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    Dear reader. This edition of Imperium Lupi contains a lexicon for your convenience. You may turn to it at your leisure, as every effort has been made to omit any plot particulars that might spoil your enjoyment of the narrative.
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    Live your time as the dayfly that dared, not the nymph who hid in the pond forever.


     


    Giacomo Valerio
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    Prologue: Twelve years Ago


     


    Rain lashed the cobbles and tumbled off the twisted, smouldering ruins of a devastated street, washing ash and paper into Lupa’s clogged drains. Another shell roared overhead, slamming into a row of abandoned terraced houses and rending them to dust.


    “Schmutz!” a big hog snorted, enveloped in mid-stride by the rolling pall of pulverised brick and mortar. “Casimir!” he coughed, blinded and confused. “Casimir, where you at? Cas!”


    “Here, Werner!”


    A young white rabbit emerged from the cloud, grabbed the hog’s huge, muscled arm and guided him through the choking chaos to the clear.


    “You all right?” Casimir asked, setting his helmet straight.


    “Yeah,” Werner replied, wiping his beady eyes. “You?”


    “Aye, fine. I reckon that was the last volley. Come on; the Howlers are gonna be all over the district any minute now they’ve softened us up.”


    “Don’t need to tell me twice.”


    Armour and weapons clattering about their frames, hog and rabbit trotted and bounded through the heaps of what was once a happy Lupan street. Bricks, wood, steel and glass, lately ordered into shops, houses and pubs, now lay crushed and jumbled beyond recognition. Occasionally a rotting body broke through the monotonous grey mountains like a strange weed, a rat’s tail here, a gaping, eyeless hog face there – Werner tried not to look.


    He and Casimir clambered up a mound of unremarkable ruins; whatever it was, it was no more. Upon descending the other side, Werner noticed Casimir’s sudden absence. He looked back, sodden chin straps slapping on his jowls, and spied Casimir standing atop the devastation, his face all-a-frown.


    “What is it?”


    “I can feel something.”


    Werner cowered, pistol drawn. “Howler?” he seethed.


    “Not sure… I….”


    Wordlessly, Casimir removed his helmet, sliding it over his long white ears. Taking a sharp breath, the athletic rabbit turned and hopped down the ruins with definite purpose, disappearing from Werner’s view.


    “Cas!” the hog called. “Cas, what’re you doin’?”


    “It’s down here!”


    “What?”


    “Just help me!”


    Against his better instincts, Werner scrambled over the horrific results of war’s recipe book and slid down to where Casimir worked, furiously throwing bricks aside.


    “Come on!” the rabbit panted. “He’s under here.”


    Werner eventually joined in, the mighty hog excavating huge chunks of mortar with ease. “He?”


    “He, she, I dunno, but its got a corona.”


    Werner stopped dead. “Then it’s gotta be a Howler.”


    “No. It’s too weak, mate, too weak by half.”


    “We ain’t got time, Cas. We gotta go-”


    “Keep digging!” the rabbit snapped, rain dripping off his chin.


    At length, the grumbling Werner cast aside a broad chunk of plaster, revealing a small hole. Casimir called in, “Hello? Anybody in there? Say something if you can hear me!”


    He listened with his sensitive ears.


    “Well?” Werner urged.


    “Shh shhh!” Casimir hushed.


    At considerable length, the rabbit stripped off his backpack and scrabbled head-first into the hole.


    “Stay here.”


    Werner gnarled his thick fingers in frustration. “Casimir, get out of there, it could come down on yer!” He worriedly scanned the ruins. “If I see a Howler I’m leaving you here, I swear. Stupid, thumping, son of a maggot, thinks he’s all that with his-”


    “Werner!”


    “Cas? Cas, where are yer?”


    Casimir’s white face appeared at the hole. “Here, take him,” he said, before shuffling back somewhat and speaking to someone else in a kind, encouraging tone, “Climb out the hole, lad. Go on. Uncle Werner won’t hurt yer.”


    “Uncle?” big Werner snorted, scratching his snout.


    A small, quivering, dishevelled beast crawled blinking to the precipice of Lupa’s cloudy, wet firmament. His fur and clothes were matted with blood and caked with dust, but his blinking eyes shone even in the overcast daylight like twin embers – a wolf cub and no mistake, perhaps three or four.


    “Go on, lad,” Casimir urged, hissing at his comrade, “Werner, help him up!”


    “Cas… if you can feel him, then-”


    “Just take him!”


    Rolling his shoulders, Werner reached down and plucked the silent cub from the wreckage, before setting him to once side and standing back, as if he were a ticking bomb.


    Casimir extricated himself from the hole, popping forth like a cork from a keg. A moment later and the ground rumbled to a distant explosion. The ruins collapsed further, dust and mortar issuing fourth in jets, choking everyone.


    Once the air had cleared, Casimir knelt down and spoke to the cub, “What’s yer name, lad?”


    The parched cub croaked politely, “Bruno, sir.”


    “Bruno? I’m Casimir, that’s Werner.” Casimir doused a hanky with a flask of water and mopped Bruno’s face, revealing him to be a rich, chocolaty brown. Smiling for a moment, the rabbit offered the stoical cub his flask. “Where’s yer parents, Bruno?”


    Wetting his little throat, the cub slowly pointed at the heaps and said simply, “Mummy’s not moving anymore.”


    Casimir dipped his chin, “Aye.” Standing up, he took Bruno’s tiny paw. “Come on, lad.”


    Werner’s big nostrils flared, “Oi, what’re you doing? Just leave him here; the Howlers’ll find him.”


    “Aye, and make him into another one of our oppressors someday!” Casimir scoffed. He spread a paw, “Come on, Werner. He must be from an impartialist family to be living here. We’ll take him to HQ and see what can be done.”


    “But he’s afflicted, and bad if you can feel him already!”


    “So what’re you gonna do, shoot him?”


    Silence. Werner looked down at the tiny wolf. “‘Course not,” he exhaled at last, defeated by those blameless eyes.


    “Then we take him,” Casimir declared, hefting his backpack and leading Bruno across the grey wastes. “Come on, lad. Don’t be scared. Uncle Werner and I will see you right.”


     

  


  
    
  

     


    
Part I: INDUCTION
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    Chapter 1


     


    Lupa was a bleak, garbled lattice of bricks and squalor even on the best of days, and positively rancid on such a miserably overcast morning. Streets of decaying houses and towering, ash-belching smokestacks rippled by the drizzle-licked windows as the train trundled through a particularly rough district. The radiant red and white banners marking the border of Bloodfang territory barely stirred Rufus’s wolfen heart as they swung into view, for his mind was elsewhere.


    Oh for the wilds, the fresh air and open spaces, to study the plants and bugs beyond the confines of Lupa and further wolfkind’s knowledge.


    One day Rufus, the red-furred wolf convinced himself, as he nursed the file resting on his armoured legs.


    “Ticket please.”


    Hardly hearing for his daydreams, Rufus slowly turned and looked up at the conductor – and kept on looking up, for he was a huge, tusked pig in a blue uniform, complete with cloak and hat. The portly beast was armed with an absurdly small ticket-punch and a truncheon.


    “Pardon me, citizen?” Rufus chirped pleasantly.


    “I said ticket, wolf,” the train hog snorted – he was armed with an absurd attitude too.


    Maintaining his smile, Rufus pulled the shoulder of his own black cloak round, presenting his brooch – a circular black brooch with a luminous vermillion-red triangle set within, so bright that it injected the conductor’s suddenly pale cheeks with some much-needed colour.


    “Sorry, Howler!” he excused. “I-I-I didn’t think that-”


    “You were merely doing your duty, citizen,” Howler Rufus assured him. “Though, one could endeavour to go about it with a modicum of cheer, even on such a gloomy day.”


    “Oh, yes sir. I shall endeavour to do so, sir!”


    The hog nervously tipped his hat and vacated the carriage without so much as punching another ticket.


    As the swaying train rocked him side to side, Rufus felt a tingle rise up his armoured legs.


    Not again. Not now.


    The Howler subtly grasped the folds of his waist-length cloak, bracing himself.


    Sure enough it came, the pain, rolling through his bones like an icy wave thrashing the rotten scaffold of a pier. Every muscle and sinew in Rufus’s powerful arms pressed against his ruddy hide as he suffered in silence.


    It passed quickly, with only a dull ache lingering deep down in the marrow of his femurs – they said the legs were the first to go.


    The pain subsiding, Rufus leant back into his seat, chest heaving beneath his cloak. He glanced around the dilapidated carriage; his fellow passengers diverted their curious gaze or hid behind newspapers. Little beasts mostly, mice, rats, rabbits, all the lesser races, who wouldn’t dare speak to Rufus without being spoken to.


    The train slowed and the station panned into view, its fine marbled columns standing proud, each tarnished by the faintly spangled lustre of imperium ash. Rufus reached over and grabbed his helmet from the adjoining threadbare seat. He placed it over his brow; the padded metal hugging his sleek wolfen skull. It was black, save for the cheeks, which were white. Luminous red triangles were set beneath each eye-hole, like that found on Rufus’s brooch. Made of the wonder mineral imperium, they glowed even in the muted daylight, and against the helm’s white cheeks they resembled two bloodied fangs lying atop freshly fallen snow. The helm’s nose was covered by a grille punctured by a dozen round holes that enabled Rufus to breathe. Only his inquisitive green eyes and perky red ears remained visible, endowing him with menacing anonymity.


    File in paw, Rufus vacated his seat and made for the nearest exit, leg armour rattling as he walked. He stopped a moment to fasten a stray button on one of the white, knee-high gaiters covering his boots. Satisfied, he opened the carriage door before the train had stopped. The reward for such impatience was a face full of eye-watering ash as the monstrous engine up ahead vented waste imperium. Luckily the helmet’s special grille filtered out most of the ash before it got up Rufus’s nostrils, not that it would much affect a Howler like him. The induction process had hardened him against such feeble levels of poison long ago.


    Pulling the hood of his cloak over his helmet, the Howler braved the rain and strode across the platform towards the station with his usual confident gait. Seeing the trappings of a Howler – cloak, helm, armour – beasts of every sort averted their varied faces even whilst secretly watching, terrified, yet curious.


    Rufus remembered the feeling. From the gutters of Lupa he had once observed the mighty Howlers of yesteryear going about their business, taking what they wanted, whenever they wanted, never poor, cold or hungry. How Rufus had envied them, hated them, and yet wished to be one, ignorant cub that he was back then.


    Those Howlers were likely all gone now, their bodies decayed from the inside out whilst still living.


    Such was the curse of the rot.


    Sensing a second twinge brewing in his own contaminated bones, Rufus considered ducking behind the nearest pillar to save himself the indignity of becoming a spectacle. Many citizens secretly desired to see their diseased, parasitic overlords laid low by the very thing that gave them such power.


    Any passing sadists were denied their schadenfreude this morning, for the pangs grew into a warm, almost pleasant tingle, not unlike pins and needles – another Howler was near.


    Friend or foe? Even in these peaceful times, Rufus took stock. His free paw straying to the rapier slung at his hip, he allowed the ebb and flow of the imperium throbbing in his veins and crackling in his bones to guide him to one of the station’s enormous ash-streaked columns.


    “It’s no good hiding!” he said, apparently challenging an inanimate marble pillar. “Out you come!”


    Perhaps reckoning the rot had rendered yet another Howler insane, a passing family of mice gave Rufus an even wider berth than was customary. Had they stayed a moment, they might have been relieved to see a wolf slip out from behind the pillar dressed exactly like Rufus; black mantle, armour, rapier at hip. He was somewhat taller, sporting white ears and piercing blue eyes that shone brightly even in the shadows of his helmet.


    “Ivan!” Rufus tutted. “I could’ve chopped your head off.”


    “And were I an assassin I could’ve shot you,” Ivan replied, in his rumbling, haughty tenor. He looked to the right, following the departing train with his eyes, then panned back to Rufus again. “You’ve a perfectly good monobike at your disposal, yet still you ride the rails with the dregs of Lupa,” he scolded. “It wouldn’t take much for someone to lie in wait for you.”


    Rufus leant forward slightly, paws and file cupped behind his back. “Next time you’re trying to make a point,” he said, “try dampening your imperium corona like a real assassin would so I don’t feel you halfway across Lupa-”


    “I wasn’t trying to do anything. Except keep dry.”


    “Really? Well, I hope you didn’t have to wait too long in this rancid drizzle.”


    “Is a minute long?” Ivan snorted brusquely. “You hop on the same train whenever you stay over at Professor Heath’s place. You’re excruciatingly predictable.”


    Rufus raised a finger, “Punctual.”


    “Just take precautions. Change your route. Take a taxi.”


    “Oh, but who’d want to do me in?”


    “There’s always someone when you’re a Howler, and you’re not just any Howler. You’re a little beast-loving impartialist who’s banged up more hard criminals than I’ve had hot meals. You infuriate authority and delinquent alike.”


    Chuckling throughout Ivan’s tirade, Rufus reached up and adjusted the taller wolf’s brooch and cloak as if nought but a cub were hiding under that imposing Howler getup.


    “Ivan, if I’ve taught you anything, I hope it’s that there’s more to life than constantly eluding death,” Rufus said, his warm, crackly voice effortlessly overcoming the rain and hubbub. “Live as the dayfly that dared,” he instructed, “not the nymph who lurked in the pond forever.”


    The snowy Ivan brushed away Rufus’s ruddy paws. “And what of the carefree grasshopper who fiddled all summer long whilst the prudent ants stored grain for winter. What became of him?”


    Rufus beamed, “The ants took pity on him and invited him inside their nest, whereupon he regaled them all winter long.”


    “That’s not the version I’m familiar with.”


    Slapping Ivan on the shoulder with his rather damp, limp-looking file, Rufus tutted, “That’s because beneath that hot Bloodfang exterior you’re still a cold-hearted Eisbrand. Come on, a cup of tea’ll warm you through.”


    “Tea?”


    “Yes. I dunno about you, but I’m gasping.”


    Rufus marched purposefully towards the grand station foyer, file in paw.


    Ivan stayed put. “What about your hearing with the Elders?” he pointed out, barely turning his masked face as Rufus passed him by. “They’re convening at half-seven.”


    “Oh they can wait five minutes to reject my proposals for another year,” Rufus sighed, flapping his folder about. “Which they will.”


    Ivan caught up with his partner. “They will if you’re late.” he said, walking beside him.


    “They will have decided long before I arrive.”


    “Still, it can’t hurt your chances for next time if you’re punctual this time.”


    Rufus took a golden pocket watch from inside his cloak, “I’ll be punctual; I’ll be precisely five minutes late.”


    “Just to irritate them?” Ivan scoffed.


    “Humble them. There’s a difference.”


    “You’ll be the one humbled by the time Amael gets through with you. Embarrassing him in front of Den Father Vito... again.”


    Rufus shrugged. “Anyway,” he said anew, slapping Ivan on the shoulder with his papers, “I can’t very well put forth our proposals on an empty stomach. The very idea!”


    “Food as well? I hope you’re paying.”


    “Stinginess; another Eisbrand trait I thought I’d beaten out of you by now.”


    “Wait,” Ivan realised, “did you say ‘our’ proposals?”


    “Professor Heath and I,” Rufus clarified, giving him a sideways look and smile. “Not you, Blade-dancer.”


    “Good! I don’t want my name attached to your mad schemes.”


    “You’ve a mighty high opinion of yourself this morning, haven’t you?” Rufus rebuked, slapping Ivan with his file yet again, on the head this time, betwixt his white ears.


    “Will you stop hitting me with that thing?”


    “When you stop being a bore.”


    The pair breezed through the splendid marbled station, past ticket gates and train hogs, before stepping out onto the broad street beyond with the impunity and freedom afforded Howlers. The rain had died down, but the great industrial machine that was Lupa forever chugged along indifferent to all weathers. Pedestrians of every race, though little beasts in the main, walked to work or to the shops, whilst colourful motor cars big and small ambled along the road on their tremulous wheels belching imperious ash in their wake.


    Standing atop of the splaying stairway spilling from the station, Rufus announced, “Since we’re about breakfast we’ll go to that new place I’ve been meaning to show you.”


    Starting down the stairs, Ivan snorted, “New place?”


    Rufus followed, “Yes, you know, that licensed café I was telling you about the other day. Remember?”


    “No.”


    “Must’ve been Uther,” Rufus tutted. “Charming little joint; popped up right on HQ’s doorstep. Run by a rabbit and his son. Remarkable chap, the son; grills the finest waffles this side of Lupa.”


    Ivan huffed, “I don’t much care for waffles.”


    “Nor I, actually,” Rufus mumbled.


    “What?”


    “Nothing. Come on.”


    At the bottom of the sprawling stairs, Ivan peeled away from Rufus, keys jangling in paw, and found his monobike parked by the road – and a fine machine it was too, its large, singular wheel housed seamlessly under a chunky, polished black chassis marked on the flank with a small white spider motif.


    Brushing globules of rainwater from the seat, Ivan threw an armoured leg over his marvellous bike, inserted the keys, and started it up with a kick of the pedal. Amidst a loud bang and several ear-thumping pops, imperium ash exploded forth from the exhaust in grey, yet slightly glittery clouds. The inside rim of the bike’s lone, broad wheel nestled between Ivan’s legs lit up in a bright ring of white as the imperium-laced gyroscope came to life. The bike rose up a little and righted itself, like a metallic beetle awakening from hibernation.


    Easing himself into the thigh-hugging seat, Ivan looked behind for Rufus – the red wolf stood aloof, arms folded.


    “Come on then,” Ivan said, patting the back of the seat; a big monobike like his could accommodate two.


    “You’re driving are you?” Rufus hummed.


    “It’s my bike,” Ivan contended.


    “Yes, but I know the way. Don’t worry, I’ll be gentle with her.”


    With a grunt, Ivan shuffled backwards and Rufus all too eagerly plonked himself in front. The bike slumped appreciably under their combined weight.


    Rufus passed his file over his shoulder to Ivan. “Keep it dry will you?”


    Grumbling, Ivan tucked the soggy papers inside his cloak and hugged Rufus around the waist, though not before contemptuously brushing aside his grey-tipped red tail.


    Rufus grasped the steering bars, kicked away the stand with his gaitered boot, and twisted the accelerator. The black chassis trembled violently, its singular wheel burning rubber for an instant, before gripping the wet cobbles. With a snap of plasma, monobike and wolfen riders were thrust out onto the road.


    The whole ensemble, beasts and bike, reared dangerously backwards, before the gyroscope compensated and righted everything.


    “Careful!” Ivan shouted over the thundering engine and wind.


    “Hahahaha!”


    The amused Rufus should have stayed on the main road to get to what he had earlier called ‘HQ’, that black pile of towers and walkways looming over the whole district, red and white wolf skull banners drooping in the drizzle. Good to his word, however, he forwent home and leant hard to the left, swaying monobike and riders into an adjoining street.


    Houses, shops and beasts cowering beneath umbrellas whizzed by on either side as Rufus and Ivan careened down Lupa’s snaking backstreets, black mantles fluttering about their powerful wolfen bodies. With each twist the road ahead grew narrower, the walls closing in on either side like a ghastly booby trap. The skilful Rufus had little difficulty navigating even right-angle turns, for a monobike could swivel on a penny if going slow enough – most advantageous in a city like Lupa. But slow wasn’t Rufus’s style, who instead leant at crazy angles, applying shocking g-forces to Ivan and his precious mono.


    All this, yet the bike’s solitary wheel had no mechanical steering whatever. The steering bars were just a conduit between machine and rider. No normal beast could control a mono, only a Howler, or an equivalent imperium-wielder trained to bend the mineral to his or her will. None but they could make the imperium gyroscope within twist and lean appropriately, and so balance and guide the machine to any useful purpose.


    Doing so with aplomb, Rufus slowed to a controlled halt in an unremarkable street.


    “Here we are,” he announced, kicking out the stand and shutting the quivering mono down. The white ring running around the wheel faded and the whole machine settled to sleep. “She feels a little out of tune; you might want to tweak her gyro.”


    Ivan couldn’t leap off quickly enough to check the bodywork for scratches. “More likely you’re the one out of tune.”


    “Nonsense,” Rufus woofed. “These bikes were invented by my ancestor; if anyone’s going to ride them properly it’s a Valerio.” He held out a paw, “File?”


    Not even looking up from his bike, Ivan held the crinkled papers aloft with an annoyed snort.


    Leaving Ivan with his baby, Rufus marched straight down the cobbled street and into a dodgy-looking passage with all the pluck of beast who knew nobody with any sense would mess with him.


    Satisfied his bike was in one piece, Ivan hurried after Rufus whilst maintaining all dignity, fastidiously avoiding the polluted puddles of water that his partner traipsed carelessly through, thus keeping his pristine white gaiters just so.


    Ivan looked this way and that, checking the shadows; Rufus strolled along without a care, as if mocking Ivan’s paranoia.


    “What’s so remarkable about him then?” Ivan asked, catching up to his partner as they traversed the brickwork labyrinth of Lupa.


    “Who?”


    “The cook.”


    “Well, it’s not his waffles,” Rufus admitted, suddenly veering off to the left and pushing open a door, causing a bell to ring. “Try not to stare.”


    “Stare?” Ivan scoffed in disbelief, “At a rabbit?”


    Rufus laughed and disappeared inside, whilst Ivan stepped back to take in the establishment’s façade, with its crooked bay window and brand-new sign stencilled in fresh red and white paint.


    THE WARREN.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 2


     


    Ivan entered The Warren under the ring of the customer bell and the curious gaze of some questionable patrons. The pokey eatery was dark, the gnarled, yet shiny tables illuminated by overhead imperium lamps burning a warm white. There came a rare flicker of colour from said lamps, red, blue, even green, as imperium gas in various states of decay worked its way through Lupa’s ancient piping. The café’s creamy walls were cracked and the wooden beams overhead worryingly, or to an estate agent ‘charmingly’, crooked.


    “Looks a dive,” Ivan pronounced.


    “Oh shush,” Rufus tutted, pulling back his rain-flecked hood and removing his helmet.


    A white rabbit in a black apron emerged from the dingy corners – what passed for the waiter in this dump, Ivan could only assume. At least the fellow made an effort, with a frilly shirt and red bow-tie.


    “Good morning, Rufus,” the rabbit chirped, giving the still masked and hooded Ivan a nervous glance.


    Rufus adopted a chipper smile. “Casimir,” he said. “How’re you this fine Lupan morning?”


    “Fine indeed!” the rabbit laughed gruffly. He glanced at the ornate clock on the wall and dared, “This is early for you. Don’t tell me you’re actually working for a living?”


    “I have been known,” Rufus joked back. “I’m on my way to an important meeting at HQ, actually.” He gave Ivan a glance, then said, “Thought we’d have a bite to eat first, if that’s not too much trouble.”


    “By all means. Usual table?”


    “Please.”


    Casimir led the Howlers over to the bay window and quickly wiped down a table. As they walked, Rufus searched the café for someone.


    “Bruno round back?”


    Casimir shook his head, his long white ears flapping. “He’s in bed, I’m afraid.”


    “Bed? He’s up with the bees, usually.”


    “He’s got a bad chest,” Casimir murmured, tapping his own. “Yesterday’s smog ‘en all.”


    Rufus winced from disappointment. “Oh dear, what a pity,” he seethed. “I was going to introduce Ivan here to Bruno’s famous three-season waffles, wasn’t I Ivan?”


    No reply from Ivan.


    Casimir waved a paw, “I can whip ‘em up for you.”


    “Sorry, Casimir, but it’s just not the same,” Rufus sighed, fussing with his cloak. He slapped Ivan on the chest with his file. “Looks like we’ll just have to come back another time, Ivan. I know you were so looking forward to it.”


    This time Ivan rolled his eyes, at least.


    Faced with a loss of earnings, Casimir changed tune, “Hang on, hang on, how about I go tell Bruno you’re here? It’s been a few hours, he might be feeling better-”


    “Could you?” Rufus said, all too fast.


    “No promises, though.”


    “Whatever’s best for Bruno, Casimir. We can come back tomorrow.”


    Nodding, the rabbit hurried up the creaky stairs, bob-tail flashing, whilst the wolves took their seats.


    Rufus set his helmet on the tabletop, the red fang decoration beneath each eye slowly fading as the imperium left a Howler’s influence, or corona. Ivan followed suit, revealing that handsome white-furred face; well Rufus thought it handsome. Wolves were usually two or three colours, Rufus himself was grey on his chest and muzzle and red elsewhere, but Ivan was a uniform white; rare even for the notoriously beautiful Eisbrands.


    Like most Eisbrands, Ivan’s family, the Donskoys, had originated on the Great Steppes, that vast northern tundra where summer was unbearably hot and winter fatally cold. Even before the Ashfall it had been a hard country. Ivan himself had been raised in Lupa and orphaned during the war. Upon contracting the rot he had gone to the Eisbrand Pack with only his respected Donskoy name, determined to complete their rigorous Howlership and earn his keep. After induction and graduation, he had been anointed Ivan ‘Eisbrand’ Donskoy, adopting the name and traditions of the pack, and beginning his career, roaming the streets, maintaining order, and quickly earning a reputation as an exceptional Howler.


    Ivan had shown his gratitude to his Eisbrand benefactors by switching allegiance to the Bloodfangs for reasons wolves still guessed at; adventure, pay, companionship, to this day even Rufus wasn’t quite sure, but was glad to have him.


    Still admiring Ivan, Rufus chucked his crumpled file on the table and delved into the neck of his black cloak, reaching for the inside breast pocket. Taking out a small silver case he flipped it open. Inside were a dozen colourful sticks arranged in a neat rainbow, from red to green to indigo, like so many crayons.


    Rufus offered them to Ivan, “Ember?”


    The white wolf glowered disapprovingly back, those icy blue eyes unmoved by the warm glow of the nearby imperium lamp.


    “Oh yes,” Rufus tutted, withdrawing the embers, “you’ve quit smouldering.” He took the red ember, broke the end off and popped it between his lips. It immediately began to glow of its own accord, releasing heady vapours – strawberry.


    Whiffing the noxious cocktail of ash, flavourings and even painkillers, Ivan said, “So should you.”


    “It’s a noble effort on your part,” Rufus said, red clouds erupting from his mouth, “but I’m past help.”


    “Don’t be absurd.”


    “D’you know I was aching on the train just now. You complain I don’t ride. Well there it is, monos wear me out. You’re right, I am out of tune... and out of time.”


    “You’ve got decades yet.”


    Rufus hiked his eyebrows, licked a finger and began to leaf through his crumpled folder. “My dear Ivan, I should be on twice the venom I am to maintain my vague usefulness,” he said, the glowing ember wobbling between his lips. “I was all right before they cut our ration again.”


    “This shortage will pass. They’ll find a new white-imperium mine, they always do. You should quit Lupa for a bit. Take the air on the Graumeer, or down Everdor. You’re due heaps of leave.”


    Rufus smiled from ear to ruddy, grey-flecked ear.


    “What?” Ivan grunted, shuffling.


    “I’m touched, that’s all,” Rufus chirped back. “First assassins and now health advice. It’s almost like you want me sticking around.”


    “I do.”


    “Really?”


    “Yes! When you snuff it they’ll lump me with another partner, some wet-eared cub who actually turns up for work. I’ll lose my independence. Think of that before you smoulder yourself into an early grave, Valerio.”


    Rufus broke into hoarse laughter, clouds of red breath steaming from every viable orifice. Some burly customers of many races sitting at the next table, road workers judging by their attire, quickly paid their bill and left in a hurry without finishing their breakfast, whilst a massive muscular hog walked in, spied the unsmiling Ivan, and performed a none-too-subtle about-face.


    “You’re bad for business, Donskoy,” Rufus tutted, as the hog trotted past the bay window in search of somewhere that didn’t harbour Howlers. “Start smiling, or you’ll bankrupt Casimir’s fine establishment before you even sink your fangs into one of his son’s waffles.”


    Ivan adjusted his cloak and leant forward, “Yes. Only he’s not his ‘son’, is he?”


    Rufus played dumb, “Hmm?”


    “Bruno, is it?” Ivan pressed, the name sticking to his tongue out of jealously, Rufus felt certain. “He’s no rabbit; he’s a wolf, and a handsome one I don’t doubt.”


    Grinning, Rufus took a draught of vapour and blew it over his head.


    “Afflicted too?” Ivan growled.


    Before Rufus could admit to anything, if he even had the intention, Casimir ambled down the stairwell with a noticeable limp, Ivan observed.


    “Bruno’ll be right with you,” the white rabbit informed the wolves. “The rain has cleared the air for him. This drizzle has its upside, I suppose.”


    “Marvellous, you’re a star, Casimir,” Rufus declared.


    Casimir wasn’t so enthused. “My son is,” he grunted soberly. He stared at Rufus, particularly the smouldering ember between his fingers, before saying, “Now, what can I get you two gentlebeasts to drink?”


    Rufus winked, “Hummel tea, please.”


    The rabbit turned to Ivan, “And yourself, sir?”


    “The same, citizen.”


    Nodding, Casimir took his leave and disappeared into the kitchen to see about the tea.


    There was a quiet moment. Rufus studied his file, no doubt mentally rehearsing his pitch to the Bloodfang Elders, whilst Ivan studied Rufus, sitting there, unassumingly puffing on his ember.


    It was perhaps some twenty-five years ago now that a starving, orphaned Rufus Valerio had been discovered picking through bins for edible gleanings by a Bloodfang talent scout; Ivan hadn’t even been born at the time. After undergoing a painful induction and enrolling in the Bloodfang Academy, young Valerio had set out like any other Howler. Unlike almost every other Howler, he had exercised both mind and body, finding time to read imperiology and philosophy at the famous Arkady University. Socialising amongst the academics of Lupa, many of them daring, liberal types, Rufus had developed some fanciful ideas, harbouring not only sympathy for the little beasts, but advocating true universal equality – what was known as Impartialism. Worse, Rufus was widely mocked as a ‘hyena-lover’ for his compassionate stance towards the lately conquered hyena tribes.


    It was not a good look for a Howler, all in.


    Ivan’s thoughts were dashed by a loud creak on the stairs; a big, dark wolf was descending from the above floor, stooping to fit through a gap meant for lesser beasts. He was wearing an off-white tunic and baggy black breeches with knee-high white silk gaiters.


    “I knew it,” Ivan said.


    “Behave yourself,” Rufus hushed.


    Casimir’s giant wolfen ‘son’ picked his way through The Warren and approached Rufus and Ivan without trepidation. He stood with his paws behind his back, his warm face full of smiles. His thick chest and smooth, chocolaty-furred arms bulged with muscles, and he was possessed of extraordinary fiery-orange eyes, like two smouldering charcoals.


    “Good morning, Howler Rufus,” he greeted cheerily, in a profound yet young and airy tone.


    “Good morning, Bruno,” Howler Rufus crackled, exhaling strawberry vapour and looking knowingly across to Ivan.


    The white wolf was staring.


    Kicking Ivan’s gaitered shins under the table, Rufus did the honours, “Bruno, this is my partner and dear friend, Ivan Donskoy.”


    Bruno extended a big, dark brown paw, “Pleasure, Howler.”


    Ivan, eventually, cleared his throat, crossed his legs and nodded but once, “Citizen.”


    He conspicuously did not extend a paw.


    Rufus growled, “Please excuse Ivan’s rudeness. He’s a terrible bore sometimes.”


    Bruno slowly withdrew his paw and shrugged his muscled shoulders. “Well, I know my size can be intimidating,” he suggested cheekily, adding, “Maybe a three-season waffle will break the ice, yeah?”


    Laughing at Bruno’s gall, Rufus wagged his smouldering ember at him. “My thoughts exactly!” he agreed, venting imperium like the very mono that had ferried him here.


    With red clouds swirling around his face, Bruno turned away and sneezed loudly into his cupped paws.


    “A-aaaa-achoo!”


    “Oh, Bruno!” Rufus gasped. He stood up, opened a window and flicked his ember out onto the street, where it proceeded to fizzle in a puddle. “I’m so sorry, I completely forgot!”


    He patted Bruno on his vast back.


    The youth rubbed his watery eyes. “It’s all right, sir,” he coughed. “No ‘arm done.”


    “No, it was utterly thoughtless of me, especially since you’ve been ill. Forgive me.”


    “Really. Forget it.”


    Ivan noticed Casimir wiping down tables in a pretence of business, whilst listening to the goings-on with those great white rabbit ears.


    Bruno hiked a thumb over his shoulder. “I’m fine, sir,” he said, sounding suddenly bunged-up. “I’ll, uh… go whib up a couble of waffles, yeah?”


    “That’d be splendid,” Rufus declared, looking at Ivan and saying with intent, “Wouldn’t it Ivan?”


    “Oh, splendid,” Ivan agreed, with a tinge of sarcasm.


    Coughing a little, Bruno headed into the kitchen, donning an apron as he went. Ivan watched Casimir predictably finish up wiping a table and follow his son into the kitchens, whereupon they exchanged heated whispers. Ivan couldn’t make out what they were saying.


    Rufus initiated his own whispers. “Well?” he urged, leaning across the table, his face alight with excitement.


    “Well what?” Ivan said, as if he didn’t know.


    “Stunning, eh?”


    Ivan turned his icy gaze, “Have you no shame?”


    Rufus spread his paws. “You saw him!” he woofed, before lowering his tone. “No, you felt him. Don’t tell me you didn’t sense his corona. Your face was a picture.”


    Ivan shifted in his seat, but said nothing.


    “Apparently, he dabbles in boxing,” Rufus added.


    “A rabbit pastime,” Ivan derided.


    “Indeed. Still, a body like that’s not natural in a wolf his age.”


    “Dodger then?”


    Rufus shook his head, “Doesn’t seem the sort. Besides, he’s still allergic to ash. If he was a dodger he’d be smouldering embers between stings; he’d be accustomed to them.”


    Ivan begrudgingly admitted, “But his corona’s strong.”


    “He may have been exposed to imperium somehow without his knowledge; accidents happen. Or he’s just exceptionally prone to natural uptake. Either way he’s not just another Howler, he’s exceptional… perhaps the most exceptional.”


    “You’re not suggesting he’s a pure-blood?”


    A raised brow, a spread paw.


    “Oh Rufus, they’re rarer than worms teeth!” Ivan scoffed.


    “Nowadays, but Bruno’s fifteen or sixteen; he doesn’t quite know himself. Still, that’d put his birth in the middle of the war, and some years before the Lupan Laws were amended to exclude Howler marriages. He could be among the last wave of cubs legally and openly born to two Howlers.”


    “Then how’s he gone this long without being noticed?”


    “Being a war orphan he’s off the records, my dear Ivan. His parents are long-forgotten, even to him. The good Citizen Casimir gave him his own surname; Claybourne.”


    Ivan had to concede a grumbling, “Mm.”


    “In any case, Bruno needs to be inducted... and soon. As you say, his condition is a death sentence.”


    “You’re going to bring him in?” Ivan huffed.


    “Naturally,” Rufus replied. “What do you suggest, let him prowl the streets looking for black-market stings?”


    “No, I ‘suggest’ you urge him to move to Everdor. Out from under the Ashfall he’ll get no worse and live a fairly long life.”


    Rufus dismissed the notion, “He’s too far gone. He’ll last longer as a Howler than not.”


    “Even on our meagre sting rations? He’ll rot like all the rest of the old, unwanted pure-bloods! You only just about cope yourself.”


    No reply.


    Defeated, Ivan closed the matter down. “Fine, you’re the imperiologist, Rufus, not I!” He leant back in his chair, “But be it on your head when Josef has to put him down.”


    “I was right about Uther, wasn’t I?” Rufus chirped. “Wolves said he was too hungry, now look at him. Magnificent.”


    “No, Den Father Vito was right about him,” Ivan corrected acerbically, “you just ‘intervened’, and look how grateful he’s been ever since.”


    “I didn’t do it for gratitude.”


    “Did you not?”


    Rufus scowled, ears low, but before he could speak Casimir emerged from the kitchens, tray in paws, bearing a pot of tea, two rough stoneware teacups and a tiny pot of honey. Whilst the rabbit set them down on the table Rufus chatted away like an old friend, as friendly with him as he had been towards Bruno. From this cordiality, Ivan deduced Rufus must have been coming here for a while, scoping out the talent. Now all he need do was get Bruno to sign away his freedom before another Howler nabbed him.


    Ivan knew that nothing he said or did would alter the situation. Bruno was doomed.


    “Isn’t that right, Ivan?”


    Ivan looked up from pouring his tea. “What?”


    “See? Miles away,” Rufus told Casimir, grabbing the pot and pouring himself a cup. “Away with the butterflies. I can’t take him anywhere these days.”


    “It’s a mutual affliction,” Ivan countered.


    Casimir laughed a little, but no doubt not wishing to upset either Howler, mediated, “I’m sure he was thinking of some lovely girl, Rufus.”


    Rufus almost choked on his tea.


    Fortunately, a timely interruption arrived in chef form. “Here’s your three-season waffles,” Bruno declared proudly, swooping into the room with two dishes in one vast paw and condiments dwarfed the other.


    Rufus checked the old clock behind the bar, “That was quick.”


    “You’re my first customers,” Bruno explained, deftly setting down the meals as the Howlers cleared their helmets from the table. He added modestly, “Anyway, it’s just pouring batter on a waffle iron; nothing complicated.”


    Picking up a fork, Ivan prodded his fancy-looking waffle as if inspecting a squashed beetle. It was topped with roasted nuts, fresh fruit and with some kind of sticky gloop Ivan couldn’t for the life of him identify.


    “What’s this?” he asked bleakly, swiping his finger through the red sauce like blood at a crime scene


    “Secret sauce, Howler,” Bruno claimed proudly, thumbs tucked into his apron straps.


    “Patent pending, “Casimir joked.


    Someone called from the dark corners of the café, “Oi, can we get some service over here, please!”


    Casimir excused himself to wait on his few remaining customers, which he had neglected in favour of the illustrious Howlers – no sensible proprietor could do otherwise.


    Bruno turned to watch his father go, but stayed put. The young cook was alone with the Howlers.


    Rufus pounced. “Tell me, Bruno,” he began, without even looking up from his waffles, “have you ever considered working for the Bloodfangs?”


    “Bloodfangs?” the youngster laughed. “Doing what?”


    “Well, you’d make a fine Politzi Constable, what with all those muscles.”


    Bruno scratched the back of his neck. “Me, a Politzi?” he guffawed. “Nah, I’m too easy-going, sir.”


    “Nonsense,” Rufus crackled warmly.


    Ivan picked silently at his food, watching and listening as Rufus spun his silken trap.


    “This is awfully good,” the red wolf praised, pointing at Bruno’s speciality dish with his fork. “You should come along one day and have a look around Riddle Den. I’ll give you a guided tour.”


    Bruno scratched his head, “I’d love to, sir, but… uh….”


    “But what?”


    “Well… uhm….”


    “Look, you don’t have to be afraid,” Rufus interrupted in his gravely voice, glancing over at Casimir to check he was still occupied. “I’m here to help you.”


    Ivan emitted a scoff – it had begun.


    “Help me?” Bruno said, anxiously wringing his apron with both big, brown paws. “Whatcha mean?”


    Rufus’s voice lowered, “Come now, do you think I don’t know? That I can’t tell? My dear Bruno, I can feel you from across the street.” He continued to eat, “Getting pains in your legs yet?”


    Surprised, Bruno timidly admitted, “Yeah, sometimes.”


    “I bet. Excruciating business. I get it all the time, often at a most inopportune moment. Classic symptom of the rot.”


    “Rot?”


    “I’m afraid so, yes.”


    Seeing at last what Rufus was implying, Bruno woofed, “Aww, no, I’ve not got rot, sir.” He thumbed his mighty chest, “I’m allergic to imperium ash, is all.”


    Ivan and Rufus exchanged incredulous looks.


    “The doctor said so,” Bruno claimed, reading their disbelief. “I got a certificate of health; you know, to stop Howler talent scouts pestering me. Not that you are, sir, but-”


    Rufus interrupted Bruno’s nervous rambling, “What doctor is this?”


    “I dunno, sir.”


    “Well was he a qualified imperiologist?”


    “Pff! I dunno, it was ages ago,” Bruno said with a nonchalant guffaw. “I was just a cub. I remember he was a cat in a white coat. I can ask dad-”


    “Well, I am an imperiologist,” Rufus said pompously, putting down his knife and fork, “and what’s more a Howler, and you’re sick, Bruno. Very sick. You need imperium.”


    Silence.


    Bruno’s confidence gave way to creeping fear, “But… but I’ve never worked with imperium. I stay away from it on account of my bad chest.”


    “Very wise,” Rufus said. “Even so, you’ve been ingesting it by accident ever since you were born. We all do, every day. It’s everywhere; in the air, the water; even your fine waffle batter.”


    Bruno looked hard at the half-eaten waffles, as if he might glimpse the glittering trace of imperium.


    Rufus caught sight of Casimir. It appeared the white rabbit was coming back, but he instead gave Rufus a friendly nod in passing to the kitchen. Smiling disarmingly back, Rufus waited for Casimir to disappear before quietly lecturing with his son in imperious science.


    “You probably know that exposure to small amounts of imperium does nothing to most beasts,” he said, pointing at Bruno. “But you’re different. You’re one of us.”


    “You mean-”


    “Afflicted, yes, a Howler, if you will.”


    Bruno let out a sharp breath, “But I-I can’t be.”


    Rufus didn’t argue, only stated, “Our muscles are able to metabolise imperium, which makes them stronger and faster than those of healthy folk.” The Howler looked Bruno over, raising an eyebrow and flattering, “You’re the size of a house, I suspect you’ve noticed.”


    That made Bruno smile again, just a little; Ivan on the other paw rolled his eyes as Rufus continued browbeating his ignorant victim with science.


    “The imperium in our bodies is what gives us Howlers power,” the imperiologist went on, enjoying his role as the wellspring of knowledge, “but there’s a price. Whenever it’s burnt, whether it be in a car, a train, or our muscles, imperium of all colours decays into imperium ash. It’s bad enough when it clogs Lupa’s air, but when it fouls our bodies up it causes great pain… as well you know.”


    Bruno gulped audibly.


    “The liver and kidneys deal with most of it within a few hours and we get better,” Rufus added cheerfully, before immediately fading again. “However, a tiny fraction of the ash is fully-decayed imperium.”


    “Black-imperium?” Bruno all but mouthed.


    Rufus nodded. “The body doesn’t have the plumbing to excrete black-imperium,” he said, arms folding on the waxy, pitted tabletop. “It remains within us and starts attacking our flesh, causing localised necrosis – eyes, heart, brain, bits of us start to die.”


    Ivan silently ate his breakfast throughout Rufus’s lecture, as if the weighty subject were of no consequence to him.


    Valerio continued, “The body is clever though, and it locks the black-imperium away in our bones, which are made of minerals that do not rot, at least not very quickly.” A sigh, “But slowly the poison builds up, more and more, like a terrible secret we should’ve told someone long ago. Eventually the strain overwhelms our valiant biological countermeasures and we… succumb.”


    Bruno stammered, “B-but the stings you take, the white venom-”


    “White-imperium staves off the rot, Bruno, but even that can’t neutralise all the black-imperium,” Rufus said. “And besides, white-imperium goes bad itself, once used. The law of nature is an endless spiral into decay. Nothing lasts forever, not you, not mountains, not even this planet.”


    Bruno kneaded his apron with trembling paws; Rufus recalled his own dry-mouthed terror when told the same bad news by the Howler who had discovered him some twenty years ago.


    “You’ve two choices, Bruno,” Howler Rufus told his own discovery. “Either steal venom, for which you might be arrested and perhaps sent to some awful jail, or receive a sting legitimately for a day’s work.”


    “As a Howler?”


    Rufus raised his teacup, “You’d look very dashing.”


    Bruno guffawed sceptically. Rubbing the back of his neck he looked all around, searching for his father, for reassurance, a denial, anything. He looked back to Rufus and tried to speak but words didn’t come. “But this can’t be… I….” he faltered, leaning on the tabletop for support.


    Rufus touched Bruno’s paw. “I know, dear boy, it was the same for me,” he comforted. “I’m sure your induction will be smoother than mine.”


    Bruno’s eyes darted a little, “Induction?”


    “Your marriage, boy,” Ivan said drily, toasting with his teacup, “to the spiteful bitch that is white-imperium.”


    “Oh do shut up, Donskoy,” Rufus seethed.


    Casimir emerged from the kitchen, carrying a tray of tea for the table he was attending, “Be right with yer, Howlers.”


    Nodding, Rufus wrapped up. “Don’t fret, Bruno. I’ll come back later, right after my meeting with the Elders, and we’ll chat some more.” He tapped his nose, “Don’t worry your dad though, eh? Keep this between us.”


    Gulping hard, Bruno nodded dumbly.


    Casimir returned to the table, “Everything all right?” he gruffed, paws clapping together.


    “Yeah!” Bruno barked, straightening up with a start.


    “You look off, lad. How’s the chest?”


    “I’m fine.”


    “Taken your cough syrup?”


    “Yeah, yeah.” Looking around, Bruno changed subject, “What did they want over there?”


    Casimir passed Bruno the latest order, but held onto the notepad long enough to say, “If you feel bad, go to bed. I can manage.”


    Bruno whined through his teeth, “Dad, don’t fuss me in front of everyone!” and departed for the kitchen, giving the Howlers one last glance.


    “He’s a terrible teenager sometimes,” Casimir excused on his son’s behalf.


    Rufus raised a paw, “Not at all. You’ve raised a true gentlebeast, Casimir.”


    “Ah, well, I try my best.”


    Ivan, to general surprise, spoke to the lowly rabbit. “How is it you have a wolf for a son, citizen?” he asked, his voice dripping with inquisitorial suspicion, rather than curious warmth. “Where are his real parents?”


    “Dead, I suppose.”


    “You ‘suppose’?”


    “It’s like I told Rufus,” Casimir explained, arms folding – he had usually strong arms for a rabbit, Ivan thought. “I found Bruno during the closing days of the war, buried under rubble. He was only three or four at most. He said his mother was dead and I just assumed the worst for the rest; the house was a pancake. Once peace broke out I told the Politzi, but they didn’t care. They said I could take Bruno to an orphanage or keep him myself. Call me soft, but by then I’d grown attached to the scamp. Aye. We’ve been rubbing along together ever since. Been over twelve years now.”


    “The war was that long ago?” Rufus sighed. “Time flies.”


    “Aye, that it does, Howler.”


    Ivan nodded a little, “Must be useful having a wolf for a son, especially one of Bruno’s… unusual stature.”


    “Ahahaaa-aye, he’s a big ‘un!” Casimir laughed, suddenly tugging his collar. “I-I taught him to box from a young age, so he could look after himself, you know? Lad’s down the gym all the time these days, really taken it to heart. He’s been looking for a new haunt since we moved; do you know any round here, Howlers?”


    Casmir’s decidedly nervous rant died just as someone passed by the bay window, someone large, another ‘big ‘un’ as the rabbit might say. They lingered for a moment, perhaps looking inside. Ivan ignored them, until he felt a tingle up his spine – a corona? Was it the beast outside the window that set the Howler’s bones throbbing, or was it still Bruno? Ivan could not deny the youth coiled with imperious energy, but this felt different, almost… familiar.


    By the time Ivan looked up from his meal, the figure at the window had moved on.


    “Who was that?” Ivan asked in general.


    Casimir scratched his brow, “Looked like a hyena.”


    Rufus got up from his meal. “Hyena?” he said, peering out the window.


    Ivan dispelled the notion, “Don’t be ridiculous. Hyenas are restricted to the Reservations; they would not get far traipsing around Lupa in broad daylight.”


    Casimir agreed, “Well aye, of course. I only caught a glimpse, Howler. Big fella though. Bear maybe? Definitely weren’t no hog, he was furry.”


    Rufus sat back down and chuckled, “No doubt another burly customer you’ve scared off, Ivan.” Reaching into his cloak, he produced his wallet and a fair few colourful Lupan bank notes, known as lupas. “I shall have to recompense Casimir triple-fold for the inconvenience you’ve caused him today.”


    “Oh, noooo,” the rabbit said, even whilst hungrily eyeing up the cash. “I can’t accept all that, Howler.”


    “I insist,” Rufus said, taking Casimir’s smaller paw and pressing the money into it. “What with me dragging poor Bruno out of bed just to make me breakfast and Ivan’s sour mug frightening off your clients, it’s the least I can do.”


    “Really, I can’t-”


    “Casimir!” Rufus snapped, adding gently, “Don’t be tiresome.”


    The white rabbit assumed his faux reluctance no further, save to helplessly spread his paws at such generosity.


    What a charade, Ivan thought, hurrying to finish his admittedly delicious waffle – the Elders would be expecting Rufus in ten minutes.


    Suddenly a tingle, the same as before.


    Ivan looked up from his waffle, jaw slightly agape, just in time to catch that cloaked figure passing the window again, only in the opposite direction. He was big all right, massive, with mountainous shoulders and a helmet that covered his face.


    A Howler? But what wolf was built like that? Something felt horribly wrong.


    “Rufus,” Ivan said, getting no further.


    Crash!


    The mysterious beast effortlessly put a mighty, spot-flecked elbow into one of the window panes, smashing it to pieces and showering the table with shards of glass. In the midst of flinching, Ivan heard and felt something hard and hefty bounce across the table. When he opened his eyes he saw a glowing, spiked ball of yellow-imperium crystal, fizzling and spinning away in the middle of the polished, pitted old wood like a demented puffer fish.


    Bruno leapt from the kitchen, greasy spatula in paw. “What in Ulf’s name was that?”


    Swiftly wrapping his arm in his cloak, Ivan swept the bristling orb from the tabletop, catapulting it clean past Bruno’s baffled nose and across the café, spewing a trail of yellow vapour like a sulphurous comet.


    “Get down!” Ivan snarled, grabbing Casimir and pulling him under the table.


    Coughing and spluttering from the vapours, Bruno didn’t have the wherewithal to move.


    In the same instant as he hit the deck, Ivan saw Rufus leap up from his chair and shove Bruno into the kitchen. A flash of light overtook them both and a clap of thunder rippled through the café. Bottles exploded, windows blew out and countless brilliant shards of smouldering yellow-imperium fizzled through the air, lodging in the walls, chairs and tables like burning darts.


    Silence prevailed.


    Ivan opened his eyes and looked around. He pushed himself off the floor and knelt upright, glass fragments tumbling off his cloaked body. He felt no grievances, save for a ringing in his ears.


    He checked on Casimir; the little beast was all right, if obviously shaken – rabbits were notoriously panicky.


    “Rufus?” Ivan called, looking around.


    No sign of him.


    Still half-deaf, Ivan plodded to the kitchen and stood in the doorway, his paws resting on the frame.


    Rufus lay on top of Bruno, his black cloak shredded by a dozen smouldering holes.


    “Rufus!”


    Ivan rolled his comrade aside of the cook, revealing his bloodied face and raw, bobbing throat.


    “Go!” Rufus snarled at once, chest heaving fitfully beneath his cloak.


    “Rufus-”


    “Do your… duty, Howler!” he barked angrily, grabbing Ivan’s arm. “Get him f-fff-for me!”


    With but a moment’s hesitation, and many a nod, Ivan ran back into the café, grabbed his helmet from the windowsill and dashed out into the rain-lashed street. He looked left, then right, settling on right.


    Ivan’s boots faded into the distance, leaving Rufus to grunt and growl in lonesome agony.


    Until a big, brown wolf in an apron loomed over him. “Howler Rufus, sir!” he yelped.


    “Bruno,” Rufus seethed, “You… all right?”


    The young wolf nodded, his face filling Rufus’s ever more blurred vision. Those eyes, so bright, so beautiful, like fierce imperium embers; that corona, so warm, so strong, like the Rostsonne sun. Pity I’ll never get to know him, Rufus thought.


    “Bruno!” Casimir shouted discordantly, running in.


    “I’m all right, I’m all right!” the cook replied, before crouching over Rufus again. “Dad he’s hurt bad; what do we do?”


    “Just leave him!” Casimir said, grasping Bruno’s mighty shoulder and trying to pull him away. “Come on.”


    “What?”


    “He’s done fer, lad. We have to get out of here!”


    Bruno threw his father’s paws aside. “Dad, what’s wrong with you?”


    Casimir fumed, “Are you thick, boy? Can’t you see it’s a hit? There’ll be swarms of Howlers here in no time and I don’t want us to be swept up in an investigation!”


    Bruno thought for a moment. “Bring the truck round; we’ll drive him to his Howler Den. It’s the one just up the road, ‘en it?”


    “Bruno!”


    “Dad, stop it!” Bruno barked. “I’m not leaving him to bleed to death and neither are you. Now snap out of it and get the truck or I’ll do it myself!”


    Shaking his head, Casimir conversely gave in. “All right, all right, but you’re making a big mistake!” he grumbled, bounding away and grabbing a ring of keys from behind the bar. “Keep him warm, I’ll be as quick as I can!”


    *


    After a roundabout route, Ivan exploded onto the very street where Rufus had parked his monobike. He cast his eyes up and down the rows of shops and houses, sure from the assassin’s aura that he had fled this direction.


    I’m losing him, Ivan thought, as the strangely familiar presence faded away.


    Little beasts of every sort were gathered at the windows of their properties. Some stood in the doors, curious by the bang they had heard, but afraid to go out.


    Ivan turned to a tiny pinafore-clad mouse wife and her two even tinier children she was hurriedly ushering inside and demanded of her, “Which way did he go?”


    The terrified mouse wife shook her head and yet conversely opened her lips to say something.


    “Tell me, citizen!” Ivan implored. “Please, I won’t hurt you!”


    One of the children pointed to the right. With a gasp the mother grabbed her offspring and bundled them inside, slamming the door behind her.


    Before Ivan could act on the information, he heard the popping of a fierce imperium engine in the distance – a monobike. The engine revved up and then grew louder, closer; it was coming this way!


    Sure enough a mono pulled out of a side street, a large, plain grey vehicle topped with an equally large, mantle-cloaked, helmet-clad beast, his legs encased in well-crafted black and white armour, his sandy-brown, muscle-bound arms as thick as Ivan’s thighs.


    With a snort of fury, Ivan reached round his back, just right of his handsome white tail, and pulled his secondary weapon from his belt – an imperium pistol. It was, in essence, but a fancy-looking metal tube with a grip and trigger. There was an explosive charge of yellow-imperium powder and a hefty imperium pellet stuffed down the barrel, in that order.


    “Stop in the name of the Republic!” Ivan demanded, levelling the pistol at the stranger. “Stop, or I’ll shoot!”


    The beast on the monobike simply turned and accelerated in the opposite direction. He knew what the Howler knew; that there was little chance of a pistol hitting from such a distance.


    “Cowaaard!” Ivan snarled.


    Dashing to his black monobike, he threw himself over the seat and started her up with one mighty kick of the pedal, before riding his deafening machine down the road in pursuit, its single wheel glowing fiercely, its exhaust spewing a thick pall of ash.


    *


    Tentatively wrapping Rufus in his thick, black mantle, Bruno scooped him up in both arms and whisked the wounded wolf outside, the pounding rain beating down on them both.


    “The file!” Rufus growled.


    Bruno stopped dead, unsure of his own ears after that deafening explosion. “What?”


    “Don’t… leave it,” the Howler grunted. “It’s very important the Elders… read it.”


    “I’ll go back in a minute-”


    “Now!” Rufus snarled painfully, adding, “Please.”


    Nodding dumbly, Bruno carried Rufus back inside and searched the shattered café with his fiery eyes. He found the precious file lying in the corner, its cover smouldering from a tiny shard of imperium embedded in the paper.


    Bruno gently put Rufus down and patted the folder with a paw until it stopped burning.


    “I got it!” he woofed, wafting it in front of Rufus’s nose.


    Rufus gulped and nodded gratefully, before turning his face to the wall and letting out a long growl of agony. His cloaked body shivered and his bloodied fingers trembled as shock and adrenaline took hold. Howlers were no ordinary wolves; Bruno knew that, everyone in Lupa and beyond knew that, but Rufus doubtless had a dozen needles of poisonous yellow-imperium lodged in his flesh. How could he bare it so quietly?


    “Helmet,” Rufus spluttered.


    “Helmet?”


    “If I’m to die, give me… my dignity… Bruno.”


    The Howler’s helmet was lying upside-down amongst the debris like an upturned beetle. Retrieving it, Bruno gently lifted Rufus’s head from the wooden floor and slipped the mask over his agonised face, turning him anonymous and fierce, even now. The decorative fangs began to shimmer hot and red amidst the coils of Rufus’s corona.


    With great care, Bruno ferried his pitiful bundle out onto the street again and waited in the rain.


    Shortly, Casimir pulled the family truck round. The rickety vehicle was possessed of a little wooden cabin and a steering wheel on a ridiculously long shaft that vibrated alarmingly. The throbbing engine tucked beneath the rusty grey bonnet spluttered noxious clouds of spent imperium.


    Bruno climbed in the rear, between crates and barrels. “Dad, you drive. I got him.”


    Casimir crunched the gear stick and drove through the gathering onlookers of every race and creed, out onto the main road, towards the towering pile that was the local Howler Den looming large and ominous over Riddle District.


    “I got a bad feeling about this lad!” he shouted.


    Bruno said nothing. He laid Rufus down and made him comfortable, covering him with some sackcloth and sheltering his head from the rain by leaning over him.


    “Hold on, mate.”


    “Mate?” Rufus replied with amusement. “How droll.”


    Rocking to and fro as Dad drove the truck through Lupa’s cobbled streets, Bruno found Rufus’s nearest ruddy paw and held it in his own big brown fingers. The Howler squeezed back, a good, strong squeeze.


    Strange.


    Bruno looked at his paw. Pins and needles played over his flesh and up his arm, down to his very bone! It was a warm, crackling, numbing sensation, as if he had placed his paw on a vibrating surface for too long. With a panicked snort, Bruno let Rufus go and wiped his throbbing paw on his breeches until the sensation faded. He stared at his forearm, held it with his other paw and opened and closed his fingers.


    Nothing seemed amiss.


    “Now we’re fully… acquainted,” Rufus chuckled, his head flopping to one side.


    With a pang of dread turning his veins to ice, Bruno pressed his ear to Rufus’s chest.


    He was still breathing, thank Ulf.


    Slowly, reluctantly, Bruno took the Howler’s paw again. There was no tingle this time, no warmth, save that of a hot-blooded, living being. Bruno felt somehow disappointed. He looked up from the trundling truck, fiery eyes blinking in the rain, and saw the distant towers of the Riddle Den growing closer, hoping with every breath he was doing the right thing, if not the most sensible thing.


     

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 3


     


    The rain battered Ivan’s body, the wind ripped at his cloak, but still he twisted the accelerator another inch, adding another few notches to the monobike’s quivering dials. Not that he paid any heed; he felt his machine’s beating heart through his legs, his body, his bones, whilst his eyes remained fixed upon the bike in front bearing the beast who had bombed the café.


    After a long straight, the road twisted and turned like a marble run, bins were overturned, papers scattered, little beasts sent diving for cover as the assassin tore through Lupa’s backstreets at breakneck speed, leaning hard, skidding round corners, sometimes putting a leg down to kick off the cobbles and even a far wall to stop himself from going over, before accelerating away again.


    He was good, but Ivan was better.


    Foot by foot the Howler closed the distance, shaving off mere fractions of time with every corner, until, at last, another long, straight alley presented itself and with it Ivan’s opportunity.


    The Howler reached round his back and drew his silver pistol. He hoped it had stayed dry tucked under his cloak, for if the rain had dampened the imperium charge it wouldn’t fire so much as fizzle.


    Black mantle flapping about his shoulders, Ivan took aim at the rider, but decided in the last second to aim down.


    Crack!


    A flash of light and puff of ash burst from the pistol’s end. A fraction later and a colourful spark dashed off the leading monobike’s one wheel. The tyre exploded and tore itself apart in an instant.


    The assassin’s monobike shuddered and twisted violently to one side, before catapulting itself seat over wheel and flinging the rider in front. He sailed through the air and disappeared amidst the carnage as his machine slid along the cobbles, shedding a shower of sparks and pieces of chrome bodywork all the way, before smashing into a heap of rubbish piled against the end of the alleyway.


    Ivan came to a controlled stop. Throwing those long, gaitered legs off the bike, which remained upright of its own volition thanks to the still-spinning gyroscope, the Howler holstered his pistol and drew his cold, bluish rapier.


    Sword held loosely, Ivan approached the crash scene, his armoured paws crunching on the dirty, wet ground, his brooch gently illuminating the glistening brickwork and cobbles of the alleyway. The assassin’s monobike smoked and crackled as the engine cooled down. Drops of rainwater boiled away on the overheated engine.


    Where is he?


    The alley was a dead-end with garbage piled high. There was nowhere to go.


    Something stirred beneath the refuse and a tin can tumbled down. Using his sword to prise aside an old sheet, Ivan found a roach half as big as him hiding there. Long antenna waving furiously, the giant bug burst forth and scuttled down the alley as fast as any monobike.


    Not quite the manner of vermin Ivan was after.


    Then a distinct grunt from somewhere ahead – insects didn’t grunt. Following the noise, Ivan spied the beginnings of a narrow passage half-buried by the rubbish.


    Clambering over the rotting piles, Ivan made it to the alley just in time to catch sight of his quarry vaulting up onto a ten-foot-high brick wall. Despite what Ivan judged to be relatively short limbs for someone otherwise so big, the stranger was evidently very athletic and able, for he hauled himself up with ease.


    “Halt, in the name of the Republic!” Ivan demanded, pointing with his sword.


    The Howler-like stranger glanced behind with two bright purple eyes gleaming out from under his helmet; one side of the helmet was white the other black. Wordlessly, he swung his alternately black and white armoured legs over the wall and fell down the other side with another pained grunt – no doubt he was bruised from the crash.


    Sheathing his sword, Ivan sped down the alley and attacked the wall with rather more aplomb than his hefty foe, reaching the top in a heartbeat, whereupon he glimpsed the assassin fleeing round the next corner and heard his heavy pawsteps.


    Jumping down into a puddle, Ivan saved his breath for the chase and pursued in silence.


    *


    “Ah, very nice, very nice,” the Howler said, tossing the shiny apple into the air a few times before taking another enormous bite. He whirled away from the stall, the hood of his otherwise tight-fitting red mantle swaying outwards, and deigned to bid farewell to the little beast grocers by raising a dark, blue-grey paw.


    His fellow Howler, a blonde-furred wolf in the same kind of short red cloak, looked between the impoverished rats and the noble wolf, and raised a finger. “Uh, Uther,” he said, rather gently for one so well-built.


    “What’s up, mate?” Uther replied, stopping a moment, dark ears pricked.


    The golden wolf approached, “Well, aren’t you g-g-going to pay for that?”


    “Pay?” Uther scoffed, his robust brow knitting in bafflement. “P-p-pay!” he mocked further, whizzing round to face his compatriot wolf. “Ahahahahaha!” Slinging a dark, muscular arm around the shorter, stockier wolf he squeezed him close and growled in his coarse, sandpapery tone, “You’re funny, Linus. I like you.”


    Releasing Linus, Uther continued his patrol through the hustle and bustle of the covered marketplace, the iron roof arching overhead keeping out most of the drizzle, save for the odd rusty pellet-hole from the last Howler War, or perhaps even the one before.


    Linus surreptitiously returned to the stall. “Here,” he said, sliding a Lupan penny to the rat-folk, who were but half his size if that – and he was a height-challenged wolf himself, albeit sturdy. “Good day to you, citizens.”


    One of the rats, a young female by the looks, bowed graciously. “Thank you, Howler,” she said.


    Linus hurried back to Uther’s side, hoping his charity had gone unnoticed.


    Nothing escaped Uther’s sharp yellow eyes. “What’s wrong with yer?” he snorted.


    “W-www-what?” Linus stammered innocently.


    “They’re under our protection, dummy! Riddle Market is smack bang in Bloodfang territory.”


    “I know.”


    “Oh, you know but you shelled out? What fer this time?”


    Linus spread a paw, “I… felt sorry for them.”


    Uther sighed and patted him on the back, “Mate, that’s cute ‘en all, but you can’t help everyone. It’s a citizen’s duty to provide for us and ours to protect ‘em from the scoundrels of this world. We can’t run Lupa on good will alone, you know.”


    “I know, but they pay taxes too.”


    “Yeah, and we bleed and rot! They don’t. Now stop it, you’re embarrassing me.”


    Linus shrugged his burly frame, but said nothing as he and the taller, more athletic Uther continued to patrol the market, keeping one eye and one ear open for trouble. If trouble there be, Uther had twin short swords at the ready, one strapped tightly to each grey armoured thigh, and Linus his sword and shield, the latter slung over his back, turtle-like. The shield was round and white, save for the décor of black wolf skull and glowing red fangs. Their helmets, grey with white cheeks and red fang imperium markings, were hung over their sword hilts by their chin-straps, ready when needed.


    Uther bit his apple and further berated his partner through a mouthful of pureed fruit, “That’s exactly the sort of thing Rufus does. The fastest way to wind up dead in an alley is to let beasts think you’re a pushover like him. Puh! Wolves like that are bad for our hard-won reputation.”


    As he strolled along, Linus looked down at his armoured feet with his baby-blue eyes. “Forgive me, Uther,” he said, “but if he’s such a pushover how come he’s feared across Lupa?”


    “Know him do yer?” Uther asked.


    “Well, no, not personally. I’ve read all his work, though.”


    “Puh!”


    “Captain Rufus puts as much stay in knowledge as strength. I can but strive to emulate such a-a-a great Howler.”


    Uther grunted, “Even his hyena-loving? Give over!”


    There was a break in the conversation, but Riddle Market continued to swirl around the Howlers. Beasts of every kind, colour and creed proffered goods from across the Lupan Republic and beyond; fruit, honey, fish, delicious choice cuts of fried bugs. There were also living bugs; pet crickets on leads, antennae waving all about; massive beetles carrying crates on their armoured backs; and two ants of different colours wrestling in a huge iron cage as bets were placed on their fate by a raucous crowd. Trinkets glittered on stalls by the hundred and racks of clothing wafted in the gentle breeze; compared to a Howler’s imperium-laced mantle and brooch, the cloth and jewellery offered here was worthless.


    As he patrolled the market with the streetwise Uther, Linus tugged the front of his handsome red cloak. “Is it hyena-loving to w-www-want wolves and hyenas to get along?” he stammered. “All Rufus wants is a better solution than the Reservations. Surely we all do.”


    “You can bet the hyenas do!” Uther said. “It’s their own fault, mind.”


    “Do you know they call him ‘Red-mist’?” Linus said. “He once saved a hyena prince from getting eaten by a sewer centipede and they honoured him with the name-”


    “Yeah, yeah, I know, mate. Look, the hyenas only lick his toes ‘cause he stands up for ‘em.”


    “I wonder what it m-mmm-means, exactly. Red-mist.”


    Uther scoffed. “Dunno, mate, but they call me ‘Wild-heart’.”


    Linus piped in surprise, “Wild-heart?”


    “Yeah, Uther W. The W is for Wild-heart.”


    “Oh, so… you’ve been honoured by the hyena tribes too?”


    “Yup.”


    “When? How?”


    “Puh! Long story, mate. Captain Ivan’s got one too. Blade-dancer they call him.”


    “Well yes, everyone knows that, Uther.”


    “Do they now? Well, it’s nothing special, mate; them hyenas paw out their silly names like otters do fish ‘n’ chips.”


    Linus blinked, “Really? I’ve been labouring under the impression it’s a r-rrr-rare accolade, especially for a wolf.”


    Uther cocked his head side to side. “Look, whatever, I don’t care one fig about them troublemaking hyenas and nor should you, not if you want a quiet life,” he sniffed, his pale-furred face squirming a little under Linus’s scrutiny. ‘Wild-heart’ moved on, eager to take control of the discussion again, “Here, piece of advice, mate.”


    Linus waited patiently for this ‘advice’.


    “Should ol’ Rufus ever take a shine to yer,” Uther said, tapping Linus on the shoulder, “remember who you are.”


    A confused blink.


    Uther looked the stocky Linus up and down, “Just remember you finished top of your year, that’s why you’ve started as a Trooper First Class. You’re an alpha wolf.”


    Linus looked down at his toes again.


    “You are an alpha, aren’t you, mate?” Uther scoffed.


    The blonde wolf cleared his throat and rubbed the back of his neck. “One likes to think so, but it’s n-nnn-not our choice.”


    “Course it is!” Uther asserted, slapping Linus on his barrel-like chest with the back of a paw. “You’re built like a wall, mate! You’re an alpha male, make no mistake, not some wimpy beta. So don’t let Rufus, or anyone, make you their beta, because if you do everyone is gonna know and you’ll never be respected. Ivan made that mistake and he ain’t lived it down yet.”


    “You mean our Ivan, the Blade-dancer himself?”


    “Yep. Rufe’s finest conquest.” Uther winked, “Of course, everyone knows that.”


    “I-I-I thought it was just a rumour.”


    “Puh! Nah!” Uther woofed. “Ivan used to groom Rufus and everything. Worshipped him, he did. Only Rufe’s got a right short attention span, ‘en he? Soon as he clapped eyes on Ivan’s cousin he dropped Blade-dancer like a stone. And that only lasted five minutes before he tried to work his magic on me!”


    “You?”


    “Aye! I told him to stick it. Uther Wild-heart ain’t nobody’s beta. Nobody’s!”


    Linus looked altogether baffled and concerned.


    Uther pinched his partner’s cheek like a doting auntie. “Just watch yourself, mate,” he cackled drily.


    As the Howlers passed by an alley, someone in a hooded cloak stepped out and boldly intercepted them. Startled, Linus almost reached for his sword, but the stranger was just a thin young wolfess, very dark, with bags under her bright green eyes.


    “Looking for fun?” she said to Uther, pulling back her hood to reveal her gaunt face and bony shoulders.


    Uther declined gruffly, “Sorry, Sweetheart.”


    The wolfess moved to Linus and placed a paw on his chest to halt him, “Please. I am cheap. Only twenty lupas.”


    Linus could scarce believe her nerve. “Don’t you know who we are?” he growled pompously, removing her paw from his person and contemptuously pushing it away.


    The wolfess defensively pulled her cloak up and shook her head a little. “I’m… from far away,” she said, in a foreign and now fearful tone. “Forgive me. Who are you?”


    “We’re Howlers,” Linus said.


    “Yes, I know this. That is why I come to you. You want fun.”


    “C-ccc-come to us?” Linus squeaked in amazement. “You come to us when you’re clearly a venom addict? Do you want to be arrested?”


    She looked down at her feet, “I… I do not know. I just need money, food. Please, anything!”


    Uther leant over and whispered in Linus’s ear, “Mate, she’s a gazer.”


    “What?”


    “Gazer.”


    Linus drew a blank gaze himself.


    Uther took his partner to one side and seethed, “Can’t you see she’s on illegal stings?”


    “Of course I can. You mean she’s a dodger… right?”


    “Nooo!” Uther woofed. “Ulf almighty, what log did you crawl out from under, woodlouse? A dodger is a wolf who’s qualified to be a Howler and knows it, but avoids being drafted and takes imperium to survive, ‘en they?”


    Linus was all at sea, “So what’s a gazer, then?”


    Uther nodded to the dewy-eyed wolfess and whispered. “That’s a gazer. Whatever she was, she’s so far gone she can’t think right for rot. Look at her, poor lass is all fur n’ bones. Probably been taking krappy street stings to keep alive. Ulf knows what’s in ‘em. If she keeps on she’ll be dead in a month.”


    Concerned, Linus returned to the wolfess, “Look, miss, whatever lies the sting dealers told you, you can’t stop the rot by taking anything except white-imperium. Besides which it’s illegal. If you’re sick you should report to the local Den for tests and maybe you too can become a Howler-”


    “No, no, no!” Uther growled, pushing Linus in the shoulder. “She’s too far gone for that, she’s a thumping gazer.”


    Linus defended, “I-I-I was just trying to help.”


    “Well, don’t.”


    “But-”


    “Just shut up a minute! I got this.”


    Glancing left and right, Uther reached into his cloak and took a fair sum of colourful Lupan notes from the inside pocket. He offered the money to the unfortunate wolfess.


    “Here, love, get yourself something to eat.”


    The gazer stared longingly at the colourful lupas.


    “Go on,” Uther urged softly. “Where’d you come from originally, the Steppes, yeah?”


    A nod, “I-I-I think so. I live in Wall Slums for some time, until I pay Watcher to get inside city. He said he would get me papers, but I never see him again.”


    Uther huffed, “Aye, I bet. Judging by your accent, you’re a Steppes wolf, though. Here, take my advice and get on the next train to Everdor instead. Ever-dor. Right? There’s always work on the Hummel plantations; they ain’t fussy. It’s clean there, see, no ash. In the fresh air n’ sunshine you’ll bounce back, as long as you stay clean. No stings, not even embers, not even when it really hurts. Do that and you might make it ten, twenny years even. Understand?”


    With a whimper of fright, the wolfess snatched the money and hurried into the alley without looking back, lest these Howlers changed their minds.


    Linus watched her go. “She didn’t even thank you.”


    “Puh!” Uther snorted. “Well, what did I just say about being soft? Doesn’t get you anywhere.”


    “Then why’d you do that?”


    “Dunno, maybe I felt sorry for her,” the petulant Uther said sarcastically, tugging at the gathered neck of his cloak and walking on without further ado, leaving his comrade to scratch his head and glance down the alley.


    Someone distant was running towards Linus – was the gazer returning to thank Uther? No, it was someone else, someone bigger, much bigger, and growing by the second as they approached at speed, a heap of a beast in a cloak and helmet, armoured legs rattling down the alley, puddles of water splashing underfoot, muscled, spotted arms swaying.


    As Linus watched a Howler emerged from a passage behind – he was obviously giving chase.


    “Uther!” Linus called, not looking away. He raised a paw to the stranger as they neared the end of the alley. “Halt! In the name of the Repub-oof!”


    Ears pricked, Uther turned around the moment a huge cloaked beast burst out the alley and barged into Linus. Much like a stray car being struck by a train, Linus was the loser. He slammed onto his back and rolled tail over head, like a giant pea bug, his shield taking the worst of the impact as it scraped over the cobbled street.


    With barely a stumble, the aggressive stranger dashed into the market, scattering traders and shoppers alike.


    “Oi, whatcha playing at?” Uther yapped. He ran to Linus and helped him up. “You all right?”


    Nodding, Linus rubbed the back of his throbbing skull. “Agh! He… he didn’t stop.”


    “I noticed. Howler was he?”


    “I don’t know. He looked like a Howler, but....”


    “Which pack, mate?”


    “I-I-I didn’t see any markings, just black and white.”


    Some echoed footsteps later and a second, unquestionable Howler emerged from the alley, this time clad all in black, save for the white cheeks of his helmet. He was tall, with snow-white fur, from what little could be seen.


    “Ivan?” Uther snorted in recognition, half-heartedly reaching out with a paw to stop him. “Oi, Captain!”


    “Don’t just stand there, Trooper!” Ivan snarled, stopping for no one. “Help me!”


    With but a moment’s thought, Uther donned his helmet and gestured furiously to Linus. “Come on, Woodlouse, something’s going down! Come on, come on!”


    “Woodlouse?” the dazed Linus seethed, securing his helmet straps about his chin as he ran.


    The athletic Uther flew ahead and was soon level-pegging with the higher-ranking Ivan as they chased the stranger, whilst Linus languished behind. Beasts of every sort kept well clear of the felon and the law as both sides sped through the covered market and into the claustrophobic maze of twisted streets beyond.


    “Where d’you want me, sir?” Uther asked Ivan, not in the least breathless as they entered the next alley in pursuit.


    “Just… do your… stuff!” Ivan panted back. “Quickly; he tried to kill Rufus!”


    “What?”


    “Just go! Use any means, go on!”


    “Aye aye, sir!” Uther snarled. “I’ll get the bastard!”


    The still-fresh Uther peeled off from his tiring comrade and started to pull away, slowly at first, but with growing speed. He tore down the alley, ears flat, paws cutting through the air. Puddles splattered and papers swirled in his wake as Uther’s body tapped into the power of the imperium woven into his muscles, bones and blood. The lagging Linus had heard rumours about him, but by Ulf was Uther fast! He made the end of the dingy alley and disappeared into the light. Ivan followed, not too far behind.


    Embarrassed at his tardiness, Linus tapped into some extra reserve of energy and hurried to remain in the race. He wasn’t built for this nonsense, he was no sprinter, a good honest fight was what he and his shield liked.


    Bursting out onto the wide-open main street, Linus looked in all directions. Riddle Den loomed to the left and the nearest train station to the right; the Howlers and therefore the chase was heading to the station.


    “Halt! In the name… of the Republic!” Linus shouted, woefully maintaining pursuit.


    Far ahead, Uther laboured under his helmet, the rain lashing his body, plastering his red cloak to his muscled torso. It was hard to see. Either the rain had grown heavier, or Uther was running into it so fast as to make it feel so. He spotted his cloaked prey ascending the stained station steps; the stranger shoved an unfortunate pig porter out the way, sending trunks and suitcases spilling down the stairway.


    He’s fast for a big fella, Uther thought, but I’m faster; the fastest thing in Lupa!


    Getting his feet in the right position, Uther, with a skip and a jump, sailed up the station stairs in one great bound, the air rippling in his wake as his contorting corona reached out. Landing neatly at the top he continued as before. The rot would make him pay for this later, he knew, but pain was the price of glory.


    Into the grand station foyer, through the hustle and bustle, beasts big and small, high and low, gasping and screaming as the huge law-breaker pushed them aside and jumped the barriers. With the path already cleared Uther fared better.


    I’m gaining. So close!


    There was a train; the carriages were moving. Imperium ash swirled across the platform as the locomotive belched into action. The fugitive vanished into the clouds, but Uther spied his faint silhouette open a carriage door and climb inside. Redoubling his efforts, the Howler veered off to the left, chasing the train. Pulling a door open on the very next carriage he swung himself inside and slammed it shut.


    Silence, but for the wheels clacking on the tracks and Uther’s panting.


    Dripping with water, the Howler looked back and glimpsed Ivan arriving on the platform, only to vanish again as a pall of grey ash passed by the carriage windows.


    Surely Ivan’s missed the train; I’m on my own.


    Wait.


    Uther whirled around with a start and glared at the little beasts cowering in the carriage. He sensed it, felt it in his bones, the fuzzy crackle of a fellow imperious presence, a corona. Someone was near, someone powerful. Was it the beast he was chasing?


    “Go to the back of the train,” Uther told his lesser passengers.


    Nobody moved.


    “Go on!” the Howler snarled, grabbing the nearest terrified mouse by the scruff of his jumper and ejecting him down the carriage so hard his cap fell off. Uther obligingly picked up the floppy cap and threw it after him, saying to him and everyone else, “Stay outta the way! We could have a rogue Howler on board!”


    The passengers filed down the carriage, past Uther, keeping their eyes averted. Once they had gone, Uther slowly started his way up the trundling train.


    *


    Linus made the platform just as the last carriage departed the station. As the ash clouds dissipated, Uther was nowhere to be seen, nor was Ivan, even less their quarry. They must all be on the train, Linus realised.


    The Howler dashed back to a ticket office, cut to the front of the queue and flashed his brooch at the enormous hog behind the glass.


    “Stop that train, citizen!”


    The hog squinted hard at Linus’s brooch with his beady eyes, his porcine girth all but filling the window as he leant forth with painful lethargy. “I can’t,” he snorted at last.


    “Can’t?”


    “Not until the next stop. I’ll have to telephone ahead. Is that satisfactory, Howler?”


    “Yes!” Linus panted. “Just hurry!”


    The rotund hog slowly squeaked away on his seat and rummaged around somewhere. He glided back, still seated, and hung a sign up in the window that read, ‘No Service’, before fetching a stick with a hook on the end and pulling down the booth’s metal shutters – procedures, and all that.


    Linus assumed the hog was on the telephone. The Howler felt useless waiting here. He agitatedly slapped his fingers on the booth’s desk a few times before it dawned on him what next to do. Speeding through the station foyer and down the steps, he went back to the main street. Arms waving, he flagged down the first vehicle he came across; in the event it was a rather fancy motor car, red and black with a soft top and big chrome wheel-guards. There was a handsome ginger cat at the steering wheel wearing a magnificent white coat, a scarf and goggles, and next to him a pure grey catess in a frilly white dress and bonnet.


    “Stop in the name of the Republic!” Linus shouted.


    “Golly, it’s one of them ‘Owler chaps,” the ginger cat said to his fellow feline, before leaning on the open window and loudly addressing Linus over the churning of the car’s imperium engine. “What’s the matter, sir, are you lost?”


    “Citizen… in the name of the Republic… I need to requisition your vehicle!” the panting, dripping-wet Linus replied, flashing his glowing red brooch.


    “Requisition, you say?”


    Linus almost opened the front door, but upon seeing the long steering wheel jutting forth from a cornucopia of buttons, levers and dials, remembered he couldn’t drive.


    “Please drive, citizen,” he said, opening the back door instead and sliding across the smooth back seat until he was in the middle. He pointed between the two cats, at the billowing locomotive chugging ahead. “Follow that train!”


    “I say, how exciting, it’s like being in the pictures!” the cat laughed at the catess, crunching gears and tugging knobs. The car shuddered and coughed, disgorging clouds of spent imperium. “Hold on. Just a tick. Nearly there. Haha!”


    For a horrible moment Linus thought he had requisitioned the one vehicle in Lupa that wasn’t going anywhere. Finally the red car took off with a mighty jolt, throwing the Howler back into his seat.


    Vrrrrrooom!


    “Clear a path here!” the goggled cat hollered, honking his horn at pedestrians and waving a paw out the window. “In the name of the Republic, clear off!” Glancing back at his wolfen passenger he cackled gleefully, “Did I say that right?”


    “Uh… y-yes, citizen,” Linus gulped, hoping he didn’t end up going through a wall with this fellow at the controls.


    “Citizen indeed!” the cat piped in amusement, driving merrily along the road and giving the train the odd sideways glance as he casually raced to catch up with it. “Penny and I are from Queens Town, actually, down on the Teich. We are but visitors to your fine metropolis, aren’t we Sweetpea?”


    “Yes, dear,” the grey-furred catess said, calm as you like despite everything.


    “Welcome to Lupa,” Linus said absently.


    “Thank you, sir,” the ginger cat nodded. “We only arrived here via Hummelton yesterday. Staying at the Crab and Kettle, just down the way. Pokey little place, run by a couple of salty otter folk. They swear like sailors, but they’ve good hearts ‘en all. We wanted the authentic multicultural Lupan experience, didn’t we Sweetpea? Nothing too posh.”


    “Oh, absolutely.”


    “Montague Buttle, by the way,” the ginger cat declared, swerving round a bus and honking his horn. “Monty for short. That’s me wife, Penelope.” He winked at Linus via his mirror, “Ain’t she a beaut?”


    Distracted by the train, and Monty’s driving, Linus eventually nodded, “I’m sure, citizen.”


    “Well, perhaps not to a wolfen sort like you, eh?” Monty chortled. “What’s your label, sir, if I may be so bold?”


    “Label?”


    “Name, sir.”


    “Uh, Linus… Linus Bloodfang Mills, Trooper First Class.”


    “Pleasure, sir!”


    Linus Mills shuffled across the back seat to see out the right window as the train slew round to that side.


    “So, you’re one of them ‘Owlers?” the chatty Montague asked Linus, with a little uncertainty in his voice.


    “Yes, sir.”


    “I thought so,” Monty said, adding tactlessly, “Got the rot, eh?”


    “Monty!” Penny hissed.


    “Well he has, you know, they all do, just like our Valours.”


    “Yes, but mind your manners.”


    Linus glanced between the bickering cats and finally answered, “I am afflicted, sir. It’s n-nnn-nothing you need be polite about.”


    Monty spread a paw at Penny, “There, you see?”


    Penny glanced piteously back at Linus, “Such a terrible disease, Mr. Linus. You bear it with great fortitude. I would never know to look at you.”


    “Look at him? You can’t see his bally face!” Monty pointed out. “Surprised he can breathe with that ruddy great helmet on. Haha!”


    “Monty!”


    “Only joking, Sweetpea,” Monty guffawed. “All in good fun, eh Howler Linus?”


    “Indeed, sir.”


    “See? We understand each other.”


    Linus tapped his paw on the door as the train started to pull away, “Sorry, but can we not go any faster?”


    “Faster? But of course, my good wolf! This beauty packs a six-hundred ant-power reciprocating red-imperium engine under the hood.” Montague shifted gears and tapped his wife’s paw, “Hold on, Penny, we’re going for a spin. All in the name of the law, mind.”


    “Do be careful, Monty, we can’t afford another prang.”


    “Absolutely, Sweetpea.”


    Hardly flush with confidence, Linus gripped the edge of his seat with both paws as Monty took him on a white-knuckle ride down the main street, dashing kerb-side puddles over unfortunate pedestrians and gassing them with noxious clouds of imperium ash. The grim towers and walkways of the local Howler Den passed slowly by on the left, far behind the rows of shops and houses whizzing past the window, whilst the train edged painfully back into view on the right, carriage by carriage.


    “Oh Monty, look!” Penny gasped, pointing ahead.


    “I say, how extraordinary!” Monty laughed. “Linus, there’s someone on top of the train!”


    Linus shuffled back to the middle and leant between the front seats, “What?”


    “There, look!” Monty said, pointing as well.


    Sure enough there was a black figure crouched on top of a carriage. He was slowly creeping along the train, his cloak flapping and billowing wildly.


    “Is that the rogue you’re after, Linus?”


    The wolf squinted, “I-I-I don’t know. Just do your best to stay with the train.”


    Montague saluted, “Will do!”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 4


     


    Uther opened the door leading to the next trembling carriage and stepped across the small gap between them, the grey cityscape of Lupa passing either side of him, rails screaming beneath. The wind and rain buffeted Wild-heart as he checked through the window of the next carriage, irises glowing like fireflies beneath the glazed eyes of his helmet. The passengers were seated in rows. All seemed to be in order, save for a flickering imperium lamp swaying overhead.


    Entering the shelter of the carriage, Uther advanced with caution, armoured, gaiter-clad legs rattling. The feeling in his bones was strengthening.


    “Did he come through here?” Uther asked the passengers, “A big beast, in a mantle? His armour were black and white.”


    Little beasts of every kind averted their eyes.


    “Well?”


    Some nodding


    “Anybody hurt?” Uther asked further.


    Some head-shaking.


    They were just pathetic wee beasts, Uther remembered, small and helpless. Even common wolves were frightening to them, let alone a Howler with the power of imperium at their fingertips. Some abused their right, but Uther liked to think he was one of the good ones.


    “All right, everyone go back to the next a carriage,” he said. “Go on! I don’t want you getting under me feet.”


    The Howler drew one of his short swords. Holding it loosely by his side he advanced up the carriage.


    The next door. Uther passed between the carriages, the deafening noise and lashing rain attacking him once again. He peeked through the window.


    The next carriage was strangely empty, save for one large, cloaked beast sitting halfway along the right row. He was facing in the direction of travel – away from Uther – with one leg crossed over the other and one arm slung across the back of the seat in apparent nonchalance.


    That’s him all right.


    Whipping open the door, Uther entered the carriage. He expected the felon to leap up in surprise, or at least look, but he didn’t even glance over his cloaked shoulder.


    ‘Arrogant son of a maggot’, Uther thought.


    He approached, paw over armoured paw. The stranger was no wolf; his ears were erect, but broader and rounded-off. His shoulders and arms were massive, like a bear, but no bear had light-brown arms with dark-brown spots.


    “Come to kill me, Howler?” it said.


    Uther’s heart leapt in the face of that hair-tingling baritone voice, if only for a moment.


    “Up to you, citizen,” he replied, in his own sandy tenor, albeit slightly muffled by his helmet.


    “Citizen?” the stranger scoffed, turning his helmet-clad head a little, so that Uther glimpsed a bright and, he could swear, purple eye. “Since when are hyenas citizens in your glorious republic?” the stranger went on. “Are we not but a plague of savages and vagrants to be rounded up and squashed like locusts?”


    Uther grunted, “Don’t be cute. Just drop your weapons and put those paws where I can see ‘em.”


    “Who said I have a weapon, Trooper?”


    “Call it intuition.”


    The hyena, or so he claimed to be, laughed rather hysterically, as his kind were wont to do.


    “Hahaaahahahhahaaha!”


    When he’d finished, he sniffed, “I have no grievance with a wet-eared pup like you.” Giving Uther the once-over glance, he added, “You’ve twenty years before you rot, maybe more. Do not throw your life away on me, little wolf. Turn around and pretend you didn’t see me. Who will ever know of your cowardice? ”


    Uther snorted simply, “Me.”


    The hyena’s eyes narrowed and one could sense him smiling dangerously beneath the anonymity of his helmet. “Answered like a true warrior,” he said.


    In the next breath, he jumped to his feet and whirled around with something in his right paw.


    Crack!


    The bright flash came the exact same moment Uther dived onto the nearest seat. The corner of the well-worn upholstery exploded as a pellet of imperium tore through it and ricocheted around the carriage. The hyena had a weapon all right; an imperium pistol!


    Two could play at that game.


    As he lay in the seat, Uther reached round his back and plucked his own pistol from its holster, nestled just right of his tail. Knowing his foe couldn’t have reloaded his pistol so quickly, but accepting he might have two on him, Uther prayed to Ulf, rolled forward and pulled the trigger.


    Crack!


    A flash and a puff of ash exploded from the end of Uther’s pistol. In the same moment, a colourful spark flared off the top of the hyena’s helmet and blood took fly.


    A hit!


    The cloaked hyena staggered down the carriage, but didn’t fall over. He gripped the chairs either side of him as blood trickled liberally over his helmet. The pellet had bounced off his forehead and gone through his ear, leaving a nasty dent in his helm and a tear in his ear.


    “Hahahahaaaaa!” he laughed, pulling himself upright and shaking his head to dispel the dizziness. “Invigorating!”


    Uther got up, said nothing.


    The stranger removed his uncomfortably dented helmet and tossed it on the nearest seat, revealing the hyena he claimed to be. He had a broad, dark muzzle, glistening wide nose and a lick of a mane sticking up between his rounded ears. Those eyes, purple without a doubt and crowned with dark, thickset brows.


    “Now we have dispensed with the formalities,” the hyena said, throwing his pistol on the nearest seat beside his helmet, “let us conduct ourselves as warriors.”


    Not in the habit of discarding expensive Howler property for the benefit of some nutter’s games, Uther simply holstered his pistol. “How’s about you let me ‘conduct’ you to our Den for questioning, before I have to kill yer.”


    The hyena flashed a mighty, toothy smile, “Do I look like the sort to just roll over, Howler?”


    “Attacked Rufus, did yer?” Uther growled.


    “Blew him up, yes.”


    “What?”


    “Friend of yours is he? Friend of mine too. It was just business.”


    Slowly, the hyena reached round his back and under his cloak. Uther tensed up, ready to move in case of a second pistol, but he quickly saw his foe was reaching for a black stick, two feet long if that. The hyena pressed a button with his thumb and the pole extended many times its length, becoming a third as tall again as its wielder. A blade popped out one end, one made of shimmering imperium-strengthened metal.


    A spear!


    With a knowing look in his glimmering purple eyes, the hyena casually lowered said spear. As its tip touched the floor a bolt of imperious plasma arced forth and lit up the carriage, casting harsh shadows in all directions. The hyena gently tapped his weapon on the floor a few times, producing flashes of light and showers of sparks – the floor became blackened and blasted, with tiny craters blown in the smouldering metal.


    “What’s the matter, Howler?” the stranger mocked. “Never seen a Chakaa before?”


    Uther cocked his head to one side, “What are yer, some kind of wannabe Howler?”


    “Takes one to know one.”


    “Puh!”


    After a chuckle, the hyena claimed, “I am of the Chakaa; what you wolves call Howlers we hyenas call Chakaa, we are cousins if somewhat... different.” He beckoned with his fingers, which were dark brown, as if he had dipped them in chocolate. “Now for the practical instruction.”


    Uther drew both swords, one then the other. He tapped one on the nearest seat, sending a curtain of sparks across the cabin, just to prove he too had the strength and wherewithal to release the energy stored in his flesh and bones at will. With a sharp breath, Wild-heart advanced, twirling a sword round for show. There wasn’t much room to swing a blade in the narrow carriage, but there was even less room for that spear.


    This’ll be a piece of honey cake.


    Uther launched himself into battle. The Chakaa raised his spear to greet him, but Uther saw that coming a mile away; he was counting on it. Smashing the spear aside with one sword he thrust forward with the other, to run this joker through. Alas, the hyena twisted his massive body to the side, leaving Uther’s shimmering blade stabbing vainly at thin air. With a snarl, the Howler slashed sideways, but his adversary’s spear shaft was already in the way. Sparks of imperium took fly as weapons and warriors met.


    In that moment, that passing flicker of contact, Uther felt the warm crackle of another imperious corona penetrate him right down to the bone. What power!


    Ducking and rolling backwards, Uther retreated and took stock of the situation. The hyena hadn’t budged an inch during the brief exchange, a veritable wall of muscle.


    “Not bad, little Trooper,” he cackled, slapping a big paw against his cavernous chest. “I felt you. Right here!”


    Uther didn’t admit to the same, but betrayed a gulp which he hoped his helmet disguised.


    Suddenly, Wild-heart swore he felt a second imperious presence overhead. He glanced up at the carriage ceiling moment, but hadn’t time to contemplate for the Chakaa progressed between the seats, imperium spear held level.


    “My turn,” he said, flashing another bold smile.


    With that he thrust at Uther; the wolf weaved aside and slashed the spear shaft with a sword, hoping to cut it; but it was made of sterner stuff than that. Another jab followed, another dodge too, high, low, the slightly flexible spear bending and quivering as the hyena tried to stick Uther like a fish.


    Then, with a snarl, the Chakaa whipped his spear up and away in a great arc. Barely clearing the rain-lashed windows as it went, the now hot, glowing tip swept round the cabin, over the tops of the chairs and down again, slapping the floor where Uther had been but a moment ago. Molten metal exploded in all directions, leaving a blackened crater in the carriage big enough to glimpse the sleepers whizzing by beneath!


    Ears ringing from the blast, Uther glanced behind – he hadn’t much room left. He considered beating a humiliating retreat to the next carriage.


    The Chakaa hyena advanced, spear tip low. The deafening wind whistling through the hole he had blown in the floor fluttered the looser folds of his cloak.


    Passing said hole, the hyena sensed the wind blowing through a little harder, as if the air had suddenly found an outlet elsewhere in the carriage, like someone opening a window.


    Or a door?


    “Halt!” someone barked. “Or I’ll shoot!”


    The hyena froze, save for his rounded ears that pricked and swivelled behind.


    Uther looked past him. “Ivan!” he piped in a marriage of surprise and relief. “How’d you get over there?”


    “I took the high road,” Ivan replied cryptically.


    The white wolf looked rather windswept, his mantle soaked through and dripping. In his right paw he held his handsome silver pistol, aimed and doubtless ready to shoot.


    “You all right, Wild-heart?” he asked Uther, those icy eyes piercing out from under his helmet.


    “Yeah. All under control, sir, all under control. I was just about to finish this uh… Chakaa.”


    With a surprised scoff, Ivan turned his voice, and his fury, on the hyena. “He is no honourable Chakaa, Uther, but a spineless assassin!”


    The ‘spineless assassin’ turned his head and body slightly.


    “Go on!” Ivan urged, stepping forward and growling, “Give me the excuse I need to execute you here and now.”


    Inviting death, the hyena stood up straight and slowly turned around. “Better to die by your noble paw, Blade-dancer, than be thrown to the ants,” he reasoned. “That’s still the sentence for a treacherous Howler amongst the Bloodfangs, is it not?”


    Ivan’s icy eyes softened. “Noss?” he gasped in what could only be recognition.


    Uther stared, listened.


    This ‘Noss’ raised his hefty chin. “Not a scratch, I see,” he said to Ivan, grinning toothily. “You ought to have more holes in you than a rotten log, yet here you stand.”


    Ivan just stared in dumb disbelief.


    “And Red-mist?” Noss enquired simply.


    That snapped Ivan from his stupor. “Why’d you do it, Noss?” he snarled. “Don’t say it was money. You’d not do that for money; there must be a better reason!”


    The big hyena shrugged his mighty shoulders, “A beast’s got to eat, Blade-dancer.”


    Eyes narrowing, Ivan nodded but once. “I see,” he said, his voice quivering with rage. “Remember that when you’re staked out for the ants, won’t you? Remember as they carve your worthless carcass up and carry it away that ‘a beast’s got to eat’. I certainly will. I’ll stake you out myself if Rufus dies!”


    Unable to suppress a gulp at the grim thought, Noss readied his spear. “You’d better kill me, Ivan; pray you’ve kept your pistol dry, because I shan’t hold back.”


    The Howler lowered his pistol a little. “Death’s too good for you,” he seethed.


    Crack!


    From Uther’s point of view, Noss dropped his spear and bent double, falling in-between some seats with barely a grunt of pain escaping his lips.


    He squirmed, alive still.


    The train began slowing down underfoot; ash billowing past the windows in thick clouds as the driver commanded the engine to vent waste imperium before reaching the station.


    Ivan let his pistol flop to his side. “Wire that wretch for me, Uther. I can’t stand to look at him let alone touch him. His stinking corona sickens me!”


    “Yes, sir,” Uther said at length – orders were orders.


    Striding down the carriage to where Noss lay, Uther peered between the seats, sword drawn just in case there was any fight left in him. “All right you ‘Chakaa’ you, don’t try anything funny.”


    Noss rolled onto his back. “Too late,” he laughed, revealing a grey, metallic sphere about the size of a racquetball. He twisted the sphere’s two distinct, mechanically-linked halves in relation to one another. It began to click and whir, before Noss stopped it, holding the halves tight. “Hahaaaahaha!”


    “Schmutz!” Uther yelped, stumbling back against a seat. “Ivan! He’s got a bomb!”


    “Bomb?”


    “Aye, sir! It’s thumpin’ live!”


    Ivan zipped down the carriage and looked fearlessly down upon Noss and the bloodied grey sphere in his paws.


    “I suggest… you stand clear,” Noss grunted from down between the seats, one paw grasping at his heaving, bleeding ribs, the other holding the bomb. “This will not be pretty.”


    “Noss, don’t do this.”


    “Better this than torture and the ants! It’s a black-imperium bomb, Ivan, so do not linger.”


    “Black-imperium?”


    “I will hold the timer awhile. Not too long mind. And if you kill me. Pow! Hahahaaahaha!”


    “I don’t believe you!” Ivan seethed.


    “Then stay and find out, Blade-dancer. We can r-reminisce before we rot together.”


    Feeling the train braking underfoot, Ivan looked out the windows and saw the station rolling into view, the platform, the innocent citizens of Lupa, waiting to board.


    “Noss, you insane fool!” he growled, as the train screeched to a halt. “There’s hundreds of citizens out there!”


    “Then… you had best not let them in here,” Noss replied drily. “Go, do your duty, Howlers!”


    “Leave him!” Ivan told Uther, reaching for the nearest door. “Come on, we have to evacuate the station!”


    “A-aye, sir.”


    With a glance back at Noss, Uther gladly followed Ivan off the train and onto the platform, making quite sure to close the door behind him. The nearest citizens were surprised to see a couple of Howlers, even more surprised when one of them started to address them.


    “Back!” Ivan shouted. “Everybody stand back!” He grabbed a passing rat that was trying to board regardless and yanked him away from the door. “Citizen, don’t board the train. There’s been a chemical spill.” He raised his paws at a group of curious onlookers, “There’s no need to panic citizens, calmly leave the platform and go inside the station. There’s been an accident and we need you all to evacuate the area-”


    “It’s black-imperium!” Uther shouted, waving his paws wildly. “Don’t get on the train!”


    Ivan whirled on him, “Shut up, you fool!”


    “Black-imperium, you say?” a well-to-do cat gasped.


    “What?” snorted a hog. “Black-imperium!”


    “It’s black-imperium!” a rabbit cried, running in circles. “There’s been a black-imperium spill! It’ll rot us all. Run for your lives!”


    Word spread like a conflagration in a silk shop and within moments beasts of every kind and class were fleeing the platform and stampeding the station doors, pushing and shoving, leaving hats and umbrellas in their wake.


