who shared seats in her row as the captain’s voice came over the cabin speaker. Cries Havoc, sitting right next to her, had fallen asleep, his mouth agape, and Carlita hoped he didn’t start snoring. That would force her to actually pay for the damn headphones and watch the movie.

The plane jerked back abruptly before beginning its smoother roll away from the gate, and Carlita heard a suppressed whine come from Storm-Eye. It was weird—just days ago, she had fought side by side with the Talon, facing down a Black Spiral Dancer in the New York subway. Now, the poor thing was afraid of a tin can that moved by itself. How strange. Then again, Carlita reasoned, maybe it wasn’t so odd. She herself had felt a twinge of discomfort more than once while prowling through the scrub woods of the Pinellas Peninsula, and she’d done that a hundred times, at least.

An idea struck her, and Carlita pushed the flight attendant’s call button. Within a few moments, a stewardess came up to her and smiled. “What can I do for you today?”

“My friend wants a Jack and Coke.”

A few drinks later, Storm-Eye was also asleep. She was completely unused to alcohol. In coaxing her to drink enough of it to calm her down, Carlita had had a few herself. Nothing she couldn’t handle, but with everybody else dozing off, she couldn’t help but begin to feel sleepy herself. She fought it for a while, trying to distract herself with the movie—some piece of crap called Pay It Forward—and thumbing through the in-flight magazines. They were full of ads for things she couldn’t afford to buy. Jewelry, ferchrissake! Who buys jewelry from an airplane catalog?

The boring-ass movie finally caused her to succumb to sleep herself. Her head dropped onto her chest and she couldn’t help remembering—dreaming now—of how she got here, on a plane hundreds of miles above the Atlantic Ocean, heading for a country embroiled in genocide.
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Tampa, Florida, weeks ago

“Oh, man, this stuff tastes like ass.” Carlita cocked an eyebrow and tossed another cardboard Big Mac box over her shoulder.

“Then why you eat it?” asked Pillhead Pete. “That’s, what, four of them? If they taste so ass, why you keep eating ’em?”

“Cause I’m hungry, jackass. When you’re hungry, you eat. Even a dummy like you knows that much.”

“Yeah, but I’m hungry alla time. I ain’t eatin’ alla time.”

“That’s because you’re a bum, Pete. You don’t have any money. If you had two nickels to rub together, you’d be down at the McDonalds, trying to convince what’s-her-name behind the counter to give you some French fries for a dime.”

“That’s harsh, Lita. Shit, you ain’t got no money and you got six hamburgers. Well, you had six before you started chowin’ on ’em and complainin’ about how bad they is. I’m just trying to get by, you know?”

“I got some hamburgers because I know how to get them without money. You just gotta be in the right place at the right time. Call it a trick of the trade.”

“Shit, you know I don’t have no money. Don’t be tryin’ to turn no trick on me.”

“No, dumbass, it’s a secret of the streets. If you weren’t all fucked up on pills all the time, you might learn a thing or two.”

“You learn plenty of tricks on pills.”

“I bet you do. Hey, if you don’t have no money and you don’t have no food, how come you’re never at a loss for that junk?”

“Priorities, baby, priorities.”

“Pete, one day you’re gonna die.”

“We all die, Lita. We all die. It’s just a question of when.”

Carlita stopped stuffing her maw as Pete said this. “That’s the damn truth.” She shook her head and resumed eating. She kicked the last Big Mac over toward Pete. “Damn if you don’t bother my ass, Pete. Now eat that hamburger and quit your bitchin’.”

“Oh really? Hell yeah, I’ll eat it. Lita, I owe you one.”

“You owe me a lot more than one. I been feeding your ass and keeping an eye out for you about as long as we known each other.”

“Yeah, but I pull my weight, and don’t say I don’t,” Pete said, spraying a partially chewed mouthful of secret sauce and shredded lettuce in Carlita’s general direction. “Any time you need to know about something going on, you know that ol’ Pete heard something about it.”

“Don’t make yourself more important than you are. That’s my advice to you.”

Pete grinned. “I don’t take advice from little girls.”

“Oh, but you’ll take a Big Mac?”

“Thass different. And you were right.”

“Right about what?”

“This tastes like ass.”

“You punk-ass fool! You sat there complaining for twenty minutes about not having any food and then when I give you some, you start complaining about it? Goddamn! Gimme that hamburger back. Fucking give it back!” Carlita made a big show of grabbing for the burger.

“No, no; I’m eating it! I was just kidding!” Pete tumbled backward over an upended garbage can. “It’s good! One hunnert percent pure beef!”