    “Well done, Uther,” Ivan said, sarcastic at best.


    “Worked didn’t it?” Wild-heart snapped defensively.


    There was no time to quarrel, and Ivan didn’t. “I’ll go this way; you clear the carriages down that way. I’ll get the driver to move the train into a siding. If you see a black cloud, climb to higher ground. Black-imperium hugs the floor, understand?”


    “Higher ground. Right.”


    The Howlers parted company. Uther ran alongside the carriages, banging on windows and checking inside, Ivan the same, until he reached the locomotive at the head of the train.


    The huge engine was a mass of pipes, funnels and fireboxes, twisting and turning over one another, with a dozen wheels running down each side. Every inch was coated with the shimmering, iridescent sheen of imperious ash, the same ash which polluted a Howler’s blood. And just the same, it contained traces of black-imperium. Luckily only minuscule quantities, for were it abundant, everyone here would be dead, every beast, every bug, every plant and bacterium, rotted, for black-imperium devoured everything that lived. It lingered for years, invisible, undetectable, which is what made Noss’s little surprise back there so deadly. That tiny bomb contained a marble-sized ball of black-imperium, enough to kill hundreds if applied correctly. The bomb would explode, dashing black-imperium everywhere, then this whole train would have to be pitched into a hole and the platform decontaminated. Noss himself would decay in a matter of seconds, his flesh melting away. What a way to go.


    “Driver!” Ivan called.


    A badger appeared at the cabin, his spectacles and coveralls impregnated with a glorious sheen of ash. “Yes, Howler?” he replied, wiping his paws on a rag. “I got signalled to stop the train. What’s the bother, sir?”


    “I need you to….”


    Ivan froze, his paws grasping the rails of the cabin’s entrance as if to pull him up. He looked along the train and saw grey smoke tumbling rapidly across the platform, pouring from a carriage door.


    Noss’s bomb!


    Ivan staggered backwards in fear as the cloud advanced on him, a rolling wall of black death.


    No, wait, the smoke was grey and light, not black and dense.


    Steeling himself, Ivan started back down the train, slowly at first, but soon flying as his confidence grew. With a glance around the deserted platform, and a prayer to Ulf, Blade-dancer plunged into the billowing grey smog, climbed inside the carriage and ran to where Noss should be.


    Ivan found only the hyena’s ‘black-imperium’ bomb discarded on a seat. A hole in the top was spewing a steady jet of grey smoke – it was just an ash bomb. If it was what Noss had claimed, Ivan wouldn’t have made it ten steps, as it was his helmet grille filtered out the mild pollution.


    Exiting the carriage, he searched the thick, synthetic fog, turning up Uther taking shelter in a ticket booth of all places.


    Ivan opened the door. “As if this would’ve saved you!” he woofed contemptuously, ash rolling in over his shoulders.


    Uther fell backwards in a flailing panic, but soon realised he wasn’t dying, even less was Ivan. “Sir?”


    “It’s just ash. It’s blocking Noss’s corona, but he can’t have gone far. Come on!”


    “That lying, cackling hyena!” Uther snarled, extricating himself from the booth. “I’ll string him up!”


    *


    Opposite the station, Monty and Penny watched from within the trembling cabin of their sporty red motor car as Linus hurried across the broad rain-swept paths of Lupa to the foyer, shield at his back, boots splashing in puddles.


    “Well,” Monty mewed, nursing the quivering wheel in one ginger paw, “now there’s a story to tell everyone when we get home. Haha!”


    “Yes, dear,” Penny replied.


    Monty marvelled, “That one on top of the train! Golly, would I like to shake that fellow’s paw. Never seen the like, not even during me military days.”


    “Remarkable. What a brave beast.”


    “I’d heard these ‘Owlers were all rogues, but Linus seemed a reasonable chap to me.”


    Penny chided her husband, wagging a moon-grey finger under his pink nose, “You mustn’t believe Felician gossip, Monty.”


    The cat nodded, “I suppose you’re right.” He licked his lips, “Do you think we can go now?”


    “I don’t see why not. I’m sure Howler Linus and his friends have everything under control.”


    “Right ho.”


    Monty crunched the gears and worked the pedals, spewing ash in all directions, until he noticed strange goings-on out the corner of his goggled eyes. Hoards of beasts of every sort were hurrying down the station steps in apparent panic, whilst billowing grey clouds issued forth behind them.


    “I say, what’s all that?”


    “I don’t know,” Penny replied, leaning forward to see. “Is it a fire?”


    “Looks like ash to me, Sweetpea.”


    As the cats looked on, a cloaked figure in a helmet emerged from the crowd and hurried towards the road. He was leaning forward somewhat, his pace hampered by a serious limp, and he kept glancing over his shoulder.


    “Look, Penny, another ‘Owler,” Monty pointed.


    “He looks hurt,” Penny observed with a sympathetic gasp.


    Monty cranked up the parking-brake, “Yes. Stay here. Won’t be a tick.”


    “Monty, do be careful. He doesn’t look quite right to me.”


    In one choreographed movement, Monty opened the door and popped up a white umbrella to guard against the rain. He intercepted the ragged-looking Howler just as he passed in front of his motorised carriage.


    “I say, old chap, are you all right?”


    The huge fellow turned to Monty in a start, then eyed up the fancy red motor car. “Yours is she?” he grunted, standing up straight, but nursing his stomach.


    “What? Oh yes,” Monty replied. “Look, hate to be a pest, but you’re, uh… you’re bleeding, sir.”


    “Am I?” was the reply. “So I am! Silly me.” The Howler cackled, spreading a bloodied paw and wiggling his thick, gory fingers at Monty, “Give me the keys, cat.”


    Monty blinked, “Pardon me?”


    The Howler, if Howler he be, produced a pistol from under his cloak and pressed it into Monty’s pink nose. Forcing the cat backwards over the bonnet, he repeated himself, albeit with further elaboration, “I said, give me the keys, else I’ll repaint your lovely car in shades of brain.”


    “I say! Steady on. There’s no need for-”


    “Keys, you pompous fop!”


    “Well… uhm, actually, she’s already running, old chap.”


    “So it is!” the Howler laughed. “Sorry, mind’s going.”


    “Now look here, me wife-”


    The Howler back-pawed Monty across the face, sending him down into a puddle and splashing his fine white coat with sooty water.


    Penny opened her door. “Monty!” she screamed.


    As she tried to escape the carriage, the Howler got in the other side, grabbed Penny’s dress and pulled her back onto the seat. “Oh no you don’t!” he growled.


    “Let me go, you brute of a wolf! Let me go, I say!”


    “Wolf? You insult me madam!” the ‘Howler’ said, holding Penny with ease as she slapped his massive arm with both paws. “Brute I can live with, but I am no despicable wolf.”


    He removed his dented helmet and threw it on the back seat, proving he spoke truly – he was a hyena.


    “How do I work one of these infernal contraptions?” he demanded of his feline hostage, looking over the maze of controls and dials. “I’m a little rusty.”


    “Monty! Monnnnty!”


    “By the Wind, madam, cease your whining!” the hyena snarled, clutching at his painful wound a moment. “Aaagh!”


    Penny watched as, bloodied paws trembling, her hyena captor produced a red and white cylindrical paper cartridge from his dripping-wet mantle. He bit off the white half, taking it into his mighty mouth, and poured glittering powder from the red half into the pistol’s breach chamber. He then spat the round pellet contained in the half of the cartridge he had bitten off down the barrel and pushed it home with the little attached ram-rod.


    The pistol was now loaded.


    “Don’t think… I won’t blow your pretty head clean off to shut you up,” its owner warned, wiggling it under Penny’s delicate nose.


    “Oh!”


    “Now, swap places. You drive!”


    Penny haughtily turned away, “I most certainly will not! Don’t you know who I am? I am the Duchess of Felicia, cousin of the Queen herself!”


    “Are you now?” he replied, pressing a paw to his vast cloaked chest. “Well I am Prince Noss of the Jua-mata Tribe, son of the Four Winds. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”


    Penny squeaked in disbelief, “Prince?”


    “I prefer it to ‘your highness’, your highness,” Noss cackled gruffly. “Never mind then, I will drive. How hard can it be? Hahahaaaahaha!”


    Pushing the pedals and crunching the gears, Noss enticed the car to spew clouds of ash. Good! Confident of success, the Chakaa pressed the pedal right down – alas, the carriage jolted violently backwards, mounting the kerb, hitting a lamp post and throwing the passengers all about the cabin.


    “Gfffgh!” Noss growled, falling over the unyielding wheel.


    Nursing his throbbing wound he pushed himself upright again, only to discover he was surrounded by on all sides by Howlers, pistols pointing at him through the rain-flecked windows, Ivan, Uther and even that short blonde one that Noss vaguely remembered shoving aside.


    “Stop! In the name of the Republic!” he demanded.


    In reply, Prince Noss levelled his pistol at the Duchess of Felicia. “Back off, Howlers!” he growled.


    “Sweetpea!” the muddied Monty mewed, looking on helplessly.


    “We’ll shoot!” Uther warned. “Don’t think we won’t!”


    “Your pistols are soaked through!” Noss dismissed. “Do you think I’m stupid as well as mad!”


    Knowing Noss was right, and knowing Noss knew he was right too, Ivan lowered his weapon. “Give up, Noss!” he shouted over the rain. “You can’t escape!”


    “I will blow this pretty cat’s block off, Ivan!”


    “No… you won’t!” Ivan replied, water dripping off his helmet and jaw. “If you were unwilling to poison hundreds of innocents with black-imperium, you’ll not kill one innocent either! I know you!”


    “I’ve changed, old friend!”


    “You’re a noble hyena warrior, not a lowly murderer!”


    “Oh really?” Noss laughed. “Tell that to everyone picking imperium out of their bodies in The Warren!”


    “Which you knew was empty?” Ivan countered. “You waited until almost everyone had gone! I saw you make a pass of the window, checking one last time before you committed. Even then, how it must’ve pained you, a prince amongst hyenas, to stoop so low!”


    With a growl, Noss dipped his chin a little.


    “What made you do it?” Ivan asked, more reasonably. “It wasn’t money, was it? Someone’s got you over a barrel, haven’t they? Tell me who it is! Let us help!”


    “It was money, you fool!” Noss snarled. “Just money! You understand me? Money and nothing more!”


    There was a pause.


    Ivan nodded, “Fine then. As you say. But you can still die with honour. Let her go and face me. I’ll spare you the indignity of capture!”


    “Truly?” Noss replied, his robust features softening. “You would… you would do that for me… my old friend?”


    A nod.


    Slowly, but surely, Noss lowered the pistol away from Penny, only to press it against his own head.


    “No, I’ll spare you the indignity of... of spilling my worthless, polluted blood… Ivan,” he said, laughing, or crying, it was hard to tell. “Arjana, my love, f-fff-forgive me!”


    Penny screamed and covered her eyes.


    Click! Fssssss-s-sss…


    A puff of ash fizzled out of the pistol, but nothing more dangerous. With a baffled look on his face, Noss tapped the pistol with a bloodied, shaking paw, braced himself and tried again.


    Click! Click! Click!


    A misfire!


    “Hahahahahahaaaa!” Noss laughed, falling forwards over the wheel and dropping the pistol, his shoulders rolling in hysterics. “Aaaahahehehehehohooo!”


    The Howlers exchanged unbelieving glances.


    “He’s insane,” Linus observed.


    “Nutter, mate,” Uther growled.


    Ivan seized the moment, opening the passenger door and extracting Penny, who ran to her husband.


    Uther, meanwhile, quivered with rage. Unable to stand this cackling hyena any longer he opened the driver door.


    “Come here, you son of a roach!” he roared, pulling a hysterical Noss from the cabin by his cloaked shoulders and throwing him down in a filthy puddle. He kicked him in the side and generally administered a beating, before forcing his paws behind him and binding them with a length of Howler-proof wire. “You’re under arrest in the name of the Republic!”


    “Hahahahaaaahaha!”


    Linus joined the fray, but Ivan didn’t bother. He knew Noss was a broken beast, beyond resistance, beyond caring. To try and shoot himself, to end his life by his own paw, the ultimate sin for his people, he must be utterly spent.


    Why, Noss? Why?


    No doubt Elder Amael would have someone extract the truth, and no doubt he would get it.


    *


    Riddle District’s Howler Den loomed large behind its reinforced gates, great buttresses spread wide like roots, dark, ash-licked spires piercing the leaden sky. At the front, above the main doors, was a huge crest, round and white like the moon, with a black wolf’s head stamped within, its vermillion-red fangs standing proud. Red banners emblazoned with the same white circle and wolf’s head were draped either side, proclaiming that this Den, this whole district, belonged to the Bloodfangs; just one of the many packs that made up the oligarchic cartel that ran Lupa, but to Casimir’s mind one of the most terrifying.


    Oh why did we move here?


    The nervous rabbit stopped his trembling, three-wheeled truck some distance from the gates; leaving its engine ticking over he hopped out the cabin and hurried round back.


    The two red-cloaked Howlers at the Den’s gate watched him through the stream of passing citizens. Casimir knew they wouldn’t hesitate to draw their pistols and blow him away if they thought anything amiss; a truck-bomb perhaps, driven at the gates by some mad rabbit; or one full of terrorists, even rival Howlers, who were about to leap out and attack the Den. Such things happened, not so much since the war had ended, but still.


    “Bruno,” Casimir said, looking in the back of the truck.


    Bruno was holding Rufus’s paw; his clothes were stained in the Howler’s blood. It looked bad.


    “He still alive?” Casimir asked.


    “Yeah,” Bruno replied.


    “All right, give him here.”


    “What?”


    Casimir explained, “I daren’t drive any closer, lad, they might get funny. I’ll take him on foot.”


    Bruno scoffed in disbelief, “You can’t lift a wolf!”


    “I can drag him,” the rabbit sniffed.


    “Don’t be stupid. I’ll do it.”


    “I don’t want you being seen to be involved. It could be dangerous.”


    Knowing reason was useless on Dad, especially panicked Dad; Bruno rolled his eyes, scooped the bloodied Rufus up and stepped off the back of the truck.


    “Bruno-”


    “Dad!” the big wolf snapped, adding softly, “Calm down, yeah. We’re doing ‘em a good turn. It’ll be all right.”


    With that, Bruno strode round the truck and across the street towards the gates, Dad following nervously behind. They passed amongst the pedestrians, some of whom noticed the big brown wolf was holding, of all things, a Howler. They gasped and made themselves scarce, whispered, watched, as Bruno and Casimir stepped onto the unmarked patch of no-beasts-land that surrounded Riddle Den’s gates.


    Once they crossed some invisible line and were deemed too close for comfort, one of the Howlers stepped forward and held up a paw.


    “Halt!” he barked.


    The other reached for his pistol, ready to back up his partner.


    Casimir grabbed Bruno’s shirt, pulling the bold youth to a firm stop.


    From a distance, the Howler visually inspected the bundle of rags cradled in Bruno’s arms and soon recognised it as a fellow Howler, armoured legs and red tail dangling limply.


    “What’s the meaning of this, citizen?” the guard growled at Bruno.


    The wolf licked his lips, “Well… uhm….”


    “My premises was attacked, Howler,” Casimir explained, stepping in front of Bruno.


    “Attacked, by who?”


    “Don’t rightly know, sir. Someone threw an imperium bomb in the window, right on one of our tables. This Howler was injured in the blast. We brought him straight here. He’s badly hurt, I think.”


    The Howler strode over and checked for himself, lifting Rufus’s black and white helmet just enough to see his face.


    “Captain Rufus!” he gasped, shouting, “Open the gates!”


    Wrenching Rufus from Bruno’s arms, the Howler whisked him through the opening gates, leaving Casimir and Bruno standing bewildered in the rain.


    “Let’s go, lad,” Casimir urged. “Quick, before they come back!”


    With Dad tugging furiously on his arm, Bruno peeled his fiery eyes from the Howlers rushing Rufus into the Den and hurried back to the truck. Slamming the door, Dad whirled the steering wheel hard over and performed a near-suicidal U-turn. If the truck could skid and screech it would have, but all she managed was a trundle.


    Bruno watched the Den’s grand entrance recede into the misty distance, until Dad turned onto the busy main street that paralleled the railway, whereupon the wall of another building obscured the Den from view.


    With a sigh, Bruno turned round and settled into his seat.


    “You all right, lad?” Casimir breathed, possibly for the first time since stopping the truck. “Lad?” he urged impatiently.


    “Yeah, yeah,” Bruno replied.


    Casimir eyed the blood staining Bruno’s shirt and gaiters, “You hurt?”


    “No.”


    “Sure?”


    “Yeah. It ain’t my blood.”


    Relieved though he was, Casimir conversely shook his head, long white ears flopping about, “That was a right stupid thing to do, my boy. They could’ve had us!”


    Bruno’s triangular ears pricked, “Had us? Whatcha mean?”


    “Arrested us, lad! Whatcha think I mean?”


    “What for?”


    “What for?” Casimir repeated in high-pitched disbelief. “Since when do Howlers need a ‘what for’?”


    He checked the mirror and, half-expecting Howlers on monobikes to come speeding noisily after them, turned into a side-street so as to lose them in advance.


    “Where’re we going?” Bruno asked, as unfamiliar shops and houses swung by. “This ain’t the right way.”


    “Just taking precautions, lad.”


    “Aww, Dad come on! I dunno what you’re so worried about; Rufus’ll tell ‘em we helped him.”


    “If he survives!” Casimir pointed out. “Even if he does, there’s no telling what’ll go through their minds in the meantime. I don’t wanna be locked up and beaten senseless, do you? After everything I ever told you about the Howlers, you pull a stunt like that. It’s in one ear and out the other with you.”


    Bruno’s lower lip quivered a moment, “I had to help. I couldn’t just leave him. I couldn’t.”


    The brooding Casimir silently nursed the wheel.


    With a wolfen grunt, his son looked out the window at the passing streets of Lupa, opening and closing his right paw.


    It still tingled, just a little.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 5


     


    The three Howlers were arranged in size order, the tall Ivan and stocky Linus acting as bookends to the athletic Uther. Helmets tucked under arms they waited smartly in front of their superior’s desk, or as smartly as they could after this morning’s chase. Fur unkempt, cloaks damp and gaiters stained with ash, they stood in dire need of polish and grooming oil.


    The big, black and white wolf behind the desk wrote notes on the paper in front of him with a golden pen. His magnificent white cloak was pinned with a silver Bloodfang brooch and his silver Howler helmet rested upon the desk, its vacant eyelets looking somewhat sad. An imperium lamp flickered warmly overhead, whilst the rain tumbled down the arched window, distorting the cityscape of Lupa far below.


    “So, let me get this straight, Donskoy,” the big wolf said, leaning forward and twiddling his pen between the white fingers and dark pads of both paws. “Waffles?”


    “Yes, sir,” Ivan Donskoy confirmed.


    “Rufus dallied about town, knowing full-well the Elders were convened and waiting to discuss his proposals, because he fancied a… ‘three-season’ waffle?”


    “In fairness he hadn’t had breakfast, sir.”


    “Breakfast?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “I see. And this negligent behaviour didn’t move you to protest at all, Captain?”


    Ivan shrugged a little, “I protested, Grand Howler Vladimir, but Rufus is my partner, not my subordinate. I can’t tell him what to do. We’re captains both.”


    Grand Howler Vladimir Bloodfang Oromov, to give him his full title, looked down at his pen and took a sharp breath, “A rank Rufus would have left behind years ago were it not for such indiscretions. He should be in my cloak, or higher … as should you, Donskoy.”


    Ivan’s stony expression remained so.


    Vladimir moved on. “Why Rufus? Why would Noss of all beasts attack him when he is famously a hyena-sympathiser?”


    “Whatever the reason, I don’t believe Noss’s heart was in it, sir,” Ivan said.


    “Oh?”


    “If he’d wanted Rufus dead he’d have done it properly. I think he meant to miss.”


    “Miss? By Ulf’s fangs, the wolf’s in a coma!”


    Ivan nodded once, “Yes sir, but ordinarily a yellow-imperium bomb isn’t too much trouble. We had time to get clear; perhaps ten seconds. It was only because Rufus was protecting some… some foolish boy that he was wounded at all. Noss couldn’t foresee that.”


    Vladimir sighed, “What’re you saying, Donskoy?”


    “I’m not sure, sir. Only that Noss held back. Perhaps it was meant to be a warning?”


    “Humph! A warning aimed at who? Rufus? Does Noss want him to stop speaking up for the hyenas?”


    “Why would he?”


    “I don’t know, Donskoy, but when this gets out it’ll be a public relations disaster for the hyenas. They’ll look like the worst kind of traitors. Noss must be insane!”


    “But a great Howler,” Ivan interjected. “I served with him for years, he’s not some oaf. He’s educated, and clearly as fit and strong as ever. He could have killed Uther too, if he’d tried, but he held back even then.”


    Uther shot Ivan a dirty sideways glare.


    “Eyes front, Wild-heart!” Vladimir snapped.


    “Sir!”


    With Uther admonished, Vladimir said, “Rest assured, Ivan, I’ll get to the bottom of this, by rack if need be.”


    “Sir, I beg clemency,” Ivan blurted.


    “Clemency?”


    “For Noss. Not on my behalf, but it’s what Rufus would want were he able.”


    Vladimir sat up straight, “But he is not able, nor would it make a blind bit of difference if he were. Noss will be tried and dealt with according to the laws of the Bloodfangs and Lupa. Is that clear?”


    Ivan nodded but once, “Yes, Grand Howler.”


    With that, Grand Howler Vladimir leant back and pondered matters in relaxation whilst his lesser Howlers remained standing in relative hardship. Uther was suffering especially, though he endeavoured to hide it. Vladimir could read it on his face; the ache of the rot. The eager youth had worked hard, apparently, running like the wind to catch Noss. Now his body was dealing with the consequences. It would take some time for the ash to work its way out of his blood and muscles. A trace of the ash was black-imperium, and that would never leave him, but go deep into his bones. One day, when there was no more room, it would overwhelm him, rot him, as with every Howler, even Grand Howlers.


    There was a rap at the hefty wooden door.


    “Come in!” Vladimir barked, nursing the well-worn arms of his ornate chair.


    An athletic, red-furred wolfess in a white cloak and tight white breeches entered the office. She had a rapier by her hip and a sparkle in her green eyes. With a quick glance at the Howlers, she addressed Vladimir. “I’ve found something,” she said simply, flapping a folder.


    “Already?” Vladimir replied.


    The newcomer went to speak, but then flicked her file at the Howlers. “Out,” she said.


    Vladimir slowly looked to Ivan and his lower-ranking comrades. “Dismissed,” he confirmed.


    The Howlers saluted by thumping their fists to their chests and then holding them forward.


    “Oh, and Mills,” Vladimir added firmly.


    The blonde Linus Bloodfang Mills faced front again. “Yes, Grand Howler Vladimir?”


    His superior gave him a withering look, “Next time you requisition a car, make sure you’re not putting Felician dignitaries in mortal danger. Montague and Penelope Buttle are members of the Felician Royal Family.”


    Linus gulped, “Yes, Grand Howler Vladimir, I realise that now.”


    “You will apologise to them at once. Is that clear?”


    “Y-yyy-yes, sir.”


    “Off you go.”


    Despite being dismissed, Linus lingered awkwardly.


    “What’s wrong, Mills?” Vladimir sighed.


    “Where c-ccc-can I find them, sir?” Linus stuttered.


    “I don’t know, Howler, but you had better find out!”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Linus and the others made good their escape – almost.


    “Wild-heart, wait outside,” the wolfess said, adding, “I need to see to you.”


    Uther cringed, shoulders hunched, grumbling something.


    “Pardon?” the wolfess barked.


    “Yes, Grand Howler Janoah.”


    “That’s more like it.”


    Once Uther had closed the door a little too loudly, Janoah pulled up an ornate chair and fell into it; she didn’t need to ask Vladimir’s permission, she was his equal, a Grand Howler, one of only two in Riddle District.


    “You’ve business with Uther?” Vladimir asked her.


    Janoah dodged the question, “He looks tired.”


    “He’s the one who ran Noss down. He might’ve gotten away if Uther hadn’t stayed on him.”


    “Commendable. He’s coming along that one. Rufus’s eye for talent hasn’t failed yet.”


    “Indeed.”


    “Who’s the dumpling?”


    “Mills? He’s new,” Vladimir said, moving on, “What’ve you found?”


    The red-furred Janoah threw her file on Vladimir’s desk with both expert precision and a wry smile. “Dirt, on the long-ears.”


    “Who?”


    “The owner of the café,” Janoah clarified.


    “Ah yes. We’re grateful to Citizen… Claybourne, of course. We’ll make sure he’s recompensed for his loyalty and common sense.”


    Janoah checked her claws, “We’ll see.”


    Curious at her circumspect words, Vladimir opened the file. There was an old mug-shot of a young white rabbit looking rather beaten up, along with sundry reports.


    “What’s all this?”


    “The good citizen’s extensive criminal record,” Janoah said, still checking her claws.


    “What of it?”


    “He fought in the war; on the wrong side.”


    Vladimir let out a tiny grunt of annoyance, “So did a lot of beasts, little and noble. We had the amnesty; what’s passed is passed. What’s the use in aggravating old wounds?”


    Janoah let her paws flop down, “Leverage?”


    Similarly, Vladimir let the file flop down, “All right. What’ve you really found?”


    “Well, Rufus found him actually.”


    “You’ve lost me.”


    Janoah rolled her green eyes around Vladimir’s pokey office of books and trinkets. “Oh come on, Vladimir,” she huffed. “You don’t think he was frequenting some third-rate café for the fabulous menu? Rufus never just does anything.”


    “Yes, I gather he was out to embarrass Amael in front of Den Father Vito by turning up fashionably late.”


    “Well, that may have been half his reasoning,” Janoah conceded. “The other half is in that file.”


    “The rabbit?”


    “No, his ‘son’.”


    Janoah said ‘son’ in such a loaded manner that Vladimir was compelled to pick up the file again and flick through until something stood out.


    Some grainy, grey photos of big, dark and very muscular wolf, wearing an apron and breeches; he was unloading barrels from a truck. The pictures were evidently covertly taken, doubtless by one of Janoah’s discreet little beast agents. There were more photos of Rufus entering a café and sitting in the bay window, chatting with the big wolf.


    Vladimir shook his head. “Spying on your husband, Janoah?” he tutted. “Shame on you.”


    Janoah ignored the jibe. “Those were taken weeks ago. They weren’t brought to my attention until today. I’m going to bring that cub in, as someone should’ve weeks ago.”


    “Janoah, you can’t arrest wolfen citizens just to prevent Rufus going about his ‘business’, embarrassing though his antics may be to you-”


    “Don’t be tiresome, Vladimir!” Janoah cut in sharply. “Those barrels are being delivered, they’re full of beer. They must weigh a two-hundred pounds, yet that cub is throwing them around like pillows! Do you think that’s natural in a wolf? Look at him!”


    Vladimir took another gander at the pictures. The extremely burly young wolf plucked a barrel up in the first, swung it up onto his shoulder in the other, before strolling off in the third without a care in Lupa. Janoah had a point.


    “The long-ears adopted him,” Janoah said, leaning back in her chair and crossing her long legs. “They’ve only been on the premises a few months. He’s the cook. Rufus probably went in for a cuppa and felt a tingle in his bones.”


    “Dodger?” Vladimir assumed.


    “Well you don’t get arms like that just by beating batter,” Janoah chuckled. “Werner knows them a little, he says the cub does a little boxing, but still. I’ve sent him to bring them in; we’ll soon find out if he’s just a pretty face. If he resists induction I can use his father’s past to… change his mind.”


    Vladimir closed the file with a flick of the fingers. “So where do I come in?”


    “Come in, Oromov?”


    “You have no reason to tell me any of this, and if you have no reason to tell me something, you don’t. I’m a very busy wolf Janoah so spit it out; I’ve a mad hyena to interrogate before lunch.”


    Janoah took a sharp breath, then explained, “Rufus… isn’t doing so well.”


    “Oh?”


    “Doctor Josef says he needs more venom, but he’s already well over his ration.”


    “These are lean times,” Vladimir stated, unmoved.


    “Get some for him,” Janoah demanded.


    “Impossible.”


    “I know you have contacts in the supply chain. Pull some strings and I’ll let you have the boy.”


    Vladimir sucked his cheek and twiddled his golden pen.


    Janoah shuffled in her chair, pawing its arms, “You can present him to Elder Amael and take all the credit.”


    Vladimir played down the deal, “Even if he’s suitable Howler material, Rufus found him first-”


    “Rufus is in no position to contest it,” Janoah dismissed. “When he’s on his feet again, I’ll tell him we brought the boy in for questioning and you sensed his corona during the interview.”


    Vladimir nodded, “You’ve thought this all through, haven’t you?”


    “I like to keep you boys quiet.”


    “All right, but what if the cub turns out to be useless? You’ve no hard evidence yet just... barrels.”


    “Then I’ll compensate you another way.”


    “I don’t want your money, Janoah, short of paying the paws I’ll need to grease.”


    “Who said anything about money?” Janoah piped indignantly. She yawned a little, “We’re so rare, we Howlers of the fair sex, so much more exhilarating than those Common Ground harlots. Can’t beat a real wolfess of the blood, eh Vladimir?”


    “Humph! Rufus copes without you.”


    “Unhappily, you’re not so inclined,” Janoah swiped back.


    Pulling back in his chair, Vladimir sniffed officiously, “The Lupan Law states-”


    “Oh, spare me! Are you a fusty old cobweb already, or are you a real alpha wolf?”


    His honour and strength challenged, Vladimir thoughtfully popped the lid his golden pen on and off with a thumb. He cleared his throat and looked to his office window, watched the rain tumble down. There was no way out.


    “One sting for the boy,” he stipulated at last.


    “Or me,” Janoah beamed, “a bargain both ways.”


    *


    Uther sat on a bench in the dingy hallway watching the imperium lamps flicker overhead. Ivan and Linus had long departed for the washrooms to render themselves presentable for duty again. It was only midday and there was the rest of the shift to get through.


    Wriggling his toes, Uther ran a paw down inside an armoured thigh and rubbed his sore muscles. Sprinting at imperious speeds had taken its toll. He needed a hot bath, a massage, a grooming, maybe the company of a fair wolfess later tonight; that would take his mind off the rot.


    A red wolfess in a white cloak and silver armour stepped in front of Uther – Janoah.


    Wild-heart hopped smartly to his feet, “Grand Howler!”


    “At ease,” she said.


    Uther stood thus; feet apart, paws behind back. To his surprise, Janoah slapped a ruddy paw to his dark, bluish-grey arm and squeezed firmly.


    “I want to thank you for bringing my husband’s assassin down,” she said sincerely, looking Wild-heart in his conversely pale-furred, mask-like face. “You did well, Trooper. Rufus was right to recommend you promoted to First Class.”


    Uther’s bright eyes flitted left and right a little as he fathomed what best to say. “It were my duty, Grand Howler. I couldn’t have done it without Blade-dancer ‘n’ Woodlouse.”


    “Wood what?”


    “Mills, Linus Mills, marm, my new partner. He kinda reminds me of a… well a… a Woodlouse, like.”


    “I’m sure.”


    Uther shrugged and hiked a thumb round back, “It’s the shield. Don’t see many about.”


    “No, it’s not a popular choice these days,” Janoah acknowledged, frowning, “He any good this Mills?”


    “They reckon so, marm.”


    “I’m asking you, Wild-heart.”


    “Could stand to lose a few pounds, maybe,” Uther suggested through a grimace.


    “Yes,” Janoah hummed, cupping her paws behind her back. “You know, at first I dismissed you as one of my husband’s little indulgences… but it seems I was mistaken. You’re more than a pretty face, aren’t you?”


    Gulping, Uther deftly changed subject, “How’s Cap’n Rufus doing, if I may?”


    Janoah paused, perhaps to weigh up whether or not Uther really cared. “He’s in a bad way,” she admitted, with a flick of her ears. “It took Josef three hours to pick all the imperium shards out of him. Fifteen in all.”


    “Thump me,” Uther whistled.


    “Quite,” Janoah agreed. “Still, nothing a little sting can’t fix, eh?”


    There was a distinctly awkward pause.


    The Grand Howler rolled a paw, “I… don’t suppose you have any lying around your quarters, Trooper?”


    So that’s what this is about, Uther realised. Janoah’s fishing for venom. Rufus must really be up the proverbial schmutz canal without a paddle.


    “No, marm,” said Wild-heart, cringing with embarrassment, “I don’t even have any for meself, not until the next batch comes in.”


    “Ah.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “No, I’m being unfair,” Janoah sighed. “You’ve already risked your neck twice for Rufus. You’ll get in trouble.”


    Uther spread his paws, “I’d do it, if I could. I owe him that much for getting me out of…. I mean, for convincing the Bloodfangs to take me on, marm.”


    A careful nod.


    “It’s not fair. Imperium ought to be shared out equally, marm. The higher ranks get too much and us foot soldiers too little; we’re the ones working the streets, not them-”


    “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that dissenter talk, Uther!” Janoah hissed. “Imperium is earned, not given. If stings were distributed regardless of rank there would be no incentive to achieve; the pack would be full of rotting gazers staring at walls! Just imagine if every beast received the same wages too, nobody would try harder than the next and nothing would get done.”


    “But-”


    “Rufus is an exception,” Janoah interjected, heading off any accusation of hypocrisy. “His academic work has held him back; Ulf knows he should be an Elder by now! As it is I have to beg and borrow to see him through the hard times.” The Grand Howler chuckled falsely, “Sometimes I wonder why I bother, I really do.”


    Silence, but for the humming of imperium lamps.


    Janoah made to leave, but lingered long enough to add, “Take the rest of day off, Wild-heart, you and Ivan. I can’t offer you stings, but I can offer you rest and recuperation.”


    “What about Linus?”


    “Linus? Oh, yes, your little Woodlouse too. I’ll have Boris clear you all for a bonus; Riddle District may be poor, but treat our Howlers right in this Den.”


    Uther saluted extra smartly, “Thank you, Grand Howler!”


    Authority and loyalty expertly sewed, Janoah merely grunted in recognition and took her leave.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 6


     


    Bruno climbed on the table he was using as an impromptu ladder with a board of wood in his strong paws. He put it against a section of the shattered bay window and hammered it in place. Between hammer strikes, he heard a pained grunt from behind the bar.


    “Dad, leave it to me,” he tutted at the pair of white ears poking up. “You’ll do your knee in.”


    Casimir got up and emptied his dustpan into a bin. “I’m fine,” he said. “There’s ash everywhere. I don’t want you breathing it in.”


    With a wince the white rabbit knelt down and continued sweeping up broken bottles. Intermingled with the colourful glass was the occasional smoky-grey shard of opaque, glittery crystal – the shrapnel from that yellow-imperium grenade. Long-since decayed into relatively harmless ash, the shards crumbled under the merest touch from Casimir’s brush.


    “When you’ve done the windows I want you to clear off outside whilst I sweep up proper,” he said. “It’s gonna get right nasty in here.”


    “Dad, don’t fuss.”


    “You’re one to talk! Knee this, knee that! Anyway, we can’t open like this, so you’re no use to me here. The air’s nice and clear after that rain; a walk’ll do you good.”


    Bruno couldn’t argue with that. With a sigh, he pushed another board to the window frame.


    “Go see your girlfriend-”


    “Dad!” Bruno barked.


    Casimir ducked behind the bar, as if dodging his son’s reproach. Bruno could see his long ears wobbling to and fro as he shook his head and chuckled.


    Between boarding up windows, Bruno blurted, “Do you reckon he’ll be all right?”


    “Eh?”


    Bruno said the name quietly, “Rufus.”


    “Oh,” Casimir said, with an awkward sniff, “I dunno, lad. It’s no concern of ours. We did our bit.”


    Bruno hammered another nail in and, given a moment’s thought, posed another question. “Why would someone want to kill him, do you think?”


    Casimir reluctantly humoured him. “Howler business, lad. Rival pack probably has it in for him over some old grudge. The war’s never quite left us.”


    “Yeah, but he’s so nice.”


    “That’s the trouble, ‘en it? It’s his impartialist streak. He didn’t have to give us a penny for his food, not on his territory, but he shelled out. The old guard don’t like his sort. They fear another uprising. If it wasn’t for the fact Rufus is a war hero they’d have done him in years ago.”


    “He’s right. Every beast should be equal-”


    “Don’t start lad.”


    “I’m not, I’m just saying.”


    “Well don’t say! Don’t even think. Just keep your head down and walk on by.”


    Bruno huffed and puffed, but kept silent. Boarding up the last strip of shattered windows in brooding silence, the young wolf downed tools and stood back.


    “Here, how’s that?”


    Casimir joined Bruno, inspecting his work like a forebeast. “Beautiful,” he declared, patting that vast, wolfen back. “You got a knack with your paws, lad, and I don’t just mean in the ring, you got practical skills.”


    With a wry smile, Casimir suddenly jabbed Bruno in the ribs, reeling off a couple of deft punches before the wolf twisted round and blocked the rest, forearms up and defensive.


    “Oi!” he barked.


    “Hahahaha!” Casimir laughed. “Getting quicker, lad! Getting quicker, but not quick enough.”


    “You’re such a cheater!” Bruno tutted fondly.


    “Beasts don’t always fight fair. You got to be prepared.”


    “Yeah, yeah, I know, I know.”


    Casimir sniffed, “Hmm. Maybe if I can get this place cleaned up in time we can open for the evening crowd.”


    Bruno leapt on the premise, tail wagging, “I’ll help.”


    “No, lad.”


    “I’ll cover my nose with a hanky-”


    “I said no!” Casimir snapped, adding gently, “I appreciate it, you’re a good lad, but if you get sick on my account I’ll not forgive myself. I can manage, all right?”


    Bruno nodded and forced a smile; even as fear’s icy claws pierced his hot wolfen heart. Despite trying to block it from his mind his conversation with Rufus haunted him. The Howler had advised Bruno keep it to himself, but that was before the bomb. Would Rufus ever come back? What if he didn’t, could I die?


    “Dad, I-”


    “I’m proud of you, Bruno,” Casimir said, at the same time.


    Surprised, Bruno gave way. “Eh?” he laughed, rubbing the back of his neck. “What for?”


    “Because of what you did,” his father explained. “I’m ashamed of myself for being such a coward. You were right to help Rufus, of course you were. He’s a good ‘un and everyone knows it.”


    Bruno said nothing.


    Casimir wandered across his deserted café. “I-I got scared, “he admitted, throwing his paws up, “I still am; for you, not me.”


    Bruno wrung the front of his cream-coloured tunic with both dark brown paws, “I couldn’t leave him there-”


    “Of course not,” Casimir agreed, “but… but I think we should move, lad.”


    “Move?”


    “Aye.”


    “But we only just got here!” Bruno scoffed.


    Casimir tugged his ears, “I know, I know! It’s all my fault, lad, I knew coming to Riddle District was a bad idea. It’s right rough around here and I swear the Ashfall’s gotten worse. Werner said he’d look after us; he certainly got this premises on the cheap ‘en all, but I can see why. It’s just not safe.”


    “We can’t move!” Bruno piped, paws spread. “I… I’ll never make any friends if I keep moving every six months.”


    “You got Sara haven’t you?”


    Bruno raised a finger. “One friend, Dad. One! It’s bad enough that other wolves always ripped the fur out of me in school for being raised by a rabbit, let alone always being the new cub!”


    Casimir folded his arms.


    “That came out wrong,” Bruno groaned, cupping his paws to his head a moment. “But you know what I mean. For Ulf’s sake, I was just making friends with someone, a wolf like me.”


    It took Casimir some time figure out whom Bruno was referring to. “Who? Rufus?” he gasped.


    “Yeah.”


    “Don’t be stupid, lad!” Casimir snorted. “He’s a Howler!”


    “So?”


    “So he’s scum!” Casimir blustered, gnarling his fingers at Bruno’s stupidity “What’re you gonna do, lad, hang out together at bars? What’ll beasts think of you? You wanna be shunned by everybody in Lupa for kissing a Howler’s arse?”


    “But you’re friends with him,” Bruno whined.


    “That’s business, lad, it’s different! I don’t go to the pub with no Howlers, nor even Politzi, not even Werner.”


    Bruno averted his eyes.


    “Look, I know he’s a good ‘un, but he’s still a Howler, and a Bloodfang at that,” Casimir explained, calmer now. “Besides, everyone knows Rufus is on the way out. He’s too strong for his own good, too hungry for venom. He’s like a fancy car lad, he needs a lot of fuel.” The rabbit pawed his son’s shoulder and grimaced, “With this shortage he’ll be dead soon, so don’t go getting attached. Stick to Sara and other Freiwolves like yerself-”


    Suddenly Bruno whirled away and stomped upstairs, ducking under the low ceiling. Casimir imagined his lonely son was going to throw a tantrum, locking himself in his bedroom as he used to not so long ago, but he instead returned in his dark green greatcoat, buttoning the long garment about his mighty wolfen frame.


    Casimir followed him to the door, “Where’re you going?”


    “For a walk, like you said,” Bruno huffed, as the door bell jingled overhead.


    “It’s still raining; take the umbrella.”


    “I don’t need a stupid umbrella!”


    “You’ll get soaked. Think of your bad chest, you could get pneumonia-”


    “For Ulf’s sake, Dad, stop mollycoddling me! I’m not your little cub anymore. You ‘n’ Werner taught me to fight so I could look after myself, right? Be prepared you always say, but all you ever do is wrap me in fluff. It’s embarrassing!”


    Slamming the door hard enough that the boarded-up windows rattled, Bruno stormed down the shiny, puddle-strewn street with his paws rammed in his pockets and rain-flecked shoulders hunched.


    “Ah, lad,” Casimir sighed, watching him go.


    The enormous hog secluded in the shadows across the road watched as well.


    “Follow him,” he snorted at his uniformed compatriots of various races and sizes, before biting the head off a fried locust on a stick. He chewed with relish, before wagging the decapitated insect in Bruno’s general direction like a gruesome pointer. “Janoah wants to know where he goes and who he talks to before we bring him in,” he said, adding, “I’ll deal with my old pal Casimir.”


    *


    The glazed green tiles of the washroom shimmered by the light of imperium lamps as Linus trimmed his whiskers in the mirror. Older wolves often let theirs grow out, but Linus was young and his facial blossom was patchy and untidy, not at all like Montague Buttle’s magnificent feline splays.


    The washroom door burst open and Uther moseyed in, humming a little ditty as he went.


    “Hello, Woodlouse!” he chirped in his gruff tenor, slapping Linus on his broad blonde back. “Sprucing yourself up for a day out are we?”


    “Hardly,” Linus replied, adjusting the short towel tied neatly about his hips. “Seven hours until we get off.”


    “Is it now?”


    Uther danced over to his locker and turned the dial on the combination lock, all the while flicking his tail and jigging his legs like some cabaret star. He removed his helmet like a hat, twirling it deftly over one paw and into the darkness of the locker, whereupon the red-imperium fangs slowly lost their lustre. Uther’s whole helmet was fortified with imperium not just the fang decoration, his leg armour too. The metal comprising Howler armour was known as eisenglanz, an alloy of steel and, of all things, imperium ash. Eisenglanz was not only physically tough, but the ash melded within the steel acted as an insulator and helped diminish the burning plasmatic attacks Howlers could inflict on one another. The ash gave naked eisenglanz a distinctive grey sheen, like pencil-lead.


    Uther unbuckled his twin swords and threw them in with the helmet. They, and indeed all Howler weapons, were made of eisenglanz’s cousin, kristahl. Kristahl was steel impregnated with active imperium, blue and red being the most useful and economically viable options, though white-imperium swords were known. The imperium within kristahl performed the opposite task to eisenglanz, it channelled and even enhanced a Howler’s plasmatic attacks, like lightning rods.


    “Someone’s in a good mood,” Linus laughed, watching Uther dance. “Have you just been promoted?”


    “Hah! It’s not that easy, mate.”


    Uther unpinned his brooch and peeled off his waist-length, hooded cloak, or mantle to give it its proper name, revealing his smart, dark red Bloodfang tunic with its many shiny buttons running exclusively down the left side.


    Howler mantles and tunics were made of imperium-weave, woven from the thread of giant silkworms fed upon imperium-laced mulberry bushes. Like eisenglanz, imperium-weave was a kind of armour. The conductive fabric helped spread and dissipate the energy-based attacks of an enemy, but was less disruptive to a Howler’s own corona than eisenglanz. Eisenglanz breastplates, gauntlets, greaves and so forth protected a Howler from another but also dampened the wearer’s corona, and were cumbersome to boot. The Bloodfangs extolled the speed and strength of their Howlers above defence or mechanical contrivance, so they did not wear breastplates, nor even gauntlets; only their legs which played little role in projecting their imperious fury were well-protected.


    Tossing his glowing brooch carelessly in the locker, Uther hung his cloak over a radiator to dry and swiftly unbuttoned his tunic to do the same, exposing his dark, blue-grey back to Linus. His chest and belly were white; a marked contrast. Uther was one of those strikingly dichotomously-coated wolves who looked like they had fallen face-down in a puddle of paint.


    More striking still, Uther’s fur rippled with muscle and sinew like no other wolf Linus had seen. Broad-chested and wasp-waisted, he looked a matchless athlete even amongst Howlers.


    The stocky Linus felt quite inadequate.


    “Mate… something’s happened,” Uther sighed gravely, shaking his head.


    His woes forgotten, Linus pushed himself off the sink and approached his partner. “Not Captain Rufus?”


    Uther whirled around, paws spread. “I’m afraid we’ve got the day off!” he whooped.


    “What?” Linus gasped in relief, stammering, “S-sss-says who?


    “Janoah! She said we deserved it, me and Ivan. I convinced her to let you off too, Woodlouse.”


    Silence.


    Uther gruffed at length, “Well, whatcha say?”


    “Thank you,” Linus replied. “Sorry I-I was miles away.”


    Sitting on a bench, Uther unbuttoned his ash-stained white gaiters, removed his boots and made grand plans. “We’ll go to the Common, get a little merry, maybe pick up some company, eh?” He looked to Linus, “Anything you wanna do?”


    “Do?”


    “Yeah, as in fun.”


    There was a distinct pause.


    “You do do fun, doncha, Woodlouse?”


    “Yes of course,” Linus replied, grimacing, “Sorry, what is this ‘Woodlouse’ thing?”


    Uther cackled, glad Linus had finally noticed, “That’s yer name.”


    “It’s Mills, Linus Mills-”


    “Yeah, yeah, but you remind me of a woodlouse, mate, or a pea bug if you prefer.”


    “Pea bug?” Linus whined – he did not prefer it.


    “Yeah!” Uther went on. “What with yer shield on yer back and short little legs, you look like you’re gonna roll up just like a pea bug. Hahahaha!”


    “Yes, well, I-I-I can’t help my shape,” Linus defended.


    “No, but you didn’t even know what a gazer was. You been living under a log, Woodlouse? Haaaah! You’re too funny, mate.”


    Ears low, Linus looked down and away.


    “Aww, come on, Linus,” Uther cooed. “It’s a term of endearment! Really, I mean it. I give all my partners a name, just like them hyenas do. It’s an honorific title, like Blade-dancer and Red-mist. You’re Wood-louse. Hahahahaha!”


    Succumbing to Uther’s contagious laughter, Linus fought a smile for the longest time. Once all merriment had faded, he asked, “So what happened to your last partner?”


    “First one, Smiles, he was promoted away,” Uther said, continuing on a heavier note, “Second one, Dusty, got topped by a sting dealer. We were raiding an illegal imperium refinery and… bang, some bastard shot him. Dead in a flash.”


    “I’m s-sss-so sorry,” Linus seethed.


    “Yeah. Just how it goes, you know.”


    Another, most protracted silence.


    “We could go to the pictures,” Linus suggested out of the blue, though it sounded more like a question.


    “Pictures?” Uther repeated, breaking from a trance. “Yeah, good idea. We’ll take ‘em to the pictures. I recommend a horror flick, so we can comfort ‘em, if you know what I mean. Eh, eh?”


    “Them?”


    “The girls!” Uther tutted, slapping Linus in the stomach with the back of a paw. “You in?”


    Linus rubbed the back of his neck, “Well… uh….”


    Uther threw a paw up, “What? I’ll pay. My treat, mate.”


    With a tiny grunt, Linus caved in, “All right.”


    “That’s better! Oi, where’s Ivan; we should invite him too.”


    “He said he was going to the infirmary wing,” Linus said.


    “What for, to see Rufus?” Uther scoffed. “There’s nothing we can do to help him. Best to take our minds off it. We got the roach who attacked him and that’s all we can do.”


    Linus made his way to the mirrors again. “We shot the messenger, at least,” he said.


    Uther kicked off the last trappings of Howler armour and donned a towel. He looked perplexed whilst he tied it off, but soon figured out what Linus meant. “Oh, Vladimir’ll get it out of him,” he growled. “If that cackling hyena knows who hired him, he’ll talk. They all talk on the rack.”


    “Rack?” Linus squeaked. “Do they still use that here?”


    “Puh! Everyone does mate, don’t you doubt it.”


    “But… but the Lupan Laws forbid it!”


    “Hahaha! Lupan Laws, he says. Oh, Woodlouse, you’re killing me. Hahahaha!”


    “It’s n-nnn-not funny! The Lupan Laws are important-”


    “Aye! But he’s a hyena, mate! They don’t rack us wolves no more, at least not officially, but hyenas are another matter.”


    Linus looked nonplussed.


    “Oi, did you see his eyes, mate?” Uther went on. “Purple! That’s the purple-imperium them hyenas take. That stuff is the worst, goes straight to the brain. Makes ‘em nuts.”


    “Yes. He must be very strong to retain his wits.”


    “Puh! Has he though?”


    Without comment, Linus popped the cap off his little white bottle of Glimmer, the most trusted brand of wolfen grooming oil in Lupa, and sprayed it over his body. After rubbing in the scented oil he combed his fur through, removing loose hair and flicking it into a special sink reserved for the task of grooming. Linus combed every exposed inch, under his arms and chin, down each leg, but not his back, for he couldn’t reach – that’s what grooming parlours were for, or failing that, a friend. Some considered it demeaning to groom another wolf, something subservient betas did for dominant alphas.


    Uther is unlikely to comb my back, Linus thought, remembering this morning’s conversation in Riddle Market. Uther ‘ain’t nobody’s beta’ and all that.


    “Grrrffaaagh!”


    Hearing a growl of pain, Linus looked for Uther in the mirror – he’d disappeared!


    “Uther?”


    Abandoning all grooming, Linus hurried round the bench, where he found Uther doubled up on the floor.


    “Uther!” Linus gasped, crouching down in all fours. “Uther, what’s w-www-wrong?” he stammered.


    “Aaaah…ffff… it’ll pass,” Uther seethed, chest heaving fitfully as he grasped one leg, “I’m all right, mate.”


    “Rot?”


    “Yeah. I knew it were comin’ on! Gagh!”


    Linus looked on helplessly as Uther writhed on the tiled floor. “Is there anything I can do?” he asked.


    “Don’t… let anyone… see me,” Uther begged.


    With a moment’s hesitation as he figured out what Uther meant, Linus went to the washroom door. He couldn’t lock it, but stood guard lest someone came in. Linus was still thinking of what excuse he could feed a fellow Howler who wanted to bathe when Uther suddenly recovered and clambered up onto the bench. He sat there, massaging his right leg, breathing and grunting and swearing.


    Linus returned to his side. “Is it going away?”


    “Yeah,” Uther said, with a mortified chuckle.


    “Must’ve been bad to have you on the floor.”


    “Yeah.”


    “I’ll get you a sting,” Linus suggested.


    “No, I used mine weeks ago, mate,” Uther admitted. “I’ll be all right in a minute. It’s only ‘cause of all that running. That’ll teach me. Puh!”


    Glancing around, Linus whispered, “I… I still have a sting.”


    Uther’s dark ears pricked with interest.


    “You can have it.”


    Nodding, Uther conversely declined the offer, “Nah. I’m fine, mate. Best you keep it.”


    “I-I don’t need it as badly as you.”


    Uther frowned, “You might yet.”


    Linus spread a paw. “I haven’t had any pains for months,” he beamed.


    “Well la di dah, good fer you!” Uther snarled over his shoulder, ears flat to his skull


    Linus backed off.


    “I don’t need your charity,” Uther claimed. “I’m fine.”


    “Yes, of course. S-sss-sorry, I….”


    Giving the proud Uther one last glance, Linus slowly returned to the sink. He opened his white tin of ‘Imperator’, the most trusted brand of toothpaste in Lupa, and scraped out the recommended pea-sized amount with the end of his toothbrush. The advice films on dental health promoted brushing for a minute, no more, no less. Linus checked the second-hand on the clock and timed his brushing accordingly. If he went to the pictures with Uther as planned, there was a fair chance Linus would see the same old information reel whilst waiting for the film. There was a fair chance also that Linus’s bored mind would wander then, as now.


    ‘Uther doesn’t want your pity, it narrated, like one of those info reels. ‘One day that’ll be you. You’re only a couple of years younger. You’re healthy now, but you’ll feel the insidious rot again soon enough. And one day, just like your parents, you’ll be bedridden long before your natural time, your sight failing, your lovely golden fur falling out in clumps, your once-firm muscles withering-’


    Minute up!


    Linus rinsed his mouth out and splashed cold water on his face to banish mortal thoughts. When he looked up, water dripping off his chin, he saw Uther standing behind him, dark, muscled arms folded across his white chest, his fierce yellow eyes staring right into Linus’s soft blue peepers via the mirror.


    “Listen,” he grunted, clearing his throat, not that it made any discernable difference, “if you wanna give yer sting to someone, give it to Rufus.”


    “Rufus?” Linus woofed


    “Yeah. He needs it more than anyone.”


    “B-b-but, surely he’s being looked after? They must have stings put by for emergencies.”


    “I dunno so much, Woodlouse.”


    Linus turned to face his taller partner, eyes darting to and fro as he tried to get his head around Uther’s words.


    With a check of the door, Wild-heart took the naïve newcomer aside. “Janoah wanted to see me because she was fishing for extra venom,” he whispered. “There’s none left for Rufus and by the look on her face he’s not gonna make it without some.”


    “B-b-but he’s one of the finest Howlers alive!” Linus spluttered in disbelief. “Surely our Elders r-rrr-recognise that.”


    “Puh! The Elders are out of touch, mate,” Uther dismissed, with the certainty of one who knew, at least in his own mind. “They don’t walk the streets like we do, not even Elder Amael. They don’t see how it is. They’ve forgotten, ‘en they? That’s what happens when they stop being Howlers and start being Elders. Too busy jostling and dealing with each other over money and territory to care about us Troopers. Rufus’d be in a Howler Hospice already if Janoah didn’t stand up for him all the time. She’s always having to scrounge stings off me and Ivan for him, but… we’ve given all we can. I got nothing left for me.”


    “I see,” Linus said tentatively, wondering how much of Uther’s gossip and opinions were true. He believed the last claim at least. “Well, he can have mine, of course.”


    Uther felt he had to add a caveat. “If someone catches you you’ll be in big trouble. Giving stings away is as bad as selling ‘em on the black market; at best they’ll flog you, and at worst, well… they’ll send you down.”


    “I’m hardly going to sit on a sting whilst another Howler dies.”


    “Hah! You’re no stick-in-the-mud, Woodlouse, I give yer that,” Uther tutted fondly, pinching Linus on the cheek like an adorable cub. “All right, we’ll go see Janoah about it now.”


    Linus nursed his cheek, “We?”


    “Yeah; me ‘n’ you.” Uther chirped. “What, think Janoah will see you without me to back you up? You’re nothing to her mate; ash on her shoe.”


    “Thanks.”


    “Ah, but you’ll be something now,” Uther assured Linus, heading for the baths. “She’s tough, by Ulf is she, but Janoah never forgets a good turn. She’s a good friend to make, not like that slimy git Vladimir.”


    *


    Grand Howler Vladimir Oromov entered the room in his full uniform; silver helmet, red tunic, white mantle and all. Kicking the door shut he tossed a hefty file onto the table and turned up the desk lamp. As the rate of imperium gas coming in through the lamp’s rubber hose changed, the fire within the glass coughed and sparkled with a mini display of beautiful colours, before settling down to a warm, steady light.


    Satisfied, Vladimir slowly pulled the simple wooden chair from under the table, its legs scraping painfully over the rough tiled floor, and sat. Tugging at the chest of his white mantle so it hung more comfortably about his robust Howler frame, he busied himself by flicking through his file and making notes with his golden pen, apparently uninterested in the hyena slouched opposite him in the middle of the depressingly stark, off-white room.


    This continued for some minutes, before Vladimir said without even looking up, “The Hyena Organisation for Recognition of Nationhood,” adding in a mocking tone, “THORN.”


    No reply.


    “Is that what you’ve become, Prince Noss, a lowly terrorist? Hmm?”


    Still nothing.


    “Why target Rufus and Ivan?” Vladimir probed. “You’re all old friends. Rufus especially is an ally of your people. He’s always stood up for you, sung your hyena virtues, still does. He even saved your life. Yet of all the wolves in Lupa you blow him up. Why?”


    Faced with Noss’s silence, Vladimir nodded at the Howler Troopers standing in the corners of the room. Like the vast majority of Bloodfang rank and file they were both clad in standard red cloaks, which is where the widely recognised nickname for a Bloodfang, a ‘Redcloak’, originated. Some had black trims on their mantles, some white, some none, depending on the rank, but most of the lower ranks were red.


    One of the Redcloaks stepped into the light, grasped the bound Noss by the scruff of the neck and pulled him upright, revealing his bloodied snout and ripped ear.


    “Well?” Vladimir urged impassively from under the fierce anonymity of his silver-plated eisenglanz helmet.


    Nothing.


    With a nod from the Grand Howler, the Redcloak thumped Noss in the ribs, right where Ivan had wounded him.


    “Gaaaagh!”


    Ivan’s shot had only scraped the hyena’s muscled ribs, but the wound was doubtless excruciating.


    “Such a disgrace,” Vladimir tutted, shaking his head and twiddling his pen.


    Prince Noss writhed and seethed.


    Vladimir sniffed, “Still, I know what you’re made of. I know that even the rack may not break you, though that is what Doctor Josef is going to prepare for you once he has finished setting Rufus right.”


    “So Red-mist lives!” Noss woofed through a toothy grin, twisting his wire-bound wrists – mere rope wouldn’t hold a beast who could channel imperium, only Howler-wire made from insulating eisenglanz would suffice. “I never doubted it!”


    “You sound pleased,” Vladimir said. “Why is that?”


    Noss snorted, “I didn’t want to kill Rufus. It was just… business.”


    “What business?”


    Silence.


    Vladimir nodded at his accomplice again. The obedient Redcloak smacked Noss across his thick snout with the back of a paw, setting off his nosebleed again. Blood dribbled off the hyena’s dark chin and onto his mighty chest, the pale fur there being already clotted and darkened with streaks of gore.


    “You’ll talk, in the end,” Vladimir assured. “You should have thrown yourself under that train, not boarded it.”


    “Hah! During… the morning rush?” Noss replied, licking his nose of blood. “Hahaaaa! Oh, yes. Just think of the disruption caused to Lupa’s busy schedule if… if the train-hogs had been forced to scrape my carcass off the rails. Think of the money lost! I could have set Lupa back millions. Now that would’ve been a terrorist atrocity for the ages. Hahahahahaaaa!”


    Vladimir hummed, “I wager the train-hogs would have left your corpse for the ants to pick over sooner than stop the trains.”


    “Ants he says! What ants?” Noss laughed. “I see none in this nightmare of our creation! No trees, or bees, or wholesome life at all within a thousand miles of Lupa. Only the roaches and the flies that tolerate the ash and feed on our waste, and if it goes on like this the Erde entire will be like the Far Ashfall one day, a rotting, festering sore!”


    The same red-cloaked Howler went to hit Noss, but Vladimir stayed him with a wave of the paw.


    Noss ranted on, “Rivers of death, withering crops and famine… walking ribcages.” The hyena slumped forward and cried, “If you could but see what my people suffer. If it were your kind looking to you and crying out for help, you would not stand by and let their oppressors go unpunished. You would not, Vladimir!”


    “Walking ribcages?” Vladimir snorted. “You expect me to believe THORN’s slander?”


    “It is the truth! Go to the Reservations and see!”


    Vladimir slapped the tabletop; the imperium lamp burning beside him flared up along with the Grand Howler’s mighty voice, “The truth, Chakaa Noss, is that your arrogant people will not join our republic despite countless military defeats and generous concessions and thus you must now be treated like naughty cubs!” Adjusting his mantle he continued in his usual, measured tone, “You are fed, you are watered, we spend millions of lupas building new towns for the cooperative tribes to live in. We educate your cubs and provide medicine for your sick; real medicine like you never had before, not useless witchdoctor magic! All this and how do you repay our kindness? With bombings and murder.” Vladimir flicked his golden pen at Noss, “Just last week a train was de-railed by THORN activists. You probably know, they bombed the tracks and it went into the river. Hundreds drowned, mostly little beasts, innocent in your eyes. And now you try to assassinate the one wolf in all Lupa, who even THORN admits cares about the fate of the tribes, who stifles his own career to exalt your stubborn, arrogant people?” Shaking his head, Vladimir tapped his pen on the tabletop and said to his captive, “I bring you back to my question, sir! Why did THORN try and kill Howler Rufus?”


    Noss rocked back and forth a little and sniggered quietly, yet maniacally, “It was not… not THORN. It was my doing alone. I… did it for the money. I am, no longer a member of THORN. I am weary of the struggle.”


    “I don’t believe you.”


    “A hyena’s got to eat!” Noss snarled, tears rolling down his cheeks. “Nothing to eat out there, Howler, not in the barren wastes you’ve caged my people in, not even for an anointed prince!” Chuckling, he fell back over his chair, his gaze tipped to the ceiling, chest rising and falling. “Rufus’s speeches and articles do not put bread on my table,” he sniffed, calmer now, “a few thousand lupas does. It was a trade I was willing to make, to… survive.” He licked his broad nose, “Do you think I wanted to do it? Do you think I enjoyed it? I… I love that wolf, as a brother, a father; he taught me how to wield imperium like no other. Look at what you’ve reduced me to. I’m but a worm writhing in a rotten mantle!”


    Vladimir frowned, not in anger, but thought; his helmet hid all emotion, such was its simple power.


    The Redcloak went to pull Noss forward and make him face Vladimir and probably give him a slap or two, but again Vladimir mercifully waved a paw to stop him.


    Outside, Janoah watched through the tiny cell door window, contemplating.


    Noss of the Jua-mata was not your average hyena. Not only was he a Chakaa, a hyena able to wield imperium, but a prince too. He had been trained in the Bloodfang Academy a decade ago as part of an early hyena integration programme, a project Rufus himself had championed. It was hoped if Noss of the Jua-mata became a Howler, other Chaka would follow and his tribe would meld peacefully into wolfen society like everyone else. That integration programme had failed when, after some years serving with Rufus and Ivan, Noss had suddenly hung up his mantle and returned to the tribes in protest at the treatment of his people. Even Rufus had not heard from Noss in the last few years.


    Now here he was, back in Lupa and trying to murder the wolf who’d been his friend. Who had paid him, or had someone made him? He would go to his grave with such knowledge unless Vladimir upped the stakes. But of course, Grand Howler Oromov hadn’t got to where he was by being just another Redcloak.


    As Janoah expected, Vladimir opened his file, aimed the all-seeing, all-knowing bureaucracy of the Howlers at his helpless prisoner, and fired.


    “Such a lovely little family you have, Prince Noss,” he said.


    “Family?” Noss sniffed, facing Vladimir. “I have none left, as well you know.”


    The Howler took out a piece of paper. “Not old family, but new. It seems a hyena princess and her two cubs, a boy and a girl, were arrested trying to pass out of the Jua-mata Reservation the other week.” Vladimir looked up from the paper, “The Jua-mata are your tribe, are they not?”


    “What of it?”


    “Only… they found this on the hyeness. She goes by the name of Arjana, Princess Arjana, next in line to the Jua-mata throne. She’s quite the precocious madam I’m told.”


    Vladimir held up what Janoah assumed was a crumpled photo, judging by the thick, shiny texture of the sizeable paper.


    “What a touching portrait,” Vladimir said, turning the photo around and looking for himself. “Most traditional. Very noble.”


    Noss remained unmoved.


    Janoah caught a glimpse of the photo, of a bright-eyed female hyena sitting on a ceremonial throne with countless pillows about her. She was wearing traditional hyeness clothing; boldly-striped robes and necklaces made of bug carapaces. Two cubs sat at her feet, a male and female, twins perhaps; they looked the same tender age. A big male hyena knelt beside them all, somewhat apart, as was tradition in hyena society where males, even princes, were subservient to their spouse. He was wearing traditional male hyena clothing, just a sarong marked with bold black and white dazzle patterns, whilst his muscled body was painted in a similar fashion.


    “Two cubs, you sly dog,” Vladimir chuckled, turning the photo around again and asking, “Twins?”


    Noss stared at the photo for an age, then his eyes flitted to Vladimir. “Who knows?”


    “You, I’d hope.”


    “They’re nothing to do with me.”


    “So that’s not you kneeling down?”


    “I’m much handsomer,” Noss cackled.


    “I see,” his interrogator huffed, closing the file. “Then you won’t mind that they executed Princess Arjana.”


    “Executed?” Noss mouthed, his lips quivering.


    Vladimir spread a paw, “I was unable to stop it. I’m told they took her away and shot her. The cubs are-”


    “Bastaaaards!” Noss cried, lunging from his chair and onto the desk. “I’ll kill you all! Graaaaaagh!”


    Vladimir shot to his feet. “Back to your chair, you treacherous ingrate!” he bellowed, fists clenched by his sides. His white cloak billowed outwards and the imperium lamp on the desk flared up in a bright flash.


    Outside, Janoah ducked just in time as an air-warping pulse of imperious energy tore through the cell, punching out the window she was looking through. Inside, the desk shot forward a few feet, catapulting Noss back into his chair so hard he rolled over backwards. The two Howlers were also knocked off their feet by the near-invisible blast, whilst Vladimir’s file fluttered across the room shedding papers all the way.


    The Grand Howler was the only one left standing, chest heaving audibly in the silent aftermath. He brushed down his cloak and adjusted his brooch.


    “Apologies, Howlers,” he told his subordinates, calm as you like. He pulled the now bare table back into position and set the lamp back upon it, before sitting down. “Restrain him properly, will you?”


    Noss was dragged away from the wrinkled photo lying on the floor amidst the scattered papers, the one Vladimir had shown him, and set back on his chair, to which he was ruthlessly and painfully wired, paw and foot.


    The prince felt nothing of it; he just dipped his chin to his vast chest and wept.


    Vladimir put him out of his misery, “I lied.”


    Noss’s rounded-off ears pricked and he looked up, mouth agape, his rough hyena fur wetted with tears and matted with blood.


    “Arjana still lives,” Vladimir admitted coolly, whilst skilfully, if mindlessly, twirling his golden pen with the fingers of one paw so that it climbed along his digits and back again. “I apologise for my cheap tactics,” he said, slipping the pen in his cloak pocket. “It was dishonourable of me, but… it was the only way to catch a beast like you out.”


    Noss squirmed in his bonds and ground his teeth at his own stupidity. If he had only kept his composure Vladimir would have had nothing to work with.


    Now he had everything.


    Vladimir set out his stall, paws knitted on the desk, “Help me, Noss, and I’ll protect her.”


    “Protect her?”


    “Yes. Tell me what you know. Tell me who paid you to kill Rufus and why.”


    “You… you w-www-would not believe me,” the tormented prisoner spluttered.


    “Try me.”


    “They will kill Arjana now anyway after what I did!”


    “I’ll see her safe.”


    “You don’t have the power, Vladimir.”


    “It’s not about power, Noss. It’s about favours and bribes and trust, you know how Lupa works. I’ve contacts in the Watchers; it will be no trouble to arrange a… clerical error.”


    Noss took a moment to compose himself, to lick his bloodied lips. “On your honour?”


    “With Ulf as my witness. I will see to it Arjana and her cubs are at least treated well. I have no bone to pick with some hyeness. You know me; I’m a reasonable wolf.”


    The longest time passed.


    Noss stared at Vladimir, scrutinising his eyes, the only part he could see. Satisfied, the hyena dipped his gaze.


    “They c-ccc-came to me,” he said, staring at the floor, “all the way out to the Reservations. They put me in a limo and drove me back in style. Hahaha! I was flattered to be honest.”


    Vladimir took a sharp breath, “Who?”


    Noss didn’t answer, but kept talking, “I told them, one does not simply kill the wolf our people call Red-mist. He is too strong, even for me.” He chuckled a little, “They said it wouldn’t be a problem and furnished me with a… black-imperium bomb, like the one I tricked Ivan with, only this one was no trick, Vladimir, it was real. Not even microbes would’ve gotten out of The Warren alive if I had used that like I was instructed to.”


    “Then why didn’t you?” Vladimir said.


    “I’m not so far gone as to use a black-imperium bomb!” Noss spat, adding, “Me, a Chakaa, yet sane compared to them! Hahahaaaaaahahahaaa!”


    Vladimir waited patiently – hyenas were such a chore, especially the Chakaa.


    Composing himself, Noss continued, “Without telling them I disposed of the vile thing in a pit and procured myself a yellow-imperium bomb. I wasn’t proud of that method either, but… this is Rufus, and Ivan. One does not fight such wolves face to face and win. You must use cunning. They offered me a hundred-thousand lupas to do it. It was a mere nothing to those… creatures before me. They pulled it from their cloaks like pocket-change. My people die from hunger, and they have a hundred thousand lupas in their cloak pockets? Is this the Republic you fight for, Howler?”


    Vladimir wasn’t here to discuss politics. “They?” he asked, his patience thinning. “Names, Prince Noss.”


    Noss smiled briefly and simply continued his story, “I demanded half the money up front, you see, so even if I failed I would come away with something. I secretly made arrangements for Arjana and the cubs to get out of the Reservation, that’s what the money was for, to grease the appropriate paws. You’re right; I do know how it works.” The hyena prince looked down, “But I’ve been betrayed, evidently. I’m but a naïve fool when it comes to trust. Arjana has always told me so. She loves me for it; I… I know not why.”


    Vladimir asked again, “Who paid you? I need names.”


    “Ah, now we come to the part you won’t like, Oromov,” Noss cackled in his hair-tingling tenor. “You’ll call me a liar… and rack me... and I’ll be long-since devoured by the ants before you believe me. But one day, when it’s too late to act, you shall remember me.”


    “Noss,” Vladimir growled tiresomely, “if you don’t start making sense I’m going to rack you personally.”


    “Come closer, Howler, I cannot speak it out loud.”


    “You will say it loud and clear!”


    “It is for your ears alone,” Noss sniffed, his eyes straying to the cell door, “It’s... safer for you that way.”


    Janoah withdrew from the window a little; but remained within earshot.


    Giving the cell door a passing glance, Vladimir stood up and walked over to Noss, his fine silver armour rattling. He stooped behind the prisoner, close enough for Noss to whisper in his ear, but not to bite it off if the mood struck; Vladimir was no fool.


    The bound Noss leant his head back and whispered in the Grand Howler’s ear. Try as she might, Janoah could not hear what was said. The whispering went on for nigh on a minute, perhaps more, with Noss cackling halfway through, as he was wont to do. Vladimir’s face was hidden by his helmet and Janoah could not gauge his reaction.


    Until he exploded.


    “Enough!” he barked, smacking Noss across the face, sending blood spattering across the tiled floor. “You dung beetle!” the Grand Howler snarled, pacing around the cell. “I extend my paw and this is how you repay me, with ridiculous slander? Is this a sick hyena joke?”


    “In our culture… dung beetles are noble creatures,” Noss replied, through a crooked, bloody grin. “They help clean up the mess others make. Now you have a mess on your paws, perhaps you can clean it up and earn... nobility.”


    “Do you want your family to die?” Vladimir seethed.


    Noss cringed at the thought, but tipped his head back and said philosophically, “Killing those I love won’t change the truth. What do you want from me, Howler, a lie that is easier on your ears than the truth? Ah, but you’re used to that. You and all your kind. You see and hear only what is convenient, remaining deaf and blind to difficulties. That is how you wolves live with yourselves, how you pollute, rape and enslave. Self-deception. Hahahahaha!”


    Noss laughed, his muscled, spotty shoulders trembling, and turned his face away.


    Vladimir raised a paw to strike the arrogant hyena, but stayed it. “You must think yourself an intellectual,” he said, producing a kerchief from his cloak pocket. He wiped his paw clean of Noss’s blood and contemptuously threw it at the prince’s face. “You forget who provided you your education, ungrateful savage that you are.”


    “Must be the rot,” Noss cackled. “It’ll get round to you too… one day.”


    As Vladimir turned and strode for the cell door, Janoah stole away.


    With one paw resting on the door lever, Vladimir looked back at his subordinates. “Rack him,” he ordered, before stepping out and slamming the door in his furious wake.


    *


    The rain had ceased and the clouds were breaking, allowing hazy sunshine to play across the buildings and streets far below Janoah’s office. Ships chugged along the sparkling river, whilst motor carriages ambled across bridges.


    Brrrring!


    Janoah snatched the phone from her desk.


    “Yes?” she snapped, holding the mouthpiece and stand in one paw and the earpiece in the other. “Who?” she scoffed further, glancing out the window. “I’m busy. Send him away.”


    Janoah waited and listened.


    “Wild-heart as well?” she said, more patiently. “I see. All right let them in.”


    She put the phone aside and sat in her swivelling chair. Spying her library, she grabbed a random book and opened it up on her cross-legged lap. To add to the air of nonchalance she whipped out a silver case from her cloak pocket and popped an ember between her lips, not even noting the flavour until an orange-flavoured cloud erupted from her nostrils.


    Upon hearing the expected knock at her door Janoah said loftily, “Come in.”


    Not looking up from her book, she glimpsed two wolves out the corner of her eyes, one blonde and stocky – some nobody, Linus Mills or something – the other a duotone black and white bit of athletic young talent – Uther Wild-heart.


    Janoah slowly lowered her book and swivelled round to face them. They were out of Howler uniform and into breeches and shirts, Linus a smart, blue, collared top, Uther a sleeveless red tunic. Both had coats slung over an arm. Uniform or not they stood to attention and saluted; fists to chests then out.


    “Howlers,” Janoah said, removing her smouldering ember and blowing orange mist, “where are your uniforms?”


    “You… gave us the day off, Grand Howler,” Uther gently reminded her.


    “I suppose I did. I trust you’ll pamper yourselves down the Common?”


    “Yes, Grand Howler.”


    Janoah spread a paws, ember smouldering between fingers, “Then what more do you boys want from me?”


    The blonde Linus glanced nervously at Uther, who nodded a little. Linus reached into his pocket and produced a small cardboard tube no bigger than a packet of mints. It had been dipped in beeswax to seal it and was banded with a white stripe at one end, along with some bold warning labels.


    Janoah stared awhile, apparently unmoved. Slowly her green eyes strayed to the uneasy Howler Linus.


    “What’s the meaning of this?”


    Linus gulped, “Well… uh… it’s for, uhm… I….”


    “Spit it out, Howler!”


    “Captain Rufus, marm! F-fff-for him, marm. I mean, Grand Howler Janoah. Please give it to him, on my behalf.”


    More staring, then a crackly-toned inquiry, “Vladimir sent you?”


    Uther took that one. “No,” he scoffed, sounding insulted.


    “Pardon?”


    “No, Grand Howler.”


    On that disclosure, Janoah came over far more intrigued. She snapped her book shut and leant forward across the table to pick up the sting. “Do you have the foggiest idea what you’re doing, Howler… Mills, is it?”


    Linus nodded, and nodded again. “Linus Mills, marm.”


    “Possible flogging or banishment to the Gelb mines not off-putting at all, young Mills?”


    Linus shook his head, though he had to think about it.


    Janoah puffed on her ember, before speaking in a dangerous tone. “Good. Because if I thought you were doing this for material gain, or to procure my favour, I might have to report you. You can’t buy me, Linus. Not trying to buy me, are you Trooper?”


    “N-nnn-no, Grand Howler.”


    “You’re sure?”


    Linus closed his eyes and licked his lips, summoning his courage. “C-c-captain Rufus… he’s my hero and I-”


    “Hero!” Janoah spluttered, shooting orange vapour in all directions like a boiling pan. “Howler Rufus is your hero?” she finished, with a wry chuckle.


    “I-I admire him greatly, Grand Howler.”


    “Then I had better accept on his behalf, hadn’t I?”


    Linus nodded, “Please, marm.”


    Janoah reached for the tube, but paused, asking, “How did you even know he needed it?”


    “Uther said that you-”


    Uther kicked Linus in the shin, silencing him.


    “He said what?” Janoah cooed, looking at Uther. “That my husband is going to croak without your help? What an offensive supposition. Bedridden he may be, but Rufus could still blow the both of you out the window behind me without getting up, such is his power.” Janoah hummed, “That’s why they did this to him. They fear him. Not the hyenas, no, it’s someone else.”


    Linus and Uther remained silent.


    “Very well,” Janoah said, snatching the sting and swivelling round to the window amidst a swirling cloud of orange vapour. “This meeting never occurred. If either of you breathe a word of this to anyone, or in any way try and force my paw, you’ll be ant food long before me.”


    Another, prickly silence.


    “Dismissed.”


    The Howlers saluted and filed towards the door.


    “And Mills,” Janoah called after them.


    “Yes, Grand Howler?” Linus barked back, standing smartly to attention again.


    “I’ll remember this.”


    Linus said nothing, though his eyes darted about.


    Janoah waited an eternity before she deigned to release him, “Off you go.”


    No sooner had Linus took his leave and shut the door than the phone rang again.


    Brrring!


    Janoah answered it with the same celerity as before, her paw slightly checked by first slipping Linus’s precious donation into her cloak pocket.


    “Yes?” she said, facing the window. “Speak up, it’s a bad line.” Pressing the phone to her ear she repeated, “He’s got off the train in the Arkady District, did you say? He’s probably headed to the university; Werner says he goes there a lot. He’s not a student, but his girlfriend is. Yes, she’ll make good leverage if he proves difficult. Stay on him, but wait until he’s left Eisbrand territory before you move in and arrest him, we can’t overstep our jurisdiction. Right. Carry on.”


    Janoah put the phone down. Stubbing out her ember, she headed for the door, fondling the cardboard tube in her cloak pocket all the way, unbelieving of her luck.


    *


    Uther wordlessly led the way through Den’s twisting, lamp-lit innards to the ground floor. With his mind dwelling on what had transpired, Linus didn’t even think about where Uther was taking him until he got there. The pungent odour of imperium fuel and machine oil woke him from his worries as he stepped into Riddle Den’s vast garage, with its rows of cars, trucks and monos, most of them black and red and marked on their bonnets or flanks with the smart Bloodfang crest.


    Slipping on his long, dark red coat, Uther marched down the rows, keys jangling, and picked out one of the few monobikes that wasn’t painted in Bloodfang livery, or in any way marked for the pack. It was a robust, green-bodied machine with a dragonfly motif stencilled on the side.


    Linus hurried over. “You’ve got your own mono?” he gasped at Uther.


    “Yeah.”


    “It’s beautiful. Giacomo Valerio Model 20?”


    “Aye, an original GVM-20 Dragonfly,” Uther chuckled, patting the dark green bodywork and pointing to the dragonfly logo. “Not as fancy as Ivan’s Spider,” he said, glancing across at the intimidating black mono parked nearby, its right flank decorated with a white spider, “but still a rung up from the little Springtail all the cubs ride. Hah!”


    Linus could but smile and nod.


    “Nothing wrong with the Springtail, of course,” Uther tactfully rowed back. As a fresh face, Linus was likely the proud caretaker of a standard issue Giacomo Valerio Model 12 Springtail. “Where’s your wheel, mate?”


    “I-I-I don’t have a wheel.”


    Uther frowned, “Haven’t they sorted you out with one yet?”


    After a moment’s hesitation and neck-scratching, Linus guffawed, “Not yet.”


    “Typical! Here, hop on.”


    Donning his blue coat, Linus sat behind Uther. The seat was firm, but comfortable; the antithesis of his admission.


    “Actually, Uther… I-I-I can’t really, uhm… ride.”


    “Can’t ride?”


    “No. I meant to take lessons at the academy, but I was trying to keep up with my imperiology studies at the same time. Everything went so quickly and well… uh… there it is.”


    ‘Woodlouse’ braced himself for a tide of mockery.


    Opening a compartment in the bike’s contoured bodywork, Uther took out some goggles and strapped them about his eyes. He passed a pair back to Linus, sniffing, “It’s not unusual, mate; lots of Howlers ain’t ready for a mono until they’re a bit older. You’ll get there.”


    Linus was surprised to be let off so magnanimously.


    Uther gripping the conductive kristahl steering bars and glanced behind at his goggled partner. “Ready?”


    A hearty thumbs-up.


    “Hold on then.”


    Linus gripped the edges of the seat with both paws.


    “Mate, hold onto me,” Uther clarified with a laugh. “Thump me! You’ll come off tail over tit otherwise.”


    “Right.”


    “Never even been on a mono before, have yer, Woodlouse?”


    Laughing, Linus said, “Not since my father took me for a ride and he always put me in front.”


    Hugging Uther around the waist, Linus knitted his paws tight. Even with a big, heavy coat on Wild-heart was enviably trim around the middle. Linus wished he half as fit. Running after that hyena had shown him up.


    “Where to?” Uther sniffed.


    “Uhm… the pictures, wasn’t it?” Linus replied.


    “Pub first, yeah?”


    “Right,” Linus said. “Actually, s-sss-speaking of pubs, do you know the Crab and Kettle?”


    “Yeah, it’s a tavern down on the canals. Run by otters. I wouldn’t recommend it. I know better joints.”


    “Maybe, but I need to see the Buttles.”


    “Y’what? Buttles?”


    “Montague and Penny,” Linus clarified, adding, “The cats from this morning.”


    “Oh, the two lah-di-dahs you hijacked!” Uther hooted humorously.


    “Yes. Vladimir wants me to apologise to them.”


    “Puh! He can thump off. We’re not wasting our well-earned rest sucking up to no cats!”


    “It’s an order, Uther,” Linus said worriedly. “What if he finds out? I’ll be in for it.”


    Gauging his partner’s unease, Uther caved in. “Fine. Just don’t take too long.”


    “I-I-I won’t.”


    With a kick of the pedal, Uther’s Dragonfly coughed and spluttered into quivering life, its single wheel lighting up in a fiery ring of red-imperium. Linus felt the gyroscope whirring inside; as a Howler he could sense it and might yet command such a device himself one day, but for now he held on tight as Uther steered his awesome monobike through the garage and out into daylight.


    The clouds were dispersing, giving way to muted sunshine and a surprisingly lovely afternoon.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 7


     


    “The queen produces chemical smells, ‘pheromones’, which both tell the hive what to do and stops its members maturing into adults. The worker bees, which are the queen’s own eternal children, exist solely to serve her, never once having a thought of their own, controlled as they are by these chemical… edicts.”


    The hoary old bear ceased lecturing and peered over his puny glasses at the small, black-furred wolfess whose paw had shot into the air.


    “Yes, Sara?” he urged.


    “What about Toggle, sir?” Sara asked, slowly lowering her paw, and only half way.


    “What about her?”


    “Will she nae think for herself, now that she’s nae under control from her queen?”


    The bear nodded, “Possibly. There is limited evidence that bees separated from their hive mature into queens, though nobody has observed the entire process satisfactorily.”


    Clearing his throat, the teacher slipped one huge paw into the pocket of his waistcoat and returned his attention to the black board, using his pointer to pick out the rear end of a honeybee on his lovingly paw-drawn diagram. “Now then, the pheromones are released from the abdomen-”


    “How long will she live for, Professor Heath?” came the brown-furred wolfess sitting beside Sara. She glanced at Sara, then back to Professor Heath, “Toggle, that is.”


    Heath looked to the elegant student. “I can’t rightly say, Olivia. We think queen bees last decades, though even records from the Hummel apiary are inconclusive. The rest of the hive may manage a year or two, except the poor males, of course; they reach senescence soon after pupating whether they mate or not.”


    “Senescence, sir?”


    “Natural death,” Heath clarified. He wagged his pointer at the class, “So, you boys best be thankful Arkady University’s not a hive, for not only would we ‘drones’ live merely a day, but queens Sara and Olivia here would be in charge for the duration!”


    The class, mostly wolfen and male, laughed boisterously. One whistled at Olivia. Sara rolled her eyes.


    “Now bee-have!” Heath chided, to a chorus of groans. Looking far too pleased with his terrible pun, the Professor returned to the board and the finer points of bee anatomy. “So then, the sting is located in the….”


    Sara switched off and daydreamed; she knew bee anatomy like the back of her paw. Resting her little chin on one palm she cast her golden eyes to her right, beyond the sinks, taps and imperium-burners of science class, beyond the ceiling-high windows, to the university grounds; one of the precious green spaces in Lupa, with its grand cedar tree and well-kept lawn. Sara checked Arkady’s ornate clock tower; it was nearly lunch break and some classes, thanks to generous lecturers, were emptying out before the bell. Students hurried back and forth under the cloisters that enclosed the green, mostly wolves, but the odd cat and hog too, even a lumbering bear.


    “Saraaa,” the present lumbering bear cooed, tapping his pointer on the board. “Are you still with us?”


    The little wolfess looked at the board, at where Heath’s pointer was on the diagram, and guessed, “Thorax?”


    The Professor stared at her with his beady brown eyes, but had to concede, “That’s right, yes.”


    “Nice dodge,” Olivia whispered to her friend.


    Before Heath could move on, the bell rang and his pupils started piling their books into their bags. “I want your talks ready by tomorrow, please,” the Professor shouted over the hubbub of chatter and activity. “Any bug you choose, ant, butterfly, slug, whatever, but please confer and avoid covering the same species, or it’ll be a rather dreary exercise for all.”


    Sara packed her bag and threw her knee-length green coat over her matching tunic and cream breeches. Before she could desert her desk and catch up with Olivia, the enormous Professor Heath beckoned the diminutive wolfess over.


    “Aye, Professor?”


    “Sara, I know as a Hummel you’re streaks ahead on this subject but do try and look like you’re paying attention, for my sake.”


    “Sorry, Professor, I just….”


    “What?”


    “Ah keep thinking about Toggle, sir,” Sara admitted.


    “Ohohooo, I see,” Professor Heath woofed, his countenance lifting at once. “Yes, it’s rather strange, isn’t it? We haven’t had a bee come this way for years and just as we’re starting on social insects one turns up! It’s a gift from Gaia.”


    “Aye,” Sara agreed, picking her claws and looking out the nearest window. “It’s so sad she’ll nae get tae fly home, though. Do you suppose she came from Hummelton’s hive? Ah could take her back there myself if she did.”


    “It seems too far for a worker bee to wander, even if she were lost,” Heath said gently. “And if she’s put into a foreign hive they would tear her apart, as you know.”


    Sara grimaced, “Aye.”


    A thought crossed her teacher’s mind, “If you’re not too busy maybe you would you like to help me feed her again?”


    Sara squeaked excitedly, “Oh yes, Professor! When?”


    Heath checked his pocket watch, even though there was a perfectly good giant clock looming outside. “After lunch, say half one? You can skip your gym class on my authority. What do you say?”


    “That’d be grand, sir.”


    “I’ll meet you on the green then,” Heath beamed, thumbs tucked in his waistcoat, proud of his munificence. Looking out the window he added, “Let’s hope the blasted rain holds off. It’s looking quite pleasant out there now.”


    *


    The blasted rain did hold off as Sara partook of lunch in the shelter of the cloisters. The muted sunlight – about as good as it got under Lupa’s eternal shroud of polluted haze – warmed Sara’s dark face as she watched passing ash clouds from the university’s central heating boiler cast playful shadows across the clock tower, before floating off into the sky to contribute to said haze.


    “What’re you going to do?” asked Olivia, lying on the floor armed with a pencil and paper


    “Eh?” Sara replied, biting into her honey sandwich. “Did you say something?”


    “Your presentation. What bug?”


    “Oh! Bee.”


    “Ask a silly question,” Olivia snorted, sketching the beginnings of an anatomical drawing on her paper.


    Sara recognised Olivia’s efforts as a spider. “Well ye always do everything on spiders.”


    Olivia had to concede, “True. But they’re fascinating.”


    “So are bees!”


    “Yes but… spiders are just so….”


    “Creepy?” Sara provoked. “Evil?”


    “Elegant,” Olivia corrected flatly, and also, “Patient.” She glanced up at Sara with her wonderful, almost unnaturally violet eyes, “You don’t really think they’re evil, do you?”


    “Och! Ah was only pulling your leg. Bugs cannae be evil, they are what they are.”


    Relieved, Olivia returned to her sketch.


    Like many a student at the Arkady University, Olivia Blake hailed from a wealthy Freiwolf family with a prestigious history. The adopted daughter of industrialist from the Greystone Pack’s territory, she had never wanted for anything, not even beauty, for she was very lovely-looking in Sara’s opinion. Deep brown and elegantly short-furred, sporting a pink blazer and spotless white breeches, she turned heads amongst the male faculty with ease; her stature and poise made Sara feel an inadequate dumpling.


    “Any word from Bruno?” Olivia hummed, swinging her long legs and flicking her lovely tail as she sketched away with enviable ease.


    “No,” Sara replied at length,


    “Did you check his gym?”


    “Nobody’s seen him there either.”


    Olivia put down her pencil and sighed. “It’s been weeks. Maybe he’s gone for good this time?”


    Sara shrugged, “He’ll get back tae me when he’s settled in. It’s the same old Bruno routine.”


    “It’s not him, it’s that daft rabbit, always running from his own shadow, like anyone cares what he did in the war. I feel sorry for Bruno, I really do; can’t be easy having a little beast for a dad. If only a nice Freiwolf family had adopted him like mine did me. Makes me feel very lucky, you know.”


    Sara wasn’t listening, for she had noticed something strange out the corner of her eye. A silver, lozenge-shaped object was slowly emerging from behind the university clock tower, as if a giant invisible magician was pulling a penny from behind its ear.


    “Och!” Sara gasped. “Olivia, it’s an airship!”


    Sandwich fluttering in paw, Sara leapt over the cloister wall and ran into the garden to get a better look; the saturated grass squelching underfoot.


    Olivia followed leisurely; the airship, being very far away, appeared to stand still whilst the clock tower obligingly shuffled over, at least from her point of view.


    The girls watched, necks craned skyward, paws sheltering eyes from the muted sun.


    “Isn’t it beautiful?” Sara marvelled.


    “Is it Professor Heath’s cat friends?”


    “Maybe.”


    Suddenly, an enormous dark beast in a long coat appeared beside the girls.


    “What’s up?” he quipped.


    “Bruno!” Sara piped with further joy, looking the big brown wolf up and down. “Och! We were just talking about you!”


    “Oh yeah?” he woofed. “All good things, I hope.”


    “Aye, of course, ye great lump!” Sara giggled, slapping his arm. “Where’ve ye been? We’ve been worried sick.”


    “Sorry, been busy,” Bruno said simply, shrugging his shoulders.


    Olivia raised a paw and said gently, “Hi, Bruno.”


    “Olivia. You all right, yeah?”


    “Yes, thank you. How are you?”


    “Not bad, not bad.”


    Olivia smiled warmly and swivelled side to side a little, paws behind her back as she looked Bruno over.


    He pointed at the balloon. “I was watching it on the train the whole way here.”


    “Aye. Where’d it take off from?” Sara asked.


    “I dunno. It just popped up out of nowhere. It’s been circling for ages. I think it’s over the Common.”


    “Must be for a show,” Olivia supposed.


    “Yeah,” Bruno agreed, adding excitedly, “Oi, wanna go see what’s happening?”


    Sara laughed, “We can’t, silly, we’ve got lessons yet.”


    “Oh, right. Yeah.”


    “You go.”


    Bruno shrugged that off, “Nah. They’ll probably be packing up by the time I get there.”


    Olivia had an idea. “I know,” she said, “let’s go to the pictures tonight. It might be mentioned on the news reels.”


    Bruno was eager, “Yeah, all right. What time?”


    “Olivia!” Sara growled out the side of her mouth, “We’ve got our presentations tae prepare fer.”


    “Prepare what?” Olivia replied airily. “All we have to do is a drawing, the rest is easy. You know bees and I know spiders. We could talk the legs off a millipede.”


    Sara said nothing, but smiled at Bruno.


    “Seven o’ clock then?” Olivia asked, looking hopefully across to Bruno.


    “Sure. I’ll meet you there,” he said. “Usual place, yeah?”


    Olivia nodded.


    Bruno cast his fiery gaze down at Sara. “You coming?” he urged, smiling toothily at her – the rogue.


    Sara couldn’t help but give in, “Aye. All right.”


    Once all arrangements had been made, and the silver balloon had circled out of sight, the girls invited Bruno to join them under the cloisters. Sara offered him half her honey sandwich.


    “No thanks, I snuck a waffle earlier,” Bruno declined, removing his coat and laying it over the low cloister wall.


    “Oh aye, the famous three-season waffle,” Sara said, sitting on the cloister wall. “You should go one better and make a four-season waffle.”


    Bruno sat beside her, a giant. “That’s a season too far, Sara, it’d spoil it,” he said.


    “Aye, well, you know me and mah cooking.”


    “Could burn a salad, you.”


    As Sara went to hit him in rebuke, a sniggering Bruno deflected her paw deftly aside – Dad had taught him well.


    “Too slow.”


    “Where’ve you been, Bruno?” Olivia asked, her chin cupped in her paws, her drawing quite forgotten in favour of Bruno’s rippling muscles. “Moved again?”


    “Yeah, and Dad wants to move again.”


    Sara nearly choked on her dwindling sandwich, “Again? Didn’t you just move into that new place last month?”


    “Yup.”


    “What’s wrong this time? Is the spot nae good fer business?”


    “No, it’s great for business, but Dad says it’s too dangerous, like he always does,” Bruno explained, in a huffy voice. He hiked his shoulders as he filled the girls in on the morning’s happenings, “See, there’s this one Howler who keeps coming in and he’s gotten really friendly. He’s really nice, shells out massive tips. Dad was well-pleased.”


    “So what’s the problem?” Olivia chirped.


    Bruno spread his big paws. “Well, we got a big bay window in this new place and this Howler likes to sit there every time he comes in. Someone obviously knew his routine, ‘cause they lobbed a bomb right on his lap nearly! It blew up and took out half the café. Almost killed me, it did!”


    Sara’s puny paws clapped to her petite muzzle.


    Seeing the look on her little face, Bruno hurriedly toned things down, “Oh, it’s not that bad. Just a few windows knocked out, really.”


    Slowly, Sara lowered her paws, “Is your dad all right?”


    “Oh yeah.”


    “And you?”


    Bruno jokingly checked his body for holes, “Yeah.”


    Olivia and Sara exchanged looks, “Well, thank Ulf for that,” said the former.


    Bruno rubbed the back of his neck, “The Howler’s in a bad way though. We took him to his Den. I dunno if he’s even still alive. I don’t suppose we’ll be told anything.”


    “What Den?” Olivia asked, trying, failing, to sketch some more.


    “Riddle.”


    “Riddle? But that’s Bloodfang territory.”


    “Yeah, so?” Bruno queried.


    Olivia tutted at him, “Brutal bunch they are. You should move into Greystone territory. It’s much safer there. My family is close to the Greystones, they’d look after you if I asked.”


    “Their turf’s too ashy for my lungs; too many furnaces and factories.”


    Sara threw her paws up, “Ah dunno why you don’t just leave Lupa altogether instead of going from one district tae the next. They’re all the same. Doesn’t matter which crooked pack runs them.”


    “What about yours, Sara Hummel?” Olivia chirped cheekily.


    “Mah pack’s nae perfect either, but at least over in Everdor there’s fresh air and sunshine,” Sara Hummel defended. “And life, Bruno, trees and bugs and crops and… and hardly any ash that does your lungs nae good at all!”


    “We can’t run a business out in the sticks, Sara.”


    “For the hundredth time, you can set up in Hummelton; plenty of tourists there. Or better yet work on a farm, caring for the land, keeping livestock. Och, you’d love it!”


    Bruno guffawed and shook his head.


    “What’s wrong?” Sara mocked. “Farmer’s life too tough fer a soft city wolf?”


    “It’s not that. Hummelton just sounds….” Bruno hesitated.


    “What?”


    “Boring.”


    Bruno was right to hesitate.


    “Boring!” Sara piped, glancing at Olivia, who was laughing at them both. “Well it may not be as exciting as having your house blown up, but if it was nae fer Hummelton you’d all starve in Lupa. Nothing edible grows within a hundred miles o’ this dump!”


    Bruno raised his paws to calm her, “I know, I just... look, I dunno, Sara, I’m not like you. You’ve always known what you wanted to do. I’ve never known. I want to be useful. Do something with my life. You know?”


    Boooonnnng!


    The clock tower chimed for half past one and Olivia leapt to her feet, as if stung by a bee.


    “My next lesson!” she yelped, stuffing her satchel with her paper and lunchbox. “Oh by Ulf, I’ve got an imperiology exam! I should’ve been revising!”


    “Och! Olivia, you’re terrible!” Sara laughed.


    “I know, I know.”


    Bruno raised his chin at Olivia, “See you later, yeah?”


    “I’ll be there!” Olivia replied, hurrying down the cloister.


    Sara sighed fondly, “She’s such a scatter brain.”


    “Yeah,” Bruno agreed, looking all around. Once Olivia had gone, he began anew, “Oi, Sara, you’re an expert on imperium and stuff aren’t you?”


    “Ah would nae go that far,” Sara chuckled modestly.


    Bruno remained dead serious, and strangely subdued, “It’s part of your course though, ‘en it?”


    “Nae as much as Olivia’s. Why?”


    “Well, I… it’s just that… I’ve been told that….” Bruno trailed off and leant his paws on his thighs.


    “What?”


    “Saraaaa!”


    An old bear in a waistcoat ambled across the lawn, puffing clouds of imperium from a pipe like a train and looking a little bit lost as he searched the garden with his beady eyes.


    “Here, Professor!” Sara called, waving at him whilst simultaneously gesturing for Bruno to stand up.


    Upon arrival under the cloister, the Professor passed the slightly scruffy Bruno a look of near-disdain and addressed only his star pupil. “Had your lunch, Sara?”


    “Aye.”


    “Good, good.”


    The bear finally looked at Bruno, chin high, chest out, puffing on his pipe. “You are not a pupil, sir,” he said, with a suspicious and protective air.


    “No, sir,” Bruno admitted.


    “I’ve seen you lingering about before, who are you?”


    “I’m-”


    “Cousin Bruno,” Sara hastily interjected, locking arms with Bruno and pulling him close. “He’s down from Hummelton visiting Lupa... again. Ah said we could meet during lunch today. Ah forgot all about it on account of Toggle.”


    “You’ve got bees on the brain!” the Professor chuckled.


    Laughing, Sara made introductions, “Bruno Hummel this is mah biology teacher, Professor Heath.”


    “Oh aye, the famous Professor Heath!” Bruno ‘Hummel’ flattered, effortlessly adopting Sara’s distinct Hummel accent. “Ah’m Bruno Hummel. Pleasure tae meet you, sir. Och, aye!”


    “Oh, uh… and you, young Bruno.”


    They shook paws. Heath, whilst small for his race, still dwarfed the giant Bruno. Still, the discrepancy between bears and wolves was never slimmer, by Sara’s estimation.


    Unable to excuse himself from Bruno’s company so soon without appearing quite rude, Professor Heath was impelled to ask, “Would you like to see our bee, young wolf?”


    “Bee?”


    Sara leapt on the premise, “Oh yes! Bruno you have tae come see her, she’s so beautiful. She crashed in the university the other day, didn’t she Professor?”


    “Yes. Got lost in the especially bad smog, we think.”


    “Me and Professor Heath managed tae catch her. We were running around all day with a big net. She’s got a broken wing you see, so we had tae save her.”


    Worried, Bruno accidentally reverted to his rough Lupan twang, “Yeah, but aren’t bees dangerous?”


    Sara laughed, “Och, Bruno!”


    “What?”


    Heath explained. “They’re only dangerous if you threaten the colony, my boy,” he dismissed airily, waving his pipe around. “On their own they’re relatively harmless. They only sting as a last resort since it often results in their death, of course.”


    Bruno held his breath as noxious fumes from the Professor’s ember pipe wafted his way; but in the end he still wound up coughing.


    “Professor, Bruno’s allergic tae ash!” Sara tutted, as if Heath ought to know.


    “Oh! I do apologise.”


    “It’s nae problem,” Bruno spluttered, remembering to pick up the accent again. “You weren’t tae know.”


    Heath cleared his throat, “In any case, I’d better go empty this out. Shameful habit really.”


    “You’ll catch the rot, Professor,” Sara chided.


    “Oh, at my age bits of me are falling off regardless.”


    Bruno felt his heart ice-over upon hearing that dreaded word, rot, but it was too awkward to bring it up now.


    Maybe later, after the pictures. There’s no rush.


    “I’ll meet you in the glass house,” Heath said, adding, “I’m going to give my associate a call whilst I’m about this pipe. I’ve been expecting him to ring all morning about his meeting. Something’s obviously kept him – Howlers for you. Don’t do anything with the bee until I get there, all right?”


    “Aye, Professor,” Sara replied, tugging Bruno’s paw. “Come along, cousin.”


    “Oh aye, cousin.”


    Sara sniggered at some joke that Professor Heath wasn’t privy to. The bear watched her and Bruno depart, unable to cast that wolf’s fiery eyes from his mind.


    *


    Sara opened the hefty wrought-iron and glass door amidst a delightfully rusty squeak.


    “Age before beauty,” she said.


    “I’m younger than you,” Bruno tutted, “I think.”


    Warm, humid air billowed into him like the breath of an imperium train, only without the subsequent watery eyes and sneezing. The young wolf found himself amidst a veritable jungle of plants and small trees, flowers and fruits, all enclosed by a delicate-looking web of glass and black-painted iron. It was like a cathedral of crystal made by a parish of plants to please the sky god.


    “Phew!” Bruno puffed, writing his name in the nearest pane of steamed-up glass. “Warm ‘en it?”


    “It’s a glass house,” Sara tutted, shutting the door. “It’s supposed tae be.”


    “I’m not moaning. It’s lovely!”


    Shedding her green coat, Sara rolled it up and stuffed it inside her satchel; Bruno had slung his over one shoulder in a rather dapper fashion.


    “And I thought you said nothing grows around Lupa,” he said, flicking a big, waxy leaf.


    “The ash doesn’t get in here.”


    “What about the tree on the green, though, and the grass. How comes they don’t die?”


    Sara couldn’t tell if Bruno was being daft to wind her up or genuinely ignorant. He had lived his whole life in Lupa and dropped out of school by twelve to work for a living and sometimes his lack of formal education showed.


    “It’s a cedar,” Sara explained, “it’s as tough as old boots, as is the grass. Some plants can tolerate ash, others even use imperium, just like the Howlers do. Anyway, the Eisbrand territory’s cleaner than most. You should move here really.”


    Bruno shot that idea down in flames. “It’s too expensive, we can’t afford Eisbrand rent.”


    “Aye,” Sara sighed, “Ah can just about afford mah tiny flat.”


    “Can’t yer mum help you out?”


    “Ah don’t want her to.”


    A grimace, a nod.


    Ducking and weaving to see through the knotted leaves and stems, Bruno chirped afresh, “Where’s the bee then?”


    “This way, silly,” Sara said, grasping Bruno’s arm – her little black paw barely encompassed half his enormous bicep. “Would ye look at those muscles!” she tutted. “You get bigger by the week, ye great lump.”


    “Maybe you’re just getting smaller.”


    Sara pinched Bruno’s arm, “Ah’m serious. Must be all the waffle batter you mix.”


    “Yeah, or maaaybe it’s the gym, Sara.”


    “Is there one near the new place?”


    “Dunno, I haven’t had a chance to look yet. Won’t bother now.”


    Navigating the miniature jungle, Sara and Bruno emerged into a clear space, whereupon the massive Bruno stopped dead, tugging puny Sara to a halt.


    Before him sat a large iron cage, as big as Dad’s truck, and behind its rusty bars lay a quivering bundle of striped black and yellow hair with six splayed legs and shiny, tear-shaped compound eyes. Two transparent, yet iridescent wings protruded from its back, criss-crossed by a network of dark veins, like a leaf – a bee all right, about the size of Sara!


    “Come on, she can’t get out,” the wolfess laughed. “She’s called Toggle.”


    “Toggle?” Bruno said, with a gulp.


    With a shake of the head at Bruno’s predictable trepidation, Sara dragged him closer. ‘Typical city beast, afraid of a wee bumblebee,’ she thought.


    Leaving Bruno standing, Sara knelt down beside the cage and reached through the bars.


    “Oi, careful!” Bruno yelped.


    “It’s all right, silly,” Sara scoffed, patting the bee on its shiny brow. Apart from the way the creature was continuously trembling, like a motor car left ticking over by the side of the road, it didn’t move.


    “Why’s it shaking?” Bruno asked. “Is it scared?”


    “No, they’re always like that,” Sara replied with a shrug. “It’s just the way they are.”


    “Oh.”


    “Want tae stroke her?”


    Bruno waved a paw, “I’m all right, thanks.”


    “Och, come on,” Sara tutted, beckoning him down.


    “Your teacher said not to do anything.”


    “He was talking about feeding her. Now come on, don’t be such a wimp. You’re a boxer, ye cannae be scared of a fluffy great bumblebee.”


    Unable to back out after that slight, Bruno put his coat aside and crouched beside Sara.


    “Just pat her head,” she told him, shuffling to one side.


    Against his better judgement, Bruno reached through the bars, his paw reflecting in the bee’s shiny eyes. He made contact. The insect’s skin, if one could call it that, was rock-hard and dimpled, like an orange made of marble.


    Bruno let out a tiny guffaw of surprise.


    “See?” Sara said, with that ‘I told you so’ look in her big yellow eyes, or rather ‘Och! Ah told yer so’.


    Bruno shuffled a little closer, “All right, Toggle?”


    Bvvvvvvvvvvvv!


    Wings fluttering like a propeller, Toggle suddenly took off amidst a blast of wind and slammed into the roof of her cage, before falling flat on her back.


    Bruno also fell on his back, tripping over his own feet in his haste to get away.


    “Woaagh!”


    Sara knelt, her sides splitting at her friend’s expense. “Hahahaaaa! Och, Bruno, ye so daft!”


    Toggle lay on her back awhile, six segmented legs kicking, before she fluttered her wings again and flipped upright. Her furry abdomen was pumping in and out like a bellows after that brief flurry of effort, as was Bruno’s for that matter.


    “She gave me a heart attack!” he said, grasping at his thumping chest. “Ulf almighty.”


    Stifling her giggles, Sara replied, “She keeps trying tae fly away, but one of her wings is broken, so she just flips over.”


    Gathering up what scraps of dignity he could, Bruno crawled over for a closer look. Sure enough a fair section of iridescent film was missing from Toggle’s right wing.


    “It’ll grow back, won’t it?” Bruno said expectantly.


    Sara grimaced, “Their wings don’t grow back.”


    “Ahw, no.”


    “Aye, isn’t it terrible? So sad.”


    Bruno leant forward, paws on knees, “What’ll happen to her then? You can’t keep her locked up forever.”


    Before Sara could summon a reply, Professor Heath pushed his way through the glass house jungle like an explorer, his mighty bulk rustling more than enough leaves to advertise his presence to the young wolves well in advance.


    “Sorry, you two, I got waylaid,” the bear excused. “Some Bloodfang oaf was loitering around campus.”


    “Bloodfang?” Bruno said.


    “Some rat; a plain-clothes Politzi agent. He denied it of course, but I recognised him. I’ve a memory for faces.”


    “But this is Eisbrand territory. What’s a Bloodfang Politzi doing all the way over here?”


    “That’s what I said! The rascal claimed he was tailing a suspect. He couldn’t produce an Eisbrand warrant so I escorted him off campus.”


    Sara was more interested in Toggle. “She tried to fly again, Professor!” she squeaked, hopping to her feet.


    “Hmm? Oh, yes yes, she will for a long time,” Heath maintained, cleaning his little spectacles. “I don’t suppose she’s really aware of what’s wrong with her.”


    Bruno looked to Toggle’s frayed wing. “What?” he said, before remembering to adopt the correct Hummel dialect. “Och! She must be able tae feel it.”


    Professor Heath gave Bruno a sideways look. “On the contrary, uh… Bruno, her wings are made of dead material. It’s like our fur, or claws, it’s not living tissue; you can clip your claws and not feel a thing. It’s the same for her wings. In fact a bug’s whole exoskeleton is like that; an armoured shell. Some say they don’t feel pain.”


    Sara scoffed, “Och, but they must do.”


    “Well, maybe,” her teacher chuckled. “They certainly feel hunger!”


    On that note, Heath ambled over to a nearby chest and unlocked the padlock. The creaky chest housed various pots and gardening equipment, which Heath passed over in favour of a big stoneware jar and a stained old ladle. He brought them over and set them by the cage, before removing the jar’s cork lid. It was full of a golden, translucent liquid.


    “Honey!” Bruno stated, sticking his finger in and snatching a taste of the sticky goodness. “Yum!”


    Heath plunged the ladle into the viscous honey. “Where’s her plate, Sara?”


    “Here,” the wolfess chirped, retrieving an old clay dish from beside the cage.


    “Put it inside,” Heath instructed.


    Sara did so; she had to turn the dish through ninety degrees to fit it though the bars. Heath carefully passed the dripping ladle to his pupil and she poured the honey into the dish. Bruno realised that if Sara had filled the dish prior to putting it inside the cage, she would have tipped the honey out when trying to fit it through the bars.


    “Toggle! Din dins!” Sara cooed, tapping the edge of the dish with the ladle.


    “Din dins?” Bruno laughed.


    “What?” Sara shot back, her brow knitted.


    Bruno dodged her disapproval by posing a pertinent question, “Does she even understand you?”


    “Aye, she can hear… sort of,” Sara explained. “She doesn’t have ears like us but, she can hear something, isn’t that right Professor.”


    “Uh, yes yes. She can sense vibrations with her hairs.”


    Sara waved the ladle at Bruno, “Ah’m going tae teach her tae come for her dinner, you wait and see.” She tapped the dish again, “Toggle! Din dins! Come on!”


    For a while Toggle remained shivering in the middle of the cage, apparently indifferent to dinner, or ‘din dins’. But then her antennae wiggled excitedly, doubtless catching a whiff of sweet honey, and she clambered across the floor to the dish with haste. Out came a long, black blade-like tongue, at least Bruno assumed it was a tongue, stabbing at the honey, lapping it up with great relish.


    Beaming with joy, Sara scooped out more honey and served it up for her pet bee.


    “There ye go,” she soothed, patting its shiny brow.


    Smiling broadly, Bruno watched Sara Hummel drip honey everywhere in her race to keep up with the ravenous insect behind the bars. Nothing made her happier than mucking about with bugs. It was her calling.


    Bruno decided not to spoil things for her; his trifling troubles could wait.


    *


    Janoah breezed down the stark infirmary corridors, shafts of muted sunlight dancing on her white Grand Howler’s cloak; a lowly Redcloak passed her by, he saluted, she nodded.


    Don’t look back, Janoah told herself, just keep going. Nobody knows, nobody even cares, and even if they did suspect you they’re too scared of you anyway.


    She rounded the corridor and entered the wards where the sick and the dying were kept; Janoah could hear the moans already. With white-imperium thin on the ground, Riddle Den alone had lost several Howlers of late to the dreaded rot, some of them not even particularly ‘old’, just unlucky. Even the healthy were suffering hardship and putting up with pain, like Uther. If things continued like this the tenuous peace would break and there would be a pack war, Bloodfangs, Eisbrands, Greystones and the rest, openly killing one another for access to venom stocks. Lupa would burn and the little beasts might even rise up in revolt as once they had.


    Janoah burst into the last room, maintaining all appearance of confidence.


    “You!” she yapped, stopping dead in the doorway, her paw still grasping the lever.


    Bathed in sunlight, Ivan stood up from beside the wrought-iron bed and saluted half-heartedly.


    He said nothing.


    Rufus lay on the bed, crisp white sheets tucked up to his waist, bandages and dressings all down his right side, which had apparently taken the brunt of the blast. A drip line went into his arm and a respirator was strapped to his muzzle, itself piped to a churning bellows.


    Letting the door close, Janoah walked over to the foot of the bed and grasped the cold rails with both paws.


    “Get out,” she whispered, not once looking at Ivan.


    Blade-dancer collected his helmet from the chair. As he brushed Janoah by she snapped at him, “Wait!”


    Ivan stood silent and inert.


    “Thank you for sitting with him,” Janoah said, her throat bobbing.


    A nod.


    She produced Linus’s donation from her cloak pocket and whispered quizzically, “Stand guard for me, Howler?”


    Those icy eyes focussing on the white-striped cardboard tube a moment, Ivan donned his helmet. “Be quick,” he grunted, stepping out.


    Walking round Rufus’s bed, Janoah tore open the tube. Inside was a sting; a glass phial with a plunger at one end and a needle coated with wax the other. The glass portion contained a milky fluid that, even by daylight, noticeably shone. White-imperium, venom, the good stuff; it had many names.


    After breaking off the hygienic wax seal and flicking the needle to banish any air bubbles, Janoah parted the ruddy fur of Rufus’s forearm, eased the needle into a vein and slowly depressed the plunger.


    Within seconds Rufus began to tremble, his fingers twitching by his sides, at first slightly, then with growing violence. His grey chest heaved in and out, his nostrils flared, each hot breath steaming up the glass respirator as the purest of all imperium coursed through his powerful body. Snorting and grunting, the wolf arched his back and squirmed, enveloped in the womb of a nightmare.


    “Mum… Dad,” he cried. “Leave them alone! Get off me! Get away! No no nohohooo!”


    Janoah, in a moment’s folly, tried to hold him. “Rufus! Rufus, I’m here,” she soothed, looking to the door. “Be quiet, my darling, it’s just a bad dream-gagh!”


    A white-hot spark of imperious plasma erupted from Rufus’s arms and shot up Janoah’s, ejecting her across the room whereupon she fell in a heap against the wall.


    The wolfess watched, her whole body throbbing, as the chair beside the bed catapulted away from Rufus. A moment later and the drip pouch hanging over him exploded, showering the ward with water. Curtains billowed outwards and window panes rattled, as if in the grip of a gale. It was a storm all right, Rufus’s incredible corona, coiling and twisting invisibly as the venom revitalised the Howler, releasing copious energy in the process.


    At last, Rufus collapsed and all was silent.


    In the serene aftermath, Janoah heard Ivan’s boots pat across the ward. He offered her a paw and pulled her groggily to her feet. After a brief stumble and a rub of her numbed forearms, Janoah pushed Ivan away like a drunk and staggered over to Rufus. He was still, save for deep, steady breaths, his muscled, grey-furred torso heaving in and out. The sheets were twisted into a mountain range and the bed itself had come away from the wall, moving a good foot.


    Gathering herself, Janoah tidied up. Whilst she brushed beads of water from the sheets and inched the hefty bed back against the wall, Ivan righted the chair and removed the shredded drip pouch from its stand, tossing it out the window.


    Kissing Rufus on the forehead, Janoah looked to Ivan. “I’ve work to do, Blade-dancer.”


    “I’ll stay with him,” he offered.


    Janoah nodded gratefully and made her getaway.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 8


     


    Bruno presented his pass to the train hog at the gates. The portly pig squinted at the big brown wolf with extra care before letting him onto the platform with a disgruntled snort and wave of his pen.


    “Ta, mate,” said Bruno.


    As a Freiwolf in a useful trade the trains were free for him, but the surly hogs didn’t like anyone getting special treatment, except them, or so Dad always said.


    Bruno joined Lupans of every kind and creed gathering on the platform in mutual expectation of the next train, mostly little beasts; the long-tailed rats, the meek mice, the long-eared rabbits and one Howler.


    Odd, Howlers rarely took the train.


    Bruno kept his distance, but spied on the fellow. He was very impressive; tall, yet thick-bodied, his mighty frame clad head to toe in polished, silvery eisenglanz metal. His helmet was marked on the brow with a blue-imperium snowflake, its subtle glow, whilst drowned in the muted sunlight, still proclaimed its wearer’s allegiance to the local Eisbrand Pack, holders of Arkady District and the whole east of Lupa. The Eisbrands didn’t wear mantles, preferring instead a knight’s surcoat of old, albeit ones made of modern imperium-weave with hoods sewn on to guard against the rain and ash. The front and back of this fellow’s handsome blue surcoat were emblazoned with a white Eisbrand snowflake.


    Very nice, but above all Bruno envied the big sword slung at the Howler’s back. Half as tall as him it must’ve required both paws to wield. Oh to have a swing of that!


    Ah, but I couldn’t use it right, Bruno thought, I couldn’t channel plasma down it like them Howlers. I’m just allergic. Dad knows about these things, he had me checked out. Why would he lie to me? Makes no sense.


    The next train chugged into view, spewing noxious clouds. Beasts shuffled forward in preparation to board, save Bruno, who shuffled backwards whilst holding his breath and squinting his eyes in anticipation of the ash.


    He could do without getting ill again.


    The train squealed to a halt amidst a swirl of ash and beasts of every sort filed out the carriages. Once the flow of furry bodies had died down, Bruno slipped aboard and found a seat. Any open doors were slammed shut by the train hogs and with a few whistles and a howl of waste imperium the train continued on its way.


    The station eased aside, replaced by rows of shops and houses and chugging motor cars. The marble-clad Arkady University and its ornate clock tower passed by in the distance, poking up from the sea of blue tiled roofs like an iceberg. Sara was over there somewhere, still playing with her pet bee, no doubt.


    Girlfriend, Dad always ribbed; nothing of the sort, Bruno would ever scoff. Sara had simply walked into one of Dad’s previous ‘Warrens’ and gotten chatty with the young wolfen chef. In two years nothing had ever passed between them, not a kiss, not a hug, just Bruno’s hastily scrawled addresses and phone numbers. He had kept in touch with her despite Dad’s constant disappearing acts because Sara wasn’t like other wolves; she’d not so much as raised an eyebrow upon learning Casimir was his adoptive father, even less said anything derogatory.


    Dad said Sara was different because she was a member of Hummel, the only serious pack that still lived outside Lupa’s walls. They owned Everdor, the untainted land beyond the Far Ashfall stretching east to the shores of the Teich. Little beasts were well-treated in Everdor and Dad had considered moving there many times, but always pulled back, citing that it was hard to run a business, save farming, about which he knew nothing. Even Hummelton, Everdor’s capital district, was subject to strict anti-imperium laws that curtailed industrial processes, managed ash disposal, and even dictated how much imperium one could use to heat one’s home; wood coppiced from the extensive forests being preferred. These laws had protected Everdor from succumbing to Lupa’s fate and choking under the umbrella of pollution known as the Ashfall.


    Most Everdors steered clear of smoggy Lupa for life; Sara herself had only come to attend the prestigious Arkady University, or ‘Ark’. She wished to study the wild world, describe strange bugs and catalogue new plants, and to that ambition she braved the poisonous Ashfall for the time being. Conventional wisdom held that she ran a risk of catching the rot like everyone else, especially being the cub of a Howler, which made a wolf more susceptible. However, Sara was a wolfess and girls were less prone to catch rot. Bruno didn’t really understand why. It was something about X’s and Y’s and girls having extra genes thanks to having two X’s whereas boys had an X and a Y chromo-something or other.


    Sara had tried, but Bruno couldn’t get his head around it.


    The city outside was seemingly plunged into utter blackness as the train screamed into a tunnel. With nothing to see out the window, the young wolf cast his eyes around the dimly-lit carriage, watched the imperium lamps sway overhead.


    Suddenly pain.


    Bruno closed his eyes and grunted as his legs throbbed to every heartbeat. Such a dull, creeping, insidious ache, as if one’s bones were being squeezed in a vice.


    “Hurts doesn’t it?” someone said.


    Bruno opened his eyes. Sitting opposite him was the Howler he had seen on the platform!


    The fellow adjusted his marvellous imperium-weave surcoat and crossed his eisenglanz-clad legs, cupping his big white paws on his lap in a rather well-to-do manner.


    “It’ll only get worse, my friend,” the Howler said, his big kind eyes, one green and one blue, peering at Bruno from the anonymity of the Howler helmet. “Maybe I can help.”


    Bruno sat dumbstruck.


    The train burst from the tunnel and into the next territory amidst a slightly glittery pall of imperium vapour. Smoke stacks reached for the sky and molten metal glimmered inside huge forges. The land was blasted and rendered grey by imperium ash, more so than anywhere. Every house, every building, roof and façade, was stained with streaks of spent imperium. Even the populace looked grubby.


    “Bleak isn’t it?” the Eisbrand sighed. “The Greystone Pack lives in filth, but you can’t deny they’ve a brusque charm. They at least have embraced imperium and accept the Ashfall as the consequence of progress, instead of feeling guilty. What my pack wouldn’t give for their secret of stabilising yellow-imperium, though!”


    Bruno found his courage. “What do you want?”


    “To warn you, Citizen Bruno,” the Eisbrand replied.


    Citizen Bruno didn’t ask how the fellow knew his name. “Warn me?” he asked instead.


    “Yes. Don’t look now but you’re being tailed.”


    Bruno peered over his shoulder. The little beasts in the carriage pretended not to see him, but nobody stood out.


    “I said don’t look,” the Howler sighed.


    “Who is it?” Bruno whispered.


    “Politzi, naturally. There’s a rat in plain clothing who thinks I’ve not noticed him. He answers to Janoah of the Bloodfangs. You ever heard of her?”


    Bruno shook his head, just a little. “No.”


    “Well, no doubt she’s heard about you after what happened at your father’s café this morning,” the Howler mused. “I bet she’s already put together a whopping great file.”


    “How’d you know about that?”


    “Spies, of course.”


    Bruno emitted a tiny snort at this wolf’s candour. Everyone knew the Howlers had eyes everywhere, but still, to just come out and say it was odd.


    The forthright Howler went on, “Rufus is Janoah’s husband. He’s well-known for sniffing out talent.”


    “Talent?”


    “Yes. Why do you think he kept popping by? Not to impugn your cooking, my friend, but it’s hardly to sample your menu. Rufus Valerio was grooming you.”


    “Watcha mean ‘grooming’ me?”


    The Howler spread a paw, “Pretending to be your friend, so he could persuade you to join his pack.”


    “He’s not like that.”


    “Really? He’s never mentioned anything about you joining the Howlers? Induction?”


    Bruno dipped his chin.


    “There you go-”


    “He’s still my friend!” Bruno maintained at once. “He wouldn’t ‘pretend’ like that.”


    The Howler shrugged, “Well let’s not fall out over it. Regardless of his motives, Rufus was right to approach you. I can feel you from here, the crackle of imperium in your bones is... deafening. You’ve quite the corona and you’ve not even been inducted yet. You could be very powerful one day, with the right care and training.”


    Bruno remained silent.


    “Are you frightened, or angry? I can’t tell.”


    Now Bruno looked out the window, his right leg jiggling nervously.


    “The latter,” the Howler decided. “Look, you need help,” he said matter-of-factly, spreading a paw. “Don’t dodge or you’ll wind up like the gazers we all bump into on street corners. Join us, let us induct you, train you; you’ll make a great Eisbrand.”


    Bruno’s bottom jaw quivered a little. “Look, I dunno what you’re on about. I don’t have a corona, I’m not a….” He stopped short of saying something in favour of, “I’m just a cook. All right?”


    The Eisbrand laughed a little.


    Bruno glared at him. “What’s so funny?”


    “We were all just something or other. I had my dreams too, but the rot changed all that. You’re strong all right, but you’re starting to get ill. Your bones ache, your eyes water, sometimes you can’t even breathe. It’s the black-imperium in you, rotting you alive.”


    Bruno explained it away, “I’m allergic to imperium ash, is all. It was the smog yesterday it affects me bad!”


    “Is that what your ‘father’ tells you?”


    “You calling my dad a liar?”


    “I’m sure Citizen Claybourne meant well.”


    Bruno felt such rages, but kept his tongue in check, for he was talking to a Howler who could doubtless kill him and make up an excuse for doing so.


    The Howler twiddled his thumbs. “I know you want to believe the excuses,” he exhaled. “I did when the rot came for me. You put it down to a cold, or too much drink. But you can’t fight it; believe me, I tried. How I tried. At least if you come to our pack you’ll have the finest things in life to ease your suffering. Despite what propaganda you may have heard on your travels between territories, we Eisbrands look after our Howlers and we’re good to our little beasts too. On a Howler’s pay you can set your father up in a good district, perhaps even Arkady. You can see him every day on patrol, I promise, and… Sara too.”


    Bruno’s heart leapt into his mouth. “Sara?” he said with forced ignorance. “Who’s Sara?”


    The Howler smiled; his helmet hid any emotion, but Bruno could just feel it. “You’re a noble wolf to try and keep her out of this, but not everyone is as scrupulous as me. Some would use her against you, and your father’s past.”


    The big brown Bruno shot up, all of him, every massive muscle and mighty bone of his powerful frame looming over the seated Howler, and with courage or stupidity he never knew he had, brandished both fang and fist.


    “Leave her alone! Leave me alone and leave my dad alone, or I’ll lamp yer. You got that, ‘Howler’?”


    The little beasts all stared, open-mouthed.


    For a moment, Bruno supposed he was a dead wolf, but the Howler merely cocked his helmeted head to one side and said with impeccable calm, “I’m not about to force the issue; we Eisbrands prefer honey to vinegar, but I can’t protect you once we reach Bloodfang territory and they already know what you are. They’ll make you sign on the dotted line.”


    “I ain’t interested!”


    “I said make. Look, what do you think your father’s been doing moving you about these past ten years? He’s been protecting you from the likes of Rufus. Most Bloodfang talent scouts don’t take no for an answer. Understand?”


    Bruno’s blood ran cold.


    Feeling the train slow, the Howler rose from his seat, proving he was almost a match for Bruno in stature. “For what it’s worth, pleasure talking to you, Bruno Claybourne. And yes I know your name. I also I appreciate that you stood up for Sara just now; I had doubts, but… she’s right to call you a friend.”


    He held out a knightly paw.


    Bruno frowned, “How’d you know Sara?”


    “Oh, we’re long-acquainted. I’m what she calls a good ‘un. She’s often spoken to me about you.”


    Bruno didn’t know whether to believe this fellow or not, but decided to part on good terms regardless and shook paws. “Thanks for the warning,” he muttered.


    A nod. “Listen, get off at the next stop and make a break for it. I’ll divert your little admirer.”


    “Why’re you helping me escape?”


    “Because if you must be a Howler I’d sooner a wolf like you were on my side than not,” the Eisbrand admitted, looking Bruno up and down. “If you reconsider, get out of Bloodfang territory, tonight, and swing by an Eisbrand Den; ask for me, Tristan Donskoy.”


    “Donskoy?”


    “Right. Oh, and bring Casimir. I’ll see him safe; Sara wouldn’t have it any other way.”


    As the train entered the next station, Howler Tristan stepped into the midst of the carriage.


    “This is an inspection!” he declared. “Have your citizen passes ready, please!”


    The little beasts all looked up as one, then delved through their belongings, bags, coats, wallets and purses, pulling out their paper passes of various colours. Tristan’s blue and green eyes ignored them all, focused as they were on the suspicious character hunched at the far end of the carriage.


    As the train came to a stop, the rat in a coat and hat stood up and slinked for the nearest door.


    “Where are you going, citizen rat?” Tristan said loudly, even as he checked someone else’s papers.


    The rat looked at him, “This is my stop, Howler.”


    “Well, you’ll just have to get off at the next one! There’s been too much terrorist activity of late and nobody is leaving this carriage until I have seen their documents.”


    “But this is Greystone turf. You’re not-”


    “Sit down, citizen, before I make you!” Tristan barked.


    The rat looked longingly out the window, but unable or unwilling to blow his cover, gave up and sat down.


    Tristan glanced sideways out the carriage and caught a glimpse of Bruno hurrying across the platform, disappearing into the hubbub as best a wolf of such dimensions could.


    *


    The Warren was taking delivery of several beer kegs, which ordinarily the muscular Bruno would lug down the cellar without much ado. However, with his son absent, Casimir helped his fellow rabbits from the brewers roll the kegs across the road and into the boarded-up establishment.


    Conversation centred on the bombing, it was the talk of the district and no doubt there would be a mention in the papers tomorrow morning. Any article would be bent to Bloodfang propaganda requirements, accusing whatever group they desired to slander this week of masterminding the dastardly deed. Perhaps they’d finger THORN; that’d keep public opinion firmly against the hyenas. Perhaps rightly for once, for Casimir could swear he had seen a hyena, and had told everyone so. He felt bad maligning a whole race he had sympathy for, but he knew better than to stand up and be counted. Lay low, remain obscure, live a long and quiet life; Casimir had tried the alternative on for size and all it had gotten him was a stint in prison and a busted leg.


    “See you next week?” the brewer assumed.


    “Uh, I’ll bell you about that,” Casimir said to his fellow rabbit, making a telephone gesture with one paw.


    The surprised youth looked up from his clipboard, which he had been filling in prematurely, “Oh?”


    “Not sure when we’ll be back on our feet,” Casimir excused, thinking how he and Bruno might not be here come tomorrow morning let alone next week, but not wanting to let on the fact to anyone. “I can’t sell beer if I’m not open, lad.”


    “Fair enough, sir,” the brewer said, tipping his hat and climbing into his truck with the others. “Good day.”


    Casimir waved them off and limped inside his deserted café. He stood in the midst of the main room, arms folded, taking things in. The tables were polished, the imperium lamps flickered, glasses stood ready, every speck of ash was gone. Ignoring the boarded-up windows one would suspect nothing untoward. But as a rabbit Casimir saw the taint, smelt the danger; his long-oppressed people were masters of self-preservation.


    It was time to go.


    Reluctantly shuffling behind the bar, Casimir grabbed the telephone and placed the stand between the beer pumps. He found the secret bit of paper with the usual number on, a number he should know by now but never remembered. Time to forge new passes and new identities for a new territory, but which pack this time? Casimir and Bruno had lived in every major quarter of Lupa, sometimes twice over. The Eisbrand districts were too expensive, the Greystone’s too polluted and the Bloodfang’s too dangerous. The Bloc was out of question; too violent and polluted, whilst the Common Ground was all of the above and a seedy cesspit.


    Perhaps it’s best to leave Lupa?


    Don’t kid yourself, Casimir. Even if you smuggle him through the Lupan Wall how will we survive? All your dodger contacts are here. I should’ve told him. I should’ve had this out years ago instead of letting it fester. He’ll never forgive me when he finds out. Never.


    With a shaky sigh, Casimir dialled in the number and slumped on a bar stool whilst call went through. He didn’t notice The Warren’s door open, until the bell rang.


    “We’re closed!” he said irritably, not even looking over the beer pumps. “Can’t you read?”


    The patron snorted back, “I thought you’d make an exception for your old comrade in arms, Casimir.”


    Ears pricked, the rabbit stood up and slammed the phone down in one movement. He found a huge hog dominating the little café with his mighty girth, his ill-fitting red Politzi uniform straining at the buttons, his shiny belt partially smothered by rolls of fat, like a muffin overhanging its paper case.


    “Werner!” Casimir chirped, forcing a smile. “What’re you doing here?”


    Werner dodged the question with his own. “Who were you on the phone to?”


    Casimir thought fast. “The glaziers,” he said, furtively screwing up the piece of paper. “Gotta get them windows fixed. That’s an expense I don’t need, let me tell you.”


    Casting his beady eyes over the boarded up bay window, Werner grunted, “I’ll see to it the Bloodfangs recompense you for the damage.”


    “Oh yeah? How? I thought they were poor?”


    “Nooo, they just have different priorities to the Eisbrands. Instead of spending money on pretty headquarters and nice gear, it all goes straight into their Howlers’ pockets. That’s how they get the best of the best. We Politzi get a fair share too; shifting over to BF territory was the best move I ever made.”


    “Aye, well, it’s not been so rosy for us as you can see.”


    “Give it a chance, Casimir, you only just got here,” Werner said. He smacked his lips, “Where’s Bruno at?”


    “Out,” Casimir said, “I dunno where.”


    “Not in bed?”


    “No no, he’s in good nick.”


    Werner smiled until his little eyes almost disappeared under his flabby cheeks, “Glad to hear it.”


    Casimir cleared his throat and scratched an ear, “So what can I do fer you, Werner?” he asked, grabbing a pint glass and filling it with golden, bubbling beer.


    Werner trotted over and lowered himself onto a bar stool, it creaked alarmingly under the load. The hog knocked back his beer, chugging it down.


    “Aaaaah,” he gasped. “Very nice, that.”


    Werner nudged his empty glass towards Casimir, who refilled it. Downing his second beer at a more leisurely pace, though not much more, Werner licked his lips and wiped his snout of foam.


    “Listen, Cas,” he sniffed at last, “you need to come in for questioning.”


    Casimir let out a guffaw, “What?”


    “Just routine. It’s nought to worry about.”


    “Look,” Casimir scoffed, raising his paws, “I didn’t have anything to do with what went down.”


    “I know that!” Werner snorted.


    “Then what do you need to question me about? Question me here. I saw a hyena throw a bomb in the window and that’s all there is to it. I’ve told everyone that.”


    “This comes from high up. My trotters are tied. Janoah herself wants to see you. Probably wants to thank you.”


    “Thank a rabbit? You’re having a laugh!”


    “Well… Bruno then.”


    Upon hearing Bruno’s name, Casimir ran a paw over his mouth. Almost without pause he opened the till and took out a wad of cash. He started counting it out in front of Werner, one lupa at a time.


    “Casimir, don’t bother,” the pig dismissed.


    “Hundred lupas?” the rabbit interrupted, winking. “Pretend we were gone, yeah? Just like last time. You came in here and the place was deserted. We’re going tonight anyway; you can have all the beer. I won’t be able to take it with me.”


    Werner shook his head, “I just can’t do it, Cas; I can’t keep doing this. It’s starting to look suspicious for me-”


    “Two-hundred.”


    “It’s not about the money, it’s about self-preservation!”


    Casimir spread his paws. “Come on Werner. All those years in the resistance, me n’ you, like brothers we was. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten how I saved your hide.”


    Werner let out a grunt.


    “Just look the other way,” Casimir urged.


    The pig didn’t so much look the other way, as down a little. “They want Bruno,” Werner whispered, clearing his throat and glancing behind. “I can let you go, but not him, not this time. It’s too near.”


    A strained, confused chuckle escaped Casimir’s lips, “Whatcha mean?”


    Werner’s snout twitched. “The game’s up, Casimir,” he sighed, shuffling on the stool. “Janoah’s figured it all out. You can’t fight her, don’t even try.”


    There was a long silence.


    “I see,” Casimir said, withdrawing his money. “Did you tell her?”


    “It’s not so bad,” Werner replied, neither denying nor confirming. “At least you won’t have to spike Bruno’s ‘cough syrup’ no more.”


    Casimir grimaced.


    “Aye, now there’s a weight off yer conscience.”


    “My conscience? That was your idea! It’s Uncle Werner’s Cough Syrup, not Casimir’s.”


    “Well you wanted to keep him in the first place, not me!”


    Silence.


    “You don’t understand what it’s like,” Casimir seethed. “He’s my boy, Werner. He’s part of me.”


    “I understand better than you and I’m not even rotten,” Werner maintained. “Pretty soon Bruno’s corona is gonna bubble over and he’ll throw a left hook down the gym so hearty it’ll put a hole in a punch bag, if not someone’s face! Is that what you want?”


    Casimir dipped his chin, “No.”


    “It’s time to stop dodging. Let him go to his fate. Think of it, Cas, your own son, a Howler and a Bloodfang at that!” Werner laughed and snorted, “Nobody will ever mess with us again-”


    “They can’t have him!” Casimir bellowed. “They don’t deserve him, not after blowing up his family!” He leant across the bar, “I’ve spent the last ten years moving him around, paying neighbours, Politzi and even Howlers to turn the other cheek. I’m not giving in now because you’re too cowardly to go on!”


    Werner grunted, “You should’ve told him, not hid him. You should’ve let him make up his own mind. You’re the coward here.”


    “Don’t you dare, you bastard! You would’ve left him to die under the rubble.”


    A longer, most prickly silence.


    Werner snorted angrily, but said nothing.


    “Just let us go one last time,” Casimir begged afresh. “We’ll disappear for good, I swear. You won’t see us ever again. Please!”


    “It’s not worth my life,” Werner sniffed, standing up and turning away. “I’m sorry, Cas, but it’s over. Bruno’s gonna be picked up and inducted as soon as he’s back on BF land-”


    “I’ve got the goods on you!” Casimir warned.


    Werner froze.


    “Aye, all those payments, all those favours, all that imperium you’ve embezzled. I bought stings off you enough times, didn’t I? If they ask questions I can sing like a cricket and you know it-”


    Werner whipped his truncheon round, smashing his beer glass across the café. “Say a word and you’re dead!” he snarled, even before the shower of glass shards had settled.


    Casimir refrained from gulping, just about.


    Once all was quiet again, Werner snorted, “Lot of good it’d do you anyway. If it weren’t me they’d only send someone else to bring you in, someone less reasonable. Now shut up and get your coat.”


    Slowly, Casimir dug out his keys. “Let me lock up at least,” he said. “If I ever come out of that Den alive I don’t want to find my place cleaned out by thieves.”


    The hog snorted, “I’ll be outside. You got five minutes before I send in my boys. Five minutes, Cas, got that?”


    “Aye. Got it.”


    Werner winked and took his leave.


    Once Werner had squeezed his great girth through the café door, Casimir hurried upstairs into the living area of The Warren. It was still bare, lacking any personal touches. Moving often and secretly had left Casimir and his son devoid of belongings, sometimes just the clothes on their backs and the old steel box of life savings. The premises was always a rental, their identity papers forged; a new life in a new district never far off. Werner was just one of the many corrupt officials Casimir had dealt with, from train hog to Howler. The deception was such that, even now, Bruno thought Casimir was running from his own chequered past when the fuss was about the cub and always had been.


    Werner’s right, Casimir decided, I’ve got to tell him. The lad’s old enough to understand and make his own mind up, to carry on dodging or don the mantle.


    Just please forgive me, lad. I did it all for you.


    Hurrying into his bedroom, a tearful Casimir pulled up a floorboard and grabbed the old metal box. He opened it and took a pistol out from amongst colourful wads of lupas; it was so old the charge had probably decayed, but he could wave it at anyone who tried to stop him at least.


    To the wardrobe, dark coat, rounded hat, long ears slotting neatly through the holes.


    One last look around, a sigh.


    Casimir hurried to the window and checked the back streets below. It was clear; not a Politzi in sight. Either Werner wasn’t trying very hard on purpose, or he was just stupid enough not to cover the whole building. Casimir liked to think his old friend was turning his cheek one last time.


    Lifting the sash window, Casimir tossed the box onto an adjoining flat-topped roof, one floor below, then eased himself out and hung onto the windowsill to soften his fall. He landed well, his strong rabbit legs taking the force with aplomb, though his old wound played him up somewhat.


    No time to linger; he had to find Bruno. The lad would take the usual route home and get off at the nearest station. All Casimir need do is wait for him.


    Grabbing his savings, the desperate rabbit hopped silently down onto the street below, abandoning this short-lived incarnation of The Warren forever.


    *


    Linus peered through the glass desk at the glowing orbs resting on royal blue cushions within.


    “Uther look, imperium pearls,” he gasped in awe.


    “Yeah, yeah, I see ‘em,” Uther replied, leaning on the counter and impatiently tapping the service bell with his paw.


    Ding! Ding! Ding!


    “You sure this is where they’re staying?” he sniffed, casting his wary eyes over the nautical-themed inn, with nets and harpoons festooning the walls. “Bit flaky for Felician royalty.”


    Linus peeled his blue eyes from the wonderful pearls, “Monty said they wanted the full Lupan experience.”


    “Monty?” Uther guffawed, nudging Linus, as he was wont to do. “Listen to you, ‘rather old chap’. Hahahahaha!”


    “I hardly know the cat; I’m just going to apologise.”


    “Puh! You’re wasting our time, mate. I should be having a massage by now. Not like Vladimir’s gonna check.”


    Ding! Ding! Ding!


    Uther slapped the bell and shouted, “Oi, anyone alive back there or what?”


    The door behind the reception desk opened and a sleek, brown, muscular beast with a rounded snout and a big tail moseyed in – an otter to be sure, or Lutran as some said. The youth eyed the wolves up as he approached, as if gauging whether they were Howlers or not. Uther and Linus had adopted plain clothes precisely for that reason; to be able to enjoy a night out without ordinary beasts giving them a wide berth, though seasoned eyes could usually spot Howlers.


    “What can I do far you gentlebeasts?” the otter said, in laid-back Lutran patois, thumbs finding his short breeches.


    Uther went to speak, but instead gestured at Linus, giving him the floor. “Go on, mate.”


    “Excuse me, citizen otter,” Linus said, “but do you have a couple of cats staying here?”


    “Cats?” the otter said, looking up at the bigger wolves. “There be no cats here, sirs.”


    “Fellow going by the name of Montague Buttle?” Linus clarified hopefully.


    The otter’s rounded head pivoted to and fro atop his long thick neck.


    “Oh,” Linus said, disappointed.


    Uther glanced at his flaxen-furred friend, before taking over. He reached into his pocket and whipped out his Howler brooch. “You absolutely sure there’s no cats staying here?” he asked, waving it in front of the young otter. “Maybe your memory is a little hazy, eh?”


    “Uther, there’s no need for that,” Linus said. “Never mind. Let’s just go.”


    Wild-heart wouldn’t be deterred. “Well?” he urged the otter.


    “I’m not after no Howler brooch,” the fellow said, waving a webbed paw. “They be too dangerous to get rid of, yah know what I mean?” He leant on the counter and twiddled his fingers, “I accept lupas though.”


    With an incredulous glance at Linus, Uther also leant on the counter, “I ain’t bribing you, I’m a thumping Howler! My mate here wants to talk to Monty Buttle, so where’s he at?”


    “Yah be an ‘Owler, eh?” the bold otter laughed, equally incredulous. “Where’s da fancy cloak n’ all dat, den?”


    “In da wash!” Uther mocked.


    He slapped his paw on the glass desk and the pearls within the cabinet leapt from their cushions and clattered to the top. Gathering beneath Uther’s paw, they remained aloft like a bunch of glowing crystal grapes.


    The young otter looked on in amazement, his face lit up by the multicoloured imperious glow.


    “Uther!” Linus piped.


    Wild-heart lifted his paw; the pearls clattered back down like so many marbles. “Well?” he said. “Where’s the cats? Or do I confiscate those lovely pearls in the name of the Republic?”


    The otter found his tongue. “Room fourteen,” he said, adding nervously, “Sorry, ‘Owler. They be staying here to avoid da press. They told us not to let anyone know, yah.”


    Uther pocketed his brooch, “Yeah, yeah.” He turned to Linus and sniffed, “Come on Woodlouse, let’s get this over with.”


    Linus looked at the pearls, then at Uther, then back again.


    “Come on!” Uther tutted, climbing the rickety stairs.


    Watched by the otter, Linus hurried after his partner. Upon alighting the cramped first floor corridor, he said, “You didn’t have to do that.”


    “What?” Uther piped. “Can’t let them rudder-tails walk all over yer Linus, ‘cause they will. Otters are right cheeky.”


    Knowing Uther was impatient to be out and about, Linus got back to the task at paw and followed the doors round the twisted, thread-bare carpeted corridor, 11, 12, 13.


    “Here,” he said.


    Uther leant against the wall, arms folded, “Go on then,” he said, tipping his head. “Knock.”


    Linus raised a golden paw, “Yes, right… uh…. W-what should I say?”


    “Don’t ask me!”


    “No. S-sss-sorry.”


    Uther shook his head in disbelief as Linus rapped on the rough old door.


    “Who is it?” a delicate feminine voice replied from beyond.


    Linus cleared his throat, “Howler Linus, marm.”


    “Whom did you say?” the occupant replied, confused.


    “Linus Mills, marm, the Howler from this morning,” Linus said in a rising tone, hurt that he’d been so quickly forgotten. He consoled himself with the supposition that royalty must meet so many beasts that remembering names was impossible. “Am I addressing Penelope Buttle, Duchess of Felicia?”


    A distended silence.


    The blonde Linus was thinking about what next to say when the door unlocked and eked open a little, revealing a slither of a pale, grey feline face – Penny Buttle alright.


    “Oh!” she gasped. “Howler Linus, of course!”


    Linus beamed broadly, “Marm.”


    “Forgive me, I’m all over the shop, as Monty would say.”


    “Not at all.”


    Penny swung the door wide, revealing a similar frilly white dress to this morning’s, less the bonnet. She gestured inside her simple room, which had a huge red trunk full of clothes beside the double bed and a half-decent view of late afternoon Lupa from the bay window.


    “Do come in, Howler Linus,” the catess said.


    Linus raised a paw, “No time, marm,” he refused. “I uh… I merely swung by to apologise for this morning.”


    Penny frowned in bafflement, “Apologise?”


    “Yes marm, for r-rrr-requisitioning your vehicle and p-p-putting you and your husband in danger.”


    “Well isn’t it normal procedure to requisition cars to aid in a pursuit, Howler? The Valours back home certainly do so.”


    “Well, yes marm, but-”


    “Then think nothing of it!” Penny piped benignly. “We’re glad to have been of service in helping you and your brave comrades bring that brutish hyena to justice. I dare say Monty found the whole event thoroughly exciting; he hasn’t stopped talking about it all day!”


    Linus glanced at Uther, who wound a finger beside his head, mocking the cat’s sanity. Ignoring his rudeness, Linus asked Penny, “How is your husband?”


    “Very well,” she replied. “I’m afraid he’s not here at the moment. It takes rather more than a box on the nose and a muddy coat to keep my Monty from his work.”


    Linus smiled, “Glad of it.”


    There was a pause.


    Something occurred to Linus, “Work? Didn’t you say you were here on holiday, marm?”


    Penny tipped her head to one side. “More of a… promotional venture,” she said with difficulty. “We’re combining our holiday with Monty’s work. Well, our work, really, we’re both at it. He’s the tinkerer and I’m the PR manager, though I have been dipping my toes in the engineering side lately. I’m sure you know all about it now you know who we are. Monty’s so famous these days.”


    “Oh, y-yyy-yes, of course,” Linus claimed, looking to Uther for a clue.


    Wild-heart shrugged and pulled a ‘I don’t know’ face.


    “I expect he’ll be back shortly,” Penny said. “I’m just getting ready to go out to dinner. It’s all part of wooing our patrons; bit of a bore. Perhaps you’d like to join us, Linus? I’m sure Monty would enjoy your company as much as I would.”


    Uther frantically waved his paws and mouthed silently, ‘No! No!’


    “We… wouldn’t want to intrude on your, uh… promotional venture,” Linus excused, accidentally betraying Uther with both ‘we’ and another sideways glance.


    Leaning forward, Penny discovered the loiterer. “Oh, and who’s this strapping gentlebeast?” she beamed, stepping into the corridor a little. “I recognise you from this morning, sir wolf, but, forgive me, I didn’t catch your name.”


    Standing nobly with his paws behind his back, Uther cleared his throat and said gruffly, “Howler Uther, marm.”


    “Ah yes, of course you are. Thank you for saving me from that hyena brute, Howler Uther, most noble.”


    “Oh well, weren’t nothing, marm. All in a day’s work, like.”


    “I’m sure it is to such marvellous beasts,” Penny praised effortlessly. “We have your sort in Felicia too. Valours they call themselves. Oh, but I’m sure you know.”


    “Yes, marm,” Uther said. “Taught us all that in the Academy, marm. Know your enemy.”


    “Enemy?”


    “In case of another war with Felicia marm. Uh, not that we’re gonna or anything.”


    “Indeed, that was long long ago,” Penny sighed. “I pray we’ve learnt something from our ancestors’ mistakes.” Leaning to one side she peered round Uther, “Is… the other chap here as well?”


    “Who?” Linus asked her.


    “The tall white wolf.”


    “Ivan?” Uther woofed. “Puh! No, no.”


    “What a pity, Monty so wanted to shake his paw,” Penny tutted, adding, “Still, you’ll join us for dinner, won’t you, Howlers? It would cap Monty’s day.”


    Uther began to make an excuse, “Well, uh, you see-”


    “I insist on paying, of course,” Penny interrupted. “It’ll be on Monty and I.”


    “On you?” Uther said, ears pricked.


    “Absolutely! Well, we couldn’t possibly do otherwise after you saved my life. The very idea!”


    Linus rocked on his feet, “That’s very kind, but I think we have other plans-”


    “Don’t be so rude, Linus!” Uther chided. “We’re honoured to dine with our Felician neighbours!”


    Linus blinked and stammered, “W-www-we are?”


    “Of course we are!” Performing an overblown bow, fist pressed to substantial chest, Uther said, “You just let us know where and when and we’ll be right there, Mrs Buttle, on my honour as a Howler.”


    Laughing gently, Penny admitted, “Well, as it happens, Monty and I are rather clueless as to where to wine and dine. We’re not Lupans, you see. Perchance you two gentlebeasts have a suggestion? The young otter downstairs is a dear, but his notion of a nice restaurant is a fish and chip shop and that just won’t cut it when wooing our investors.”


    “I know just the place,” Uther claimed, raising a finger.


    *


    The otter at the reception desk looked up from tidying his lovely pearl display, nervously watching through the glass worktop as the Howlers descend the creaky stairs.


    The stocky blonde one unexpectedly jogged over. “How much for a pearl, citizen?” he asked amiably.


    The otter gulped. “Ey?”


    “The pearls,” Linus clarified, “I’d like to buy one.”


    Silence.


    “Are they for sale?”


    After a distended quiet, the young otter beamed, “Yah, they be fer sale!”


    Uther moseyed over, paws in pockets. “What’re you doing now, Woodlouse?” he scoffed at Linus.


    “Buying a pearl.”


    “What for?”


    A shrug, but then an answer, “I collect pearls,” Linus professed simply.


    With a scratch of the head and wave of the paw, Uther left Linus to it. “Look, I’ll be outside, mate. Just hurry up, yeah?”


    Uther pushed the door open and stepped out onto the noisy main street, awash with pedestrians, cars, trucks and a blue-green evening light. The Howler immediately took an ember from his case and popped it between his lips, puffing away whilst he watched a mouse with a long stick turn on the imperium gas street lamps one by one.


    Uther’s ember had nearly fizzled away by the time Linus finally emerged from the Crab and Kettle. Reading Uther’s stormy, white-furred face, Linus immediately excused, “Sorry, but you have to haggle with otters.”


    “Yeah and I bet he ripped you off still,” Uther growled, flicking his spent ember away. “Puh! Cheeky maggots they are. Dunno their place half of ‘em.”


    Linus just guffawed noncommittally. Otters didn’t have a place, he felt; they were one of those midway races that didn’t fit tidily into Lupan conventions, being neither cowed by wolves, nor a threat to them. They ran the waterways of Lupa and knew their own worth, and unlike the displaced hogs and hyenas and many other races, whose lands had been swallowed up by Lupa and Felicia and so forth, the aquatic otters still held their own archipelago to the tropical south. They had cities, an intact history and a sense of belonging, which is perhaps what endowed them with such confidence.


    “Come on, Woodlouse,” Uther said, hopping on his green monobike.


    “Where to?” Linus replied, getting on the back.


    “To The Beehive of course,” his partner tutted, adding, “Finally!”


    “The Beehive? Isn’t that where you told Penny and Monty to meet us later?”


    “It is, mate. Yeah.”


    “But they won’t be there for hours.”


    “Aye,” Uther confirmed, snapping on his goggles and passing Linus’s pair over the shoulder, “but we can get started and have proper fun before they turn up.”


    Linus took his goggles, “We’d better be careful, Uther.”


    “Whatcha mean?”


    “Well, we’ll have to watch ourselves in front of them. I mean, they’re Felician royalty and Vladimir-”


    “We’ll be good as gold!” Uther woofed, revving his Dragonfly into life and tearing down the road with Linus clinging on, the distant, hazy glow of Lupa’s dazzling Common Ground beckoning.


    *


    The ashen streets of Greystone territory never came clean, not even with rain. Lathes and steam hammers powered by imperium and guided by skilled paws constantly turned and beat metal by the ton, fashioning train and car, rail and wheel, pot, pan, knife and fork, anything and everything, spewing ash by day and by night.


    All of Lupa polluted, every engine, mono and lamp contributed to the Ashfall, even Bruno played his small part whenever he cooked a meal for a customer, but the industrious Greystones stood right in the thick of it. Being located to the south, between the Bloodfangs and Eisbrands, the prevailing wind usually blew northeast, carrying the Ashfall over the Common Ground, towards the Bloodfangs and beyond to the Great Steppes. But just occasionally the wind would whip round and carry Lupa’s grey firmament southwest across the Eisbrand quarter and subject their citizens to a taste of Greystone life, this twisted landscape of brick and metal choked by the ash of a thousand furnaces, where piles of industrial junk clotted the alleyways and children of every race played amongst poisonous effluent. Bruno remembered it well; this is where Dad had found him, where he had played amidst ash drifts with long-gone friends. Since moving out he had never returned, not even passing through for fear of setting off his bad chest.


    Feeling his airways contracting, Bruno picked up the pace. He rounded a corner and came upon his escape route – a familiar stretch of the mighty Lupan Wall.


    A huge, ash-streaked, brick and concrete barricade crowned with grim crenulations and brutal-looking towers, the Lupan Wall cut discordantly through the otherwise ordinary streets like a great millipede, twisting and turning into the grey distance as far as the buildings and roofs would allow Bruno to see.


    The true Lupan Wall, when beasts generally referred to it, was that which circled Lupa entire. However, sections ran within the city itself, dividing pack holdings. The stretch ahead of Bruno was the Greystone-Bloodfang wall, and on the other side of it lay Riddle District, The Warren and Dad. Bruno hoped his memory served anyway, he’d not been this way for years.


    Jogging to the end of the next street, he spied a tunnel cut into the thick wall; just one of many that allowed beasts and trade to flow from one pack’s land to the next. Red banners fluttered on either side of the tunnel’s arching, brick-lined throat, each marked with a white circle encompassing a black wolfen skull and two red fangs – the Bloodfang crest. Greystone banners doubtless flew on the far side, advertising the way into their quarter just the same.


    With pack relations running smoothly at the moment the gates were open. There was not even an arm barrier, just two Howlers on duty. The wolf on the Greystone side of the arch wore a dark yellow cloak, the wolf on the Bloodfang side red. Occasionally the Greystone stopped a passer-by and checked his or her papers and inside their coat, before waving them through. The Bloodfang seemed altogether uninterested in the living traffic.


    Bruno mingled with the crowds and waited until the Greystone was busy searching someone’s luggage before slipping under the dark, dank archway.


    The arch felt a mile long, every paw step a labour. Nearly there, Bruno, nearly there.


    “Oi, you!”


    Bruno cringed, but continued walking, head down, hoping it wasn’t him.


    “You, wolf in the coat! Halt in the name of the Republic!”


    Bruno stopped, turned around and pointed at himself, innocently conveying, ‘Me?”


    “Yeah, you!” the Greystone Howler snorted, beckoning him with a wave of the paw. “Come here!”


    The Bloodfang Howler, meanwhile, turned to look at what his rival was doing.


    Bruno slinked over to the Greystone; an athletic brown wolf armed to the teeth, his glowing brooch marked with the crest of his pack – a giant mechanical gear. Or was it a waterwheel? Bruno never could tell. Either way, the brooch was lovingly centred with a stone of bright yellow-imperium, which, whilst usually poisonous and unstable, had been tamed by way of some secret process privy only to the highest Greystone artisans.


    Bruno couldn’t help noticing the two pistols strapped around the Howler’s thighs, not to mention the enormous imperium rifle slung at his back. Oh to have a pop of that!


    “Yes, Howler?” Bruno sniffed, friendly as he could muster.


    “Open yer coat then,” was the slightly snappy reply, as if Bruno ought to know to do so.


    Bruno did as bidden and the Howler felt inside the pockets and checked the lining, frisking Bruno’s breeches too, no doubt searching for contraband. During his examination the Howler turned up Bruno’s pass and checked it.


    “Bruno ‘Claybourne’?” he said curiously, looking inquisitively up at the giant Bruno.


    “Yes, Howler.”


    There was a long, tense quiet. The Howler checked the pass, then took a second, longer gander at Bruno.


    “Not Casimir’s son?”


    Bruno’s already jumpy heart performed a somersault, “Uh, which Casimir is that, sir?”


    “The white rabbit. Used to run The Warren down my way. Got a limp.”


    “I wouldn’t know-”


    “Yeah, you’re his adopted son!” the Howler woofed, slapping Bruno on his mighty chest. “Mate! We used to play down the road every day, us and me big brother, ‘til you suddenly moved away without a bye nor leave.” He winked, “Changed your surname, I see. Used to be Cranbourne, when we were cubs. Still, that’s to be expected from a dodger, eh?”


    Bruno said nothing. He just stared; scared.


    The Howler laughed, “It’s all right, mate, I won’t rat!”


    He removed his helmet, revealing a friendly wolfen face, brown-furred like Bruno, but a shade lighter. His eyes were pale yellow, almost translucent, like slices of glistening lemon set on the side of a glass.


    Bruno frowned. “Gunnar?” he hazarded.


    “Yeah, now you’re getting it!” Gunnar laughed. “Six, seven years is it? Mate, my dad used to pop in for breakfast every day on his rounds. Remember that?”


    “Yeah! Hah!”


    “Ah, small town is Lupa,” Gunnar cackled, even though Lupa was a megapolis that sprawled for tens of miles in all directions.


    Hoping to keep things friendly, if only so he could get through this territorial checkpoint, Bruno made small talk with this long-forgotten friend, “How’s your brother?”


    “Going up in the world,” Gunnar claimed, “Captain Bodvar now.”


    “Howler then?”


    “Yeah, rot got both of us, well, all three of us including you eh?”


    Bruno didn’t know what to say.


    Gunnar stood back and marvelled, “Mate, I could feel you from across the street. I thought you were some idiot smuggling a load of stingers in that coat, but it’s just you under there, ‘en it? By Ulf, that wily rabbit must’ve greased paws left right and centre to keep you out of the Howlers this long!”


    Bruno dipped his chin. His mind raced. All these years he had ridden the trains and walked the streets and nobody, not one Howler, had stopped him or said anything remotely like this. Now three of them had accosted him in one day, speaking of crackling bones and coronas, and all the strange talk they came out with, which Bruno for the life of him had never once felt. Why now? What’s changed? Is it because I’ve been ill? Is that how the rot starts?


    Dad, is Tristan right? Have you been hiding it from me? Do you know? Did you always?


    “What’re you on?” Gunnar said.


    “Eh?” Bruno replied, in something of a daze.


    “Venom. What’re you taking to, you know, keep yerself going? White I hope.”


    Bruno scoffed, “I… I don’t take anything. I’m allergic to imperium; doctor said so.”


    Gunnar stared awhile, then snorted and tapped his nose. “Aye, aye, nudge nudge, wink wink.” He glanced around the arch and then took Bruno aside, “Seriously mate, if you need a fix you can drop by any time. I skim a bit of scum off the top of my broth, if you know what I’m saying.”


    Bruno didn’t really, but nodded anyway.


    Gunnar spoke under his breath, “White-imperium, mate, pure venom, properly packed and sealed. It’ll make you feel like a new wolf, not like the watered-down krap they peddle on the streets. For you, I can do a very reasonable price. Favour, for an old mate.”


    Heart pounding, Bruno decided to nod, and nod some more, judging it to be the fastest way to get out of here. “Sounds good, Gunnar,” he said, smiling.


    “All right then,” Gunnar replied, slapping Bruno on the arm.


    “Yeah. Look, I’d better go.”


    “Sure, sure. Don’t be a stranger; I’m on duty here most days.”


    With a forced friendly wave, Bruno took his leave and passed through the arch, thankfully unmolested by the Redcloak, into Bloodfang territory.


    He didn’t feel any healthier for it, nor safer.


    *


    Brrrri-!


    Janoah snatched the phone.


    “Yes?” she demanded, rocking to and fro in her office chair, before sitting up straight. “What do you mean you’ve lost him? He’s the size of a house, how could you lose him?”


    She waited through the fumbled explanation.


    “I see, Tristan’s meddling again. That wolf is fast becoming a bore with all his spies. Riddle District must be swarming with Eisbrand informants. If he wasn’t Ivan’s cousin and Den Father Thorvald’s darling I’d do something about him, as it is he’s untouchable.”


    Janoah paused for a thought and an ember.


    “Put out a notice to all the border guards to arrest our cook,” she puffed. “I’ll check the café. Werner should be there to pick him up, but I fancy a boxing wolf with a nascent corona might be beyond Politzi expertise. At least I rather hope he is.”


    Hanging up, Janoah grabbed her silver Howler helmet from her armour stand and a matching silver pistol from her drawer and left her office.


    “All right, boy, let’s see what you’ve got.”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 9


     


    “Drink up, Linuuus!” Uther woofed.


    Linus humoured his partner with a gulp of his beer.


    Satisfied, for now, Uther leant back into the plush green bench and took a huge draught of his beer and then another of his ember. Puffing blueberry vapours from his nostrils, he said knowingly, “You don’t get out much, do yer Woodlouse?”


    The stocky Linus shrugged his shoulders. “Not as often as I’d like,” he admitted.


    Uther’s white face cracked a wry smile.


    Linus cast an umpteenth eye around the interior of The Beehive Saloon, at the beasts of every sort laughing and chatting, drinking and smouldering. The air was thick with multicoloured vapours and lounge music; the walls hung with fashionable, imprecise ‘new art’; the chairs and tables of good quality, yet a minimalist design. The huge bear bouncers at the doors kept any real hard nuts at bay, Howlers notwithstanding. This was a safe, classy establishment; it didn’t feel like somewhere a tough street-wise wolf like Uther would go for raucous fun. Linus supposed he had Penny and Monty in mind, or even his new partner.


    “I’m sorry,” Linus sighed, shaking his head.


    “Eh?” Uther urged over the hubbub.


    “I’m not m-mmm-much fun I’m afraid.”


    Before Uther could mount a reply, an attractive golden-furred wolfess in a frilly red and white dress and matching hat sat down beside him without invitation.


    “Why if it ain’t Uther Bloodfang,” she said, in a lazy drawl. She stroked Uther’s chin with a finger and teased, “Whatcha doin’, yah no-good Howler scum?”


    “Getting merry, Lorna,” replied he.


    “Is that a fact?”


    “Aye, but not too much; I got special guests tonight.”


    Lorna plucked Uther’s ember from his lips and had a puff for herself. “Special guests, huh?” she chirped, blowing vapours over his ears. “Does that mean I ain’t wanted, Sugar?”


    Uther cast his eye over Lorna, “Depends if you behave.”


    With a dry chuckle, the wolfess looked across the table at Linus, who immediately buried his nose in his beer to avoid eye-contact with her.


    “Who’s yer friend?” Lorna asked Uther, giving Linus the once-over with those lovely blue eyes.


    “That’s my mate Linus.”


    “Cute.”


    “‘En he!” Uther agreed, with a rough cackle.


    Lorna raised her chin, “You a Rostsonner, sonny?”


    Upon realising Uther’s lady friend was addressing him, Linus looked up from his beer, “Who m-mmm-me?”


    “Uh huh. You look like a fellow southerner.”


    “I-I-I was born there, marm, beyond the canyons, but I hardly remember it now. I-I-I’ve lived in Lupa since I was a cub.”


    “So I can hear. You ain’t got no hint of our fine frontier accent, have you?”


    “I lost it I’m afraid; provided I ever had it. I don’t recall.”


    Lorna purred, “Trust me, the new you’s just fine. Nothing more attractive than an educated-sounding wolf, Linus.”


    The educated-sounding Linus felt his heart flutter, which wasn’t so bad, except as he gulped his beer it sloshed down the wrong hole and he spent the next half a minute coughing his guts out, much to the general amusement of Uther.


    Mercifully, someone patted Linus on the back and offered him a hanky, which he took and coughed into. Linus looked up to thank whoever it was who had done him such a courtesy, but was struck dumb.


    Another wolfess, light brown, in a similar getup as Lorna, but green and black. She was shorter, with a rounded muzzle, button features and grey eyes.


    “You awright?” she said, in a harsh and squeaky rendition of a Greystone accent.


    With some difficulty Linus articulated a response, “Yes. Thank you, miss.”


    For a while nothing was said.


    “That’s Linus,” Uther told the newcomer; breaking the end off another ember, strawberry this time. “Linus, meet Rosalina.”


    Linus nodded, “Pleasure, miss.”


    Rosalina curtsied, “Pleasure’s all mine, Mr. Linus.”


    “Scoot over then!” Uther tutted at ‘Mr. Linus’.


    “Oh. Yes, of course.”


    Linus did as he was told and shuffled along the bench, allowing Rosalina to sit beside him, just as Lorna had sat beside Uther, making two pairs on opposite sides of the waxy table.


    “He your new partner?” Lorna asked Uther quietly, though Linus could still hear.


    “Yup,” Uther replied under his fruity breath.


    “But he’s too… plump-lookin’ to be a Howler,” Lorna almost whispered.


    ‘Plump?’ Linus thought despairingly.


    “Aww, he’s just a cub, fresh out of the academy,” was Uther’s nigh on inaudible response. “You two be gentle with him, yeah? I’ll make it worth your while.” He leant over and whispered in Lorna’s ear; this time Linus couldn’t hear.


    “Uther Wild-heart, I do declare,” Lorna said, playing with her pearl necklace of many colours. “Why, you’re just a regular softy under all that muscle n’ gristle, ain’t yah?”


    She ran a paw over Uther’s chest, her fingers slipping between the brass buttons and inside his shirt. She pecked him sweetly on the neck and he returned her affections with gusto.


    Linus reached for his beer and took a substantial swig to calm his nerves. This was escalating quickly.


    “So,” Rosalina blurted, “you a Howler too then?”


    Linus nearly choked a second time, but luckily avoided the indignity. “Yes,” he said, nodding.


    “You don’t much look it, if I may say.”


    “Thanks,” Linus beamed, “I think.”


    “It’s a compliment,” Rosalina insisted. “You dun half get some clapped-out droolers in my line of work.”


    The next Linus knew, Rosalina had placed a delicate paw on his thigh. The only barrier remaining between her and Linus was the fabric of his breeches.


    “Me father was a Howler,” she said.


    “Really?” Linus all but squeaked. “How nice.”


    “No, it weren’t,” Rosalina sighed. “It were horrible. His fur fell out and everythin’. He were so young too.”


    “No, of course, I… uhm… I’m so sorry.”


    “Yeah, well. That’s how it goes. I’m lucky he never passed on the rot to me. Me mother was healthy, so fingers crossed I’ll be all right. Us girls usually get away with it, but you never know.”


    Nodding, Linus supped some beer.


    Suddenly he felt Rosalina’s muzzle on his neck, her moist little nose nuzzling into his fur and down to his skin. Spitting beer, Linus pushed a paw up between him and Rosalina and levered the wolfess aside.


    “What’s the matter?” she squeaked, looking him up and down. “Don’t you like me?”


    Linus looked across at Uther and Lorna, who disengaged to check what the problem was.


    “Uhm… w-www-would you ladies like to go to the p-ppp-p-p-pictures?” Linus stuttered in desperation.


    “What?” Lorna sounded across the table. “The pictures?”


    “Yes. We’re going there, r-rrr-right Uther?”


    “Well… we were,” he replied with intent.


    Rosalina contemplated the proposition. “You mean, go there first, before getting down to business?”


    Linus leapt on the premise, “Yes! A-a-and maybe join us for dinner too?” he stammered further.


    Rosalina looked to Lorna, “Ooh, he’s posh, ‘en he?”


    And Lorna looked to Uther, observing, “Yeah, your friend’s a regular gentlebeast. How comes you’ve never offered to take us to the pictures, Uther, or dinner?”


    “‘Cause I ain’t a gentlebeast?” he suggested, with a puff of vapour.


    Lorna slapped him on the shoulder.


    “What? You actually wanna go?” Uther cackled.


    The girls nodded eagerly – Linus too.


    “All right, you’re on. We got plenny of time to kill.”


    Reaching into his breeches, Uther produced some money from his wallet. Lorna tried to snatch it, but Uther was too quick by half. He did, however, count out what Linus estimated to be a few hundred lupas and give them up to Lorna, who stuffed the cash inside the neck of her bodice.


    “Half now, half later,” Uther stipulated. “Now, let me pay my tab before I’m barred,” he grumbled, extracting himself from under the table.


    Warning sirens screaming between his ears, Linus was quick to excuse himself from Lorna and Rosalina and follow his partner across the saloon to the bar.


    “Uther!” he seethed through his teeth.


    “Leaving two vulnerable ladies alone, Woodlouse?” Uther tutted, hailing the black cat bartender in a smart red waistcoat. “Oi, Leroy!” Then finishing, “Not the done thing for a gentlebeast.”


    “They’re hardly ladies,” Linus scoffed, “let alone vulnerable-”


    “Well listen to you!” Uther growled. “Lah di dah!”


    Leroy arrived, his feline eyes alight, “What can I get you, Wild-heart?”


    “The bill, mate.”


    “It’s a hundred and sixteen lupas, forty-five pence.”


    “What the! You sure?”


    “Positive.”


    Uther made grumbling noises as he counted out a wad of lupas.


    Linus began afresh, “Uther I-”


    “What?” Uther snapped. “Look, I’m paying for everything, don’t worry. My treat.”


    Linus wasn’t sure if Uther was referring to the tab or the company. “I-I don’t want to appear… ungrateful-”


    “Then don’t!”


    Uther slammed the money down and returned to the table. Grabbing his coat, he offered Lorna his arm and escorted her through the busy saloon towards the door.


    Rosalina waited patiently for Linus.


    “You Uther’s new partner?” Leroy asked, his glittering eyes taking Linus all in.


    “Yes.”


    The cat laughed heartily and bid adieu with a shake of the head and the words, “Good luck.”


    *


    As late afternoon bowed to twilight, Bruno emerged from a tiny passage into the street he had called home for only a few weeks. He had taken the back alleys to avoid attention, but still found himself glancing nervously over his shoulder for the umpteenth occasion.


    Never before had big, confident Bruno been afraid to walk Lupa’s streets.


    As he approached The Warren, Bruno could see warm light playing on the glistening cobbles outside and hear drunken laughter reverberating within. Dad must have opened for the evening crowd after all!


    Spurred on by thoughts of Dad and safety, Bruno hurried to the café door and burst inside.


    “Dad!” he called.


    It wasn’t Casimir behind the bar, but a recognisably enormous hog in a Bloodfang-red Politzi getup. Three more Politzi lounged around the place, two rats and another more modestly-built hog. They all stopped laughing and drinking and stared at Bruno as one entity, jaws slightly agape.


    Bruno stared back in kind. “Werner?” he guffawed; he knew Dad’s crooked old friend anywhere.


    “Bruno,” Werner replied, wiping his snout and putting his beer down. “Good to see you, lad.”


    Bruno looked around, “Where’s Dad?”


    “He’s gone to see about the windows,” Werner replied without pause, pronouncing ‘winders’.


    “Oh, right,” Bruno nodded – that made sense.


    Werner trotted out from behind the bar, pulling up his baggy breeches as he went. “I came by to take Casimir’s statement regarding this morning. I said I’d watch the place for him whilst he was gone.” He slapped Bruno on the back; Werner was one of the few beasts big and hefty enough to jolt the immovable Bruno. “Don’t mind if the lads have a few beers whilst we wait, do yer?”


    Dry-mouthed and dying for a pint of beer himself, Bruno cast his fiery eyes over the others. Had he been cleverer, he might’ve wondered why four Politzi were required to take a statement. As it was he replied, “‘Course not, mate.”


    “That’s the spirit,” Werner said, patting Bruno’s shoulder. “We’ll take your statement too. Just need to ask you a few questions. Nothing serious. Formalities, really.”


    “Fire away, Werner.”


    “Not here. We’ll do it over at Riddle Den.”


    Bruno glanced at the bay window; ordinarily he might’ve seen the spires of the local Bloodfang Den in the distance, but of course the broken glass was boarded up.


    “Why there?” he asked, a little worried.


    “It’s just easier to fill out all the paperwork,” Werner sniffed logically. He looked Bruno over, “You all right, though? I mean, not hurt or anything are yer?”


    “Nah,” Bruno dismissed, taking a moment to add, “Howler Rufus saved my life.”


    “Did he now?”


    “Yeah, I think so. He pushed me into the kitchen when the bomb went off. If he hadn’t I’d have been shredded.” Bruno scratched an ear, “You know about the bomb, yeah?”


    “I do; yellow-imperium, nasty stuff,” Werner snorted, shaking his head. “You know, most beasts would’ve just cowered whilst a Howler bled-out, or at best ran for help. It was a noble thing you did, Bruno Claybourne, very noble indeed.”


    The youth shrugged.


    Werner beamed amiably, “I reckon you’ll be handsomely rewarded.”


    For the first time all day, Bruno felt a pang of relief, “Rewarded?”


    “Of course! You’re a regular hero over at the Den.”


    “I am?”


    “Aye! I reckon they’ll strike you a medal and everything.”


    Bruno woofed with delight, “Cor! Really?”


    “Aye!” Werner threw an arm around the wolf and guided him to a bar stool. “Now come and have a beer with Uncle Werner. You’ve always been like a nephew to me, as Casimir is like my brother. You know that, don’t you?”


    With all concerns receding rapidly into the distance, Bruno nodded, “Yeah. Dad always says so.”


    “Good, good-”


    Brrrriiing!


    Bruno deftly extracted himself from Werner’s bulky embrace and went behind the bar to fetch the telephone, saying on the way, “I’d better get that.”


    “That’s the third time it’s rung,” one of the Politzi rats snorted through his foamy beer.


    “Third time?” Werner said, looking at his subordinate.


    “Yeah, you were outside last time, boss. Wasn’t anybody there though, they just hung up again. Weird.”


    “Is that right, Denny. Is that right.”


    Bruno set the phone’s fancy base on the bar a moment and put the earpiece to his ear, before grabbing the base again and speaking into it. “Hello, this is The Warren, Riddle District, how can I help?”


    A familiar voice crackled hurriedly in his ear, “Bruno, don’t say anything! Don’t speak, lad! Just listen!”


    Bruno nearly piped ‘Dad’, but refrained.


    “Just keep nodding and saying yeah,” Dad whispered down the line. “Pretend I’m a client, got it?”


    “Yes, sir,” the young wolf nodded.


    “All right, listen. Is Werner there?”


    His heart thumping and mind frazzled by an already strange day, Bruno accidentally made eye-contact with the hog in question. “Yeah,” he said, adding, “Yeah, we’re open for business, sir. The windows will be fixed by tomorrow.”


    “Good, lad, that’s really clever,” Dad praised. “Listen, whatever Werner’s said to you is a lie. Don’t go with him. Just get out of there. Hear me? Make an excuse and hop out a window, but don’t make it obvious, Werner’s no fool.”


    “Yeah… yeah, tell me about it,” Bruno said, with a convincing chuckle.


    “He let me go, I think,” Dad explained, “but I couldn’t twist his arm for you.” He drew a deep breath, “The Howlers are after you lad; the Bloodfangs that is. Whatever Werner tells you, if you go into their Den, you’ll not come out the same wolf as you went in, if ever.”


    Bruno gulped. “Yeah? Why’s that then?”


    Casimir sighed, “I’ll explain everything later, but I swear to you, lad, I did what I did to give you a good life. It’ll be different from now on. I’ll find a way to fix everything, we’ll go somewhere. Just get outta there, Bruno. Please!”


    After what felt an eternity, Bruno found his wits.


    “All right, so the usual seat then?” he said, grabbing a pen and writing in the reservation book.


    “Aye, the usual place,” Dad replied fondly. “You know the emergency drill, lad.”


    “Yeah. I got it.”


    “I love you, lad. Be strong. I’m gonna hang up now.”


    “See you then.”


    Bruno slowly set the earpiece on the hook.


    “Who was that?” Werner demanded, snout flaring a little.


    “Oh… just a regular booking,” Bruno sniffed.


    “Regular? You’ve only been here a few weeks.”


    “Ah, word of my legendary waffles spreads pretty fast, Werner,” Bruno joked, paws spread on the bar.


    Mind and heart whirring, Bruno removed his suddenly stifling coat and threw it over the bar; hoping at the same time to throw Werner off guard, since someone who planned to flee would surely keep their coat on.


    Acting natural, he hoped, Bruno grabbed two glasses and drew the hog and himself a beer.


    “Cheers!” Werner said.


    Bruno slaked his thirst. He noticed his paws were trembling, so he put the glass down in a hurry lest Werner saw. Luckily the pig had his thick snout in his glass at the time.


    Bruno made small talk. “So, how are you anyway?”


    “Very well, thanks.”


    “Good.”


    Werner nodded, “You’re looking well yourself, Bruno.”


    “Yeah, I’m all right.”


    “Still boxing and lifting weights?”


    “Yeah.”


    “You get bigger every time I see you.”


    Bruno scoffed, “So do you, mate.”


    There was a brief silence; the other Politzi looked at one another. Finally, Werner burst out laughing and slapped his knee. “Ahaahahaaa! Aye, I do, but in the wrong places,” the huge pig admitted. “Not like you, lad. Oh, to be young and fit again. I had a body of rock, back in the day, just like yourself. Undefeated in the ring, I were. Werner Iron-snout they called me. Hah! Never boxed yer dad, mind, different weight class see, but… maybe me and you could’ve gone a few rounds.”


    Bruno just smiled amiably.


    ‘Time to go,’ he told himself, whilst telling Werner, “I’m gonna spend a penny, all right?” and hiking his thumb at the stairs.


    Werner chuckled, “It’s your house, lad, you don’t have to ask my permission.”


    Bruno forced a convincing laugh.


    Wiping his fingers on his shirt, the big wolf climbed the stairs and ducked under the ceiling as usual, leaving Werner and the others below.


    Once Bruno was out of sight, Werner set his beer down, reached across the bar and grabbed the reservation book. He flicked through to the last entry.


    Not a reservation, but a meaningless scribble.


    With a last gulp of beer and a shake of the head, Werner turned to his constables and flicked a trotter at the door. Setting aside their drinks, the Politzi grabbed their hats and truncheons and filed out in silence, save for the door bell, which jingled overhead.


    Grunting and sniffing, Werner climbed for the stairs. They creaked under his bulk. Once he had squeezed through the gap between the stairs and ceiling and alighted on the first floor, the layout of which he was already familiar with after superficially searching for the eloping Casimir, Werner clopped to the bathroom and tried the door knob.


    It opened. Inside was a tin bath, grooming sink and all the rest, but no Bruno. The window was shut and locked.


    Werner picked up the pace, trotting to the nearest bedroom, the one Casimir had leapt out of.


    Locked.


    Werner rapped on the door. “Bruno, come out,” he said. “I know that was your dad on the phone.”


    Nothing, save for some scuffling.


    “Don’t be daft, lad!” Werner warned. “Don’t try and run, you’ll only get hurt!”


    No response.


    Werner stood back and rammed the door with his shoulder. With his great size and strength, not to mention weight, it buckled in a single blow. Werner stumbled into the room just in time to see Bruno’s dark paws release the windowsill.


    “Bruno!” Werner shouted, hurrying to the window.


    Landing awkwardly on the roof, Bruno fell on his rump. He looked up and saw Werner poke his pink head out the bedroom window.


    “Bruno, listen to me!” he called. “Casimir lied to you! He’s been lying to you for years!”


    Bruno’s said nothing, but his face conveyed ‘what?’


    Glancing around for his fellow Politzi, Werner hissed as loudly as he dared, “He meant well; I know ‘cause I was part of it. We did it for your own good, lad. But the truth is you’re dying. You’re rotten and always have been, ever since you were little. Casimir’s kept you going as long as he can, but he can’t afford the amount of venom you need now. If you don’t go to the Howlers and get some proper juice you’ll die, I’m telling yer!”


    Bruno sat frowning, ears erect.


    Werner held out a trotter. “I won’t let no harm come to yer, I swear. You’re like my own blood, you know that. Come with me and I’ll make it easy for yer.”


    Without a word, Bruno scrabbled to his feet and hopped off the roof.


    “Bruno!” Werner shouted, seething, “Aww schmutz!”


    The moment his paws hit the street a great weight slammed into Bruno from the side, knocking him to the smooth yet painfully immovable cobbles.


    Bruno made to rise, but his world exploded in a baffling cacophony of trotters and paws, breeches and tails, as Werner’s uniformed Politzi thugs descended upon him, hitting him about the back and head with their truncheons and holding him down with their combined weight. They shouted and snarled at one another and at him, but Bruno couldn’t make head nor tail of it all. He rolled into a ball and tried to protect his head with his arms, to weather the storm.


    It’ll be over soon.


    No. I’ll be taken to a cell, questioned and beaten. Remember Dad’s stories, what he suffered at the paws of the Politzi and the Howlers, how so many of his friends just disappeared? Is that what you want to happen?


    Get up! Bruno told his trembling, throbbing body. Fight back. Do something, anything!


    “Gaaagh!”


    Bruno pushed himself off the floor, sending the scuffling bodies tumbling off his back. They hit him, but he felt nothing as the red mist descended. The urge to survive seized the helm and steered Bruno’s fist expertly into the nearest Politzi face, all those sparring sessions making it second-nature.


    With a fleshy thud the unfortunate rat dropped like a stone, his red hat flopping in a filthy puddle.


    Next the pig; Bruno was on him, his whole weight pushing him to the ground, his fists laying into him, left, right, left, blood and teeth took fly and he was out of it.


    Crack!


    Something slammed into Bruno’s back, no mere truncheon, but an explosion of pain.


    The wolf fell forward over the unconscious pig and snarling in agony crawled along the cobbles a few yards, trying to get away from the pain, as if he could outrun it. But there was no escaping. His whole left side throbbed like he’d never known, had his arm fallen off at the shoulder? No, it was there, but the pain by Ulf!


    I’ve been shot!


    Holding his arm stiff, for that eased it a little, Bruno levered himself upright and turned on the last Politzi rat. The constable had a pistol in his paws, a pistol that he was hurriedly trying to reload. He fumbled with the cartridge right up until the moment Bruno grabbed the pig’s stray truncheon from the ground and brought it round into the Politzi’s rat’s skull.


    There was a flash of light, a thunderous clap.


    Pfzaack!


    “Agaghpff!”


    Spiralling through the air, the rat slumped into a concrete gutter, silenced.


    Bruno stood, chest heaving, body trembling, hot blood swilling in his throbbing mouth.


    The rat didn’t move.


    Dropping the truncheon like a hot poker and wiping his tingling paw for good measure, Bruno, despite everything, reached down and grabbed the downed rat by the back of his shirt, turning him over, lest he drowned in the putrid ashen water.


    There was no danger of that; his skull was caved in on one side, revealing a dark, bloody hole and what Bruno swore was a hint of pale brain.


    With a distinctly wolfen yelp, Bruno dropped the rat and fell on his rump. He scrabbled across the slick cobbles on three out of four limbs, kicking with his feet to distance himself from the rat’s staring, accusing eyes. The only thing that checked Bruno’s panicked crab-like scuttle was the pain. He collapsed to nurse his left arm, to grasp it tight and roll in the street.


    Once the agony had subsided a little, Bruno felt a new sensation deep in his gut. It rose up his chest and into his mouth and forced its way through his lips.


    He vomited.


    It wasn’t much, just the beer from a few minutes ago. The acid and alcohol stung his nose and bleeding mouth.


    Lips quivering, dripping, he looked at his offending right paw, opening and closing his bloodied, tingling fingers. Beyond them, coming into sharp focus, lay the other rat and the hog, both unnervingly still in the midst of the road.


    With a whimper of fright, Bruno got up and staggered down the street, into an alley, overturning a bin in his haste.


    Silence prevailed.


    Once it was safe to come out, Werner crept round the side of The Warren and took in the devastation. He tentatively approached and kicked his comrade hog in the side. Getting no response he slowly crouched to check for a pulse.


    He was alive, just.


    When the enormous Werner rose again, someone was standing beside him.


    “Yahaaagh!” he cried, very nearly falling over.


    It wasn’t Bruno, but rather a slender, shapelier wolf in a white cloak and silver helm – almost worse.


    “Calm yourself, Werner,” it said, paw on rapier hilt.


    Once he had recovered from his fright, Werner saluted nervously, slapping a fist to his flabby chest. “Grand Howler Janoah, I-”


    “Save it!” she interjected firmly. “I observed your incompetence from afar.”


    Werner’s eyes darted about and his jaw shook a little as he found the words, “Then why didn’t-”


    “I do anything?” Janoah guessed. “Silly pig,” she tutted, “I wanted to see what the boy could do. Though… I suspect you’ve long-known of his condition, haven’t you?”


    Werner glanced at the rat whose head Bruno had mercilessly bashed in and used it to change subject. “The bastard murdered Denny,” he snorted, with a gulp. “Caved his head in with his own stick, I saw it!”


    “Denny shot him.”


    “Yeah, but-”


    Janoah growled, silencing Werner, “You Politzi aren’t meant to carry pistols without strict Howler authorisation, Werner, for you cannot be trusted! The packs got a taste of Politzi ‘loyalty’ during the war; we shan’t make that mistake again.” She added softly, “I’ll say nothing to Elder Amael of it, or the fact you knew about this boy and said nothing to us, if you don’t mention his ability to anyone. Plead ignorance. Tell anyone who asks, Amael included, that this Bruno is a dullard and a weakling, do you understand me?”


    “But why?”


    “Do you understand me, or do you want to go to the Gelb mines?” Janoah barked.


    Werner nodded once.


    Wordlessly, Janoah took her leave of him, dashing gracefully down the street and into the alleyway Bruno had taken.


    *


    Ducking into a passage, Bruno fell against the nearest moonlit wall and heaved again, but like a well-wrung sponge there was nothing left in him.


    The pains shooting down his left arm overwhelmed any other; the savage beating administered by the Politzi pale compared to being shot. The young wolf wondered if he might bleed to death here in this alley, far from Dad, far from Sara, far from anyone who cared, which wasn’t many.


    The war memorial, in the Common Ground, that’s the emergency meeting place.


    Got to get there. Keep going.


    Bruno could hear Dad now, encouraging him whilst sparring in the street, back when he was just a tiny cub smaller than a rabbit.


    ‘You can do it, lad. Pick your feet up! Move! Duck! Weave! That’s it!’


    With a gulp, Bruno limped along the alley, his bloodied arm held stiff by his side.


    His fevered mind wandered, the sickening image of that rat’s caved-in face bubbling to the fore like a rotten vegetable in a foul broth. By Ulf, it wasn’t possible. How could I do that? I just hit him with his stick. That’s all. I hit him back, is all. The Politzi hit beasts all the time with those things. Werner’s big and strong, but he doesn’t smash heads in with his truncheon, not like that!


    You’re a freak, Bruno. You’re one of them, just like Rufus said. You’re gonna rot.


    “No!” Bruno yelped aloud. “Dahaaad!”


    His voice echoed off the walls of the houses. Someone opened their window high above and shook a fist at him, “Shut up, you thumping drunk!”


    “Please!” Bruno called up at them, “Please, help me… I’ve been shot! Please!”


    At once the window slammed shut and light within the house was extinguished; doubtless this someone didn’t want to get involved in any trouble lest they incurred the wrath of the Politzi, or worse, the Howlers. Bruno couldn’t blame them, not now he knew what it was to do so. I’m an idiot. I should’ve left Howler Rufus to die and disappeared like dad wanted. Should’ve lain low.


    “Please!” Bruno called pathetically. “Somebody!”


    No response; at least, not from up there.


    “Perhaps I can be of assistance?”


    With a startled gasp, Bruno looked ahead. A cloaked figure stood in the claustrophobic passage, silhouetted by an imperium lamp in the street ahead. They took a few steps forward, Bruno could hear the metallic clink of armour and belt buckles. The stranger had a thin sword at their hip and a helmet on their brow.


    A Howler and no mistake!


    “Poor boy,” she tutted, for she was indeed a she under that uniform, judging by her manner and voice. “You must be frightened and in a great deal of pain.”


    “Please, Howler… I didn’t do anything,” Bruno sniffed, clutching his arm. “I’m innocent!”


    “I know, I know,” she soothed.


    Bruno’s fiery, yet watery eyes flitted about, “You do?”


    “Yes,” she replied, raising her chin. “Werner’s thugs can be such bullies, can’t they? It was merely self defence, wasn’t it?” She turned away a little and sighed, “Still, you did kill a beast back there. Murdering a Politzi is a capital offence.”


    Bruno’s lower lip quivered, “I didn’t mean to!”


    “Shh. I know… I know.”


    “I just… I….”


    “Hit back?” the Howler guessed, with a slight titter. “With all your might?”


    Bruno nodded dumbly, unwilling to embarrass himself by trying to speak through a flush of tears.


    “My dear boy, but you don’t know your own strength,” the Howler told him, taking a few steps forward. “I do, I can feel your corona half a street away, that’s how I found you.” She cocked her head, “You… really haven’t been inducted, have you?”


    Bruno dipped his chin and shook his head; he’d heard this part before. He wanted to laugh.


    As if sensing this, the wolfess chuckled, “What is it?”


    “Please, Howler. I’m just a cook. I’m nobody.”


    “Nonsense!” she tutted. “You should embrace what you are, all the better for you. Starting to get the pains, are we? The old legs giving you jip, eh?”


    Bruno looked away a little.


    The Howler nodded, “They’re often the first to go. Werner’s many things, but he wasn’t lying. You’ll rot, and soon, unless you let us help you.”


    “I’m just allergic!” Bruno growled.


    “Allergic? To imperium?” the Howler laughed. “Hahahahaha! By Ulf, your poor boy. What lies have you been told by that long-ears?”


    “He’s my dad! And he’s no liar!”


    Her laughter fading, the Howler stepped a little closer, until Bruno could see her helmet and the imperious red fangs glowing on her cheeks. “You really believe it don’t you?”


    Bruno just pouted.


    “Do you believe us to be monsters then?” she mocked. “Are you a monster?”


    Bruno didn’t know what to say.


    “No,” the Howler answered for him, “You’re just… Bruno Claybourne. So why would you become a monster the instant you donned the mantle and helmet? Why would any of us? On the contrary, as a Howler you could protect those you love. Make a difference in this cruel world. Leave a mark.”


    There was a long pause.


    “Until I rot… right?” Bruno said plainly.


    The wolfess tipped her head back in understanding. “Is that what you’re scared of? Well, we’re all going that way, even the healthy die. Better to live as the dayfly than the nymph, Bruno.”


    Frowning in bafflement, Bruno looked down. “But I’ll be hated,” he snuffled, with fresh grief. “Sara… I’d lose her. She hates the Howlers; everything about ‘em; even her own family!”


    “Then she’s unworthy of you!” the Howler huffed, as if she knew who Sara was. Then again, perhaps she did. “Only small-minded, petty beasts hate that which they do not understand. That you didn’t spurn Rufus despite him being a Howler and your father a little beast who’s doubtless filled your head with vitriol and hate shows how worthy a wolf you are. You saved my husband’s life and for that I’ll help you all I can.”


    Bruno’s ears pricked. “You’re… J-Janoah, aren’t you?”


    “My name precedes me; no doubt Tristan’s doing,” Janoah hummed, unsurprised. “Look, I won’t lie to you, Bruno, being a Howler’s no picnic. You have to get up really early, you get told what to do all the time and you have to train constantly. It’s rather like… boxing, actually.”


    Bruno’s ears pricked and Janoah smiled.


    The apparently all-knowing wolfess went on, “But without us Lupa would fall into ruin and with it the Erde entire. We alone stand against the tide of war and disorder. Anyone can shoot an imperium pistol and kill a beast these days, but only we can turn raw imperium to our will and control the fabric of nature itself. Such power makes us invincible to all but our own kind, and by own kind I mean not only Howlers, but Valours, Chakaa, Kodas, even Seawanders – you know what they are, Bruno?”


    Bruno shook his head.


    “Well it’s not just wolfkind with this power, you know, many races have it, and they’d all take our place if we let them. It’s your duty to use your Ulf-given gifts to protect our race’s rights. Don’t join the ranks of dodgers living in Lupa’s underbelly, scavenging rancid imperium to live and gazing vacantly at walls, make something of yourself!”


    Silence.


    “The sting of imperium’s not so bad,” Janoah soothed, walking close and cupping a paw to Bruno’s cheek. “Once your induction’s out the way you’ll see there’s nothing to be afraid of.”


    Bruno looked down at his feet and nursed his arm. Every inch of him ached. He smelt of blood and fear. It would be easy to give in.


    So very easy.


    “All right,” he exhaled, nodding and forcing a crooked smile. “All right, Howler. You win.”


    Janoah gasped a little; relief tinged with surprise. She placed a ruddy paw on Bruno’s broad back. “Come along then, let’s get your wounds seen to. I’ll have to introduce you to our other imperiologist Doctor Josef. He’ll fix you up and, when you’re better, perform the induction; he’s the best in the business.”


    Bruno limped along, hardly listening.


    “Can you walk back to our Den?” Janoah asked him, taking stock of his wounds. “I can call a car.”


    Bruno seethed, “I’m fine, Howler.”


    “What a brave chap you are,” Janoah praised, ushering Bruno down the alley. “I can see we’re going to get along handsomely, you and I. We understand each other.”


    “Yeah.”


    “I’m good to my wolves,” Janoah said, “You’ll see.”


    “Yeah.”


    Howler or no, Bruno dwarfed this wolfess, as he did most beasts, and that’s what he was counting on.


    “Oof!”


    A good shoulder-barge from Bruno’s muscled bulk sent Janoah stumbling clean across the narrow alley and into a pile of garbage. It was Bruno’s wounded arm that did the shoving, but no matter. Suffering through the excruciating pain he sprinted headlong down the alley.


    He made the end alive and sped down another, then another, the walls, windows and doors of houses whizzing by either side, dirty puddles exploding underfoot. He stuck to the back streets, out of sight, knowing all he need do was escape from Bloodfang territory. Greystone, Eisbrand, it didn’t matter where he wound up, his crime wouldn’t carry over, he would be free.


    It wasn’t far now, just a few blocks. I’ll barge that Bloodfang at the territorial gates out the way. Maybe Gunnar is still on duty. He’ll help me. Yeah.


    Bruno rounded the next corner and leant on the wall to rest a moment. He peered back, checking if he was being followed. There was no one. Commanding his battered body to move, he turned to trudge down the next alley.


    “Ragh!”


    As if by sorcery, Janoah dropped from above and was on Bruno in a split-second, one paw pressed to his chest. She stayed her actions, her bright green eyes narrowing slowly, challenging Bruno, daring him to try that again.


    With a boxer’s speed and strength of paw, Bruno whipped his good arm up to bat Janoah’s touch away.


    Too slow.


    Pffzaack!


    The Howler’s white cloak billowed outwards as a bolt of imperious plasma instantly shot up her arm and into Bruno, punching him across the alley and against the far wall with all the force of an invisible wrecking ball. With a yelp the big wolf bounced off the rough bricks at a crazy angle and flopped to the unforgiving cobbles, coming to rest in a puddle enriched by a swirling rainbow film of imperious ash.


    Time passed; Bruno’s world span.


    Spitting blood and rank water he tried to rise, to stagger away, but as he found his feet a smart gaitered boot thumped him right in the side, and with it another explosion of imperious energy. Bruno was sent against the wall a second time, before falling on his back. Plasma licked over his trembling body and played between his teeth. His whole skeleton throbbed in pulsing waves, as if he were being run through a giant mangle again and again.


    At last the pain subsided.


    Smouldering chest heaving fitfully, the dazed Bruno lifted his bleeding head, tried to focus.


    “Stupid boy,” a blurry Janoah tutted at him, the ash-laden moon hanging behind her like an apparition. “Still, I expected nothing less from such a splendid candidate.”


    Bruno fell back, let go.


    “Dad,” he growled, staring into nowhere, into blackness and beyond, “Sara.”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 10


     


    Uther led the way to the bright facade of the cinema and queued at the ticket office, which was occupied by a particularly bored-looking pig squished into the tiny booth.


    “Whatcha wanna see?” Wild-heart asked his colourful little posse, glancing at the posters.


    “Somethin’ romantic,” the golden Lorna swooned, hanging on his arm with her elegant gloved paws.


    “Puh!”


    Linus stepped back and read the well-lit marquee curving overhead. The diminutive Rosalina waddled over to him. “I like a bit of ‘orror meself,” she said. “What about you, Mr. Linus?”


    Linus remembered what Uther had said back in Riddle Den’s washrooms about watching a scary film. He pointed at the black letters stuck on the white marquee, “Night of the Spider Queen sounds like its ‘orror, I mean horror.”


    “Ooh, yes!” Rosalina giggled shrilly. “And it’s on again in ten minutes, look.”


    “Oi, hurry up!” Uther called, as he and Lorna reached the booth.


    Linus hurried over with Rosalina in tow. “Night of the Spider Queen?” he said, giving her a glance; she nodded.


    Uther looked at his fellow Howler, eyes wide. “Nah, nah,” he dismissed, waving a paw. “That sounds krap, mate. How about something… romantic, yeah?”


    Leaning on Uther’s shoulder, Lorna scoffed, “Romantic? You puh’d me for suggesting that a second ago.”


    “No I didn’t.”


    “You did!”


    “Look, we’ll see what you wanna see, Lorna. I don’t really care.”


    “Is that right? Then I wanna see Night of the Spider Queen,” Lorna cackled, with a mischievous air. “Sounds a real hoot, hey Rosalina?”


    “Ooh yeah!”


    The hog crammed inside the booth cleared his throat to hurry the wolves along. Uther cast his eyes over everyone, Linus, Lorna, Rosalina. “Fine, whatever,” he said, rolling his muscled shoulders and tugging at the chest of his shirt. He addressed the hog, “You heard the lady. Four fer… Spider Queen, or whatever it’s called.”


    The hog ripped off some pink paper tickets and went to take Uther’s money, but Linus pushed his comrade’s arm down and paid for everyone instead.


    “M-mmm-my treat this time,” he stammered.


    Beaming, Uther snatched the tickets, “Much obliged, mate,” and shepherded Lorna to the cinema entrance.


    “He’s cute when he stammers,” she laughed in Uther’s ear.


    “Daft more like.”


    Arriving in the foyer and wondering where his daft partner had got to, Uther looked behind and saw Linus had set Rosalina down on a bench and was tying one of her shiny green boots, which had, one could only assume, come undone. Rosalina was chatting away and scrunching up her nose, whilst Linus, down on one knee, nodded a lot.


    Lorna sighed, “What’re you doing, Uther, mixing a nice boy like that with the like of us Lupanar girls? You’re gonna ruin him.”


    “Puh! Lupa’s no place for a ‘nice boy’. He’s gotta male-up.”


    “But he might find himself a nice Freiwolf girl one day.”


    “Yeah, but he’s gotta live long enough first, Lorna.”


    Whilst waiting for Linus and Rosalina, Uther broke out another ember to ease the rot; raspberry flavour. Inhaling its heady vapours, Wild-heart felt a tingle shoot down his spine. Was it the ember vapours doing their work?


    Looking behind him, Uther spied a beautiful young brown wolfess in a pink coat, pink beret and white breeches. She was the only beast standing out in the open. She turned away, pretending she hadn’t been staring at Uther and was quickly joined by a little black wolfess in a green coat and similar breeches, but no hat. Chatting away, the pair took a seat on a bench together, the taller brown wolfess glancing Uther’s direction again as she did so.


    “Come on, Uther.”


    Wild-heart looked up from his musings; Lorna was beckoning him after Linus and Rosalina, who were already heading inside.


    At length, Uther rejoined the group.


    “Penny for yer thoughts?” Lorna said, looking at the girls and hanging on Uther’s arm.


    “Nothing,” he replied.