“I should sell your ass to the McDonald’s. Maybe they’d grind you up and make some Dumbass McNuggets or something.”

“Hey, Lita, that ain’t funny. I heard they do that.”

“You get stupider every day, Pete.”

“No, seriously; that’s why I said a hunnert percent pure beef. The whole cow is beef. Eyes and feet and bones and shit. Long as it come from a cow, it’s beef. Maybe that’s why it tastes like ass. Maybe it’s cow ass.”

“Jesus, Pete, you got a lot of problems. Why you wanna think about something like that while you’re eating?”

“I think about everything all the time. That’s how I keep sane. Gotta keep thinking. Gotta keep a step ahead.”

“Okay then, we’re even. We’ve both given each other advice, and I don’t think either of us is going to listen to a damn thing the other said.”

“You got that right, you cow-brains-eating freak.”

“Pete—” Something almost electric in the air cut Carlita off in mid-retort. It was a sharp smell, an animal’s musk. Carla sniffed at the air—too bad Pete was here, or she could make a few “adjustments” and learn more about what was going on. Instinctively, her human hackles raised: Her shoulders tensed and she crouched forward a bit, fingers curling inward. Animal scent… and blood.

“Oh man, Pete; I hear sirens,” She lied. “You got anything on you?”

“Huh? I don’t hear nothin’. No I don’t have anything— oh shit. Um, never mind. Lita, I’ll catch you later.” Pete dashed out of the alleyway, taking his Big Mac box with him.

Carlita withdrew a bit from the main street after she made sure Pete wasn’t coming back. She pulled back into the shadows, hiding herself from the streetlights and the reflected glare of the strip’s neon signs.

There, hidden from human eyes, Carlita willed herself to change. Her back lengthened, arms and legs drawing inward as her slight muscles redoubled themselves. She dropped to her hands and knees as her neck craned upward, her shoulders spreading to hold her growing bulk closer to the ground and support her heavying head. Any second now, she knew it would come—there!—the almost painful point in the transition where the bones of her legs loosened, tendons stretched and her knees suddenly bent backward. In mere seconds (that seemed to last forever when the change took place), Carlita was no longer a young woman. She was now a wolf. Granted, she was a rangy wolf, slighter and lankier even in her dire form than some of her fellow shifters were in their plain Lupus shapes, but she was a wolf nonetheless.

As Carlita’s vision grew a bit more sensitive to motions, her senses of smell and hearing became much more acute. Her animal eyes watched as the wind picked up in the alley, whipping reeking Big Mac boxes—she’d have to throw those away later—in a circular motion along with scraps of paper, a tattered magazine and a plastic candy wrapper. With her ears, she heard a ragged breath, a panting not unlike one of her kind might make after running a long way or very quickly. The true sense that overwhelmed her, however, was smell. She had even detected the animal scent while wearing the human’s skin. Now, as a beast, she picked its many layers apart: animal, blood, the curious odor of animal exertion, something cloying… and fear. Beneath it all, it smelled a bit familiar.

Carlita loosed a furtive yip, by way of tenuous greeting, much as a man might call, “Who’s there?” when he hears a foreign noise.

Rasping, whatever it was called back. It had understood—it was one of her kind as well.

The wolf Carlita called again, announcing her location. She turned sideways, just in case this was a trick, making herself look larger.

Then, from the rooftop, a heavy shape leaped down, crashing through a box and the cheap garbage can Pete had tumbled over earlier. It landed on its hind feet, but a wet sound accompanied the impact. Whatever it was, it looked like it was hurt, confused by pain. Strange… the shapeshifting Garou usually healed their wounds at a prodigious rate. Only those enemies of the werewolf race could leave telling wounds on them for any length of time. For something to hurt a Garou and leave the wound open and bleeding.…

After regaining its senses, the Garou held itself up, slowly changing form as Carlita had just done. Its change was different, however. When it had fallen from the rooftop, it was in its “halfway” form, the Crinos, a combination of the wolf and man forms. Now, after the change, it had shifted to its Lupus form. To Carlita, this meant one of two things. First, it may have shifted back to the form of its birth, being more comfortable in that form and better able to escape should Carlita prove to be the treacherous one. Second, it realized that Carlita was in her Hispo form—it might well have taken the Lupus form to show deference to her, to put itself in a submissive position to let Carlita know it needed help.

The Garou spoke to Carlita in the quirky patois of the animals. “It is you, Carlita. I need help.”