    As was the natural order of things, the confident Uther overtook Linus and led the way through the vaulted gold and red foyer to the appropriate theatre door. A rat in stripy red clothes tore their tickets and let them through with a tip of his cap. Inside, the screen was still draped in fancy red curtains and beasts of every sort were chatting away, though most fell silent as the intimidating Uther passed by.


    He picked out an empty row of medium-sized seats, appropriate for wolves and similar-sized races, and everyone filed in after him. It was right and proper that he and Linus should bookend the girls, and, consciously or not, they did so, thus were Lorna and Rosalina sandwiched between the boys.


    No sooner had they settled than the curtain raised and the lamps dimmed, as if the show had been on hold for them alone.


    Rosalina shuffled over and slipped a paw round Linus’s arm. “If I get frightened you’ll hold me, won’t yer, Linus?” she said.


    “I’m sure it’ll be all right,” he replied, pointing at the screen. “Anyway, the news reel comes first.”


    “Oh yeah!” Rosalina giggled, her hysterics punctuated by a snort. “Sorry. Been ages since a wolf took me to the pictures.”


    Linus asked, “Where do you usually go?”


    Rosalina gave him an incredulous look. “Well, upstairs to a room,” she said, tugging at her dress.


    Linus gulped and nodded. “I-I-I see.”


    Rosalina brushed a paw on his shoulder. “Oh, you are funny,” she marvelled.


    Mortified at his own stupidity, Linus looked down at his knees. “Sorry. I’ve never… uhm… I mean-”


    “Don’t apologise,” Rosalina hushed. She glanced across at the others and tactfully changed subject, “So how long have you known our Uther then?”


    Linus was grateful for the question, “Oh, just a few days.”


    “That all?”


    “I was only just assigned to Riddle.”


    “Well, Uther’s a good fella,” Rosalina said, scrunching up her little nose. “He’s very kind to us.” She cocked her head to one side and added with a shrug, “Not many are.”


    Linus thought back to that unfortunate wolfess on the street that Uther had given money to, and how abominably he himself had spoken to her.


    The projector started up, throwing a jittery off-white rectangle onto the screen. Scratches and dust grains flitted by at twenty-four frames a second, followed by an animated countdown, starting at five. Some of the audience counted with the film, including Rosalina.


    At zero, they cheered.


    The screen turned black, then opened in a vignette. An inky-black cartoon grasshopper in a bow tie popped up and leant on the interior edge of the vignette. He removed his monocle and winked cheekily at the audience.


    Linus had forgotten that in any self-respecting cinema the cartoon short preceded the news.


    “Charlie Cricket!” Rosalina ‘whispered’ excitedly, squeezing Linus’s arm. “Ooh, he’s my favourite.”


    “He’s a grasshopper, actually,” Linus blurted.


    “What?”


    “Oh, uh… well, everyone says cricket, but he’s clearly a grasshopper.”


    “Whatcha mean? It said cricket up on the screen.”


    Linus forwent modesty for a moment’s confidence, “I know my bugs, miss.” He pointed at the screen, as Charlie ‘cricket’ waltzed through a greyscale meadow on two legs, his other four tucked behind him, as if he were a civilised beast rather than a mere mindless insect. “Charlie has a long face, look, and a narrow abdomen, and long legs. Crickets are much more… stout.”


    “Like me?” Rosalina said.


    “Well, and me,” Linus admitted, “Uther says I remind him of a woodlouse.”


    “Woodlouse? Why’s that?”


    Once Linus had explained why, Rosalina laughed aloud.


    Lorna elbowed Uther and whispered, “They’re getting on like a fire in a silk barn.”


    “Good,” Uther sniffed. “Cub needs loosening up.”


    Wild-heart raised his paw to hail the passing snack vendor; a peachy-furred young wolfess in a racy red and white-striped skirt.


    “Pot of honey-roast crickets please, love,” Uther whispered gruffly, winking at her like Charlie Cricket.


    “Anything else, Howler?” she asked in a chipper voice – she obviously recognised a Howler’s physique when she saw one despite the civilian clothes.


    Smiling, Uther looked to Lorna, “You want anything?”


    “I’ll pass, thanks.”


    The beaming Uther was given a stripy pot of crickets and paid up, telling the vendor to keep the change. He immediately took a very-dead, very tasty-looking, honey-glazed cricket and popped it in his mouth, crunching noisily away.


    Back on screen, the well-to-do Charlie Cricket was accosted in some spooky-looking woods by a mysterious stranger in a cloak and broad-rimmed hat – a fortune teller, according to the rickety old sign. They chatted in musical intonations for a while, until the stranger invited Charlie into his wagon where a crystal ball waited. Charlie sat on a stool, long, spiky legs crossed, and turned his pockets out onto the table at the stranger’s insistence. Amongst the paperclips, bottle caps and far more ridiculous paraphernalia, yo-yos and springs amongst them, was a glowing imperium pearl which, reluctantly, Charlie gave up as payment.


    Pocketing the pearl, the cloaked stranger waved his baggy sleeves about until the crystal ball exhibited a future Charlie rolling in piles of riches beyond his wildest dreams and throwing corn over his head. The grasshopper leant close to the ball; eyes so wide in joy that his monocle fell out on the floor, forcing him to bend down and retrieve it.


    Suddenly the stranger threw off his cloak – he was a hideous spider with eight eyes, eight legs and huge dripping fangs. He was covered in spots and sported a mane that clearly resembled a hyena’s. He had a hyena’s dentition too, Linus thought, and spiders didn’t even have teeth.


    Back in the real world, Uther fumbled his tub of crickets, scattering a few of the sticky bugs over the carpet. Lorna glanced at him, but thought no more of his unusual clumsiness.


    Meanwhile Charlie was clonked over the head by the spider and the screen faded to black.


    The animated hero awoke in a spider’s web and looked about. The spider was chopping vegetables nearby and adding them to a broiling pot over an open fire. The chef’s cap did nothing to alleviate the spider’s menacing appearance, or Charlie’s worries, evidently.


    With a ‘pssst’ the well-to-do grasshopper beckoned the savage spider over and whispered in his ear. After enthused nodding on the spider’s part, Charlie was plucked off the web by his captor and stood upright, though he was still mostly bound in silk. Nonetheless he stood on one foot and started playing his legs like a violin. The spider enjoyed it immensely and clapped along with six out of eight arms until, against his will, judging by his baffled expression at least, he took to dancing around the campfire. Charlie’s music was simply too catchy to resist.


    Trying to free himself by burning his silk bonds on the campfire, Charlie couldn’t simultaneously play music with his legs. Released of the hero’s charms the spider ran after Charlie, but he hurriedly played on just in time, making the spider dance away across the screen. Charlie had to stop again to further burn his bonds away. The spider, at large, went after him a second time, only to be stopped yet again by the hypnotising music. The charade continued in ever-faster portions with the audience laughing all the way until, at last, Charlie burst out of his silken bonds, held a claw up to the spider’s eight-eyed face and indicated the confused fellow to turn round. He did so. Satisfied, Charlie kicked the spider up his bulbous behind to the sound of a loud drum beat, sending him head-first into the pot and rolling down the nearest hill. The shining imperium pearl rolled out of the villain’s pocket – spiders had pockets apparently – and Charlie picked it up, polished it off and hopped off into the grey sunset, though not before leaning on the encroaching vignette and proffering a cheeky wink to the audience.


    Many clapped and cheered, Rosalina amongst them.


    The next feature followed swiftly, the title of which jumped onto the screen with a bit of an incongruous jitter.


    ‘OUR HYENA FRIENDS’


    “Puh!” Uther scoffed, turning a few heads.


    The screen faded into a sunny scrubland, which panned across to a camp, with tents, a smouldering campfire and carts lashed to mighty horned beetles.


    After the establishing shot, the camera moved in and cut to a tribe of traditionally-dressed hyenas; the males standing about in knee-length sarongs of dazzling designs, spears in paw, bodies painted. Then to a mother in a shawl, with a braided mane and cubs about her. Then to old one stooped, over a fire.


    “Hyenas, beasts of the wilds, hunters, vagabonds,” said the narrator, in perfect Lupan; one imagined a dapper wolf or cat at the microphone though it could as easily be a puny mouse endowed with a profound voice. “Noble some call them, savages say others,” the narrator went on. “Either way our hyena friends remain tragically outside the circle of Lupan citizenship. The Matriarchs, the mothers of the tribes who command the respect of all hyenas, continue to hold back their own people in suffering and squalor.” The narrator chuckled patronisingly, “They say we are destroying the world! That we Lupans anger the gods; the Sun and the Wind and especially Mother Erde, by digging up her riches and plundering the wilds. Such outmoded superstitions stifle the hyenas, dooming their race to destitution and misery.”


    Shots of downtrodden hyena cubs and old folk followed, many clothed in mere shreds of tattered fabric, huddled around campfires and tents.


    The camera cut away to a row of shiny wooden buildings; a town so young the trees were mere saplings, with houses, a saloon, a park and even a motor car, all brand-new. New, yet Linus couldn’t help but notice the car looked old-fashioned, perhaps ten years old, what with its crank-shaft down front. Nobody made those anymore.


    “However, by the power of education and good old-fashioned charity,” the narrator said, “we Lupans persevere in bringing our naïve hyena brothers into the fold of civility, to give them a better life, a life of convenience and cleanliness powered by nature’s great gift – imperium.”


    To a perfect classroom, with rows of young hyenas at their desks, clean and tidy, diligently doing their sums.


    The narrator exalted the gifts of education bestowed upon them by wolfen charity as the teacher, not a hyena but a prim-looking wolfess in spectacles, pointed out the times table. The film was scratched and it jittered alarmingly, as if it had seen better days. Moreover the teacher’s clothing looked dated. Who wore blazers with lapels that size anymore, or glasses that large? Perhaps she was just frumpy.


    The camera cut to a particularly cute trio of hyena cubs sitting together at a table.


    “These little ‘warriors’ can all spell their names and count to ten already, thanks to Lupan charity,” the narrator patronised.


    A large and again rather dated microphone was held before the most self-assured and handsome-looking cub of the hyena trio. “Now then, little Nurka, can you count to ten for the beasts watching back in Lupa?”


    Nurka, who looked no older than six or seven, obliged quickly in his rough little hyena voice, “One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten.”


    “Very good, Nurka! And what about your friend, Madou?”


    To the next hyena, smaller, shier but steady, “One… two… three… four… five… six… seven… eight… nine… and ten, sir.”


    “Good, Madou. And now you Themba, show the nice audience what you’ve learned.”


    The largest cub blew a raspberry, arms folding defiantly.


    “He’s got spirit, that one,” the narrator chuckled, as did many in the audience.


    The trio all beamed perfect smiles, showing off their impressive hyena dentition.


    Down below, Lorna melted at the sight. “Aww, ain’t they adorable?” she said to Uther.


    “Give ‘em ten years and they’ll be killers,” he growled.


    “You heard the film; they’re being ‘civilised’.”


    “Civilised?” Uther snarled. “So was the one that blew Rufus up this morning! One of us, he was, a hyena prince ‘en all, ‘civilised’ in a Howler Academy. Rufus was his friend, thumping trained him, even saved him from a sewer centipede, Ivan says. So what does the filthy, rotten, son of a maggot do? Turns round and throws a bomb in Rufe’s lap. That’s gratitude for yer!”


    Lorna raised a gloved paw to urge Uther to keep his voice down. Beasts looked at them and whispered, but soon settled again.


    Linus had watched the spectacle with little surprise; not many wolves had time for hyenas. Still, the re-education and integration programmes would do their work as with many a people before. By the next generation, the hyenas would be just another facet of the Lupan Republic and indistinguishable from the next civilised beast.


    With the propaganda out the way, news from the past week was up next. Linus read the papers and was up to date with events. Sure enough the news wasn’t news to him; there was a mention of a new imperium mine opening, with shots of lifts and veins of imperium; then an art museum exhibition being unveiled by some big-shot pig in a suit; and finally, and most interestingly, a bank robbery over in the Eisbrand territory that had escalated into a hostage situation. The Politzi had called in a Howler who had dealt out summary justice; discounting the robbers there were no casualties.


    “We spoke to the wolf of the hour as he left the scene of the crime,” said the speedy narrator.


    On-screen, a big Howler in a light grey surcoat – probably blue but there was no telling when everything was a shade of grey – was accosted by a reporter as he left a marbled building and strode to a parked monobike.


    “Beg your pardon, Howler, but what’s your name?” asked a bold rabbit correspondent, pushing a metallic microphone at the Howler’s grille-clad snout.


    “My name?” the Howler growled, the hilt of a big imperium sword shining at his back. “What for?”


    “You’re a hero, sir,” the rabbit insisted. “Say something to the good folks of Lupa, won’t you?”


    With a glance left and right, the Howler looked right into the camera with his striking eyes that were clearly of two different shades and said, “Be good, citizens.”


    Jumping on his monobike, he sped away, cloak fluttering.


    “Tristan,” Uther cackled, “you smooth-talking fleabag.”


    “You know him?” a surprised Lorna asked.


    “Yeah. He’s Ivan’s cousin. He’s all right.”


    Lorna hiked her blonde brow. “Fleabag passes as a compliment between Howlers these days, huh?”


    “It’s a term of endearment, Lorna.”


    Up next was a mention of a diplomatic visit to Felicia by representatives of the Den Fathers – every pack had their own Den Father, but they would never deign to travel across the Teich to Felicia themselves, of course, only their ambassadors were sent to shake paws and smile for the cameras.


    A last piece of news was tacked on the end; Linus could see where it had been hurriedly inserted into the reel, for the film jittered for a split-second and some tape whizzed by.


    The piece began with beasts in a park, mothers pushing prams and young ones of many races playing on the swings.


    “A wonder of the imperium age has come to Lupa,” said a different, much livelier narrator, “To see it all you have to do is… look up!”


    The beasts in the park did indeed ‘look up’ and the camera cut to a great silvery lozenge with four fins and whirring propellers hovering over Lupa, like a giant fish.


    A dirigible!


    After shots of the airship from below came amazing views of Lupa from above, from the balloon’s gondola no doubt. The chaotic tangle of streets and buildings that were Lupa passed by far below. Chimney stacks belched smoke and vapour, carriages and buses navigated the roads like toys, and mighty imperium trains were reduced to scale models of the sort found in a grandfather’s cellar. Gardens were but the size of postage stamps and even a sprawling Howler Den, with its towers and walkways, appeared no more than an elaborate chocolate cake.


    “Oh, it’s making me all dizzy,” Rosalina giggled, covering her eyes. “Tell me when it’s over, Mr. Linus.”


    Mr. Linus was silent, transfixed by the sight of the airship hovering low over a crowd of on-lookers. Twenty beasts or so grabbed the dangling lines and pulled the ethereal behemoth to a stop.


    There followed a close-up of a cat in a long white coat and goggles standing on a stage, waving to the crowds.


    “What?” Linus woofed, pointing, “Uther, that’s Monty!”


    “Eh?”


    “The pilot, look! That’s Montague Buttle!”


    “Hah! So it is!”


    Lorna looked between them and elbowed Uther, “What’s he hollering about?”


    “Long story,” Uther replied, putting aside his spent pot of crickets and licking his sticky fingers clean. “I’ll tell you over dinner.”


    The newsreel cut to Montague Buttle waving silently into the camera, backed by bombastic orchestration. He kept pointing at the sky, perhaps conveying, ‘Look up! Haha!’


    As the orchestra reached a crescendo, the stylised logo of an airship with six feline whiskers on its nose cone faded in. The title Buttle Skyways was stamped into the surround.


    So, that’s what Penny had meant by ‘promotional venture’.


    At long last, the film that everyone had paid to see started to roll. The credits came first, displayed on a painted background of sinister naked tree branches festooned with web, backed by thunder and lighting and all things ‘orror.


    Suddenly an orchestra strike, and a huge, hairy spider darted across the screen, momentarily filling the theatre with eight-legged terror! It was recorded to film, but real enough, unlike Charlie Cricket’s acetate-based cartoon nemesis. Some of the audience jumped, even screamed – Rosalina loudest of all. The same spider scuttled in from the other side of the projected image to much the same reaction as before.


    “It got me again!” Lorna woofed, paw to chest and giggling. She looked to an unresponsive Uther and found he had his paws cupped over his eyes. “Uther, whatcha doing?”


    Wild-heart snorted and rubbed his eyes. “Eh, what? Oh, just tired, is all. Gonna sneak a nap, I think.”


    “Nap? What about the film?”


    “Puh! Whatever. Wake me when it’s over.”


    “Well you’re no fun.”


    Settling down under Lorna’s frowning glare, Uther peeked through his squinting eyelids just as a third spider slowly crept onto the celluloid from above, thin, hairy legs waving with calculated creepiness this time.


    Sod that.


    Uther opened an ember, shut his eyes and prayed to Ulf this wasn’t a three-hour epic.


    *


    Someone rapped on Janoah’s door.


    “Come in,” she said, swivelling her seat away from the night time lights of Lupa.


    Vladimir, cloaked but without helmet, his inquisitorial black and white face plain to see. The big wolf strode into Janoah’s warm, fire-lit office and set a cardboard sting tube down on her polished desk without any of Linus’s hesitation.


    “There,” he said. “It wasn’t easy, but I got some.”


    Janoah eyed the wax-coated tube, puffed on her ember, then bluntly informed Vladimir that, “The boy’s dead.”


    “What? How?”


    “He tried to run,” Janoah explained. “Stepped out into the road and was crushed by a lorry. Just as well, really, he’d only have been sent down.”


    “Sent down?” Vladimir spluttered.


    “For murder. He bashed a Politzi’s head in, apparently. One of Werner’s; Denny or something. I dunno.”


    Once the news had sunk in, Vladimir cocked his head to one side and rumbled, “So what you’re telling me is, you’ve reneged on your end of the bargain.”


    “It was never guaranteed.”


    “You said-”


    “I said,” Janoah interjected firmly, “that if the boy turned out to be useless, I’d find some other way to recompense you.” She dipped her chin and tempered her tone, “He’s dead, my dear Vladimir, and therefore couldn’t be more useless. Though, if you want his corpse, by all means pop down to the morgue and take it. Compost him, for all I care; I know how you love your horticulture.”


    Vladimir turned his head to one side.


    Janoah went on, “No need to sulk. He wasn’t anything special anyway, just a pretty face.”


    “Says who?”


    “Werner.”


    “And since when was that corrupt hog any judge of a Howler’s potential?”


    “He knew this Bruno for ten years,” Janoah maintained. “He never saw any evidence of dodging or anything else. If he had he’d have reported it.”


    “Is that a fact?” Vladimir grunted.


    Shrugging, Janoah looked down at the file she had open on her desk. She took out the photo of Rufus sitting in the café’s bay window chatting to the strapping wolfen cook. “It was just a… silly infatuation,” she said, screwing the picture up and tossing it in the fire. “Anyway, if he had a corona it hardly matters now. We can’t induct the dead, Oromov.”


    Vladimir watched the photo shrivel and burn, along with any credit that may have come from adding such a splendid-looking wolf to Bloodfang’s ranks. There was no point crying about it.


    “I… hear Rufus is much improved,” he said, with a sniff.


    “Yes,” Janoah chirped. “I rather jumped the gun. He didn’t need any venom.”


    “Is that so?”


    “There’s life in those rotten bones yet.”


    Vladimir had to concede, “He’s an alpha male, despite all his indiscretions… if not because of them.”


    Janoah snorted, “Careful Vladimir, you’re dangerously close to complimenting him.”


    Vladimir tapped a finger on top of the sting, “Do you still want this or not?”


    Janoah looked down at it, then up at Vladimir. He was being strangely magnanimous, so Janoah played nice. “I suppose I can take it off your paws. Rufus may need it before long.”


    Vladimir smacked his lips. “Actually… I may have a use for it after all. No, I’ll keep it.”


    His sudden change of mind felt like teasing to Janoah, so she swiped back, “For yourself? You do look terrible.”


    Ignoring Janoah’s cheap jab, Vladimir tucked the sting away in his cloak pocket. “I will cover the cost of the venom, since it is mine now,” he assured her, stepping forth a little and leaning on the desk with one black and white paw, “However, I expect compensation after I stuck my neck out for you.”


    “Never fear,” Janoah replied at length, “I’ve a strong stomach.”


    Oromov weathered the blow. “Humph! You don’t fool me with your front, Janoah. You crave a Howler’s touch. You, one of the few still married to a fellow Howler, denied still…. How delectably ironic.” Slapping the desk with a paw, Vladimir turned to leave, stipulating, “Come to my quarters, midnight tomorrow. You’ll enjoy yourself, I promise.”


    He walked to the door, silvery greaves rattling.


    “What about Noss?” Janoah asked after Vladimir, staying his paw on the door knob.


    “What of him?” he replied.


    “What’s Josef got out of him so far?”


    Vladimir took a deep breath, then said with a glance over his shoulder, “I’m surprised at you Janoah. Didn’t you hear?”


    “What?”


    “He died.”


    Janoah let out a tiny, incredulous gasp, “Noss?”


    “On the rack; he just… gave up.”


    On that disclosure Vladimir took his leave, abandoning Janoah to her thoughts.


    *


    The audience piled out the theatre doors into the night air, laughing and chatting, save Uther, who immediately peeled off to the right and broke out an ember. He took a nerve-calming puff as soon as possible, blowing orange-flavoured vapours to the wind.


    “Slow down, Uther!” Lorna laughed, exiting the theatre and joining him under the marquee. She glanced behind to check all was clear, then whispered, “Why didn’t you just say you’re scared of spiders?”


    Uther nearly fell over, “What? Who told you that? I’ll lamp ‘em the liars!”


    “Wild-heart, you had your peepers shut the whole time.”


    “I was sleeping!”


    Lorna dipped her chin and queried the proud Howler from under the brim of her fancy hat. “All through Rosa’s screamin’?”


    “All right, all right, so I hate ‘em!” Uther admitted. “Horrible, disgusting… ugh!”


    “You know they were just little ‘un’s made to look big-”


    “Little un’s are even worse than big un’s!”


    Lorna masked a snigger. “Well, if it’s any consolation, I was jumping all the way through that flick too.”


    “Yeah?” Uther said, relieved to hear it.


    “Who wasn’t? Linus aside; that cub’s not as soft as he looks. Must be his tough old Rostsonne blood, huh?”


    “Puh!”


    Lorna looked suddenly wistful. “You know, back home on the ranch, Mama always told me never to go into the woods nearby on account of the net-casting spiders there.”


    Uther foolishly probed, “Net-casting spiders?”


    “Uh huh. One fine summer’s evening, Mama was playing with friends in those woods when a giant creature swept down from the trees and snatched one of the them away.” Lorna spread her fists apart to illustrate, “Mama said it was a spider that held a web between its front legs, like a net. It scooped her friend up into the treetops. The whole town went a-hunting, but all they ever found was a dried husk of bone and fur-”


    “Ulf fangs, wolfess!” Uther yelped, wheeling away in disgust. “What’re you trying to do to me?”


    “To make you feel better!” Lorna shrugged. “It’s perfectly natural to fear bugs that can eat you.”


    “Is it, Lorna? Is it really? No schmutz!”


    “Well, what about sewer centipedes? You afraid of them too?”


    “Don’t be daft, it’s just spiders,” Uther assured. “It’s the way they move. And their web makes my fur crawl. Yeeuch!”


    Linus and Rosalina sedately emerged from the doorway, chatting merrily away like old friends.


    “Well actually a spider’s bite only paralyses you,” Linus was saying. “You can’t move, but you’re still alive; that way it can store you in its web and keep you fresh. It’s only when it comes to eat you that it injects you with an enzyme that liquefies your flesh and-”


    “Linus!” Uther squeaked, paws cupped over his ears


    Mills stopped dead, blinking his big blue eyes. “Yes?”


    “Just… just shut up, all right? Stop showing off! Rosalina’s had her fill of bugs and all that science guff. First a lecture on Charlie thumping Cricket, now this.”


    Rosalina waved a paw, “Oh no, it’s right interesting.”


    “Yeah well, I’ve heard enough!” Uther insisted, storming to the roadside. “You’re such a know-it-all, Woodlouse!”


    Lorna raised a paw at Linus and Rosalina, “Don’t ask.”


    Smouldering alone by the kerb, Uther was wondering how best to row back from his regrettable outburst when he felt that weird tingle again. Looking left, he spied two wolfesses sitting on a bench, the same pink and green-clad pair from before the film. Had they been waiting outside this whole time?


    Unable to stand by, Uther wandered over, ember glowing between his dark fingers. “You two all right there?” he enquired, his conversely white face pulling as friendly an expression as he could muster.


    The tall brown wolfess looked the athletic Uther up and down, and smiled warmly at him; her little black friend pulled her pea-green coat tightly around her, suspicious of Uther’s intentions perhaps.


    “We’re fine, thank ye,” the latter huffed coldly.


    Uther beamed at the friendlier brown wolfess “Waiting for someone?”


    “Aye,” the black one answered in her stead.


    “For two hours?” the Howler said to them both. “You’ve been stood up.”


    Glancing at her brown friend, the black wolfess gave Uther a narrow-eyed glare. “Look, we’re nae interested, all right?”


    Uther reached into his pocket and held up his Howler brooch; the red-imperium Bloodfang crest glowed brightly at his behest, proving he was a true Howler with a corona. “I’m not a creep, love; I’m just doing me duty.”


    “See? I told you, Sara,” the brown wolfess whispered to the black. “I can tell a mile away.”


    The black wolfess remained unimpressed. “You’ve nae duty in the Common Ground, Howler. This place is run by ALPHA, nae the Bloodfangs,” she said officiously. “So if we want tae sit here fer two hours, we will. All right?”


    Bold little lass, Uther thought.


    The Howler pocketed his brooch. “Whatever you say,” he chuckled, pointing at the marquee above, “but there ain’t no more flicks showing.”


    The black wolfess twisted round, read the sign, then stood up, paws in pockets. “No, Ah suppose not,” she sighed worriedly, talking more to herself than any other. “It’s nae like Bruno not tae show up. Something’s happened. Och, if only Ah had his new number!”


    “Boyfriend, eh?” Uther guessed.


    The brown wolfess stood up. “Yes,” she blurted.


    “Olivia!” came the black.


    Uther laughed, “Can’t decide between yer?”


    “It’s a double-date,” the brown wolfess explained.


    Uther just smiled and took a long, thoughtful drag on his dying ember. “Where’d you girls live?”


    They exchanged looks. The brown went to speak, but the black elbowed her into silence.


    Uther nodded slowly. “Look, just be careful. Stick to the main streets as far as you can-”


    “We can manage, thank ye!” the black wolfess declared haughtily, brushing Uther by. The brown wolfess mumbled her thanks and together the girls trotted briskly into the busy nightlife of the Common Ground. Uther watched and waited until the brown lass gave him the satisfaction of one last glance over her shoulder.


    “Still got it, Wild-heart,” Uther cackled.


    Linus approached, looked in the direction Uther was, then said, “Who’re they?”


    “I dunno,” Uther said, adding, “Cute though.”


    Clearing his throat, Linus waited a moment. “Want to talk about something?” he asked, “Get it off your chest?”


    “Don’t be thumping stupid, Linus.”


    “No. Sorry.”


    An awkward pause.


    “We’d best get back to The Beehive,” Linus suggested, hiking a thumb. “Monty and Penny will be waiting.”


    Uther clapped and rubbed his paws, “Oh yeah, our free meal!”


    “Well I-I’m not sure we can expect them to pay for Lorna and Rosalina too.”


    Uther grunted, as if expecting otherwise. With a glance over at the girls, waiting under the theatre marquee, Uther slapped his partner on the chest with back of his paw and asked, “Well, whatcha think of Rosalina then?”


    Linus rubbed his neck, “Oh. Well, she’s… uhm-”


    “Hot stuff, eh?”


    “Oh yes, absolutely. Of course!”


    Chuckling, Uther flicked his spent ember away and slung a heavy, sinew-streaked arm around Linus, saying, “Steady, mate. We’re gentlebeasts, remember?” He shouted and beckoned to Lorna and Rosalina, “Oi, come on you two! Grubs up!”


    Linus could but roll his eyes at Uther the ‘gentlebeast’.


    Lorna and Rosalina glided and waddled respectively over to the boys.


    “Now then girls, we’re off to meet with royalty,” Uther let it be known, wagging a stern finger. “If you want to tag along you’d best behave yourselves.


    “Eh?” Rosalina squeaked, holding onto her hat. “Whatcha mean royalty?”


    “Royalty! Like what they have in all them backward lands that wolfkind don’t run. You know, kings ‘n’ queens ‘n’ that. Right Linus?”


    “Well, perhaps not quite that royal,” Linus guffawed.


    “Well how royal we talking?” Uther snorted impatiently.


    “Penelope Buttle is the Queen’s cousin, a Duchess. I’m not sure if Monty’s strictly royal at all, Vladimir didn’t say.”


    Whilst the Howlers discussed their cat cousins, the girls fussed with their hats and dresses.


    “Ulf’s fangs, Lorna! If I’d only known I’d have worn me best outfit, not this tatty old rag.”


    “Rosa, have I got anything stuck round back, honey? Those cinema seats are filthy.”


    “No, you’re all right, luv. Here, what about me?”


    “You’ve got a dead cricket stuck to your behind. Hold on.”


    With much patting, brushing and bother, Lorna and Rosalina rendered themselves presentable again, not that Uther or Linus perceived any change. It was fair to say the boys themselves were hardly dressed for the occasion, but then a Howler’s idea of formal dress was mantle, tunic, brooch and gaiters, often with armour and sometimes weapons. Parades, memorials, funerals, even weddings; the ignominy of the Howler getup in Lupa’s wider society was lost on the wolf packs themselves, where it was a thing to be respected and worn with pride.


    “How do we look, lads?” Rosa queried.


    “Beautiful,” Uther sniffed, leading the way. “Come on.”


    Braving the Common Ground, dodging cars and trams, Linus and Uther explained to the curious girls how they came to be meeting with Felician royals. And not just royals but, according to the newsreels, pilots too! Nor merely pilots of some old boat, but newfangled airship pilots! Flight had been but a fantasy up until a decade ago, and in common public parlance the word pilot still meant first and foremost a ship’s guide into port rather than someone who took to the air.


    “Oi, maybe they’ll fly here!” Uther cackled, puffing clouds of ember vapour as he sauntered confidently along and made engine sounds. “Brrrrrrrrrbbbbbbp!”


    “And take us for a ride!” Lorna swooned, hanging on his arm. “Oh, that’d really be somethin’, wouldn’t it?”


    “Puh! Yeah.”


    “Oh, no!” Rosa squawked, paws to face. “I couldn’t even look at them pictures let alone do the real thing.”


    Whilst the others chatted, Linus cast an eye to the stars and pondered the possibilities.


    Rounding an alleyway into a main street, Uther’s little posse arrived back at The Beehive Saloon. The building was shaped vaguely like the eponymous structure, with each floor stepping inwards somewhat from the one below, and pocked with golden hexagonal lead-lattice windows, like so many honeycombs. Patrons filed in and out the similarly hexagon-panelled doors, passing the formidable bear bouncers, or not if they didn’t look respectable.


    “Can’t see ‘em,” Uther grumbled, eyes casting about.


    “Maybe they’re inside already?” Linus theorised, heading for the doors.


    Before they made The Beehive, a familiar sporty red car rolled up on the opposite side of the street and birthed a couple of beautifully dressed cats, a ginger fellow in an elegant white coat and goggles, and grey catess in a frilly pink dress and wide brimmed floral hat – Monty and Penny and no mistake.


    “Hahaaah!” laughed Monty. “There they are, Sweetpea!”


    Penny waved daintily over the car roof and cooed, “Linuuus!”


    Linus bashfully raised a paw to the cats as they crossed the road to the saloon side of the street, Penny’s right arm looped through Monty’s left. When only halfway, Monty extended a paw and homed in on Linus like a mosquito.


    “I say, good to see you again, Linus!” he said, shaking the Howler’s blonde paw with gusto. “Or should I say, good to see you for the first time? Haha! You look jolly handsome without that helmet, sir.”


    “Oh, well, uhm… thank you.”


    “And you, sir, Uther is it?” Monty recalled, turning to the athletic wolf.


    “‘Tis, mate, yeah.”


    Upon that confirmation Monty pitched Uther’s paw all over the place, “Mate, he says. I like it! You look fit as a fiddle, my good wolf. Remarkable shape you’ve got there; must be a lot of jolly hard work, jolly hard.”


    “Heh, well, I suppose it is.”


    Monty went on, “I know it is, sir. Used to do a bit of running meself in me soldiering days. Four minute mile would you believe? Not a scratch on you Howler chaps though, of course.” He patted his stomach, “It’s all gone south now alas. Hahaaah!”


    “Keep your voice down, Monty,” Penny hissed gently, brushing her raucous husband with a paw.


    “Sorry, Sweetpea,” he excused, moving on, “So, who’re these fine wolfen ladies, your girlfriends?”


    “Monty!” Penny seethed further.


    “What?”


    Linus cleared his throat, “Uhm, well-”


    “This is me lovely Lorna,” Uther interrupted, throwing a muscled arm around Lorna and kissing her on the cheek, “and Rosalina there is Linus’s sweetheart,” he added mischievously, pushing Linus stumbling into Rosalina.


    “There, you see!” Monty mewed. “Pleasure to meet you, ladies. You’ve got a couple of top-notch chaps there. Hold onto ‘em.”


    Lorna tweaked Uther’s nose and winked at him.


    Whilst Linus tugged anxiously at his collar, Rosalina curtsied to Monty, “Honour to meetcha, your highness.”


    “I’m afraid, your aim’s a little off, my dear!” Montague chuckled, hiking a thumb at Penny. “She’s the one you’re after; the Duchess Penelope. I’m just the ignoble cad who made off with the Queen’s cousin. Not a drop of ink in me!”


    “Oh! Forgive me, your majesty.”


    Penny reached out and raised Rosalina up before she could bow again. “Never mind all that, my dear; you’re a Lupan citizen, not a Felician.” She looked to Uther and especially Linus, “Besides, it’s I who should be curtsying to these brave souls after they likely saved my life.”


    Stepping forward, Linus had to speak up, “I-I-I should never have put you in harm’s way, marm.”


    “Nonsense, sir,” Penny dismissed. “As I’ve said, we’re glad to have helped.”


    “That dashed hyena, clobbering me out of left field, it’s just not on!” Monty said, shaking a fiery ginger fist. “Pity about the other chap, Ivan is it? Penny said he wouldn’t be here. No show, just like our investors.”


    “Yes, marm, didn’t you say there’d be beasts with you?” Linus queried Penny.


    “They backed out, I’m afraid,” she grimaced.


    “Something spooked ‘em,” Monty scoffed, feline eyes wide a moment.


    “Spooked, sir?”


    “Not all plain sailing this dirigible lark, Linus, there’s risk involved and beasts won’t back a loser.”


    Penny flapped a paw, “Forget them, we’re here to honour Linus and Uther for their good works.” The Duchess led the way, passing between the bear bouncers, both of whom gave the overdressed cats a second glance. “Come along everyone!”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 11


     


    Grand Howler Vladimir Oromov entered the murky, windowless room and shut the hefty metal door behind him. The warm light from the imperium lamps overhead played on his polished eisenglanz helmet as he walked over to the metallic, bed-like machine in the midst of the room and looked down upon the hyena strapped to it, arms and legs outstretched.


    “How are you, Noss?” Vladimir asked him.


    Noss gulped and breathed deep. His nose was encrusted with blood and mucous, and his eyes were weepy.


    “Been better, Oromov,” he cackled.


    Vladimir suddenly pulled down an overhead lamp and shone it right in Noss’s face. The hyena turned his dark muzzle away and shut his purple eyes tight.


    “Grraagh!”


    “Aversion to light,” Vladimir diagnosed. “The rot is bad with you today, my ‘Prince’.”


    The bound Noss spat, “After... a racking? Who would have thought?”


    Vladimir watched the hyena’s mighty spotty arms twist and tense in a vain attempt to break the metallic clasps and, no doubt, strike his tormentor down. Even were he not restrained, Noss would be unable to do any such thing – Vladimir knew from personal experience that a beast didn’t just get up and walk away after a stint on the imperium rack; they hobbled.


    “You know, I was racked once,” the Howler said, almost wistfully. “It was a long time ago now; I was only a cub really, fresh out of the academy. I was accused of misappropriating venom and found guilty. The Elders were lenient and gave me the rack instead of death.” Vladimir took a sharp breath. “One never forgets the feeling of burning from the inside out as too much plasma flows through your body,” he sighed, adding, “So you see, Noss, I never ask my Howlers to do something I couldn’t do, not even treacherous ones like yourself. I’ve been there.”


    No reply.


    With a ‘humph’ Vladimir pushed away the lamp.


    The Grand Howler turned to the smoky-grey cat in a laboratory coat standing by a complex panel of dials, buttons and levers wired up to the rack.


    “Get him up, Josef.”


    The grey cat adjusted his tinted spectacles and nodded once. He pressed a button and pulled a lever, keeping one gloved paw in his coat pocket the whole time.


    The rack shuddered and slowly rotated, with Noss remaining firmly strapped to it. When it was almost vertical, with the crucified hyena all but hanging by his arms, Josef released the lever and the rack stopped with a jolt.


    Vladimir wafted some papers in front of Noss’s snout. “Your death certificate; heart failure from imperium shock, signed and dated by our coroner Doctor Josef Grau there. You’re dead and nobody is going to know anything different, except us.”


    “You’re… to kill me then?” Noss gruffed. “Thank the Wind! Hahahahaaa!”


    “On the contrary I’m preserving your life,” Vladimir revealed soberly. “I’m sending you somewhere safe, Noss, to a special penal colony for errant Howlers and other imperium-abusers on the far reaches of civilisation. Perhaps you know of it?”


    “Gelb?” Noss guessed, big nostrils flaring.


    A nod. “Plenty of hyenas there; you’ll blend in nicely. You’ll crawl on your belly through Mother Erde, as you call her, digging up imperium ore until such time as I call upon you.”


    “Hahahahaaaaheheheee!” Noss laughed, “What… w-www-what makes you think… I’ll agree to performing such desecration?”


    Vladimir said simply, “Arjana.”


    Noss’s defiant laughter died.


    “Provided you behave, Arjana and the cubs will be kept safe in one of those re-education towns. I’ve never been to one personally, but they look charming enough. Perhaps you’ve seen them on the newsreels? Your cubs will be moulded into perfect citizens, counting to ten in Lupan and everything-”


    “Arjana will never accept it!” Noss snarled. “Never!”


    “She must. They take cubs away from unruly mothers, I hear. You too must behave in Gelb, and be silent. Understand?”


    Noss grimaced. His mighty chest and shoulders started to shake and a tear streaked down his gory cheek.


    Vladimir snorted in disgust, “Crying, Noss? Did you shed a tear for Rufus when you agreed to blow him up for a fist full of lupas? You truly are despicable. Almost as despicable as those who put you up to it.”


    With a gulp, Noss managed to croak, “Throw the s-switch and kill me Vladimir. End my shame... my madness... I beg you.”


    “I wish I could oblige,” the Howler professed. “You should’ve kept your big hyena mouth shut.”


    “I’ll write it all down. I’ll s-sss-sign anything. Please!”


    “Not good enough!” Vladimir rejected. “I need you alive, if plausibly punished. Should Elder Amael discover your whereabouts I’ll have my explanation for sparing you. You’re a prince. I thought we may need you in future negotiations with your people, but for your protection, and to stop your tribe rallying around your name, I engineered your ‘death’. He’ll understand my deception… then promptly kill you.”


    “You believe me, then?” Noss said, raising his chin.


    “Take consolation in that,” Vladimir said, “and in the knowledge that, one day, if all goes well and you do as I ask, I’ll set you and your family free. I swear it, on my honour.”


    “And if all goes wrong?”


    “Then I’ll see you in Gelb, if not the ant hills.”


    “I look forward to it! Hahahahaaaaa!” Noss cackled deliriously, his head flopping down. “Hehehee-hahahaa!”


    Leaving Noss to his madness, Vladimir offered a sting of white-imperium to the tidy-looking Josef. “When they come for him give him this,” he whispered.


    “Venom?” Josef hissed. “Why?”


    “Because I want him to survive. He needs the best possible start to get through Gelb. Don’t worry, by the time he recovers he’ll be collared and on the train.”


    At length, Josef pocketed the sting, “Fine.”


    “Not a word to anyone, Doctor. Not even Janoah, not until I sound her out.”


    With that, Vladimir headed to the door, but paused a moment. “Listen out for me, Noss,” he said without even looking. “I’ll set things in motion when I’m good and ready. Play your part and you’ll see daylight yet.”


    Stepping out, Oromov closed the door.


    Once Vladimir had departed, Josef Grau stepped round in front of Noss, paws buried in lab coat pockets. The grey cat filled the hyena’s tear-blurred vision, his dark, round glasses catching the lights overhead.


    “Typical,” he said, “I wait ages for a decent test subject then two come along at once and I get to keep neither for myself.”


    Noss spat at the cat with what little bloodied saliva he could muster. “Rot!”


    Josef simply purred, “You want more?”


    Noss tipped his head back. “Come on, worm. Hit me! Hahaaa!”


    “Hoping I’ll actually kill you by accident like Vladimir’s daft cover story?” Josef tutted. “Such a schoolboy error is beneath my expertise. If I had my way I’d dissect you right now to find out what makes you magnificent Chakaa tick, but Vladimir has his silly plans for you and I must humour him. He and Janoah between them keep me so busy with their plotting, and so well remunerated.”


    Josef walked to the control panel and pulled a lever. The rack jolted and eased flat again. The Doctor then turned an innocuous-looking dial.


    “It’s a living,” he sighed.


    Noss braced himself, closing his eyes, breathing deep, clenching every muscle in his powerful frame – it made no difference.


    “Gaaaaghaaagh!”


    In an instant, white plasma racked Noss’s twisting body from paw to foot, the arcs of energy dancing randomly over his fur and flesh like a thunderstorm. Tiny streams of energy flowed between the top and bottom rows of Noss’s mighty teeth as he arched his back and twisted in agony, unable to escape, unable to think, his whole world collapsing into a chaotic singularity of bone-burning pain.


    Knock! Knock! Knock!


    Josef shut his monstrous contraption down and Noss fell back, mighty chest heaving, spotty limbs trembling, the distinctive smell of singed hair rising over his battered body.


    Someone was rapping on the door.


    Pushing his spectacles up his nose, Josef hissed. “Whoever you are, go away!”


    The door knob slowly twisted. Josef had forgotten to lock it! He hurried over and grabbed the knob. “Who is it?” he demanded huffily.


    “Janoah,” they replied, equally indignant.


    Josef let out a slight growl of exasperation. Thinking fast, he opened the door, but only wide enough for him to slip out into the hallway where Janoah waited for him.


    “What’ve you got in there, Josef?” she asked. “Or should I say who?”


    “Just testing the new equipment,” Josef lied, firmly closing the door.


    “I see,” Janoah said. “I hear Noss got cooked by your over-zealous application of the rack. Is that right?”


    Josef glanced at the door, then frowned, “The hyena died suddenly, but-”


    “But?”


    “It wasn’t my fault; there was a power surge.”


    “Power surge?”


    “Yes. That’s why I’m testing the equipment. It won’t happen again.”


    Janoah looked down at her feet, stepped forward, and met the cat’s bespectacled eyes. “I don’t care myself, good riddance to that deranged hyena, but I can tell you when Rufus hears of this I’ll be hard pressed to stop him administering his own ‘power surge’ to you. He loved Noss. He’ll want to look him in the eye to ask him why he did what he did. You’ve denied him that satisfaction and, as you know, my husband is not a wolf to be denied his... satisfactions.”


    Josef acknowledged nervously, “It won’t happen again.”


    Satisfied with her little exercise of intimidation, Janoah changed tone. “Glad to hear it. Now, my good doctor, let’s pop to Riddle Hospice and find ourselves a dying wolf to lend us his noble name.”


    “Now?” Josef blurted.


    “Yes, right now,” Janoah chirped, glancing around the deserted corridor. “Our little secret had to be out of here and on his way before Rufus is well enough to stop me.”


    “Give me half hour, I just need to tidy up here.”


    Janoah gave the cat and the door a suspicious look, before parting company with both. “I’ll be in the ambulance.”


    *


    Uther knocked back his beer and puffed on his ember, “So then I sez to Ivan, I sez, ‘It’s black-imperium, mate, we’d better get everyone clear of the train.’ He was panicking of course, as is natural, I mean, the black stuff’ll put the fear of Ulf into any one, even Blade-dancer.”


    “Even you?” Rosalina asked from across the table.


    “Even me,” Uther insisted. “I was scared, but I kept me head somehow. So we hops off the train and I start telling everyone to back off, calm-like, I didn’t want to start a panic. But then Ivan, bless him, he starts waving his paws and shouting, ‘It’s black-imperium! Run!’ and that was that, beasts couldn’t get off the platform fast enough. Like a stampede it was. Still it worked out pretty well.”


    Lorna laughed between chews of her meal and wiped her mouth with a napkin. “Then what?” she urged.


    “We started to check the train for stragglers, but then this dark cloud starts pouring out the carriage!”


    Monty nearly choked on his food. “I say! You actually saw black-imperium, Uther?”


    “Nah, it weren’t black-imperium, Monty, just a mock-up.”


    “Mock up?” Penny queried delicately.


    “Ash bomb, marm, that’s the smoke you and Monty saw at the station. Pretty harmless, of course, though it will make a beast choke without protection. Just a sneaky hyena trick is all it was. He’d scarpered. Oh, and I found Ivan trying to take shelter in a ticket booth! Puh! As if that’ll save yer from real black-imperium, I sez to him.” Cackling, Uther took a draught of ember vapours and winked at the cats, “Of course, you two know what happens next.”


    “That hyena scoundrel decked me!” Monty said to all. “Caught me off guard, mind! If I’d been ready I’d have shown him the what for. Fought for Felicia once or twice in me time; nothing like you chaps I doubt, but I’m tricky with a rifle and bayonet I dare say.” The cat whispered, “Incidentally that’s how I met Penny here. Got bally wounded didn’t I? She’d volunteered as a nurse at the time and the moment I clapped eyes on her that was that, she afflicted me heart for life. Terminal case.”


    “Oh Monty, away with you!” Penny dismissed.


    Linus sat in silence, nursing his drink with both paws and nibbling the remnants of dinner, proffering smiles and laughter whenever appropriate. As the multicoloured haze and lounge-music of the saloon swirled around his ears, he watched Uther effortlessly entertain Lorna, Rosalina, the Buttles and several on-lookers, who secretly listened in to Uther’s mesmerising gruff tenor.


    That’s an alpha wolf, Linus, fit, handsome and best of all charismatic; you’ll never be like him, even less a true legend like Rufus or Ivan. Stick to your books and your bugs, that’s what you know. You can’t even talk properly half the time. Stammering in front of Janoah, what must she have thought?


    Linus suddenly stood up. Uther stopped chatting and everyone looked to him.


    “You awright?” Rosalina asked, grabbing Linus’s paw.


    “I’m…uh… I need some fresh air,” he excused, brushing her paw off. “I’ll be right back.”


    Leaving his coat behind, Linus headed off, only to stumble on a chair leg.


    “Steady, old chap!” Monty said.


    “Thump me,” Uther cackled, “I do believe he’s pissed!”


    Mortified, not least by Uther’s language in front of the Buttles, Linus pushed open the saloon’s inner doors, entering the lobby, then on through the outer doors to the lamp-lit street. Feeling slightly light-headed, he strolled over to Uther’s handsome green monobike and felt the smooth, shiny seat with a paw. With a glance at the saloon doors, as if worried Uther might burst out and tell him to get away from his precious machine, Linus sat on it and placed his paws on the cold kristahl steering bars.


    Not every Howler could cope with such a powerful beast as the Giacomo Valerio Dragonfly, let alone Ivan’s legendary GVM-8 Spider, only those strong enough to tame the wild imperium gyroscopes within could hope to even go in a straight line.


    You can’t even ride yet, Linus chided himself, you’d still fall off a little Springtail. Better hurry up. It’s not so far away, the long sleep. Ten years, twenty, even thirty; it’ll fly by. Then you’ll rot. Most do by then and you’re not special. First in class? Big deal!


    Reaching into his coat, Linus took out a silken pouch with a draw string. He tipped it over his paw and the pearl he had bought from the Crab and Kettle tumbled into his palm, a perfect, iridescent green orb the size of one’s fingertip.


    Green was the commonest useful sort of imperium, burnt in hearths and engines up and down Lupa, so the pearl hadn’t been very expensive, but it was absolutely pure and so far more potent than the rough green ore mined from the erde and shovelled into fireboxes.


    “Linus?” someone said.


    It was Rosalina, trotting towards Linus in her similarly imperium-green dress.


    “You awright?” she asked again, tipping her hat.


    “Yes,” Linus insisted, with much nodding. “Just tired.”


    “I was worried you might be feeling sick or something. I know how it is with you lot.”


    “You lot?”


    “Howlers,” Rosalina whispered. “The pains, n’ all that.”


    “Oh. I-I-I don’t get that much,” he replied. “Not yet anyway.”


    Rosalina scrunched up her brown nose and scooted round the prickly subject. “Lovely mono,” she said, rubbing the bodywork with her gloved paw. “Looks like Uther’s.”


    Linus spread his paws, “It is Uther’s.”


    Rosalina tutted at her own perceived silliness, “Oh yeah, so it is.” She sat on the back of the mono with both legs one side of the wheel, as if it were a stool. “Whatcha got there?”


    “Huh?”


    “In yer paw.”


    “Nothing, just a pearl,” Linus said, opening his golden fingers to reveal the perfect green orb. “I-I bought it from an otter earlier.”


    “Really?” Rosalina said. “What for?”


    “No particular reason. I just like to collect them.”


    “Collect ‘em?”


    “Yes. I have a drawer full of them. Should be in a cabinet really, but I don’t have the room. That’ll have to wait until I’m a Howler Captain, if I get that far.”


    Rosalina was perplexed, “What do you do with ‘em all?”


    Linus shrugged a little, “Not a lot. I… I practise with them sometimes.”


    “Practise?”


    Linus gave Rosalina a sideways look, then closed a paw over the pearl. His fist quivered a little and he emitted a tiny grunt of effort. When he opened his paw, the pearl was shining and shimmering with a ghostly green light.


    Rosalina marvelled, “Oh! Whatcha do to it?”


    “I freed some of the imperium’s energy,” Linus explained, shielding the pearl with his other paw so as to not draw too much attention to himself. “It’s what we Howlers do, after all.”


    “Yeah,” Rosalina said, suddenly wistful. “I… I remember me dad doing somethin’ like this. He used to make things float about to keep me quiet. I was just a baby.”


    Spurred on by Rosalina’s faded memory, Linus cupped his other paw above the pearl and, as if by magic, but in reality by the imperionic laws, the pearl rose up and stuck to his other palm!


    “Like that?”


    Rosalina gasped and giggled, “Oh! That’s it! That’s it!”


    Linus laughed, “My dad did it too. I used to pester him to.”


    The pearl dipped down, then rose up, oscillating to and fro until finally hovering level between Linus’s paws, spinning round like a tiny planet with pearlescent seas and continents. Rosalina could plainly read the concentration written on the Howler’s face as he performed the delicate balancing act.


    “That’s real clever.”


    “It’s nothing, really,” Linus shrugged. “A Den Father could do this with their sword.”


    Rosalina shrugged, “Well, I’m still impressed.”


    Linus let the pearl drop down and popped it back in its silken home. The show was over.


    “I reckon you’ll be a Den Father one day, Mr. Linus.”


    Mr. Linus literally winced. “Rosalina you don’t have to flatter me,” he said, absently playing with one of the bike’s chrome switches. “I mean, I know it’s your job to pretend that you find me interesting and… and all that, but this is all Uther’s idea and… well… what I mean is… uh….”


    The wolfess dipped her chin and shook her head, “Oh no. You’re easy.”


    Linus faced her. “Easy?” he squeaked.


    “I don’t have to pretend, like. You’re fun, like Uther. I’ve not smiled like this for ages.”


    “R-rrr-really?”


    “Really,” Rosalina cooed. “Anyway, you don’t have to do something you don’t wanna do just to impress Uther. He won’t think any less of yer. He was probably just trying to help you come out of yer shell, ‘Woodlouse’.” Giggling, the Lupanar wolfess patted Linus’s knee and stood up, “Let’s go back inside.”


    “Thank you,” Linus gulped, rising with her, “f-fff-for being so kind to me.”


    Rosalina took Linus’s paw and scrunched her nose. She looked about to say something when a sizeable beast came barrelling out of left field like a rugby player!


    “Oh!”


    Before Linus knew what was what, both he and Rosalina had been barged to the ground. After a brief kerfuffle, the stranger took off, dashing down the main street. It sounded like a pig to Linus; trotters on cobblestones were always a dead giveaway.


    “Oi, watch it!” Linus barked, his well-crafted, gentlebeast’s facade giving way to a moment of street-side brusqueness. He pulled Rosalina to her feet, “You all right?”


    “Me purse!” Rosalina yelped at once, searching her belt. “He nicked me purse!”


    “What?”


    “All me money’s in there!” Rosalina wailed, paws clapping to her cheeks. “Everything!”


    After a moment’s hesitation, Linus remembered who he was and what he was and took off in pursuit. “Thief! Stop, in the name of the Republic!”


    “Linus, don’t it could be dangerous!” Rosalina squeaked, before hurrying into the saloon to summon help. “Uther! Utheeer!”


    Linus tore down the path, paws thumping in puddles, his golden fur intermittently illuminated every few seconds as he passed through the warm glow of street lamps. The hefty pig obligingly cleared a path for the wolf, barging pedestrians aside, so that all Linus need do on occasion was leap over shocked citizens still scrabbling around on the floor.


    “Howler, coming through!”


    The thief had a good fifty feet on the law, but even on a full stomach Linus was not going to be outrun by a pig; lagging behind a Chakaa hyena was excusable, but not a mere hog!


    The thief veered into a dark alley, no doubt in an attempt to lose the Howler.


    Linus stayed on him, weaving between dustbins and detritus, left turn, right turn, left, left, right, down the grim alleys, deeper into the dangerous Lupan labyrinth that connected the safe main streets of the Common ground.


    The pig burst through a gate and slammed it shut. Linus rammed into it seconds later, but rebounded – locked!


    The Howler instantly attacked the wall, climbing up and over with aplomb – he wasn’t one for jumping, but with an upper body like his any wall Linus could reach the top of was no obstacle.


    The strong little wolf landed in a puddle and found himself in a junkyard, with scrap and ash piled high on all sides. There was no sign of the hog, but Linus heard trotters clopping away into the darkness. He hurried after them, following one of many clear paths snaking between the mounds of rusting metal and decaying imperium.


    “Stop… in the name of the Republic!” Linus shouted, for the umpteenth time today.


    After many twists and turns, he found himself in a clearing overlooking the broad River Lupa. The fire-belching furnaces of the industrial Greystone territory reflected in the quivering waters, whilst a mighty iron railway bridge spanned the gulf.


    The Howler looked around, took stock; he was a long way from the warmth and comfort of the saloon.


    “What am I doing?” he panted.


    Unwilling to give in just yet, Linus ventured a little further into the mysterious junkyard, until he came to the railway bridge and what appeared to be a dead-end. The bridge arced high overhead, its brick struts creating a cave of sorts. It dripped and glistened by the light of a single imperium lamppost jutting out of the seas of garbage like a lonely lighthouse. A train screamed swiftly by, the light from its carriages playing invitingly over Linus’s face.


    Howler Mills suddenly felt he was being watched and turned around. Scanning Lupa’s waste, he picked out an unusual quantity of threadbare furniture; chairs, sofas, desks, all set upright atop the junk as if in use. What looked like crude dwellings were pitched amidst the jumble, their sides constructed from corrugated iron and canvas, sometimes incorporating the inside of a car or bus. Beasts of every sort peered out at the intruder from these makeshift tents and shacks, little beasts in the main, but some bigger sorts.


    This was some kind of illegal slum, by the looks; Lupa was rife with them, inside and out.


    “I’m a Howler,” Linus puffed, chest heaving, turning on the spot and showing the citizens his glowing brooch. “I’m looking for a hog. Where did he go?”


    Nothing.


    “I know he came this way. There’s nowhere to go, so he must be here.”


    Still nothing.


    “He’s a thief; he stole a purse,” Linus explained, “It’s your duty as citizens to help me uphold the law.”


    “Go away!” someone spat.


    “Howler scum!” said another.


    Shocked, Linus shouted back, “I’ll have this fleapit cleared away if you don’t cooperate!”


    “I’ve got your purse right here, Howler!” someone declared from under the bridge. “There’s no need for threats.”


    Lowering his brooch, Linus walked tentatively towards the bridge, looking for the owner of that profound voice. The beasts in their dwellings made themselves scarce, closing their tent flaps and doors if they had them, or putting up a sheet of iron or drawing a curtain if they hadn’t.


    There was something not quite right about this place; Linus felt it in his bones. Is that a corona, or just my imagination?


    A lamp coughed into life, illuminating the underside of the bridge and revealing a fantastical grotto of tapestries, paintings, carpets and furnishings, all of it somewhat tired and worn, but still remarkable finds in this otherwise ant-heap world. Nestled amongst the sullied splendour was a fancy-looking high-backed wooden chair draped in purple, imperium-weave cloth and protected by a moth-eaten canopy.


    Seated upon this throne, his trotters crossed, was a huge, powerful, tusked hog. His massive body dripped with jewellery and fine clothes; rings, bracelets, chains, ribbons and more. It looked like he had blundered through Riddle Market, arms spread, randomly sweeping up all manner of spoils. Upon his head was a crown of sorts, a jumble of weird circles of metal soldered together. Linus couldn’t quite make it out.


    “You’re trespassing on my kingdom, Howler,” grunted the muscled hog, spreading his fingers at his junkyard domain, before settling back, resplendent in what seemed to be an imperium-weave cloak. “I am Gustav, King of Great Bridge. Who might you be?”


    Linus had but one lucid thought – what in Ulf’s name have I walked into?


    Well, here goes.


    “Howler Linus Bloodfang Mills,” he said, clearing his throat. “Trooper, First Class.”


    “Welcome to my court, Howler Linus,” said King Gustav, gesturing about his so-called court. “You look tired. Please, refresh yourself.”


    A mouse poured something into a bent golden cup and offered it to the Howler on a dented pewter tray.


    “N-nnn-no, thank you,” Linus stammered.


    Gustav nodded, the fine chains dangling from his tusks rattling, and drank from another, much finer cup. “I must apologise, Howler, for any inconvenience my subject caused you,” he said. “He knows it’s not the done thing to take from Howlers; he thought you were a mere Freiwolf.”


    Linus growled, “It is not the done thing to take from anyone, sir, Howler or citizen. That is theft.”


    “Oh? Yet Howlers take what they want, do they not?”


    “A Howler’s privilege, as written in the Lupan Laws-”


    “I see. Legal theft, then? Hahahaaa! You wolves like to have it all your own way.”


    Linus paused a moment, perturbed by the hog’s manner. “It is taxation, sir,” the Howler said, steeling himself. “Now, give up the purse you stole.”


    Gustav scoffed, “You make demands of me in mine own kingdom?”


    “This is Lupa, citizen,” Linus pointed out. “It is no one’s kingdom, it is a Republic-”


    “Insolent wolf, I am no citizen, but king of the Great Bridge!” roared Gustav, standing up and gesturing at the underside of the railway bridge. “This is my world, so be mindful of your insolent tongue!”


    Linus could hear Uther now, ‘Nutter, mate.’


    Gustav sniffed and sat regally, “Still, you were not to know, ignorant soft-footed beast that you are. I shall overlook your transgression. You may go in peace.” Snapping his fingers, he said, “The purse!”


    The shifty-looking hog Linus had been chasing stepped forth from the shadows, head bowed, and passed his insane leader Rosalina’s green purse. Gustav snatched it and tossed it on the ground, making his bejewelled body rattle like a crystal chandelier. The purse landed just short Linus’s ‘soft’ feet.


    “Take it,” the king snorted, “and get you gone from my sight, little Howler.”


    Linus ignored the purse, saying, “I’m afraid you don’t get off that easy.”


    Gustav snorted, “Oh?”


    “I’m not leaving here without booking the beast who stole the bag.”


    The pig in question looked up a little.


    Gustav laughed, “I’ll not forsake a servant over a mere purse!” He leant forward, “Leave my domain and forget you were ever here, or else suffer the consequences of your wanton arrogance.”


    Unaccustomed to being spoken down to by mere citizens, let alone one of such brazen cheek, Linus boiled over, “Or else what, you mad-beast? I’ve only to speak to my superiors and the authorities will sweep your ‘kingdom’ of pickpockets into the river!” Linus looked around, at the countless eyes peering out from the junkyard dwellings pitched roundabout him, and told them, “You’ll all find yourselves on the rough edge of Lupan justice if I’m not satisfied!” He then addressed the so-called ‘king’, “Out of pity I’d rather leave these beasts in peace; I don’t want to see their lives destroyed over a purse any more than you. I’ll forget I ever saw this place, provided you give up the thief and swear to disband your illegal activities.”


    Gustav’s huge nostrils flared with rage. “I tire of your insolent yapping,” said the hog, casting his fat fingers at Linus. “Guards! Seize the intruder.”


    Four well-built hogs stepped out of the shadows armed with metal poles, surrounding Linus.


    “A-a-are you insane?” he spluttered, whirling on the spot, paws raised defensively. “I’m a Howler! Don’t you even know what I’m capable of?”


    “The imperious rage in your blood? What of it?” Gustav dismissed airily. “You’ll quickly break yourself on my legions and become exhausted. Then you will go the same way as all the others.”


    “Others?”


    The king touched his warped crown and it glowed momentarily with a rainbow of colours. It was clear to Linus then that it was made of Howler brooches of every rank and pack, crudely welded together. Gustav’s cloak too was a patchwork of Howler mantles, and his guards were wreathed in the same.


    “Where did you get all those?” Linus gasped.


    “I bade them to leave,” Gustav explained sorrowfully, as his guards circled Linus. “I am most gracious towards each Howler who rudely invades my domain looking for trouble, but being such an arrogant sort, few take up my generosity. Most that came investigating have had to… disappear.”


    “You killed them!” Linus realised. “You’re a Howler-killer!”


    “I but defend my people.”


    Ears flat to skull, Linus brandished a quivering fist at the hog. “Murderous scum!” he snarled, as sparks of imperious fire played over his paw. “I’ll bring you to justice! I will!”


    “Humph! Take him.”


    At Gustav’s command, the cloaked hogs lunged at Linus as one porcine ring; likewise Linus lunged at them, barging into the nearest and slapping his paw into his midriff. There was a loud spark of blinding plasma and the hog was blown clean across the junkyard kingdom, sliding and rolling through the slippery mud.


    Shaking his throbbing right paw, Linus whipped around and used his left to deal another shocking coronal explosion to the next hog, sending him down too.


    Bzzzt! Crack!


    The third hog swung his weapon at Linus. The Howler heard the hollow metal pole whistle an inch from his face as he ducked and weaved, fought as he had been trained in the Bloodfang Howler Academy, fought for his life.


    Recovering from the dodge, Linus swept in and slapped both his paws on the guard’s distended belly. He summoned the imperium energy locked within his bones and blood, releasing it in a spectacular white spark that blew the surprised hog clean off his trotters.


    “Oooaagh!”


    He slid across the mud on his back and crashed into a rubbish heap, sending a cascade of cans tumbling over his shoulders and little beasts running for cover.


    Meanwhile, Linus stumbled away, his shaking paws throbbing and burning, yet numb and stiff. Without a kristahl sword, or at least something metal to channel the energy away from his flesh, it was wounding him too. He couldn’t keep this up for long.


    The last hog, wary from witnessing his comrades downed by this tough little wolf, hesitated. At last, seeing the Howler was in serious trouble, he went for him, swinging his rod. The stocky little Linus weaved aside and grabbed the iron rod with both paws in one tidy movement.


    Finally, something to channel the imperious fire!


    Plasma erupted from Linus’s arms and rippled up the rod in a flash, straight into the hog who gripped on tight, unable to let go as the enraged Linus filled him with energy.


    “Gaaaahaaaagh!”


    Finally, Linus released the rod and the hog collapsed backwards into a puddle, stiff as a drawbridge. Traces of plasma crawled over his trembling body and dissipated into the water. Then he went limp.


    He was dead. No normal beast could suffer an imperium shock like that, and Linus knew it. Chest and shoulders heaving, the panting Howler stared at the four downed pigs, horrified at what he had done. He looked at his quivering paws, their pads blackened and raw.


    ‘By Ulf, I’m a killer!’


    The sound of thumping trotters and jangling metal quickly brought Linus to his senses. He dived to one side as Gustav himself deigned to descend from his rotten throne and charge him, head down, festooned tusks brandished.


    Linus rolled in the mud and back to his feet as the cloaked mountain of a pig stood upright and looked down upon the puny wolf.


    “Humph!” he snorted, tramping towards Linus on his mighty legs. “You shall suffer many days of humiliating torture for this, Howler. You will beg me to end your miserable existence. And when I grow weary of your pitiful moaning I’ll have you buried alive in the heaps of Lupa’s waste. Nobody will hear your screams as you twist and turn, the roaches and mud-worms nibbling your flesh.” Gustav raised an eyebrow, “And when your body is picked clean, your bones will go into the stinking mud of the Lupa, and it will be as if you never were… just like all the rest.”


    “You’re insane!” Linus growled, backing away as quickly as Gustav advanced.


    “It is you who is insane, your race who cuts down the forests and chokes the world, who uprooted my noble hoggish ancestors and forced them to live in your vile city as your Politzi scum and servile train hogs!” Gustav’s beady eyes widened with a terrible glee. “There will be a reckoning for wolfkind someday, but for you, little Howler, it comes this day!”


    With a stomp of trotter, the snorting hog charged Linus, sweeping his head and tusks at the wolf, gold décor rattling melodiously, bracelets falling in the mud.


    Linus weaved clear and seeing an opening scrabbled past Gustav’s mighty bulk landed an imperious punch on his massive body.


    “Ragh!”


    Linus expected the hog to be knocked off his trotters like his minions before him, fight over, but the plasma merely dissipated over his imperium-weave cloak and served only enrage him! By Ulf, what kind of monster is this?


    The snorting, squealing, red-eyed Gustav swept Linus away with an arm. The wolf rolled in the mud to escape a stomping great trotter and tried to rise, to get away, but then it hit him, a trainload of pain bursting through his body!


    “Gaaaagh!”


    Up Linus went, levered foot by agonising foot slowly into the air, all the while clutching instinctively at something hard and bony protruding from his stomach. He was brought level, his world reduced to black night, twinkling stars and an infinity of pain. The squirming wolf lifted his head to look down at himself, to try and fathom what was happening, and discovered he was impaled on Gustav’s tusks like a maggot on a thorn bush! One had gone straight through him; the one he was clutching uselessly at with both bloodied paws.


    “Ulf above!” he cried. “Ulf help me! Gaagh!”


    If Linus’s moans moved King Gustav, it was only to let the pitiful wolf down with a contemptuous flick of his gory, twitching snout. The Howler tumbled to Erde, landing heavily in the mud. Winded and wounded, he could but cough and splutter as Gustav stood impassively astride him.


    The ‘king’ cast at the dwellings all around, “I give him to you, my subjects! Take your revenge on your oppressors. Drag this one to the shore and bury him up to his neck. Let the mud worms hollow out his eyes!”


    As Gustav returned to his throne, the wretched beasts in the ramshackle dwellings set aside their makeshift doors and tent flaps and emerged in filthy rags. Mice, rats, hogs and rabbits, male and female, young and old, descended from the hills of waste and closed in on the helpless Linus like ants on a wounded caterpillar, their dirty paws grasping at his clothes and pulling him through the mud.


    “Aaaagh!”


    They beat him and kicked him, hit him with sticks, some spat on him and cursed him.


    “Howler scum!”


    “Your kind murdered my son!”


    “Rot!”


    And then, amidst the baffling melee, a coarse voice snarled clear over them all.


    “Get off him, you gazing vermin! Get back or I’ll thumping blow your heads off! Go on, get!”


    The mob scattered, dropping Linus on his back, his paws clutching his stomach. Standing over him, pistol in paws, was a black and white wolf in a red tunic.


    “Uther!” Linus coughed.


    “Mate, get up!” Uther urged, pointing his pistol at some of the bolder ‘gazing vermin’. “Come on, come on!”


    “I… c-c-can’t.”


    “Aye, you can!” Uther insisted. He glanced down at Linus and saw he had a hole or two in him. “All right… maybe you can’t,” he agreed.


    The gory Gustav stood up, beautified, bloodied tusks dripping. “Another one?” he huffed. “Where one Howler goes, another is bound to follow, like ants to a sugar bowl.”


    “Stay right there,” Uther warned, “or I’ll shoot!”


    “Humph! You can’t shoot us all, Howler. You only have one puny pellet.”


    “Aye, but I can shoot you, freak!”


    “Hahaaa! Go ahead; see if you can kill me!” Gustav said, parting his cloak and revealing a weird, malformed breastplate, its surface a beaten patchwork of welded metals. “My body is protected by your very own eisenglanz, fool!”


    Uther let out a snort and murmured at Linus. “Woodlouse what have you got us into?”


    Linus gulped, “He’s… a murderer… a Howler-killer.” He grimaced and looked down at himself, at his heaving, bleeding stomach, and he wished he hadn’t. “He’s insane, Uther.”


    “No kidding. He looks like a walking Wintertide tree.”


    “He’s afflicted. I f-felt it when I… agh!”


    “Hold on Woodlouse, be strong,” Uther puffed, aiming left and right, keeping the ragged mob at bay; nobody wanted to be the first to attack and get shot.


    “Get help,” Linus suggested.


    “Shut up! I’m not leaving you to ‘em!”


    “They’ll kill us both if you stay… and then nobody will know. You have to s-sss-stop them, Uther.”


    “I will too! Just gimme a minute to think here.”


    As he lie there, Linus’s fevered mind wandered. He thought back over the strange day, this morning’s chase, Monty and Penny, the Crab and Kettle, the pictures, Rosalina, the pearl.


    By Ulf, that’s it!


    Linus slapped a paw to his chest pocket, feeling the hard round sphere tucked away near his heart. “Uther… Uther, the pearl.”


    “What? What pearl?”


    Linus took out the pouch, “The pearl I bought. Use it.”


    Uther glanced down a few times, “Whatcha mean? You mean bargain with ‘em?”


    “No… I mean….”


    Lying in the mud, Linus tipped the pearl into a cupped palm and closed both paws around it. Snarling for the pain of his burnt pads, the Howler summoned all his imperious might one more time. Plasma trickled down his arms and danced over his shaking paws, exciting the imperium, turning it critical, priming it for use.


    With a yelp of pain, Linus opened his smoking paws, revealing the shining orb of pure, green-imperium, smouldering and fizzling away. The mob gasped as one, their sickly faces made even sicklier by the eerie green light.


    “Mate, are you serious?” Uther growled.


    “Leave me with the pistol!” Linus begged. “I’ll do it.”


    Uther scoffed, “Not on your life!” and quickly snatched the blazing pearl. Breaking open the pistol’s breach and removing the normal pellet, he instead dropped the pearl down the muzzle; the usually pitch-black black bore shimmered bright green as the orb slid neatly down – a good fit.


    “Now we’re cooking with gas,” Uther cackled, raising the pistol by his ear and slowly lowering it, levelling it at the filthy mob. “All right you low-life gazer scum, I’ve loaded this baby with a live imperium pearl. You know what that means do yer? Eh? Aye I can see you do!”


    The junkyard mob backed off somewhat.


    “Now, I’m gonna count from ten, then I’m gonna blow whoever’s in my sights to ash!” Uther declared, stepping slowly forth. “Ten… nine… eight….”


    Screaming and shouting, the mob scrabbled for the twisted hills of rubbish, stampeding past their king in their haste to flee the impending catastrophe.


    “He can’t kill you all!” Gustav told them. “You will protect your king, you cowards! I’ll kill you myself if you don’t!”


    Uther slowly aimed at the ‘king’, “Seven… six… five.”


    “You fool it could backfire and kill you!” Gustav told Uther.


    “Hahaha, aye! Four... three.”


    “Howler, wait!” Gustav said, clambering towards his throne. “Let us parley! I will let you both go free!”


    “Two.”


    “Wait! I beg you!”


    “One!”


    “No!”


    Crack!


    A stream of green, glittering light shot straight and true from Uther’s pistol, passing through Gustav and terminating in the back of his throne, where it stayed, glimmering and fizzling bright.


    There was but a moment’s grace, a second to think about the end, before the throne vanished, swallowed and incinerated by a sphere of plasma, and Gustav too.


    “Eyyyyaaaaagh!”


    The resulting explosion ripped across the junkyard, punching a half-blind, half-deaf Uther onto his back and sweeping away any stragglers. Shortly, the wind reversed, sucking everything towards the epicentre, before dying to a calm.


    Silence.


    Bits of metal rained down, and probably bits of Gustav, or what dust remained. Shaking his head, Uther scooped Linus into his arms and draped him over his back.


    “I got yer!” he said, stealing away into the night, “Hold on, Trooper, don’t die on me!”


    *


    It was a modest drive permeated by silence – preferable for both parties. No gates or checkpoints barred Josef’s ambulance as it crunched into the courtyard, imperium-fuelled headlights fading slowly upon the engine’s termination. Janoah climbed out and cast her masked face over Riddle District Hospice; a modest affair with six columns and a clock centred on the pediment. It was late, past visiting hours, but a Grand Howler on official business was exempt from all that, especially with Riddle Den’s coroner by her side.


    Flashing brooch and pass respectively and claiming to be here on an investigation, Janoah and Josef made swift progress through the chequered halls, the distant sounds of coughing and moaning, even downright mad shouting, pricking in their ears.


    Nobody challenged them, unwilling as they were to incur the wrath of a Grand Howler.


    With Josef Grau her guide, Janoah entered a ward, with its vaulted ceiling and high windows. It was dark and reeked of disinfectant, though not enough to mask the odour of rotting, dying beasts. Beds lined the long walls, many of them occupied by patients, wolves all, thin and tired-looking, many covered in sores and bald-patches with drip lines of water and painkillers going into them from all angles.


    These were the Howlers for whom time had run out, whose sting rations had been officially withdrawn, who had no choice now but to die here with honour, or flee and become an old dodger in disgrace.


    Janoah entered; she need not steel herself, for she had witnessed many a friend and teacher die thusly. It was the way of things. When stings no longer did the trick, when black-imperium leaked out of the bones and started to kill you, it was better, the Bloodfangs believed, to just let the rot progress and save the pack the expense and indignity of keeping you alive. She too would come here one day, if she lived so long. Rufus too. Perhaps not so long, Janoah thought, if this shortage continues unabated.


    With a glance and nod at the night nurse, who Doctor Josef rapidly dismissed, Janoah approached the first bed she happened across and placed a paw on the cold iron bed rails. The patient was a steel-grey wolf, no doubt once a strapping, handsome young Howler, reduced now to a sickly shadow of himself long before the natural order of things. Out of curiosity Janoah checked his records. He was forty, not that much older than herself. Unfortunate, but in general males didn’t last as long as females.


    The wolf opened his eyes. “Sir?” he croaked.


    The masked Janoah put down the clipboard and smiled, “Rest easy, Howler.”


    He smiled back, and said, “Did we win?”


    Janoah nodded, “Yes, we won.”


    Senility, or insanity; the fellow was probably re-living the glorious past in his feverish brain.


    “Rest easy, Howler.”


    Janoah moved on, scanning the sick and the dying for a wolf who at least vaguely fit the profile; big, brown, young. Some deviation could be tolerated, overlooked, money exchanged for the turning of a blind eye, but only so much. The bureaucracy of the Bloodfangs was pervasive, its all-seeing eye difficult to evade, what with officials crossing the T’s and dotting the I’s on every Howler’s rank, pay and sting rations, from induction to death.


    If anyone could pull a fast one, it was Janoah Valerio. At her instruction, Werner had already put it about that the boy was dead, run down by a truck. Editors had been rung, presses stopped, new stories printed just in time. It would all be in the papers tomorrow and a body would be waiting in the morgue for formal identification. All Doctor Josef need do is to provide that body.


    Aha!


    Janoah swooped on a bed at the far end of the ward, her paws latching onto the iron rail – a big mottled wolf lay before her with drip tubes going into him and a respirator over his muzzle, chest heaving slowly.


    Yes, yes he might just do.


    Janoah checked his records. Low rank and no next of kin. He would not be missed. Perfect! In her excitement she inadvertently read the patient’s name aloud.


    “Stenton, Rafe.”


    The wolf’s ears pricked. He slowly heaved his weary eyes open – they were black, as if dilated beyond all reason. It was in fact the decaying imperium that coloured them so. The eyes of healthy Howlers shone with imperious minerals, sometimes taking on a different colour than they were born with, but those days were over for Rafe, whose irises were stained and polluted with ash.


    “How are you feeling, Stenton?” Janoah asked, proffering a warm smile.


    No reply.


    “Is it terrible?” she asked.


    This time Rafe Stenton nodded and gulped.


    A day, a week, a month, it didn’t really matter, there was no way back for this one.


    Janoah checked Rafe’s records further. He was just a boy really, hardly older than the like of Uther and Linus, but the rot had claimed him all the same. Perhaps this youth had been too zealous in the pursuit of justice, exerting himself beyond the limits of endurance. There were those that burnt bright but quickly, whilst others flickered as mere embers for decades. Some defied the odds, others fell foul. In prosperous times with white-imperium enough for all Rafe might have lived another twenty years regardless, but with supplies thin on the ground there wasn’t enough to sustain those with a greater need.


    “Rest easy, Stenton,” Janoah soothed. “You’ll make a difference yet, I promise you. Your name will live on.”


    Rafe stared at Janoah, black eyes unblinking, unable to see her clearly if at all. Likely he didn’t understand what was going on, Janoah supposed, though she could not bring herself to tell even a dying wolf her burgeoning plans.


    The grey Josef approached in his lab coat. “There’s a definite resemblance,” he purred in delight, looking the patient over. “In the dark, at least. I’ll have to dye his fur brown to fool any next of kin.”


    Janoah huffed, “Bruno has none, save his ‘father’, and he’s done a runner.”


    “Someone will have to positively identify him, preferably a wolf,” Josef stipulated. “I can’t get round that.”


    “I’m sure his girlfriend will come.”


    “That could be problematic. She’ll know him intimately.”


    “I’m sure you’ll persuade her, Doctor,” Janoah hissed, borderline threatened. She walked around the bed and held one of the dying Howler’s paws with both of hers. “Doctor Josef has something for you, Stenton,” she said.


    “Taubfene?” Rafe croaked through his respirator.


    “Yes... all the taubfene you want,” Janoah promised him. “Enough to take the pain away forever. You won’t have to suffer another minute.” She leant near, “Is that what you want, my Howler? I won’t do this unless you want it. I’ll find another who does.”


    Rafe let out a piteous whine, then took a deep breath and nodded.


    Did he fully understand? Perhaps.


    Satisfied this was not murder, Janoah nodded at Josef. “The taubfene, Doctor.”


    Checking the door, the cat produced a large syringe of yellow liquid from his inside pocket and flicked the air bubbles from the needle, more out of habit than necessity in this case. He disconnected the drip tube from its bag and unceremoniously stabbed the syringe into the line, injecting the contents, all of it, right up to the plunger. The yellow fluid rushed down the tube and into Rafe’s bandaged wrist, into his blood.


    The effect was immediate. Rafe breathed deep a few times and whined in delirium, “Mum…. Mum, it’s sunny out…. Can I go play in the street? Mum.”


    Janoah felt that grip fade, watched those black eyes glaze over. The last fires went out in him, his imperious corona extinguished in an instant by enough taubfene to execute a bear. It was painless, a blessed release, Janoah told herself, waiting a respectful minute for Rafe Stenton to leave this world.


    “You flew well, dayfly.”


    With that, Janoah gently placed Rafe’s paw on his chest and closing those tired, ashen eyes.


    Doctor Josef stood impassively by the bed, tinted glasses betraying nothing.


    Grabbing the clipboard from the foot of the bed, Janoah stood up and gave it to the doctor, pressing it firmly into his midriff. “Start the ball rolling, we’ve little time.”

  


  
    
  

    Codex: Bloodfang


     


    Eldest of the packs, the Bloodfangs, or Redcloaks, are among the few able to point to a record predating the Founders, Lupa and the rot, back when little beasts wallowed in mud huts, noble beasts cowered in castles, and imperium was but a curiosity, its true power mostly forgotten and untapped.


    Some sneer that the Bloodfangs still wallow in filth, their poor, heavily-polluted territory being little more than a collection of slums and markets not unlike those found clinging desperately to the outside of the Lupan Wall. However, the Bloodfangs are not as wretched as all that. The pack jealously holds the Far Ashfall, which, whilst worthless in itself, remains the only gateway to the Everdor plantations and Gelb mines. They therefore control most food and white-imperium currently entering Lupa and tax it accordingly; nominally to pay for the expense of guarding the Far Ashfall’s rails and roads from thieves and terrorists, but mostly to line its Howler’s pockets. This monopoly is a source of great tension between the packs, since at any time the Bloodfangs could raise taxes, or even cut supplies altogether. To do so would doubtless spark a Howler War with all other packs allied against Bloodfang, but it would not be the first time the pack has stood its ground alone and survived to make a favourable deal, for they are formidable.


    Shunning the gadgets and heavy armour of their main rivals, the Greystones and Eisbrands respectively, the nimble Bloodfangs rely on superior coronal manipulation to win out. Only the strongest wolves from across and beyond Lupa are accepted, or if resistant pressed, into service. The pack welcomes drifters, orphans, rivals, and even ex-criminals into its ranks, provided a wolf shows enough promise. Redcloaks therefore have no solid roots, no typical colouration, accent, manner or bloodline to point to, only the ancient name of Bloodfang itself to bind them.


    Be they voluntary or coerced, every Bloodfang beneath Elder rank must uphold a high level of fitness, both coronal and physical. There is no room, no provision of stings made, for wall-gazing scroungers. When the rot sets in such that a Howler can no longer perform their duties, the Bloodfangs regard it a kindness to permit a rapid decline instead of a lingering death, and sting rations are completely withdrawn. Some, stripped of their lifeline but desperate to limp on, move to other, less exacting packs; others turn to crime and buy venom on the black market; the honourable retire to their bed and wait for Ulf to collect them.


    It is because of this policy of pruning old wood, considered unreasonable by most, that Bloodfangs die statistically younger than their Eisbrand and Greystone counterparts. However, with no imperium pensioners draining limited sting supplies and the tax on two essential imports filling their coffers, active Redcloaks enjoy generous food rations and absurd pay, fuelling in their ranks a culture of hedonistic pleasure-seeking on the Common Ground, which is tolerated as long as it does not impede a Howler’s duties. This alone attracts many talented young candidates to sign on Bloodfang’s dotted line; the other great attraction being the sheer prestige of donning the red mantle and becoming a member of the toughest pack of wolves on the Lupan Continent, until, that is, the local hospice calls them home.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 12


     


    Morning nuzzled its way into Sara’s third-floor flat and stirred her. She rose in her green nightgown and drew the bedroom curtains, revealing the clear, crisp air of a sunny Lupan dawn; the clearest she had seen for a while. The city was awakening; chimneys coughed into life, pedestrians headed to work, trams and motor carriages trundled by in the street below. Just another day.


    To the kitchen; a humble affair. Imperium gas burner on, kettle filled, nice pot of Hummel tea on the way, just the ticket. Sara couldn’t wait to get to the campus and see Toggle.


    Toast in paw, the little black wolfess hurried downstairs to the mailbox and retrieved the morning paper, The Lupa. It was the Common Ground paper which, although heavily biased against ‘lesser races’ and constricted by its neutrality towards the packs of Lupa, was at least full of actual news, births, deaths, discoveries and more, rather than columns of opinionated propaganda designed to make the local plebs believe their pack was the best one in Lupa. The Harbinger was the local Eisbrand Pack’s authorised rag useful only for firelighter and lining the bottom of insect cages.


    The Lupa open in her paws, Sara headed for the stairs. She hadn’t got far when the building’s main door opened. Sara expected it to be one of her neighbours returning from an early morning shop, but was instead met with a white rabbit in a coat and hat. He had a steel box in one paw.


    “Sara,” he panted.


    “Casimir!” she replied, with a gasp. “Och! You’ve caught me in mah nightie,” she laughed, performing a mock curtsey.


    No smile graced Casimir’s lips. “Is Bruno here?” he asked directly, taking a step forward. “I… I thought he might have stayed the night with you.”


    Sara took a moment to comprehend Casimir’s extraordinary proposition. “No,” she said. “He was supposed tae meet me at the pictures last night. Ah thought he was sick.”


    Casimir’s face sunk and he fell against the wall, sliding down to the floor.


    He wept.


    Dropping her half-eaten toast on the stairs, Sara dashed over to him. “Och! Casimir, what’s wrong?”


    “They’ve got him!” he cried, curling up into a ball. “They got my boy!”


    “Who’s got him?”


    “Oh, lad. It’s all my fault!”


    “Casimir, what’s happened? Tell me for Ulf’s sake!”


    Getting no sense out of the rabbit, and not wanting the neighbours to see, the wolfess pulled him to his feet and helped him limp upstairs to her flat.


    Ushering him inside before anyone saw, Sara sat Casimir by her pokey kitchen table and hurriedly made him a cup of tea before attempting to tease forth the facts. She knew it concerned Bruno, and knew it was no good, but Casimir was a rabbit and rabbits were known for overreacting and seeing the worst in a situation.


    “There now,” Sara said, physically grasping Casimir’s paws and folding them around the cup of tea. “Have a sip o’ that and tell me what’s going on. It cannae be the end of the world.”


    With shaking paws, Casimir supped his steaming tea, then looked at Sara with his tear-streaked eyes.


    “The Bloodfangs, they found out,” he said.


    “Found what out?” Sara asked, guessing, “That you were in the resistance?”


    “No. Well, yeah they probably know that, but….”


    “What then?”


    “Bruno’s… sick,” Casimir said carefully, his face contorting as he squeezed out the truth, “He’s got the rot, lass.”


    Silence.


    “I never told him, but I knew. I’ve always known, ever since he was a cub.”


    Sara gasped, “But Ah thought he was just allergic tae ash.”


    “Aye, he is that; Howlers often start that way, but he’s got full-blown rot, always has,” Casimir said, forcing a laugh. “He’s been getting worse just lately. I just couldn’t keep up with his needs, you see. I couldn’t afford it.”


    “Afford what?”


    “The good stuff. He needs too much to stay healthy and the prices on the street keep going up on account of the shortage.”


    Sara was all at sea. “Ah don’t understand. You mean he’s a proper dodger?”


    “Not… exactly.”


    Silence.


    Casimir picked his claws, “I’ve… been… sneaking him venom without him knowing. I’ve been doing it for years-”


    “Casimir!” Sara gasped.


    “I had to!” the rabbit yelped, covering his face with both paws. “I had to. I couldn’t tell him, Sara. When he was just a cute little cub I couldn’t bring myself to stick him with a sting, so I spiked his cough syrup instead.”


    “With white-imperium?”


    “Aye, it was bitter medicine,” Casimir seethed, “so we added lots of honey and lemon. Uncle Werner’s Cough Syrup, we labelled it. It was Werner’s idea, see. Lad still takes it now, swears by it! It only works whenever I make a batch of course, not when he makes it. Bruno doesn’t know the secret ingredient.”


    “Och, Casimir.”


    “He’s never sussed it out neither. I hoped he would. I hoped he’d force me to come clean. But Bruno’s not the brightest ember in the pack, you know.”


    Sara looked away. She didn’t know what to say.


    “Now you know why we kept moving, to avoid him being picked up and drafted,” Casimir sighed. “I was gonna give him the choice this time, I swear. Go to the Howlers, or carry on dodging. Now he’s got no choice. They’ll fix my boy good. They’ll sting him with all imperium he needs. ‘Induction’ they call it, aye, and then they’ll train him to use it, to be one of our oppressors. And when he starts rotting far sooner than is natural for a beast they’ll dump him in bed to die like all the rest.” He looked down into his tea, at his trembling reflection within, “I kidded myself this would turn out different, but I think I always knew they’d take him away.”


    Sara shook her head, “Who took him, exactly?”


    Casimir explained. “Werner, I think. I got away, but Bruno wasn’t home. I waited by the station for him to come home by the usual train, but when he didn’t show I rang home. The Politzi kept picking up. They were sitting around in my café just waiting for him. I couldn’t go back, so I… I kept on ringing until Bruno picked up the phone. Werner was right there with him, telling him a pack of lies no doubt, trying to bring him in nice and easy-like, ‘cause my boy… my boy he’s so strong he’d have put up a fight let me tell yer!” After a brief chuckle, Casimir continued soberly, “I told him to get outta there and meet me in the usual place. I waited all night but he never made it. He’s always made it before. Always. Werner must’ve got him. I just hope Bruno punched his fat face in first!”


    Sara stayed positive, “He’s probably just hiding out somewhere.”


    Casimir wasn’t listening. For the longest time he sat in silence, his lower lip quivering, until suddenly he dashed his mug of tea against the far wall, “That bastard Werner. I’ll kill him! I will!”


    Then he broke down all over again, falling on his knees beside the table.


    Sara comforted him a moment and sat him down, then grabbed her mop and tidied up, sweeping the broken mug into a dust pan.


    “I’m sorry, lass,” Casimir excused.


    “It’s all right,” Sara replied, perchance slightly sarcastically. “Ah’ve still got two mugs left, Ah think.”


    Once she had cleaned up the mess, the wolfess tried to put a positive spin on things. “Casimir, let’s just say for the moment you’re right and Bruno’s been taken in. Let’s just assume all that is true. Even if it is, which I doubt, at least he’s going to get what he needs.”


    “Eh?” Casimir snuffled.


    “They’ll give him imperium,” Sara chirped, sitting beside him and grabbing his nearest paw. “There are worse things in this world than being a Howler. Ah know beasts hate them, I do, but it’s the system nae the beasts. There’s as many good Howlers as not. Ah met a good one just last night, outside the pictures. He wanted tae walk me home. Ah’m ashamed I was so rude tae him now, when Ah think of it. He was a good ‘un. Bruno’s a good ‘un too. He’d nae be like the rest o’ them thugs. He’d use his power for good, Ah know it.”


    Casimir nodded and forced a smile, “Aye. Aye, he would wouldn’t he?”


    Sara cocked her head to one side, “But Ah’m sure he’s all right, you daft rabbit. In fact he’s probably worried sick about you. We’ll go find him together.”


    Another nod.


    “Just let me get sorted, all right? Chin up.”


    “Aye.”


    Leaving Casimir cheered, the wolfess hurried into her bedroom. Upon closing the door she sat on the bed. Tears came swiftly, but silently, dripping onto her knees.


    No, crying is no good! What if Casimir comes in? You have to be strong for him. You’re a wolf, a Hummel; he’s just a wee beast.


    Wiping her eyes, Sara composed herself. She brushed her fangs over her tiny bedroom sink and slipped into something decent. A proper grooming would have to wait, Bruno could be out there somewhere, alone and afraid. Sara had no idea how to find him in the sprawling megapolis of Lupa, save to go to the local places they always met. Maybe he’s at the university waiting for me? Maybe Professor Heath took him in? It’s possible.


    Suddenly a wail of anguish erupted from the kitchen. Sara dropped her brush in the sink and burst in on Casimir, finding him sprawled over the table, newspaper open wide.


    “Oh lad!” he wailed. “My poor boy…. Ohohohohoooow!”


    Even in her ignorance, Sara felt tears welling up inside her just from witnessing Casimir’s unbridled grief. “Casimir, what is it?” she begged of him, his sorrow catching in her throat. “Come now, stop this. It’s doing nae good at all.”


    With a seething, frustrated gasp of grief, the rabbit grasped the newspaper with both paws, scrunching it up somewhat, before pushing it away from him in disgust.


    Sara snatched it and scanned the crumpled columns.


    There was a picture of Bruno, looking handsome and chipper. He was carrying crates into the café. Casimir was also there, albeit an old picture, young and looking beaten-up. The picture must have been nearly twenty years old.


    Heart beating faster, Sara latched onto the article’s headline.


    “Sting peddlers rumbled, one killed, one at large,” she said, reading on in silence.


     


    Politzi swooped on a known sting dealer posing as a café owner in the heart of the famously rough Riddle District yesterday. The authorities had been aware of Mr. Casimir Claybourne, rabbit, 35, for some time, but thus far he had evaded the Politzi by moving location. Using forged papers the criminal mastermind slipped between territories, setting up new premises from where to peddle his illegal goods to unfortunate souls, leaving his old lair deserted. His adopted son, a one Bruno Claybourne, wolf, 16, was known as a boxing thug that nobody would cross. It is thought Mr. Claybourne, if that is his real name, used his ‘son’ as protection during his illegal dealings, and that Bruno was a dodger with the strength of a Howler but the morals of a hyena. Interviewees say Mr. Claybourne had injected his son with venom from a young age and beat him regularly, turning him into a savage killer, yet one who was terrified of a mere rabbit not half his size. Others say Bruno was mentally incapable from years of imperium abuse and easily manipulated.


    When the Politzi tried to take the Claybournes peacefully, the cowardly Casimir leapt out an upstairs window and fled with a suitcase of money, leaving his son to face justice alone. The mad Bruno attacked the Politzi, leaving the heroic Constable Denny Demar, rat, 24, dead at the scene. Bruno fled and was pursued on foot, only to be run down by a truck in the backstreets. Constable Werner Schwartz, hog, 38, said he died instantly and that it was a merciful release for a tortured soul. Casimir Claybourne is still at large and….


     


    There was more, but Sara screwed the worthless article up and let it drop at her feet. She found the strength to contain her grief only by leaning upon her anger.


    “Don’t you believe it, Casimir,” she said, crushing the paper underfoot. “Bruno’s nae dead. The whole article is a lie from start tae finish!”


    “They killed him!” Casimir wept. “Something went wrong and they killed my boy. They’re covering it up.”


    “It’s all nonsense!”


    “But I did give him imperium! I did that to him, Sara! I turned Bruno into what he is!”


    Sara comforted Casimir as best he could. Tears didn’t come to her anymore, because she didn’t believe a word of what she had read. It gave her new hope.


    Telling Casimir to stay here and not do anything silly, Sara put on her green coat and hurried out the flat. Closing the main door she strode down the gravel path and opened the wrought-iron gate with a mind to go to the university and search there. If nothing else, Olivia would help look.


    “It’s not wise to harbour a fugitive, Sara.”


    Sara nearly leapt from her black-furred hide as she whirled around, paws still grasping the gate.


    A large Howler of Eisbrand allegiance strolled up the gravel path, his glorious silver armour shining in the muted sunlight, his body wreathed in a blue surcoat marked with a snowflake. He had been hiding in the garden, Sara imagined, waiting for her.


    “Tristan?” she said, adding derisively, “Spying on me again?”


    The Howler removed his helmet, revealing a robust, young, two-tone wolf of grey and white. His eyes were especially queer, one was green, the other blue, and Sara never knew which one to focus on.


    “Forgive my concern,” he said, glancing up at the window. “How’s Citizen Casimir?”


    “Who?” Sara said, feigning ignorance.


    Tristan wasn’t fooled, “He’s a wanted beast, Sara.”


    “I don’t care.”


    “Nor do I, but you’re putting yourself in danger. Hummel you may be, but you’re a long way from home.”


    Sara stood up straight, “Look, what do you want?”


    Tristan waited a moment. “I came about your friend,” he said, holding up a rolled newspaper.


    Sara looked at the paper, “Don’t tell me you actually believe that krap? And you a Howler!”


    “I don’t have to rely on the rags, I have my spies.”


    “Oh, Ah bet. And what did they tell ye?”


    “They told me Bruno was going to be pressed into Bloodfang service at the first opportunity. If he resisted they were going to use his father’s unfortunate past as leverage, and possibly yourself.”


    “Me?”


    “Yes. They know all about you, believe me.”


    Sara could but scoff. “Then they know they can’t touch me. Do you think mah mother would stand fer it? Ah’m not some nobody they can just bang up!”


    Tristan took a sharp breath and spread his paws in helplessness, “Sara… Bruno… he tried to run away and was shot and killed by a Politzi.”


    Sara’s paws clapped to her muzzle, almost stifling her intake of breath. “No!” she yelped.


    “I’m sorry,” Tristan said at once. “The paper’s a lie, except that Bruno’s gone.”


    Sara turned around and looked out across the city. She remained standing, silent for a time, but eventually the damn broke and she wept into her paws.


    Tristan waited for a minute or two before saying, “He cared for you very much.”


    Sara exploded back, “You didn’t even know him!”


    “No, but we met on the train yesterday.”


    “Train? What?”


    Tristan explained, “I tried to help him get away. He was very protective of you, when I mentioned you. I thought he was going to knock me out! Bruno was quite a wolf. Sitting opposite him for the first time I felt his strength and… I see what you saw in him-”


    “Please, just leave me alone!” Sara seethed, crying afresh.


    Tristan cleared his throat, “I would if I could, but I have to escort you to Riddle District’s Den.”


    Sara’s ears pricked, “What?” she sniffed. “What fer?”


    “Bruno’s there,” Tristan said, spreading a paw. “Their coroner rang ours looking for you. It’s required by the Lupan Laws that a wolfen family member or close wolfen friend identify a fellow wolf, and as Bruno had no such family there’s nobody else on file. Casimir doesn’t count.”


    “File? What file?”


    “On his pass. You’re down as next of wolfen kin.”


    “Och!” Sara cried afresh. “Bruno, Ah had no idea!”


    Tristan grimaced. “They won’t release his body unless someone identifies it and I’m not letting you step paw in that nest of scorpions they call Bloodfang Territory alone.”


    “W-www-what about Casimir?” Sara snuffled.


    “Like I said, he’s a rabbit; his word isn’t good enough to confirm a wolfen death. Besides, he’s a wanted beast. Whether the allegations are true or not is immaterial.”


    “Sorry, Ah’m nae thinking straight.”


    “It’s all right,” Tristan insisted. He walked closer, “Can you manage this now, or shall we wait? There’s no rush.”


    “Let’s get it over with,” Sara croaked.


    “It won’t be pleasant. You must be prepared for what you may see.”


    Sara spread a paw over her chest and held back her grief with a gulp, “I have tae do it, so… let’s do it.”


    Tristan donned his helmet and led Sara to his pale blue mono. “All right, but let me do the talking.”


    *


    Uther Wild-heart Bloodfang sat cross-legged on the cold concrete floor of Riddle Den’s garage, elbows resting on knees, chin resting on paws. Despite being on-duty he remained dressed in his casual clothes from last night’s revelries, not to mention exploits.


    “By Ulf, it could’ve backfired in the barrel and you’d both have been vaporised!” Ivan hissed, furiously polishing his mono; he was already resplendent in Howler uniform, cloak and all. “Charging an untested pearl to criticality is strictly forbidden by the Howler Codex for a reason; even a good one is above your rank to deploy! I shan’t be surprised if Amael gives you both a good flogging for this, not to mention for carrying a pistol in the Common!”


    “I left out the pistol, sir,” Uther admitted.


    “What? So you omitted the pistol, but not the pearl?” Ivan asked, leaning on his black Giacomo Spider. “How’s that going to look when Amael reads your testimony?”


    “I left the pearl out too, actually.”


    “Right. Did you leave anything in, Wild-heart, or is your report just a series of blank pages?”


    “No, no! I said the hog had both the pistol and the pearl. He went to shoot us and it exploded in his face, end of story.”


    Uther beamed innocently.


    “So you lied,” Ivan snorted.


    “I bent the truth a little, for Linus’s sake. The pearl was his idea. You can keep a secret, can’t yer, cap’n?”


    “Don’t bank on it.”


    Ivan continued polishing.


    “You know,” he said, stopping again, “I’ve come to expect this kind of schmutz from you and Rufus, but I’m surprised at this ‘Linus’. He looks too… plump.”


    Uther gruffed, “He was just upholding the law, sir.”


    “Leave it to the ALPHA Prefects, Wild-heart, the Common Ground’s their slice of Lupa. We have no business there.”


    “Puh! Lot of good ALPHA are!” Uther barked. “That Howler-killer had obviously been there ages and you’re telling me none of their Prefects ever happened by? Ten, twenny Howlers must’ve been murdered by that hog bastard!”


    Ivan spread a paw, “Those that noticed disappeared, Uther. Prefects too, no doubt.”


    Wild-heart grumbled on, “That thief lured Linus in by nicking Rosa’s purse. It was all a dirty trap, I reckon.”


    “Sprung for the last time.”


    “Aye. Job well done, I say.”


    Ivan huffed, “You’d best hope Amael sees it that way.”


    Grand Howler Vladimir stood surreptitiously listening behind the garage’s inner door, which had been left slightly ajar. After digesting Uther’s story with interest (wildly different to his official account) he entered the garage, folder in paw.


    “Ah,” he said, “just the wolves for the job!”


    Uther jumped to his feet and saluted, whilst Ivan just saluted. Vladimir stayed by the hefty door, paw on lever, and looked down upon the Howlers from the slight vantage point provided by the concrete stairs, like a king on a dais.


    “I’m told we’ve got a special guest,” he said, gesturing at the half-open garage doors with his file. “They’re sending him round back to park his mono. Take care of him will you?”


    “Guest, sir?” Ivan queried.


    “A fellow Donskoy, Ivan,” Vladimir clarified.


    “Not Tristan.”


    “Yes, Tristan. He’s brought a wolfess along to formally identify that cub Werner’s bungling oafs killed last night. He’s ‘escorting her’. We suspect he just wants to snoop around, of course, so watch him, but show him every courtesy all the same. We have to keep relations amicable during these trying times.”


    Ivan stood perplexed. “Forgive me, Grand Howler, but what cub was killed last night?”


    “Rufus’s ‘chef’, was it?” Vladimir sniffed, with much forced uncertainty and nonchalance. “The boy from the café you two were attacked in yesterday.”


    Ivan wasn’t fooled by Vladimir’s acting, though he was shocked at the news. “Bruno?”


    “Yes, Bruno. Dead apparently. Squashed by a lorry.”


    Ivan dipped his chin.


    “Such a senseless waste,” Vladimir tutted. He suddenly looked at Uther as if he had noticed him for the first time in his life. “Why aren’t you in uniform, Wild-heart?”


    “Sorry, sir. Been up all night making statements and worrying about Linus, sir. I wasn’t thinking straight.”


    Vladimir let it slide, “Yes, well, sort yourself out Howler.”


    “Yes, Grand Howler.”


    With an unreadable grunt Vladimir took his leave, shutting the door behind him.


    Moments later the popping of a hefty monobike engine stirred Uther and Ivan’s ears. Outside, a Howler in a surcoat glided into view on a Dragonfly mono, like Uther’s, but made-up in Eisbrand livery. It had been sprayed pale blue and the insect motif replaced by the pack snowflake. Seated behind the rider was a little black wolfess in a dark green coat. As the pair pulled into the Bloodfang garage the two native Howlers received them, Ivan taking the lead, being the senior.


    “Tristan,” he greeted, approximating enthusiasm.


    Swinging his armoured legs off the mono, the hefty, knight-like Tristan spread his equally armoured arms wide. He embraced the thinner, lightly-armoured Ivan, and though Ivan didn’t return the gesture, he was at least cracking a smile.


    “Cousin,” Tristan said, standing back. “You look well.”


    “And you.”


    “How can you tell? I’ve not even removed my helmet.”


    “I can feel your corona,” Ivan assured. “It’s getting stronger.”


    Tristan’s duotone eyes squinted and one could imagine him smiling under his helmet, which he duly removed and hung over the hilt of the great sword at his back. His attention switched to Uther.


    “Ah, the Wild-heart,” he said, taking him all in, “Day off?”


    Uther was struck by the wolfess on the bike, but answered after a time. “No, just running late, mate. Bit of a busy day.”


    “Ah.”


    “Oi, I saw you on the news,” Uther added.


    “Oh?”


    “The bank heist! ‘Be good, citizens’. You’re a slick bastard, Tristan Donskoy.”


    They both laughed and shook paws. Then Tristan said gravely to both the Bloodfangs, “I heard about Rufus, of course. All of Lupa knows. I hope he’s out of danger.”


    “He’ll live,” Ivan said simply.


    “Glad to hear it,” Tristan replied. “I… know he still means a lot to you, cousin.”


    Ivan said nothing, but nodded graciously.


    There was a silence, then Tristan moved on, “Let’s get this over with shall we? I assume you’ve been briefed.”


    Another, quicker nod.


    Tristan looked behind, “Citizen Sara here is a friend of the deceased. Since she lives on Eisbrand turf I’m obliged to escort her. Not that I don’t trust you two of course.”


    To general surprise, Uther approached Tristan’s monobike and the wolfess upon it. Sara’s dark cheeks and squat muzzle were wet with tears. “I’m sorry for your loss, Sweetheart,” Uther said to her, offering his paw.


    Hearing Uther’s coarse voice Sara looked up from her grief and chirped, “You.”


    Uther winked, “Come on, lass. Chin up.”


    Sara got off the mono. “I don’t need your help,” she sniffed, standing aloof.


    Surprised at the rebuff, Uther backed off.


    Tristan looked at him, then cleared his throat and shepherded Sara away from Uther and to his own side. He nodded at Ivan, “Lead on, cousin.”


    Ivan did so. Uther, scratching his head, followed behind.


    Passing rows of cars and monos they climbed the few stairs into the corridor beyond, Sara’s watery eyes darting to and fro all the way, as if she had only just now realised where she was being taken. This was a Howler Den, into which few outsiders were privileged to enter short of arrest.


    Sara had ventured inside Arkady District’s Den with Tristan once or twice. Moreover, and most unusually, she had actually grown up in a Den under the care of her parents, albeit a Den very different to this dark, foreboding place. As they ventured deeper into the twisting innards of Riddle’s HQ in grim silence, Sara saw none of the grand interiors she was expecting, none of the carpeted halls and vast marbled offices. Tristan always disparagingly asserted that Bloodfang holdings were filthy dives compared to his opulent Eisbrand surroundings, and their territory was nothing but a seedy slum, worse even than the Common Ground. Olivia said similar things. Sara was beginning to believe them.


    Through some double doors, down some stairs. The décor became stark, the air cold, the concrete walls running with damp patches and cracks.


    Sara instinctively kept close to Tristan.


    The group stopped outside a rust-flecked iron door with a push-bar latch, so that trolleys pushed against the doors would open them. Sara imagined Bruno’s lifeless form had come barrelling through here on a trolley. She closed her eyes, trying to dispel the awful involuntary image.


    Howler Ivan went to open the door, until a grey cat in a doctor’s coat spotted the wolves from further up the corridor and approached, chin high, clipboard in paws. His tinted glasses gave him a somewhat menacing, officious air, in Sara’s opinion.


    “What’s the problem here?” he asked directly.


    Captain Ivan released the door and said, “This citizen needs to confirm a wolfen death, Doctor Josef.”


    “Death? What death?”


    “The wolf from the café.”


    “Ah yes, of course, the young cook,” Josef said, before looking down on Sara with his brilliant feline eyes, made smoky by his spectacles. “You must be Sara Hummel?”


    “Aye,” Sara confirmed.


    “Daughter of Den Mother Cora?”


    “Aye.”


    Josef’s spectacled eyes explored Sara. “So many healthy cubs delivered by a Howler mother, it defies probability. You know… it’d help my research greatly if I could have a blood sample-”


    “Do you mind?” Tristan growled. “This is hardly the appropriate time!”


    Doctor Josef shifted his attention to the Eisbrand. “And what brings you here, Howler Tristan?”


    “Citizen Sara is from my district. I’m escorting her.”


    “How noble,” Josef mocked. “She’s quite safe, all I wanted was a little prick to further imperium science and save lives, but I see progress must wait for you lumbering Howlers to catch up as per usual.” He sighed, “Very well, let’s get this over with.”


    Glancing at Tristan, Sara allowed Josef to guide her in.


    “Have you ever seen a dead body?” the cat asked, as if making polite conversation.


    “No. Well… aye, Ah’ve dissected bugs.”


    “Ah! You’re a disciple of the sciences?”


    Surprised to be asked, Sara nodded, “Aye.”


    Josef mewed, “I congratulate you,” and pushed the door open, revealing a dark room with cabinets set in the walls. He turned a knob on the wall and after a few seconds some imperium lamps set in the ceiling coughed into a colourful rainbow of light, before settling down and burning steady. The room was bone-white, the tiles grey, with black grouting.


    “Please,” Josef urged, placing a paw behind Sara.


    With some trepidation the wolfess shuffled inside. The Howlers made to follow, but Doctor Josef barred their entry with an arm across the door.


    “Stay here, please.”


    Howler Tristan simply thrust Josef’s arm away, “I’m not to leave her side,” and strode in.


    Ivan and Uther made to follow as well, but Josef hissed under his breath, “If you two go in you’ll answer to Janoah!”


    “Why?” Uther scoffed.


    Josef smirked menacingly, “Howler Uther, you’re far too lowly to question a Grand Howler’s orders.” He clicked his fingers before the Howler’s nose, “Back off, plodder, or else.”


    “Oh yeah?” Uther laughed pugnaciously, paws spread. “Is that a threat is it yer-aaow! Ivan!”


    Stomping on Uther’s foot, Ivan over-talked him, “We couldn’t care less about some cook,” and ushered him away.


    “Ivan-”


    “Leave it, Wild-heart. It’s nothing to do with us.”


    Tugging his coat lapels, Josef shut the door. Inside, Sara cast her eyes over all the metal cabinets. There must be bodies behind some of these; Bruno’s body. The air was cold and dry, not fresh like a winter’s morning, but rather like being at a bug-meat market, with that strange, organic smell of slightly questionable produce.


    The smart Josef brushed by, going straight to a cabinet. Putting his clipboard aside, he slipped on some felt-lined black rubber gloves and opened the door. He pulled out a robust metal drawer, like a bed, complete with a sheet. The sheet was slightly bloodied and distinctly wolfen-shaped.


    Whoever was under there he was big, Bruno-sized. Oh no.


    Sara let out a tiny whimper. Tristan placed an armoured paw on her shoulder. It was cold comfort, literally. Together they approached the sheet-wreathed body and stood over it. Sara’s eyes roved across the white folds, already searching for any sign that this was Bruno, or better yet, wasn’t.


    Josef looked at her. “Ready?” he asked.


    Sara nodded.


    The doctor rolled the edge of the sheet over and slowly pulled it back. For some reason, Sara had expected the cat might theatrically whip the sheet away, but he didn’t, and the reveal was slow, even reverential. Ears first, sporting that rich chocolaty brown hide. The eyes were shut, so their colour was no indication. Then came a broad nose. The mouth was shut, but the front teeth and fangs showed slightly. Then finally that massive neck and strong shoulders.


    Bruno? Could it be? No… no, it wasn’t!


    Sara looked to Josef and gasped with palpable relief, “That’s nae him.”


    The grey cat squinted at her. “Take your time. The mask of death can be quite… changing. He was run down by a motor carriage, he may not look quite right for the swelling and-”


    “Ah thought he was shot,” Sara blurted.


    “Shot?” Josef snorted. “Whoever told you that?”


    Without thinking Sara glanced back at Tristan, who remained a picture of calm indifference. He’d claimed Bruno had been shot, the papers claimed he’d been run down. What was the truth? Who had lied and why?


    “It was in the papers,” Sara lied herself, covering for Tristan.


    Josef’s whiskers turned up. “You can’t believe everything you read.”


    Sara looked closer. With a gulp she reached forth and placed a paw on Bruno’s brow. It was stone cold. With a whine of sorrow and fright, Sara peeled one of his eyelids up, looking for those fiery eyes.


    The iris was black!


    Sara withdrew in fright and wiped her paw on herself as if she might catch the rot. “That’s nae him,” she gasped. “His eyes were a… a sort of yellow-orange.”


    Josef scoffed patronisingly. “My dear wolfess, as a scientist you ought to know his eyes are corrupted by ash. When a Howler dies their cells undergo autolysis; ash and black-imperium leak out and the rot advances rapidly. You can’t judge anything by eye-colour now, except he was a dodger.”


    “Bruno was nae a dodger!” Sara maintained, despite what Casimir had told her. “Everything in the papers is a lie!”


    “I’m afraid whatever he appeared to you, he was abusing imperium.”


    “But… but….”


    Ushering Sara aside, the big Howler Tristan had a gander for himself, pulling up the eyelids. He looked at Josef and held the cat in his duotone stare for some time, before saying simply, “That’s him.”


    Sara looked at the Howler in horror, as if he had betrayed her to this cat. “But it can’t be!” she growled, before adding with uncertainty, “Can it?”


    “I saw him up close on the train,” Tristan explained, turning to Sara and presenting his back to Josef, his surcoat’s hood draping down over the hilt of his beautiful kristahl sword. He took the distraught wolfess aside with both great paws on her tiny shoulders and said, “I’ve seen death many times. It changes a beast’s look in strange and subtle ways. I’m sorry, but that’s definitely Bruno.” He stared hard Sara and cocked his head slightly to one side. “I know it’s hard to accept, Citizen Sara, but it’s true.”


    Sara’s eyes darted over Tristan’s face, trying to read him, to fathom his secret message. Her heart filled with hope and dread all at once. What did it all mean?


    Tristan squeezed her shoulders firmly. “Trust me.”


    Sara slowly dipped her chin, “Aye… Ah suppose it has tae be him.”


    Satisfied, Josef covered the corpse and tucked it away with unseemly haste – so much for his earlier reverence. He grabbed his clipboard and slammed the door, before offering Sara the appropriate papers to fill out.


    “Sign here,” he said, taking a nice fountain pen from his top pocket and passing it over.


    Sara did as bidden.


    “And here,” Josef directed further.


    Again, Sara squiggled her signature as best she could. Her paw was shaking, her heart breaking. She felt she was betraying Bruno somehow, signing him out of existence. That wasn’t him on that table, it just couldn’t be.


    Play their game, Sara told herself, for now.


    Josef inspected her autograph. “You have a doctor’s paw, Miss Hummel,” he remarked with a smile, escorting the wolves from the morgue. “Most untidy. You’ll make a great scientist one day.”


    *


    The gates opened and Tristan whisked his ward clear of the Riddle Den on his powerful blue monobike. They hadn’t gotten a mile down the main road that paralleled the railway before Sara started tapping Tristan on the shoulder.


    “Stop!” she shouted. “I want tae talk!”


    “Not yet,” he replied. “Let’s get you home first.”


    “I said stop, Tristan!” Sara bellowed.


    Giving in to Sara’s wishes, Tristan slowed down and pulled into an alley, parked up, checked over his shoulder and all around, before letting the engine sputter to a halt.


    Sara immediately hopped off the seat and said in a tone not unlike that of a mother demanding an explanation from a naughty cub, “Well?”


    Tristan’s weird eyes looked out at her from under the secrecy of his helmet. “I… I don’t know what to make of it all,” he admitted.


    “You don’t know?”


    “Are you sure that wasn’t Bruno?”


    “Weren’t you?” Sara squeaked in disbelief. “You seemed pretty sure back there!”


    Tristan shrugged, “He’s your boyfriend.”


    “He’s not… was not….” Sara faltered to a stop and composed herself. “Where is he?” she begged. “You have tae tell me something, Tristan. Ah don’t care what, just say something! What did Ah just see? What did Ah just do?”


    Tristan dipped his chin and looked at his Eisbrand-blue Dragonfly, both paws on the steering bars. “I don’t know. But take consolation from the fact that you believe that’s not him back there and move on with your life.”


    “Move on?”


    “I’m sorry, Sara.”


    “No! We have tae do something!”


    “Like what?” Tristan snapped.


    “Ah’ll… Ah’ll tell mah mother. Ah will!”


    Tristan scoffed, “And what’s she going to do? Swoop down from Hummelton and fix everything? She can’t accuse anyone without proof. They’ve got him Sara, dead or alive. Bruno’s been disappeared and nobody is going to be able to prove otherwise, not with a body and a signature.”


    Sara gasped, “Then why’d you let me sign it, for Ulf’s sake?”


    “To protect you!”


    “Me?”


    “Cora’s daughter you may be, but even Den Fathers are assassinated from time to time. Nobody in Lupa is indispensable, Sara, nobody.”


    Sara grimaced. The wolfess looked all around, at all the indifferent beasts going about their business. She searched Tristan’s inscrutable Howler helmet for clues, for hope, but nothing was forthcoming.


    “So, Ah’ll never see him again?” she whined.


    Tristan shrugged, “Who knows? Perhaps he’s been squirrelled away in Howler Academy. That’s the best outcome. If he survives his induction he may even come find you. If he remembers you.”


    “Remembers me?”


    “As I’ve oft told you, induction is cruel and imperium a jealous bitch.”


    Sara whirled away to hide her grief. Tristan watched her weep, regretting his insensitive choice of words. How he wanted to get off his bike and hold her, this gentle, beautiful wolfess who cared for beast and bug alike, but he was sure she would just throw him off in disgust after what he had made her do.


    He looked away, then down at his bike. “Let me take you home,” he said, clearing his throat.


    “Ah betrayed him!” Sara snuffled. “Ah want tae die!”


    “Don’t be so stupid!” Tristan scolded. “As if Bruno would want such a thing! You need to be stronger than that. I know you are. It took a lot of guts to leave cosy little Hummelton and come all the way to Lupa to study-”


    Sara screamed and punched the air with her fists, “Ah don’t care about that! Ah hate Lupa! Ah hate it! Ah wish Ah’d never come here!”


    There was a pause as Sara wept.


    “You do care,” Tristan assured her. “I know nothing in the world matters just now, but it’ll pass.”


    “What do you know?”


    “A lot,” the Howler asserted. “Almost everyone I ever cared about is dead, long-rotten or missing, or out of my reach one way or another… except you.”


    Sara whirled round, her yellow eyes darting about, but she said nothing.


    Tristan held out an armoured paw, “Now please, let me take you home. We can still help Casimir get away.”


    Something passed, a thought, a feeling, and Sara wordlessly slipped on the back of the mono. She held Tristan around his middle and rested her head on his back, just left of his sword.


    “Ready?” he said.


    Sara nodded, “Aye.”


    Tristan started the monobike and away they went, leaving Riddle Den in the rear-view mirror.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 13


     


    “What did you put in your report, Janoah?”


    “It’s a little late to compare notes, Vladimir.”


    “I just thought we should be on the same page if Amael’s going to blow his lid.”


    “I’ll back you up, Oromov, never fear.”


    The two Grand Howlers sat cosseted in opulence; tall windows, lush blood-red curtains, polished black and white marbled columns and a floor so heartily waxed you could see yourself in it. In fact a mouse was mopping the floor right now, albeit at a respectful distance from the Howlers. This was the inner sanctum of Riddle Den, where only the Elder of this district, or the Bloodfang Den Father himself, could venture uninvited.


    Janoah leant back in her red chair and broke out an ember. When offered refreshments by the secretary, Vladimir settled for a cup of tea. It arrived on a tray held in the paws of a nervous-looking brown rabbit in red Politzi uniform. He set the pot down and the teacup, but fumbled with the extra hot water, knocking it over and then catching it again, which only made matters worse as steaming water was catapulted clean across the table.


    “Idiot!” Vladimir yelped, jumping to his feet to avoid getting seriously splashed.


    “Sorry, Grand Howler!”


    Sorry or not, Vladimir clouted the rabbit round the back of the head, sending his Politzi hat spiralling across the room, which was quite a feat where rabbits were concerned, since they had such long ears that hats tended to cling on.


    “Just what I need before meeting Elder Amael,” Vladimir said sarcastically. “What’s your name?”


    “Claybourne, sir. Borce Claybou-”


    “You’re useless, Claybourne, like all your jittering kind!”


    “Pity about the boy,” Janoah said, with a chuckle, “he’d have made a fine tea boy if nothing else.”


    “Boy?”


    “Rufus’s late fancy.”


    “Humph,” Vladimir grunted, sitting back down.


    Whilst Claybourne mopped up the mess with a kerchief, the doors leading into the waiting room opened and a big hog clopped in – Werner. The pig’s usually ill-fitting uniform looked well-ironed and tidy for once.


    “You too?” Janoah said to him, ember smouldering between her ruddy fingers.


    However, Werner was distracted by the goings-on at the table. “What happened here?”


    “This incompetent rabbit nearly scalded me to death,” Vladimir replied. “There’s been one assassination attempt already this week, am I THORN’s next target?”


    “My apologies, Grand Howler,” Werner said. He shepherded the rabbit away and admonished him, but didn’t hit him. Directing the mouse with the mop to clean up with just a wave of a finger, Werner returned to the table. “Shan’t happen again, Grand Howler.”


    Vladimir grumbled, “What’ve I told you about hiring rabbits, Werner? They’re too nervous for this line of work.”


    “Making tea, you mean?” Janoah guffawed.


    “A decent Politzi, I mean.”


    “I’ll put young Borce to duties elsewhere, sir,” Werner assured, adding, “but I must say, rabbits are good at rapport with the citizens, Grand Howler, they don’t come across as threatening as some.”


    Werner was just about to ease himself into a spare seat when the doors on the other side of the room opened and a rough, stocky, mottled brown and white Howler in captain’s black stepped in.


    “Elder Amael will see you now, Grand Howlers,” he announced plainly.


    “Thank you, Boris,” Vladimir acknowledged, forgoing his tea with a parting sip, whilst Janoah hurriedly stubbed out her ember. Werner nervously toyed with his hat, rolling it over in his pink fingers. All three stepped through the high doors and walked down a long, straight corridor as opulent as the room that preceded it. Glimmering imperium crystal chandeliers passed overhead, their soft light reflecting in the floor below. The walls were beautified with red and gold and the stained-glass windows were draped with curtains. Portraits of long-dead Howlers – Elders and Den Fathers mostly, but sometimes great Howlers of lesser rank – graced the spaces between the windows, their fine cloaks and intricately embossed armour trumpeting their rank, whatever the period. Fashions and technology had changed, but the underlying message of power and wisdom captured in their finery and faces was ageless. Unlike some, Pack Bloodfang had been around a long time, predating the discovery of imperium, the advent of the rot, even the founding Lupa itself, so there were plenty of portraits, enough to line the walls right up to the double doors at the end of the corridor, where two ancient Bloodfang banners were hung just-so. The banners, like the mantles of the Howlers, were imperium-weave, and thus looked as good as the day they were woven despite being a few centuries old.


    Two fully-dressed Howlers stood guard at the doors. Their mantles were the usual Bloodfang red, only very long, terminating past the knee. This indicated that they were members of the Den Guard; elite Howlers assigned to protect Elders and the Den Father. Saluting they opened the doors, one each, and stood by as Vladimir and company entered the fabulous Elder Chamber, whereupon they shut the doors and stood smart once more.


    The Den’s Elder Chamber was as fine as the preceding rooms; circular in plan, with gold and red walls, much drapery and paintings, and an enormous chandelier hanging from the domed ceiling, its crystals playing in the light from the embedded imperium lamps. A huge Bloodfang crest dominated much of the circular floor space; this is where the guests were expected to stand, and did so, Vladimir in the middle. In front of them was the Elder table, an arc of ancient polished wood that spanned a third of the room, with thirteen high-backed chairs, the middle being the grandest, the rest identical. Silver pens and thick papers were set neatly at each space, enough for everyone to make notes in their files during an inquiry, a meeting, or even a trial.


    Vladimir, Janoah and Werner stood firmly to attention, eyes front.


    “What in Ulf’s name has been going on in my district, Howlers?” someone said, from the far right of the room.


    Using just his eyes, Vladimir spied a wolf peering out the windows at the cityscape of Lupa below. He was wearing a red cloak with a white stripe running around the edges. His fur was a handsome, uniformly steel grey, his armour golden. Tail flicking thoughtfully, he lifted one muscular, scar-flecked arm and smouldered, blowing the vapour at the window, before turning around. Vladimir’s eyes faced front again just in time.


    “Well?” the wolf snapped, walking round behind the long, bow-shaped table.


    “We’re not sure, Elder Amael,” Vladimir replied. “We’re still ascertaining the facts.”


    “The facts?” Elder Amael repeated.


    “Yes, Elder.”


    “The facts, Oromov, are this: that someone has tried to blow one of my Howlers to the moon! That the one beast who might know something about it is dead, i.e. that treacherous wretch Noss, racked to death by our incompetent doctor. The facts are you three can’t even bring a cub and a rabbit in for questioning and Uther can’t go five minutes in the Common Ground without causing chaos!”


    Amael picked up a file and slammed it on the desk with contempt.


    “That is what your reports amount to,” he said. “Do you want to hear my report?”


    Silence.


    “I’ll tell you! It’s this: that you have embarrassed me in front of my fellow Elders, even Den Father Vito himself, on the very day they came to visit. Not only does Rufus not turn up, but utter chaos reigns in Riddle and beyond. I look like a fool! You could not have planned my downfall better.”


    Janoah could hold her tongue no longer. “With respect, Elder Amael, you exaggerate.”


    “Exaggerate, Valerio?” Elder Amael growled dangerously. “I ‘exaggerate’?” he said again, louder.


    “I believe that you do yourself, and your loyal Howlers an injustice,” Janoah said calmly, but firmly. “A notorious traitor was brought to justice in the morning and a Howler-killer in the evening; our district is the envy of Lupa thanks to wolves like Uther and Ivan… and my husband.”


    “Your ‘husband’ did nothing, except get blown up!”


    “Hardly his fault,” Janoah fearlessly pointed out. “He still salvaged his proposals; I sent them along via Boris.”


    “Yes. They were considered.”


    “What was the Elders’ decision, if I may?”


    Amael leant on the table with both paws, ember wobbling between his lips as he spoke. “Rejected,” he scoffed. “Tell Rufus from me that we do not have the time or resources to mount a pointless expedition to the Dead Cities. With this shortage we do not even have resources enough to sit around discussing a pointless expedition to the Dead Cities! If he didn’t have the ear of the renowned Professor Heath and Den Father Thorvald nobody would take a blind bit of notice, as it is great wolves must be seen to humour him. The rot is an incurable condition, we can but manage it; everyone knows that, except loons like Rufus.”


    Janoah let the matter lie with a nod and the words, “I’ll pass on your message, Elder, though I don’t suppose my husband will take much heed-”


    “Because he is a disrespectful hyena!” Amael barked, slapping the long table with a paw and upsetting the pens. “He should be flogged to within an inch of his life for continuing in this folly and bringing shame on Riddle!”


    “He believes it’s not folly,” Janoah explained. “He feels his time drawing nearer and wishes only to save future lives; he hasn’t a care for himself anymore.”


    “Or you!” Amael blurted.


    Janoah remained outwardly composed, but for a dip of the chin.


    Elder Amael looked down a moment too. Knocking on the tabletop with his knuckles a few times, he walked around it and stood before Janoah, not a tall wolf by any means, but very strong and imposing all the same. His hide was scarred from many a wound, his eyes were like fire, and his blood was loaded with imperium; Janoah could feel his muscular corona crackling in her bones like static.


    Amael looked Janoah up and down, but moved on to the taller Vladimir.


    “Noss said nothing?” he grunted.


    “He said that he was paid, but gave no names,” Vladimir replied simply


    “Nothing? You’re sure?”


    “He was too strong. Josef did his best, Elder-”


    “Not good enough! That queer cat is here for one thing and one thing only, to do imperious science for our cause and if he can’t even rack a deranged hyena without cooking him he obviously doesn’t know his stuff, does he?”


    “Chakaa are difficult to rack, Elder, their superior pain-tolerance and purple-imperium psychosis makes them strong, and Noss was the strongest Chakaa I knew.”


    Taking his ember from his mouth, Amael lectured the lofty Grand Howler, “Justice needs to be seen to be done, Vladimir, out in the open, not in a dark corner. Those days are over, this is a new era with ALPHA snapping at our heels, or so they keep telling us. To keep the peace between the packs is to present a united front to our enemies and the little beasts. If Noss had been a wolf from a rival pack, and not a degenerate hyena from some tribe, his death could have sparked a Howler War.”


    Vladimir couldn’t help but point out, “If Noss were a wolf he would not have been racked, sir. Racking of wolves is prohibited by the Lupan Laws, of course.”


    “Indeed, Oromov! Indeed.”


    Vladimir said nothing more.


    “And you, Schwartz!” Amael snarled, turning on Werner. “What do we pay the Politzi for? You can’t even apprehend a mere rabbit and a wolf cub!”


    “Casimir ain’t no ordinary rabbit, Elder.”


    “Ain’t no ordinary rabbit?” Amael mocked. “Ain’t?”


    “He was a big deal during the war,” Werner Schwartz explained, hoping his grammatical error would be forgotten. “He’s ex-Politzi too. Real tough customer.”


    “So I read in your ill-written report,” the scary Amael sniffed. “Friends are you?”


    “Mildly acquainted, Elder.”


    “I see. Knew his ‘son’ did you?”


    “A little.”


    “Exactly what manner of wolf was he, this… Bruno?”


    Janoah glanced across at the pig; Werner could sense her green-eyed glare without looking. “Just an ordinary lad, sir,” he said, “Kind boy, but not too bright. It’s his father’s fault, what happened I mean. He told Bruno to never trust the Politzi. I tried to bring him in quietly, like, but it just went south for us on account of Casimir’s ways. It’s a tragedy.”


    “Indeed. Still, no great loss. He was but an ordinary wolf after all, not the next Den Father in the making. Rufus just fancied a bit of rough, I wager, eh?”


    Amael looked to Janoah – she remained composed.


    “Very well, get out of my sight all of you,” the Elder grunted, turning away. “Dismissed.”


    The Howlers and the Politzi officer saluted and headed for the doors.


    “Oh, one moment Valerio,” Amael said, beckoning with a finger, “I, uh… need a word.”


    Everyone waited.


    “Just you,” Amael clarified firmly.


    Vladimir and Werner carried on their way, opening just the one door and stepping out. Werner, to his surprise, was allowed to take the lead, whilst Vladimir politely stayed behind to close the door. He did so with painful slowness, lingering as long as possible, trying glean what it was Amael wanted to discuss with Janoah. All he caught through the crack of the door, as he finally and inevitably pulled it shut, was a glimpse of Amael offering Janoah a drink.


    “To the Republic,” he said, pouring Janoah some brandy from a crystal decanter.


    Janoah took the glass and chinked it against Amael’s, “To the Republic.”


    She downed her brandy in one go, which brought a smile to Amael’s grizzled muzzle. Still with half a glass, he walked around the table and picked up a telephone.


    “I’ll receive no one for an hour, Boris,” he said, talking to his adjutant, that stocky, mottled wolf. “No, I’ll be in the Elder Chamber, but do not disturb me. I’ve work to do.”


    Putting the phone down he gulped the rest of his drink and said to Janoah, “You shouldn’t talk to me like that in front of others. Especially Vladimir, he’ll get suspicious.”


    “I’d have spoken my mind even if Den Father Vito himself were here. Anything less would be out of character and therefore suspicious.”


    With a disapproving grunt, Amael tapped the file on the table with a finger, “Do you really believe the Greystones are behind the attack on Rufus?”


    “They made the bomb, at least. Only they know how.”


    “Yet it was delivered by Noss of all creatures. Rufus’s friend… once.”


    Janoah shrugged, “Hence we’re flummoxed, and Noss has gone to his grave with his secrets.”


    “How convenient,” Amael huffed.


    “For someone.”


    Amael grunted and moved on, “Such a remarkable recovery Rufus has undergone, I hear, and all without a single sting.”


    “Yes,” Janoah agreed blandly.


    “You should’ve come to me first.”


    “For what?”


    “You know what.”


    The wolfess sniffed, “I’m sure I do not-”


    “I would’ve arranged it,” Amael said, over-talking her, “for your sake, not his.”


    “As I said, I don’t know what you mean, Elder-”


    “Amael!” the Elder snapped irritably, adding, “We’re alone, Janoah; I’m not testing you! For Ulf’s sake, do you hold me in such contempt?”


    Janoah dipped her chin, “One never knows who might be hiding behind the curtains.”


    Elder Amael stubbed out his spent ember in a fancy ashtray and strode around the table to stand with Janoah. He reached down and took one of her red paws in his steel grey fingers.


    “Come to me for a sting next time, not that fool Vladimir,” he chided gently.


    Janoah said nothing.


    “What?” Amael snorted. “I know you’ve started dealing with him to get venom for Rufus. As Riddle’s only wolfess, you can offer something even the crusty Vladimir can’t turn down.”


    “And who says I have?” Janoah spat.


    “That’s neither here nor there. What matters, is that I am not minded to share you with that pompous, weakling of a pen-pusher! I will not have it, do you hear me?”


    Silence.


    Amael tempered his tone, “Besides you could come away with a cub. Then where would you be?”


    “I’m barren,” Janoah stated, matter-of-factly.


    “With Rufus, yes; Vladimir is of a different makeup.”


    “As are you. Every Howler coupling is different. What if we should come away with a cub?”


    Amael rose on his toes a moment, chin high. “As an Elder I have the power and money to hide you for the duration and any cubs you may bear, unlike Vladimir. And if you miscarried... or worse the rot being as it is, I’d have Josef Grau take care of matters discreetly. There’d be no charges brought, no shame.”


    Janoah was sarcastic at best, “Much obliged, I’m sure.”


    “In any case, your foolish dealings with Vladimir could bring ALPHA down on us!” Amael blustered. “This shortage has made them zealous in their pursuit of imperium abuse. If you need a sting just ask me. I have the means.” Cupping a paw over his handsome silver brooch, the Elder whispered, “You know how much I respect you. You’re the rarest of Howlers, Janoah.”


    “A female one, yes. I’m quite used to it-”


    “Yes, female, but a clever one too, a beautiful one! And Rufus does not appreciate you, nor deserve you.”


    “He can’t help his Ulf-given inclinations, Amael.”


    “Then he’s as bad as old Vito!”


    Faced with that outburst, Janoah withdrew from Amael. “Do not compare a brilliant alpha male like Rufus to that drooling degenerate we still mistakenly hail Den Father!”


    Amael grabbed her arm, “I’m sorry. Forgive me. I’m tired.”


    “May I be excused?”


    “Stay, please!” Amael almost whined. The steel-grey wolf looked around the room, as if checking for those spies hiding in the curtains, then took both Janoah’s paws in his and kissed them together. “I love you, you know that,” he said. “You alone truly know where my ambitions lie, that I will be Den Father, the only Den Father.”


    Janoah clucked tiresomely, “So you’ve said for nigh on a year. I see no movement in that direction.”


    Amael woofed, “Good, then nobody else will have!” Then he chuckled, “See, that’s what I like about you; you doubt me, challenge me. I’ll need a wife like you, a Howler, strong, intelligent, someone who understands my pain, not some simpering nothing.”


    “Again with this ‘wife’ talk? The nuptial arm of the Lupan Laws states two Howlers cannot marry; you won’t get special dispensation.”


    “Forget dispensation, I will change the Lupan Laws! If they were changed before they can be changed again.”


    “When you rule?”


    “When we rule, Janoah.”


    “And how long will that take?”


    “Not as long as all that,” Amael claimed. “Lupa cannot limit her potency much longer. The other races will soon overtake us. Do you think the cats will wait for us? Their Valours are free to breed and make strong offspring still. What if they start a war? They’ll have the edge. I know you agree with me.”


    Janoah stared into space and blinked once. “Amael,” she said, quavering a little, “I do agree... and I do love you… but Rufus-”


    “Cares more about crystals and bugs than his duty to me or his wife,” Amael snorted. “Don’t let him waste your talents as he wastes his own. For Ulf’s sake, I beg you to proceed with a divorce and leave him to his toys.”


    “What difference will divorce make when I cannot marry you?”


    “It will mean you don’t belong to him!”


    “We belong to each other!” Janoah snapped, adding calmer. “We married before the Lupan Laws were enacted and that is not something to throw away lightly.”


    “He threw it away years ago.”


    Janoah grimaced. “Amael, if you hate him so much why do you say you’ll help me keep him alive? Why not just cut off his rations and let him die? I know you could arrange it.”


    Amael paused a moment. “Because you love him, wolfess that you are,” he said a length, stroking Janoah’s sweet cheek. “And wolfess that you are, I know you’d never forgive me.”


    “Yet you ask me to abandon him?”


    “That would be your choice. I can only keep asking.”


    Janoah looked down and away, suddenly so demure and reticent, but Amael knew very well the fire that burnt in her bones. She could simply cup a paw to his chest and blow him across the room right now if she had cause. What a wolfess.


    “I will divorce him if and when you change the law,” she said. “I see no point before then, do you?”


    Amael grunted, “Hedging your bets Janoah?”


    “One of us has to.”


    A nod.


    “Lay with me tonight?” Amael asked. “Let me treat you as a wolfess should be treated.”


    “I can’t. Beasts will talk.”


    The Elder wheeled away, poured another drink. “Can you not console me? I deserve it. Entertaining the Elders yesterday was pure torture.” He waved his tumbler side to side, “We processed from restaurant to bar to Lupanar, Vito becoming more drunk and disgusting at every stop. Yet everyone continued to hang on his every word in sycophantic admiration, myself included, even though we all know what he is now. What he always was. We’re all such cowards it sickens me! I sat hoping a hyena would toss a bomb through our window.”


    Janoah tutted, “That’s treasonous talk.”


    Amael turned to her, “Treason’s all I talk around you. I don’t know why I trust you... but somehow I do.”


    A smile.


    “Will you not reconsider my request?”


    Janoah dipped her chin, then raised it, “Which one, Elder? You’ve pitched so many tonight.”


    Amael cringed, “You know I hate you using that ridiculous title in private. I’m not old! I am very far from the rot. The first thing I’ll do when I rule Lupa is abolish the feeble terms ‘Elder’ and ‘Den Father’ forever. The Wolf Kings shall return! We’ll be like our cat cousins; they know how to rule, how to foster respect and keep the little beasts in their place. The citizens will bow in the streets as we pass when I am king.”


    “Why merely king?” Janoah tempted. “Why not... emperor? Emperor Amael Balbus of the Pan-Lupan Pack Bloodfang.”


    “Ambitious,” Amael Balbus growled in amazement. “See? You truly are a wolfess after my own heart. That’s why I trust you. I know you’ll always put Lupa first. She must survive, and the best way is through strength, unity, not these warring factions.”


    Slowly, gently, Janoah cupped her paws over Amael’s mighty cloaked chest; she could feel his crackling aura, and no doubt he could hers. “I have things to do, as always,” she said, tapping him on the nose, “I’ll call on you later my ‘Emperor’.”


    *


    It took Janoah five minutes to cross the Den, from the opulent Elder wing where Amael Balbus entertained guests, through the relatively understated, even run-down barracks where the Howlers resided, to the stark, clean hospital wing where Janoah threw open the doors to the appropriate ward.


    Rufus lay in bed. Beside him; in a second bed and much the same predicament was Howler Linus.


    Janoah made her way to Rufus’s bedside and stood over her bandaged husband. She stared for an age, wondering whether to wake him and tell him the bad news.


    “Well?” he croaked, not opening his eyes – so much for Janoah’s little dilemma.


    “Rejected,” she replied at length, wringing out a flannel and wetting her mate’s puckered brow.


    “Naturally.”


    “Your absence didn’t help matters.”


    “My dear Jan,” Rufus woofed, “if I thought for a moment I could talk them round… do you think I’d let myself get blown up?”


    “Yes, if it garnered your pride.”


    Rufus smiled, as did Janoah.


    “How are you feeling anyway?” she asked afresh.


    “I… haven’t felt this wretched since I was inducted,” Rufus complained.


    “That bad?”


    Rufus had suffered a famously painful and protracted induction; the sheer volume of white-imperium his body had required to get over the threshold from sputtering, sickly cub to fully-functioning, corona-wielding Howler had been almost too much to bear. He had been bedridden for weeks whilst his pain-wracked muscles and bones adjusted. Some Howlers did not survive their induction, slipping into comas and dying of imperium poisoning; others woke up robbed of long-held memories, or even their sanity. Janoah herself barely remembered her induction, though beasts told her afterwards it had been painless. She could believe it, female Howlers tended to cope with imperium better than their more common male counterparts.


    Thinking such thoughts whilst tenderly dabbing her husband’s brow and neck, Janoah suddenly said afresh, “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about Noss.”


    “No… you’re not,” Rufus chuckled falsely, turning his cheek. “You’re not sorry about the boy either.”


    “Boy?”


    “Don’t insult my intelligence, wife, I know that you’ve looked into him. Besides, Ivan’s told me everything. Did you send Werner’s thugs in to arrest Bruno, or did Vladimir?”


    “It was a routine questioning,” Janoah claimed.


    “For what? He was just a cub!”


    “Who bludgeoned a rat to death and hospitalised two others to escape? Some cub, husband.”


    Seething in pain, Rufus said, “It’s... all my fault.”


    “How?”


    “I told him he was dying, that he had to be inducted. I only wanted to help him, stop the pain, all that. Poor boy must’ve been scared witless all day. He obviously panicked.”


    “You did what you thought was right. It’s not your fault he ran away and got hit by a truck.”


    Rufus flinched at the mental image. “Ulf’s fangs.”


    Janoah wiped his muzzle. “You should stop talking and rest,” she chided. “Amael will get suspicious if you recover too fast.”


    “Yes,” the patient snorted. “I hope you didn’t lay with him to get your paws on some venom. Not that you haven’t to get favours before, but don’t debase yourself further on my account.”


    With a glance at Linus, who she judged to be a mere insect in the great scheme of things and therefore no threat even if he was awake and listening, Janoah spat haughtily, “At least Amael’s a wolf worth lying with!”


    “My dear Jan, if he were that I’d be happy for you.”


    “You’ve no right to judge me!” Janoah hissed, leaning close, “None! You betray me for… for-”


    “For senseless passion,” Rufus cut in, turning to Janoah at last and looking at her with one green eye. “You betray me for cold, calculated ambition.” Smiling knowingly, he cupped a paw to his wife’s cheek, “If you love Amael, really love him, then leave me and go to him. But power alone won’t sate your hunger, Janoah Valerio.”


    “How would you know? You’ve never had any power!”


    “I see it in Amael’s eyes. He’s always hungry that wolf, hungry and frightened.”


    Janoah drew back. “Well, as it happens,” she revealed haughtily and more than a tad triumphant, “I didn’t have to go to Amael or anyone else to save your sorry tail this time. You can blame young Woodlouse over there for your stay on the mortal coil; he gave you one of his stings. So there.”


    Frowning, Rufus looked to his right, at the unconscious blonde wolf. “Woodlouse? You mean Linus?”


    Janoah huffed, “You’ve spoken? I thought he was out of his head on stings and taubfene.”


    “Ivan told me,” Rufus explained, adding, “Fresh out of the academy, isn’t he?”


    “Yes. He’s Uther’s new partner; hence the new title. I think it’s going to stick.”


    “That’s the least of his worries. Does he even appreciate the risk he took giving me a sting?”


    “I spelt it out,” Janoah maintained. “Still, he wouldn’t be deterred.”


    “Jan, if you twisted his arm-”


    “If you don’t believe me ask Uther. He was there.”


    Rufus looked the wounded Linus over whilst Janoah wetted the flannel.


    “He’s very bright,” the latter wolf said afresh. “Finished top of his year, bumped straight up to Trooper First Class. Even found time to study imperiology and biology. Though not how to ride a mono.”


    Rufus cast a suspicious eye over his wife, “You’ve been looking into him.”


    Janoah meticulously wiped-down her mate’s arms. “I thought he might be after something by helping you, thought he might come with some baggage. He seems harmless enough.”


    “Oh, you’re as bad as Ivan. You two see plots everywhere!”


    Janoah paused a moment, but said nothing. Eventually she continued in the same vein as before, “Uther says Linus worships you. He’s read all your work. Big fan, apparently.”


    Rufus tried to disguise his delight. “Well,” he grunted, “you can’t believe what that lying rogue Uther ‘Wild-heart’ says. He’s not even paid me a visit yet. After everything I’ve done for him. That’s gratitude for you! He will be proud, that one.”


    Janoah checked the nearest clock. “Fun as is it playing nursemaid to my decrepit husband again, I have to go.”


    “So soon?”


    “Don’t pretend you’ll miss me.”


    “Have I ever?”


    Without even a kiss on the cheek, Janoah left Rufus for the corridor, failing to notice the starkly two-toned wolf lingering in the shadows until he leapt forth.


    “How is he, marm?” Uther gruffed after her.


    Whirling on him, Janoah assumed, “Linus?”


    Uther nodded, “Aye, a-a-and Rufus, marm.”


    Janoah cast a paw to the doors. “Why don’t you go in and see for yourself? I’m sure my husband would enjoy your company. He was just talking about you.”


    “He was?” Uther said, betraying a smile.


    A nod.


    “No, I... I’d better let him rest,” Wild-heart excused. “He’s got enough good stuff now though, yeah?”


    A second, deeper nod.


    “Aye. Good.”


    One paw finding her hips, Janoah looked the athletic Uther up and down. “He’s never intentionally hurt me, you know,” she said, presumably of Rufus. “We were even happy for a time, back when we were young. We stay together because we’re friends, you see; it’s not like two Howlers have much hope of cubs, especially when one of you is... well, you boys know the score by now.”


    Uther’s white face grimaced.


    “What I mean is,” Janoah said, with a tiny gasp, “if it’s me you’re scared of offending, Wild-heart, don’t be. I’m not the covetous sort. He might even make you happy... for a time.”


    She took her leave of Wild-heart before he could even grasp her words, let alone dare to reply.


    *


    The young beast twisted his arms. They were bound to his sides. Every part of him was strapped down to a hard, cold surface. He couldn’t fathom why, or where, or even when. The room around was dark, yet the light overhead painfully bright. Machines pumped and hissed. Beasts talked. Visions of a stern white rabbit in an apron and a smiling black wolfess kept surfacing and fading away.


    Who are they? Who am I?


    “Hello?” the beast said, breathing deep as the tendrils of panic started to creep into the sides of his fuzzy mind like a cold, dense morning fog. “Is anybody there?”


    A cat in a white coat leant in, he had grey fur and tinted spectacles. His mouth and nose were obscured by a medical mask. “He’s awake already,” he said, adding, “Remarkable.”


    “Where am I?”


    “You are in a... medical facility,” the cat replied vaguely, writing on a clipboard. “My name is Doctor Josef Grau, but you may call me Doctor Josef.”


    “Oh. All right, but… who am I?”


    “Who are you?”


    “Yeah, sorry but…” the beast growled, letting out a slight laugh at his own perceived foolishness, “but… I can’t remember.”


    “You’re Rafe.”


    “Rafe?”


    “Yes. Howler Rafe Stenton.”


    Rafe Stenton let out a scoff of amazement, “What? Howler? Me?”


    “Well, in a manner of speaking,” Josef assured, flipping a sheet up. “You’re a very special kind of Howler. I’m saving your life, believe me, but there are certain side-effects to induction. Loss of memory is not uncommon with this much imperium in the blood.”


    “I’m…. I’m a-a wolf, then?”


    “Oh yes.”


    “Where? I can’t see.”


    “Nurse,” the cat said. Someone passed him a small mirror and he held it overhead, blocking out the bright light. “Here, take a look at yourself.”


    There in the mirror was a dark, handsome brown wolf. He had robust features and big fiery eyes that shone with unnatural brilliance.


    “Huh,” he said, smiling a little. “That’s me?”


    “Who else would it be?” Josef scoffed, passing back the mirror. “Now shut up and lay still.”


    Rafe had no choice but to.


    Doctor Josef looked across to his wolfen nurse. “Better sedate him before the pain hits, Nurse Meryl,” he said. “Taubfene, one hundred minims.”


    “A hundred?” Nurse Meryl questioned.


    “Plus gas – he’s a big lad, he’ll cope,” Josef assured. Still Meryl hesitated, so the doctor huffed further, “I know he’s restrained, but if his corona coils violently now he’ll turn the place upside down, perhaps even kill us! He must remain asleep for as long as possible. Besides, we need to take his tail off yet. Might as well get that unpleasantness over with.”


    “Yes, Doctor,” Meryl said guardedly.


    A door opened, a hefty metal door by the sound, though Rafe couldn’t see. Doctor Josef turned to address whoever had entered the room.


    “He’s not ready yet-”


    “How is he?” the intruder snapped, a female. Rafe strained to look, but the light overhead reduced everything beyond to blurry silhouettes.


    He felt something prick him in the arm and his whole body jolted in surprise, though he could not move for his bonds. He saw that wolfen nurse beaming down on him, her smile somehow apparent even behind her mask. She was pretty, with smooth grey fur and tall, elegant ears. Her shirt had a high, black collar and cravat; very smart and modest.


    “Shh,” she soothed, stroking Rafe’s brow. “It’ll be over soon. Doctor Josef’s going to make you better.”


    “You’re Meryl, yeah?”


    “Meryl Stroud. Pleased to meet you, Rafe Stenton.”


    Rafe smiled as Meryl Stroud placed a cold glass respirator over his muzzle. The hiss of gas escaping a canister echoed down the pipe. For a moment Rafe was alarmed, but as a strange sweet smell overcame him he relaxed, his aches and pains melting away.


    “Well?” the intruder demanded of the doctor. “Is the induction taking?”


    “Taking? He’s off the charts!” Josef mewed with excitement. “His imperium density is staggering. He must have a dozen stings in him and he’s still stable.”


    “I knew it. I knew it! Rufus you’ve done it again.”


    As his eyelids grew strangely leaden, a red wolfess in a white cloak walked into the light and peered down upon the prostrate Rafe, inspecting him closely. She cupped a paw to his massive neck. Rafe’s body twitched from ear to toe as a tingling, warm sensation crawled down his spine. It was strange, but not unpleasant.


    “Ah, can you feel me, dear boy?” the wolfess cooed, stroking Rafe. “I’m Janoah Valerio. We’re going to be working together, you and I.”


    Rafe frowned, but was too weak to speak.


    Turning away, Janoah growled at Josef, “Don’t lose him!”


    “Oh, I won’t,” the doctor assured. “Where are you going?”


    “Back to Riddle Den; I’ve another obligation to attend to,” Janoah replied, closing the door behind her.


    Nurse Meryl looked down upon Rafe. That gentle, placid visage nestled atop that high collar was the last thing he saw before the weight of drug-induced sleep banished all thoughts and fears.


    *


    Vladimir crossed his sumptuous Grand Howler quarters and pushed aside an antique tapestry to reveal his wall safe. He unlocked it with a deft twiddle of the dial. Inside was a rainbow of test tubes filled with imperium, red, green, blue and more. Vladimir took the green tube and went to his window, which was festooned with potted plants of every kind, some hanging, others climbing, but most content to stay within the confines of their pot.


    Adding a few drops of green-imperium to an elegant silver watering can, Vladimir swirled the water within and sprinkled it over his miniature garden with great care.


    There was a knock at the door. Vladimir glanced at his ornate clock – midnight.


    “Come in,” he said, amidst his horticultural duties.


    The door opened and Janoah stepped in, devoid of armour and uniform in favour of white breeches and a matching silk tunic with silver thread woven into the seams.


    She walked over to inspect Vladimir’s window-bound jungle. “Tending to your first love, I see,” she cooed. “I had better come back some other time.”


    “Pour yourself a drink,” Vladimir replied absently, “I want to talk to you.”


    “Talk? I didn’t come here to ‘talk’.”


    “How’s Rufus?”


    “As if you care, Vladimir.”


    “A great deal,” he insisted, putting the watering can aside and facing his rude guest. “If I were able, I would vote for him go on his expedition. In fact I’d go along. I’m sure there are many plant species in and around the Dead Cities that I could describe for the first time. One of them might hold a cure.”


    Janoah said nothing – science wasn’t her field.


    She went to Vladimir’s cabinet to see about that drink he had offered her.


    “What Rufus doesn’t appreciate,” Janoah complained at last, pouring herself a crystal tumbler of Hummel brandy, “is that, if he’d had the heart to try, he’d be our Den Father by now, what with his strength and guile. Then he could arrange this silly expedition himself instead of canvassing idiots for approval.”


    “He’s a little young to be Den Father.”


    “No younger than Ulf was,” Janoah pointed out. Knocking back her drink she looked into the empty glass. “It’s the cruellest of his jokes – Ulf that is – endowing that husband of mine such strength and wit, yet zero ambition. If I’d only known what he was before I married him, or if he’d known himself for that matter. What fools we were. Nothing’s ever come of us. Nothing ever will.”


    The tall Vladimir came up behind Janoah and placed a big black and white paw on her left shoulder. “I’ve ambition,” he said, stroking Janoah’s sweet, red neck.


    “But no power,” she huffed.


    “Information is power. And my information says that Noss was bundled into a dark room and bribed to kill your husband by certain powerful wolves, not hyenas.”


    Janoah threw Vladimir’s paw from her shoulder, “I could’ve told you that this wasn’t THORN’s idea.”


    Raising a finger to beg Janoah’s patience, Vladimir poured himself a stiff drink. “You know, it is thought, by the conservatives amongst the packs,” he began, pointing at Janoah with same paw he held his tumbler with, “that if a cure for rot were affected tomorrow, by Rufus or anyone else, it would upset the natural order and bring about Lupa’s ruin.”


    Janoah let slip an incredulous scoff, “Ruin?”


    “White-imperium keeps us Howlers in check,” Vladimir said, rolling a paw. “We all learnt during the war that a wolf’s allegiance to their pack only lasts as long as the sting supply.”


    “Depends on the wolf.”


    “But for simplicity’s sake, imagine if a few Elders controlled the flow of all venom,” Vladimir posited. “They would be able to control the Howlers, enough of us at any rate to take Lupa. Those who wished to live would join the well-supplied uprising, any who didn’t would die on the streets within a month or two. If the Den Fathers were then eliminated and the structure of packs destroyed, all papers burnt, district boundaries redrawn, there would be no going back. When the white-imperium tap was turned on again it would be too late, Lupa would be a republic no longer, but an empire.”


    “A dictatorship,” Janoah corrected.


    “Semantics, Howler. Either way, a cure precludes such a grand plan, because if we don’t need imperium, we cannot be controlled by the packs or anyone else.”


    “So someone tried to kill Rufus because of a cure?”


    “No. That’s just their cover story.”


    Janoah folded her arms. “But you just said-”


    “Rufus is not alone,” Vladimir dismissed. “Professor Heath searches for a cure, Josef too; hundreds of beasts must. I myself dabble and nobody’s tried to kill me.”


    “Pity,” Janoah chuckled.


    The jibe pinged off Vladimir’s thick hide. “Noss didn’t believe in a cure,” he said, “but those who paid him claimed that their plans to take over Lupa would be in jeopardy if Rufus succeeded in his endeavours. Noss bought their lies, thinking he was dealing with utter fools. All he had to do was bomb Rufus, get paid, disappear, and never look back – there would be no repercussions.”


    “Except killing Rufus.”


    “Not even that. Ivan feels Noss’s heart wasn’t in it, and I agree. His legitimate reservations about using black-imperium should not have got in his way; he could have tossed his yellow-imperium bomb through the window and then shot Rufus and Ivan during the confusion. He didn’t, thus sparing them, he hoped, whilst still making a convincing attempt, or enough of one to persuade his contractors that he had followed through whilst he eloped with the cash. He had already sent his family ahead to be smuggled out of the Reservation, though somebody betrayed him. They clearly had no intention of letting Noss or his family get away with all that money thank you very much.”


    “Noss said all that, did he?” Janoah mocked.


    “I surmise somewhat. Either way, Noss was not dealing with fools, Janoah, and nor are we.”


    “I dunno, I might be looking at one.”


    Vladimir’s temper finally buckled. “These conspirators are hard, ruthless beasts, wolfess! They do not believe in a cure and they certainly did not send Noss after Rufus for so spurious a reason. They only wanted him to think so in the event of his capture. It is ash and mirrors, an artful deception!”


    Vladimir took a calming breath, and continued.


    “Noss didn’t see the big picture. He represents not only his tribe but all hyenas. Look at those barbarians, Lupans will now say. Even their prince has turned on the very wolf who loved him most, who once saved him from a sewer centipede! Can you imagine the papers tomorrow? It’ll be utter bile.”


    Janoah sucked her cheek, “More surmising?”


    “I… calculate. It’s what we do in this business, Janoah, as well you know.”


    “Fine, but what’s the point, Vladimir?” Janoah sighed, with one paw gnarled. “How does turning opinion against the hyenas, who are banged up on Reservations I might add, help anyone rule Lupa? Tell me that, if you’re so clever.”


    Vladimir attempted to do so. “Difficult times make strange bedfellows, Janoah. Even moderate hyenas may turn to violence under a harsher yoke. If the hyenas are sanctioned for this, and they will be, THORN will only grow stronger. Should they step-up their sabotaging of our railways and refineries, the venom shortage will only get worse, causing further disaffection amongst the wolf packs and helping the conspirators recruit venom-starved Howlers for an uprising. With one act of greed, Noss may have triggered the Republic’s fall.”


    Janoah took a moment to consider Vladimir’s hyperbole. “All right, I’m listening,” she said, calm as you like. “Who are these so-called ‘conspirators’?”


    “You know one. Intimately.”


    Janoah stood, baffled and expectant, the faces of a dozen wolves whirring through her mind like a carousel. At length, a smiling Vladimir stepped close and put her out of her misery.


    “Amael Balbus,” he whispered to her.


    Janoah recoiled. “Vladimir!” she spat, marching to the window in an exhibition of revulsion.


    “Shocking isn’t it?” Vladimir goaded, chasing after her, his muzzle close to her head. “Much like your acting! You need to work on that if we’re to survive.”


    “Amael’s no traitor!” Janoah snarled.


    Vladimir pulled back and swirled his drink, “Humph! You mean our glorious leader has never once whispered his ambitions to you during those long, cold nights in your arms? I find that very hard to believe.”


    “Amael has ambitions like any wolf,” Janoah hissed. “We all want to climb the slippery pole, everyone except my gallivanting husband, but there are acceptable ways these things are done. What you are accusing Amael of is high treason against the Republic!”


    “Noss is his accuser, not I.”


    “Oh, a beast will say anything on the rack!”


    Vladimir sniffed, “He wasn’t on the rack. He whispered it in my ear, the life of his wife and cubs forfeit should he lie. I know you were watching me.”


    Silence, but for a ticking carriage clock.


    “So why’d you hit him?” Janoah scoffed. “If you believed him then who was that for, me?”


    “You’re not the only actor on Lupa’s sordid stage. Even the two Howlers in the room had to think I didn’t believe a word Noss had told me; they could be Amael’s spies for all I know.”


    Silence reigned for a long and prickly tenure, broken only by Vladimir supping his drink.


    “If nothing else,” he said at last, “had Noss killed Rufus, Amael would now have you all to himself at last. Oh, he can’t marry you yet, but the marriage laws are unpopular and could be reversed someday.” Vladimir raised his glass, “What more reason would he need? What more reason would you?”


    “No!” Janoah spat. She looked down and around the room, at all Vladimir’s nice things, but seeing none of them for her thoughts. She stared out the window again, but saw nothing of the world beyond either. “This can’t be right. Amael knows Rufus is dear to me, despite everything. He would never….”


    She stumbled to a silence, defeated.


    “I didn’t know!” Janoah growled anew. “I only laid with Amael in the first place to protect Rufus and get him his stupid expedition. One thing led to another and now he confides in me. It’s true, he does talk treason, king this and emperor that, but I swear to Ulf, Vladimir, I am not part of any plot. I just humour him to get what I want. I… I had him down as an idle dreamer! All he does is bleat and moan about Vito. I’ve never seen him do anything concrete. Do you think I’d let him kill my Rufus? I love that wolf!”


    Vladimir raised a paw to Janoah’s panicked rant. “I believe you,” he assured her. “Would you offer to lay with me to get Rufus a sting if you planned to kill him? You’re good, but you’re not that thorough, Valerio.”


    Valerio let out a sigh of relief and laughed a little, “The things I do for my fool of a husband.”


    “Indeed,” Vladimir seconded. “Now, I suggest you start taking Amael’s bleating seriously. He means to act. How and when I don’t know, but something’s afoot.”


    “I’m done with him.”


    “No. You must continue as you are and gather evidence against him. We both must.”


    Janoah whirled on Vladimir, “Are you mad? Let’s go straight to ALPHA and expose his plot.”


    “What plot? We do not have any proof.”


    “They’ll get a warrant to raid his offices. They’ll turn up something.”


    “And if they don’t we’re finished!”


    Janoah huffed, “Den Father Vito then. I know he’s a mad old drooler, but he can still strip Amael of his position for any reason he sees fit.”


    “And how do you propose we get an audience with Vito without Amael or one of his spies hearing about it first? Noss saw dozens of wolves at the table, most of whom he didn’t recognise. This conspiracy is already enormous. Besides, Amael’s a hero, with an excellent record running Riddle, everyone respects him. Without hard evidence he would be believed over two ambitious nobodies and a mad hyena.”


    “A dead, mad hyena,” Janoah added.


    “Quite. If we break cover now and fail to make the charges stick, we will be snatched off the street one dark night and sent to the bottom of the Lupa.”


    Janoah ran a paw over her ruddy muzzle, “Then what do we do? Stand by and let them take over?”


    Vladimir strolled around his room, equally flummoxed. “I don’t know yet. I don’t know who we can trust.” He glanced sideways at his guest, “I don’t even know if I can trust you.”


    “For Ulf’s sake.”


    “You could crawl into Amael’s arms and turn me in.”


    “What do you want me to say, Oromov?”


    “Not say,” Vladimir breathed, suggesting, “but perhaps you could let me in?”


    “In? Into what?”


    Oromov smirked, “You almost had me fooled, Janoah. Bruno must be something special for you to engineer his disappearance. Pure-blood is he? Yes, thought so. What’re you and Josef planning? Are you two going to sell him to the highest bidder, or does the good doctor just want to experiment on him?”


    Silence.


    “Well?”


    At last, Janoah raised her chin and said with a distinct smirk on her deceptively delicate muzzle, “I’ll tell you… if you tell me what you’re planning to do with old Nossypoos.”


    Vladimir actually laughed. “It appears, Janoah, that we’re conjoined at the hip by our mutual need. Perhaps we should make the best of a bad situation?”


    Slowly, Janoah turned and moseyed up to her fellow Grand Howler, cupping her paws over his cloaked chest. “Ever the pragmatist, aren’t you Vladimir?”


    “Humph!”


    Peeling Vladimir’s tumbler from his fingers, Janoah downed the remaining brandy in one impressive gulp and tossed it over her shoulder onto the sofa. Vladimir emitted a slight wolfen whine of alarm as his antique crystal glassware bounced precariously on the red pillows. Janoah unpinned Oromov’s brooch and tossed that onto the sofa too, his imperium-weave mantle slipping away from his powerful, scarred shoulders that had seen many a battle and hardship. She kissed those old wounds, worked her way up his neck, up under his muzzle.


    Finally, something snapped in the reserved Vladimir and he embraced Janoah by the dim glow of imperium light.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 14


     


    Amael Balbus poured himself a stiff drink and stood before his plush office window. It was a snowy, early spring morning and Lupa’s streets and spires were blanketed in white, looking cleaner and healthier for it. Just an illusion of course, beneath the pristine mask Lupa was still rotten, the streets piled high with garbage and ash. Just like the packs themselves – noble Howlers led by degenerates and fools who were outwardly respectable, but who embezzled money and laid with lowlifes. The well-being of the wolfen race was the last thing on most of their petty, disgusting minds.


    One day I’ll wash them all into the river, along with the rubbish. Lupa will be cleansed.


    Brrrring! Brrrring!


    Putting aside his drink and dreams, Amael grabbed the phone with a steel-grey paw. “Yes?” he grunted, before clearing his throat and saying more clearly, “What is it, Boris?”


    “Grand Prefect Nikita’s here to see you, sir,” said his loyal adjutant,


    Amael’s scoffed, “Nikita?


    “From ALPHA, sir.”


    “Yes, yes, yes, but what does he want?” Amael snapped, then spoke quietly, “Is it about you know what-”


    “No, sir,” Boris interjected firmly. “No, he’s here with…. I’m sorry, what’s your name, sir?”


    “Silvermane,” someone crackled in the background.


    Boris came back with, “Grand Prefect Silvermane, sir.”


    Amael’s veins ran as cold as the frost painted on the windowpanes. Those thoughts trampled through his mind again, the ones that robbed him of sleep most nights.


    The game’s up. They’re going to drag me out of here and throw me before the Den Fathers. Then I’ll be executed in the manner reserved for treasonous Howlers; staked out alive in the wastes for the great ants to feast upon. Better to shoot yourself now, Amael, and take that intolerable ALPHA bastard with you whilst you’re at it, the double-crossing son of a-


    No! Calm down, it could be about anything. Right?


    “Shall I send them through, sir?” Boris asked at length, like Amael had any choice in the matter, as if ALPHA’s Grand Prefects hadn’t the run of almost every Den in Lupa.


    Amael recovered the power of speech, “Yes, yes of course. I’ll meet them in the Elder Chamber.”


    “They’re already on their way,” Boris confirmed, as Nikita and Silvermane’s boot steps squeaked into the distance. “One more thing, sir. They want me to send for Valerio.”


    Amael frowned, “Rufus?”


    “Janoah, sir.”


    More thoughts. Has she betrayed me? Is she coming to denounce me? That bitch!


    “What do you want me to do, sir?”


    “Just… do whatever they want,” Amael said with a gulp.


    Boris sensed Amael’s anxiety down the line. “I’m sure it’s nothing to do with… all that, sir,” he whispered. “There are no Prefects with them to make any arrests.”


    Amael grunted, “There’s time for some to arrive yet, Boris. Keep an eye out the window. If any ALPHA bikes pull up, let my phone ring twice and get out. Understood?”


    “But if Nikita’s here-”


    “He’d betray us to save his own skin! Now go.”


    “Sir.”


    Setting down the phone with shaking paws, the Elder finished his drink in one gulp and grabbed his glorious silvery helmet from his armour stand. Looking in his ornate full-length mirror he adjusted his cloak and brooch and placed his helmet over his head. If he was going to fall, he was going to look noble one last time.


    With a deep breath, Amael opened his desk drawer and took out a silver pistol – for himself. Holstering it by his tail, he vacated his office and headed through Riddle Den. He had started a Howler and worked his way up to Elder in this miserable place, but was this as high as he was destined to climb? He had played the game, they all played the game, but few with stakes as high as Amael.


    Through the waiting room he strode, exchanging worried looks with Boris keeping watch at the window, then down the long, grand corridor to the Elder Chamber, the silent paintings on the walls staring at him, their imperious eyes judging him down through the ages.


    The long-cloaked Den Guards opened the chamber doors without provocation; the thought crossed Amael’s mind that these same guards that had sworn to protect him might be tying his paws in a minute. It wouldn’t be their fault, Amael told himself, they would just be doing their duty as you would.


    Inside the chamber, sitting on the finest chair reserved for Den Father Vito’s rare visits to Amael’s district, with his legs up on the table just to add to the insult, was a huge wolf dressed entirely in black. Cloak, armour and helm, even the brooch, all of it was as black as black-imperium itself. Only the symbol etched into the brooch dared break rank; it was a stylised ‘A’ glowing white with that purest, most valuable form of imperium. What could be seen of the wolf’s fur coat was mottled brown and white and heavily muscled, his two-toned arms home to enormous biceps.


    “Grand Prefect Nikita,” Amael said, saluting, fist to chest then out, albeit rather lacklustre.


    “Elder Amael,” Nikita replied, with but a wave. There was a distinct pause before he added, “This is Grand Prefect Silvermane.”


    Amael turned to the silver-furred fellow standing behind Nikita; he looked every bit the wolf in his prime as well – an imperium fuelled wolf, that is.


    “Pleasure, Elder Amael,” Silvermane said silkily.


    After a nod, Amael dared ask, “What brings you to my district, Prefects?”


    “I do not like to repeat myself, Amael,” Nikita said, his thick, Great Steppes accent as warm and smooth as melted chocolate.


    Wolves who had grown up on the Steppes and only later learnt Lupan tended to talk clearly, even deliberately, but often dropped connective words when speaking the official language of the Lupine Continent – Nikita was such a wolf.


    “We wait for Grand Howler Janoah,” he said. “Your adjutant, Boris, has gone to fetch her. I am sure they will be only minute or two. Then we talk.”


    A minute or two that felt an eternity to Amael, who wandered over to the nearest window, paws behind back, and looked out over ice-bound Lupa.


    “Rather nippy out there isn’t it?” Silvermane observed brightly, as if this were but a cordial visit.


    “Yes,” Amael replied flatly.


    It was rather nippy in here too, but Amael had no intention of breaking the ice by offering the likes of ALPHA a drink.


    “No bombings of late?” Silvermane went on. “No Howler-killers brought to justice?”


    “No. Been quiet for months.”


    “Indeed. You’ve an excellent record for keeping order in your district, Elder Amael. The Alpha himself commends you.”


    Amael almost snarled, ‘The Alpha himself commends me? Who does he think he is, Ulf?’ but somehow contained his fury at being patronised. “I’ve some of the finest wolves in Lupa under me,” he said. “Commend them.”


    “Indeed,” Silvermane agreed. “Though, unhappily we’re here to steal one of your number away.”


    Both relieved and alarmed by the comment, Amael turned to face Silvermane. Before he could ask who the unlucky Howler was, the Elder Chamber doors opened and a ruddy-furred wolfess entered, saluting everyone.


    Of course, Janoah! ALPHA’s come for her because of Rufus, because she’s been skimming imperium off the top for that degenerate. I warned her, the foolish wolfess!


    Silvermane reached into his black cloak and produced a small brown envelope. This was it, the warrant. Amael looked at Janoah, but she just stared impassively ahead. There was nothing even an Elder like Amael could do for her now, ALPHA was immune to interference, only the Den Fathers themselves were above their scrutiny, only they could quash their accusations regardless of evidence.


    “By the power vested in my mantle by the Republic of Lupa,” the fine-voiced Silvermane declared, passing across the letter, “I hereby accept you into ALPHA, the Agency for Lupan Peace and Howler Accountability.” Stepping back and raising a paw to his chest, as if waving, he added, “Congratulations, Prefect Captain Janoah.”


    Janoah saluted, fist to chest then out. “Thank you, Grand Prefect Silvermane,” she said, and to Nikita, “Grand Prefect Nikita.”


    Nikita merely raised a paw. “Use the ALPHA salute from now on, Prefect.”


    Janoah did so, raising her paw smartly.


    Amael stood dumbfounded at the display of treachery for some seconds before he squawked at Janoah, “Prefect?”


    She corrected him, “Prefect Captain, sir.”


    Grand Prefect Silvermane walked around the arc-shaped Elder table, “Valerio has proven herself a Howler of rare wit and guile, Amael, and it’s been decided that she can best serve the whole of Lupa working for ALPHA. It’ll be a blow to the Bloodfangs to lose so dedicated a Howler, but as a Prefect she will now strive to root out the decay that gnaws at the heart of every pack and so serve us all.”


    The insolent Nikita at last removed his black-armoured legs from the table and joined Silvermane. He patted Amael on the shoulder with a big mottled paw, “It is your choice how you fill her position, though Red-mist comes to mind as Grand Howler material, no?”


    The confused Amael scoffed angrily, “Rufus?”


    “Is long-overdue,” Nikita said in his broken dialect. “Of course, this is your district, it is none of my business.” With a mere raise of the paw, he moseyed casually on, heading for the door, paws behind his back. “Silver.”


    Nodding, Silvermane beckoned Janoah, “This way, Prefect.”


    “May I have a moment, sir?” Janoah asked her new boss, adding, “To… say goodbye to my comrades.”


    “Take all the time you need,” Silvermane assured, paw rising one more time. “We’ll be in the car.”


    Janoah ‘saluted’ back.


    Once the old Prefects had gone, Amael almost leapt on the new one. “What is this?” he snarled in disbelief, though still keeping is voice in check lest Nikita or Silvermane were listening through the door. “You’ve betrayed us. You’ve betrayed me.”


    A suddenly bold Janoah waved a paw, “My dear Amael, I’m helping you.”


    “Helping me?”


    “Yes! If I’d betrayed you, you’d be in Howler-wire by now, silly wolf,” Janoah chirped patronisingly, as if Amael ought to understand at a stroke. She wandered over to the Elder table and ran her finger along it, “With my new powers as a Prefect Captain I’ll be able to cross districts and dominions with impunity. Just think of all the information I will glean working for ALPHA, think of the obstacles I can remove.”


    Amael let out a snort of amazement; he never knew Janoah had it in her!


    Janoah looked around the Elder Chamber. “I’ll miss Riddle Den,” she hummed, her green eyes settling on Amael, “Give Rufus my old position. He deserves it.”


    “You’re joking!” Amael blustered without delay.


    “Do that for him,” Janoah insisted, walking over to Amael knotting her arms about his neck, “No, do it for me, and I’ll do everything I can for you from within ALPHA.”


    Silence prevailed.


    “But I thought… I thought that you… we….” Amael trailed off and looked down.


    “I do love you,” Janoah professed. “It’s because I love you and share your vision that I must do this. If you want to save Lupa you need beasts everywhere working for you. You have to be a spider in a web; a web we’ll build together, so that when the time comes we can snare all the flies.”


    “But you’ll not be nearby,” the Elder said, walking to and fro. “We’ll not be able to lay together and talk of our plans like we do. Who will I turn to?”


    Janoah took one of his paws, “A small sacrifice now for glory later, my dear.”


    Amael could but grumble wolfen sounds.


    “I’ll visit you,” Janoah assured him. “I’ll have to see Rufus after all; in fact he’s the perfect premise for me to come here without arousing suspicion. He’s my husband, nobody can stop my coming and going, and if they do get suspicious they will look into Rufus and find he knows nothing he shouldn’t know, for I’ll not tell him.” The new Prefect chuckled and tickled Amael’s chin, “But you? I’ll bring you a wealth of intelligence. You’ll have all the dirt you need. Which Elder embezzled money, which Elder skimmed imperium, which Elder laid with whom. With such a treasure trove of filth you can force them over a barrel and attain their vote when the time comes to elect the next Den Father of the Bloodfangs. Vito’s old and mad; he’ll not last much longer. And if he lingers too long, well, we’ll just have to give him a push, that’s all.”


    Nodding continuously throughout Janoah’s words, Amael let this new reality sink in, drop by drop. He closed his eyes and let out a slightly giddy laugh. “Janoaaaah,” he growled happily, clasping her hips. “By Ulf, you’re ingenious! I didn’t realise you were so committed.”


    “Lately I’ve come to believe in you. In us, even. Let’s make a go of it, you and I.”


    Amael marvelled, “But how’d you do it?”


    “Do what?”


    “Get to be a Prefect Captain. What did you do to secure such a high post?” Amael’s jaw dropped, “You didn’t… you didn’t give yourself to that arrogant dog Nikita.”


    “Hah!” Janoah laughed. “From what I hear I don’t think he’d be that interested in me.”


    “Well what then?”


    Thinking, Janoah walked her fingers up Amael’s chest and slipped it under his helmet to feel his cheek. “Let’s just say I sent something along to ALPHA a few months ago, something more valuable than myself.”


    “Something you don’t want to tell me?” Amael growled.


    “It’s a trifle complicated, and I have to go,” Janoah assured, changing subject. “May I suggest one more thing before I love and leave you, Amael?”


    “If you must go,” he said sadly.


    “Look after my boys.”


    “Boys?”


    “You know who I mean. Treat them with respect and they’ll never let you down, whatever path you take.”


    *


    Silvermane barely looked up from his files as the smartly-dressed hog driver climbed out the sleek, black motor carriage and opened the back door. The newly-minted Prefect Janoah slipped onto the plush seat opposite her boss, along with a swirl of icy winter’s breath and a snowflake or two.


    “Grand Prefect,” she said with a shiver; she was either cold, or a little nervous in Silvermane’s presence.


    “All done?” he said cordially, trying to dispel any fears.


    “Yes, sir.”


    Not even looking up from his papers, Silvermane waved his pen at the looming Den, “Don’t worry about your belongings. We’ll send someone to clear out your office and quarters and have it moved to ALPHA HQ.”


    Janoah nodded; in the excitement of the moment she had utterly overlooked that prosaic detail. “Much obliged,” she said, not letting on.


    She watched Silvermane flick through documents and sign his name at speed; search warrants, arrest warrants, recommendations, anything and everything that passed the desk of a Grand Prefect.


    “Where’s Grand Prefect Nikita?” Janoah asked.


    “Spending a penny,” Silvermane replied. “How’d Rufus take the news?” he asked.


    Surprised at the personal enquiry, Janoah kneaded her paws and admitted, “I don’t know, sir. I left Elder Amael to inform my comrades.”


    This provoked a reaction, enough for Silvermane to look up from his work, his eyes shining from under his jet-black helmet. “Even Rufus?”


    A nod.


    “But… he’s your husband.”


    “It’s merely a professional relationship,” Janoah claimed, looking up at the snow-flecked Den. “He does his thing, and I do mine. It’s been that way for years.” After a brief pause she added, “With his latest fixation he will hardly notice my absence.”


    Silvermane sniffed, “I see.”


    Janoah shuffled in the seat and crossed her legs, “Forgive me, Grand Prefect, I forget myself. Though no doubt you’re aware of his leanings.”


    Silvermane nodded. “In all things,” he said, with a sharp intake of breath. “Even so, you should cherish one another whilst you can. You’re one of the lucky Howler couples who married before the law, that’s not something to throw away lightly.”


    “Rufus threw it away long ago, sir,” Janoah said, flashing a quick, false smile.


    “Mm.”


    Suddenly the car door opened and Grand Prefect Nikita slipped into the front. “Is cold, no?” he woofed affably at Janoah and Silvermane, before addressing the hog at the wheel beside him, “Let’s go, comrade hog.”


    The trembling ALPHA limo pulled away and the Den that Janoah had called home for most of her Howler life slipped from sight.

  


  
    
  

     


    
Part II: EISENWOLF
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    Diary Excerpt 1


     


    Apparently it’s Uther’s birthday! Well, what he decided was his birthday. Being orphaned so young, he doesn’t know the actual date. He faintly remembers opening a present one frosty morning around Wintertide. It was a scarf, in which case it could just as well be a Wintertide gift as a birthday present. We may never know.


    I do know his ‘hyena name’ is also a fiction; that’s nine months he had me going. Nine months! Captain Ivan finally took pity and set me straight. He says the aforementioned scarf had Uther W. sewn onto it, that’s all the information the orphanage had when they took him in, and all the Bloodfang Academy knew later. Ivan says Uther invented Wild-heart to impress Lorna and Rosalina one evening and that it’s certainly nothing to do with hyenas. The late Prince Noss bestowed ‘Blade-dancer’ on Ivan and ‘Red-mist’ on Rufus during their time together, as only a hyena prince can. If Lorna and Rosa know the truth they haven’t let on. I think Uther assumes I know by now. If I bring it up he’ll say I was a fool for believing him in the first place. After nine months working together I’m beginning to know how he’d spin it.


    Still, everyone calls him Wild-heart, even Vladimir when growling after him down Riddle Den’s corridors. I guess it’s stuck, rather like my moniker. I get Woodlouse, Uther gets Wild-heart, and his last two partners were dubbed Dusty and Smiles; all I can say is it’s a good thing he’s not a hyena prince.


    Rufus has invited me to the Arkady Symposium next week; all the most eminent scientists and intellectuals are going to be there, including the great Heath himself. Rufus keeps meaning to introduce us. My stomach is already a flutter at the prospect of going; I’m just not good at social gatherings! The only public places where I’m truly at ease are patrolling Riddle’s streets with Uther and the Den gymnasium. I’ve nearly reached 175lbs! Uther’s impressed. I’ll never be a sprinter like him, but I can get stronger. I must.


    Didn’t need a sting last week, but feeling weary. Awful weather out. Hoping for a quiet shift.


     


    Howler Linus Bloodfang Mills

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 15


     


    “In the name of the Republic, throw down your weapons and come out with your paws up!”


    Linus waited by the wide open doorway, shoulder to the wall, shield at his back, pistol held low in both paws. The relentless Lupan drizzle patted on his helmet and dripped off its grille.


    No response was forthcoming.


    The blonde wolf looked across to the duotone Uther, who stood on the opposite side of the doorway with his back to the rough redbrick wall, ember smouldering between lips. He wasn’t wearing his helmet, but he was sporting that crooked smile, the one he always wore whenever he was in the midst of a mission.


    Linus nervously shuffled his feet then shouted through the doorway, “Citizens, if you release the hostages and come out you’ll not be harmed! I’m sure nobody here wishes there to be any unnecessary-”


    Crack! Crack! Crack!


    Several bright sparks exploded around the doorframe as the beasts inside took pot-shots at the Howlers. Linus flinched and hunched his shoulders, whilst Uther hardly batted an eyelid and returned fire.


    Crack!


    Nervously resetting his helmet, Linus sniffed, “I don’t think they’re minded to cooperate.”


    “Puh! Hyenas dunno the meaning of the word,” Uther snorted, flicking away his half-spent ember and ripping open a paper pistol cartridge with his teeth. He poured the glittering powder charge into his pistol chamber.


    “Keep your powder dry,” Linus advised, looking up at the grey, impenetrable firmament hanging low over Lupa.


    The soaked Uther spat his pellet down the barrel and rammed it home with a, “Hah! Will do Woodlouse.”


    Werner Schwartz strode round the corner of the heavily ash-stained, industrial building, looking like a blimp under a tarpaulin with his tent-like rain cloak.


    “My boys have got the place covered,” the Politzi Chief reported confidently, whilst strolling carelessly around, head craning to look up the refinery’s towering smoke stacks. “Nobody’s getting out of there ali-”


    Suddenly, Uther grabbed the neck of Werner’s uniform and yanked him clear of the door.


    Crack!


    A tiny, colourful explosion took a chunk out of the already blasted ground, leaving a smouldering crater right where Werner had been standing.


    “Mind the door, mate,” Uther chided, patting the pig on his flabby pink cheek


    The flustered Werner cleared his throat and straightened his hat. “Hyena bastards,” he grunted, loosening the collar of his suddenly stifling uniform. “My boys are ready and waiting,” he growled. “Just give the word and we’ll wipe ‘em out!”


    “Lead the charge will yer?” Uther laughed.


    “Aye, I will!”


    Linus raised a paw. “Steady on, Constable Schwartz,” he cautioned. “Let’s not escalate the situation.”


    Werner composed himself, “Right you are, Howler.”


    “We need the terrorists alive to interrogate them. This is the third refinery to be targeted by THORN in a month. We must find out what they’re up to.”


    Werner sniffed officiously, “Aye, of course, but it’s better to shoot ‘em than let ‘em escape; them’s Elder Amael’s standing orders-”


    “Until we’re relieved by a superior, Uther and I are in charge here,” Linus explained patiently, if firmly, “and we want no unnecessary casualties. Better to let a few escape and catch some alive than none at all. Right Uther?”


    Uther just nodded and sniffed.


    “Besides, they have hostages,” Linus tacked on. “We must be cautious.”


    “Aye, Howler Mills,” Werner said, “but the last few times someone cornered these fanatics they all committed suicide anyway.”


    “Yes, I know,” Linus said.


    “They all swallowed black-imperium capsules,” Werner went on. “Worst case of the rot you’ll ever see. Couldn’t go near ‘em for contamination, not that you’d want to! Like burnt corpses they were; all black and twisted.”


    Linus gulped, “Indeed.”


    Uther pushed off the wall and holstered his pistol. “We can’t wait any longer,” he said, donning his helmet and strapping it in place, “You two to keep the bastards busy. Start negotiating or somethin’.”


    Linus and Werner exchanged glances before turning their combined gaze on the third party.


    “What’re you gonna do, sir?” Werner asked for both.


    “Have a pog inside,” Uther replied.


    Linus seethed, “You can’t go in there alone!”


    “I’m just gonna snoop around,” Uther tutted innocently, looking up at the roof for some reason. He rolled his muscled shoulders and kicked his armoured legs, loosening his limbs for the task. “You just said we gotta find out what they’re up to, didn’t you, Woodlouse?”


    “Yes, but-”


    “Well then, let me go put my ear to the ground before things get messy.”


    “Uther-”


    Too late. With a grunt and a growl, Uther leapt at the wall and sprinted up its face! Werner’s hat was punched clean off his head as a wobbling blast of invisible imperious energy chased Wild-heart up the building, aiding his impossible ascent and carving a void in the falling rain. Grasping the lip of the roof, Riddle District’s most athletic Howler vaulted up and over, disappearing from sight without so much as a wave to his comrades.


    “How does he do that?” Linus snorted, looking enviously up the three or four story high building. “I-I can barely manage a fence.”


    Werner retrieved his hat from a colourful, imperium-laced puddle and flicked it off. “Maybe, Howler Linus, sir, but we’re the heavy-duty sort, me and you,” the massive hog claimed, slapping his gut. “We’re built for a fair fight.”


    The barrel-chested Linus felt he was a far-cry from the barrel-bellied Werner, but, ever-polite, he changed subject sooner than point out the obvious differences in their physiques. “Have you telephoned HQ?”


    “Yes, Howler. Vladimir’s on his way with reinforcements.”


    “And Rufus?”


    Werner shrugged, “I didn’t ask. He’s probably away.”


    “All right,” Linus breathed, looking back at the many nervous Politzi officers of various races taking cover behind boxes and barrels, imperium pistols loaded and authorised for use. Linus hoped things didn’t come to that, because the war-like hyenas would take a fair few Politzi with them. “Well, we had better negotiate then,” Linus declared. “Do we have an expert negotiator?”


    Politzi Constable Werner Schwartz smiled and proudly tipped his hat back, “You’re looking at one, Howler.”


    “You?”


    “I used to be something of a public speaker, yer know. Just give me a soapbox and a trumpet.”


    *


    Passing between the ash stacks that were still belching imperium waste of some kind or another into the smoggy Lupan sky, Uther opened a metal trapdoor and slowly poked his head inside the refinery roof.


    He saw a ladder leading down onto a metal walkway, and beyond that a great twisting maze of pipes and churning machinery. It sounded noisy down there, which meant the hyenas wouldn’t hear Uther sneaking about; the ambient imperium would also mask his corona.


    With a last visual check for the enemy, Wild-heart slid down the ladder and ducked into the shadows. He crept along the walkway, using pipes and vats and Ulf knows what for cover, until he spied something of interest down below.


    Standing in a clearing amongst the colourful tangle of tubes and trembling dials was an unusually muscular hyena addressing a little band of skinnier comrades. His massive, sandy-furred, spotty shoulders were turned to Uther, paws cupped neatly behind him. He wore nothing from the waist up, but his legs were encased in armour of a striking black and white zigzag design; geometric, abstract squiggles were typical of hyena art. Uther judged from his impressive build that he was a Chakaa, like that prince had been. No hyena grew that big just by eating all his greens, or bugs, or whatever they ate; he was on stings.


    The lesser hyenas hanging on the Chakaa’s every word were incongruously dressed in a mix of civilised clothes and traditional hyena ornament. Breeches and open waistcoats jostled with bandanas and necklaces strung with claws, horns and iridescent bits of carapace taken from various beetles and other bugs, whilst their stocky bodies and grim faces were painted white, like a hyena skull. They all held spears, some stood proud, others leant on them, as if bored. The spears were tipped with sharp and poisonous yellow-imperium. Strange. It must be stabilised, or else it would be fizzling away, Uther supposed. He also supposed they had stolen it from the Greystones, since only they knew how to fix yellow-imperium. Some hyenas nursed pistols too, though not many. Uther calculated most of the terrorists armed with pistols were posted at the entrances to hold the Politzi at bay.


    As the Howler looked on, a second outsized hyena approached the gathering. He was taller than the apparent leader and generally bigger. His legs were housed in the same black and white armour, but of a labyrinthine design of right-angled twisting lines instead of lightning-like zigzags.


    Two imperium-guzzling hyenas in one place? This is getting interesting.


    The taller Chakaa donned a black helmet embossed with a white skull design – something of a step-up from the skull face-paint employed by the others. The shorter leader faced the taller newcomer and Uther caught a glimpse of his typically thickset hyena face just before he too donned his own skull-themed helmet.


    He had striking purple eyes!


    There was only one way a beast’s eyes turned purple and that was by taking purple-imperium. It was potent stuff, which went to most beasts’ heads, sending them insane.


    Deciding he had to get closer, Uther crept along the walkway and down some metallic steps, until he was on the ground floor. He relied on his eyes to spot danger, his ears being inhibited by the churning machinery and his coronal senses the polluted atmosphere.


    Pipes hummed and vats bubbled in front of Uther as hot, liquid imperium was separated into its constituent grades by a noisy centrifuge spinning overhead, one of several dotted throughout the place. As far as Wild-heart understood from basic imperiology classes foisted on him and every Howler back in academy, each grade of imperium had a different density. Thus, in a spinning centrifuge, light white rose to the top, heavy black sank to the bottom and the rest gathered in layers somewhere in-between to be skimmed off into an appropriately-coloured vat, white first. The dreaded black-imperium remained inside the centrifuge until last, whereupon it was flushed out into special canisters and put aside for disposal in a pit somewhere.


    Therein lay a mystery; according to recent briefs by Vladimir, THORN had only been stealing black-imperium canisters, not the valuable white. What for? Were they going to make a dirty bomb? Poison Lupa’s water supply? When? How?


    Whilst Uther watched and contemplated, the taller of the Chakaa hyenas walked over to a drain cover and lifted it off. He was so strong he set it aside like a dustbin lid.


    For a second he looked in Uther’s direction, his purple-tinged eyes seemingly piercing through the bubbling vats of imperium into the wolf hiding in the shadows.


    Uther didn’t move a muscle.


    The big Chakaa carried on with his business. He climbed into the hole and a couple of other hyenas, ordinary beasts not nearly as strong, used a rope to pass down a spherical, metal canister stencilled with a black X and multiple warnings.


    Black-imperium and no mistake.


    Wild-heart watched the lethal black-imperium being gently lowered, canister after spherical canister. Most buildings didn’t have a sewer system big enough to crawl down, but here, well, all that pipe-clogging ash from the furnaces had to go somewhere, straight down the tubes and into the River Lupa


    The biggest hyena climbed back out of the drain; his coarse spotty fur and admittedly beautiful labyrinthine armour streaked with ash – filthy business, crime. To Uther’s surprise, a third Chakaa climbed out of the drain. He was shorter than either of the other two afflicted hyenas, but built like a wall – rather like Linus, Uther thought, if Linus was a dirty hyena. The third fellow’s armour was decorated with a swirling, wind-like design of black and white lines. These Chakaa had access to some nifty kit.


    The three leaders chatted merrily away. What were they planning? Uther couldn’t hear.


    Suddenly the Chakaa stood alert, rounded ears pricked. It took a moment to tune in, but Uther heard it too – someone was shouting outside the refinery.


    It was Werner, his voice magnified by a trumpet!


    “Now now, let’s not be silly, lads,” he crackled, in his friendly, pat-about-the-shoulders manner. “I know things ain’t so dandy between you n’ the wolves, but I’m a hog! I understand your pain, your pride. My people, we don’t have no country of our own neither, but we rub along, we do. You have to learn to compromise in this life, you know? Lupa is built on sacrifice and cooperation. You don’t have to be left out, if you don’t want. You can join in our family. Me and you, let’s talk this over, my fellow rootless friends. Send a representative out and let’s come to an agreement. We’ll give you asylum in our fair city. What do you say?”


    Nice speech, Uther thought, for a pig copper.


    The three Chakaa in skull helmets shared a brief discussion, then the taller one and the shorter one beckoned some of their hyena comrades to join them. They strode swiftly out of sight, leaving what Uther assumed was the leader and the majority behind to continue their work. Perhaps the other two were going to negotiate with Werner? Or else chuck an imperium-tipped spear in his gob. Either scenario suited Uther provided there were fewer sets of eyes to dodge whilst he located the hostages.


    With that in mind, Uther stole away from the pipes and turned to climb the stairs he had descended.


    “Oof!”


    Bumping snout-first into a hard, furry torso, a wall of rippling muscle and sinew, Uther caught a glimpse of a skull and purple eyes before a massive fist came in from the side and clouted him round the side of the head.


    Uther’s world exploded as a blast of plasma flashed over his helmet. The eisenglanz dulled the imperious energy, but the punch still knocked him for six.


    “Gagh!”


    Two powerful paws picked Uther up by his cloaked shoulders and hurled him against the corroded pipes. He slammed into them with a loud clang, his back and shoulders absorbing the worst of the blow. One of the pipes burst and hot, red-imperium vapour spurted in all directions, enveloping Uther in a hot, bloody cloud.


    Overcoming the pain and confusion, Wild-heart instinctively brought his pistol to bear on his hazy attacker.


    Crack!


    His pistol was slapped aside and he received a second plasmatic punch, this time to the ribs. Then those big paws grabbed him again and ejected him headlong from the choking imperium vapours. Uther stumbled and slid across the smooth concrete floor, winded, ribs throbbing.


    Coughing and spluttering, a bruised Uther reached for his kristahl swords and made to rise, to fight, or escape, but half a dozen glowing, yellow-imperium-tipped spears descended upon him from all directions, each one held by a ferocious, skeletal-faced hyena. They stopped short of running Uther through, but one or two pressed uncomfortably close, pinning Wild-heart to the cold floor, chest heaving, body aching, yellow-imperium reflecting on his chin.


    Some of the hyenas parted, allowing a much larger fellow into the circle of spears. It was the tallest of the three Chakaa that Uther had been spying on, the one with the labyrinthine armour. The impressive beast looked down on him with his purple eyes, his face masked by a skull helmet, one rounded-off ear glinting with decorative studs – his mighty body was home many such piercings.


    “I thought I saw a roach hiding here,” he spat.


    That shorter, burly Chakaa joined the circle, “What now, Themba?”


    “My hammer, Madou.”


    The biggest Chakaa held out a paw and his shorter comrade passed him said hammer. Not some little tool for knocking nails in, but a war hammer as nearly tall as he. The simple, cylindrical head was the size of a brick and had the telltale cold, oily sheen of high quality kristahl.


    The powerful hyena hefted his hammer in both paws and casually positioned its head over Uther’s, taking aim, before swinging it high above him like a railroad worker preparing to knock in a peg.


    “For murdering our prince,” he declared, “and suppressing my people, I sentence you to death, Howler!”


    “Wait a minute!” Uther yelped.


    No use, the Chakaa followed through with his mighty swing.


    “Themba!” someone cracked, coarse and sharp, their voice tearing the air like a thunderclap.


    A fraction later and the deafening knell of kristahl striking concrete exploded just left of Uther’s head, its metallic, corona-bending pulse reverberating in his chest and jolting every fibre of his being with involuntary terror. Breathing hard, Wild-heart opened his eyes. The hammer’s head lay nestled beside him, plasma still playing over its glittering kristahl surface, the pale concrete floor shattered in a spider-web pattern around it.


    “Schmutz,” Uther mouthed.


    The big Chakaa slowly withdrew his hammer, scraping its smouldering head along the floor, and looked across at whom had addressed him.


    Gulping, the reprieved Uther followed suit.


    It was THORN’s probable leader. He walked over to the group, paws tucked behind back, zigzag-patterned, eisenglanz-clad legs rattling. “Calm yourself, Themba,” he chided in that bristly voice.


    “But Nurka-”


    “I’m not a barbarian! Are you?”


    Themba let out an annoyed grunt and replied in his velvety, yet cavernous tenor, “It would have been a quick death. Better than they gave our prince.”


    “Justice will be done,” this Nurka assured simply. “Their time will come.”


    Big Themba bowed his head a little, “Chief.”


    Nurka looked down at Uther with just his purple eyes, his face unreadable behind his skull helmet. “Are there any other Redcoats scuttling around here, Howler?” he asked. “I know you Howlers work in pairs.”


    “You’re surrounded, mate,” Uther managed to growl. “If you give up now, we’ll go easy on yer.”


    “Is that right?” Nurka said.


    “You bet your spotty arse it is, skull-face.”


    Unable to abide such an insult to his leader, the shorter Chakaa wearing the swirling leg-armour kicked Uther in the side. “Wolfen scum! You’re addressing a chieftain!”


    “Madou!” Nurka snapped at him, purple eyes wide. “You disgrace yourself!”


    The stocky Madou backed off, ears low with shame.


    Satisfied, Nurka looked across at Themba, then down at Uther, “Do this… comedian no serious harm, but send the Howlers a message, one that will convince them to think twice before sending another fool in here.”


    “Yes, chief,” Themba acknowledged.


    Nurka looked to Madou, “Search the building. If you find anyone bring them to me.”


    Madou nodded, “Chief.”


    Once Nurka and Madou had departed, the latter taking half the hyenas with him to search the refinery, big Themba growled at his remaining compatriots, “Get him up.”


    The lesser hyenas descended on Uther, a scrum of paws, arms and elbows, pulling him to his feet. The odd punch to the ribs and kidneys was surreptitiously snuck in, but Uther didn’t give them the satisfaction of a response.


    Held firm, the wolf was relieved of his swords and his paws forced behind his back. Someone bound them with wire, wrapping it around Uther’s wrists and twisting it off. Howler-wire? It appeared this lot knew what calibre of beast they were dealing with, they knew Howlers could scorch mere ropes away in a second.


    Themba stepped up to Uther, proving he was more than a head taller. Grabbing the back of the wolf’s helmet with a big paw he ripped it off without unfastening the chin strap, which scraped painfully along Uther’s jaw, pulling out some white fur as it went.


    Uther emitted a snarl of pain, and the hyenas laughed at his expense – save Themba that is.


    The big hyena took a step back, armour and decorative piercings tinkling. Dropping Uther’s helmet on the ground like a tin can he smashed it in with his mighty hammer. Sparks of plasma played over the metal and the fang-shaped red-imperium décor beneath the eyelets flashed one last time, before fading for good.


    Uther’s nostrils flared with rage; his precious eisenglanz helmet, with which he had suffered through so much pain and toil, was no more. It’s just an object, he tried to tell himself, don’t let it get to you. That’s what he wants.


    Themba drew a short, kristahl sword from a scabbard nestled inside his right thigh plate and ran it up inside the prisoner’s mantle. Uther tipped his head back to avoid the deadly blade as it popped out the neck of his red cloak, which made the lesser hyenas laugh and snort again.


    Themba tugged his blade violently upwards, cutting through the tough imperium-weave and causing Uther’s brooch to ping off like one of Werner’s brass buttons during the annual Wintertide Riddle Den dinner. The brooch rolled away into the darkness and lost its sparkle, whilst Uther’s cloak hung limply around his shoulders in tatters, before Themba ripped it away altogether, leaving only Wild-heart’s many-buttoned red tunic.


    Staring always at Uther with those purple eyes, Themba threw the torn mantle on the floor and wiped his ash-stained feet on the very symbol of the Bloodfangs.


    Uther lunged forward, “You son of a maggot, I’ll-!”


    Themba instantly punched him on the snout, not a plasmatic punch, just an ordinary one. Even so it was like being cuffed by a bear and Uther would’ve fallen on his tail but for the other hyenas holding him aloft.


    Spitting blood from a split lip and throbbing nose, Uther righted himself. “I’ll have you,” he spat, chin high.


    Satisfied he had teased a rise from the stoic wolf, Themba gathered up Uther’s ruined cloak and helmet, “Take him; I’ll deliver our message.”


    *


    Werner stood atop a box at the gates to the refinery’s grounds, brass speaking-trumpet held to snout. Fellow Politzi were stationed either side of him and at every exit. Several painted hyenas peered curiously back over boxes and barrels from inside the complex. No pistol could shoot this far, at least not with anything approximating accuracy, so both THORN and Politzi were quite safe, though only the terrorists were warm and dry in their makeshift fortress.


    “Do you have any demands?” Werner shouted, rain dripping off his cap and trumpet. “Money? I can do money. Transport? I can arrange it. I’m the Politzi Chief of this whole district, it’s no problem. Just come on out and we’ll talk over a nice, cold beer.”


    Silence.


    “You hyenas like beer, doncha?”


    The hooded Linus looked up at the hog, “I don’t think you’re getting through to them, Werner.”


    “No, sir,” he freely admitted. “They’re fanatics.”


    “They may not understand much Lupan.”