Carlita realized now that she knew this Garou: It was Brittle Leaf, one of Mother Eldridge’s septmates from the Sept of the Wounded Bay. Carlita trusted Mother Eldridge intimately—the elder woman had helped the young girl come to grips with what she had become shortly after her First Change. She had significantly less trust for Brittle Leaf, who wasn’t even of her tribe. He was Uktena. The Garou was always skulking around, and Carlita suspected that he was only part of Mother Eldridge’s sept only because of the benefits it gave him.

Her own tribe—the Bone Gnawers—was fairly prominent in Tampa, and being part of the Sept of the Wounded Bay carried with it a certain amount of prestige. Of course, the Bone Gnawers weren’t of particularly noble birth, which meant that many of the Garou didn’t want to be associated with them. They were gutter trash to other werewolves, mutts and half-breeds who had lost the wolf by tying themselves so closely to the cities. It was all bullshit, of course, but the tribal society the Garou had established for themselves since time immemorial… well, it carried certain prejudices. Most of the Garou bought into those prejudices, and since Brittle Leaf didn’t, well, that made him suspect by way of being outstanding.

Then again, Carlita wasn’t without prejudices of her own. Brittle Leaf was a metis, the product of the forbidden union between Garou. His name reflected his condition—Brittle Leaf’s bones were weak and prone to breaking. If she had been around to name him, Carlita had joked in the past, she would have called him Plate Glass instead of Brittle Leaf. It was a crippling weakness among werewolf society, this deformity. Because the Garou were a brutal race, many of their policies were set by the one among them whose might made right. Someone who couldn’t excel at combat had to resort to other tactics. Many Garou regarded those other tactics as weak or duplicitous. In addition to being scorned for his metis heritage, Brittle Leaf was also scorned for his inability to keep up with the rest of the Garou when it came to fighting. Being a Bone Gnawer, Carlita should have been above such petty bigotry, having suffered plenty herself, but when the oppressed have the chance to exact their revenge… what was it that Silicon Tears had said? It didn’t matter now.…

“Call me Big Sis. You know that. I am Big Sis. You may not call me Carlita.”

“I make apologies, Big Sis. I am wounded. I need help.”

“I see that. What happened? Did you fall down stairs?”

Brittle Leaf smiled, a curious thing to see on the face of a wolf. “That is funny. More funny if you knew my history, but I don’t blame you. But enough time for joking. The threats are here.”

“Threats? What threatens?”

“Men.”

Carlita cocked her head. “Many men? Why not stand and fight? Men will flee.”

“These men will not flee. These men know us.” Brittle Leaf licked at his haunch. Carlita could see that his weeping wound was there. It was a pattern of torn flesh that looked not unlike a buckshot wound. But buckshot would heal quickly, within a matter of moments. “Silver shots. Hunters of Garou.”

Carlita recoiled a bit. “Hunters? Skilled hunters? And many? Why not escape to the spirit world?”

It was Brittle Leaf’s turn to be taken aback. “Run? From men?”

Carlita pressed her muzzle forward. “More glory to be killed by men?” It was the Garou’s classic debate, the matter of men. Some werewolves advocated war on humankind and their cities, which left scars on the face of Gaia, the mother spirit the Garou were born to protect. Such had indeed happened far in the past of the Garou. It even resonated deep within the souls of humans in modern times. Those who saw the Garou in their monstrous Crinos forms suffered the Delirium, a form of madness that caused the individual to panic and have trouble remembering details about the Garou later. The Impergium, the war on man, had been roundly decried as a debacle among Garou.

Brittle Leaf, Carlita knew, was a Ragabash, a sort of trickster or comedian among the Garou. As low as they got at times, even they wouldn’t accept running from a man as excusable. Carlita, a Philodox, was more even-purposed, more rational—a judge. To her, it wasn’t even a question. To die tonight or to fight tomorrow—what was the issue here?

“Winter Moon is very proud. He will not flee.”

So that was the problem. Winter Moon was an Ahroun—a warrior—and a young one at that. Saying he was very proud was an understatement. Carlita had heard through her friends in the Hidden Eye Pack about a youngling who had just had his First Change several weeks ago. Winter Moon was still delirious with the power being a Garou had given him. In fact, knowing this, she was surprised Brittle Leaf had even had time to make it here to ask her for help. It would have been more of Winter Moon’s style to take on one of the hunters and die in the swarm of silver buckshot. She had to give the cub credit. That he wasn’t dead already attested to the fact that somebody’s lessons were making it through to him. Granted the Garou were tough, and certainly more than a match for any one man, but a team of experienced hunters was almost certainly more than a whelp could handle, at least in sum.