    “Reason is lost on ‘em, sir,” the portly Werner assured, before speaking amiably into the trumpet again. “Do you have a leader? Can we speak to him?”


    “Or perhaps her?” Linus suggested.


    Werner gave the stout Howler a double-glance, “Her?”


    A nod, a stammer, “Hyenas are m-mmm-matriarchal. The females are in charge; males are subservient.”


    “Really? Huh! I never knew that.”


    “It still depends somewhat on rank. The matriarchs have consistently denounced THORN, though without a queen amongst them it seems nobody is paying them any mind.”


    “Queen, sir?”


    Linus spread a paw, “The hyenas have queens, but no kings; just princes of the blood that are allowed to sire a queen’s cubs. But there are no royal hyenas left amongst the tribes. Their last queen died lately and her only serious heir, Princess Arjana Jua-mata, is still missing, along with the cubs that the late Prince Noss fathered.”


    Werner snorted, “Arjana Jua-whata?”


    “Jua-mata. It’s a tribe.”


    “Huh! You’re a wellspring of knowledge, sir.”


    “It springs from Rufus, originally,” Linus admitted. “Anyway, keep talking. As long as they’re looking at us they won’t be looking for Uther. He’s sure taking his time.”


    Even as he spoke, Linus’s attention was drawn behind by the popping engines of several monobikes and an imposing motorised carriage, all marked up in Bloodfang livery. After waiting for the Politzi to let them through, they headed for the refinery gates and parked up nearby.


    “That’ll be Grand Howler Vladimir,” Linus said, with a slightly nervous sigh. “Keep trying,” he told Werner, hurrying over to the motorcade.


    “Will do,” the pig saluted.


    The car door opened and Grand Howler Vladimir emerged in his white cloak and silver armour. Pocketing his golden pen and throwing a file on the back seat, he nodded at the saluting Linus and asked, “What’s the situation, Mills?”


    Linus explained, “Hyenas thought to be from THORN have taken over the refinery, sir. They’ve a few dozen hostages-”


    “Yes, I’m aware of that. What’ve you done about it?”


    “Werner has the refinery surrounded, Grand Howler.”


    “By Politzi?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    One of the Howlers accompanying Vladimir passed him his silver helmet and he carefully, even reverently, slipped it over his black and white face. “No other Howlers at your disposal, Linus?”


    “No, sir,” he replied, looking at the reinforcements. “Uther and I were the only ones here, until now.”


    “And where is Uther, dare I ask?”


    Linus hesitated a moment, “He went inside, sir.”


    “Inside?”


    “Scouting, sir. I’m sure he’ll be back any minute.”


    Vladimir grunted disapprovingly, “Humph.”


    Linus thought he should explain, “As you know, Grand Howler, these THORN militants have a record of killing themselves to avoid capture. So Uther and I thought maybe we could find something out before the… uh….”


    “The inevitable insane climax?”


    “I suppose so, sir.”


    Vladimir squinted across at Werner, “What in Ulf’s name is that cretin doing up there?”


    Linus glanced over, “N-nnn-negotiating, sir.”


    Vladimir actually guffawed, “Negotiating! Don’t be ridiculous. Get him down at once.”


    “Y-y-yes, sir.”


    Whilst Linus hurried off to coax Werner down from his soapbox, Vladimir was joined by a member of his motorcade, a tall white wolf in black Howler uniform.


    “Permission to go in, sir,” he said hopefully.


    “Denied, Donskoy.”


    “But Uther-”


    “Is big and ugly enough to look after himself,” Vladimir interjected, before soothing Ivan’s ego, “I don’t want both Riddle’s best wolves traipsing around in there when I may need you out here at any moment.”


    Ivan parleyed, “Well, at least let me scout the perimeter and get a feel for the situation, sir.”


    This Vladimir allowed – he had to let Ivan do something, if only to shut him up.


    Despite being soaked to the bone from riding his beautiful black Giacomo Valerio Spider all the way from Riddle Den, Captain Ivan still pulled his hood up to guard against the rain, or perhaps just to look even more menacing. Vladimir watched the black-clad white wolf join Linus and Werner just inside the refinery grounds. After a brief exchange, Ivan moved on, disappearing amongst ore silos and outbuildings controlled by the Politzi.


    Ivan hadn’t long gone when a brown-furred Politzi rabbit bounded across the road towards Vladimir with something in his paws.


    “Grand Howler Vladimir!” he gasped, nearly tripping over in his haste.


    “Yes, Claybourne, what is it?”


    “Sir!” the rabbit said, respectfully holding forth a bundle of red cloth, as if it were an orphaned baby.


    Vladimir barely looked at it, “What’ve you got there?”


    “The terrorists… threw it off the roof at us, sir,” the Politzi explained, amidst an ill-timed gulp. “It’s a Howler’s Helmet and mantle, sir; all banged up it is.”


    Now he had Vladimir’s attention. The Grand Howler took the bundle and opened it up. Inside was a mangled grey Helmet with white cheeks. It looked like it had been run over by a car.


    “We think it’s Trooper Uther’s, sir,” the rabbit said.


    Nodding, Vladimir looked across at the smoking refinery. “Was there a message?” he asked.


    “No, sir.”


    “Nothing?”


    “No, sir. No sign of Howler Uther either, sir.”


    “I see.”


    “What do we do, sir?”


    “Not much we can do, constable. Let’s just hope they killed him quickly.”


    Linus hurried over; Vladimir presented the sad bundle to him. Even with his face obscured by his helmet, one could sense a change come over Howler Mills as he recognised the equipment. After an eternity of staring, he took the red cloak and helm in his trembling golden fingers.


    “It’s Uther’s,” Vladimir explained.


    Shaking his head a little, Linus looked around, searching for the wolf himself. “I don’t understand, sir.”


    “The hyenas threw that off the roof, I’m told,” Vladimir explained. “We don’t yet know what’s become of Uther. Do we Constable Claybourne?”


    Surprised to be consulted, the Politzi rabbit took a while to respond, “Uh, no sir.”


    “But we can guess,” Vladimir sighed, cupping a paw to Linus’s shoulder and saying again, “I’m sorry.”


    Squirming free of Vladimir’s conciliatory paw, Linus growled, “Don’t say that!”


    Under the strenuous circumstances, Vladimir allowed his subordinate’s terse response to go unchecked.


    In desperation, Linus searched inside the folds of Uther’s cloak. Putting the smashed helmet down, he opened the torn, muddied cloak.


    “What’re you doing, Mills?” Vladimir asked sharply.


    “Well, wasn’t there a-a-a note or a demand or something?” he stammered. “There’s no blood, look!” he added hopefully. “He must be all right. I’ll try and talk to them-”


    “You’ll do no such thing!” Vladimir barked at once.


    “What?”


    The Grand Howler patiently explained. “Linus, we cannot negotiate for Uther’s sake. To negotiate with THORN is to invite further attacks. I will not set such a precedent.”


    “But… but they might kill him, sir.”


    Vladimir spread a paw, “He knew the risks.”


    Linus scoffed in disbelief, blue eyes darting to and fro beneath his hood and helm. “B-b-but you can’t do that!” he snarled, “You can’t just w-www-write him off-”


    Vladimir stepped forward and clouted Linus around the head, sending the stocky wolf staggering sideways more out of surprise than force.


    “Remember whom you address!” Vladimir snarled. “I’ll have you flogged to within an inch of your life if you speak out of turn again, you disgraceful whelp!”


    There was a pause as Linus gathered his wits.


    “I’m s-sss-sorry, Grand Howler,” he growled, ears flattened against his hooded skull, “but… I-I-I really must insist we negotiate. If Grand Howler Rufus were here he would open dialogue with the hyenas.”


    Vladimir towered over him. “By Ulf, are you mad?” he said, his tone dangerously low. “Do you want to live out the rest of your natural life shovelling imperium down Gelb?”


    “N-nnn-no sir, but-”


    “Then back down, you foolish, arrogant pup!”


    “But, sir-”


    “Linus!”


    Slowly, with Uther’s frayed cloak still grasped in his trembling fingers, Linus cupped his paws behind his back and stood to attention, eyes forward.


    “Sir,” he acknowledged shakily.


    At once relieved and disgusted, Vladimir turned his cheek to him. “Uther would be ashamed of you, disgracing yourself in this manner,” he growled, firm but measured. “I have known him longer than you and I assure you he would not countenance our begging for his life. He’s better than that, as are you. Do you understand?”


    Linus nodded, a little at first, but then vigorously. “Yes, sir. I-I-I understand, sir,” he seethed, secretly gripping Uther’s cloak tightly in his paws to vent his frustration. Despite his fury, Linus took a shaky breath and sealed his submission, “I’m sorry, Grand Howler. I don’t know what came over me. Please forgive my transgression.”


    Mollified, Vladimir felt a pang of sympathy. “Very well, I’ll forget this lapse of judgement,” he said, adding, “Take five minutes, Howler.”


    “I’m all right, sir.”


    “That’s an order! Have an ember.”


    “I don’t s-sss-smoulder, sir.”


    “Well, sit down or something,” Vladimir insisted, opening his smart motor carriage door and shepherding Linus onto the plush seat. He beckoned the Politzi rabbit, “Constable, look after Howler Mills. Make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid whilst I’m gone.”


    “Sir?”


    “You heard me. I’ve a phone call to make. If there’s any developments come find me at once. Understood?”


    “Uh, yes Grand Howler. Right away, sir.”


    Vladimir strode off to requisition the nearest telephone, leaving Linus to pick up Uther’s mangled helm and sit with it on his lap.


    “It’s m-mmm-my fault,” the young Howler said, rolling Uther’s battered eisenglanz helmet over in his paws, “I should’ve gone in with him, or stopped him.”


    Constable Claybourne wasn’t sure if he was being addressed by the Howler, but Linus had a growing reputation for being approachable.


    “It’s not your fault, sir,” the rabbit hazarded. “Howler Uther’s a daring wolf. You can’t tell him what to do.”


    “No.”


    “We’ve all got to take risks, sir, for the sake of Lupa. Why, my uncle Casimir never wanted me to join the Politzi, but I told him life’s for living, not hiding in no warren!”


    “Yes, of course,” Linus sniffed; mortified he was being given a pep-talk by a little beast.


    Someone loomed over the odd pair, armoured feet crunching on the ashen ground, someone tall and full of imperious fire – Linus could feel his corona buzzing in the air like a swarm of mosquitoes.


    He looked up and through his distorted, salty tears the elegant form of Howler Ivan.


    “What’s happened?”


    “Sir. It’s Uther sir, they got him.”


    A pause. Ivan turned to the refinery, cast his icy eyes up the towering chimneys. “If Vladimir asks,” he said, “you haven’t seen me.”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 16


     


    Professor Heath grasped either side of the lectern in his great hoary bear paws as he finished addressing the small crowd seated in the hall.


    “And so it is with great pleasure,” he declared, “that I bestow my colleague and friend of many years now with the Quin Medal for his outstanding contribution to the field of imperiology.”


    The big bear turned to his smaller wolfen colleague and shook paws, “Congratulations, Rufus.”


    Rufus nodded and bowed graciously; he wasn’t used to wearing a suit and the collar and cravat were stifling, but nothing could wipe the smile off his face today. Heath hung the shining silver Quin Medal around his neck. They posed for the photographer amidst a chorus of applause.


    Rarely had a Howler been so honoured, and rarely would Rufus have another opportunity to address so influential a crowd and be noticed. Time to make a splash.


    “I’d like to thank Professor Heath and the faculty of the Ark for putting up with me all these years,” Rufus joked, upon taking the stand, “as well as countless others who have been there for me over the years, both in the lab and, of course, in the line of duty… for I am a Howler, when all is said. You wouldn’t believe the time I had trying to find a suit that fit me as snugly as my dirty old mantle.”


    Much laughter.


    Rufus glanced down at his medal, admiring the geometric, mathematical shapes embossed into its face, then cocked his head to one side. “Appreciated as this is, dear friends, and though my work has helped to extend the lifetimes of the afflicted, a true cure eludes me. I always thought it would be for that I would win the Quin Medal, though I’m not averse to a second.”


    Some laugher.


    “Of course, with a true cure may come true change,” Rufus continued. “The power I and my Howler brethren wield would diminish if a method to forever block or flush imperium from our bodies were to be found. The imperious fire, as we colloquially call it from ages past, so long at our fingertips that Lupan civilisation cannot easily recall life before it, would, if we choose to free ourselves of its taint, be ours to command directly no more. Indeed, perhaps the cure is to cease abusing imperium itself. When burnt in our furnaces and fashioned unnaturally by us, ash and black-imperium is the result, raining down from the sky, ruining land, crops and lives. Hundreds of thousands of beasts die from its effects every year, not least the hyenas forced unjustly to live in unbearable conditions on the Reservations.”


    Silence, coughs, shuffles.


    “Surely a cleaner, less destructive way of living in comfort can be found; an imperium-free future. That idea frightens some of my Howler kind, as does a cure, but after some twenty-five years now of knowing great power with greater pain, I can tell you I would rather live longer, love longer, and watch my friends and I grow old, than have beasts tremble and cross the street when they see my terrible eyes.”


    Rufus looked at a paw, cocked his head.


    “One’s corona is a marvellous tool… yet cold comfort for those in want of love, and the strength it bestows no substitute for the power of the mind. For you see, every day machines advance, every day power trickles down from the chosen few into the paws of the many, like sand through our fingers. An imperium rifle fires as accurately in a mouse’s paw as a Howler’s, and a dirigible flies under any captain, however meek. The age of the Howlers and their peers elsewhere in the world, the Valours, the Koda, the Chakaa and so on, will come to an end someday as the weak gain their own powers through science and technology; technology waiting to be found in the Dead Cities. You laugh, but the achievements of our ancestors are there. Their ghosts wait for us to come and pick up the pieces, read their messages, and perhaps heed their warning before Lupa, and all of us, join them in everlasting, black silence.”


    Rufus shrugged and scratched a ruddy, grey-tipped ear.


    “That’ll do. If I bang on much longer I risk us all being hauled off and ‘re-educated’.”


    Professor Health laughed, which allowed others to join in, and soon everyone was clapping. Strength in numbers protected them, made them brave; the powers that be couldn’t disappear everyone.


    After the inevitable book signings and paw-shakings, Rufus managed to slip out the hall and through the university to his office, whereupon he immediately removed his cravat and unbuttoned his collar. The trappings of academia didn’t fit the well-sculpted body of a Howler, just bending one’s arms was difficult.


    Rufus had just broken an ember out and poured a stiff drink when the office door opened to a very-well sculpted Howler dressed entirely in black. For an instant, Rufus thought he really was about to be re-educated, but the intruder removed her helmet, revealing a familiar red-furred beauty.


    “Jan!” Rufus chirped pleasantly. “You gave me a fright.”


    “I’m not surprised after that speech,” she replied grimly, stepping inside and closing the door. “They won’t print a word of it.”


    “Naturally.”


    “Then why even say it?”


    Rufus shrugged and raised his glass. “Because I have a conscience?” he guessed cheerily, knocking it back.


    Janoah narrowed her eyes, “Conscience? To agitate the little beasts and perhaps spark an uprising that would lead to death and destruction is… conscionable? Your lack of moral judgement astounds me, husband.”


    “It’s good we can still surprise one another after fifteen years of marriage.”


    “Fourteen.”


    “Is it? Seems longer somehow.”


    Janoah sat on the desk and huffed, “Your brain is atrophying from the rot.”


    “I’d best effect a cure then,” Rufus replied, “then we’ll have another fifteen years to surprise each other yet.”


    “Fourteen!”


    “Forty?” Rufus suggested cheekily. “Anyway, I thought your glorious leader, ‘the Alpha’ was a reformist like me.”


    “The Alpha seeks reform, not anarchy,” Janoah clarified. “What you spout is dissident talk, and if it wasn’t for fools like me persuading certain wolves that your scientific acumen outweighs your political ineptitude, you would’ve been dragged before the courts and sorted out with a stint down Gelb by now.”


    “ALPHA’s got nothing on me,” Rufus growled. “Now, dear wife, what can I do for you?”


    Janoah spread a paw on her chest, “Me? I merely came to congratulate my husband on his intellectual accolade.”


    “Really?” Rufus beamed.


    “Hahaha! Nooo.”


    Hopping off the desk, Janoah threw a file before Rufus; she was always brimming with files before becoming a Prefect, but it had gotten worse of late.


    Like Janoah’s brooch, the folder was stamped with the crest of ALPHA; a black ink circle cut by a stylised capital A whose crossbar rose from left foot to centre-right flank. The stamp meant it was an offence against ALPHA for Rufus to so much as peek inside, as it would be any other pack’s secret files. Nonetheless he wordlessly opened it up and several grainy photos spilled out.


    “Clumsy,” Janoah tutted.


    Rufus gathered them up. Three hyenas, he saw, big chaps wearing fine-looking leg armour of a striking dazzle-pattern tribal design with matching cloaks. They and their less well-dressed comrades were going about their business inside what appeared to be a warehouse.


    “Who’re these handsome chaps?” Rufus asked his wife.


    “I was hoping you could tell me.”


    “Me? Haven’t the foggiest, dear. Bit hard to tell with those marvellous skull helmets.” Rufus peered at the pictures through a magnifying glass. “Hmm. Definitely Jua-mata.”


    Janoah frowned, “Noss’s tribe?”


    “Yes. Their crest is a painted hyena face, like a skull. Their warriors paint their faces the same. Quite terrifying.”


    “That takes sense.”


    It was Rufus’s turn to frown, “Makes sense, Jan?”


    Jan explained, “According to witnesses, these three mention Noss at every opportunity. They say they’re avenging their prince; that the Howlers murdered him.”


    “They’re right,” Rufus growled, “we did murder him!”


    “It was an accident. Anyway, he tried to murder you first, or have you forgotten Noss’s attempted lupicide?”


    “He should never have been racked, not in my name!”


    Janoah slapped her chest, “Well it was nothing to do with me!”


    “I know, I know. Let’s… not go over it again,” Rufus sighed, one paw held up. “It’s passed now.”


    Janoah waited, then spread a paw at her husband. “So who are these three? Did you ever meet them back when you used to visit Noss and the tribes?”


    “I don’t recall. They’re clearly Chakaa, though.”


    Janoah let slip a few more details, “Well they’re in THORN; they might even be its leaders. We don’t know their names, but they’ve been involved in thefts all across Lupa; refineries, warehouses, even a train robbery. Strangely they only steal black-imperium; they leave the rest, even white, though they take purple sometimes.”


    Rufus nodded, “Yes, I know. They’re probably after making a black-imperium bomb.”


    “You ‘know’?”


    “We’ve had raids down Riddle way. All the hyenas poisoned themselves, but they weren’t Chakaa, or at least they didn’t have eisenglanz armour like these three.” After a pause, Rufus added acidly, “Of course, such kristahl weapons and eisenglanz armour are rare in the tribes, especially since we’ve stripped them of all their heritage and left them naked on the Reservations-”


    “Save your bleating for those in charge,” Janoah interrupted.


    “You’re in ALPHA, aren’t you?”


    “It’s the packs who manage the tribes; it’s nothing to do with us. We stick to interior matters.”


    “What was the point of joining ALPHA then? I thought you wanted to make a difference?”


    “I want to protect Lupa!”


    “You did that well enough before.”


    “Rufus, must we go through this every time we meet?”


    Silence.


    “My point is,” Rufus continued from before, “perhaps these chaps have inside help.”


    “Inside? You mean a Howler?”


    “Someone who can get hold of eisenglanz and kristahl, yes, or perhaps locate the ancestral Chakaa armour that Lupa confiscated. Either way they would have to be high up to move that kind of material around; Grand Howler at least, possibly even an Elder.”


    Janoah pursed her lips and looked down, taking it all in Rufus supposed, then she looked up again and moved on, “Witnesses say they’ve got purple eyes, though they also report they seem fairly lucid, so they must be young.”


    “Not necessarily,” Rufus countered, tapping the photos with a finger. “The Chakaa cope with purple-imperium better than we do.”


    “Not that much better.”


    “Some have very a high tolerance for it. Noss did. They prefer it to white-imperium, it’s not such an affront to the gods to use it – less sacred than white, which is the tears of the Sky, of course.”


    “Of course it is.”


    “Anyone would think you’ve never read my work on hyena culture, Jan,” Rufus sighed.


    “I’d brush up on it, but it’s best not to be seen indulging in anything you’ve put your paw to, dear,” his wife claimed drily. “Not if one wants a long and productive career-”


    Brrrring! Brrrring! Brrrring! Brrrring!


    Janoah glared at the telephone on Rufus’s desk, then at the wolf himself. “Aren’t you going to get that?”


    “Mm?” Rufus said, preoccupied with his thoughts. “Oh, it won’t be for me.”


    Brrrring! Brrrring!


    Janoah cast a paw about, “Isn’t this your office?”


    Brrrring! Brrrring!


    “Yes,” Rufus all but shouted, “but I’m never here. It’ll be a wrong number.”


    Brrrring! Brrrr-


    “Ugh!” Janoah lifted the phone and immediately slammed it down again. “There! Now I can hear myself think.” Peace restored, she returned to the question of the hyenas, “In any case, it’s only a matter of time before the usual Chakaa madness catches up with them. They must be pretty far gone to be contemplating a black-imperium bomb; even the mad Noss drew a line there-”


    Brrrring! Brrrring!


    “Ulf’s fangs!” Janoah cursed, snatching the earpiece and adopting her best telephone voice. “Rufus Bloodfang Valerio’s office, Grand Howler, winner of the Quin Medal and all round good egg. How may I help you?”


    Rufus laughed a little and shook his head, “Flatterer.”


    Janoah looked to her husband. “Grand Howler… ‘Vladimir’, you say?” she said with mock bafflement. “No, never heard of you. No, and I’m pretty up on my Howlers. Really? Well, I sincerely hope this isn’t a prank call, young wolf, or you’ll be in a great deal of trouble with your mother! Get me in trouble will you? Most unlikely.”


    Rufus gestured with his fingers.


    Janoah duly gave the phone up, saying, “It’s for you.”


    “You’re terrible,” Rufus tutted, pressing the mouthpiece to his chest to muffle his words, before speaking lucidly into it. “Yes Vladimir? Yes, apparently I have a secretary now…. No, I can’t fire her…. No.”


    Janoah chuckled as she listened in.


    “What’s the problem?” Rufus asked, listening. “You’re joking!” he spluttered in surprise, looking at Janoah. “We were just talking about them.”


    Janoah’s ears stood erect. There was a long pause as Vladimir spoke; the Prefect could hear his dulcet mumbles, but no clear words.


    “What?” Rufus gasped, recoiling from the earpiece. “By Ulf, how’d he manage that?”


    Janoah whispered impatiently, “What is it?”


    Unable to concentrate on two things at once, Rufus held up a paw to his wife and spoke to Vladimir, “Yes I know what he’s like, but…. Yes, I see. Yes, well that makes sense, but these aren’t normal hyenas we’re dealing with, there’s some Chakaa about.” He held up one of Janoah’s photos, looking at the extraordinary hyenas. “Trust me, I know. Don’t ask me how, Vladimir, I don’t ask you for your sources.”


    Janoah folded her sinewy arms, “He’ll guess.”


    Rufus winked at her. “Hah! No, I haven’t seen Jan for nearly a month,” he lied, nodding and scratching an eyebrow. “Yes, I’ll be right over. Yes, of course I’m up to it, I’m not that far gone. I’ll be twenty minutes. Right. Just be careful.”


    He hung up.


    “Well?” Janoah urged.


    Rufus leant on the desk with both paws. “THORN is raiding an imperium refinery as we speak.”


    Those arms unfolded, “You’re joking! Where?”


    “The one opposite Riddle Market, just across the river. Vladimir’s got them trapped.”


    “Hah! Excellent!”


    “Not really,” Rufus corrected, turning round and unlocking a wardrobe. He took out his Grand Howler gear, white mantle, silver armour, helmet and rapier, saying, “Uther went in to spy on them and didn’t come out. They just threw his gear out the window apparently. Stupid boy’s got himself in deep trouble.”


    “Is he alive?”


    “I pray,” Rufus sighed, unbuttoning his waistcoat. “He’s a bigoted, foul-mouthed fibber sometimes, but I couldn’t be doing without him.”


    Janoah calmly gathered her papers. “You can’t protect your boys forever,” she said, philosophically. “You’re a Grand Howler now. You have to learn to accept casualties.”


    “And I thought you were fond of him?”


    “He’s a capable wolf,” Janoah admitted, “I’ve other concerns these days.”


    Rufus threw his waistcoat over the chair and said, “You’ve changed, you know that?”


    Janoah pondered the comment. “Yes, I have,” she admitted, donning her perfectly black Prefect’s helmet, “but at least I can.” She turned around and opened the door, parting with, “You’ve yet to leave the comfort of your pond, nymph.”


    *


    Dialling ALPHA HQ, Janoah waited in the ornate, wrought iron telephone kiosk for a response. The rain lashed the windows, reducing the university campus beyond to a wobbling, distorted artwork of shifting colours.


    “Grand Prefect Silvermane’s office,” a receptionist said, “how may I-”


    “Put me through to Silvermane at once. Tell him it’s Janoah and it’s an emergency.”


    “Please hold, Prefect.”


    Janoah waited, fingers rapping on the window.


    “Silvermane, here,” came a soothing tone.


    “Sorry to disturb you, Grand Prefect,” Janoah apologised, “but I’ve located a THORN cell in action. There’s a raid on-going as we speak.”


    “Whereabouts?”


    “Bloodfang territory; the refinery near Riddle Market.”


    “Your old district?”


    “Yes. I have reason to believe the THORN Chakaa are there.”


    “How comes?”


    Janoah explained, “A Howler’s disappeared inside, a very capable Howler that I know personally. He may have blundered, but I think he’s been outmatched by something unexpected.”


    “I see,” Silvermane hummed. “Then ALPHA must rise to the occasion. Do you think he’s ready for this?”


    “This could be our best chance to catch THORN’s leaders, sir.”


    “Yes. I’ll inform Josef then. I know this may sound ridiculous, but try and keep a low profile. The longer we remain a rumour, the longer we can operate unimpeded.”


    Peering out the window Janoah spied what had to be Rufus dashing across the university grounds. She made no promises. “I’d better go, sir”


    “Good hunting, Janoah. For the Republic Lupi.”


    “For the Republic.”


    Slamming the phone down, Janoah burst from the kiosk into the driving rain, pulling her hood up as she went. She hurried across to the university building, with its grand clock tower looming over all. Because of the award ceremonies taking place inside, not just for Rufus but for many an academic, there were a number of motor cars of all shapes and sizes parked up, some with drivers sheltering inside, smouldering amidst a cloud of vapours.


    Janoah could have requisitioned any one of them, but settled on familiarity.


    “Jan!” Rufus yelped, as his wife jumped onto the back of his Springtail. “What’re you doing?”


    “I need a lift,” she replied, adding, “We’re going the same way, as in all the way.”


    Rufus took a moment to figure that out. “I’ll be glad to have you, of course, but Amael won’t appreciate ALPHA interference.”


    “Since when do you care what Amael thinks? Anyway, it’s only me and one or two others.”


    With a worried grunt, Rufus started his Springtail.


    Janoah slipped her paws around his waist. “My you’ve put on weight,” she mused, playfully pinching his stomach. “Watch that waistline, Valerio.”


    “Do you want to walk?” Rufus growled.


    “Hahahaha!”


    With that, the wolfen couple pulled away onto the main road, black and white cloaks flapping about them.


    They were followed at a respectful distance by another Howler on a blue monobike; a big fellow in Eisbrand livery and with a mighty sword at his back.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 17


     


    Uther twisted his paws for the umpteenth time, to no avail; the stiff Howler-wire binding his wrists would cut into his flesh sooner than give an inch.


    Defeated, the Howler leant his back against the warm, vibrating pipe to which he was tied and watched the hyenas clean out the refinery, lowering hefty black-imperium canisters into the sewers one by one. Uther figured there must be a bucket brigade of terrorists down there ferrying the poisonous imperium away as fast as it was coming; the hyenas above ground were but a fraction of the number.


    Whilst the last of the spoils were spirited down the sewers by Themba and Madou, Nurka, most definitely their leader in Uther’s opinion, approached the wolfen prisoner, paws behind back, face hidden by his skull-adorned helmet. The hyena was the same height as Uther, but far heftier; even without imperium flowing through their veins hyenas tended to have the upper paw in strength, though not agility, what with their shorter, stouter limbs.


    “Uther, the fastest wolf in Lupa, isn’t it?” Nurka rasped in his coarse voice, as if admitting to the fact.


    Uther snorted in surprise, but nothing more.


    Nurka sighed, “Not fast enough, it seems,” whilst looking Uther up and down. “Perhaps you’re losing your touch, Uther of the Bloodfangs. Perhaps the rot is setting in. This white-imperium shortage must be taking its toll, even on strong young Howlers like you. You must all be weak.”


    “Is that THORN’s big plan?” Uther sneered. “Starve us of imperium? Pretty krappy idea if you ask me.”


    “I did not,” Nurka said, with a shrug. “Nor am I about to discuss my strategy.”


    “You will on the rack, mate.”


    “You’ve to catch me first.”


    “Oh, we will. Don’t worry.”


    Nurka nodded, “In the event, my wolfen friend, I like to think I would hold out unto death on your vile torture machines, as our noble prince did.”


    Uther laughed, “Prince? What prince is that then?”


    In a flash, Nurka whipped a big paw round and slapped Uther across the face. “Prince Noss of the Jua-mata!” he barked. “Son of the Four Winds, husband to Princess Arjana and father of her sacred offspring!” Grabbing the scruff of Uther’s neck he pressed his metal helmeted snout against Uther’s soft wet nose and snarled, “You would do well to remember those you have murdered!”


    He released Uther with contemptuous flick of the paw.


    The Howler shook his head rapidly to correct his ruffled fur. “I ain’t murdered anyone!” he protested.


    “You are a Howler, and by that token you have indirectly killed thousands of my brother and sister hyenas!” Nurka countered. He snorted beneath his helmet, eyes narrowing, “Once, you used to round us up and put us in the re-education camps. I was sent to one as a cub, put on display for the citizens of Lupa, filmed for your ‘propaganda’. Perhaps you’ve seen me before? We’re famous, you know, Themba, Madou and I. How we counted for the cameras. One, two, three, four, five! Hahahahaaa!”


    Uther frowned as Nurka laughed.


    “It was a long time ago,” the hyena sniffed, sobering up. “They… do not bother with trying to change us now. Now wolfkind just wants us gone, so the last camps have been knocked down and we’re starved and shot; re-educated in death.”


    Wild-heart scoffed at the notion.


    “You doubt my word?” Nurka said. “Of course; you do not want to believe your kind are so despicable as to commit… genocide.”


    The mighty-looking Themba emerged from the sewers and walked over to Nurka and his prisoner.


    “Time to go, chief.”


    “How’s your wound?” Nurka replied without looking.


    Themba’s purple eyes widened within his skull-like helmet, then narrowed again, “It’s nothing.”


    Uther looked Themba over and saw his left arm was caked with blood – evidently the Howler’s pistol had left a mark, scraped his flesh perhaps. The athletic wolf met eyes with the big hyena and the two engaged in a pugnacious staring match.


    “If you’re done with him,” Themba said, stepping a little closer, “I’ll kill him, now.”


    “No,” Nurka replied.


    Themba glared at Nurka.


    “No, Themba,” the chief reiterated firmly, looking at his taller companion. “We’re better than that.”


    “But-”


    “He wounded you. He’s a great warrior, a Chakaa worthy of our respect. Take that as solace.”


    Themba snarled, “You promised us revenge!”


    Nurka grabbed him by his wounded arm and marched out of earshot.


    Uther was surprised at the smaller Nurka’s clout with Themba, but was glad of it. He watched as Themba twisted his arm free of Nurka’s grip like an unruly teenager and the two exchanged heated words. Uther couldn’t hear them over the churning machinery behind his head, and the hyenas’ helmets precluded any lip-reading.


    “Comfy, Wild-heart?” someone else said.


    Uther’s fur stood on end and he twisted in his bonds to look behind. “Ivan!” he gasped.


    The black-cloaked Howler Captain was nestled behind the contorting pipes. He held a finger to helmet grille, and said, “I was waiting for them to kill you, but it appears they’ve other ideas, or Nurka does at any rate.”


    “Untie me,” Uther whispered, twisting his paws.


    “No.”


    “What? Whatcha mean ‘no’?”


    Ivan explained in his most dulcet, honey-glazed tone reserved only for the highest in sarcasm, “Let’s not blow your cover, Wild-heart. Ingenious strategy, I must say.”


    “Strategy, sir?”


    “Yes, allowing yourself to get captured to learn of the terrorist plot from their own lips, naturally. I couldn’t have done better myself.”


    “Uh, yeah. Now untie me.”


    “You’ve got their names and their grievances, that’s a start. Now try and get the location of the hostages out of them.”


    “Cap’n!”


    “I’ll be nearby.”


    “Ivan!” Uther seethed, “Wait!”


    But Ivan had already slipped away into the shadows, leaving Uther to his captors.


    Meanwhile, the argument between the hyenas had died down and Nurka affectionately patted Themba on the side of his massive neck. The two of them bumped their helmeted snouts together in a show of soldierly accord.


    Themba returned to his duties, shepherding fellow hyenas into the sewers, whilst Nurka returned to Uther.


    “I apologise for Themba’s manners,” he rasped. “He’s easily provoked.”


    Uther said nothing.


    “His family was murdered, you see,” Nurka went on regardless. “His was one of many rounded up and shot by the wolves you call Watchers. Themba only escaped the massacre because he and I were out… hunting. We returned to find his village burnt, his mother and father, brothers and sisters, all gone. They had been led away and shot, their bodies piled in a mass-grave and burnt.”


    “You hyenas are full of schmutz mate,” Uther sniffed nonchalantly. “Look, why don’t you just give up and tell me where the hostages are, eh?”


    Nurka’s reply was swift; he stepped forth and thumped Uther in the gut. The Howler bent double and coughed violently, before Nurka grabbed the scruff of his neck and forced him back over the bend in the pipe. Drawing his short sword, the hyena tickled the wolf’s bobbing throat with its sharp, blue-tinged kristahl tip.


    Uther wondered where Ivan was right about now.


    “For Themba’s sake I should kill you, Howler scum, as you’ve killed so many of my people!” Nurka growled, purple eyes burning. “But I want you to tell your Den Fathers of us. Tell them the Chakaa shall dispense justice to them all. Tell them, if the rape of my people continues, our vengeance shall be a thousand-fold greater than any wrong done to us. They will all rot where they stand!”


    Nurka suddenly drew back, one paw clapped to his helmeted skull. He breathed deep, vast chest heaving, then shook his head and blinked rapidly, as if waking from a nightmare.


    “Goodbye… Howler Uther,” he rasped.


    Sheathing his sword, Nurka joined Themba by the entrance to the sewer, leaving the winded and indignant Howler Uther spluttering for breath.


    “Ivan!” Uther seethed between coughs, twisting round to see into the maze of pipes. “Cap’n! Come on, they’re gonna get away! Ivan?”


    Nothing.


    “Iv-”


    “Aaaaagh!”


    Uther whirled round, ears pricked by a blood-curdling scream echoing up from the sewers.


    Themba and Nurka looked on in alarm as their fellow hyenas started to clamber back up the ladder and into the refinery, their faces scrawled with terror.


    Themba grabbed one of them by the arms and shook an explanation from him. “Howlers?”


    Uther heard the hyena yelp, “S-sss-sewer centipede!”


    Then the stocky Chakaa Madou popped up through the hole. When only half way clear he slipped and grabbed onto the ladder with both paws.


    “Gaaagh!” he screamed. “My foot! It’s got my foot!”


    Throwing himself on his belly, Nurka grasped his comrade’s wrists just in the nick of time. “Hold on, Madou!”


    “Chief! Help me! Please!”


    Big Themba reached down, took the relatively small Madou by the thickly-furred scruff of his massive neck and together he and Nurka pulled their snarling, squirming comrade up. With a sudden jolt Madou was extricated from the sewers and the three Chakaa hyenas fell about the floor in a heap of spotty fur and black and white armour.


    They scrambled clear of the drain just as two enormous, segmented, fiery-orange feelers twitched fitfully up through the hole and whipped around its rim, causing the lesser hyenas to scatter fearfully in all directions.


    Whilst Nurka helped Madou limp to safety, Themba grabbed his long, kristahl-headed hammer from where it stood leaning against some pipes and cautiously approached the antennae licking around the drain.


    “Themba!” Nurka seethed, in a sort of loud whisper.


    “That’s the only way out,” Themba replied in kind, hefting his hammer in both paws. “Better to die fighting a noble hundred-legs than those Politzi scum, Nurka.”


    Nurka, given a moment’s hesitation, set Madou down and rallied the troops.


    “My kristahl bow!” he said.


    A hyena passed Nurka his bow and quiver. The bow was indeed made of kristahl, whilst the arrows were fletched with various coloured flights made from the wings of moths and flies. Nurka picked an arrow fletched with iridescent, transparent wings and notched it to his bow; it had a shining kristahl tip. He took aim at the centipede’s feelers, waiting for its head to appear.


    Despite his wound, Madou limped ahead of Nurka, a long kristahl axe in his paws.


    “Out the way, Madou!” Nurka spat.


    “Stay back, Chief, it’s too dangerous,” Madou replied, hefting his axe in both paws. “You could get bitten.”


    Several lesser hyenas fearfully approached the drain in a circle, spears held protectively forth.


    Themba, at the head of them all, spied a piece of metal on the floor – a big rusty bolt. With an armoured foot he chipped it neatly towards those quivering antennae.


    In an instant the bug revealed itself, shooting up through the hole – a great orange centipede, perhaps as long as a bus! Its many, shiny legs clacked over the smooth concrete floor and its antennae groped around the bolt, searching for the source of the vibration, for prey.


    Themba took his chance. Without a word, the powerful hyena brought his hammer down on the beast’s armoured, wedge-shaped head.


    Crack!


    The giant centipede’s segmented body writhed under Themba’s kristahl hammer before slipping limply back into the hole, leaving a smear of white blood in its wake. There was a prolonged splash as its doubtless twenty-foot, two ton body flopped into the shallow waters below.


    The hyenas stood around in silent astonishment.


    “Hahaaah!” Themba woofed, triumphantly raising his hammer over his head. “Jua-mataaaaa!”


    Everyone cheered and patted him around his mighty shoulders.


    Then, as if to dampen spirits, the gas lights slowly went out, casting the refinery into the grey gloom of an overcast Lupan day. The deafening centrifuges wound down, the bubbling vats silenced, and within a few seconds the only sound was the rain patting on the iron roof high above.


    “The Politzi must have cut the gas,” Nurka said to his spooked brethren, looking all around. “They’re preparing to storm us.” He looked to his two Chakaa comrades, “Is the black-imperium all gone?”


    “Yes, chief,” Madou seethed, standing on one foot.


    “Then let’s not overstay our welcome.”


    “Hurry, into the sewers,” Themba instructed, looking to Nurka specifically. “You first, chief. You help Madou. I’ll bring up the rear this time.”


    At length, Nurka accepted the plan with a simple nod.


    Madou, however, shook his head. “I can’t make it with this foot,” he said nobly. “I’ll stay behind and help hold them off.”


    “No, Madou,” Nurka said flatly.


    “Chief, please. Let me do this for you.”


    “Do what? Die and leave me? I need you by my side!”


    Once Madou had accepted his lot, Nurka peered down into the blackness of the sewer. Satisfied all was well, he slung his bow and quiver over his shoulders. One of Nurka’s comrades passed him an imperium lantern and he clambered onto the ladder.


    Uther watched and listened, silently impressed at how these hyenas had dealt with that centipede.


    Suddenly the Howler felt something, a strong imperious presence, strong enough to disturb the overwhelming ambient imperium. Was it Ivan, back to rescue him? He looked behind but saw nobody.


    Uther felt something more, something vibrating through the pipe to which he was tied, through the very floor, the clickety-clack of a hundred armoured, bone-like feet moving in rhythmic, chattering waves. The sensation passed rapidly underneath Uther, like an underground train screaming by.


    The penny dropped.


    “Oh schmutz,” Uther mouthed.


    Not halfway down the ladder, amidst the slimy, brick-lined stink of the pitch-black sewer, Nurka heard a rapid clicking echoing down the tunnel. It emerged from the gloom, a glistening river of colours, charging down the tunnel, sluicing round and round its cylindrical walls in a writhing spiral that defied gravity and logic. In the last second before impact Nurka’s mind made sense of it all – every limb, every segment, every sound, added up to an enormous sewer centipede at least twice the size of the last.


    The many-legged beast struck, smashing head-first into the ladder in its haste to snatch the tasty morsel that was Nurka. The corroded ladder protected the hyena, but broke away from its rusted moorings and fell backwards into the water, taking Nurka and his lamp with it.


    “Nurkaaa!” Themba cried.


    Perhaps sensing better prey, the mighty centipede whirled round in an instant and burst through the hole in pursuit of Themba and the others. Its sinuous, blue body licked around the refinery in a circle like a giant plate armour tongue, knocking barrels and hyenas aside with equal ease as it struggled to pull the remainder of its body through the hole.


    Some of the hyenas fired their pistols, but the pellets bounced hopelessly off the creature’s thick, iridescent armour and served only to enrage it further. Others threw their yellow-imperium spears, the crystalline tips breaking on impact, then fizzling and exploding. In this enclosed space, however, the resulting fumes and irritation caused the hyenas more discomfort than the centipede.


    In the chaos, Themba found himself separated from Madou and the other hyenas. He wound up near Uther. He gave the wolf a few sideways glances, before suddenly turning to him, hefting his hammer, and swinging it at the wolf’s head.


    Uther cringed, every muscle and sinew, tooth and claw.


    Wham!


    Themba’s kristahl hammer crashed through the pipe to which Uther was tied, splitting it at a join and sending imperium ash venting forth in a noxious cloud. The next Uther knew, Themba grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and bodily lifted him off the broken, ash-spewing pipe, before throwing him down into the shadows behind the machinery.


    Coughing and spluttering, Uther rolled to a stop on the cold, hard ground. He looked up at Themba, panting for breath and utterly baffled.


    “Go on then!” Themba spat, kicking him, “It is what Nurka would want. Go!”


    The hyena turned to leave, to rejoin the fight and help his comrades, but the cold silver pistol that was thrust into his chin stayed him.


    “Halt,” Ivan said, slowly emerging from the hissing ash cloud; the Howler just said it, as if saying ‘hello’. “Drop it,” he instructed, tapping Themba’s robust hammer with his delicate imperium rapier, adding, “Quietly.”


    Given a moment’s thought, Themba lowered his hammer, letting the hefty, imperium-laden head hit the ground relatively softly, then the rest. With Ivan’s pistol and sword digging in his throat and ribs respectively, Themba was pushed deep into the murky maze of pipes and machinery. Amongst the chaos and obscuring clouds of ash, nobody noticed Themba’s disappearance, even less Ivan’s appearance.


    “You all right?” the Howler asked Uther.


    “Yeah,” he grunted.


    With great effort, and some snarls, the gymnastic Uther tucked his feet in and managed to loop his bound paws round in front of him, whereupon he was able to kneel down and tease out the cruel, Howler-wire with his teeth and so begin to free himself.


    “I could have killed him,” Themba told Ivan.


    “You wanted to,” he replied coolly.


    “Please,” the big hyena said, hearing the shouts of his comrades fighting the centipede. “Let me go to them; let me die by their sides-”


    “Or escape to terrorise and murder hundreds of innocent citizens? I think not.”


    “As you murder my kin, wolf!”


    “Save it for your interrogators, Chakaa.”


    Surprised Ivan even knew the term, Chakaa Themba took a moment to growl, “All I need do is shout for help and-”


    “And I’ll kill you, then all of them,” Ivan countered instantly. “Your followers are not Chakaa. They’re nothing. Uther and I will squash them. Is that what you want?”


    “They are ready to die.”


    “But they don’t have to; my superiors only want the ringleaders,” Ivan explained. “Tell your followers to stand down, all of them, and the Howlers will take care of the centipede. You, Nurka and Madou will be executed in the end no doubt, but not the others. I’ll see to it.”


    Themba huffed, “I am not their chief, Howler.”


    “Become their chief. Take charge. Save their lives.”


    “I cannot. I will not.”


    “Shout then,” Ivan goaded. “Disgrace yourself and cry for help like a wet-eared pup.”


    Themba’s eyes twitched beneath his skull helmet. After an age, the hyena swallowed hard and said, “If I give myself to you… will you let them go, Howler?”


    Ivan met him halfway, “I’ll not interfere. If they die, let it be by the centipede. That’s an honourable end for a hyena warrior. They’ll pass across the Eternal Plains and sit beside the Ancestors. How’s that?”


    Themba was surprised, “You… you know us well, wolf.”


    “I had a good teacher, hyena.”


    After listening to the sounds of battle awhile, Themba closed his eyes and nodded just once – his word was given. Hyenas were many things, in Ivan’s experience, but they kept their word more often than wolves.


    “Where are the hostages?” Blade-dancer dared ask. “The refinery workers, we know you have them.”


    With a tinkle of ear-piercings, Themba just raised his chin haughtily.


    Meanwhile, Uther slipped his sore wrists free of the wire and joined Ivan. He relieved Themba of his short sword and tucked it down his own armoured leg.


    Ivan glanced at the battered Uther. “Tie him up,” he instructed insipidly.


    Uther paused a moment, but if he harboured any misgivings in the light of Themba’s moment of mercy back there, the feeling instantly evaporated when he remembered just how zealously this fanatic had wanted him dead before that.


    If anyone had been merciful, it was that Nurka, not his oversized henchbeast.


    With that in mind, Uther grabbed Themba’s big paws and, using the very same wire that had bound him, got his sweet revenge. “Told you I’d have yer,” he said in Themba’s ear, twisting the wire especially tight.


    “My people will win in the end,” Themba snorted.


    “Yeah? We’ll just see about that.”


    *


    Rufus weaved through the barriers and parked his standard-issue Bloodfang monobike next to Vladimir’s standard-issue Bloodfang car.


    The soaked Janoah looked longingly at the car, “Why don’t you use your car? I didn’t have Amael leave you my rank and privileges for nothing, you know.”


    “Not my style, Jan,” Rufus said, shutting down his mono. “Train or mono for me, you know that.”


    “I miss my old car.”


    “Don’t you have one in ALPHA?”


    “Only Grand Prefects get those,” Janoah huffed.


    “Oh dear. Hard times.”


    Standing at the grim refinery gates, Vladimir spied the married couple approach. Rufus took the lead, striding boldly forth as usual, whilst the snoopy Janoah cast her eyes around even more than was normal, as if looking for something, or someone.


    Linus saluted Rufus, “Grand Howler!”


    Rufus waved the youngster’s salute away. “Don’t worry, Linus,” he said positively, “we’ll get Uther out.”


    “And Ivan,” Vladimir added.


    “Ivan?” Rufus queried.


    “He’s simply… vanished,” his fellow Grand Howler huffed, looking sideways at Linus, then at the three other Redcloaks who had made up the motorcade, as well as Constable Claybourne. “Nobody’s seen him apparently.”


    The guilty party remained silent.


    Vladimir turned to Janoah, “Very amusing, by the way. What were you doing at the Ark, noting down the names of dissident speakers, perhaps?”


    Janoah hummed innocently, “Mm?”


    Vladimir went on. “You’ve no business here, Prefect,” he stated. “Your remit is to police the Howlers. Since none of us has committed any crimes you will have nothing to do.”


    “THORN is as much ALPHA’s problem as yours,” Janoah said. “You’ll be glad of my reinforcements.”


    “We don’t need any more zealous Prefects, thank you.”


    “Who said anything about Prefects?”


    Vladimir frowned and looked at Janoah, who cocked her head just a little.


    Grunting, Vladimir then filled Rufus in on the situation, though short of Ivan’s disappearance nothing much had changed since their phone conversation. Werner and the Politzi had the building surrounded and the power cut off, THORN were pointing pistols right back at them, and Uther was inside, presumably captured or worse.


    “What do you suggest?” Rufus said.


    “That’s what I was going to ask you,” Vladimir replied.


    “Negotiate?”


    “With THORN? The Elders will go insane.”


    “But if we assault the place they’ll kill themselves, if their previous record is anything to go by.”


    “Short of letting them walk out of there, I don’t see a way around that,” Vladimir grumbled. “We will just have to storm them and try and catch one before he swigs black-imperium.”


    Rufus shook his head, “It’ll be a bloodbath.”


    “Doubtless.”


    “Killing a few more members won’t stop the movement. We have to find out what they’re up to.”


    Vladimir mumbled sarcastically, “Why don’t we ask your wife?”


    Rufus glanced back at Janoah. “She doesn’t know any more than us,” he whispered.


    “Do you think I’m stupid?” Vladimir growled. “I know she shares secret ALPHA files with you. Yes. She was in your office doing exactly that, wasn’t she? She was plying you for your extensive hyena expertise, no doubt. What’s she got on them?”


    “Look,” Rufus snapped, “all I want is to get as many beasts out of this mess alive as possible!”


    “Your hyena friends too?”


    “Terrorists are no friends of mine!”


    The sound of a vehicle approaching drew everyone’s attention. It was a prison truck, but painted pure black instead of the local Bloodfang livery. Werner’s officers stopped it at the Politzi cordon, but after a brief exchange with the cat driver they waved it through.


    The truck parked up, revealing a white A symbol stencilled tidily on its side.


    ALPHA.


    Rufus looked to Janoah for an explanation, but she was already halfway to the truck. She met the driver, a familiar grey cat in a black coat and tinted spectacles, and together they disappeared round the back of the chugging vehicle.


    “So that’s where Josef Grau went,” Rufus said.


    “Didn’t Janoah tell you?” Vladimir derided. “He gets to rack a lot more beasts now he’s in ALPHA. He’s free to experiment, more or less.”


    Quite unaware he was being spoken ill of, not that he would care, Doctor Josef swung the truck doors wide and climbed inside the back. Janoah stayed outside, arms folded.


    “What’re they up to?” Rufus asked.


    “Nothing good, I’m sire,” Vladimir replied drily.


    Burning with curiosity though they were, Rufus and Vladimir waited, unmoving, unwilling to look concerned or in any way put-out by the appearance of ALPHA.


    Unencumbered by such pride, Linus strolled over to get a look. As he approached the truck, he heard Janoah and Doctor Josef talking, their voices just about penetrating the patting rain and chugging engine.


    “Is he up to it?” Janoah asked, stroking her neck.


    “Why don’t you ask him?” Josef replied from within.


    “You’re the doctor, Doctor.”


    “His blood-ash levels have been good, lately. As long as he doesn’t overdo it he’ll be fine.”


    Then another voice, strong and yet tinny, like someone was entombed in a metal barrel.


    “I’M FINE! LET’S JUST GO.”


    Keeping a respectful distance so as to not appear unduly nosy, Linus circled round the ALPHA truck. Respectful distance or not, he felt an imperious presence growing in his bones; the static crackle of an unfamiliar corona butting up against his own.


    Peering inside the truck Linus saw giant of a wolf sitting on a bench, or at least he assumed it was a wolf. The beast was clad from head to toe in hefty-looking, eisenglanz armour, with a black mantle pinned about his mighty body. The armour was scratched and worn, tired-looking, like something from a museum cabinet rather than a modern Howler armoury. Not an inch of the beast beneath could be seen, not a lick of fur, not a single whisker; even his paws were housed in hefty gauntlets. His helmet covered his face, as with any Howler, but more extensively, enclosing him wholly under the jaw and even down the neck with flexible-looking rubber. A tube, perhaps carrying air, ran up into the helmet’s snout from a backpack tucked beneath the beast’s cloak. Tinted yellow glass covered his eyes, obscuring them utterly and rendering them as vacant orbs. Even the fellow’s ears were encased in triangular projections of metal, each perforated like a telephone’s mouthpiece to allow for hearing, one assumed. To Linus’s further astonishment the ears swivelled and moved, as if alive!


    What fine engineering is this?


    In his blind quest to get a better look, Linus tripped over an especially wicked cobblestone and stumbled into a puddle beside Janoah.


    She looked down at him, “Linus?”


    Flicking dirty water from his paws, the mortified Linus got up and saluted, fist to chest, then forward. “Forgive my intrusion, marm.”


    Janoah saluted back, albeit ALPHA-style. “Not at all, I like such curiosity in a wolf. How’ve you been these last months?”


    “Uh, very well. Thank you.”


    “You’ve grown,” Janoah observed. “Not up mind you, but that’s beyond help.”


    “Y-y-yes, marm.”


    “I hear Uther’s got himself in trouble.”


    “It… seems so,” Linus said, suddenly subdued.


    “Don’t worry,” Janoah chuckled, patting his arm. “We’ll sort this mess out.”


    Eased by Janoah’s kindly manner, Linus blurted with cub-like tactlessness, “Who’s that?”


    “That? Oh, that’s just Stenton, Rafe Stenton.”


    “Prefect?”


    “Of a sort.”


    A pause, “He’s n-nnn-not what I think he is, is he?”


    Janoah crackled dangerously, “And what if he is, Woodlouse?”


    Woodlouse rubbed his neck, “Well, uh… only that… uhm….”


    The armoured bulk in the truck, this Rafe Stenton, suddenly looked out at Linus. His eyes, though obscured by reflective, yellow-tinted glass, somehow conveyed no malice.


    Linus nodded at him and raised a friendly paw. “Hello.”


    The metal wolf raised a gauntlet-clad paw. “ALL RIGHT, MATE?” he rumbled, deep and hollow, like an organ pipe.


    “Uh, y-yyy-yes, thank you.”


    Janoah leant inside and huffed, “Come along Doctor! They could be getting away!”


    Josef made some final adjustments, twisting some valves on Rafe’s backpack, then pulling the mantle down over it again. “He’s ready.”


    “All right,” Janoah beckoned. “Come on, Stenton, let’s show these filthy terrorists who’s boss.”


    “AYE,” Rafe said simply.


    It was only when he stepped down onto the road that Rafe’s true stature became apparent to Linus. He was a steel giant, tall and broad, his massive chest jutting out over his stomach like an overhang on an old pub. Yet he was not inelegant, still long-limbed and nipped in at the waist as a wolf should be. His suit looked truly sealed from every angle, the armour plates sliding effortlessly over one another, with some kind of ribbed rubber bridging any gaps between the most flexible joints.


    Linus remained transfixed as Rafe clomped past the little Howler as if he didn’t exist, the coils of his corona burning him down to the bone.


    By Ulf, what a beast!


    Composing himself, Linus followed Janoah and her strange, towering champion at a distance, staring always at Rafe’s back, watching him thump confidently along, belts jingling, arms swaying, cloak hugging his shoulders and heaping over his backpack. He must weigh a few hundred pounds, Linus supposed, yet he carried his bulk with such apparent ease. He hadn’t a tail, only a thick black ribbon where it ought to be. It was common for a wolf who had lost his or her tail to mark its absence with a ribbon. Was his really gone or tucked in his suit?


    So many questions – and not all in Linus’s head.


    “What in Ulf’s name is going on here?” Vladimir demanded, taking a step forward as Janoah and her goliath approached. “Explain yourself, Prefect!”


    “Calm yourself, Oromov,” Janoah replied. “Prefect Stenton’s only here to help.”


    “Prefect my foot! This is highly illegal!”


    Illegal, Linus thought. Then is it? Could it be?


    “For the packs, yes,” Janoah said, “but ALPHA is not strictly a pack and therefore not a signatory of the non-promulgation treaty. We did not even exist at the time to sign it.”


    Vladimir could but huff, “A legal loophole, then. How ironic.”


    Janoah fondly brushed her steel companion on the arm with a paw. “Don’t worry, Stenton’s a kitten.”


    Rafe looked down at Janoah, head cocked, metal ears rotating. “JAAAN,” he hissed, embarrassed.


    She chuckled.


    For his part, Rufus stared at Rafe, silent, unmoving. Rafe turned to him, stared back. Gasping, Rufus turned away and latched onto the wet iron rails of the fence.


    “Rufus?” Janoah chirped in concern, then realised. “Oh! You get used to it after a while. It’s the suit. It generates such a searing corona. It made me ill too, at first, made Rafe ill in fact, didn’t it Stenton?”


    “YEAH,” he admitted. “EXCUSE ME, HOWLERS, BUT I’M HERE TO HELP, IF I CAN.”


    “Indeed,” Vladimir sniffed. “That’s what they all said… before going mad.”


    A Politzi rabbit hurried over to Vladimir, “Sir!”


    “Yes, Claybourne?”


    Claybourne looked twice at Rafe, then said, “Sh-shooting sir, inside the refinery. Something’s going on.”


    “Must be Ivan’s doing” Oromov decided. “The fool.”


    Rufus looked alarmed. “Schmutz!” he cursed. “We can’t wait any longer, have to go in!”


    “If we storm the gate we’ll have multiple casualties!”


    Janoah slapped Rafe’s cloaked backpack, “You’re up, Stenton.”


    With a nod, and no authority from anyone but Janoah, the iron giant passed gates and Politzi lines with impunity, heading straight for the refinery as if strolling to work. Werner and his constables watched him pass as one baffled entity.


    “Who’s that?” Werner said, grabbing his speaking horn and shouting at the stranger. “Oi, you! What’re you doing?”


    “DON’T WORRY, MATE! STAY BACK, YEAH?”


    Slowly, Werner lowered the trumpet. “It can’t be,” he scoffed. “Can it?”


    Linus expected Rafe to peel off and take a side route into the building, as Uther and Ivan had, but he just kept marching towards the main entrance, bold as brass.


    “They’ll sh-sh-shoot him!” Linus stammered.


    “Don’t p-p-panic, Mills,” Janoah mocked.


    The refinery’s gaping entrance was piled high with boxes and barrels. As Rafe approached, the hyenas taking cover within their crude fortress grew agitated.


    One jumped up, imperium rifle in paws, shouting, “Get back, Howler scum!”


    He fired.


    After the flash of the imperium charge came the puff of ash and the ‘crack’ echoing across the refinery. Linus expected Rafe to fall down wounded, but he kept on going, striding forth unchecked. Had the hyena missed him?


    Another took aim and fired – a colourful spark flashed off Rafe’s shoulder, tearing his cloak, but he hardly noticed. By now the first hyena had reloaded his rifle. He leant on a box and took more careful aim. He fired. Rafe’s armoured head jolted back as the pellet doubtless hit him right between the eyes and he stumbled backwards.


    The hyenas whooped.


    Their celebrations proved premature. Rafe righted himself, shook his head and continued his stoic advance. Slowly he raised a paw.


    “IN THE NAME OF THE REPUBLIC!” he woofed, his voice carrying further than was natural, “LAY DOWN YOUR WEAPONS AND SURRENDER! YOU WON’T BE HARMED!”


    Imperious plasma played up his forearm and snapped between his metal-clad fingers in a show of strength that would’ve burnt any normal wolf’s flesh to the bone.


    Linus couldn’t believe it, “By Ulf’s fangs!”


    Doctor Josef strolled up behind the Howlers, snug under an umbrella – cats despised the rain. “Their puny weapons won’t put him to the test, Janoah,” he observed, raising a pair of fancy binoculars to his spectacled eyes.


    Janoah snatched them, “Give me those!” and peered through for herself.


    Meanwhile, panic set in on the hyena side. Several of them stood up and fired an incongruent volley over the tops of barrels and boxes. The deadly pellets pinged uselessly off Rafe’s armour like so many dried peas.


    “I DON’T WANNA HURT YOU!” he said.


    A desperate hyena produced a metal bauble and twisted it open to reveal a bristling yellow-imperium crystal. Instantly fuming as it made contact with the air, the hyena threw the sizzling bomb at Rafe and dived for cover.


    “Get down!” Werner shouted, hitting the deck.


    Unafraid, Rafe calmly stepped forward and crushed the crystal with a mighty boot – it exploded. Deflected by the suit’s thick, eisenglanz sole, the shards shot away from the Politzi and right back at the hyenas! The burning imperium embedded in the crates and boxes, setting them instantly aflame and clogging the entrance with choking smoke and poisonous fumes.


    Then, with seemingly impossible acceleration for a wolf of his dimensions, Rafe hunched down and leapt gracefully into the clouds, vanishing from sight!


    Linus held his breath. His ears twitched and eyes darted, listening, searching.


    “Gaagh!”


    “Get back you-aaarrrgh!”


    “Eyaaagh!”


    The rolling, yellow-tinged smoke lit up from within, flashing like an angry thundercloud. Amidst the sparks and screams, a hyena was ejected from the chaos. He rolled tail over head and came to a rest on his front, his body trembling and smouldering in the rain as residual arcs of plasma licked over him.


    The wind changed, the smoke and ash cleared, and Rafe stood alone, armoured shoulders heaving, the black ribbon that marked his absent tail dripping with water. The bodies of hyenas lay strewn about him like the tragic victims of a Rostsonne whirlwind.


    “Are… are they all d-d-dead?” Linus stuttered.


    “Toast,” Josef said. “Even a Howler cannot take much of a shock from Rafe, let alone nobodies.” He turned to Janoah, “Silvermane said there’d be Chakaa here.”


    “Patience, Doctor.”


    Observing the devastation, Vladimir remarked, “So much for prisoners.”


    Suddenly, and to Linus’s astonishment, a thick jet of sparkling imperium ash hissed from Rafe’s back!


    Fsssssh!


    The ash came from a short, stout exhaust poking up near Rafe’s left shoulder, like the funnel of an imperium train. There was even a neat, well-stitched hole worked into his black mantle to allow for its egress. Linus could see that, just like the flexible tube going to Rafe’s helmet, the funnel originated from the same backpack lurking under the folds of his mantle.


    Baffled beyond words, Linus looked to the others, Rufus, Vladimir, Janoah – they were in no way surprised. They know what he is, Linus realised. They’ve seen it all before because they were in the war. Rafe must be one of them. But then, how could ALPHA get away with this? Legal loophole, Vladimir had said.


    Once the vented ash had billowed away, the long-legged Rafe looked back at his allies, raised a paw, and leapt clean over the boxes into the refinery with Uther-like athleticism.


    Shortly thereafter more screams and flashes ensued.


    “Come on!” Janoah barked, drawing her rapier. “Let’s back him up, Howlers!”


    Vladimir growled at the Prefect, “You’ve no authority here, Janoah!”


    “Then stay,” she spat, “and let the glory be ALPHA’s!”


    The red wolfess strode through the gates, rapier held before her nose, left paw on her hip, as bold as Rafe had been before her and yet she hadn’t his armoured bulk. One well-placed pellet would go straight through her cloak and tunic.


    “Jan, don’t!” Rufus shouted, running to the gate and reaching for her. “It’s too dangerous! He’s too dangerous!”


    With a glance at his superiors, Linus unbuckled his shield from his back and dashed past Rufus into the refinery grounds after Janoah.


    “Mills, what’re you doing?” Vladimir snarled. “Mills! You’ll be flogged for this!”


    Linus Mills pretended not to hear as he slipped in front of Janoah, shielding her advance with his Bloodfang-emblazoned kristahl shield.


    “Much obliged, Mills,” Janoah said to him.


    “Marm,” he replied nervously.


    With a glance at one another, Rufus and Vladimir drew their rapiers and advanced with the three other Howlers at their backs, ordering Werner and the Politzi to follow their lead.


    Soon a ring of Howlers and Politzi officers was closing in on all sides.


    The final assault was on.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 18


     


    The water lapping at Nurka’s helmet-clad face brought him to his senses with a start. He was on his front and something was pressing down on him.


    Panic set in.


    Kicking, splashing and choking, he scrabbled aside of the mysterious bulk and fell against the circular, brick-lined sewer wall, spitting gritty, ash-laden water from his mouth. Chest heaving fearfully he removed his helmet and wiped his stinging eyes, looking all around for the giant centipede, expecting it to snatch him at any moment.


    It was gone.


    The weight on him had been the ladder, Nurka realised. It had fallen with him and landed on him. That’s all.


    Satisfied for the minute that he wasn’t being eaten, Nurka looked up at the bright, circular drain hole – he saw nobody and heard nothing of the world above.


    “Themba!” he rasped, as loudly as he dared. “Madou?”


    Cursing the gods, donning his helmet and shouldering his kristahl bow, Nurka searched the shallow water for the ladder. Hefting it onto his bruised shoulders, he discovered it was bent and mangled beyond use; it would not reach the drain. He lowered it gently back down into the water and looked up.


    Plan B then.


    Nurka prepared himself; taking deep breaths, bending his knees, crouching low.


    “Ragh!”


    The Chakaa leapt straight up with all his imperious might, his corona pushing out behind him, blasting the water away in a bubble of invisible energy. As the water splashed back into the void below him, Nurka latched onto the lip of the circular hole.


    Slowly, carefully, he pulled himself up enough so his skull-covered face could tentatively peer into the ghostly refinery, rounded ears swivelling, purple eyes darting. He could see nothing. The whole place was awash with a dense, grey smog, of the sort Lupa suffered when the Graumeer wind failed to clear the air.


    Shapes loomed silently; pipes and machinery silhouetted against the ambient light. Then Nurka looked low and saw the bodies of fellow hyenas strewn about.


    Heart pounding, the Chakaa levered himself up and rolled from the sewer mouth. He stole across to the nearest of his followers. The downed hyena lay in a pool of blood, his body ripped open. There was no need to check for life, he was with the ancestors now. The work of the hundred-legs.


    Nurka looked up and around but couldn’t see it. Has it retreated back down the sewers?


    “Chief,” someone said.


    Nurka whirled round and found Madou flat on his back, one paw holding his heaving body. The chief crouched beside his follower and cradled his blood-flecked, helmet-clad head.


    “Chief,” Madou said, trembling, “I’m… I’m bitten.”


    Nodding, Nurka looked around again; the centipede could be anywhere in this ashen fog. “Where’s Themba?” he asked.


    “I don’t know,” Madou growled painfully. “I lost him in the f-fff-fog. It all happened so fast.”


    Nurka looked to where Howler Uther should be. The pipe was broken and the Howler was missing. Had the centipede taken him? Had it killed everyone?


    “It’s m-mmm-mad, chief,” Madou stammered, as if reading Nurka’s mind. “It’s… mad from… imperium poisoning. It kills for the sake of killing. It was horrible.”


    There came distant shouting, screams and the clashing of swords from elsewhere in the refinery.


    “The Politzi!” Madou spluttered. “Chief, you must go!”


    Nurka hushed him, “Rest easy, Chakaa. I have to find Themba-”


    “But, Chief!”


    “Don’t, Madou! And don’t you dare swallow your black-imperium capsule. I’ll not forgive you if you abandon me, do you hear? Swear to me you won’t!”


    Madou, eventually, nodded, “I swear.”


    Nurka patted his neck, “Hold on. I’ll be back.”


    Notching an arrow to his bow, Nurka explored the choking atmosphere of the refinery like a hunter in a forest. He checked the bodies of his fallen comrades, searching for a hyena bigger than the rest. Themba stood out in a crowd to say the least, a mere glance was all Nurka needed – he was not amongst the dead, not here.


    “Themba!” Nurka growled, as loud as he dared. He waited for a response, either from Themba or, if the Wind willed it, the centipede lurking somewhere. “Themba, where are you? It’s me, Nurka.”


    A metallic footstep crunched on the gritty ground.


    With a snort of alarm Nurka whipped round, bow taught. His purple eyes met the hazy figure of a Howler, no doubt about it. Nurka waited, heart pounding, tail flicking, expecting the attack, but none came.


    The wolf stepped a little closer, emerging from the unnatural fog, rapier held loosely by his side. He was pure white, but dressed in black. “Your ally is in our custody,” he declared insipidly.


    Nurka gasped back, “Themba?”


    A nod.


    “Where is he?” Nurka demanded, bowstring creaking.


    “Safe,” the white wolf replied. “He surrendered to put a stop to this madness, as should you.”


    “You lie!”


    “Tell your comrades to stand down and we’ll deal with the sewer centipede. The survivors will receive medical care, you’ve my word-”


    “And be tortured afterwards?” Nurka spat. “Sent to the mines? Executed? Hah!”


    “That’s beyond my control, but deals can be made,” the Howler reasoned calmly. “You can strike an agreement with my superiors, I’m sure. Give yourself up for the sake of your followers. I’ll put in a good word.”


    “Your words are as hollow and rotten as Lupa, Howler. If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll kill you and as many of your corrupt kind as I can!”


    “Then shoot.”


    Nurka waited.


    The Howler huffed, “How old are you, sixteen, seventeen?”


    Nurka’s purple eyes narrowed. “Old enough,” he claimed.


    “Old enough for the purple venom you’re taking to drive you round the bend yet? How clearly do you think Chakaa? How well do you sleep?”


    “I’m ready to end it all, believe me-”


    “By choking on your black-imperium capsule? Or will you rot with the black-imperium bomb you plan to set off somewhere?”


    “You know nothing of THORN’s plans.”


    “I know they’re despicable.”


    Nurka flared up, “Do not speak to me of what’s despicable, you who oppress my whole race!”


    There was a silence, but for distant battle.


    “Every second we talk hyenas are dying,” the Howler went on. “You sound educated. You must realise that even a black-imperium bomb will hardly dent Lupa. You’ll perhaps pollute a district, make it uninhabitable. Big deal, the city will hardly notice. All you will do is blacken your people beyond redemption. You want change? So do I. Prove yourselves trustworthy and able, as Prince Noss tried to do before-”


    “Don’t speak of him! You’ve not the right!”


    “I’ve every right!” the wolf growled, adding, “We served together for years. I’m Ivan Donskoy. Perchance Noss mentioned me?”


    Nurka’s eyes widened a little, “The Blade-dancer?”


    “A daft epithet,” Ivan excused.


    “But, you’re… a… a great warrior.”


    “I’m just another Chakaa, brother, albeit in a different body to yours. I know your pain. Surrender, and I’ll do what I can for your followers; on my honour.”


    Time passed. Slowly, imperceptibly, Nurka’s tense bow arm lowered somewhat.


    “Drop it, Spotty,” someone growled from behind, as something cold and sharp tickled Nurka’s shoulder blades.


    It was Uther, armed with Themba’s sword.


    Ivan grumbled at him, “Uther, don’t.”


    “I got him, sir,” Uther maintained, tapping Nurka’s back with the sword. “Drop the bow, scum. Nice n’ easy like.”


    “Treacherous wolves,” Nurka spat, glaring at Ivan and keeping a firm hold of his bow. “You’ve not a shred of honour between you.”


    Uther snarled more firmly, “Drop iiiit!”


    Crack!


    Amidst a bright flash and spurt of vapour from somewhere down low, Uther bent double. Without so much as a yelp the Howler fell on his side and rolled into a ball.


    “Uther!” Ivan barked.


    Down on the concrete ground, awash in his own blood, Madou let an imperium pistol fall from a trembling paw. With a final laugh he collapsed on his front.


    Chakaa Nurka charged his arrow with a blast of plasma from his fingers and let it fly at Ivan – a bolt of shimmering blue. In the instant he had, Blade-dancer both jerked to one side and raised a paw. Nurka’s shining, plasmatic arrow veered unnaturally off into the fog, deflected by Ivan’s corona.


    Quietly amazed, Nurka lowered his bow, letting it clatter to the floor along with his quiver. Pulling a short sword from a scabbard built into his thigh plate, he lunged to the attack, thrusting and swinging at Ivan. The Howler dodged nimbly aside and nicked Nurka on the arm with his delicate imperium rapier.


    They parted, circled one another.


    Stopping still and spacing his armoured legs, Nurka readied himself for another attempt.


    “Grrraagh!”


    Swinging high, then low, he tried to break Ivan’s defences with sheer force, but the wolf was too swift, his seemingly fragile rapier deflecting the hefty blows whilst his lithe, cloaked body weaved aside. His feet shuffled swiftly, lightly repositioning his weight with the skill of gymnast, a dancer.


    Again they parted.


    “You’re aptly named!” Nurka rasped, with a mad, wide-eyed cackle.


    Ivan said nothing.


    Another lunge, and, as his weapon met Ivan’s, Nurka summoned all his strength, every thought, every fibre of his being, as he had been taught. The imperious fire leapt down his arm and up his sword, exploding in a flash of light. Ivan was punched back by the force and tumbled head over tail. He rolled aside as Nurka followed and tried to stab him where he lay. Still on the ground, Ivan raised a paw at Nurka. The air bent and warped as his corona reached out and pushed Nurka stumbling against a tangle of pipes.


    Ivan righted himself, as did Nurka, both breathing hard in the foggy silence.


    No, not silent.


    There came a clicking noise, echoing overhead.


    Ivan moved in the nick of time, jumping back as a many-legged, segmented column of iridescent blue swooped down from the foggy ceiling like the bejewelled whip of some gaudy sky giant.


    The centipede!


    It was so long that its great body disappeared into the foggy ether above, but its rear-end was no doubt clinging to the refinery roof. It twisted and arced towards Ivan, its orange antennae flailing at him as he backed off.


    Slowly the centipede lowered to the floor and started to trundle across the refinery. Once enough of its front legs were on terra firma, it released its hold on the ceiling and the rest of its mammoth body arced neatly down, legs clacking on the concrete like spears, almost stabbing Nurka, who had to scrabble away to one side.


    With his bluish kristahl rapier held forth, Ivan reversed, paw over armoured paw, silent, waiting. The centipede crept after him as quickly as he backed away, its body undulating, poison barbs twitching either side of its head.


    It lunged at Ivan, barbs agape! In the same breath, Blade-dancer thrust his sword forth, stabbing the centipede in the mandibles, right up to the hilt. The beast arced and twisted, flinging Ivan’s sword away, before sweeping down and around, barging him aside.


    Ivan slammed into a wall of vertical pipes. Thinking fast, he slipped between them as the maddened centipede bore down on him. Its head smashed into the pipes, bending them like cardboard tubes and bumping Ivan forward. Stumbling into the wall opposite, Blade-dancer looked around; a machine to the right, a vat to the left and a sewer centipede behind.


    He was trapped!


    The silent centipede’s weighty feelers tore around Ivan’s cramped industrial cell, painfully whipping his cloaked body and clinking against his armour. The Howler backed into a corner to protect himself.


    Drawing his pistol he fired. The pellet pinged off the centipede’s armoured brow and served only to madden it further. It pushed against the pipes, buckling them inwards, legs scraping over the metal.


    Turning his helmeted head to one side to avoid being slapped by the whipping feelers, Ivan calmly tore open another cartridge to reload.


    Outside in the refinery, Nurka left the centipede to its devices; bad luck for Ivan, good for him. Sheathing his sword he hurried over to Madou and rolled the hyena onto his back. Had he gone? He was lying motionless, dead if not heading that way. His lips had turned blue, poisoned by the centipede’s fangs no doubt.


    “Madou,” Nurka seethed. “Madou!”


    Nothing.


    With a snarl of rage, Nurka found Uther amidst the carnage and dived on the wolf.


    “Grrrrffffgh!” the Howler groaned.


    He was shot and bleeding, a paw holding his raw ribs, but he was still alive.


    The massive Nurka sat astride the lighter wolf, pinning his dark arms with his armoured knees, and grabbed his throat with one paw. Uther squirmed, unable to do anything, save choke.


    “Gaaagh!”


    “Where’s Themba?” Nurka demanded, shaking him.


    Uther just ground his teeth.


    With a mad-eyed snarl, Nurka used his free paw to thump the wolf’s wound. “Where is he? Speak!”


    “Gaaaahhaaaagh!!” Uther snarled, spluttering, “Go… thump… yourself!”


    Another punch, but Uther held out. He was strong. Time was short; there was no time for a lengthy interrogation. Nurka contemplated what to do, how to break him – a mad idea took hold. Taking a pouch from his belt the hyena produced a small tin. Inside the padded tin was a tiny glass capsule, like a crystal bean, with a miniscule glob of black fluid inside.


    Nurka held the capsule over Uther’s pale face. “Black-imperium, Howler,” he almost whispered.


    Uther’s yellow eyes locked onto the capsule and his whole body jolted in fear, Nurka felt him trembling beneath him already.


    Better.


    “Speak,” Nurka said, his purple eyes as wide and mad as Uther had ever seen them, “or I break this between your teeth and you rot. Have you ever seen a beast die from the rot in ten seconds flat? It is not a handsome death, but you leave a spectacular corpse.”


    “You… you w-www-wouldn’t dare!” Uther stammered.


    Grabbing Uther’s snout in one vast paw, Nurka forced his dark fingers between the wolf’s clenched lips and slipped the capsule down beside his teeth. As the cold glass touched his gums Uther let out a muffled scream.


    “Mmmmmphgh!”


    Whilst Uther squirmed, Nurka made a fist and drew it back with overblown drama, threatening to punch the wolf’s jaw and break the capsule.


    Uther shook his head, “Mmm, mmmph!”


    Of course, Nurka waited. “Last chance,” he said, cocking his head to one side and lessening his grip on Uther’s muzzle, just enough for him to talk.


    “Take it out!” Uther begged, through his teeth. “Please!”


    “Speak first!”


    “He’s over there! He’s over there!”


    “Where? Tell me!”


    Uther gently flicked his muzzle to the left, worried too violent a motion would break the deadly capsule. “In with all the pipes!”


    Nurka released him and stood up. Uther rolled over and spat the capsule into a shaking paw, putting it gently on the ground. No sooner had he than Nurka administered him a final, brutal, plasmatic stomp to the back, sending the Howler down for the count.


    “Unffgh!”


    Rolling his shoulders and composing himself after that uncomfortable deed, Nurka hurried into the foggy, industrial maze of pipes and machines. He felt a familiar presence growing, even amidst the ambient imperium.


    “Themba!”


    Nurka’s comrade sat crossed-legged by a pipe, bound and gagged. Nurka fell upon him and pulled the dirty cloth from around his thick, black hyena snout.


    “Chief!” Themba grunted at once. “Did you kill the Howlers?”


    “No, but the centipede might,” Nurka replied, setting about unravelling the wire that bound Themba’s paws to the piping behind him. “It’s killed Madou.”


    Themba winced in shame and pain.


    Suddenly he banged the back of his helmeted head on the pipe and laughed, “By the Wind, I’m a disgrace. Hahahaaaaahaha!”


    “Themba!” Nurka barked.


    Chakaa Themba banged his head on the pipe a second time, harder than before. “They all died with honour, whilst I surrendered like a coward! Hahahahaaha! How is it… how is it everyone around me dies, yet I continue to suffer? Hahahaaahahaa!”


    As he went to bang his head for a third time in self-punishment, Nurka cupped a paw to Themba’s thick neck and shook him. “Stop it!” he snarled, then quietly, “Stop it.”


    Swallowing his grief, Themba asked hopefully, “Did he die well?”


    Nurka said simply, “Yes.”


    Retrieving Themba’s hammer and Nurka’s bow, the two Chakaa stole across the refinery towards the sewer, sneaking by the centipede’s long, undulating rear and passing the bodies of their fallen comrades on the way. There was no point trying to avenge their deaths; there could be no retribution against a centipede, it was an arm of Mother Nature, above morality and justice. It simply was what it was and did what it did; every hyena knew that.


    With a last, pensive look at Madou, Themba lowered himself into the sewer. Nurka followed, hanging on and letting go to lessen the fall. Upon landing he fetched his imperium lamp bubbling steadily beneath the ashen water.


    The Chakaa splashed along the gloomy tunnel, not getting far before a group of fellow THORN members came the other way, one with a lamp.


    “Chief!” the one with the lamp barked in relief. “We were getting worried.”


    Nurka growled, “You were told not to come back.”


    “Sorry chief, but… we’re lost without you,” was the reply.


    “We have all the imperium we need. If we die now you must carry on without us.”


    “Yes, chief. W-w-where is everyone?”


    Nurka grunted poetically, “Striding the Eternal Plains. They died well.”


    The hyenas dipped their heads respectfully.


    “Grieve later,” Nurka said, sloshing through them. “Our brothers are fighting to the last so we can escape. Honour their brave sacrifice.”


    Back on the surface, the giant centipede squeezed through the pipes, invading Ivan’s hiding space. Slipping its head inside, followed by the first segment of its body and the accompanying legs, the whole writhing, armoured ensemble rattled and scraped against the metal walls, its jaws coming within a few feet of Ivan’s face. The feelers snaked all over him, ruffling his fur, tasting him.


    Blade-dancer could taste the centipede too. His nostrils flared and throat burnt as the bitter, acidic reek of ammonia penetrated even his helmet’s purifying filter. He knew centipedes extruded ammonia through their skin, adding to their already deadly arsenal of speed, strength and venomous fangs.


    Desperate, Ivan raised his pistol, aiming at the beast’s mouth.


    Crack!


    The pellet pinged off a rock-hard mandible and ricocheted around the enclosed space, sparking off the walls and pipes and inches from Ivan’s head.


    Useless.


    The centipede suddenly pulled back, writhing and twisting between the pipes. Ivan looked down at his silver pistol in amazement; had it done the trick after all?


    No, the Howler saw the beast’s back end was flailing about outside like a gargantuan, unattended fire hose as arcs of blue imperious plasma licked along its segmented body, illuminating the foggy factory in harsh light. Eventually, the beast could stand no more punishment and pulled its head from between the pipes altogether.


    It began trundling up the walls, retreating to the smoggy ceiling from whence it had come, like a god ascending to the heavens.


    Ivan stood astonished. What Howler was powerful enough to imperiously torment a giant centipede into retreat?


    “Rufus?” Ivan realised happily, laughing a little and calling louder, “Rufus! In here!”


    Once the centipede’s thirty-foot body had passed, someone looked in through the mangled pipes, a big, grey-looking beast in a black cloak. He was very heavily built and stood taller than Ivan by the looks.


    Definitely not Rufus.


    “ALL RIGHT, MATE?” the fellow enquired.


    Ivan’s ears pricked at the tinny voice that was clearly augmented by a speaker. The stranger was indeed heavily built, but the look was accentuated by the fact he was armoured from head to toe in a hefty suit of plain-looking iron.


    “Yes,” Ivan said at length – it wasn’t often someone asked the great Blade-dancer if he was ‘all right’.


    “I THINK WE SCARED IT OFF BETWEEN US,” the newcomer said magnanimously.


    With that he clanked away, taking his potent imperious presence with him; Ivan hadn’t even noticed the fellow’s overpowering corona until its crackling warmth had moved out of range, leaving Ivan feeling cold.


    “Wait!” he barked, slipping through the pipes and into the foggy refinery after the stranger. He found him visually checking the bodies of the fallen THORN members.


    Before Ivan could ask who he was, the metal-clad wolf turned to him and said, “WHERE’S THE LEADERS?”


    Between casting his eyes over that helmet, with its big filter and metallic ears, and that mighty armoured body, Ivan found his tongue. “The sewers,” he said, pointing, “I think.”


    A look, an incongruous and metallic, “TA.” Then the stranger clomped over to the sewer.


    Ivan followed, demanding, “Who are you?”


    “RAFE,” the iron wolf replied, “I’M WITH ALPHA.”


    “A Prefect?”


    “SORT OF, YEAH.”


    On that cryptic note, this Rafe lowered his legs into the pitch black hole and swung down, clinging onto the lip with his paws long enough to add, “STAY HERE, MATE.”


    He let go.


    Rafe fell quickly at first, but then defied the laws of nature by slowing in mid air. He landed gently, yet with an almighty splash, blasting a perfectly spherical cascade of water against the cylindrical brick walls – he had used the power of his imperious corona to soften his landing. Glancing around, he waved a paw over his brooch. The white-imperium ‘A’ motif began to shine, lighting up the sewer with a cold, pure light.


    Satisfied, the ‘sort of’ Prefect sprinted down the passage at unnatural speed, his spherical corona pushing aside a torrent of water like a motorboat.


    Ivan looked on, astonished.


    Torn between curiosity and sympathy, he hurried over to Uther, who lay on his front amidst the smog. With trepidation Blade-dancer rolled him over.


    “Urrgh!”


    “Still alive?” Ivan said, with a hint of relief.


    “Kinda… wish… I wasn’t,” was Uther’s seething reply.


    Reinforcements were approaching; Ivan could hear Vladimir shouting orders. The Bloodfangs would soon have the refinery under control.


    “Help’s on the way,” Ivan assured Uther.


    “Go get the bastards, sir,” Uther growled, laughing through his bloodied teeth, “Some birthday... eh?”


    “You’ll have many more yet. Tell Vladimir I’m on their tail.”


    “Aye, sir.”


    Without time to search for his sword, Ivan grabbed the one Uther had taken from Themba and lowered his legs into the dark, dank sewer. It was a long way down. Clinging onto the lip, Ivan hung for a moment, then dropped.


    He landed, stumbled on the mangled ladder hidden in the water and fell on his rump. Rancid water sloshed inside his leg armour and soaked his breeches.


    Nice.


    Blade-dancer could’ve spectacularly softened his landing like Rafe, but the cost didn’t outweigh damp breeches.


    Standing up and waving his paw over his red brooch, Ivan dispelled the gloom like Rafe had, albeit less effectively. Red-imperium was the very worst for lighting, but it was at least subtle, and the Bloodfangs were all about subtle.


    Ivan could see well-enough and sloshed down the sewer in pursuit of both THORN and this ‘Rafe’, whoever, or whatever he was.


    *


    Nurka stepped into the curtain of rain; night was falling, hastened by the thickening fog. Before him the polluted River Lupa lapped at the city’s flood defences; behind him the gaping maw of the industrial sewer and storm drain, not to mention his comrades, all of them smeared with the ash and filth of Lupa’s secret bowels.


    One of the downtrodden hyenas slipped in the growing torrent of sewer water. With a yelp of alarm he was nearly washed clean into the river, but Nurka grabbed his paw and set him back on his feet.


    “I’ve lost enough brothers today,” Nurka replied, tossing his imperium lamp in the brown water. It bobbed about in the growing waves, before sinking into oblivion.


    Under the cover of encroaching darkness, Nurka led his defeated band across to a slimy wooden jetty where a rusty barge piled high with imperium ash waited.


    Several slick-looking figures were already aboard – otters, their dark, muscular outlines barely discernable against the grey piles of poisonous ash. Masters of the waterways, otters could be relied upon to smuggle anything in or out of Lupa, provided the price was right.


    Arriving at the barge, Nurka nodded at the oldest of the sailors, a tough, salty sea dog with a patch and several scars flecking his greying fur.


    “Yah be late, Nurka,” the otter said in his people’s laid-back patois.


    Nurka replied, in his own rasping tone. “We faced some difficulties.”


    “‘Owlers, yah?”


    “Amongst other things.”


    “We is taking a big risk fer you, Chakaa! If dem ‘Owlers discover who we are, our lives be over.”


    Nurka knew where this was going. “You’ll be compensated double-pay, otter,” he assured. “Just get us clear of Lupa.”


    Satisfied, the otter nodded at some of his better-built, rougher-looking crew. They climbed on the ash pile and dug out some ropes hidden amongst the spent imperium. They heaved on the ropes and the ash bulged aside as a trapdoor broke the surface, revealing a secret hiding space built beneath the poisonous piles. Some ash tumbled down inside the hole, but not much – the rain was making it cake together with the consistency of fine, damp sand.


    Someone popped up through the hole, a rabbit in a gas-mask, his long white ears discoloured by ash. He beckoned Nurka with a grubby white paw, doubtless he was eager to be away – rabbits will be rabbits.


    The otters, meanwhile, set down a box of grim-looking gas masks cut for hyena dimensions and the members of THORN each took one in passing, Nurka climbed on the ash and passed his extraordinary bow and quiver to the rabbit in the hole; the little beast passed it along the line to some hyenas already hiding within the barge. Nurka tossed the rabbit his skull helmet too, which he caught and passed along as well.


    “What happened?” the rabbit asked, his voice heavily muffled by his gas mask. He took a disappointing head-count of the hyenas, “Where is everyone?”


    “Sewer centipede,” Nurka replied. “Madou and the others didn’t stand a chance.”


    The white rabbit let out a strained grunt, but no words of any meaning.


    Nurka looked on the positive side, “They died well. Besides, it’ll take some Howlers with it.”


    “Aye. All the same, I’m sorry, Nurka.”


    “We are all ready to die, Casimir.”


    The hyena chief donned his suffocating gas mask, but didn’t climb in with Casimir just yet. He stayed outside, ushering his comrades into the trapdoor one by one.


    Themba was last up. He exchanged a sad, violet-tinged glance with Nurka from beneath his own gas mask. They tapped their grille-clad snouts together in camaraderie, in memory of Madou and the others.


    The chug of an imperium engine vibrated through the barge’s iron hull as the otters hurriedly cast off, putting water between them and the jetty.


    The fog rolled in and the shore disappeared but for the tip of the jetty, lolling like a great tongue.


    “Get below, Nurka,” the otter captain said.


    Nurka nodded and ushered Themba down the hole, passing him his kristahl hammer as he did so.


    “HALT IN THE NAME OF THE REPUBLIC!”


    All ears, eyes and noses, otter, rabbit and hyena, pricked, searched and sniffed for the source of that iron-clad voice. It came from a white light on the foggy jetty. It bobbed about like a firefly a moment, before revealing itself to be a brooch pinned to the cloaked chest of a giant, grey, armoured wolf!


    The beast thundered down the jetty and leapt towards the barge with obvious imperious strength. Sailing cleanly across the dark, oily gap, the iron wolf landed heavily on the barge amidst a shockwave of coronal energy that blew ash away in a bubble of choking clouds.


    Whilst the otters coughed and spluttered, blinded by bitter ash, Nurka remained unaffected beneath his gas mask, yet stunned all the same. He was met with an all-metal monster, as tall as Themba and doubtless as strong. It had a Howler mantle draped about its mighty shoulders, secured by that shining white brooch. At its back, Nurka saw an exhaust puffing noxious clouds of ash, like a machine!


    A machine shaped like a beast? What blasphemous wolfen contraption is this?


    That was the last lucid thought Nurka enjoyed before the wolf raised a paw and blasted him in the chest with a blinding bolt of imperious plasma.


    “Oof!”


    The thunderous blow hit Nurka like a runaway train, pressing him backwards into the piles ash, which tumbled down over his spotty shoulders.


    Unable to breathe and blinking stars from his eyes, Nurka saw one of the otters come up behind the approaching monstrous wolf and hit him over the back with a wrench. There was aloud clang and slight stumble. The wolf turned and simply shoved otter aside, knocking him harmlessly overboard.


    “TELL YOUR CREW TO SURRENDER” the wolfen machine said to the nearby otter captain. “I DON’T WANT TO HURT ANY LITTLE BEASTS.”


    “Little beasts?” the captain spluttered, brandishing a huge imperium pistol. “There be no little beasts here, ‘Owler! We otters be a proud warrior race. Take this, yah arrogant Lupan!”


    Ka-crack!


    The otter’s pistol round pinged off the wolf’s chest, leaving but a tiny scratch.


    The otter’s beady eyes gawked in amazement.


    With a grunt and a single paw, the wolf shoved the otter captain overboard and advanced on Nurka.


    “SURRENDER, THORN SCUM.”


    Before Nurka could get up, Themba leapt out of the ship’s hold where he had been waiting for the right moment and swung his hammer down, hard and fast at the wolf’s head. The metal Howler turned to meet the blow with one armoured paw held high. Amidst a blinding, deafening spark of plasma, paw and hammerhead met. The hammer rebounded, as if Themba had struck a trampoline! The weighty weapon tugged him off-balance and dragged him tumbling down the ashen piles.


    The metal wolf shook his paw a few times, perhaps injured by the incredible force Themba’s hammer had applied, but still standing.


    He turned to Nurka with those sad, yellow eyelets. “GIVE UP. YOU CAN’T BEAT ME.”


    His breath laden with fear and adrenaline, Nurka scrambled to his feet and lunged at the enemy, trying to stick him with his sword. In defiance of his dimensions, the huge wolf weaved aside with a boxer’s reflexes, slapped Nurka’s sword down, and jabbed the disarmed hyena in the ribs, the resulting plasmatic blast throwing him hard against the secret entrance to the hold.


    “Gaagh!”


    “HAD ENOUGH, MATE?”


    Coughing beneath his stifling gas mask, Nurka looked up and asked, “What… w-www-what are you?”


    “Eisenwolf!” someone shouted from below.


    The metal wolf looked past Nurka, to the hold. A white rabbit in a gas mask slowly, tentatively emerged from the piles of poisonous ash, paws behind his head.


    “All right, mate,” he said. “You win.”


    “Casimir!” Nurka spat.


    “He’s an Eisenwolf, Nurka,” the rabbit said. “We can’t beat the likes of him. Trust me, I know from the war.”


    “Eisenwolf?”


    The ‘Eisenwolf’ stared at Casimir with his unblinking glazed eyes, metallic ears twitching, following the rabbit’s every move as he stepped nervously sideways across the barge, out into the open.


    “HALT!” the Eisenwolf warned.


    “Easy, lad,” Casimir replied, nursing the imperium pistol tucked behind his head, the barrel glowing with an eerie green light. “We’ll come quietly.”


    The Eisenwolf cocked his head to one side and stared for an age. “TAKE YOUR MASK OFF,” he demanded.


    “What?”


    “YOUR MASK; TAKE IT OFF. DO IT!”


    Baffled, but nodding in compliance, Casimir slowly unbuckled his mask and pulled it over his long ears, away from his white face.


    Suddenly, he threw the mask at his feet and raised his pistol at the Eisenwolf.


    “Everyone, get down!”


    Even before Nurka, Themba and the watching otters threw themselves down in the ash, Casimir pulled the trigger.


    “Try an imperium pearl on for size, you monster!”


    Crack!


    A gleaming, ethereal arrow of green light sped from the pistol barrel and into the Eisenwolf’s massive chest. The metal wolf looked down at himself, paws raised to where the pearl had struck, then up at Casimir, his inert helmet somehow betraying such melancholy.


    “DAD?”


    The pearl exploded and a blinding blast of imperious energy ripped across the deck, bowling Casimir head over tail and sending ash swirling from the polluted barge in great clouds.


    Time passed. All was silent, save for waves slapping against the hull of the boat as it rocked to and fro in the aftermath. Coughing and spluttering, Casimir and the others looked all around them.


    The Eisenwolf had gone.


    Casimir scrabbled across the deck on all fours and grasping the rails peered overboard, into the inky, fog-bound blackness of the River Lupa. There was no sign of life, no sign of anything, not even a shred of cloak floating on the waters.


    A big, weighty paw clapped on the rabbit’s shoulder, startling him. Half-expecting to be met with the terrifying Eisenwolf, he was instead greeted by Themba, only slightly less terrifying in that gas mask.


    “Nice work, long-ears,” he acknowledged, his profound voice muffled.


    “Thanks, spotty-bum,” Casimir replied.


    Themba frowned, then cackled, as hyenas ever did.


    The otters that had been thrown overboard swam neatly back to the boat. “What was dat explosion?” the captain demanded. “Looked like a pearl.”


    Nurka tramped over, clutching his ribs. “How did you do that, Casimir?” he marvelled. “You’re just a little beast.”


    Indignant, Casimir hopped to his feet and his full diminutive height, his long ears barely reaching Nurka’s masked nose, or, in Themba’s case, his chest. “Oi! Little beasts can shoot straight too, you know. I was in the war when you were still on milk, boy!”


    “I only meant, Casimir, that you little beasts cannot wield imperium or charge pearls,” Nurka explained gingerly.


    “Oh yeah?” the ‘little beast’ scoffed. “Says who?”


    His hyena comrade blinked a few times, “Then, you’re a rabbit Chakaa?”


    “Sort of.”


    “How can that be?”


    Casimir dipped his chin, “During the war I was… I was captured and… experimented on.” He whirled away, “These mad doctors and imperiologists. They exposed little beast prisoners to imperium, injected us with stings, racked us, just to see if we could be made into… Howlers, or whatever you call a rabbit like me. Most of us died, but I came through it. I used my power to escape ‘em. Been looking over my shoulder ever since, even before I found Bruno.” Casimir chuckled fondly, “That’s how I found him, how I knew what he was. I was one too. He never knew. Never knew anything.”


    After a brief, almost respectful silence, Themba said, “Where’s your corona?”


    “It’s weak,” Casimir dismissed. “And I’ve learnt to repress it, that and so many things. No more, though. Now I’m standing up and being counted, for Bruno.”


    “Well said, Chakaa Casimir,” Nurka praised.


    “Heh! Chakaa. Yeah, right.”


    With a last glance at the waters, Themba said, “We should get below, Chief.”


    Once everyone had regained their wherewithal and otters had sounded the ship, Nurka’s party went below. The chief stepped back from the trapdoor, which slammed shut over him, plunging him into blackness. He could hear the otters shovelling ash over the door, burying him and his comrades alive. It was unnerving, even for the stoic Nurka.


    Nurka’s eyes adjusted to the light of a single swaying lantern and his comrades slowly came into focus, hyenas one and all, except Casimir. They stood and sat nervously amidst the dozen spherical canisters of black-imperium. The tiniest leak would kill everyone in minutes, even Nurka and Themba, though as powerful Chakaa they would agonise the longest. The air was already laden with poisonous fumes from the heaps of decaying imperium all around and without masks everyone would choke regardless. That was the beauty of hiding under a deadly heap of ash; nobody was going to look too hard.


    Hanging onto an overhead beam as the boat swayed, Nurka cast his eyes over his dejected brethren, especially Themba, who slumped in a corner, arms crossed over his armoured knees, a mighty warrior, laid low by his own perceived failure and the loss of Madou. The three of them had suffered together for so long. It seemed impossible he was gone.


    “We will make their sacrifices count,” Nurka said quietly, as if he hadn’t meant to say it aloud, before shouting, “By the Wind, we’ll make them all count!”


    Everyone looked to him, so he continued.


    “The time to strike is nearly upon us. You will have your revenge, Themba, for your slain family; and you Casimir, for your son, Bruno – a wolf no less! How low they scrape, these Howlers, they kill even their own kind in their greedy pursuit of power! Not for much longer. We will tear down their oppressive banners and free all the races!”


    Breathing heavily under his stifling mask, Nurka suddenly clutched at his right arm and fell sideways against the flaking hull. Everyone jumped to help, none quicker than Themba, who shot to his feet and hurried over to support his chief.


    “Nurka!”


    “It’s nothing,” Nurka seethed, nursing his sword-arm.


    “Did the iron wolf wound you?”


    “No, it’s just the ash in my blood. I… I had to use the imperious fire to fend off… Blade-dancer.”


    “Blade-dancer?” Themba repeated, holding the weakened Nurka up. “What do you mean?”


    “The white wolf,” Nurka explained.


    “He was the Blade-dancer? Our Prince’s old friend?”


    “So he claimed; I believe him.”


    Casimir’s ears pricked, but nothing more.


    Themba blinked a few times, “You killed him?”


    “Hahahahaaaa!” the reserved Nurka laughed, giving a personally rare display of his people’s hysterics, “No, the hundred-legs interrupted our... meeting.”


    Now it was Themba’s turn to pat Nurka on the neck. “Rest, chief,” he said fondly. “Save your speeches for those that need to hear them, not us.”


    Nurka looked up at him.


    “We’re with you,” Themba swore, raising Nurka’s paw to the ceiling like a boxing champion, “Jua-mataaaaaa!”


    *


    Ivan Donskoy stepped from rank sewers to fresh air; or as fresh as air came in Lupa. He checked the immediate area and found nobody. He hurried down the jetty and looked out across the dark, foggy river, his brooch still shining red, illuminating the mist and passing raindrops, turning them to blood. There was no sign of the hyenas, or Rafe.


    Suddenly, bubbles.


    Ivan followed the bubbles with his eyes and ears as they broke the surface of the black water, heading past him and with a definite purpose for shore. The Howler swore he could see a white light wobbling deep beneath the waves.


    Was it some kind of angler fish?


    The bubbles converged by a rusty iron ladder set into the river wall and up popped a massive metallic wolf in a sodden black mantle.


    Rafe!


    Hardly believing his eyes, Ivan watched Rafe pull himself from the river and back onto dry land without much ado, water cascading from every crevice.


    “I TOLD YOU TO STAY BACK THERE,” Rafe said, brushing a little red crab from his shoulder.


    Ivan found his tongue amidst his astonishment. “I… I don’t take orders from ALPHA,” he maintained, rolling his neck and tugging at his cloak. “Where’d THORN go?”


    “SAILING,” Rafe hummed, feeling his massive metal chest, specifically a large, fresh, silvery crater surrounded by soot which wasn’t there before. “I’D SWIM AFTER THEM IF I COULD, BUT… I CAN’T.”


    “Not in that getup,” Ivan observed, adding, “Were you walking on the riverbed just now?”


    “YEAH!” Rafe chirped, tipping water from his sieve-like ears. “PRETTY NEAT, EH?”


    “How’d you breathe?”


    “BACKPACK HAS AN AIR SUPPLY. IT’S GOOD FOR FIFTEEN MINUTES, DOCTOR JOSEF SAYS.”


    Ivan cocked his head, “Josef? Not Josef Grau?”


    “YEAH,” Rafe confirmed. Then he cupped a paw to his head and laughed like a hyena hiding in a barrel. “HAHAAAAHAHAAA! HO BOY IS JANOAH GONNA BE MAD. I’VE SCREWED UP AGAIN.”


    Josef and Janoah.


    Ivan frowned beneath his Bloodfang helmet as he slotted the pieces together; the size, the power, the voice – it was all adding up in his mind.


    “They didn’t,” he mouthed.


    Rafe’s metal ears squeaked round to Ivan, then his head and torso followed, as if delayed by their sheer heft. “SORRY, WHATCHA SAY?”


    Ivan swallowed and gathered himself beneath that blank, yellow-eyed gaze. “You’re an Eisenwolf, aren’t you?”


    Rafe wrung out his ribbon for a tail. “NO SCHMUTZ.”


    Nodding, Blade-dancer looked at Rafe’s symbolic, silken prosthetic. “What happened to your tail, Eisenwolf?” he asked, in an obviously calculating manner.


    Ivan’s insincerity was lost on Rafe. “JOSEF HAD TO CUT IT OFF. CAN’T HAVE ANY HOLES IN AN EISENPELZ, HAS TO BE HERM… HERMETICALLY SEALED. YEAH, THAT’S IT. HAVING A TAIL STICKING OUT IN A BAG OR SOMETHIN’ IS A WEAKNESS.”


    “He’s a butcher, that cat,” Ivan tutted.


    “NAH, HE’S ALL RIGHT. I DON’T MISS IT, YOU KNOW, MY TAIL THAT IS. PART OF THE JOB.”


    “Pinned up in a frame is it?”


    “HA! NAAAH, IT WENT IN THE BIN, MATE.”


    Huffing, Ivan suddenly growled, “You do realise, of course, that as an Eisenwolf you’re a dangerous and illegal abomination?”


    Rafe’s ears swivelled, “OH YEAH?”


    “I didn’t write the law, but as a Howler I must uphold it.”


    “RIGHT, RIGHT. SO WHAT’RE YOU GONNA DO ABOUT IT, ARREST ME?”


    “I should; that or kill you.”


    Rafe instantly raised a snapping, popping, plasma-charged metal fist. “COME ON THEN, HAVE A GO!”


    Blinking slowly, Ivan turned his nose in disgust and looked out across the water, “It won’t last, Eisenwolf.”


    Rafe’s paw dropped a little.


    “You’ll rot faster than a corpse left in the sun the rate you’re going,” Ivan explained. “Believe me, I know of what I speak-”


    “YOU DUNNO NOTHING ABOUT ME!”


    With a grunt, Rafe turned to leave, arms held off his body with a slight, unnatural stiffness.


    “Thank you,” Ivan blurted, almost in pain.


    Rafe stopped, head and ears turning just slightly.


    It was difficult, but for honour to be upheld Ivan persevered. “You got that centipede off me. I’d be dead if you hadn’t. For that I’m letting you go, but if we ever meet again, I won’t be able to.”


    The Eisenwolf laughed, “CHARMING, ‘EN YER?”


    “Rafe!”


    Prefect Janoah dashed from the sewers, sword drawn, and with a couple of obliging Bloodfang Howlers at her back. Giving Ivan a passing glance, she came to a stop by Rafe and looked all around.


    “Well?”


    Rafe shook his head, “SORRY, JAN. THEY GOT ON A BOAT. I TRIED TO STOP ‘EM.”


    Janoah tramped down the jetty a way, “Where?”


    Ivan dismissed, “Forget it, Janoah. We won’t find them in this fog. They’ll be smuggled from the district before we can even get word about.”


    “Schmutz!”


    “SORRY,” Rafe said again. “I SCREWED UP.”


    “No, you did your best,” Janoah said, returning to slap Rafe’s arm. In doing so she noticed the crater on his chest and placed her paw there. “What happened?” she gasped.


    Rafe looked, “EH? OH! IT WAS A PEARL, I THINK.”


    “Pearl? You took an imperium pearl to the face? You’re joking!”


    “WELL I DUNNO, JAN. I’M ONLY GOING BY WHAT YOU TOLD ME ABOUT ‘EM. SOME RABBIT POPPED UP ‘N’ SHOT ME WITH IT. KNOCKED ME OVERBOARD INTO THE RIVER. I THOUGHT I WAS A GONER, BUT THE SUIT NEVER EVEN SPRUNG A LEAK.”


    “Rabbit, you say?”


    “YEAH.”


    Nodding, then laughing, Janoah looked to Ivan, then patted Rafe’s cavernous chest. “Rabbits can’t fire pearls, Stenton,” and started back down the jetty. “Come on, they need us back there.”


    “WHAT FOR?”


    Janoah was already away, climbing some slimy steps to take the overland route back to the refinery. She stopped long enough to reply, “We’re going on a bug hunt.”


    *


    Removing the wrench that barred the rusty door, Rufus pulled it open and shone his brooch down the steps, beating back the darkness with a blood-red light and revealing dozens of little beasts dressed in coveralls; rabbits, rats, moles and the like, all squinted back at him.


    The hostages.


    “I’ve found them!” Rufus shouted to the left, before saying to the trembling beasts, “It’s all right everyone. You’re safe now. Is anybody hurt?”


    Werner joined Rufus at the doorway, his pink face enclosed by a gas-mask since the air in the refinery was thick with pollution. “Well done, sir,” he praised, his voice muffled by his mask. “How’d you find ‘em? This place is like a labyrinth!”


    Rufus glanced sideways at the hog, surprised the word labyrinth was amidst his lexicon. “Doors aren’t generally secured with wrenches, Werner,” the Howler explained, throwing the hefty tool aside. “Get these beasts clear of the building; with a centipede on the loose it’s too dangerous for them to linger.”


    “Leave it to me, sir.”


    Rufus did so, hurrying down smoky corridors, passing red-shirted Politzi of every race made somewhat anonymous by their similar gas-masks. Happening across a hyena slumped against a wall, Rufus knelt down and checked for life.


    He was disappointed.


    Linus came barrelling down the same corridor. “Sir!” the youth said, skidding to a halt. “Vladimir wants you, sir!”


    “Tell him I’ve found the hostages,” Rufus huffed, standing up and asking, “Any sign of that centipede yet?”


    “No, sir, but-”


    “How’s Uther holding up?”


    “They’re putting him on a stretcher, sir.”


    Patting Linus’s sturdy shoulder Rufus made to leave, “Stay with him. I’m going to find Jan. I shouldn’t worry about her these days, but I do-”


    “But we’ve got a hyena cornered upstairs!” Linus blurted, adding, “Sir.”


    Rufus whirled on him, but said nothing.


    “He’s alive, sir,” Linus explained, “but, well… unhinged, you might say. Vladimir was wondering if you wouldn’t try talking him down, what with you being uh… well….”


    “A hyena-lover?” Rufus guessed.


    “Versed in hyena ways,” Linus tactfully corrected.


    Managing a chuckle despite everything, Rufus looked this way and that, before nodding, “Lead on, Mills.”


    Linus beckoned his superior through the innards of the refinery, past more bodies, some hyenas, some Politzi, but mostly the former. They hurried up some metallic stairs, boots thumping, and through a door into a relatively fog-free series of nicely furnished offices – this is where the administrators worked, evidently.


    Linus slowed to a walk, his boots softened by a red carpet. With Rufus in tow, he picked his way through an office, past several Politzi, to Vladimir’s side.


    The lofty Grand Howler was stationed by a door, pistol in paw. He turned to his fellow Howlers, Rufus in particular.


    “He’s in there,” he whispered, trusting Linus had filled Rufus in on the situation. “He’s got a capsule in his mouth but not the guts to crunch it.”


    “Yet,” Rufus said.


    Vladimir nodded, “He’s armed too, so watch yourself. We’ve got one of the Chakaa in custody already, so don’t take any unnecessary risks.”


    Rufus was surprised, “Is that one going to live? I thought he was bitten.”


    Vladimir tapped his armoured nose, “I brought a sting, just in case of an emergency. He’ll live now.”


    Surprised, Rufus nodded.


    It took Linus a moment to work out what Vladimir had just said. “White-imperium?” he gasped, appalled. “You gave venom to a… a THORN terrorist, sir?”


    “We need him alive if we’re to interrogate him,” Vladimir explained. “Now keep your voice down.”


    “But we’re dying from the rot left right and centre; we can’t justify wasting venom on criminals. What’ll Elder Amael say when he finds out?”


    Sighing, Vladimir played his card, “Keep it to yourself, Mills, and I will let your disgusting display of insubordination earlier go unpunished. Or would you prefer being tied to a pole and flogged with an imperium whip?”


    Linus dipped his chin, “I-I-I was just concerned, sir.”


    Smacking his lips, Vladimir turned to Rufus. “He’s got a lot to learn, this one,” he said of Linus.


    Rolling his eyes, Rufus brushed Vladimir by, and peered round the open door, catching sight of a youthful hyena sitting in the corner of a plush office.


    “Stay back!” the hyena snarled at Rufus, waving a pistol in his general direction “I’ll shoot!”


    Rufus drew away. He looked at Vladimir and Linus, then, to their combined tiny gasps, boldly stepped into the open, paws raised.


    “Get out, Howler scum!” the hyena howled at once.


    “I’m not going anywhere, dear boy. I just want to have a word with you-”


    “Get oooouut! Get out, get out, get ouuuuhouhout!”


    Rufus waited, paws raised, heart pounding, whilst the hyena’s hysterics passed. He was only a cub, sandy cheeks wet with tears, broad nose running, big paws trembling. There was no danger of him shooting straight in his condition, of that Rufus was convinced, taking a surreptitious step closer.


    “I’m… going to remove my helmet, so we can talk face to face,” Rufus told the hyena, adding with a disarming Rufus-brand chuckle, “These silly old helmets of ours are rather intimidating, I know.”


    Slowly, Rufus unbuckled his helmet and slipped it off.


    The hyena stared at him, mouth slightly agape – Rufus spied the glimmering glass imperium capsule resting on the youth’s tongue. By Ulf, how could he bear it? The mere thought of a black-imperium capsule resting on his own tongue made Rufus queasy.


    “Perhaps you recognise me?” he said with a gulp. “I’m Rufus Bloodfang.”


    The hyena nodded a little. “You… you’re the one… the one who… who helps us.”


    “I speak up for your people when I can, yes,” Rufus clarified, spreading a paw. “If that small gesture helps at all then I’m glad. I wish I could do more.”


    The hyena said nothing.


    “What’s your name?” Rufus asked him.


    “My name?”


    “Yes.”


    “Who cares?”


    “I do,” Rufus insisted, but moved on. “It’s wrong how the tribes are treated. If I had my way things would change tomorrow. But I tell you now, my young friend, that this is not the way to go about changing anything. Killing and bombing isn’t going to-”


    “I’ve not killed anyone!” the hyena protested. “I never killed anyone! Please, you must believe me!”


    “I didn’t say you had,” Rufus soothed. “But there are beasts lying dead in the corridors below me, beasts on both sides, and they wouldn’t be but for THORN. It’s a tragedy for us all, it really is.”


    The hyena wept afresh, “Ohohohoooow.”


    Rufus took the opportunity to shuffle a little closer, to get within range, he hoped. “I can see you’re just a young lad,” he reasoned. “It’s not your fault. You got sucked into this mess before you even knew what was what. It all looked very romantic from the outside, didn’t it? I bet your leaders told you how glorious it is to die for their cause. Now you’ve seen what death is like you know better.”


    “It was a monster!” the hyena wailed, cupping his paws over his head and rocking back and forth. “It killed them all. It killed everyone!”


    Rufus frowned in thought, “The centipede?”


    The hyena looked up, baffled, “Centipede?”


    “The hundred-legs,” Rufus clarified, using hyena terminology. He changed tack, thinking to give the cub a reason to help, to talk, even to live, “We’re trying to find it, you see, before it kills anyone else. If it gets out into the city it might kill hundreds of innocent citizens and I know you don’t want that. Did you see where it went, perhaps? Did it go back down the sewers? Can you tell us?”


    The hyena shook his head, his features screwing up with fresh grief. “It was… was one of you, wasn’t it? How could you do that to one of your own?”


    “What?”


    “Your monster wolf. I s-sss-saw it. I did! It killed everyone at the doors!”


    Rufus realised the cub hadn’t seen a centipede, but an Eisenwolf. Best to skirt round that, he thought.


    “Just put the pistol down and for Ulf’s sake spit out that dreadful capsule,” he implored. “Don’t do this to yourself. I can help you. I want to help you.”


    “How can you?” the hyena wept.


    “I’m a Grand Howler. I can take charge of you. I won’t let anyone hurt you-”


    “They’ll torture me on the rack!”


    “I won’t let them.”


    “You lie! I know it’s true! They k-k-killed our Prince on the rack. I won’t let you humiliate me that way! I won’t! Do you hear?”


    Before Rufus could think of another avenue of attack, he heard a dreadful, dull crunch from the hyena’s mouth.


    “Gagh!” he choked. “Grrrgh!”


    Rufus grimaced, “Foolish pup,” and drew his pistol.


    Outside, in the corridor, Linus and Vladimir heard the bang of an imperium round going off.


    Crack!


    “Rufus!” barked Linus, fearing the worst.


    He hurried into the room with Vladimir whereupon they found Rufus still standing – thank Ulf – looking down on the hyena. The terrorist was slumped in the corner of the room, the wall splattered with blood, the carpet beneath his shattered head turning a darker shade of red. His mouth and lips were blackened, as if burnt.


    Odd, Linus thought.


    Rufus covered his nose and backed off. Linus wondered why. Surely Grand Howler Rufus, a war veteran, had seen death up close before?


    And then it happened, the hyena’s mouth started to smoulder, to wither and blacken. The gums curled away from the mighty canine teeth as the flesh shrivelled and ‘smoked’, the face altogether peeling away from the red-raw bone like a ghoulish mask.


    “Oh by Ulf!” Linus gasped, nearly falling over backwards.


    “Out!” Vladimir barked, grabbing the stocky Howler by the scruff of his neck and yanking him back through the door. “Everybody out!”


    Donning his helmet, Rufus calmly shut the door behind him, whilst Vladimir ushered Linus and the gathered Politzi down the corridor and stairs, back into the smoggy refinery proper – smoggy, but not deadly like the office they had hastily evacuated.


    Linus removed his helmet and leant against the stark refinery wall. He heaved, but nothing much came up – he and Uther hadn’t been able to stop for lunch, thankfully.


    Howler Mills felt a paw on his back; Rufus.


    “Oh, sir, how c-ccc-could he?” Linus howled at him.


    “It’s all right, dear boy,” Rufus hushed, patting the young Howler’s shoulders. He winked at Vladimir, “The poor chap shot himself before the capsule took any real effect. He didn’t suffer. Not for a second.”


    “It’s monstrous.”


    “Yes. I know.”


    Allowing Linus a moment’s grace, Vladimir urged everyone back to work, “Come on. There’s a centipede on the loose and I want it found!”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 19


     


    The rain beat down on Linus as he helped load Uther into the back of the chugging field ambulance, lifting the stretcher onto his shoulders and sliding him in. With a glance back at the refinery, Linus climbed inside the ambulance and stood over his partner as the Howler medic strapped a respirator to his muzzle.


    The battered Uther had lost a lot of blood and breathed in a toxic cocktail of imperium from several broken pipes, some of it yellow-imperium. He was coughing and spluttering something awful.


    “Don’t die,” Linus told him.


    To which Uther gruffed, “Don’t be daft, Woodlouse.”


    “No, s-sss-sorry.” Looking around, Linus whispered, “Did you see him?”


    “Eh?”


    Before Linus could explain, two Politzi hogs hurriedly bore another stretcher from the refinery to the ambulance; Vladimir Oromov followed closely behind. To Linus’s shock he saw the wounded beast was a hyena. It must be the Chakaa that Vladimir had spoken of.


    Linus felt a steaming wave of fury wash over him. These THORN fanatics had beaten and shot Uther, and now one was being put into the very same ambulance as him? It was an outrage!


    “Sir, what’s going on?” Linus demanded, barring the ambulance with his stocky frame. “Uther’s in here.”


    Vladimir took a moment to grasp the problem. “Oh do calm down, Mills, there’s room enough for two. We need the Chakaa alive to interrogate him. Even if he was in a position to fight he’s well-restrained.”


    Linus noted the reams of Howler-wire binding the feverish-looking hyena paw and foot.


    “You’re on thin ice, Howler,” Vladimir warned. “One more peep out of you today and I’ll send you to Amael for correction, is that understood?”


    A nod. “Yes, sir… I-I was just-”


    “Shut up, Mills!”


    A gulp. “Sir.”


    “We’ll take it from here, Grand Howler,” the Howler medic said, breaking Linus from his thoughts. He was ushered from the ambulance and the unconscious hyena slipped in beside Uther like a loaf of bread. Without further ado the doors were slammed shut and the horns atop the ambulance blared out an ear-piercing siren. It charged through the cordon and down the road, headlights beaming.


    Momentarily caught in the ambulance’s passing lights was a big Howler sitting atop a blue monobike – an Eisbrand? He was parked by the side of the road, watching the goings-on at the refinery.


    “Linus, see who that is,” Vladimir said. “I’ll be inside.”


    “Sir!” Linus acknowledged extra-smartly, trying to claw back some semblance of obedience.


    The Eisbrand saw the Bloodfang approach and Linus half-expected him to ride away, but he stayed put, one armoured foot on the wet, gritty ground, the other on his bike. He was an Eisbrand all right, the blue-imperium snowflake emblem gently illuminating his armoured brow made that plain.


    “State your business, Howler,” Linus demanded, noting the intimidating sword at the Eisbrand’s back.


    “Curiosity,” he replied.


    “This is Bloodfang territory.”


    “Lupa’s a free city. I can loiter where I please.”


    To which Linus nodded, rainwater dripping off his metallic muzzle. “Yes, but for your own safety I suggest you keep away from here. It could be dangerous.”


    “Is that a threat?” the stranger growled.


    “What? No, no!” Linus chirped. “I-I didn’t mean it like that!” he guffawed. Shaking his head, he held out paw to mollify his fellow Howler, “Where’re my manners? I’m Linus Mills Bloodfang, Trooper First Class.”


    The Eisbrand cautiously looked Linus up and down, but accepted his paw, “Captain Tristan Donskoy… Eisbrand, of course.”


    Linus gasped a little, “Ivan’s cousin?”


    Tristan nodded.


    “Honoured, Howler,” Linus said, nodding back.


    “Honour’s mine,” Tristan sniffed. “I hear you’re quite the Howler, Mills.”


    “Me?”


    “Took down a nest of Howler-killers, didn’t you?”


    Linus came over all flustered. “That was Uther really. I-I-I got in way over my head.”


    “Modest too,” Tristan observed. He looked past Linus, to the now quiet refinery. “It seems you have everything under control, Howler Mills, you and ALPHA.”


    “I wish. It’s a terrible shambles I’m afraid.”


    “Oh?”


    Linus wasn’t sure if he should be telling a member of rival pack such things but, “By the looks of it all the terrorists are dead or fled, save one. It’s a right sorry sight in there.”


    Tristan nodded, “I hear they commit suicide by swallowing black-imperium these THORN fanatics.”


    “Yes. It’s awful. They put capsules in their mouths when they know we’re coming and crunch them when there’s no chance of escape.” Linus closed his eyes and shook his head at some awful vision. “Grand Howler Rufus was trying to talk one round just now,” he continued. “We had him cornered in an office. He was just a cub.”


    “No luck?”


    “His flesh just… just fell away like wax. I’ll never forget it. Never.”


    “It’s a shame they feel driven to such ends.”


    “It’s insane!” Linus seethed. “I don’t understand these THORN types. Hyenas don’t believe in suicide; it’s a sin that bars them from crossing the Eternal Plains. Dying in battle is one thing, but to just kill yourself? It goes against everything a young warrior is taught.”


    “You know your hyenas,” Tristan observed, surprised.


    Linus shrugged that off with, “I know Rufus Valerio.”


    Nodding, Tristan asked, “You said you’ve a survivor?”


    “Yes.”


    “What’s his name?”


    Linus was surprised to be asked, “No idea.”


    “You’ll torture him to find out though?”


    “Interrogate,” Linus corrected.


    “That what you Bloodfangs call racking these days?” Tristan chuckled.


    Linus wasn’t sure how to respond and moved swiftly on to keep things civil. “In any case, friend, it’s not over yet. We’ve a giant sewer centipede on the loose in there, so you should keep your distance.”


    “Sewer centipede?” Tristan scoffed in amusement. “That’s no problem for the mighty Bloodfangs, surely!”


    “It’s a big one.”


    “How big?”


    “I haven’t seen it. The air’s so thick in there we can’t find it. Uther says it’s the biggest he’s ever seen.”


    “Judging by Uther’s knack for exaggeration it’ll be about two inches long, then,” Tristan huffed.


    Linus actually laughed, “You know, I hope so-”


    Suddenly the peal of breaking glass cut across the refinery grounds. Through the rain and fog, Linus and Tristan saw flashes of light illuminate the windows and heard the subsequent pops and cracks of imperium pistols.


    “Excuse me,” Linus said, hurrying back.


    Tristan stayed put on his mono, but started it up, the wheel’s gyroscope bursting into a ring of frosty blue-imperium.


    As Linus tore towards the refinery, Werner trotted from the main door with a dozen armed Politzi at his back. They scuttled round the side of the towering building and lined up like a firing squad.


    The Politzi aimed upwards as Werner ran his torch beam up the nearest smouldering smoke stack.


    They waited.


    “Werner, what is it?” Linus panted.


    “It’s coming up the chimney, sir,” the pig replied.


    “What is?”


    “The centipede.”


    Sure enough an enormous, many-legged centipede erupted the refinery’s chimney, squeezing its way to freedom like vivid blue paint from a tube.


    “By Ulf’s fangs, look at it!” Linus woofed.


    “Aye, it’s a whopper,” snorted Werner.


    The giant bug flopped forward and started trickling down the side of the chimney, its orange legs clacking rhythmically. The beast was so long that its rear end remained inside the great funnel even whilst its front end reached the roof and started to spill over towards the ground.


    “Steady!” Werner said. “Hold your fire!”


    The Politzi, rabbits, rats, hogs and more, quivered in fear.


    “Steady, I say!”


    Linus watched, waited.


    “Fire!”


    Werner’s beasts opened a mighty volley, lighting up the refinery for a moment, before they were instantly enveloped in clouds of ash. The resulting pellets pinged harmlessly off the centipede’s armour and served only to alert it to the rough whereabouts of its tormentors towards whom it now raced.


    “Retreat!” Werner yelped. “Split up! Split up! It can’t follow all of us!”


    The pig and his Politzi scattered in all directions as the centipede clacked swiftly towards them, antennae slicing the rainy air where they had been but seconds ago. It picked out an unfortunate rabbit from the group and ran him down, cornering him inside an outlying building.


    It was Constable Claybourne!


    “Aaagh!” he screamed, ducking into a ball. “Help meeheheee! Please!”


    Whipping out his short sword, Linus sprinted over to the centipede’s back end. As it bore down on Claybourne, he slashed at one of its legs with a bright, plasmatic sword-strike and a gruff, Uther-like, “Oi!”


    The centipede arced round, almost indignant, and undulated rapidly towards Linus, claw over giant orange claw, antennae tasting the rainy air.


    Realising what he’d done, Linus unbuckled his kristahl shield and brought it to bear. He could see the centipede was wounded, its mouth dripping white blood. Every Howler worth his sting knew that the mouth was the place to strike.


    “Get outta there, sir!” Werner squealed from the safety of some crates. “Run, lad!”


    Too late.


    The colossal centipede lunged at Linus, bloodied maw agape, and he instinctively raised his shield.


    Impact!


    Trooper Linus was knocked flat on his back and crushed to the hard, rough ground, the air pressed from his lungs. He felt the mandibles of the centipede’s mouth scraping over his shield’s smooth surface as it tried to get a purchase and bite through to the tasty wolfen morsel beneath. The bitter, acrid stench of centipede ammonia burnt Linus’s nose and throat.


    Summoning all his strength, the young Howler channelled the imperium down his arm and into the centre of his Bloodfang shield. The kristahl metal pulsed with white-hot plasma, blasting the centipede right in the face! It whipped away in pain and alarm, plasma playing over its mandibles. Linus seized the opportunity to roll to his feet, shield up, sword ready, tail flicking. He knew from the Howler Codex not to flee; this monster could run as fast a car and would just chase him down.


    Stand and fight, it was the only way.


    The centipede recovered and followed Linus across the refinery grounds, feelers slapping his shield as he retreated backwards, foot over smartly white-gaitered, ash-streaked foot.


    Suddenly a light appeared, bright and white; the ear-piercing popping of an imperium engine too. Linus dared look just as a monobike whizzed across the refinery grounds towards him. It thrummed loudly between him and the centipede. There was a flash of steel and spark of plasma as a huge sword slashed the centipede in the head! Writhing about in pain, it reared up and away.


    The bike and its rider skidded round and powered back, parking neatly by the awestruck Linus.


    “Get on!” Tristan barked.


    Linus jumped on the monobike. Burning rubber, Eisbrand whisked Bloodfang away a few tens of feet before slowing to a stop at the refinery’s main entrance.


    They both looked on as the baffled centipede searched for them in vain, before continuing its rampage elsewhere


    “All right,” admitted Tristan, “that’s pretty big.”


    Vladimir and Rufus emerged from the refinery amidst utter chaos. Politzi of every race fled before the oncoming tide of living armour as it flowed towards the refinery’s perimeter, washing over barrels and boxes and even crushing a Politzi car, spearing its arch-shaped bonnet with its dagger-like legs as if it were paper.


    “We can’t let it get out into the city!” Rufus said, swishing his sword.


    “I’m open to suggestions,” Vladimir replied.


    Werner guffawed falsely, “Shooting it won’t work, that’s for sure!”


    The Howlers watched the centipede trundle through the gates and onto the road, scattering the law and kicking over monobikes as it went on its merry way. Luckily, Ivan’s Giacomo Valerio Spider was spared destruction, but Vladimir’s pack-issued car was quickly crushed as the centipede trampled it under every single one of its legs, as if taking some perverse pleasure.


    Vladimir winced at the sight. “Amael’s not going to be happy,” he grumbled.


    “If it scratches Ivan’s Spider it’s as good as dead,” Rufus chuckled.


    With that he took the lead, striding across the refinery grounds, and out onto the road, tracing the centipede’s wake of destruction and bristly ammonia scent.


    Even whilst its back end still crumpled Vladimir’s car underfoot, the centipede’s head end was starting to scale a warehouse wall. Its segmented body shimmered with ghostly waves of imperium, illuminating the glistening buildings all around and the awestruck faces of the Politzi observing helplessly below.


    Vladimir and Rufus stared along with everyone else, as unsure as to how to proceed against such a monster as anyone.


    “Magnificent sight, isn’t it?” said Doctor Josef, coming up behind them with his umbrella – the cat had a nasty habit of sneaking up on beasts.


    “Magnificent?” Vladimir spluttered. “It’s a menace!”


    Chuckling, Josef ignored him in favour of Rufus, “By the way, may I offer my congratulations, Rufus.”


    The preoccupied wolf turned to him a moment, “Pardon?”


    “On your recent accolade.”


    Rufus said nothing.


    Josef twirled his umbrella. “Such a great mind as yours is wasted here,” he said, pushing his dark spectacles up his neat feline nose. “You’d do well to talk to Grand Prefect Silvermane. He did wonders for me. I’ve my own laboratory, and I’ve suffered very little interference in my work since I jumped ship.”


    This time Rufus let out an incredulous snort.


    Vladimir too, “Excuse me, Doctor Josef, but this is hardly the time to go head-hunting. We’ve a deranged centipede on the loose.”


    Josef dismissed haughtily, “Rafe will take care of it, once he’s taken care of the hyenas.”


    “What is he, the incarnation of Ulf?” Vladimir mocked.


    “You doubt the power of my creation?” Josef chuckled. “A common mistake.”


    Rufus whirled on the grey cat, “So you did it? You made that boy into an Eisenwolf?”


    Josef bowed a little, “Rafe is what he is; I merely helped him achieve his full potential-”


    Grabbing Josef’s coat lapels, Rufus heaved the cat off his feet and slammed him into the black ALPHA truck that had brought him and his ‘creation’ here.


    “Bastard cat!” Rufus snarled, his cannonball biceps straining against his ruddy fur. “What gave you the right? Did you even ask him? Did you even go through the motions, or did you just abduct him? Answer me!”


    “Rafe was a willing subject in-”


    “Rafe? ‘Rafe’!” Rufus spluttered, shaking Josef until his spectacles nearly fell off his face. “By Ulf, do you think I don’t know, that I can’t tell, I who found him first? You stole his future you miserable schmutz-sucking maggot!”


    “He… was… dying… Rufus!” Josef said between shakes.


    “And he’ll die a lot faster now, though not as fast as you when I’m through with you-”


    “Rufus that’s enough!” Vladimir bellowed, grabbing his shoulder and pulling him away. “Control yourself, for Ulf’s sake!”


    Rufus let Josef go, but glared at him and pointed like a common brawler. “You’ll pay for this!”


    “Your wife found him for me,” Josef claimed, dusting himself down and resetting his spectacles. “No, in fact, you found him. For once your keen coronal senses have served the Republic, instead sating your own lecherous cravings-”


    Rufus lunged at Josef a second time, but the bigger Vladimir tugged the furious wolf aside and threw him against the van. “Leave it, Rufus!” he snarled, his helmet grille and profound voice tickling the shorter wolf’s ear. “You can’t pick a fight with ALPHA. You hit him and they’ll throw the book at you! Don’t give them any excuse when you’re already of interest.”


    “Josef I expect it from,” Rufus laughed falsely, shaking his head. “But my own wife? My dear Jan, sinking so low? I’d never have believed it. Never!”


    Vladimir huffed, “She must have good reason.”


    “Don’t defend her!”


    “For someone so clever there’s much you don’t see, Valerio.”


    Rufus glared at Vladimir.


    The noise of Tristan’s approaching monobike put paid to any further upset. It rumbled to a stop and Linus hopped off the back.


    “Sir!”


    “Fraternising with Eisbrands, Mills?” Vladimir joked, releasing Rufus. “Your list of misdemeanours lengthens still.”


    “Howler Tristan helped me get away, sir.”


    “Did he indeed? Then we’re indebted to him, aren’t we Rufus?”


    Tidying his mantle, Rufus looked Tristan over and snorted with what Linus sensed was barely-veiled malice, “Grateful, I’m sure.”


    Vladimir spread a paw, “I don’t know what you’re doing here, Donskoy, but if you want to help us-”


    “We’re all prey here, Vladimir, a sewer centipede makes no distinction according to one’s brooch,” the Eisbrand cut in. He glanced at the centipede twisting its way along the buildings, before asking, “Where’s my cousin?”


    Vladimir sighed, “Gallivanting through the sewers after THORN, last we heard.”


    “Dirty old sewers? Ivan Donskoy? Are you sure?”


    “Uther said so.”


    Tristan winked at Linus with the latter of his green and blue eyes. “Ah, well then it must be true.”


    Linus smiled beneath his helm.


    “It’s going!” Werner shouted. “It’s off, sirs, look!”


    Sure enough the centipede’s head disappeared round the side of a building and slipped into a narrow alley. Its orange legs picked up the pace, double-time, triple-time, drumming the roof of Vladimir’s mangled car and threading its never-ending body into the alleyway.


    “We can’t lose it,” Rufus said.


    “Lose it?” Linus scoffed. “How could we even begin to?”


    “It’ll look for somewhere warm and dark, like the sewers again. Then it could pop out anywhere, kill anyone. We must stop it.”


    “But how?”


    Tristan swung his legs off his monobike and drew his mighty sword from his back, hefting it in both armoured paws he touched it to his metallic nose. “The old-fashioned way,” he said. “Lead on, Grand Howlers, age before beauty.”


    “Watch it, boy, or I’ll have you thrown off our land and your bike impounded!” Rufus growled, barging the bigger Tristan with his shoulder in passing. “Come on, Vladimir; let’s show this wet-eared pup how it’s done.”


    Vladimir rolled his eyes.


    Linus couldn’t believe it. What had come over Rufus?


    Doctor Josef sighed, “You’re all being quite foolish. Rafe will take care of everything. Leave it to him.”


    Ignoring the cat for fear of throttling him, Rufus strode across the road with growing speed, dashing into the alley. The others followed him, the youngsters first, Vladimir last, and then one or two braver Politzi eager to see the battle – no doubt this was going to be a rare spectacle.


    Werner, less brave, or more intelligent, squeezed behind the wheel of a Politzi car along with young Constable Claybourne and drove straight past the alleyway, for it was too small, taking instead the main road. Following his pink porcine nose through the ever-thickening riverside fog, Werner drove round the deserted industrial block and down the next road to where he assumed the alleyway must lead. Judging he was approaching the spot where it ought to emerge, he slowed down and searched for a rent in the otherwise uniform brick walls. The street lamps passed lazily overhead, their warm light dancing on the rain-flecked bonnet, whilst the window wiper squeaked back and forth over the vertical windscreen.


    “Sir!” young Claybourne said, pointing at a rift between buildings. It was dark and foggy, like a mysterious chasm leading to another world.


    “I see it, lad,” Werner snorted.


    He stopped the car. They waited. The engine ticked over and the rain patted noisily on the roof.


    Nothing.


    Had they taken a wrong turn? Had the centipede gone elsewhere? It could climb anything, go anywhere, there was no law that demanded it take the alley, except that bugs tended to follow the easiest path they were presented with, as Werner explained to young Claybourne.


    “How’d you know that, sir?” the rabbit asked.


    “Bugs are like us, Borce,” Werner maintained. “On your way home tonight what’ll you do, take the roads, or climb over all the houses?”


    “The roads, sir, but I’m not a centipede the size of a thumping train.”


    “Even so, and mind yer language.”


    Borce looked down the alley, so still and silent, “Maybe… maybe it’s killed ‘em, sir?”


    “Who?”


    “The Howlers, sir.”


    “You sound just like your uncle. What a pessimist! Give ‘em a chance, it’s only been two minutes-whooaaagh!”


    Werner crunched the gears and slammed a trotter on the accelerator, reversing the car so hard that Borce had to hold his paws forth to keep from head-butting the window. The car whined backwards just in time as a veritable freight train of blue and orange centipede steamed out the alleyway and charged across the road. It curled away from the opposite side of the street and started stampeding down the road after the Politzi car, its bejewelled blue face illuminated by the headlights, antennae whipping the bonnet.


    “Faster, chief!” Borce yelped. “Faster!”


    Werner shouted back, “I can’t go any faster!”


    “It’s gaining!”


    “Shoot it, lad! Quickly!”


    “W-w-what?”


    “Pop one in its head. Quick, before I run out of road!”


    “A pistol won’t do schmutz!”


    “Just have a crack at it, lad! Go on!”


    Borce fumbled with his pistol, spilling glittery imperium powder all over his lap as he tried to reload it. The whining, squealing car swivelled side to side as Werner battled to keep it from skidding round, not wanting to stop, not wanting to find out what might happen if he did.


    Werner checked the mirror for obstacles, but couldn’t see anything for the fog. “Hurry up, lad!”


    Constable Claybourne opened the passenger window and with a shaking paw fired in the general direction of the centipede.


    A hit!


    The beast reeled away into the rolling fog in an instant, almost the exact instant the car mounted the kerb and hit a lamppost. The engine conked-out and the headlights with it, casting Werner and Borce into the misty, orange gloom emanating from of the bent imperium gas lamppost flickering overhead.


    Once they had stopped rattling around in their seats, the Politzi pair took stock. Wiping condensation from the cracked windscreen, they watched flashes of light explode in the mist ahead like giant fireflies. The faint silhouettes of four Howlers danced all over the road, leaping and rolling and letting off bright sparks of imperious energy against the great, swooping, skeletal shadow of the centipede, trying to find a chink in its armour. It was like a giant shadow-puppet show.


    “Go on, lads, get it!” Werner laughed, punching the air. “Ohohoooo! Look at ‘em go!”


    Borce Claybourne sat in silence, straining his eyes. He had never seen the like before. The true power of the Howlers was a thing rarely glimpsed; pistols, threats, merely the presence of an imposing cloaked wolf usually sufficed to maintain order, but a centipede had no respect for Lupa’s laws, no concept, it understood only nature’s law – kill or be killed.


    Four Howlers was too much even for the centipede. The many legged beast twisted round and started fleeing up the road – in the direction of the Politzi car!


    “Get down, lad!” Werner shouted.


    No sooner had they ducked than the centipede mounted the bonnet, crushing it in. The terrible din of legs clacking and scraping over metal assaulted Borce’s ears and he cupped his head in his paws. The car rocked violently to and fro, as if being shaken about by a riotous mob. The windscreen smashed and the roof caved in, inch by inch, step by step, as the centipede’s many legs thundered heavily overhead.


    Then, as quickly as it came, it was gone.


    The passenger door opened, only to fall off its hinges, and Constable Claybourne felt a set of strong paws pull him tail-first from the wreckage – and it was a wreck. The Politzi car had been reduced to a mangled, steaming heap of twisted metal, the Bloodfang crest barely discernable in the crumpled chaos.


    Young Borce looked around and saw, of all beasts, that Vladimir had pulled him from the car.


    “You hurt, constable?” he asked.


    “N-nnn-no, sir,” he stammered.


    Meanwhile, Linus was having trouble extracting the plump Werner from the wreckage.


    “Breathe out!” Linus instructed, tugging on his breeches.


    “I am, sir!”


    “Suck your gut in!”


    “I have, sir!”


    Finally, Werner’s pink and red bulk popped out the deformed door like a cork and he fell on top of Linus, causing the Howler to ‘breathe out’, as it were.


    “Gaaagh! Gerroff me!”


    “Sorry, sir. Getting off, sir.”


    Werner helped Linus up and adjusted his sodden cloak.


    Howlers Tristan and Rufus were nowhere to be seen, nor was the centipede, it had run over the car and up the side of the building into the pea-souper of a fog, vanishing.


    For a moment Borce assumed that was it, that Linus and Vladimir had lost the scent and were out of the fight.


    “Awooooooo!”


    A bright wolfen howl echoed over the misty rooftops, stirring Borce’s heart – of course, the Howlers could find each other, even in the foggiest Lupan night, or deepest monotonous forest, they simply sang their ancient song.


    “That’s Rufus,” Vladimir said. “This way, Trooper.”


    Linus followed the Grand Howler down the nearest alley, leaving Werner and Borce behind.


    “Awooooooo!”


    Navigating the fog-bound, puddle-strewn alleyways, the Howlers emerged onto an open street whereupon they found Rufus in the midst of a Howl, helmet off, head tipped back.


    “Where is it?” Vladimir panted.


    “Around,” Rufus replied, sniffing the air, “I can smell it.”


    Tristan appeared from the fog. “Smell it?” he puffed.


    Rufus sighed, “Take your helmet off, boy; use your nose.”


    “I’d rather not in Riddle District, thank you.”


    Linus explained, “Centipedes excrete ammonia, Tristan. It burns your nose and throat, but it gives them away.”


    Rufus beamed at Linus, “Looks like Mills knows his stuff… unlike some.”


    Embarrassed, Linus could but clear his throat.


    Tristan grunted a little.


    “All right, let’s split up,” Vladimir declared, removing his helmet and sniffing about. “If you find it, leave it be and howl for backup.”


    *


    Gunnar rubbed his brown paws together and tightened his sandy-yellow cloak about his shoulders. It was a cold, wet night for guard duty, but his wolfen heart was warmed by the sight of his red-cloaked Bloodfang compatriot materialising from the fog and crossing the Bloodfang-Greystone border, passing beneath the dripping arch with two steaming mugs in his paws.


    The hooded Bloodfang cheerily offered a tin mug to the Greystone, “Hot chocolate, mate?”


    “For me? Ta very much.”


    Gunnar pulled back his hood and removed his helmet, slinging it over the imperium rifle at his back. He carefully sipped at the hot chocolate.


    “Good eh?” said the Bloodfang, doing the same.


    “Yeah,” the Greystone agreed. “Mind you, hot water would do in this weather.”


    “Hah! Yeah, yeah, too right.”


    “You here all night?”


    “Aye.”


    “Me too. Gonna be a long night.”


    Fraternising with wolves from other packs was frowned upon, but everyone did it. Gunnar didn’t even know this wolf’s name, but if he was good enough to share his hot chocolate, he was all right, even if he was a scummy Bloodfang.


    “You ain’t like the usual fella,” Gunnar observed.


    “No?”


    “Nah. Weird he is. I tell yer, he’s only said two words to me in as many years.”


    “Two words?”


    “Yeah,” Gunnar said, “‘Thump’ and ‘off’.”


    “Hahaha!”


    “It’s true, I swear. All he does is give me funny looks.”


    “Well,” the Bloodfang sniffed, “he probably doesn’t want to get in trouble. They’re pretty strict regards mingling on our side of the wall.”


    “I bet,” Gunnar whistled.


    “Speaking of which, I’d better get back.”


    “Already?”


    “Yeah, can’t be seen slacking, we’re on high alert. Got to keep me eyes peeled for terrorist scum, ‘en I? THORN’s been at it again, not far from here. Got half the district’s Politzi surrounding some factory or something. Right palaver.”


    “Daft hyenas,” Gunnar said. “All they’re doing is making it worse for themselves.”


    “Yeah, tell me about it.”


    The wolves tutted as one and shook their heads, before sipping their hot chocolate.


    “Funny smell around,” the Bloodfang said, sniffing.


    “Smell?” Gunnar replied, doing the same.


    “Aye. Not so bad here. It was stronger back there.”


    “Well it ain’t me.”


    “Hahaha! I’ll catch you later to collect me mug,” said the Bloodfang.


    “Nah, nah, I’ll drop it off your side,” Gunnar insisted, raising his comforting beverage. “Ta again. Much appreciated.”


    “No problem, mate.”


    Gunnar watched the Bloodfang mosey through the ghostly arch and vaporise into the fog like a spirit.


    What a nice wolf.


    He had almost disappeared from Gunnar’s sight when a long, black, spiny tentacle swooped down from the ceiling and snatched him up.


    “Gaaagh!”


    Spitting a shower of hot chocolate, Gunnar dropped the mug, drew a pistol and sprinted under the arch. The sight that met his eyes stopped him in his tracks. Dangling from the top of the arch was a gigantic blue centipede, orange legs splayed, vicious jaws clasping the Howler around the waist, drawing the squirming wolf up and away.


    “Help meee!” he cried, punching the centipede’s armoured brow to no useful end. “Aaaagh!”


    Gunnar found his wits and took aim, “Hang on, mate!”


    Crack!


    The centipede’s shimmering body twisted in pain, but it kept hold of its prize. Gunnar drew his second pistol and had another go, but the effect was the same.


    With his heart pounding so hard that his ears throbbed to every beat, Gunnar released the buckle that held his Greystone rifle to his back and skilfully swung the weapon under his arm, round to his front – his helmet fell off the butt and rolled away, no time for that. He unravelled the oil-soaked rag from around the breech and trigger, which had kept the powder dry this dreary night, and raised the rifle’s elegant, three-foot-long barrel. Peering down the sight he took aim at the centipede’s head as it chewed on the unfortunate Bloodfang.


    Too close; can’t risk it. Cursing through his teeth, Gunnar aimed a little further along the centipede’s body and pulled the trigger.


    Ka-crack!


    The rifle’s muzzle exploded with a thunderous pall, illuminating the monstrous beast, revealing for an instant its full, twisting, coiling body, just before one of its countless legs was blown clean off and sent spiralling away into the fog.


    That got a reaction. Dropping its prey the centipede withdrew back to the ceiling. It clicked and clacked swiftly overhead, dripping white blood from its wound as it snaked across the glistening brickwork and down to the ground. Round and round it went, over the walls and across the ground, until Gunnar found himself surrounded, trapped in the tunnel by an undulating noose of armour and legs.


    Standing astride his spluttering Bloodfang comrade the Greystone hurriedly reloaded his rifle, tearing the cartridge, pouring the powder, spitting the ball, aiming at the centipede’s head as it coiled round.


    Ka-crack!


    Off came an antenna – Yes!


    Gunnar’s triumph was brief. The furious centipede swooped towards him in an instant, grasping him in its poisonous pincers and piercing his sides.


    “Grrraaaagh!”


    Gunnar’s world collapsed into a jumbled mess as the beast savagely shook him to and fro, before hurling him against the tunnel wall. He bounced off the bricks and fell in a heap.


    It was all over, just like that.


    Through dazed eyes, the aching, throbbing Howler Gunnar watched the stampeding centipede approach, jaws agape, eager to feed on its well-earned dinner. But no, the centipede veered off and snatched the Bloodfang lying in the middle of the tunnel instead, dragging him away to the roof.


    Within a pitiful scream and bloodied gurgle, the Howler was ripped open and finished off, rendering Gunnar’s efforts to save him pointless.


    “Ulf’s fangs,” Gunnar whined.


    Trying to close his ears to the sickening crunches of his fellow wolf being devoured, the wounded Greystone rolled over and crawled away. It felt like every bone in his body was broken, that his sides were on fire. He wondered if he should call out for help, howl, anything, or would that simply attract the centipede’s attention? Maybe it’ll eat its fill and leave me alone. Maybe I can crawl through its legs.


    Trembling and panting, Gunnar dragged himself across the cruel, cold cobbles, aiming to creep under the centipede’s body and out into the open where someone might find him.


    Suddenly, between the centipede’s many legs, Gunnar spied a wolfen shape appear in the misty streets beyond the arch. It ran forward and leapt into the air!


    Thunk!


    With a coronal blast it landed beside Gunnar, a wolf made of iron, his mighty shoulders draped in a jet-black cloak. He looked down at the stricken Gunnar with blank yellow eyes of glass, his face obscured by an all-encompassing helmet. Without pause, he reached down and scooped Gunnar up. The young wolf yelped in fear and pain.


    “HANG ON, MATE,” the iron wolf soothed.


    He bent his legs and leapt, in a single coronal bound, over the centipede and out of the arch, into the open. Sailing through the air, the wind and rain whipping at his face, Gunnar could scarce fathom what was occurring. The next he knew, he was lying on the cold, wet ground and several Howlers were looking down on him, a black-cloaked Bloodfang Captain, two Redcloaks, and an all-black ALPHA Prefect.


    “LOOK AFTER HIM,” said the iron wolf.


    The Prefect, a striking red-furred wolfess, raised a paw and grabbed the iron wolf’s arm, “Rafe!”


    The iron wolf Rafe waited, metal ears swivelling.


    The red wolfess let him go, saying gently, “Be careful. Don’t overdo it. All right?”


    With a nod, Rafe clomped towards the arch, the damp flags marking the passage to Greystone territory hanging limply either side, the centipede coiled within, snug and happy in its new nest, unaware that this wasn’t the wilds, but Lupa, and it could not be allowed to hunt here.


    “Shouldn’t we help?” said the Bloodfang Captain.


    “We’ll just get in his way, Ivan,” the Prefect replied. “Rafe works best alone.”


    This Ivan grunted, “So do I.”


    Several metallic paw steps approached and four more Howlers emerged from the fog, three Bloodfangs and an Eisbrand, all of them panting.


    “Jan!” said one, small and ruddy-furred.


    “Ah, Rufus,” the wolfess replied, affecting a suddenly haughty air. “Where’ve you lot been?”


    “We lost it in the fog,” Rufus excused, looking at the centipede. “We heard shooting.”


    “Yes, same here,” Jan admitted. She looked down on Gunnar and sighed, “I think it got one of ours, and this chap’s in a right old state.”


    Rufus crouched beside Gunnar – the closer he got, the stronger the comforting, crackling, imperious fire Gunnar felt emanating from him. Whoever he was, he was very powerful, this ‘Rufus’. The name rang a bell. He was some Bloodfang big shot, a scientist, a hyena sympathiser. Gunnar wasn’t sure, didn’t care, he was more worried about his chest – it was growing tight, heavy, hard to breathe. What’s going on?


    “I’m dying!” he whined.


    “No no, dear boy,” Rufus soothed, casting his eyes over the wounded wolf. “You’ll be all right. Just keep calm.”


    Seething in pain, Gunnar burst out laughing. Tears streaked from his lemon-yellow eyes. “Hahaaah! I g-g-got it good,” he guffawed, recalling his performance, “I did.... I got it good, sergeant... right good. Pow!”


    The Eisbrand snorted, “Sergeant who? He’s delirious.”


    Rufus huffed at him, “It’s the centipede’s venom, you fool; can’t you see he’s been bitten?”


    Ivan also turned on the Eisbrand, “Tristan, what’re you doing here?”


    “Helping, cousin-”


    “We don’t need your help. Patrol your own land!”


    Janoah claimed haughtily, “Spying as usual, eh Tristan?”


    “I was just passing.”


    “You’re always just passing.”


    Staying out of the squabble, Rufus stood up and addressed a stocky-looking blond Howler. “Linus, find a telephone and call HQ. This chap needs an ambulance fast or he’s not going to make it.”


    “Yes, sir,” Linus acknowledged.


    “Insist they bring a sting and some taubfene. All right? The white-imperium will counteract the poison.”


    “But, he’s a Greystone, sir.”


    “And?”


    “Well, n-nnn-not that I mind, but they’ll never allow us to squander stings on a rival with this shortage-”


    “They’ll never know who it’s for,” Rufus interjected. “Cite my name if you have any trouble; I’m a Grand Howler now and I’m going to use this cloak. There’s a pub down the road, the Silverfish. They’ve a phone.”


    Linus nodded, “Right. Where exactly, sir?”


    Another Grand Howler stepped in, tall and imposing. “I’ll go; I know where it is,” he said. “I’ll take the hit for the stings, Rufus; I’ve more credit with Amael than you.”


    Surprised, Rufus nodded, “Much obliged, Vladimir.”


    Whilst Vladimir went to see about that telephone, the remaining Howlers and Janoah looked on.


    Rafe reached round his back with a metal paw and twisted a red valve on his backpack. Within seconds the thick funnel protruding from his heaped, cloaked back popped open and expelled a jet of ash, then another and another! Like some imperium-fuelled mechanical contrivance, the Eisenwolf clomped steadily forth, chugging wisps of noxious ash in his wake.


    Fearlessly approaching the centipede, he grabbed one of its innumerable orange legs in both mighty paws and simply twisted it off amidst a blast of plasma. The response was immediate, the centipede dropped its prey and whipped down from the arch, its fangs and jaws stained with wolfen blood. The mad invertebrate charged Rafe.


    Tossing its leg aside, the Eisenwolf stood his ground and simply let the centipede take him. Pincers clamping around his waist, it swept him away, slamming him against the tunnel wall, sending dust and mortar tumbling over his cloaked shoulders.


    At once and together, Linus and Tristan drew their wildly different-sized swords.


    “Don’t!” Janoah barked at them, raising a paw.


    Tristan snarled, “It’ll kill him!”


    “Rafe has to do this by himself, he must prove he’s worth the investment or they’ll cut off his imperium rations!” Janoah explained, imploring, “Please… let him be.”


    Reluctantly, the Howlers stayed put. Rufus looked on, arms folded.


    Rafe and the centipede remained locked together, pincers and arms wrestling for control. Try as it might, the centipede was unable slice through Rafe’s armoured waist. Realising it had bitten off more than it could chew, it released him and tried to withdraw, but Rafe clung on like a limpet, his long, powerful arms wrapping tight around its neck. Trapped in an iron head-lock, the panicked bug scrabbled about the cobbles, shaking side to side, coiling and squirming, rolling around the tunnel with Rafe, trying to twist him off, but the wolf’s grip was indomitable, and his armoured bulk immovable. The centipede couldn’t brush him aside as it had so many others. Rafe was a millstone around its neck and the mad beast quickly exhausted itself trying to remove him.


    “SORRY, BIG FELLA.”


    With a sudden, violent jerk and air-wobbling coil of corona, Rafe twisted the centipede’s head segment through ninety degrees. There was an audible, stomach-churning crack, akin to splitting a tree. Then, silence.


    Rafe let the giant bug flop down like a fire hose. Some of the legs twitched a little and white blood spilled rapidly between the cobbles. It was dead.


    “By the Founders of Lupa,” Linus mouthed shakily.


    “Incredible,” Tristan seconded.


    Chest heaving, Rafe stepped back from his brutal deed, as if ashamed. With a quick flick of his metallic ears, as if dismissing a mosquito, he hurriedly reached under his cloak and twisted that red valve again, only the opposite way. The funnel projecting from his back ceased puffing ash.


    Nursing his head, the Eisenwolf attempted to walk back to the others, but teetered sideways – imperceptibly so to all but Janoah.


    “Rafe?” she said, stepping forward. “You all right?”


    “YEAH.”


    The assurance had no sooner left Rafe’s iron muzzle than he tripped and staggered across the cobbles, collapsing and rolling to cacophony of scraping metal and jangling belt buckles.


    “Rafe!” Janoah yelped. She dashed over and strained to roll the hefty Rafe onto his back, whereupon she clasped his armoured head in both paws. “Rafe, what is it? Speak to me! Come on, don’t do this to me, Stenton, not now, not when you’ve done so well!”


    The others gathered round.


    Linus asked, “Is he wounded?”


    “It’s the eisenpelz,” Rufus said impassively. “It’s too much even for him, isn’t it Janoah?”


    Janoah ignored her husband. “Find Josef Grau, tell him to bring venom,” she said. Hearing no immediate response from the Howlers, she turned and shrieked at them all, “Quickly! He’ll die!”


    Whilst Linus ran off to do Janoah’s bidding, Rufus and Tristan remained, watching Janoah nuzzle into Rafe’s mighty body and stroke his metallic brow.


    “JAN… JAN… I CAN’T SEE.”


    “Hold on, Rafe,” she soothed. “It’ll be all right. I’m here. I’m here.”

  


  
    
  

    ~Blick~


    “Gaaaaagh-aaagh!”


    “I’m here, Rafe! Rafe, look at me; look at me and hold my paw!”


    Rafe’s bleary eyes focused on the grey-furred wolfess looming over him. She took his paw in hers and he squeezed. He tried not to squeeze too hard for fear of hurting her.


    “That’s it,” she woofed. “I’m right here. Squeeze as hard as you like, I won’t mind a bit.”


    “It… hurts!” Rafe panted at her. “Am I… am I dying?”


    “No. I know it’s terrible, I know, but it’s normal for a Howler. They all go through this. Your body is adjusting to the imperium. You won’t die, I promise.”


    “Unnnggfffgh!”


    As the sweating, heaving Rafe writhed on the bed, his wolfen nurse looked across to the cat in the coat. “Can’t I give him more taubfene, Doctor Josef?” she implored.


    “No,” he said, wrestling with a long paper readout, one of many trailing from the machines roundabout. The spikes and troughs traced a wild zigzag, which might alarm an untrained eye, but not Josef’s. “Magnificent,” he marvelled, deciphering the code.


    His assistant seemingly cared nothing for the readouts. “But I can’t stand to see him like this.”


    “We’ve numbed the pain as long as possible,” Josef hissed impatiently. “He can’t have any more. I’ll not make him a taubfene addict on top of an imperium addict. He’s going to have enough difficulties adjusting as it is.” The cat looked to Rafe’s beseeching nurse and cocked his head, “For pity’s sake, girl, just hold his paw and mop his brow.”


    The nurse did just that. Wetting a cloth she dampened Rafe’s forehead and spoke soothingly. “It’ll pass soon, I promise. You’ll fall asleep and you won’t remember any of this.”


    “R-rrr-remember?” Rafe gasped at her.


    She nodded. “Howlers forget their induction all the time,” she explained, trying to keep Rafe talking, to concentrate his feverish mind on anything but the pain. “You won’t even remember me. It’s for the best, I think.”


    The panting Rafe flashed a quick smile, “Meryl Stroud, yeah?”


    “Yes,” she said, a little surprised.


    “I’ll remember you… I will.”


    “Don’t worry on my account,” she replied softly.


    “Bet you a penny I do!” Rafe laughed, before tipping his head back and enduring another tsunami of bone-melting torture. “Grrrrrffffaaaagh!”


    *


    “Hold out your paw and concentrate. Tense the muscles in your arm, squeeze out the power within them.”


    Sitting up in bed with a tube up his nose and a drip in the wrist, Rafe watched Janoah’s fingers gnarl, observing the plasma snap and pop between them.


    “See? Now try again,” she instructed, shaking her paw. “You can do it. You have the power.”


    For the umpteenth time, Rafe opened a big paw on his lap. He stared at it in silence, muscled arm tensing, tendons and veins popping.


    “It’s… it’s not working-”


    “It’ll come, boy. That and so much more. Give it time-”


    Pfffzack!


    With a flash of light the bed sheets around Rafe’s paw went up in smoke!


    “Oh schmutz!” he yelped patting his burning lap.


    Thinking fast, Janoah grabbed a glass of water and doused the smouldering sheets with a hiss, then opened a window to let the smoke out. Satisfied, she returned and checked Rafe’s shaking paw, turning it over for damage.


    Rafe seethed a little, and Janoah squinted knowingly.


    “You’ll find it numb at first, then it tingles and finally you feel the burn,” she explained, letting Rafe go, lest he accidentally set her aflame next. “That’s part of the deal, I’m afraid. With great power comes great pain… in all walks of life.”


    Rafe held his wrist and opened and closed his paw. “I did it.”


    “Yes, but don’t do any more,” Janoah said. “Not until you’re up and about or Josef’s little nurse will have a fit.”


    “Who?”


    “Nobody. I’ll get a change of sheets.”


    “Janoah,” Rafe called, staying her at the door.


    “What?”


    After the longest period of brow-twisting and word-searching, the Eisenwolf said, “Can you tell me who I am? I mean… I’m Rafe Stenton, but… where was I born? Who’re my parents.”


    Janoah sighed, “I don’t know, Stenton.”


    “But-”


    “You were orphaned in the war and raised by a rabbit. That’s all anyone knows.” She smiled briefly, “It’s not who you were but who you are that counts. Remember that above all.”


    Janoah stepped out, leaving Rafe to spread his fingers and make plasma play gently between them.


    *


    “Welcome to ALPHA, I’m Grand Prefect Silvermane,” said the young grey wolf in black, his voice as smooth and golden as silk in sunshine. He extended a paw across the desk, “I’m the wolf in charge of this project. If there’s anything you need, come to me-”


    “Pleasure, mate,” replied the giant brown wolf opposite, vigorously shaking paws, his own voice light, but booming, as if coming from the back of the throat. “I’m Rafe… Rafe, uh… Stenton. Aye, that’s it.”


    Silvermane’s steely brow rose.


    Janoah stepped in and physically pushed Rafe’s mighty arm down. “Please excuse him, Grand Prefect,” she said, with a disarming chuckle. “Rafe’s still confused from his induction.”


    Silvermane opened and closed his paw, as if a lingering tingle of plasmatic energy were dancing between his fingers. “Of course, but wasn’t that weeks ago?”


    Before Janoah could excuse Rafe further, Josef purred from the back of the office, “Rafe’s induction wasn’t like that of any normal Howler, Grand Prefect. It took half a dozen stings to get him up to speed, a number that would’ve killed you or anyone else. Rafe will never be as… settled as a ‘healthy’ Howler, not with his elevated imperium levels.”


    Rafe glanced back at Josef; Janoah elbowed him, making him face Silvermane again.


    “There are no ‘Howlers’ here, Doctor Josef,” the Grand Prefect reminded everyone, taking his seat again and tugging on his black mantle. “Whatever institutions you were a part of, you are now loyal only to ALPHA and must put aside all previous connections and sympathies. Prefects, Agents… even Eisenwolves,” he said, looking at Janoah, Josef and Rafe respectively, “we exist solely to protect Lupa from those who would abuse her. Whilst the Howlers remain an essential arm of the law, corrupt individuals and their greed for personal gain fermented the conditions that led to the last war, we must see to it this never happens again.”


    “My greatest fear, Grand Prefect,” Janoah said, “having lived through the last war when so many friends didn’t.”


    “Indeed,” Silvermane seconded.


    A brief, solemn silence took hold amongst the wolves; Josef checked his watch, eager to be off.


    “My parents were killed in the war,” Rafe blurted, grasping his head and frowning, “I… I think.”


    Janoah pulled his paw down. “Yes,” she said, gently, “and then you were adopted by a rabbit.”


    “R-rrr-right. He… he….”


    “He was a criminal who fed you imperium. Remember?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Until you went mad and attacked a Politzi. You should be in trouble for that, but you’ve been given a second chance by the good wolves of ALPHA. We’ve been through all this.”


    Rafe dipped his chin. Janoah released his paw and urged him to face Silvermane.


    Silvermane had watched and listened interest, but tactfully did not press his curiosity. “You will find your quarters stark and our HQ’s amenities basic, Rafe,” he continued afresh, spreading his paws at his simple office, devoid of beautification, save for a wall of literature and a potted orchid. “But we have all you need; a canteen, a gym, a library, you are free to use them as you wish. Your wage will be meagre, our organisation is stretched thin, but be assured we are all paid the same here. Even the Alpha himself takes no more from our coffers than the lowliest recruit.”


    Rafe slowly raised a huge brown paw, just a little, as if unsure he’d be scolded.


    Silvermane nodded, “Yes, Stenton?”


    “Who’s ‘the Alpha’, sir?” Rafe asked, his hefty brows twisting like a cub’s.


    “Rafe!” Janoah hissed.


    Grand Prefect Silvermane was not offended, “A very great wolf, Rafe, the greatest I have ever met.”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 20


     


    Janoah sat in the waiting room nursing an ember and staring at the single basic imperium lamp flickering overhead, her posterior mortified by the uncomfortably thin seat cushion.


    ALPHA wasn’t one for creature comforts. Unlike the packs of Lupa, the newfangled ALPHA did not squander their budget on chandeliers and plush sofas, paintings and banners. Simple, modern furniture made of ‘new materials’ sufficed. Beds, chairs and desks were constructed of cheap steel and the latest injection-moulded imperium compounds, not expensive wood, marble or chitin. To spend even a penny on beautifying ALPHA HQ beyond basic functionality would leave the fledgling organisation open to condemnation. Set up after the war to guard against the very extravagance and corruption that had sparked the conflagration in the first place, they could not be seen to be hypocrites.


    Still, Janoah thought, would it kill them to hire a tea-boy?


    The intercom buzzed, “Send her in.”


    “Yes, my Alpha,” the wolfess receptionist acknowledged, pressing the intercom. She was just a Freiwolf, not eligible to wear the mantle of a Howler, or in ALPHA’s case Prefect. She was instead dressed in a jet-black ALPHA uniform, like that of the Politzi, only smarter, the blazer’s many pockets fastened with bright silver buttons. “They’ll see you now, Prefect,” she let it be known, with a slightly haughty air.


    Janoah snuffed out her ember. Blowing flavoursome vapours at the nobody wolfess in passing, she moseyed through the plain double-doors into the hall beyond.


    There was no Den Guard ahead, no paintings or parquet floor, just a plain white hallway with basic windows leading to another set of simple double doors – a layout lifted, consciously or not, from the awe-inducing, glittering majesty of the traditional Elder Chamber and its adjoining hall. Yet if anything this lime washed ghost of Lupan splendour was scarier. The stark unsentimental plainness conveyed no warmth, no sense of history or permanence, as if the glorious past was shameful, an embarrassment to be expunged. Indeed, Alpha Prefects were required to forget their adoptive pack and its ways, to sever all ties and remain neutral – easier said than done.


    Janoah rapped on the doors. She was beckoned with a sharp but not angry, “Enter!”


    Into an Elder Chamber – of a sort. The magnificent, carved wooden table of yore was reduced to some plain new materials composite, grey in colour, whilst the humming chandelier was cast of basic steel, no gold or crystal in sight, and gone were the plush, ancient thrones of a real Elder Chamber, banished by the same uncomfortable, ill-moulded affairs Janoah’s behind had been subjected to for an hour already in the preceding waiting room. There were no decanters of finest Rostsonne wine to be had either, just a jug of water and simple tumblers – the Alpha didn’t drink. None of the four wolves seated at the table were even smouldering – the Alpha didn’t like it.


    Janoah stood upon the only nod to decadence, the black and white ALPHA emblem inlaid into the floor. She saluted her superiors by simply raising a paw to chest-height, as if waving hello. None of that outmoded ‘fist to chest and out’ business was tolerated here. Indeed, Janoah’s comrades saluted her back, equally, all four of them, however lacklustre.


    Janoah’s green eyes flitted to the furthest right of the wolves, Grand Prefect Silvermane. The grey wolf looked fidgety, but not unduly worried. He could and would throw Janoah under the bus to save his own career, of that she was sure.


    “Please take a seat, Valerio,” he said.


    “I’ll stand, if it’s all the same to you, sir,” she replied. “I’ve been sitting an hour already and my tail is numb.”


    Silvermane looked to the brown and white wolf seated in the middle of the five places and waited for him respond to Janoah’s cheeky remark.


    The Alpha set the tone.


    “Our apologies, Prefect,” he said amiably, flicking through what Janoah recognised as her report. He smiled up at her with his noble-white face and lighting-blue eyes, “We’ve had a busy day. Please be seated, we’ll not detain you long.”


    “Yes, my Alpha,” Janoah said, pulling up one of those awful chairs.


    ‘The Alpha’, as the head of ALPHA had come to be known, was a small, albeit very well-built wolf, his thick neck and muscled arms betraying the innate strength common to Howlers in their prime. His fur coat resembled Uther’s, another of those pale-faced fellows who looked like they were wearing a white mask over their otherwise coloured fur. Only instead of white on grey, the Alpha was white on brown. His smart black mantle was pinned with a white-imperium brooch bearing the stylised ALPHA ‘A’. The black helmet resting on the desk beside Janoah’s open report was marked up in the same manner. White-imperium décor was a little extravagant, but symbolised the pure intentions of ALPHA.


    A single medal graced the Alpha’s impressive chest. It was a smooth, heart-shaped, red-imperium crystal, quite dull, but with facets glinting deep within. A bead of red-imperium hung freely beneath the heart, like a drop of blood. The heart and droplet were both suspended beneath the word ‘EXALT’, which was embossed into a banner held aloft by twirling, ornate plant stems, all cast in bronze. A tiny, white-imperium pearl was nestled amidst the vines above the heart – easily the most intrinsically valuable detail. The whole ensemble, heart, drop, pearl and suspension, hung on a handsome red and white imperium-weave ribbon.


    This rarest accolade was known as the Imperium Heart. Properly speaking it was not a medal, but a decoration; a thing earned for an act of distinguished bravery rather than taking part in a specific campaign. Only the Den Fathers could bestow a Howler with this particular honour and even then only when they all met at the annual Pack Summit and unanimously voted to do so – a thing almost unknown.


    Some Howlers drooled at the mere thought of holding an Imperium Heart, let alone winning one. Janoah had inspected one up-close many times; it held no mystery for her. Except that, every time she sat down in front of the Alpha she would wonder how he had earned it, then forget to ask Silvermane or anyone else later, and asking the Alpha outright just felt tacky somehow.


    Janoah had another question in mind. “Where’s Grand Prefect Nikita, if I may?” she asked, looking at the empty seat to the Alpha’s right, the one usually occupied by Alpha’s unofficial second.


    “Checking on your Eisenwolf, I believe,” the Alpha replied airily. “He read your report with much interest, Prefect, as did we all. You say the Bloodfangs have a hyena in custody. Is that still the case?”


    Janoah nodded, “Yes, my Alpha. He’s called Madou of the Jua-mata. Last I heard he’s recovered enough from his wounds to be plied over at Riddle Den. I’ve no doubt my old partner Vladimir Oromov will extract answers.”


    “It’s fortunate for us that he didn’t have the gall to swig black-imperium like the rest,” the Alpha observed.


    “It appears, my Alpha, that this Madou passed out from the centipede’s venom before he could kill himself. To even survive a bite he must be a Chakaa and therefore of some importance to THORN, perhaps one of their leaders.”


    “Chakaa?” scoffed the Prefect to the Alpha’s left, a rotund white-furred fellow weighed down not only by his girth, but by dozens of medals jostling for space on his cloak. “Chakaa, Prefect?”


    Janoah explained gently, “That’s what hyenas call their Howlers, Grand Prefect Horst.”


    “Yes! They do, we don’t.” Grand Prefect Horst chided. “We mustn’t add credence to rival hyena institutions.”


    Janoah skilfully batted Horst’s criticism away, “Actually, Chakaa is rather a disparaging term in hyena dialect, sir; it means they’re rotten.”


    “Rotten?”


    “Yes, sir. To call them anything else would be complimentary.”


    “Well… in any case,” Horst bristled, trying to regain control, “it should’ve been ALPHA who came away with such a key suspect not our valued Bloodfang friends,”.


    Janoah mounted a further rebuff, “Chakaa Madou only fell into Bloodfang paws because he appeared to be dead; Rafe and I were after a live suspect.”


    The Alpha checked Janoah’s report. “Nurka?”


    “Yes, my Alpha-”


    “These hyena names; they’re so… primitive!” Horst chortled like a hog, medals tinkling as he looked left and right at the Alpha and the two other present Grand Prefects. “Nur-ka, Mad-oo and… Tem-ba is it? Ridiculous!”


    Nobody else so much as cracked a smile, least of all the Alpha.


    ALPHA’s leader moved swiftly on, “Are they using their real names, or are they aliases?”


    “Who can say?” Janoah replied. “But as Chakaa any family will have disowned them. They’ll be pariahs.”


    “Pariahs?” Horst queried, flabby chin raised. “Why’s that?”


    Janoah made to speak, but the Alpha took over, “Because hyenas do not believe in using imperium, Horst, especially not white, which they consider to be the tears of the sacred Sky.” He continued, perchance showing off in front of the knowledgeable Janoah, “If a Chakaa happens across imperium above ground then it is accepted as a gift from Mother Erde and can be used as they see fit, fashioned into armour or used to sate the rot, but digging it up is always theft and white-imperium always forbidden.”


    Grand Prefect Horst thought for a moment. “Then what if these three so-called Chakaa have only using imperium deemed acceptable? Would they still be outcast?”


    “Always the awkward question, Horst.”


    “I like to keep you on your toes, my Alpha.”


    “So that’s why I keep you around,” the Alpha joked. Patiently he explained that, “Even if Chakaa follow the rules and only use surface deposits of imperium, they must still consume purple-imperium in lieu of sacred white. They do not inject it via stings as we do, they brew it up into a drink called ‘chunta’, rather like our own ancestors used to do before we found purer means. Naturally the purple-imperium in chunta settles on the brain and makes Chakaa insane, albeit much slower than it would a Howler. Even so, in the strict and nuanced world of hyena nobility, a Chakaa’s crude behaviour is unacceptable. Only the late Prince Noss was exempt; being a sacred Prince he could do no wrong.”


    ALPHA’s premier finished by looking to Janoah, “At least as far as I understand matters.”


    She nodded a little, like a prim schoolteacher to a star pupil.


    “Then they really are primitive,” was Horst’s assessment. “No imperium mining and a mad monarchy running the show. No wonder they lost.”


    Grunting, the Alpha flicked through Janoah’s report. “I see a lot of this consists of Uther Bloodfang’s testimony. He’s a reliable fellow, this ‘Wild-heart’?”


    Janoah nodded, “An exceptional Howler, my Alpha. He infiltrated the refinery and courageously allowed himself to be captured by THORN to gain information that has so far eluded even us.”


    “Allowed himself to be captured!” Horst heckled, his jowls wobbling in time to the ridiculous array of medals dancing beneath. “You expect us to believe such rubbish?”


    “I didn’t myself, at first, but his testimony matches with that of Ivan Donskoy, who, as I’m sure you’re aware, is a wolf of unquestioned courage and impeccable credentials,” Janoah said airily.


    Silence, for a moment at least.


    “Not quite impeccable,” Horst said, knitting his fingers together on the table and leaning forward. “I feel for you, Prefect.”


    “Sir?” Janoah replied.


    Horst delighted in letting it be known that, “It must be very upsetting to know that pretty Eisbrand pair, Ivan and Tristan, turn your husband’s eye more readily than you do.”


    Janoah smiled disarmingly, “Forgive me, but I fear your gossip is a little outdated, Grand Prefect. My husband moved on from those two years ago.”


    “Did he indeed?” Horst woofed, looking down the table at the Alpha and the others. “Are we to believe now that Howler Rufus has reformed his ways?”


    Janoah patronised Horst with aplomb, “You misunderstand me, Grand Prefect. Not reformed, just… found someone else to occupy his feverish mind. Outside of his work, Rufus has the attention span of a cub. Betas come and go, conquered one after the other. Though he seems quite taken with his latest follower-”


    “And you remain wedded to this degenerate?” Horst snarled, thumping the tabletop once. “Have you no shame? You two should’ve divorced a decade ago, as the amended Lupan Laws decreed, instead of carrying on with-”


    “Horst!” the Alpha snapped, blinking rapidly and raising a paw. “I do not want a headache at this hour.”


    Horst was silenced.


    The Alpha continued calmly, “Prefect Janoah has nothing to be ashamed of; she and Rufus were wed before the nuptial amendment like many Howlers and that’s that. We are not about to retroactively apply law, that way madness lies. Besides, we are not concerned by who’s combing Rufus’s back from month to month, our only concern is that he receives no more imperium or pay than he is allocated, as with any other wolf. That is ALPHA’s remit.”


    “But his speeches are clearly inflammatory,” Horst claimed. “Do you realise he thinks hyenas are our equals?”


    “Yes… and he’s right.”


    “My Alpha!”


    Glaring meaningfully at Horst, the Alpha pulled a photo of the now identified hyenas from Janoah’s file. “Hyenas are not, as is generally put about, stupid, uncultured buffoons. They are clever, resourceful and in THORN’s case deceitful. Those terrorists must have enough black-imperium put away by now to murder half of Lupa, and I dare say they’ve had inside help.”


    “Inside help?”


    “Yes! To have avoided capture, and to have such kristahl arms and eisenglanz armour as they do, there must be a vast network of filth running beneath Lupan society… and I do not mean the sewers. Howlers, Elders, even a Den Father could be involved.”


    In the ensuing silence, one of the other wolves felt able to speak, a handsome, athletic fellow whose jet-black fur melded almost seamlessly with his mantle. “This Prince Noss the Alpha mentioned,” he began, in a faded Hummel accent, “did you nae work with him when you were a Bloodfang, Janoah?”


    “Yes, Grand Prefect Duncan,” she confirmed.


    “He was a Howler, am Ah right?”


    “A Watcher, sir.”


    “Oh aye?” Duncan woofed.


    “He had some knowledge of the wilds, so we made him a Watcher. He was part of the Bloodfang’s drive to civilise the hyenas by gainfully employing them.”


    “And what a success that was!” Horst mocked loudly. “He turned round and blew Rufus up! Another of Rufus’s ludicrous ideas ends in utter disaster.”


    “An idea sanctioned by the Den Fathers,” Janoah pointed out, “And, I believe, the Alpha too.”


    The Alpha smiled; Horst tugged his suddenly stifling mantle.


    “Well, perhaps it was a mistake,” the Alpha conceded.


    Silvermane quietly marvelled at the goings-on; Janoah was as hard to pin down as a greased worm.


    “He’s dead, this Noss?” the black-furred Duncan asked, his golden eyes narrowing.


    Janoah nodded confidently, “Yes, sir.”


    Horst leant over and cackled, “Josef Grau cooked him to death on the rack, I heard.”


    “Mistakenly,” Janoah said, “though he would have been executed regardless for his crime.”


    Duncan sighed, “Pity. Mayhaps he’d have made for useful leverage, or at least a negotiator. Terrorist or no, a hyena prince must have some clout if he’s ‘above fault’.”


    The Alpha impatiently dismissed him, “Since Noss is dead this is an academic debate, Duncan.”


    Janoah looked down a little.


    Duncan went on, “Och, but there must be other hyena princes, my Alpha.”


    “Not of unquestionable bloodline; Noss was the last with a decent claim. Besides, you overstate a prince’s clout. There are no kings amongst hyenas, only queens. If we were hyenas, even princes, we males would have to bow to lady Janoah’s every whim on pain of death. Isn’t that right, Valerio?”


    “I believe so, my Alpha.”


    “Happily we wolves are a race of equal opportunities.”


    Janoah smiled, “Yes, although there are times when the hyena way of doing things is tempting.”


    Baffled silence.


    Unfazed, Janoah continued, “What I wouldn’t give to have my wayward husband at my beck and call on pain of death, just for once.”


    The Alpha laughed, “Indeed!”


    Everyone else joined in, save Horst.


    The Alpha moved on, “Now, Prefect Janoah, we must discuss graver matters, I fear,” he said. “About your young ‘Eisenwolf’, we are concerned at his lack of progress and the mounting costs.”


    “Rafe’s made great strides of late, my Alpha.”


    Horst made his thoughts known again, “Great strides? We’ve sunk thousands of lupas into Josef’s monstrosity and what’ve we to show for it? Not a single canister of black-imperium recovered, not a hyena taken into custody, at least not by us, though the Bloodfangs managed perfectly well without an illegal Eisenwolf. All your abomination managed last week was a little pest control. How do you account for his failure, Prefect? Explain yourself!”


    Before Janoah could mount her defence, Silvermane interjected.


    “There have been teething troubles, we’ll not deny,” he said, looking past Horst to the Alpha. “But Rafe will come good, my Alpha. His raw power is… phenomenal. The wolf broke an imperial centipede in half with his bare paws.”


    Silvermane’s claim was hyperbolic, but his voice remained so measured and convincing that wolves were inclined to believe him.


    “I’ve seen the specimen he killed,” he went on, “it’s a monster. Had Rafe not intervened there’s no telling how many good Howlers would have lost their lives trying to stop it. That aside, he also killed dozens of THORN fanatics; a success by any measure.”


    “And yet I heard your mighty Eisenwolf fainted on the job, Silvermane,” Horst mocked, leaning back in his creaking new-materials chair. “Laid up yet again.”


    “Too much ash in the blood,” Silvermane clarified, with a disarming chuckle. “Who amongst us hasn’t overdone it from time to time? The cocktail of poisons in Rafe’s body would kill any of us stone dead… even you my Alpha.”


    The Alpha remained inscrutable.


    “Rafe is a remarkable fellow,” Silvermane went on, “and genial company, once you get to know him. He is no monster, just a young wolf weighed with a great burden.”


    Silence prevailed.


    The Alpha rubbed his handsome white muzzle with a brown paw, “I’m sure, Silvermane, but our pockets are not inexhaustible. When I go before the Den Fathers and they review our budget I must justify the cash and white-imperium I have diverted. If I have nothing to show for it when good Howlers are dying for want of venom, they will demand an explanation and I will have to come clean about your project. The Pack Summit is not far off. If Rafe cannot prove his worth come springtime, the Den Fathers will close the loophole in the Lupan Laws that has allowed your Eisenwolf to be brought to fruition under ALPHA and then there will be nothing anyone can do for him, not even me.”


    “You’ll have results, my Alpha, and soon,” Silvermane insisted. “If not,” he said, looking to Janoah, “I’ll terminate the Eisenwolf project myself.”


    *


    “Terminate the project yourself will you?”


    “I didn’t mean it-”


    “Throwing me under the bus are you?”


    “Janoah, I am a Grand Prefect; you will speak to me appropriately, or I’ll divest myself of you sincerely.”


    The ALPHA Chamber fell silent. Horst and Duncan and the Alpha had long gone, leaving Janoah to have it out with her patron, Silvermane.


    “If you get rid of me, you lose Rafe,” she claimed. “He only trusts me.”


    Silvermane countered silkily, “Not only you.”


    After a moment’s thought, Janoah huffed, “If you think that prim little nurse he fancies will help you control him you’re mistaken. All Meryl can manage is a hot chocolate and a bedtime story, that’s as far as she goes. She won’t make Rafe fight for ALPHA.”


    Silvermane turned his glass of water in his paw, watching the shafts of refracted light sweep across the tabletop. He poured another and passed it to Janoah, like a pathetic peace offering.


    “This petty arguing is not helping either of us,” he said. “We need to think of something.”


    Janoah took the water and dipped her chin, looking at her wobbling reflection. “I already have.”


    “What?”


    “I’ve been thinking about Uther’s antics all week.”


    “You mean his getting captured?”


    A nod, an explanation, “He infiltrated THORN back at the refinery. He did so clumsily, but briefly there we had a window. We must manufacture one again, only properly.”


    “Inserting an agent?” Silvermane scoffed, sipping his water. “It’s been tried, even with bought hyenas. They’ve all learnt nothing or disappeared and time is running out, Janoah.”


    “I know. But I’ve a beast the hyenas will want to trust. Provided we make his fall believable.”


    “Fall?”


    “From grace,” Janoah clarified. “It’ll be rough and he’s not getting any younger. We’ll need to make him an offer even he can’t refuse; an offer only the Alpha can make.”


    Curious, Silvermane knitted his fingers, “Who exactly do you have in mind?”


    Janoah raised her glass, “My dear husband.”


    *


    Linus lay back on the bench and grasped the barbell with both chalked paws. After a few shuffles, adjustments and preparatory breaths, he eased the weight from its cradle and lowered it slowly until the bar nearly touched his chest, then up again, and down again, counting each press on the up-stroke.


    “One… two… three… four… five….”


    The sounds of other Howlers huffing and puffing, and the clink of changing weights, was momentarily drowned out by sheer concentration.


    “Seven… eight… nine….”


    Linus stared at the imperium lamp burning overhead, at the cracked ceiling beyond it, to nowhere. His whole focus momentarily collapsed down to the simple yet all-consuming task of lifting an axle-shaped hunk of metal – silly yet necessary.


    “Linuuuus!” someone roared.


    Linus lost all concentration and down came the barbell, pinning him to the bench.


    “Gagh!”


    “Oi, oi, careful!” a wolf tutted, silhouetted against the lamp above. Reaching down and grabbing the bar, the stranger helped Linus heft the weights back onto the brackets.


    Freed, Linus sat up with one paw clasped to his bruised chest and looked behind.


    “Uther!” he piped in surprise.


    “Thump me, you trying to kill yourself?” Uther chided, leaning on the cradled barbell. “You’re supposed to have someone standing here in case you get stuck. Good job I turned up when I did or you’d be flatter than a flatworm. Puh!”


    Linus dusted his chalky paws off on his sensible white training breeches. He decided not to point out it was Uther who had made him jump, he was just glad to see his partner on his feet again.


    “How are you?” he asked, looking Uther over; Wild-heart seemed fine, cloaked, armoured and ready for duty, as if nothing had occurred last week. “Have you been discharged?”


    “I discharged myself!” Uther claimed in an indignantly high-pitched tone. He slapped his cloaked chest, then winced and rubbed his ribs, “But… don’t expect me to lift another barbell off your neck for a few weeks, Woodlouse, I don’t wanna bust my stitches.”


    Linus laughed, “I’ll be careful.”


    “Wanna go down The Beehive later for a belated birthday bash? You can tell Lorna and Rosa how you nearly got eaten by a centipede. It’ll be a howl.”


    “You heard about that?” a humbled Linus said.


    “Puh! Mate, everyone knows. What went down last week is the talk of the district, if not Lupa.”


    “Goodness.”


    Uther glanced around the Den’s gymnasium. Other Riddle District Howlers were about their business, lifting weights or wrestling on mats, keeping in obligatory shape.


    Rufus was fencing across the way, dancing to and fro in friendly combat with a brave opponent. Uther didn’t know who Rufus was up against since both their faces were masked by generic grey fencing helmets; similar to the real thing, but lighter. Rufus’s red and grey fur and countless small scars gave him away even from afar, that and his skill.


    In a few flicks and thrusts Red-mist landed a hit. A weak imperious bolt snapped down his blunt and poorly conductive training rapier, shocking his opponent in the ribs and causing the wolf a moment’s discomfort – enough to make him jump and twist away in defeat.


    Rufus slipped his helmet off and shook paws with the vanquished Howler, before immediately replacing said helm to face the next foolish youngster.


    “Puh!” Uther scoffed. “Rufe’s having fun, I see.”


    Linus marvelled. “He’s been on the floor since I got here. I don’t think anyone’s touched him.”


    “Yeah? Well, I’d go over there and sort him out if I weren’t laid up.”


    “You any good with a rapier?”


    “Who said anything about rapiers? I’d get him on the wrestling mat.”


    Linus laughed.


    Once all mirth had faded, and Rufus had dispatched yet another foe, Linus dipped his chin. “Uther,” he said, in the tone of an inquisitive cub to his parent, “that ALPHA wolf last week, was he really an Eisenwolf?”


    “You mean you dunno?” Uther snorted. “Woodlouse, I thought you knew everything!”


    “I’ve been asking around Den all week, but nobody wants to talk about it, not even Werner. Vladimir told me to forget it and even Rufus fobbed me off. He just said that Rafe’s an unfortunate mad wolf and told me ALPHA won’t get away with it.”


    “I see.”


    “I know you won’t lie to me. You’re my best friend.”


    Uther shrugged, “Well, Rufus ain’t lying. Eisenwolves are mad. Imperium poisoning ‘en it. Goes to their head.” He tapped the side of his skull, “Ivan spoke to him. Fruitcake, apparently.”


    “But… his eisenpelz, and… and the ash it kept venting. It was like a living machine!”


    “Kinda is, mate. ‘Course, how it’s done is a mystery, even to the know-it-all Greystones. Comes from one of the Dead Cities, dun it, before Lupa was founded. We can’t make armour like that no more. Not even close.”


    “Of course, but I-I-I thought the packs agreed never to field eisenpelz again because they’re so dangerous. That’s why the Lupan Laws were changed, why Howlers can’t marry, to stop wolves capable of using them from even being born.”


    “Yeah, but ALPHA ain’t no pack, are they? They get away with all sorts of schmutz because of it. Must’ve found some cub with Howler parents and conned him. Puh! All well-dodgy of course, but ALPHA is well-dodgy, in case you hadn’t noticed.” Uther leant close, “Oi, you know what they did whilst I was laid up?”


    “No. What?”


    “They ‘questioned’ me.”


    Baffled, Linus waited for Uther to elaborate – and Uther being Uther, he did.


    “A couple of Prefects snuck into the ward and locked the door,” he said. “Wedged a chair to it, they did, which is always a bad sign. They pulled me out of bed and whilst one pinned me arms behind me the other thumped me in the gut. I must’ve told ‘em the same story fifty times before a nurse fetched Elder Amael. He sent ‘em packing sharpish. They did the same thing to Ivan too, caught him in the washroom. He sent ‘em packing himself, needless to say.”


    Linus blustered, “B-b-but that’s outrageous!”


    “Aye.”


    “This is Bloodfang territory! This is our Den!”


    “Aye, so?”


    “So they can’t do that!” Linus squawked, before adding with meek uncertainty, “Can they?”


    Uther pinched his partner’s cheek, “Woodlouse, ALPHA can do what they please when they please to plebs like us. You gotta be a Grand Howler at least before they have second thoughts about bothering yer.”


    Linus sat in brooding silence, arms folded.


    “Come on,” Uther said, “let’s go out and have some fun.”


    “I’m in the middle of gym.”


    Uther looked the barrel-chested Linus over, “Mate, take it from someone who lives in here himself, you can stand to skip a session. What you need is a little rest and recuperation, a nice bath, an hour in the sauna, maybe a massage. Wind down and forget your worries. It’s good fer the rot.”


    Sighing, Linus unfolded his arms, “Sounds great, but I’m going to the Arkady Symposium at eight.”


    “Yer what?”


    “Symposium.”


    Uther’s vacant expression was priceless.


    It was Linus’s turn to elaborate, “It’s like a… well a… a meeting of minds, I suppose. It’s a party – for bookish types.”


    “Oh that! I know the thing.”


    “Rufus invited me.”


    “Ohoo!” Uther woofed further. “I see.”


    “Sorry. It was arranged weeks ago. I should go.”


    “No no, it’s fine, mate. You uh, you do what you gotta do with ol’ Red-mist himself.”


    Linus had a notion, “Why don’t you come? I’m sure he won’t mind. All his friends will be there.”


    “Puh! They’ll bore my ears off. Bunch of know it alls they are. I mean, what do I care about ancient elk pottery or otter driftwood carvings? We have museums for that guff anyway.”


    “Sounds like you’ve met Rufus’s crowd before.”


    “Yeah. I pity you, mate. I really do.”


    Linus could but shrug and smile.


    “Oh thump me,” Uther groaned, subtly turning away. “Look out, here he comes now.”


    Rufus the conquering hero crossed the gym in his white training breeches, mopping himself with a towel all the way.


    “What’re you doing out of bed Uther?” he gruffed on arrival.


    Uther stood to attention with Linus. “Discharged, sir, and ready for duty,” the former explained.


    “Discharged my left foot,” Rufus snorted, throwing his towel about his shoulders. “You breathed in more imperium than a den of gazers down a mine and took a pellet to the ribs; you need a couple of weeks off.”


    “I’m fine, sir-”


    “Grand Howler’s orders, I’m afraid. You’ll be on half pay for the duration of your sick-leave whether you clock in or not, so you may as well not. Is that abundantly clear?”


    At length Uther capitulated, “Yes, sir.”


    “There’s a good chap,” Rufus beamed, looking between his rigid subordinates. “At ease, at ease; this isn’t the Parade Grounds.”


    Released, Linus nodded across to the fencing court where fellow Howlers continued to fight. “You must’ve beaten half the district, sir. I-I-I lost count.”


    “Oh, they’re just cubs really; barely out of their stripy training mantles. I needed one of you ruffians to come over and show them how it’s done.”


    “Not me, sir,” Linus scoffed. “I’m all thumbs with a rapier.”


    “So’s Uther! But he’d at least put up a fight.”


    “Puh!” Uther denied. “Ivan’s the one you want, sir.”


    “Ivan would’ve ended my reign in a heartbeat, as well you know. No, I needed a proper run-around to get the blood flowing again – getting podgy apparently.”


    Linus was baffled. “Podgy, sir?”


    Holding his towel with both paws, Rufus shrugged and spread his fingers, “So the wife says.”


    It was easy to forget Rufus even had a wife these days, they were so seldom seen together. What did Rufus make of Janoah and her Eisenwolf? Was he still angry? Why was he angry? Was it just the legality of the matter? Linus burnt with curiosity.


    Uther didn’t, “If you’ll excuse me, sir.”


    “Get some proper rest, Wild-heart,” Rufus warned.


    Saluting, barely, Uther took his leave. “Have fun at yer ‘sympodium’, or whatever,” he murmured at Linus. “Cop you later, Woodlouse.”


    Once Uther had departed, Rufus said of him, “Too proud that one. I always thought Ivan was the worst.” Shaking his head he moved on, “Still on for tonight, Linus, or have you made plans with Uther?”


    “No, sir. I-I-I mean yes, sir. We’re s-sss-still on for tonight, you and me that is.”


    Rufus laughed and slapped Linus on the arm. “You’ll grow out of that one day,” he winked, leaving Linus at once embarrassed and encouraged.


    *


    The Alpha rose from his office chair to survey the glittering cesspit that was the Common Ground, with its countless clubs, saloons and Lupanars all mingling like rancid mucous in a spittoon.


    It was a joke that the austere ALPHA HQ had been erected in Lupa’s putrid heart, this lawless patch over which no true pack ruled and which ALPHA itself could not properly police. They had neither adequate staff nor resources, not even a Politzi force to deal with petty crime, and the citizens took full advantage of it.


    The Den Fathers had tied ALPHA’s paws from the outset by gifting them the rich Common Ground, yet denying them the revenue it generated. It was not official policy; ALPHA was free to tax goods passing in and out of its boxed-in territory just as any other pack, but taxing imports that had already been taxed elsewhere merely raised prices in local shops to ridiculous sums, driving business away. And exports? There were none! The Common Ground was a place of wanton consumption, not noble production. The only things leaving the Common were staggering, drunken Howlers. The impoverished ALPHA Prefects couldn’t even prop up their salaries by demanding tribute from their citizens like the Howlers – the old guard demanded at least some privileges be kept out of ALPHA’s paws. Fine, let the Howlers take the odd free apple from a stall; the Prefects looked better for not engaging in the practice.


    One day, the Alpha presaged to himself, we’ll set the moral standard across Lupa, if not the world entire.


    “All right,” he said aloud, talking to Janoah and Silvermane. “But this does not leave this room. If you fail, I’ll deny all knowledge. You accept?”


    “Yes, my Alpha,” Silvermane replied.


    “Completely, my Alpha,” said Janoah.


    The Alpha turned and saluted smartly yet simply with his self-styled paw-gesture, “For the Republic Lupi.”


    *


    After a post-gym grooming, Linus returned to his quarters and dressed in his best civilian getup, white shirt, black breeches and knee-high silk gaiters covering his boots. Smart.


    Buttoning his cuffs and looking in his mirror he breathed a few deep breaths.


    “How do you do?” he said to himself. “I’m Linus Mills. Howler Linus Mills, Howler Trooper First Class, that is.”


    Idiot.


    Uther had the right idea. Stay within your class, Linus. Go down the pub. Go out with Lorna and Rosa. Don’t try and climb Rufus’s ivory tower with all his educated, academic, arty friends because you won’t fit in.


    No, you are educated. Yes, you had to drop out because of the rot, but you continued to study at the Howler Academy, just like Rufus.


    Yes, but unlike him you can’t even talk properly. You just panic and start stuttering and mumbling.


    Fool.


    Trying to ignore his rude brain, Linus grabbed his trusty blue coat from his bed and slipped it on. He was in the midst of tugging out the collar and searching the pockets for his room keys when it struck like lightning.


    “Haagh!”


    The pain shot up his body, from shin to shoulder, and before Linus knew what was what he was on the hard wooden floor, grasping one of his legs with both paws, trying to stem the pulsing, pumping surge of bone-burning pain. Linus’s pokey little room span like a fairground amusement, the desk, the imperium lamp, the frost-flecked window. He closed his eyes to save himself from being sick.


    The rot. It’s here. Already.


    Linus thought he heard a knocking at the door, thought he caught a familiar gravely voice. He thought, in his feverish state, that he told them to go away. Thought he had saved himself the indignity of being seen to succumb.


    No, the door opened and a pair of strong, sinewy limbs scooped Linus up and plonked him on his bed.


    “Where’s your sting?” the stranger asked.


    Linus couldn’t reply.


    “Linus, your venom ration!” they barked.


    “Top drawer… bedside cabinet,” the youngster growled, writhing in pain. “In the… the music box.”


    The drawer was opened. The music box played, chiming a lullaby. Time passed. The pain! Ulf, please make it stop!


    Something pricked Linus’s arm, hot and tingly. That was the needle going in, the white-imperium coursing through his veins, his muscles, his bones. Linus arched his back a moment then collapsed, chest heaving fitfully. Within seconds the mind-numbing throb of a thousand hot pokers cooled and faded. The fog dissipated. Slowly, Linus opened his bleary eyes and looked around the room.


    “Grand Howler Rufus!” he gasped, sitting up.


    Rufus pushed Linus back on his pillow. “Stay there a minute, young Mills,” he said. “Let it pass.”


    Nodding, Linus gladly did as bidden.


    Satisfied, Rufus plopped himself in the one creaky chair gracing Linus’s modest quarters and looked all about, at the shelves crammed with well-worn books, fossils, pressed plants and other curiosities, as if he had never been in here before.


    Linus realised Rufus hadn’t.


    With a curious and high-pitched ‘Hmm’ the Grand Howler stopped his visual tour and broke out an ember. He was dressed in his white cloak and all the rest of his Howler gear, save his helmet.


    ‘Is he going to attend the symposium in that?’ Linus thought. ‘Should I?’


    “Been a while, has it?” Rufus said, blowing a cloud of green vapour overhead and taking another draught.


    “Pardon, sir?”


    “Your attack. First one for a while?”


    “Oh, yes. I’ve not had one that bad, not since…” Linus closed his eyes and opened them again, “since I found out what was wrong with me.”


    “I see. Well, you’ve been stung. It’s all right now.”


    Linus glanced at the bedside table, at the music box and the empty sting. He turned away and covered his face with a forearm. “By Ulf’s fangs, I knew it,” he seethed.


    “Knew what?” Rufus chirped, sitting forward.


    “I’m a weakling… I’m going to rot before I’m twenty, aren’t I?” Linus growled. He looked to Rufus, a trained imperiologist. “Tell me the truth, sir, I can bear it.”


    Rufus laughed, ejecting vapour like a saucepan boiling over. “My dear Linus, don’t be so melodramatic. Weak indeed, you’re nothing of the sort! What kind of weakling takes on a band of Howler-killer thugs with his bare paws? No, no, no. At your age you’re expected to have the odd attack, it’s quite normal.”


    Red-mist inspected Linus’s music box. The wood was inlaid with a waterside scene; dragonflies clinging to reeds, great diving beetles swimming about below, and a pair of dayflies fluttering towards the languid sun in their first and final nuptial flight.


    “Lovely thing,” Rufus remarked. “Heirloom?”


    “My mother’s, sir,” Linus replied, adding, “It plays the Dance of Dayflies.”


    “I heard when I opened it up. Bit out of tune, mind.”


    “It’s very old, sir. Predates the railways, Dad said.”


    “Now that is old,” Rufus marvelled. He took out his pocket watch to check the time and stood up, “Speaking of the passage of epochs, we’re going to be late.”


    “Late?”


    “For the symposium! You can manage can’t you?”


    With a little trepidation, Linus sat up and threw his legs off the bed. There was nothing to worry about, the white-imperium had done its work and staved off the dreaded rot, for another month at least.


    “Of course, I-I-I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Linus stammered, with a slightly giddy laugh – perhaps the sting high was kicking in already.


    “Good lad,” Rufus beamed, pocketing his watch. He looked Linus over and wiggled his smouldering ember at him, “Handsome as you look, get changed will you?”


    Surprised, Linus plucked at his coat, “Changed, sir?”


    “Wear your mantle, Howler. Everyone knows what we are, there’s no point denying it.”


    “I thought it would be… uhm.”


    “What?”


    “Well, uh… disrespectful, sir, to go to a… well a meeting of minds dressed in our-”


    “I’m sure the Eisbrand Den Father will be wearing his Howler kit,” Rufus interjected, opening the door.


    Linus squeaked, “Their Den Father will be attending?”


    Rufus waited in the door long enough to say, “Yes, old Thorvald Strom. Didn’t I tell you? Good friend of mine.”


    “No, sir.”


    “Oh. Well, Strom’s as harmless as a caterpillar,” Rufus assured, stepping out. “I’ll be in the garage. We’re taking my mono, so don’t forget your helmet.”


    *


    Grand Prefect Nikita stood at the window, his paws cupped behind his back, watching Josef Grau fuss over his creation in the stark interrogation room beyond. The huge, dark brown wolf strapped to the rack breathed slowly and deeply, his muscle-packed torso heaving in and out.


    The Eisenwolf was ill. Decaying imperium had built up in his bones and organs, his very blood ran as foul with ash as the River Lupa, enough to kill any normal Howler.


    In time Rafe would heal, his tormented organs would expel the ash and all would be well, but it would take weeks at this rate. The only speedy remedy was to manually re-energise the imperium ash in his blood, to enrich it back to higher grades. But, with white venom thin on the ground and ALPHA’s shoestring budget fraying, the only way to effect a recovery was to ‘rack’ the fellow.


    Shock imperium therapy, Josef called it; monstrous torture his critics scoffed.


    Either way, the young Eisenwolf had agreed to go through with the pioneering treatment. He was not afraid to suffer. He may be insane, but Nikita could respect his courage.