“Enough talk. I will see these men.”
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It wasn’t far, or so Brittle Leaf said, and the two traveled in their Lupus forms to the storage lot on the outside of Tampa, camouflaged by the cover of night. With any luck, Carlita hoped, Winter Moon hadn’t done anything too stupid and she could still get there in time to help him out. Not that she liked him—Winter Moon had just graduated high school last year, and like the few comfortable suburban kids she knew, he was immature and a grade-A dick. Add his Ahroun nature to the inherent invincibility teenagers feel, and the kid was as bullheaded as… well, a bull, to be frank. Carlita was three or four years younger than Winter Moon and was already a good deal more sensible, understanding the fineries of Garou life, such as respect for achievement and the wisdom to understand that getting in a fistfight with a cop over being caught drinking underage didn’t count as achievement. Still, in these days, Garou were rare, a dying breed, and even the stubborn, stupid ones usually had something to redeem them when it counted. Winter Moon just needed to find out what his something was.

Carlita could sense something amiss from the moment they neared the lot. She smelled something familiar in the air, but couldn’t figure out what it was. Apparently, Winter Moon had been fooling around at the lot on some business or other (Brittle Leaf didn’t quite know, though he said one of the elders had sent the whelp out to search for something), only to be ambushed by the hunters who must have followed him or seen him change form. On the crest of a hill above the lot, Brittle Leaf laid out the land: Winter Moon was inside the lot, which was surrounded by hurricane fence. Any Garou worth the pelt on his hide could get through that without difficulty. On the outside, however, a perimeter of a dozen or so shotgun-wielding good ol’ boys took aim now and again, threatening the young wolf, who at least had the sense to zigzag while running between a corrugated shed on the lot and three parked heavy-duty pickup trucks.

Carlita and Brittle Leaf assumed their human forms—Carlita a lanky, swarthy-skinned Hispanic teen and Brittle Leaf a dusky but winnowed man, perhaps in his mid-twenties, with red hair and a wispy beard. They crouched at the top of the hill, overlooking the scene.

“These hunters are good, Big Sis. They’ve fought Garou before—look how they keep him moving around, hoping to tire Winter Moon. There’s more of them, so each of them has to move less, but Winter Moon always has to keep on the move.”

“I bet the poor kid’s going out of his mind down there. Maybe it’ll wise him up. He probably hasn’t faced anything he couldn’t overcome by pounding on it.”

“I know.” Brittle Leaf suppressed a smile. “Well, it’s good that he’s learning it all now, before he undergoes his rites of passage and ends up failing because of some foolish vanity.”

“Says you, weak-bones. I say let the cliath learn the hard way. How’s that wound?”

“It’s a little better. I’ll probably be sore for the next few days.”

“Yeah, well, that’s not really what I meant. You see, that’s sarcastic for ‘If the hunters came after Winter Moon, how did you end up being shot?’”

“Oh, sorry. Don’t have much use for sarcasm. For the weak and all that.”

“Look, Brittle Leaf, don’t jerk me off. I don’t care about some high-minded quote that you probably just read off the side of a bus anyway, and don’t forget who the big wolf is here.”

“Pulling rank are you? Fine, fine. And it was John Knowles.”

“Quit changing the fucking subject or you’ll end up like the chicken wings your frail ass reminds me of.”

“Right. The hunters shot me. I heard Winter Moon howl while I was passing through, on my way to the Follow North Sept. I crept up and I guess one of them must have seen me. I recognized Winter Moon before I got shot, but I couldn’t do anything to help him, so I went looking for someone who could. I just ran across you first—I smelled your nasty ‘dinner’ about a half mile away and just followed the trail of flies.” Brittle Leaf smiled.

“You know, for someone who was wise enough to go looking for help, you’re not smart enough to speak respectfully to your elders.”

“I’m your elder. You’re just more renowned.”

“Well, whatever. Just watch it. I’m here because of my own free will, not because it’s Sticky Fingers Pack’s responsibility to baby-sit this brat.”

“That’s fine, but look at those hunters again. They must have paid for their shot themselves, because they’re being real stingy with it.”

Brittle Leaf was right, Carlita realized. She thought before that they might have been trying not to draw attention to themselves with gunshots, but they were far enough out of the city proper that anyone who heard a shot or two would probably just believe that the locals were chasing alligators or coyotes. No, these guys were remarkably economical with their weapons. That meant they were on a limited budget, or that they were caught unaware and had only the silver shot they carried with them.

“Yeah, now that you mention it. And look at them. They look like yokels. They’re not those black suits from the government’s Operation: Teen Wolf or whatever. That probably means that unless Pentex is working on some Deliverance project, these mullets aren’t part of some larger organization.”

“Well, they’re not driving government cars. It’s all Pontiacs and pickup trucks.”

“So we know they’re inbred and stupid?”

“No, I was going to suggest that they’re freelancers.”

“I know, but give me a break. I was just making a joke, Leaf. It’s how I cope with stress.”

“That was pretty insightful.”

“Oh, fuck off. I heard it on Dr. Laura.”

“Well, then, to get back to the issue at hand, what do we do?”

“If they’re being so frugal with their shotguns, that probably means they don’t have much ammo. If we can distract them and get them to waste a few shots, we’d be in a better position to take it to them, if that’s what it comes down to.”

“Why don’t we just call the cops, Big Sis?”

“No, that wouldn’t work. Assuming the rednecks don’t own the property, they’d get dragged away, but the police would have Animal Control out here to deal with Moontard, and either they’d get mauled or his dumb ass would just end up in a zoo.”

“We can howl to him to change form. When the cops come, they’d find these guys surrounding some poor suburban boy. Who knows; maybe it’s legit. Maybe he tried to get a little action from the farmer’s daughter, and the farmer doesn’t like werewolves.”

“No, there’s too many of them. Even if the cops wrote the whole thing off as a dozen hillbillies hallucinating on moonshine, somebody somewhere would hear about it and know what was going on. Then we’d be up to our armpits in hunters who have all their teeth and don’t grope their sisters.”

“There you have it, Big Sis. Now you know why I went to find somebody else.”

“Good work, boy wonder. Now let Batgirl think for a minute.” Carlita sat up and grabbed a stick, tracing rough lines in the dirt and grass. “As much as I think the kid’s a dimwit, I want to get him out of there with as much dignity as I can. He’s already going to have his ass kicked once he goes back to the Sept of the Wounded Bay.”

Brittle Leaf shrugged, sitting back on his rear end and looking over the situation below.

“I’m going in,” Carlita announced suddenly.

“I knew you were going to say that, Big Sis. So here’s the arguments against it I thought out in advance. First, they’ll see you. Then they’ll shoot you. Second, all that’ll accomplish is to have two Garou trapped in there instead of one. And then they’ll shoot both of you. Third, there’s nothing in there that’ll help you—what you see is what you get. Unless you’re planning on hotwiring one of those trucks and running the hunters down—in which case, they’d shoot you before you had a chance—it’s a waste of time. Fourth, maybe it’s the cynic in me, but I can’t help but think that dashing in there is going to upset the balance of the situation in some way that I haven’t explained yet.”

“Tell me when you’re done, Brittle Teeth.” Stupid Ragabash.

“That’s pretty much all I have.”

“Okay. Then just stay here and shut up. Hey, make yourself useful. Draw their fire.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“A little.” With a feisty smile, Carlita walked down the slope.

As she descended toward the storage lot, she invoked the chameleon-spirits. “Hide my presence, hide my passage; protect me from sight and sound,” she whispered beneath her breath. With no more than her own will and the blessings of those spirits, she vanished from the hunters’ collective senses before she had even appeared there. Invisibly and inaudibly, she crawled beneath the rolling gate, striding confidently toward one of the trucks, where Winter Moon had just taken cover. She climbed underneath the truck, invisible to the Garou as well as the hunters and tapped him on the haunch.

“Boo, shithead!” Winter Moon, in his Lupus form, practically jumped out of his skin, bashing his head and hindquarters on the underside of the truck’s chassis. “Follow me.” Without giving him a chance to reply, she climbed back out from under the truck and jogged toward the metal shed, where she opened the window and climbed in.

Peeking out the window, she heard a shotgun go off and felt a brief pang of nervousness in her gut, but that subsided as the hulking form of Winter Moon crashed through the too-small window. A bit of blood spattered on the ground, but before he had fully assumed the Homid shape, Winter Moon had healed.

“Big Sis, you crazy bitch, what the fuck are you trying to do?”

“Whoah, slow down, Stalks-the-Cheap-Beer. That doesn’t sound like gratitude.”

“Gratitude? Hell no, it’s not gratitude. You’re fucking it all up!”

“What? I’m here to help you, stupid.”

“You can’t help me on my rite of passage, you fucking spic. It’s not allowed.”

God.

Damn.

Brittle.

Leaf.

“Your rite of passage? That’s what this is?”

“Yep. And I was doing pretty well until your fool self walked in here and wrecked the whole thing. Claws-of-Vengeance is up on the hill watching.”
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