    The tidy-looking nurse, Meryl Stroud, placed an inhaler over the patient’s muzzle. He nodded at her. She smiled and stroked his big ears. Josef impatiently beckoned his assistant away to the control panel. Once Meryl was clear of danger, Josef worked the dials of the repurposed torture machine, slowly increasing the imperium flow.


    Rafe breathed harder and faster, steaming up the inhaler. The specialised rack beneath him shone with a lattice of priceless white-imperium. Suddenly arcs of plasma shot forth, rippling down Rafe’s mighty body. He arched his back and cried out.


    “Aaaaaaaaaaghgaaahgh!”


    Nurse Meryl cupped her paws to her muzzle mask, whilst Doctor Josef looked on with cold indifference, the white plasma reflecting in his tinted spectacles.


    “Gaaaaagh!”


    After half a minute, Meryl turned to Josef and said something; Nikita couldn’t hear her over the snapping bolts of plasma, but whatever it was Josef ignored her.


    Not half a minute later, Meryl ran over to a pipe and turned a valve, shutting down the machine by cutting off its imperium gas supply.


    The patient collapsed back, his body shaking, fur steaming, teeth grinding.


    “What’re you doing?” Josef hissed.


    “That’s enough!” Meryl shouted back.


    “You could’ve damaged the equipment!”


    “I don’t care!”


    Once all was quiet, Meryl hurried over to Rafe and cradled his head in her arms.


    “That’s enough, Rafe,” she said, her voice muffled by the glass. “That’s enough for today.”


    “I… can go again,” he rasped. “I need to get better… for Jan. For Lupa.”


    “She can wait. They can all wait. What good are you to anyone if you die?”


    “I can’t die…. Not with you to look after me.”


    Meryl pulled down her mask and kissed Rafe’s brow.


    Outside, Nikita tutted sympathetically, “Foolish girl, allowing herself to grow attached to your Eisenwolf.” He looked in the reflection of the glass, at the wolfess approaching from the shadows behind, “You agree, Prefect?”


    “Yes, sir,” Janoah replied at length, joining Nikita at the large observation window – he had sensed her corona approaching, Janoah made no effort to hide it. “I’m sure Rafe will be back on his feet soon,” she added.


    “He’s brave wolf,” Nikita praised imperfectly in his thick and cosy-sounding Steppes accent. “You did well when you find him for ALPHA, Comrade Valerio. Silvermane had been waiting long for such wolf as this.”


    “Thank you, sir.”


    Janoah knew little of Nikita; the wolf remained an enigma to her even after nine months at ALPHA. Common knowledge held that, along with Horst, Nikita was one of the Alpha’s oldest friends. They had served in the war as little more than cubs and joined ALPHA upon its inception, clawing their way to the top and running the show ever since. Some said they were rather more than friends, that Nikita was the Alpha’s wolf even behind closed doors. It sounded a little too convenient to Janoah, an obvious slander put about by Howlers eager disparage the organisation they despised.


    Still, as they say, no ash without embers.


    “How went your debriefing?” Nikita hummed, rocking on his boots, tail flicking. “Was Adal in good mood?” he added, using the Alpha’s true name, Adal Weiss, a thing rarely dared even by his inner circle.


    Janoah dipped her chin, “Fair mood, sir.”


    “He expect results; as do I.”


    “As do we all, Grand Prefect. We must crack this plot open by the time the Summit comes around.”


    Nikita hiked his mottled brown and white brow and said simply, “Why then?”


    Janoah replied, “Because there won’t be a glorious Republic to protect, otherwise.”


    “You exaggerate, comrade! The imperium those hyenas have stolen could make one or two districts uninhabitable at worst. It would not be first time Lupa has lost land to a black-imperium spill; there are many Dead Zones, especially in Bloc.”


    “Yes, sir, but if the Pack Summit is bombed with black-imperium? Surely it’s occurred to you-”


    Nikita scoffed at once, “It occurred to Adal and I years ago! Such plot has been tried many times by many dissidents; always it end in failure. Black-imperium is most difficult to use as weapon. The vapour; it is heavy, it sink down, not rise like yellow. There is no way to deliver it effectively except to stand up high and drop it on beasts. How will hyenas do that and not be stopped?”


    “I don’t know, but this year it’s Hummel’s turn to host. I’m not saying Hummelton’s security is lax, sir, but it’s just not Lupa.”


    “Indeed. Well, if we only knew for sure.”


    “The Bloodfangs may yet prise something from the Chakaa they captured in Riddle,” Janoah said.


    Nikita just grunted and dipped his chin.


    In the silence that ensued, Janoah watched Josef fiddle with his machine whilst Meryl comforted the trembling Rafe. Janoah burnt with the desire to race in there and hold his paw, but that would be unseemly in front of Nikita. Rafe had Meryl; the pretty young wolfess would comfort him tonight.


    Nikita said at length, “I will leave you with your Eisenwolf, Janoah-”


    “Actually, Grand Prefect, I came to see you.”


    “Me?”


    “Yes,” Janoah said, explaining, “the Alpha has tasked me with executing a special arrest. He suggested I call on you to assist me.”


    “Oh?”


    “The suspect is attending the Arkady Symposium tonight. The Alpha wants as many beasts as possible to witness his arrest, so as to set an example. However, I may have trouble maintaining order. Even Silvermane and the others may find themselves out of their depth. The Alpha trusts you’ll have no trouble, you being such an… imposing figure.”


    There was a long, thoughtful silence.


    “If it is Adal’s wish, of course,” the flattered Nikita sniffed, lifting his chin and cupping his paws in front of him. “Who is this suspect he wants example made of?”


    Janoah took a sharp breath, “Rufus Valerio.”


    “Your husband?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Why? Rufus is harmless fool.”


    “He’s a radical impartialist.”


    “So am I!” Nikita growled. “Is no secret the views I hold. Duncan is not so different. Will we be next?”


    Janoah mediated, “You seek reform, sir, as do many here, even the Alpha himself. But of course you do not incite violent unrest. Rufus’s speech in Arkady University last week was tantamount to treason; he could make another tonight! Besides, I know he’s been misappropriating imperium for years and I can prove it.”


    Nikita nodded slowly, “You would arrest your own husband?”


    “I must.”


    “For the sake of the Alpha, or your career?”


    Janoah’s green eyes flitted a little, “Neither, sir, but for the Republic Lupi.”

  


  
    
  

    Codex: Eisbrand


     


    The Eisbrand families, by and large, originate from the Great Steppes, a land that was harsh long before the Ashfall rendered it almost uninhabitable. The naturally severe conditions bred not only big, tough wolves, but seeded endless wars and rebellions. These internal conflicts gave rise to a culture of relative equality and toleration, as meagre resources had to be shared more fairly in order to quell the ranks of disgruntled noble wolves and little beast peasants alike. Therefore, it is the Eisbrands and not Hummel who can best lay claim to have given birth to the notion of ‘Impartialism’, where no beast is born superior to the next. Though the Eisbrands still maintain ultimate control, they go further than any Bloodfang or Greystone to keep the little beasts content, even allowing them some say in how a district is run. Uniquely they have District Councils comprised of citizens voted for by citizens, though the local Elder still has the final say on most matters.


    The current Den Father, Thorvald Strom, is especially liberal. Under him there has been a surge of learning and philosophical debate, culminating in the annual Wintertide Arkady Symposium, where all the brightest minds of Lupa gather to share their liberal ideas. There is also the Petra Square Science Exhibition, where the latest inventions are shown off to both the masses and possible investors.


    Liberal though they are, the Eisbrands run a tight ship regards their Howlers. They must be as strong as any Greystone or Bloodfang to maintain their borders, and to that end they equip themselves with the very best armour and weapons lupas can buy. Eisbrands revel in their heavy eisenglanz plate and enormous great kristahl swords, all paid for by the taxes on luxury goods the pack imports from across the Graumeer with the help of sea-faring otters. Fine silk, porcelain, spices; all things exotic come to Lupa via the Eisbrands and their otter partners.


    Unlike the vast, barren Steppes to the north, Eisbrand holdings both within Lupa and along the west coast remain somewhat uncontaminated, since the prevailing wind blows the Ashfall to the north east. Thus the Eisbrands are able to keep clean streets and gardens of hardy plants within their handsome quarter of the city. Many an Eisbrand, Howler or healthy, maintains a holiday home on the clean Graumeer coast, particularly in and around the otter colony of New Tharona.


    For all this, and for their renowned physical beauty, the Eisbrands are looked upon jealously by their wolfen neighbours, particularly the long-suffering Greystones.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 21


     


    Tristan Donskoy stole round the side of the Arkady University, the golden light from the windows cascading over his freshly polished armour and Howler helmet like liquid gold. Just on the other side of that wall was warmth, light and a fabulous spread. Tristan could hear the belly-laughs of dignitaries and clinking of glasses. He longed to be inside, to be sharing a drink with Sara, beautiful Sara.


    Tristan approached the majestic main entrance, with its great marbled pillars. Two heavily armoured Eisbrands were checking the invites of guests and allowing them to pass inside, or not in the case of any uninvited press, spies and other undesirable gatecrashers – there had been a few attempts made already.


    Security was especially tight since the Den Father of the Eisbrands was putting in a rare appearance; Old Thorvald liked to be seen to sponsor learning and debate. The annual Arkady University Wintertide Symposium, to give it its full title, was the ideal venue to let it be known how progressive the Eisbrand Pack was compared to the ‘other lot’, the other lot being whatever pack you fancied, it was a blanket disparagement.


    Tristan climbed the steps. “Any more troublemakers?” he asked his wolves.


    They saluted, fists to chests and out. “A couple, sir,” the one on the right said. “Just some dissident wolves; students by the looks. They were giving out leaflets at the gate.”


    “What kind of leaflets?”


    The Howler pulled a crumpled piece of paper from his cloak pocket and passed it to Tristan.


    Tristan opened it. Inside was a grainy, barely discernable photo of a burnt settlement with dead hyenas of every sex and age lying about.


    “Fake dissident propaganda, sir,” said the Howler.


    “Yes,” Tristan said at length, clearing his throat.


    “What shall we do with them, sir?” asked the gruff Howler on the left.


    “Who?”


    “The dissidents, sir.”


    Tristan slipped the leaflet in his own cloak pocket. “Keep them in a cell overnight. Let them go with a warning.”


    “That all, sir?”


    “Do you have a problem with my order, Howler?”


    “No, sir.”


    “Good.”


    Headlights beaming, a fancy red motor car zoomed down the drive, wheels crunching through the gravel and snow, and pulled up by the entrance. A smartly dressed wolfen valet – or rather a volunteer student acting as a valet – burst from the university foyer and hurried down the steps to open the car door. Before he managed, a dapper ginger cat in a long white coat and scarf popped out.


    “I say, you lot, where do you want us to park?” he asked.


    Tristan descended the steps, “Leave it to the valet, sir.”


    “Valet?” the cat scoffed, casting his goggled eyes down the skinny young wolf Tristan was gesturing to. “Do you know what you’re doing behind a wheel, young wolf?”


    “Yes, sir!” the youth replied confidently.


    “You’d better. There’s a six-hundred ant-power, turbo-charged, red-imperium engine under that bonnet, and don’t you forget it!”


    “Six-hundred!” the wolf whistled. “Wow!”


    “Put her into a wall, me laddo, and you’ll be for it.”


    “Perish the thought, sir.”


    An elegant grey catess in a similar white coat emerged from the other side of the carriage. “Monty leave him alone,” she chided, walking round, “I’m sure this young gentlebeast is perfectly capable of parking our car.”


    After a twist of his whiskers, Monty coughed up the tip and gave the young wolf a few lupas.


    “Keys are in the ignition,” he said.


    “Yes, sir. The cloakroom is just inside on your left. The girls will take your coats.”


    The valet eagerly hopped inside Monty’s car and slammed the door. Nursing the gorgeous wheel with his gloved paws he crunched the gears a few times and, after a few false starts and innocent smiles, got things moving.


    Monty watched the car crackle its away across the university grounds towards the clock tower, until his wife turned his gaze with a paw. “Manners, Monty,” she hissed.


    “I’m only thinking of the money we’ll get for selling it in good nick, Sweetpea.”


    “It shan’t come to that.”


    “No? Better pray for some investors tonight, then.”


    The imposing Tristan greeted the cats, a big wolf, even for an Eisbrand. “Montague and Penelope Buttle?”


    “That’s right, ‘Owler,” Monty replied, chipper again. “Call us Monty n’ Penny if you will.”


    Tristan nodded.


    With an ‘Oh!’ Monty hurriedly produced the invitations from inside his coat, but Tristan waved the envelopes away.


    “I’ve seen you on the newsreels,” he insipidly assured the famous feline couple. “Please, allow me to escort you to the hall personally.”


    “Much obliged, sir, much obliged. What’s your grip, if I may be so bold?”


    “Donskoy, Tristan Donskoy.”


    “Pleasure, Tristan. Lead on, sir.”


    The Buttles followed Tristan up the stairs, between the saluting Howlers, and into the ancient magnificence of Arkady University. The main foyer arced high overhead, but was strangely cosy and warm-looking, with its lattice-like structure of struts criss-crossing a hundred times, creating countless geometric nooks and crannies.


    “Oh, it’s beautiful, Monty,” Penny whispered, casting her eyes around.


    “Yes, quite. Must be a nightmare to dust, eh?”


    Tristan couldn’t help himself. “I’m sure it’s nothing compared to what you’re used to as Felician royalty.”


    “Hahaa!” Monty laughed, “Did you hear that, Penny? Chap thinks we’re rolling in it.”


    Penny smiled.


    “We live on a bally farm, sir,” Monty explained


    Tristan actually turned to the cats in mid-stride, “Farm? Don’t you live in Queen’s Town?”


    “Absolutely not. No room in Queens Town for me dirigibles, even less Felicia. Open air is what you need. Besides, I’m not part of the club am I, Sweetpea?”


    “That’s enough Monty.”


    Deciding not to probe, Tristan wordlessly led the cats to the cloakroom set into the wall. Behind the desk was a little black wolfess in a green blazer and white breeches, her simple beauty unmarred by a disapproving frown, in Tristan’s opinion.


    “What do you want?” she scoffed at him, busying herself by shuffling hats on the shelf behind. “You’re supposed tae be on duty, Howler Donskoy.”


    “Can’t stay away,” Tristan whispered, saying aloud to the guests, “Sara Hummel will take your coats-”


    “Saraaa!” Penny cooed, fluttering a gloved paw.


    Sara whirled around, her countenance altering in a flash, as if someone had hooked fine fishing lines to the corners of her mouth and pulled. “Duchess!” she squealed, just about managing to hug Penny over the desk. “Och! What’re you doing here?”


    Monty took that one, “Invited, doncha know.”


    “When? You did nae tell me!”


    “We wanted to surprise you,” Penny explained. “Monty’s giving a talk on his dirigibles, aren’t you dear?”


    “Indeed. Forgot me notes, but I’ll improvise.”


    Sara laughed, “Ah can’t wait.”


    Monty peered over Sara to the rows of coats and cloaks arranged behind, “You are going to be at the dinner, then?”


    She waved a paw, “Of course! Ah’m just helping out here until everyone arrives.”


    “Ah. That’s our little trooper, eh Penny?”


    “We should’ve known you’d be about something,” Penny tutted fondly. “Sara’s such a dear,” she told Tristan. “She helped us last summer, back when we were just getting settled in at Rumney Farm. Feeding the silkworms and milking the aphids, oh she was in her element.”


    Tristan looked sideways at Sara, “I thought you were visiting your family in Hummelton.”


    “I did… fer a week,” Sara explained. “It was during summer break; six weeks stuck with Mum was a wee bit much.”


    “For her or you?”


    Sara surreptitiously poked her tongue out at Tristan, then said to the cats, “Well, let me take your coats and everything.”


    The Buttles shed their outermost garments as if they were pupae skins, emerging transformed, like butterflies; Monty in a green suit complete with cravat and gold lace, and Penny in a wonderful white gown with a silver lily brooch.


    Once Sara had told Penny how lovely she looked, she directed her and Monty across the foyer to the open double doors guarded by two more Howlers. Beyond was the Great Hall, with a grand table festooned with silver cutlery, winter foliage and ice sculptures, all lit by marvellous imperium chandeliers glowing steady overhead like weird spaceships. The air was thick with vapours and chitchat as beasts mingled before the main event.


    Sara spied Professor Heath talking with several of his academic friends, but as the Buttles entered the hall, the big bear excused himself and greeted them, shaking paws and making introductions. He glanced across at Sara and waved.


    “You do get around, don’t you?” Tristan hummed.


    Sara glanced at him. “You still here?” she clucked, labelling the Buttles’ coats and hanging them up


    “Where’s Olivia? I thought she was helping.”


    “She had tae stay home.”


    “I see. How is she?”


    Sara shrugged and continued her task.


    After a long silence, Tristan sighed, “Heath can’t keep this up forever. Someone’s going to notice the white-imperium missing from the Ark’s inventory and when they do-”


    “Not now, Tristan.”


    Tristan emitted a gruff sigh.


    At length, Sara heard the crumple of paper, which drew her curiosity back to Tristan, then down at a strange leaflet he had spread over the desk.


    “What’s that?” Sara asked him.


    “Take a look.”


    Wearing a curious frown, Sara came over and inspected the paper. Tristan kept watch, glancing all about.


    “Ulf’s fangs!” Sara gasped, paw to mouth, as if she were there amidst the ash and death of the burning village.


    “Couple of dissidents were giving them out at the gates,” Tristan explained, seemingly unaffected. “Evidence from the Reservations.”


    “Och, that’s terrible. Is it real?”


    The Howler dipped his chin, “It could be an old photo from the war. I hope so, but... my sources point to serious abuses in the Reservations.”


    “Abuses? Tristan, there’s dead cubs and everything!”


    “I know, I know. Look, don’t show that to anybody, I wouldn’t want them to think you were giving them out-”


    “Donskoy!” someone barked.


    Sara hid the leaflet under the desk whilst Tristan whipped round to face a passing superior, an Eisbrand Grand Howler in a suitably grand white surcoat, her armour marked with runes and snowflakes.


    “Marm?” Tristan replied.


    “Stop flirting with the faculty and get outside,” was the order. “Thorvald’s due any second. Help him in, wolf, he’s doubtless expecting you.”


    “Yes, marm!”


    With a helpless shrug at Sara, Tristan hurried to the main doors. Not knowing what else to do, Sara tucked the leaflet in her blazer and joined the crowds of beasts pouring out the hall to catch a glimpse of the arriving host. She was curious herself, having never before seen the Eisbrand’s Den Father in the flesh.


    Sara weaved her way through the throngs of ‘respectable’ beasts; cats, hogs, bears and fellow wolves of course, even a rabbit or two – their kind had always straddled the divide between big and little, strong and meek. The Eisbrands were notoriously liberal and tolerated the odd little beast climbing above their station, especially under old Thorvald Strom. According to Tristan, Thorvald had been a Watcher, a Howler of the Lupan Wall and the Ashfall beyond. He had travelled far in his time, seen many things, lost many friends, and learnt the Lupan way was not the only way.


    Emerging onto the university steps and the bitter cold of a winter’s night, Sara and the others spread out, making an informal funnel of beasts ready to greet Den Father Thorvald, patron of the prestigious Ark. He was the wolf to whom many, Sara included, owed their education. Others owed him their jobs, like old Professor Heath, who came alongside Sara, a giant in comparison, pipe smouldering in jaw as ever.


    The Arkady University gates swung open and the churning of imperium engines filled the bitter evening air. A motorcade of eight monobikes and two impressive, gleaming white motor carriages lit up the courtyard with their blinding headlamps. Stopping at the stairs, the Howlers disembarked their monos and smartly formed up around the leading car, ready to protect it from any would-be assassin or terrorist.


    Leaving his comrades at the entrance, Tristan calmly descended the stairs and opened the lead car’s passenger door, which was marked with the Eisbrand snowflake. He got down on one knee and dipped his head respectfully.


    “Den Father Thorvald,” he said.


    An armoured leg extended from the car, gold, with silver runes written into the seams. Snowflakes dotted every available space like stars in the firmament. An arm extended from the cabin, equally exquisite, the grey paw at the end grasping Tristan’s sturdy shoulder


    “Help me rise, Howler,” rasped Thorvald Strom, Eisbrand Den Father. “The rot is bad with me today.”


    “Sir.”


    Keeping his chin dipped, Tristan slowly stood up. With some difficulty, Thorvald used the virile young Howler to lever himself out and stand, resplendent in his magnificent golden armour and ice-blue mantle.


    Eisbrands were a heavily armoured lot, but Thorvald’s marvellous gear must weigh more than most, Sara reckoned, watching from the steps. The Den Father’s face and age were masked by his bejewelled helmet, but Sara knew Strom was an ancient wolf, especially so for a beast who’d had the rot all his life. He’d once been a tower of muscles, but even if his physical strength was finally deteriorating, he was, Tristan always claimed, an incredible imperium-wielder.


    Satisfied the Den Father was steady, Tristan backed away a few steps, head still dipped. Thorvald raised a paw at all the Howlers, Freiwolves, citizens and others gathered before him in recognition of their attendance. They clapped and cheered. Despite the disturbing leaflet in her pocket, Sara found herself politely clapping too.


    Thorvald approached Tristan and cupped a paw to his shoulder, “Help an old wolf up the stairs will you, Captain?”


    “It’d be my honour, Den Father.”


    Thorvald raised Tristan’s gaze to meet his own with a finger to his chin, “Head up, Donskoy, look smart.”


    “Sir.”


    Thorvald hung on Tristan’s arm and together they slowly climbed the marble steps of the Arkady. The university faculty lined up at the top to shake paws, Heath included, whilst the Den Guard made a wall around Thorvald, blocking anyone from approaching without the Den Father’s invitation.


    Thorvald worked his way along the line; paws were shaken, polite enquiries made, Tristan occasionally reminding his master who the beasts were. The zoologist and imperiologist Professor Heath, the pilots Montague and Penny Buttle, and many other academics besides.


    Before Sara knew what was what, the Den Father was in front of her!


    “And who is this enchanting wolfess?” he asked in a pleasantly crackly old voice, like an evening campfire.


    Sara curtsied, “Pleased tae meet you, Den Father, sir.”


    Tristan formally introduced her, “This is Sara Hummel, sir; Professor Heath’s graduate-”


    “Ah yes, of course it is!” Thorvald woofed. “I’ve heard all about your progress from young Tristan here.”


    “Oh aye?” Sara said, glancing at Tristan, who looked down and cleared his throat.


    Thorvald went on, “Forgive me, I forget; you’re Den Mother Cora’s eldest?”


    “Aye, eldest of eight daughters, sir,” Sara confirmed chirpily.


    “Hahaha! Eight now?” Thorvald chuckled. He leant forward a little and said with a twinkle in his eyes, “There must be something in Everdor’s water.”


    “It’s just the ash, sir, or lack of it,” Sara replied.


    “Ash?”


    “Aye. When Ah first came tae Lupa, mah eyes watered for weeks and weeks, and Ah’m nae even allergic! Mah mother has the rot like any Howler, of course, but she’s at least had clean air and food when pregnant; that’s why she’s carried so many cubs through. It’s nae mystery tae me.”


    Tristan subtly made a throat-cutting motion with his paw to ward Sara off the touchy subject.


    However, Thorvald was amenable. “Yes. What damage we and our ancestors have done to our poor, wounded country, young Sara,” he sighed wistfully. “Perhaps one day we’ll wean ourselves off the two-faced mineral that has given us civilisation at the price of our freedom and our health. Alas, I will be long gone.” He looked to Tristan and back, “The future is in your paws, you youngsters. It is for you, sick Howler and healthy citizen alike, to plot the next course and find a solution.”


    Sara and Tristan exchanged glances, then looked down and away from one another.


    Tristan and his master moved on, heading inside the warmth and light of the university, followed by Professor Heath, Sara, and the crowd of guests, all swilling in the wake of Thorvald and his fierce-looking bodyguards.


    “Where’s Rufus?” Thorvald discreetly asked his escort.


    “I don’t know, Den Father,” Tristan snorted. “Running fashionably late, I imagine. He’ll stop at nothing to remain the centre of attention.”


    “Mind your tongue, Howler,” Thorvald chided. “He’s a better wolf than you and I.”


    They passed into the glorious dining hall with its chandeliers and sculptures, Thorvald waving at his guests even whilst secretly talking to Tristan.


    “It’s unfortunate Red-mist lured your cousin away to the Bloodfangs,” he said, walking to the grand chair at head of the table, “but Ivan could do worse. Rufus shares so many Eisbrand sympathies that he’d be one by now were it not for his loyalty. The Bloodfangs took him in, gave him a chance, when all other packs refused… including ours. He would have died of rot as a cub without a Bloodfang Howlership. Rufus, as a wolf of honour, will never forget that.”


    Tristan replied steadily, “Yes, Den Father,” like a young wolf listening to his granddad.


    He pulled out the marvellous wooden chair at the end of the fabulous spread. Thorvald sat and his long-cloaked Den Guard spread out around the room, some closer than others, but all ready to pounce on any intruder.


    Thorvald changed subject. “You still love that girl?” he whispered afresh.


    Tristan’s duotone eyes widened alarmingly.


    “Who wouldn’t?” Thorvald chuckled at once. “Ah, Sara’s a worthy cause. Ulf knows, you’ve watched over her since her arrival in Lupa with little thanks.”


    “It’s reward enough that she’s safe, sir,” Tristan humbly insisted.


    “Nonetheless, since we tasked you with this burden, albeit on her noble mother’s behalf, I feel I should have a word with her and explain your honourable intentions-”


    “No!” Tristan yelped, adding in a measured tone, “No, thank you, Den Father. I… I wouldn’t want Sara to feel put upon. Whatever she decides must come naturally, not because such a great wolf as you said so.”


    Thorvald nodded solemnly. “I was lucky enough to know love. Nothing gave me greater joy than my wife, though nearly all our cubs were stillborn, no doubt because of the poisons in my bones and all around us… as young Sara says. I pray she’s sees past the rot and accepts you in her own time, as a wolf first, not a Howler, just as my wife did me.”


    Tristan watched Sara enter the hall with Professor Heath and take her seat for dinner; the places were all labelled. She glanced Tristan’s way, before the raucous Monty Buttle snatched her charming gaze away.


    Tristan bowed and excused himself. “Forgive me, Den Father, I must return to my duties.”


    “Stay awhile, Donskoy; warm yourself.”


    “I wish I could.”


    Thorvald nodded and waved him away. Released, Tristan strode from the hall, armour and sword rattling.


    Sara watched him pass, before surreptitiously checking his leaflet under the table. As Sara stared at the terrible picture, made somehow more horrific by its grainy texture, the hubbub of dinner faded, the clinking of glass and Monty’s laughter ebbing away like the blood of the hyenas lying slain in the rolling Ashfall mud.


    Could it be?


    *


    Rufus whizzed down the gravel drive on his mono and skidded to a halt by the stairs, kicking up a shower of stones. Linus hopped off the back as quickly as possible, eager to feel terra firma beneath his toes after that hair-raising ride.


    Rumour held Rufus was a notorious tearaway on a mono, now Linus could confirm it.


    “Here we are,” Red-mist declared, shutting his standard-issue, Bloodfang-emblazoned GVM-12 Springtail down. “You all right?” he asked Linus.


    “What? Oh, yes.”


    “You look a bit unsteady.”


    “Must be the rot, sir,” Linus excused, clearing his throat.


    He cast his baby-blue eyes over the magnificent façade of the Arkady University, its cold, indifferent exterior punctured by elegant glazed cavities through which passers by could glimpse the promise of warmth and good company.


    Linus’s heart was still racing, and not from the ride. He realised he was excited to be here, albeit nervous.


    ‘I’m going to muck things up,’ he thought. ‘I’ll do or say something stupid.’


    “Come on,” Rufus chirped, leading the way.


    “Sir.”


    As the Bloodfangs climbed the stairs, the Eisbrands either side of the doors were augmented by another big wolf with a big sword. Linus recognised him as that Tristan character from the refinery, and without even realising it his tail wagged with pleasure at the thought of a friendly face.


    “You’re late, Howler Valerio,” Tristan snorted.


    “Traffic was murder, Howler Donskoy,” Rufus replied airily, brushing by.


    Tristan grabbed Rufus’s upper arm, stopping him. “You can’t leave your little Springtail there.”


    Rufus slowly looked to him. “That’s why I left the keys in the ignition, so you could move it.” He twisted his arm free and, with his helmet grill an inch from Tristan, added dangerously, “Touch me again and you’ll be on your tail. Is that clear, Donskoy?”


    Tristan said nothing. He just looked straight ahead.


    Rufus moved on, “Come along, Linus.”


    Baffled by the altercation, Linus hesitated on the stairs whilst Rufus strode fearlessly inside.


    “Hello, Tristan,” Linus said, with a slightly nervous chuckle. He raised a paw in a quick ‘hi’ gesture. “Good to see you again, Howler.”


    “Your master is waiting,” Tristan scoffed, cupping his paws before him. “Run along now.”


    Linus’s heart leapt. He let out a slight gasp, but nothing more came, no words. He climbed the steps, giving Tristan a sideways glance, before slipping past the other two Howlers without looking.


    Once he was inside, Linus heard muffled laughter behind him. It was the two Howlers with Tristan.


    Why?


    “Linus,” Rufus beckoned from hall.


    ‘By Ulf,’ Linus realised, ‘they think I’m his beta.’


    The young wolf followed his ‘master’, the grand interior of the Ark passing by without notice. Linus’s mind had zoned in on that one thought; the thought that others reckoned him a lesser wolf, a follower, the sort to groom your back and be grateful.


    Did Uther think it too?


    Linus remembered his friend’s reaction in the gym. ‘Oh,’ he’d said, ‘I see.’


    Oh dear Ulf, he did think it!


    “Are you sure you’re all right, Linus?” Rufus tutted, dashing Linus’s mental meanderings as the youth caught up with him. “You’re walking around like a gazer.”


    Linus nodded a little too enthusiastically, “I’m f-fff-fine, sir. Really.”


    Rufus waited a moment, then said, “Ignore them.”


    “Pardon?”


    “You heard me,” the Grand Howler sniffed. “They’re jealous, that’s all. You know why?”


    Linus couldn’t find his tongue to speak.


    “Because they think even though you’re a rotten Howler you get what they all crave; contact with a fellow Howler, against which all other love pales by comparison, especially the counterfeit sort Uther pays for at the local Lupanar!” Rufus snorted. “They hate me all the more because I married me a genuine ‘Howleress’ back before it was forbidden. It’s all jealousy.”


    Linus spluttered, “But I’m not-”


    “Does it matter?” Rufus interrupted. “To deny it would only make them believe it more. Stay silent and let them stew in their own petty bitterness. What do we care?”


    Linus looked at his feet.


    Taking a deep breath, Rufus removed his helmet and ran a paw over his ears to tidy his fur. “Well, take your helmet off before we go in!” he chided gently. “There’s a Den Father in there. It’s bad enough we’re late, let’s not compound our disrespect.”


    “Of course, sir.”


    Linus removed his helmet; Rufus winked at him, “Very dashing.”


    ‘Good Ulf, is he trying to make me uncomfortable on purpose?’ Linus thought.


    They walked on, coming to the doors and the Howlers standing guard, who opened the way.


    A cacophony of chitchat and laughter, cutlery and crystal flooded into the silent hallway. Rufus led the charge, battling the noisy current. Linus tagged nervously along, eyes wide, ears pricked, taking in the magnificent spread and the rows of smartly-dressed guests. Beasts of every sort, though wolves in the main, looked up from their dainty starters and delicate wine glasses. Upon recognising the Howlers they immediately started whispering to one another. Were they saying good things or bad things? After what had just occurred at the front door, Linus’s gut leant towards the latter.


    “Rufus!” said a relatively small old bear who was dressed like a teacher. He stood up from the table and intercepted the famous Howler with a paw-shake and a warm smile. “There you are, I was getting worried.”


    “Heath, old friend,” Rufus said simply, adding, “Thorvald first, all right?”


    “Oh yes, protocol. Carry on, carry on.”


    Linus noticed a little black wolfess who had stood up with the bear. She beamed broadly at Rufus. He returned the gesture with a nod and paw-shake, before marching towards the head of the table.


    The wolfess looked at Linus, her eyes exploring him.


    She smiled politely.


    Linus forced a quick smile that in his own mind came out more like a ridiculous gurn. Eyes down and throat cleared, he hurried after Rufus.


    “Who’s that?” he heard the wolfess say behind him.


    “Not sure,” replied the bear, adding, “Tristan said Rufus had found someone new.”


    “New?”


    “Well a… a companion. You know what he’s like.”


    Oblivious, or indifferent, Rufus made the head of the table and immediately prostrated himself on one knee beside the magnificently-dressed wolf seated there.


    “Den Father Thorvald,” he said.


    “Rufus!” laughed the old wolf, his grizzled grey features lighting up. “You’re late, you rogue.”


    “Apologies, sir. Something cropped up.”


    Linus arrived and also knelt, head down. Whatever pack they belonged to, whatever one thought of them or their policies, every Howler beneath a Den Father was required to display reverence. Anything less would get you in trouble with one’s own pack for ‘upsetting the peace’.


    “Stand up, stand up,” Thorvald insisted, waving a paw, “I’ll not have a wolf who won the Imperium Heart stay on his knees.”


    Rufus rose.


    Linus stayed kneeling, until Rufus tapped him with his foot, then he got up.


    “Not wearing the heart, I see,” Thorvald noted, looking at Rufus’s cloaked chest, it was devoid of decoration beyond the usual brooch. “This is a special occasion, Howler; you’re supposed to flaunt your accolades with pride.”


    “In the rush to be at your side I forgot,” Rufus dismissed.


    “Oh really?” the Den Father said, not fooled for a moment of course. “And what is it that ‘cropped up’?”


    “Touch of the rot, sir.”


    “Ah.”


    “I was in a bad way,” Rufus maintained, turning to Linus and winking at him. “Luckily young Linus here found me in the middle of the attack. He sorted me out, but we lost half an hour whilst I gathered myself. Rather embarrassing.”


    “But-” Linus began.


    Rufus kicked his gaitered shin.


    “Linus Mills,” Thorvald mused, tipping his head back in a knowing sort of way. “Yes, I hear great things about you. Brave fellow.”


    Linus nodded, “I’m honoured Den Father, but-”


    “But we should take our seats,” Rufus finished. “No doubt there’s many beasts waiting to speak tonight.”


    “Yes yes, quite right,” Thorvald agreed, adding, “Have you something for our ears, Rufus?”


    “I’ve always something to say. You know that.”


    “Hah! Indeed.”


    “Den Father.”


    With a reverent bow for Thorvald, Rufus led Linus back down the table, past numerous guests, to the two empty spaces beside Heath and the little black wolfess in a green blazer.


    “Room for two more?” he said.


    Professor Heath, at least Linus assumed he was the great Professor Heath, stood up again, “Yes yes, take your seats. I’ll have them bring your starters.”


    “No, don’t worry. We’ll go straight for the main course.”


    “You sure, Rufus?”


    “Absolutely.”


    Heath peered over his little spectacles at the stocky blonde wolf accompanying Rufus, “So, who’s this fellow?”


    “This is Linus.”


    “Linus? Oh! The clever one?”


    Rufus ruffled Linus’s ears like a cub, “Yes. He’s very bright. Right up your alley; knows all about bugs.”


    “Does he indeed?” Heath said appreciatively.


    Linus extended a paw, “Honour to meet you, sir. I-I-I’ve read all your work.”


    “You have?”


    “Yes, sir, yours and Rufus’s.”


    Heath hiked his hoary brow in surprise. “Well, at least someone has, eh Rufus?” he joked.


    He and Rufus laughed aloud.


    Linus and Sara shared covert looks and smiles before Heath remembered his manners. “Ah, yes, uh Linus, this is my dear friend and star pupil, Sara Hummel,” he said, placing his big paws on her tiny shoulders. “She’s into bugs too,” he whispered, as if it were something illicit, “Especially bees.”


    “Aye, we’re all mad here,” Sara chirped, raising a glass.


    Linus smiled at her, barely managing a, “Miss,” then clearing his throat.


    Sara nodded graciously, but spoke to Rufus, “You look well, Howler.”


    “Do I?” Rufus replied. “Must be the thought of an evening in your radiant presence, my dear, sweet girl.”


    “Och, you flatterer! Away with ye.”


    “Hahaha! How’s your mother?”


    Sara nodded, “As well as can be.”


    Rufus gruffed, “Good, good. Been too long.”


    With introductions and greetings made, Rufus set about making trouble. “I’m sure Sara doesn’t want to be sandwiched between two old fogeys all night when there’s a strapping young gentlebeast to be had,” he said. “Heath, you move over here next to me and let Linus sit in your place. That way we can talk business and leave these two youngsters to get acquainted.”


    “Oh, very well,” Heath replied.


    “Ah don’t mind being stuck between you,” Sara said, as Rufus moved Heath’s half-eaten food past her nose to the furthest empty space. “Really.”


    “Nonsense!” Rufus woofed, deftly swapping the cutlery and the wine glasses too.


    By the time the Howler had finished and sat down, the arrangement went Heath, himself, Sara and Linus.


    Linus could not politely object, and thus sat. He felt sidelined, dumped on the end as far away from the great Professor Heath as possible. Rufus obviously wanted to be surrounded by his fellow trained scientists tonight, Linus thought, not some enthusiast.


    It’s enough you’re here at all, his conscience reminded him, be grateful.


    Then again, maybe I should’ve gone with Uther.


    The waiter poured his wine. He drank some, settled down, watched, listened. Sara and Professor Heath hung on Rufus’s every word as he described what had happened last week, mostly regarding the giant centipede. When Rufus got round to mentioning THORN, Miss Sara tugged on his mantle and whispered something.


    Reaching into her green blazer she produced a bit of crumpled paper and passed it to Rufus.


    The Grand Howler stared for an age.


    Linus couldn’t see what it was, and Rufus soon tucked it away. He supposed it was something to do with the university and none of his business.


    So, this is Rufus’s other life, Linus thought, the one Elder Amael and many others frowned upon. The Eisbrands and the intellectuals they protected, these beasts with strange ideas about the rot and where intelligent creatures had originated, were not to be fraternised with beyond what was necessary for cordiality – yet Rufus had a chair here, even lectured on occasion. Were he any less of a wolf he would’ve been sent down years ago for dissident behaviour, or so Linus had been told by anyone with an opinion. Linus wondered if he too would be frowned upon for attending such an event. He wondered if he wanted to be. It sounded a strangely alluring badge of honour.


    “Howler Linus?” someone exclaimed opposite.


    Linus looked up from his drink and musings. “Monty Buttle?” he said, almost spitting his wine all over an ice sculpture of a butterfly on a flower.


    “Hahaaaa! It is you!” Montague Buttle laughed, slapping a paw on the table, making the fine spread wobble. He shook his wife’s shoulder, drawing her attention away from a conversation with rotund hog in a suit.


    “What is it, Monty?” the catess hissed irritably.


    “Sweetpea, it’s Howler Linus, look! Remember him?”


    Penny cupped a paw to her frilly, laced chest. “Oh! Howler Linus, but of course I remember.”


    “What’re you doing here, sir?” Monty demanded.


    Linus explained, “I uh… I’m with Rufus, sir.”


    “Rufus? What’s a Rufus?”


    “Sara’s Howler friend, dear,” Penny tutted quietly, pointing discreetly at Rufus, who remained oblivious to the Buttles as he chatted away with Sara and Professor Heath. “You know, the famous imperiologist? Professor Heath’s colleague? We met during one of our demonstrations.”


    “Oh yes!” Monty recalled. “Capital fella.”


    Penny rolled her eyes, “You’ve a memory like a sieve these days. Honestly.”


    “I remembered young Linus, didn’t I?”


    Linus nodded, “You did, sir. To my honour.”


    “To his honour, he says! Did you hear that, Pen? I love the way this chap talks. Like someone from the Dark Age.”


    Penny laughed, perhaps only to smooth over any offence caused, not that Linus felt any.


    “Oh, but we meet so many beasts now Sweetpea,” Monty sighed, flapping a ginger paw dismissively. “I can’t keep track of them all. That’s your job. You’re our ambassador.”


    “Next you’ll be asking me to make your speeches,” Penny complained.


    “Never! I’ve got it all squirrelled away up here.” Monty tapped his skull. “I know me dirigibles like my own paw. Even when I’m reduced to a gibbering wreck, infirm from old age, and you’re pushing me about the farm in a wheelchair, my dear, I’ll still know how to slap an imperium gas balloon together and fly. Isn’t that right, Linus?”


    “Oh, uh, ah… absolutely,” he replied with a nod. “Do you ever take passengers up, Mr. Buttle?”


    “Passengers?” Mr. Buttle bellowed. “Passengers! But of course, my good wolf. That’s the whole point. Quick connection from country to country, crossing seas and impassable forests, shrinking the world.” The cat made a flying motion with a fork as he talked, “Buttle Skyways; from here to there by air! It’s the future of travel. Right Sweetpea?”


    Penny sipped her wine and addressed Linus, “Once we have enough investors to open the factory again we can start producing a fleet. Then the ticket prices will come down and before you know it dirigibles will be the norm.”


    “That’s why we came, really,” Monty chuckled, leaning across the table and attempting to whisper, even though he was incapable of any such thing, “to find beasts bold enough to invest in our little enterprise. Yes. Our coffers are rather empty at the moment, I’m afraid.”


    “But I saw you on the news reels,” Linus said, spreading his blonde paws. “You were flying over Lupa.”


    “Ah yes, well, that was all promotional stuff, you know, we had to pay the wolves in charge of your fair city for the privilege,” Monty explained, adding, “Can’t do it back home in Felicia at all. No. There’s been a lot of resistance from the establishment, you see, they’ve banned our balloons from the city. If beasts were meant to fly they’d have wings and all that nonsense. We cats can be such sticks, sometimes.”


    “Banned?” Linus woofed in horror. “But why?”


    “We lost a balloon over Felicia once,” Penny added, passing Monty a quick glance and nod.


    “Lost?” Linus said.


    “There was an accident,” Monty clarified sadly. “There was a fire and… well, it all went up. Beasts were injured, good friends. It was splashed all over the news back home, of course. The Queen herself turned on us and our backers pulled out overnight. Can’t even set up in Queens Town, nobody wants to know. We’ve had to lay off nearly all our staff this last year. It’s really slowed down the construction of our next big project, but it’s coming along now. Nearly there.”


    Penny held Monty’s paw, “We’ll come through it in the end, dear. We always do.”


    “Absolutely, Sweetpea. If we were that easy to put off we’d never have tied the knot. Haha!”


    Penny laughed, but there was a distinctly awkward pause.


    “I’ll help,” Linus’s tongue blurted, before his mind had cleared it for utterance.


    “Help?” Monty squeaked.


    “I’ll invest. I mean, if that’s all right.”


    “All right? But of course it is, Linus. Good show, sir!”


    Beaming broadly, Linus reached into his red cloak and pulled out his wallet. “How much is a share?”


    “How much you got, sir?”


    “Monty!” Penny chided.


    “You heard the wolf, he wants to invest!”


    Linus didn’t notice, but Sara’s dark ears twisted round. Her head followed suit, just a little. She discreetly looked at Linus, specifically his wallet and the wad of colourful lupas he was flicking through like mere playing cards.


    “How much do beasts usually pay?” the Howler asked, oblivious to Sara’s scrutiny.


    “A few thousand, sir,” Monty sniffed assertively.


    Linus stopped counting his money, “Uhm… well, I… I don’t have a few thousand.”


    “Oh. Well what do you have?”


    Linus continued to count. “About two-fifty,” he admitted, through a mortified cough, checking his wallet again and adding lamely, “And a bit.”


    “Two-fifty and a bit?” Monty declared. “Sold!”


    “It is?”


    “One percent stake, sir, how’s that for you?”


    “One? Uh well, I suppose-”


    “Two, sir! Two it is.”


    “Two?” Linus scoffed.


    “More? You drive a hard bargain, Linus, so you do. Three percent, sir, that’s me final offer-”


    “Monty, stop!” Penny yelped. Excusing herself from Linus, she pulled her husband close and said sarcastically, “Give the whole farm away for beans, why don’t you?”


    Whilst the cats bickered amongst themselves, no doubt discussing the deal, Linus idly shuffled his money. Time passed, he looked around the table, at all the guests eating and talking. Nobody was paying him any mind.


    Good.


    The Howler rolled his money up, wrapped it in his napkin, and discreetly whistled at the cats.


    Montague reacted just in time to catch Linus’s flying napkin. “I say!” he mewed, opening the cloth in his paws to find a wad of hard cash. “Golly, how flash. Three percent share then, eh?”


    “No no,” Linus dismissed, waving his paws.


    “Four?”


    “Monty!” Penny hissed.


    “No, I-I-I don’t want a stake in your business,” the Howler explained, thrumming his fingers on the table.


    “What?” Penny said, wanting of manners herself for once.


    “It’s a gift. Please.”


    “Two-hundred-and-fifty lupas?” Monty spluttered.


    Linus shrugged his stout shoulders, “It’s nothing, really. I’d only waste it on entertaining myself. We all do. Better it goes to a worthy cause.”


    “We can’t just take your money for nought, young wolf.”


    “It’s not for nothing. I believe in you. Really, I do.”


    “But-”


    “Just… give me a ride one day,” Linus suggested ad-hoc, adding with some uncertainty, “Does two-fifty buy a ticket?”


    Monty and Penny exchanged incredulous looks. “It buys a lifetime Buttle Skyways pass for you, Linus!” Monty confirmed, flapping the cash and raising his glass to the wolf. “It would be an honour to take you up into the big blue, sir.”


    Linus nodded, “Then I look forward to it.”


    In the aftermath, Sara made her move – she had seen and heard enough to pass judgement. “So, what’s your favourite bug, Howler?” she posed out of the blue.


    Surprised, Linus turned to this little wolfess – no shorter than he, but half his weight if that – and blurted, “Termite.”


    “Termite? Why’s that?”


    “Because… well, th-they build great castles of mud, even though they’re blind and deaf and probably not all that bright they match Lupan civilisation, in their own way.”


    “Perhaps even better it?”


    Linus could but guffaw. “Maybe.”


    “Have ye ever seen a termite nest?” the wolfess asked.


    “I vaguely remember poking one as a cub. They’re all over Rostsonne. Only s-sss-small ones, mind.”


    “Och! Rostsonner are ye?”


    “Originally.”


    “Ah thought so from the fur, but you’ve nae accent.”


    “No, but you do.”


    “Aye! Everdorian guilty as charged. Sara Hummel by the way.”


    “Yes, Professor Heath said,” Linus pointed out. “S-sss-still, whilst we’re about it, I-I-I’m Linus, Linus Mills, Howler Trooper First Class. Uhm, Bloodfang… etcetera.”


    Sara laughed gently.


    Linus too, rubbing the back of his neck.


    “That was very nice of ye,” Sara said afresh, “giving Monty and Penny some help there. They’re pretty hard-up.”


    “Oh, it was nothing.”


    “Two-fifty is a lot for a Trooper, even a ‘first-class’.”


    “Like I said, I’ve come to realise lately that I may as well throw it in the bin,” Linus explained. He looked at his fingers, picked at his claws and swallowed hard. “We Howlers have no future, after all,” he said with a slight, false chuckle. “Nothing to save for, or to try for.” Almost immediately, Linus shook his head a little and closed his eyes, “I’m, sorry… I don’t know where that came from.”


    Sara raised her wine. “The drink?” she laughed.


    Linus smiled at this bubbly wolfess, before admitting, “Had an attack, you see. Haven’t had a-a-a bad one in years. My bones are still throbbing. The rot must be setting in.”


    “But you look young-”


    “Exactly,” the Howler said at once, his golden paws trembling a little, “I’m not even eighteen yet. But that’s how it goes. Can’t complain, eh?”


    He took a huge swig of his wine to calm his nerves.


    “Bee,” Sara said, changing subject.


    “What?”


    “My favourite bug; it’s a bee. Great bees, mind, nae little ones.”


    “Oh!” Linus woofed. “Yes, Professor Heath said that too. You must see a lot of great bees in Everdor.”


    “Aye, but mum never let me work in the Den’s apiary, too dangerous and all,” Sara complained. “Ah’ve a pet bee, though!” she hastened to add, as if covering a slip of the tongue.


    “A what? A pet bee?”


    “Aye.”


    Linus blinked rapidly. “Is that normal over Everdor way?”


    Sara laughed, “Och, no! She flew into the university clock tower last year. Did her wing in; she cannae fly. So, Ah look after her now, well, Heath and me.”


    Linus didn’t know what to say, so he just forced a laugh and nursed his wine.


    “Have you really read all his work?” Sara enquired sceptically, “Professor Heath, Ah mean.”


    “Of course,” Linus maintained. “Haven’t you?”


    “No, Ah cannae get into it,” Sara whispered, giving Heath a glance. “He’s a great teacher, but his writing is so….”


    “Dense, I know.”


    “Do you read it for fun, then?”


    Linus nodded vigorously, adding, “I wanted to be a scientist, but… things didn’t work out.”


    “The rot, aye,” Sara sighed, as if she could relate.


    Could she be afflicted? Linus could feel no corona and female Howlers were vanishingly rare, except Sara was a Hummel and that altered the equation.


    “You’re… n-nnn-not a Howler, are you?” Linus hazarded.


    Sara scoffed, “Me? Nooo!”


    Linus raised a paw, “I-I-I didn’t think you were, but… if you’re Sara Hummel then-”


    “Ah’m a member by birth,” Sara explained, “nae by rot. She knocked on the table, “Ah’m still healthy. Touch wood.”


    “Shouldn’t you have reverted back to Freiwolf status when you became an adult?”


    “That’s… nae how it works over my way, nae when you’re a Den Mother’s daughter anyway.”


    A pause.


    “You’re the daughter of D-D-Den Mother Cora?” Linus piped.


    Sara grimaced. “Aye, that’s me.” She swirled her drink, “Ah’d be the next Den Mother in training, but without the affliction that’s nae happening. Ah’d renounce mah Hummel name tomorrow and become a proper Freiwolf, lose the baggage, but that’d upset mah dad and, well, Ah’m a daddy’s girl.”


    Linus nodded. Before he could enquire further, someone tapped a glass.


    Ding! Ding! Ding!


    Beasts fell silent and looked to the head of the table, to Den Father Thorvald, who stood up. A Howler rushed to help him, but he brushed him off.


    “Esteemed guests,” he announced. “Whilst we wait for the second course, we shall hear from the next speaker tonight. He is a very special wolf, a Howler and a philosopher, winner of the Imperium Heart and lately of the Quin Medal. I speak of course of Rufus Bloodfang, who has made a special effort to be here tonight, though I shan’t go into all that. Please give him your ears.”


    Rufus stood up to general applause, which he calmed by raising his paws and nodding a lot.


    “Now, I know what you’re all thinking,” he began, as silence descended. “Even you, Den Father,” he added with a slight bow. “You’re thinking he’s going to bang on about his ruddy expedition again, or the rot, or something controversial that’s going to make me squirm like a maggot. Well, not tonight dear friends. I’m a little tired. Tonight I’m giving that drum a rest.”


    Several ‘aaws’ filled the air.


    “No no, I’ve something even better. I’m going to recite the fable of the Nymph and the Dayfly.” Rufus cocked his head to one side, “Yes, I know. It’s an oldie, but a goody. Many of you have probably heard it before, in your beds, read to you by your mother or your father, just like me. But… I think, even as grow-ups, we need reminding of these things from time to time, when the night closes in and the way ahead seems frightening. And besides I do have an exceptionally melodious voice.”


    “Hahahahaaa!” Thorvald laughed. “More melodious than mine, Howler?” he joked.


    “You’re a distant second, Den Father.”


    Laughing, Thorvald slapped the arm of his chair and knocked back some wine, like an ancient Wolf King.


    Once all were silent, Rufus began….


     


    Two eggs fell from the sky. They splashed into a pond and drifted slowly down to the silt below. From where they came the bugs in the pond did not know, for none of them had seen such a sight, only the fish had, for he lived longer than most.


    Days passed and the eggs hatched, and from them two nymphs emerged, pale little creatures with six legs and no wings.


    ‘What am I?’ said the first.


    ‘I know not,’ said the second.


    ‘Are you like me?’


    ‘I think we are the same, yes.’


    ‘We should be friends,’ the first suggested, to which the second replied. ‘That we should.’


    ‘We will need names, friend. Call me… Gold, you can be Silver.’


    ‘No, I’ll be Gold,’ the second insisted, ‘you be Silver.’


    ‘As you will,’ said Gold, who was now Silver.


    Together they fed, grazing on the plants and algae, growing day by day, shedding their skin each time.


    ‘What do you think is beyond the sky?’ asked Silver, looking up at the shimmering blue surface.


    ‘I don’t know,’ Gold replied, nibbling a leaf, ‘but I feel I want to go there.’


    ‘And I.’


    ‘No, you don’t want to go up there,’ said the big fish, swimming lazily over to the nymphs.


    ‘Why not?’ asked Gold.


    ‘You’ll die,’ Fish replied. ‘There’s nothing to see anyway. Stay here. It’s safe down here.’


    ‘But that’s where we came from,’ Silver pointed out, ‘the others told us so. Our mother must have dropped us from beyond the sky. She must be up there, waiting.’


    Fish chuckled, ‘No, she is dead.’


    ‘How do you know?’


    ‘Because you’re a dayfly. Once you spread your wings and fly away, you will die in but a day. However, if you stay down here you may live forever.’


    “But I want to see. I want to fly.”


    Days passed, weeks, months. The nymphs ate and grew. They swam here, they swam there, they swam everywhere, to every corner of their pond, saw every inch, every twig, cave and pebble.


    Then one morning, a year since hatching, Silver felt the urge to climb a reed. So Silver climbed and climbed, determined to break through the shimmering sky.


    ‘What are you doing?’ asked Gold.


    ‘If I am to see,’ Silver replied, “then I must fly.”


    ‘But you’ll die.’


    ‘I don’t believe the fish.’


    ‘I do. I’m going to stay here and live forever.’


    ‘As you will,’ said Silver.


    ‘You’ll come back and tell me what it’s like?’ Gold hoped.


    ‘I’ll try.”


    Silver broke through the sky and disappeared, whilst Gold returned to the bottom to nibble a leaf.


    The next day, Silver called to Gold from the edge of the pond. Gold knew Silver’s voice, but the bug looked so different, with great iridescent wings and a beautiful three-pronged tail.


    ‘Silver, is that you?’ Gold asked.


    ‘It is,’ Silver replied weakly.


    ‘What did you see?’


    ‘Everything… yet nothing,’ said Silver, ‘I have rode the wind, seen forests far below, met great beasts and small. I have kissed the sun, felt its warmth on my wings. I have known love with my mate and shared joy at their smile. And yet there is so much more beyond the horizon, so much yet to see and do! This pond is but a puddle in a great ocean of green. Alas, I cannot go on. My time is done.’


    ‘You’re dying?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘I knew it!’ Gold scoffed. ‘The fish was right.’


    ‘No, everything dies,’ Silver replied, as the last breath left that weary body, ‘but I at least have lived.’


    *


    Tristan was distracted from his comforting cup of hot chocolate by a motorcade of cars and monobikes thrumming into the university courtyard. He was not expecting another Den Father to visit.


    “ALPHA?” he said, recognising the black livery and white A motif.


    Not just any ALPHA, but a big shot, one of the four that sat either side of the Alpha himself, surely.


    Passing his hot chocolate back to his subordinates and slamming his helmet back over his brow, Tristan stood firm at the top of the stairs. His mind raced, his heart thumped, his skin iced. What are they here for? The dissidents who were giving out leaflets?


    Me?


    The motorcade crackled to a halt on the gravel and the doors immediately opened, spitting out black-cloaked Prefects. With their helmets disguising them Tristan didn’t recognise anyone in particular straight away, it was only as the Prefects speedily climbed the steps that the leaders became apparent.


    The wolf at the front was none other than Nikita himself, with mottled brown and white arms and a white-imperium ‘A’ gracing his helmet and brooch. At his back was Janoah, ruddy-furred and slender, green eyes lurking under that black helm.


    “Grand Prefect Nikita,” Tristan said, barely containing his shock.


    Nikita calmly raised a paw, ALPHA-style. “Captain Donskoy,” he replied, in his thick, warm, Steppes accent. “I’m sorry to intrude on your Den Father’s, how you say… ‘symposium’?”


    “Not at all, sir. You’re most welcome.”


    Cupping his paws before him, Nikita glanced at the inviting windows of the Great Hall, “It is cold night to be left out on porch when others enjoy themselves.”


    “It is my duty, sir, and I am glad to do it.”


    “Yes. I know you have great respect for old Thorvald.”


    “He’s my Den Father, sir,” Tristan maintained, adding, “He’s always been good to my family.”


    A nod.


    “What brings you here, sir?” Tristan asked afresh, glancing at Janoah, but talking to Nikita.


    “Grand Howler Rufus,” he replied.


    “Rufus?” Tristan quizzed, glancing at Janoah again. Her demeanour gave nothing away.


    Nikita nodded but once, “He’s charged with inciting unrest and misappropriating imperium.”


    “That’s ridiculous!”


    “Ridiculous?” Nikita growled. “Misappropriating imperium is ridiculous to you, Donskoy?”


    “The charges against Rufus, sir,” Tristan explained. “The world knows I’m no admirer,” the Eisbrand maintained, “but Valerio’s no black-market peddler.”


    “Then he will be released when found innocent, I assure you,” sniffed Nikita. “Please, let us pass. Let us not make scene in front of your Den Father Thorvald.”


    “He’s not here,” Tristan said.


    “Thorvald?”


    “No, Rufus. He… never turned up, sir.”


    Janoah stepped up and scrutinised Tristan for a few seconds. “He’s lying!” she spat, glancing at Nikita. “I don’t know why, but he’s lying.”


    “You’re arresting your own husband?” Tristan growled under his breath,”


    “It is my duty,” she replied, “and I am glad to do it.”


    She made to pass, but Tristan grabbed her arm, “Wait, there must be some-”


    Immediately, Janoah twisted free and thumped Tristan’s shoulder with a palm. There was a burst of light, a loud crack and Tristan was ejected from the stairs, landing in a bush.


    “Prefect!” barked Nikita.


    The two other Eisbrands standing at the doors instinctively reached for their pistols.


    “No!” Tristan yelped, as he rolled out of the foliage and staggered forth. “Let her pass,” he said, nursing his armoured shoulder with a paw. “We… cannot obstruct ALPHA.”


    Janoah glared at the Eisbrands. Reluctantly, they put their pistols away.


    “Wise move,” she told them, brushing by. She lingered in the grand entrance long enough to tell Tristan without deigning to look at him, “If you ever touch me again, I’ll see to it you go to the mines. Ivan will not stop me.”


    On she walked, shaking the paw she had dealt Tristan an imperious blow with – no doubt it hurt her too.


    “Careful, Howler Tristan,” Nikita advised in his sultry tone, giving the youth a narrow-eyed glare, “I warn you, as friend, you’re on the thin ice already.”


    Tristan dipped his chin, “I was merely objecting to your timing, Nikita. To arrest Rufus in front of our Den Father at such a time-”


    “Unfortunate, but necessary,” Nikita dismissed. “Justice cannot wait. Den Father Thorvald would not want to stand in the way of the law, would he?”


    “Of course not, sir.”


    “Rufus is here, yes?”


    Tristan, eventually, nodded, “Yes.”


    Nikita huffed, “I pretend it slip your mind.” Gesturing to his Prefects with the merest flick of the paw, Nikita climbed the marbled stairs. “Put some ointment on that shoulder, Donskoy,” he advised.


    *


    “Me dirigibles are held together by a durametal skeleton, which is light but jolly strong!” Montague said to all, pumping a ginger fist. “We wrap the frame in polygreen, which is waterproof, but not gas proof, and then inside that there’s the gas bags, usually about twelve, which are also polygreen, but they’re lined with beeswax to keep the imperium gas in you see. Hah hah!”


    “Isn’t imperium gas explosive?” asked the well-dressed hog with a monocle sitting beside Penny. “Isn’t that why your dirigible blew up over Felicia, Mr. Buttle?”


    “Ah, yes, well, we uh….”


    “We use a new compound now, sir,” Penny assured him, standing up beside her floundering husband. “It is a mix of certain imperium gases and other additives that are completely inert, but lighter than air. Not as light as standard imperium gas, perhaps, but it provides nine tenths of the lift without the danger of a fire.”


    “Yes, that’s right!” Monty seconded.


    “New compound you say?” the hog snorted. “What’s it called?”


    “Uhm,” Monty said, whispering, “Sweetpea?”


    “It’s called felitium,” Penny declared, chin high, “in honour of my home city.”


    “Is it? Oh, yes, it is!”


    The hog squinted at the Buttles, “Invented by a cat was it?”


    “Yes, sir, by myself,” Penny asserted.


    “You, madam?”


    The elegant catess bowed slightly, “I’m a imperiologist, sir.”


    “Imperiologist!”


    “Yes, sir. Self-taught.”


    “Hah! I’ve never heard such nonsense! New compound indeed, where’s the proof? Where is your paper? Frauds, I say. Frauds.”


    “I say, sir, steady on now!” Monty mewed. “Say what you like about me, but leave Penny out of it. Me wife’s a imperiologist, and a very fine one too! I may slap ‘em together, but if it weren’t for Penny here, me dirigibles would be as flaccid as… as your waistline sir!”


    “Monty!” Penny hissed, as the hog’s monocle fell out and plopped into his glass.


    “Hahahahahaaaa!”


    All ears and eyes homed in on the smouldering red wolf across the table – Rufus – whose hysterics resembled those of a hyena.


    “Is there something amusing, sir?” snorted the hog, fishing his eyepiece from his glass and shaking it off.


    “Not at all, my good hog,” the Howler excused, swirling his own drink. “Save that, we all know your own company is exploring dirigibles too, like many others, and would give anything to see such fine competition discredited.”


    A chorus of gasps and whispers rippled down the table, reaching even Den Father Thorvald.


    “It’s true!” Rufus said, baffled as to the overblown reaction. “My ancestor was Giacomo Valerio, whose fine monos still whiz around this city like ants, so I know something about pioneering inventors and the troubles they face.” Rufus Bloodfang Valerio raised his glass to the Buttles, “Guard your intellectual property, Penny my dear, that’s all I can say-”


    “Howler Rufus, you are under arrest!” someone barked.


    Ears pricked, Rufus slowly swivelled around in his chair, resting one elbow on the back. He was met with Janoah, standing in the midst of the double doors with several black-cloaked Prefects behind her.


    Rufus stared for an age, then looked at Linus, Heath, Sara and the rest.


    “Hahahahahaaa!” he laughed, raising his glass. “That’s very funny, Jan.”


    It occurred many that Rufus was a little drunk.


    “No joke, Howler,” Janoah assured coldly, as if she had never met the wolf in her life.


    Before Linus or Heath could protest, Den Father Thorvald stood, thank goodness, and did so. “What is this, Prefect?” he bellowed. “Explain yourself, before I have you thrown out of this hall in disgrace and lodge a complaint to your so-called Alpha!”


    Janoah calmly bowed to the Den Father, “Apologies, Den Father, but I am merely carrying out my orders.”


    “Orders?” Thorvald blustered, slapping the tabletop. “Who gave such orders?”


    Nikita strode into the hall, “I did, Den Father,” he said, adding, “The Alpha himself sends apologies for intrusion, but we were afraid Howler Rufus might… slip away.”


    Now, without a thought entering his head, Linus stood up. “Slip away?” he woofed, incredulous at best. “What are the charges?”


    “And who’re you, little wolf?” Nikita hummed.


    “I’m-”


    “Stay out of this, boy!” Rufus barked. “This is no concern of yours.”


    Thorvald himself looked momentarily unnerved by Nikita’s appearance, but demanded, “The boy is right. What are the charges, Grand Prefect? I will be satisfied before you act. This is Eisbrand territory; I will not have you traipse over it arresting wolves without just cause!”


    Nikita looked to Janoah.


    “Misappropriation of white-imperium, Den Father,” she said flatly, looking down on her mate. “Howler Rufus has not only been taking more than his fair share, but selling excess on the black market.”


    “Have I, by Ulf?” Rufus laughed. “And what of your enormous ‘misappropriation’, wife?”


    “You will accompany us to ALPHA HQ,” Janoah said, hissing quietly, “Get your things husband. Let’s not make a scene.”


    “Ulf forbid.”


    Rufus stood up and assertively tugged at the shoulders of his cloak. He donned his helmet, the cheeks glowed.


    “Linus,” he said loudly.


    “Sir?”


    “Tell Elder Amael I’ll be detained for the night.”


    “Uh… yes sir.”


    With that, Rufus walked in amongst the Prefects, who led him away.

  


  
    
  

    ~Blick ii~


     


    “Uff, uff, unff!”


    The hefty punch bag swung and spun wildly on its creaking tether. Upon its return journey it met again with the mighty fists that had first set it upon its pendulous trajectory.


    “Uff, uff, unff!”


    This time arcs of plasma played over the blackened, smouldering bag as its imperium-weave sacking absorbed the boxer’s incredible blows; blows that would surely break the body of any mere wolf and send them tumbling across the floor.


    Prefects looked on in awe from the corners of the ALPHA gymnasium, some in admiration of that matchless strength, others aghast it was even possible in a wolf. Rumour held the newcomer had been specially brought in by Silvermane and that new wolfess, Janoah, to be an Eisenwolf. Some said he had already been suited up a few times and training was underway, albeit in secret. Certainly his tail had already been cut off, replaced with a black ribbon tucked in his breeches, as if in mourning for it. 


    Whatever they thought, whatever the facts, none dared approach the intimidating wolf.


    Well, save one.


    “Ungh, ungh, unfghff!”


    As the bag swung away, a grey wolfess in a prim black nurse’s uniform appeared out of left field. “Hello!” she piped quickly.


    The boxer’s gaze settled on her, “Oi… I know you-oof!”


    The punch bag slammed into him, sweeping him off his feet and flat on his back, ribbon trailing.


    “Oh!” the nurse chirped. “Are you all right?”


    The gymnasium broke into raucous laughter at the clumsy boxer’s expense. The little nurse shot eye-daggers at the lot of them, but, shaking his head, the boxer got up and dusted down his breeches. He turned to the mocking Prefects roundabout and beamed amiably, shrugging his massive shoulders and spreading his bandaged paws, dispelling at a stroke any air of spite they had projected against him. He had been a fool and knew it.


    The laughter faded.


    “You’re Meryl Stroud, yeah?” the boxer said to the nurse, steadying the still-swinging bag. “I’m Rafe,” he added, with a roguish smile. “Rafe Stenton.”


    “Yes, I know,” she replied, surprised. “You… you do remember me, then?”


    “Yeah. You looked after me when I was ill.”


    Meryl dipped her tiny chin over that well-starched high collar of hers, almost touching the white cravat. “I suppose you could say that,” she said guardedly. “How are you today?”


    A shrug, a sniff, “Fine, fine. You?”


    “Me?”


    “Yeah. You all right?”


    “I’m very well, thank you,” Meryl replied at length, as if shocked to be asked.


    Rafe nodded, smiled, and hung on the punch bag a moment before giving it a light jab – it still swung appreciably.


    Meryl asked, “Did your father teach you to box?”


    “Father?”


    “He was a rabbit, wasn’t he? They’re often fond of boxing.”


    Rafe’s brow twisted this way and that. He steadied the bag again and stared down at his feet for the longest time. He clapped a paw to his aching head, “Uhm.”


    “Never mind,” Meryl said quickly. “Rafe, I need you to come along to the infirmary.”


    Those big brown ears pricked, “What for? I feel fine.”


    “For a blood test. Quite routine I assure you. Josef says we need to keep an eye on your ash levels.”


    “Oh. Sure. One second, I’d better unwrap.”


    “All right.”


    Rafe hurried over to a bench, silk ribbon flapping in his wake, where he unbound his paws. Spying blood on the discarded bandages, Meryl clomped over in her practical, hard-wearing boots.


    “Your paws are red-raw!” she tutted, grasping them and checking the blistered pads.


    Rafe shrugged his mighty frame, his enormous muscles rippling beneath his rich brown fur. “That’s what happens, ‘en it?”


    “Happens?”


    “To Howlers. I-I mean Prefects. When we use our corona. It burns, dun it?”


    “No, not whilst training it shouldn’t!” Meryl scolded, amazed Rafe appeared to feel nothing.


    “Oh.”


    “Didn’t Silvermane and Jano…” Meryl cut off, looked around, and continued quieter, “Prefect Janoah should have told you that you only use imperium when you absolutely must. If you go on damaging your body like this you won’t last five minutes, even if you are an…” Meryl finished in a hushed voice, “an Eisenwolf.”


    Rafe mischievously leant down and whispered in kind, “I didn’t know. Sorry.”


    Meryl shook her head. Leading Rafe from the gymnasium, she said, “You must learn to control your corona properly. No more training for you, not until someone’s taught you a thing or two about self-restraint, young wolf. I’m going to have a word with Janoah and Silvermane at once-”


    “Can’t you teach me?” Rafe interjected.


    “Me?” Meryl said with surprise, stopping in the gym’s adjoining hall. “Not really. I’m not even afflicted.”


    “Aren’t you?”


    “No. Why, do I look ill?” Meryl rubbed a grey cheek, worried at Rafe’s baffled expression. “I know I’m gaunt sometimes. Lack of sleep-”


    “No no, I just wondered,” Rafe professed, adding, “And no, actually, you ain’t ‘gaunt’.”


    Meryl glanced up at the wolfen giant, surprised at his somehow frank, naive gentleness, like that of a cub who meant well but had not the life experience to put his thoughts across. Of course he was no older than sixteen or so; nobody knew for sure, least of all Rafe himself after his frightful induction.


    “Come along,” Meryl said, clearing her throat, “let’s set you right, Rafe.”


    “Oi, Meryl,” he said.


    “Yes?”


    “You owe me a penny.”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 22


     


    Elder Amael Bloodfang Balbus stood out front Riddle Den’s inspiring facade, the huge crest depicting the pack’s emblem illuminated from below, the accompanying red banners lit from above. Grand Howler Vladimir stood loftily at Amael’s left, his stocky adjutant Captain Boris at his right, whilst the elegant Captain Ivan lingered behind with some more Redcloaks. Everyone was dressed in their best, helmets and all.


    It was midnight, and as agreed via a week of ludicrous negotiations – Ivan thought them ludicrous at any rate – the gates opened and several Howlers on industrial-looking monobikes were allowed to chug onto Riddle Den’s grounds. Stopping a respectable distance away the Howlers dismounted. Despite the relative gloom one could tell their mantles were a dark yellow, except for the leader, whose cloak was ashen grey. The symbol of a gear was apparent on their brooches from several yards distant, centred as it was with a fluorescent crystal of yellow-imperium. If that didn’t give their identity away, their ugly monos did. Not for these wolves the beautiful Giacomo Valerio bikes, but hefty, own-brand models replete with twisting, exposed pipes and valves.


    The proud and arrogant Greystones and no mistake, Ivan sighed inwardly.


    Their leader, a very tall and powerfully built brown wolf, separated from his followers and strode towards the shorter, pure grey Amael, who did the same. They met halfway and embraced.


    “Amael,” said the guest.


    “Flaid,” said the host.


    After much arm-patting and pleasantries they separated and got down to business.


    Flaid raised a paw. One of his yellow cloaks came forward and placed a metal trunk on the ground.


    Amael raised his paw. One of his Redcloaks came forth and took it, checked its weight with his paw. The Howler put it down again and opened the case, revealing shining, translucent ingots of stabilised yellow-imperium crystal.


    “What’re you doing?” Amael barked at his subordinate.


    “Checking it, sir,” replied the baffled youth.


    “You insult our honoured guest. I would trust Elder Flaid with my life. Shut it immediately!”


    “Yes, Elder.”


    The Bloodfang closed the case and backed off.


    At the rear of proceedings, Ivan rolled his eyes at Amael’s painfully transparent acting. He had doubtless specifically instructed that Howler to check the case, which is why the poor chap was confused at being pulled up on it.


    One of the Greystones, a short burly fellow, stepped forward and snarled, “All right, now where’s me brother?”


    “Bodvar!” Flaid snapped.


    “If you’ve hurt a hair on his head-”


    “Bodvar, enough!” Flaid bellowed. “Do not disgrace us further, or I will disgrace you!”


    The wolf called Bodvar backed off, chin dipped.


    Despite the insult to his honour, Amael remained outwardly unmoved. “Boris,” he instructed simply.


    “Sir.”


    Boris turned and gestured at the Den’s grand entrance. The doors opened and two Bloodfang Howlers escorted a young brown wolf on crutches down the stairs, his tattered yellow cloak hanging limply around his shoulders and bandaged midriff showing. It was the border guard who had valiantly fought the giant centipede in the tunnel.


    “Gunnar!” Howler Bodvar yelped, waving.


    “Bodvar!” Howler Gunnar replied, hurrying along as best a broken leg allowed.


    As he passed Vladimir, the bruised Gunnar stopped and nodded, “Thanks for being so kind to me, Grand Howler, you n’ Rufus both.”


    Vladimir nodded graciously back, “Take care of yourself, Howler. Mind those sewer centipedes in future.”


    Smiling, Gunnar limped on, rejoining his pack whereupon Howler Bodvar hugged his brother close.


    “Stupid idiot,” he growled, “I thought we’d lost yer.”


    “Don’t fuss!” Gunnar whined.


    “Did they hurt yer?” his brother growled.


    “No. They were really good to me. Saved me life. It was that Rufus, he’s a right good ‘un.”


    Whilst his lesser Howlers let the mask of dignity slip, the mighty Flaid remained utterly composed. “I apologise that you had to squander precious venom on one of ours, Amael,” he sniffed. “I hope this meagre offering of yellow-imperium will cover the cost.”


    Amael cocked his head to one side, “Admirably, Flaid. If any of mine are ever wounded in your district, you’ll pay them the same courtesy, I’m sure.”


    Flaid nodded, “Of course.”


    “I think we’re done here, agreed?”


    “Agreed.”


    They shook paws and patted each other’s backs as if they were the best of friends. They were not enemies, it was true, but the Greystones and Bloodfangs had fought before and would fight again if this shortage continued, of that Ivan was sure, as he watched in silence.


    “Give my regards to Grand Howler Rufus,” Flaid said, not seeing him amongst the gathering. “Wherever he is.”


    Amael managed a strained chuckle only.


    With that, Flaid and the Greystones parted company with their Bloodfang rivals and mounted their still-churning monobikes. No sooner had Gunnar sat on the back of his brother’s chunky mono than he was whisked away, out the gates and into the night, destined for the safety of Greystone territory.


    “That worthless Rufus,” Amael complained, turning and passing through his Howlers, heading up the stairs, “He’s embarrassed us yet again. He should’ve been back from wherever in Ulf’s name he is.”


    “The Arkady Symposium, sir?” Boris reminded his leader, following him.


    “Whatever! He said he would be here in time for this exchange, but as usual I am made to look a fool. He’s probably lying drunk in a ditch somewhere, the disrespectful dog. I’ll have him flogged this time, I swear it.”


    “Shall I send someone to find him, sir?”


    “What’s the point?”


    As the group entered the Den’s reception, with its Bloodfang emblem and polished marbled foyer, Vladimir came up on Elder Amael’s left. “One does not excuse oneself from the presence of a Den Father lightly, sir,” he said. “Perhaps Thorvald has kept Rufus longer than expected?”


    Amael gave Vladimir a questioning sideways look, but in the end just grunted noncommittally at him. Perhaps he thought it odd that Vladimir should stick up for Rufus, Ivan certainly did, as he lingered at the back. Twice in as many weeks now Vladimir had been Rufus’s pal. Perhaps he was just repaying a favour, or perhaps he was accruing credit with Rufus to ask a favour later?


    “Vladimir, that hyena you have in custody,” Amael growled, taking Vladimir to one side, though Ivan listened in.


    “Madou, sir?”


    “Whatever he’s called.”


    “He’s proving most stubborn on the rack, but-”


    “Get rid of him,” Amael interrupted.


    Vladimir was baffled, “Elder?”


    “You heard,” Amael snorted impatiently, “I want him tried and out of my fur.”


    “But he may yet reveal THORN’s plans-”


    “He knows nothing! Just like Noss before him, he’s a pathetic pawn. Stop driving up our gas bill frying him on the rack and have him sent down. Is that clear?”


    At length, said, “Yes, sir.”


    Though his interest was piqued by the exchange, Ivan quickly forgot it when a Howler hurried across the foyer and intercepted him.


    “Cap’n!” the youngster panted, saluting.


    “Yes, Howler?” Ivan acknowledged.


    “It’s Grand Howler Rufus, sir.”


    Visions of bombings and lupicide flashed through Ivan’s mind as he imagined Rufus had been assassinated. “What’s happened?” he said, dreading the answer.


    “He’s been… been arrested by ALPHA, sir,” the Howler said, betwixt a gulp.


    Vladimir overheard and approached, “Arrested?”


    The Howler saluted him, “Yes Grand Howler. Trooper Linus just got off the phone to us sir. He says they came storming in and arrested Rufus in the middle of a… a party, or something.”


    “Symposium?” Vladimir suggested.


    “That’s it, sir. Line was pretty bad.”


    Vladimir nodded and turned away, “I see. Very good, Howler, carry on.”


    Ivan also went about his business, apparently relieved.


    The puzzled young Howler followed them, “But… but what about Rufus, sir?”


    “He’ll be back by morning,” Ivan assured the youth.


    Vladimir explained, “Not a year goes by without Rufus being arrested for something; probably got denounced to ALPHA by a jilted beta. At least this gets him off the hook with Amael.”


    *


    Rufus sat in the stark, off-white interrogation room, ember smouldering betwixt his lips, ash tumbling onto the table he was leaning on. He reached inside his cloak – as he did so one of the two ALPHA Prefects standing in the corners of the room went for their sword.


    “Checking the time, dear boy,” Rufus explained, tentatively producing his pocket watch.


    The Prefect gulped and cleared his throat, before standing normally again. He glanced nervously at his compatriot across the room, but said nothing to him.


    “It’s nearly one,” Rufus snorted, stowing it away. “Are you chaps planning on keeping me here all night?”


    No reply.


    “Any chance of a cup of tea? Maybe a biscuit, if it’s not too much trouble?”


    Nothing, not a peep.


    “You know you’re very rude,” Rufus tutted, blowing a cloud of strawberry ember vapours.


    Some minutes passed. Rufus was just wondering how Linus was faring getting home without a ride, what with the last trains long since gone, when the door opened. The Prefects stood to attention and waved the quick ALPHA salute as two more entered the room, one tall, silvery grey and in all-black gear, the other… well….


    “Ah, the wife!” Rufus greeted, Janoah’s obscuring Howler helmet proving no impediment to recognition. He looked to the wolf accompanying her and had no trouble there either. “And you’ve brought ‘Silvermange’ to see me. How lovely. Do have a seat, you two. Kettle’s on.”


    Grand Prefect Silvermane looked to Janoah and growled under his breath, “You said he was sober.”


    She just shrugged.


    Silvermane cleared his throat and approached the table with a file in his paws.


    “Grand Howler Rufus,” he said, pleasantly enough.


    Barely had he than Rufus asked, “Whatcha got there?” in a patronising tone, like a father to a cub, raising his chin at the file nestled in the Grand Prefect’s silver paws. “Evidence?”


    Silvermane nodded at the two Prefects, “Leave us.”


    “So soon?” Rufus whined. “I was just getting to know the charming fellows.”


    The Prefects waved again and shuffled hastily out the room, eager to be relieved, either because Rufus frightened them, or because he annoyed them. Either way, Janoah closed the door in their wake and stood aloof.


    Satisfied, Silvermane tossed the file in his paws onto the desk. Rufus looked at it, then at him.


    “Go ahead,” Silvermane urged, paws cupped before him.


    Rufus opened the file. He hadn’t read two sentences when he stopped and looked up at his captor, “This is my proposal to go to the Dead Cities.”


    “Your annually rejected proposal,” Silvermane corrected gently, albeit dripping with intent.


    Rufus closed the file. “Try, try again,” he said, dipping his chin and pushing the offending file away.


    Janoah watched in silence. Silvermane glanced at her, then said to Rufus, “You want it to happen?”


    “Pardon me?”


    “You heard,” the Silver sniffed, spreading a paw. “I can make it happen. ALPHA will fund it, give you wolves and supplies, no cabal of ignorant, indolent Elders will stop you.”


    Rufus looked up at him, “I don’t understand.”


    “Your arrest was just a ruse,” Silvermane admitted.


    “Ruse?”


    “Yes. To make THORN believe you when you say you’ve defected and wish to help bring down the Republic. We have to make this convincing if we’re to succeed.”


    Rufus’s green eyes darted to and fro. “Sorry, but… did I miss a page or something?”


    Maintaining outward calm, Silvermane pulled up a chair and sat opposite the cheeky red wolf, “Grand Howler, there is a plot afoot to destroy the Republic-”


    “I’m not surprised!” Rufus woofed.


    “You condone it?” Silvermane said at once.


    “Don’t put words in my mouth, Silver, you’re not nearly clever enough.”


    “That’s Grand Prefect Silvermane, if you please.”


    “I don’t. So, how’s your glorious leader? Does he let you boys smoulder, or is he still an utter bore?”


    Silvermane snorted and looked to Janoah, “Am I wasting my time here, Prefect?”


    Thus invited, Janoah entered the conversation, “Rufus, THORN are going to murder hundreds, possibly thousands-”


    “As we do them?” Rufus replied instantly.


    “What?”


    Reaching into his cloak, Rufus slammed a dishevelled piece of paper on the desk. It was Sara’s leaflet; the one Tristan had given her, with all its horrific imagery.


    The Prefects exchanged looks.


    “Where did you get this?” Silvermane demanded, taking the leaflet.


    “That’s hardly the issue.”


    “Is this what passes for intellectual discussion at the Wintertide Symposium?” Silvermane scoffed, flicking the paper with his fingers. “Are the great thinkers of Lupa stupid enough to fall for such blatant propaganda?”


    “Hyenas do not make propaganda, sir!” Rufus countered sternly. “When was the last time you saw a hyena photographing or printing anything? How can they when they are denied basic amenities!”


    “Naive do-gooders help spread THORN’s rot, do-gooders like you.”


    “Is it ‘do-gooding’ to sympathise with starving cubs?”


    “Starving? Ridiculous.”


    Janoah leant in, “Rufus, this isn’t even about the hyena tribes, or THORN, not really.”


    “But you just said-”


    “They are being used!” Janoah cut in, before Rufus could go off on one. “They are fools, these… cubs, this Themba and Nurka, and all their followers too! Brainwashed fanatics who are dooming their own people.” She grabbed the leaflet and waved it in Rufus’s blinking face, “I’ve no doubt this nightmare will come true for them if Lupa falls into civil war because of THORN. The Howlers will have no choice but to wipe the hyenas out to quell the outrage of the citizens, little and noble alike!”


    Rufus gulped, “Go on.”


    Janoah threw the leaflet away and stood up straight, arms folded. “That’s the plan, you see. The hyenas will be blamed for causing the next Howler War, whilst their treacherous wolfen puppeteers will reap the reward and rule Lupa as kings, professing to be our saviour in Lupa’s time of need… or something equally tacky.”


    Janoah could see her husband’s astute brain working behind his eyes, piecing things together. It was fun watching him struggle on so little information.


    “Puppeteers, Jan?” he said, fishing for clues.


    “Ah! Now he’s intrigued,” his wife cackled at Silvermane.


    Silvermane reasoned. “Rufus, I know the Republic isn’t perfect,” he said, in his soothing tone, “but it’s all we’ve got, and it’s preferable to a dictatorship which is what we will get if we do not smash this plot before it breaks around our ears.”


    “All right, all right,” Rufus sighed, “I get it.” He shrugged his ruddy shoulders, “Look, I love Lupa, for all its ills and injustices, and all our… mistakes. Change will come to our fair city, I’ve no doubt; but not by dictatorship. That way madness lies.”


    Silvermane sat back and exhaled a little, perhaps relieved to hear such words.


    “Who is it?” Rufus asked in general. “Hit me.”


    Janoah snorted simply, “Amael Balbus.”


    “Balbus!”


    “Amongst others,” Silvermane added quickly.


    “I don’t believe it!” Rufus blustered.


    “Believe it!” Janoah chirped airily. “He does nothing but talk about how he’s going to rule Lupa… with me.”


    Silence.


    “With you, Jan?”


    “Yes, dear. I lay with him.”


    Rufus nearly went cross-eyed, “What do you mean, you-”


    “It’s strictly for the sake of the Republic!” Janoah interceded, raising a paw. “I did it for you, once, now I do it for Lupa – a worthier cause, I’m sure you’ll agree.”


    Rufus took a sharp puff on his ember as he digested the news. “I do,” he said.


    “He loves me, or so he professes,” Janoah huffed.


    To which Silvermane added, “Not enough to reveal who he’s conspiring with, or exactly how it’s going to come about, despite your best efforts, Janoah.”


    “He says he’s keeping me at arm’s length to protect me, in case he falls,” Janoah excused, with a tiny shrug. “I appreciate his concern, but hopefully as the time draws nearer he’ll confide in me. Until then I must continue to help him and not push too hard or he may suspect me.”


    Rufus had to ask, “How’re you helping him, Jan?”


    “I feed him snippets of ALPHA files, give him dirt on his fellow Bloodfang Elders. Illegal dealings, imperium embezzlement, embarrassing liaisons and so forth – you know the kind of thing you’re always brought in for.”


    “How charming. Why?”


    Janoah explained, “So he can blackmail them into voting him Den Father. Amael believes he must be at least that high to strike. Nobody is going to follow a mere nobody Elder, but Den Father of the illustrious Bloodfangs… well maybe.”


    Rufus pointed out, “Perhaps you should remind Amael that we ‘illustrious Bloodfangs’ already have a Den Father.”


    “For now,” Janoah said, “but he might fall down the stairs tomorrow. He’s very old and doddery, isn’t he?”


    “Are you saying Amael’s going to do him in?”


    “It’s the logical step.”


    “Then Vito must be told.”


    “No.”


    “No?” Rufus woofed. “What do you mean no? Are you just going to let it happen?”


    Silvermane interjected, “If we tell the Den Fathers what’s afoot they will initiate their own clumsy investigations all over the shop and Amael’s fellow conspirators will go to ground and destroy all evidence. Even racking Amael for their names will not be enough to incriminate conspiring Elders from other packs; no Den Father would stand for it. They mistrust ALPHA as it is and will defend their own from feeble prosecutions. You Howlers seem to think we’re all-powerful and can bring anyone down on a whim; the truth is very different. We must have evidence.”


    “Clearly,” Rufus huffed, looking at his dwindling ember. “That’s why I’m not down the mines already.”


    Silvermane grunted, “You must admit, Rufus, that you invite scrutiny at every turn. Your actions have not been above reproach.”


    “I have never committed a crime against the Republic, unless voicing my concerns is a crime?”


    “Concerns?” Silvermane woofed. “You have incited unrest on multiple occasions. You incite it now by even entertaining that vile propaganda leaflet!”


    “Can you prove it untrue? Have you ever been to the Reservations and checked what goes on there?”


    “Wolves do not do such things! We are not barbarians!”


    Rufus burst out laughing, head tipped back.


    Silvermane saw red. “Do you mock me, sir?” he bellowed.


    “I envy you, young Silvermane,” the Howler replied. “I wish I was still so… cute.”


    Silence, pricklier than a cactus.


    “So, other wolves are involved?” Rufus sniffed, as if nothing had transpired.


    Flustered by comparison, the ‘cute’ Silvermane took a moment to compose himself, to clear his throat and adjust his cloak. “The rot runs deep,” he said gravely. “We suspect there are dozens of traitors in every pack. One or two in ALPHA itself, we think.”


    Rufus tutted like a disapproving matron.


    “Nobody is more disappointed than me,” Silvermane assured him. “Even the pure intentions of ALPHA have been sullied by this… festering decay!” the Prefect snarled, before measuring his tone. “However, fester it must, for now. The game must be allowed to run until Amael plays his cards and reveals his allies, only then can we round them up.”


    Nodding, Rufus sucked his cheek, then said, “Where do I fit into your scheme?”


    “You’ll help us?” Silvermane asked expectantly.


    “I haven’t decided yet. Besides, my price might be too high for you impoverished ALPHA lot.”


    “Your expedition will be funded and-”


    “I’ll set my provisos, not you!” Rufus interrupted, looking between the Prefects. “Just tell me what you want me to do and I’ll let you know if I can even do it.” Stubbing out his ember and breaking open another he said, “And for Ulf’s sake, someone make me a cup of tea.”


    *


    “I shouldn’t worry,” Heath said, anxiously puffing on his pipe in the deserted university hall. “Someone’s denounced him because they don’t like what he says. It’s intimidation that’s all. ALPHA needs hard evidence not hearsay and Rufus is no imperium peddler.”


    “Aye,” Sara agreed, casting her eyes over the sad remnants of the symposium; the dripping ice-sculptures and discarded napkins.


    Rufus’s arrest had spoilt the evening. Den Father Thorvald had excused himself, professing he was going to make a complaint on Rufus’s behalf and taking his Howlers with him, and once they had gone the great and good of Lupa had dispersed also, perhaps afraid they too might be whisked away by ALPHA. One or two stoic individuals had stayed behind awhile, like Penny and Monty, but now only the university faculty remained.


    “We should put this outside, Professor,” Sara suggested, reaching for the ice relief-sculpture of a butterfly resting on a flower. “It’s so beautiful; it’d be a shame tae let it melt straight away. It could last all winter in the grounds.”


    “What? Oh, yes yes! Quite.”


    Sara began sliding the sculpture across the tabletop on its decorative tray. “Och!” she puffed, “It weighs a ton!”


    “I’m not surprised!” Heath laughed. “Here, I’ll take this end, you take that end.”


    Together, the bear and wolf eased the butterfly sculpture off the table. It was a struggle for both parties, since Heath was too tall and Sara too short to comfortably hold the beautified block of ice level between them. Nonetheless they made it out the door and down the empty entrance hall, Heath shuffling backwards all the way.


    “Professor, Ah can’t hold it much longer,” Sara complained, as icy water slopped over the tray and sapped her paws of strength. “Mah fingers are going numb!”


    “Nearly there,” Heath replied, bumping the door open with his behind and letting in some falling snow.


    They started down the stairs.


    “Ah’m gonna drop it!” Sara cried.


    The warning had no sooner left her lips than some blonde wolf in a red cloak swept in out of left field and grabbed Sara’s end of the sculpture from her.


    “I’ve got it,” Howler Linus assured.


    Surprised, but grateful, Sara removed her painfully frozen paws and dried her fingers on her breeches.


    “Thanks,” she said, breathing life back into her paws.


    Linus nodded – his helmet disguised any smile.


    Apparently without effort, the powerfully-built Howler helped Heath guide the sculpture down the marbled stairs and set it in the fresh snow by the bushes.


    “There we are,” Heath said, flicking his paws. “I thought you’d gone home, Howler Mills.”


    “Yes,” he replied, “I started to walk, but… well….”


    “Walk back to Riddle HQ? In this weather? Hah!”


    “Precisely.”


    “What about the mono?” Heath said, flapping a paw at Rufus’s lonely monobike, the last vehicle remaining on the campus, which now sported a hefty white mantle of freshly fallen snow. “Don’t you have the key?”


    “I do, sir, I got it off the valet.”


    “Well then, Rufus won’t mind you borrowing it to get home. It’s just a pack-owned Springtail, isn’t it?”


    “I… can’t ride,” Linus admitted awkwardly.


    “Oh, I see.”


    Linus moved on, “Might I use your phone again to call a friend to come pick me up? I’d stay at a hotel, naturally, anywhere really, but I don’t have any money on me.”


    Listening in, Sara snorted in a confused tone, “But you’re a Howler, you don’t have tae pay.”


    The Howler explained patiently, “This is Eisbrand territory, Miss, not Bloodfang. I can’t abuse my rights.”


    “Some would.”


    “Maybe.”


    There was a brief silence.


    Linus looked to Heath, “May I use your phone, sir?”


    “Uhm… well, yes yes, of course,” the bear replied, momentarily bowled over by this Howler’s reserve. “Come in and warm yourself up while you wait, uh… Linus.”


    “Thank you, sir.”


    “Been a funny old night, hasn’t it?”


    “Yes.”


    Smelling the youth’s anxiety a mile away, Heath tried to set him at ease. “Rufus will be all right, you know. He’s used to being mucked about by ALPHA, even if we’re not. Not a year passes without them breathing down his neck over something he’s said or done. It’s all nonsense; a mere game.”


    Linus nodded, but said nothing.


    As the trio walked up the snow-bound stairs, Sara cupped her paws behind her back and asked knowingly, “What happened tae all your money, Howler?”


    “I blew it all on a Buttle Skyways ticket.”


    *


    In the vaporous atmosphere of the ALPHA interrogation room, Rufus sipped his Hummel tea and puffed on his third ember, blueberry this time, not his favourite, but he hardly noticed for the thoughts jostling for position in his head.


    “Who else knows?” he asked, clearing his throat.


    Silvermane took a sharp breath and shuffled on his parsimonious new-materials seat, “Just us three, and the Alpha, of course.”


    “Not Nikita and Horst then?”


    “Nor Duncan; any one of them may be a traitor. I doubt it’s Horst, though he could be hiding his ambitions behind conservatism. But Duncan is a little-beast-loving ex-Hummel and Nikita is a rabidly impartialist ex-Eisbrand; it could be change is not happening fast enough for them.”


    Rufus tutted, “I like them already. Perhaps it’s you who’s the traitor, Silver? Have you checked your own file?”


    Silvermane huffed, “If it were me, Janoah wouldn’t be alive. Amael would’ve taken care of her by now, because I would have told him about her double-crossing.”


    Rufus couldn’t deny it.


    In the silence, Janoah sighed, “Vladimir needs to know what we’re going to do.”


    “Vladimir?” Rufus guffawed.


    His wife grimaced, as if the truth pained her. “He’s the one who sussed Amael out in the first place.”


    “The wily Oromov. How?”


    “That doesn’t matter, husband, what matters is that he’s still my partner in Riddle.” Janoah spread a ruddy paw. “How do you think I know half of what I know? Amael didn’t tell me THORN’s plans, it was Vladimir getting it out of Chakaa Madou. Horst complained earlier that I let the Bloodfangs get away with a key suspect, but I knew Vladimir would set to work and tell me anyway.”


    “Yes,” Rufus gruffed, “Vlad’s set to work all right, with rack and iron all week I dare say-”


    “You haven’t obstructed him have you?” Janoah hissed, leaning on the tabletop.


    Rufus removed his blue ember. “Do calm down, Jan. Madou is Vladimir’s catch; I’ve no right to interfere. Besides, hyenas are not covered by the Lupan Laws… are they?”


    “That’s the most sensible thing you’ve said all day,” Janoah huffed. She stood up again, “Well, in any case, Vladimir needs to be brought aboard. If I betray his trust by holding back information he’ll do the same to me and that could be dangerous.”


    “It could be dangerous if he’s told too much,” Silvermane observed. “How do you know he’s truly on our side? He could be feeding you lies as Amael’s double-agent for all you know.”


    “No, sir,” Janoah dismissed. “I know Vladimir’s secret, and Amael would kill him if I let it be known, as would I be if Vladimir told Amael about me. We have the goods on each other, Vlad and I.”


    Silvermane enquired, “And what is this ‘secret’?”


    “It’s of no matter to ALPHA, sir.”


    “Nonetheless-”


    “I will not betray Oromov, sir, not even to you,” Janoah said firmly. “All will out in good time.”


    Rufus swirled his tea, watching the brown leafy liqueur spin, “Jan, you never cease to amaze me. I bet you’re having fun giving Amael the old run-around, aren’t you?”


    Janoah chuckled, “Amael’s quite the wolf; strong, handsome, ambitious.”


    “Mad?”


    “Clever! It’s a pity he’s abusing his Ulf-given talents. Rather like someone else I know.”


    Silvermane watched the couple bounce off one another, apparently enjoying themselves, forgetting, perhaps, that they were in the presence of a Grand Prefect.


    Silvermane glanced at Janoah, then asked the pertinent question, “Will you help us, Rufus?”


    “Aren’t you forgetting something?”


    “What?”


    “My price.”


    With an exasperated sigh, Silvermane said, “What more do you want?”


    Leaning on the table Janoah hissed at Rufus, “Take the offer. An expedition is your life’s ambition, for Ulf’s sake! This is your big chance.”


    Rufus slowly turned to her. “By Ulf, Jan, do you honesty think I want ALPHA breathing down my neck whilst I am trying to catalogue the discoveries of a lifetime? Besides, you can’t even stretch to decent chairs for you own Den, let alone the cash required for an expedition.”


    Silvermane insisted, “The Alpha will back you. He has given us his direct consent to make this deal.”


    “Hah!”


    “You doubt the word of the Alpha?”


    “He’s your Alpha, not mine.”


    Janoah stood up straight, arms folded, “All right. What do you want?”


    Rufus inhaled a huge draught from his ember and blew it overhead, “That which you took from me.”


    *


    After tapping the hook a few times, Linus put the phone down as quickly as he’d picked it up.


    “Line’s dead,” he explained.


    “It’s the snow,” Heath complained. “I’ve told the district council a hundred times they need to clean the ash off the lines more often come winter. The snow sticks to it something awful and the lines break under the weight! Same every year.”


    “What now?” Sara asked.


    Linus looked around Heath’s university office, with its many papers, trinkets and fascinating specimen jars with preserved bugs floating inside like pale embryos. “You two can go home,” he said, adding, “Just leave me here.”


    “Leave you here?” Heath snorted, looking to Sara.


    “Don’t worry, I-I-I can sleep in the foyer,” Linus explained, “I mean, if that’s all right?”


    “No! No it isn’t!” the bear woofed. “No associate of my dear friend Rufus is sleeping rough, sir. The very idea! No, you shall come home with me.”


    “But-”


    “I won’t hear of it! Rufus would never forgive me. You can sleep on my sofa, how’s that?”


    Linus, eventually, nodded, “That’s v-vvv-very kind of you, Professor Heath. I’m honoured.”


    “Honoured, he says,” the bear chuckled. “It’s the least I can do for someone who’s read all my books! That’s a harder labour than my writing them, I fear.”


    Linus laughed awkwardly and scratched his neck.


    “We’d better lock up, Sara,” Heath told his young associate, fishing some keys from his waistcoat. “I’ll do the offices, you do the main hall.”


    “Aye.”


    Linus was surprised, “Don’t you have caretakers here?”


    “They’ve gone home to bed, Howler,” was Heath’s amused response. “Sara and I were only staying on in the hope ALPHA would bring Rufus back once Thorvald got onto them, but it seems he’s been put away for the night.”


    “Awful bullies they are,” Sara growled huffily, “They’re worse than the Howlers.”


    Linus looked at her.


    Glancing back at him, Sara wordlessly left the office with Heath’s keys jangling in her little paws.


    Once she had gone, Heath made excuses, “She’s a spirited girl. She doesn’t really mean anything by that.”


    “Forget it,” Linus said.


    Unbeknownst to them, Sara lingered long enough to hear what was said, before sneaking down the hallway to the main entrance, where the Great Hall was to be found. Checking inside one last time, lest a guest had somehow escaped all notice and was sleeping in a corner, Sara pulled the mighty doors to, so she could grab them both at the same time, and shut with all her might.


    The sound of ancient wood and metal slamming together reverberated down the ornate foyer.


    “Sara.”


    “Oh!”


    Turning around with a paw to her chest, Sara was greeted by a tall knightly-looking Howler, his armoured shoulders flecked with half-melted snow.


    “Tristan!” she barked, hitting him on the shoulder. “You scared me!”


    “Sorry.”


    Composing herself, Sara locked the doors. “Any news?” she asked.


    “No,” Tristan replied, nursing his shoulder. “The phones are down all over the place. Thorvald will take it up in the morning.”


    “They’ll let him go, right?”


    “Grand Howler Rufus has powerful friends. It’ll be fine.”


    “Aye.”


    Tristan looked around, “Do you still have that flyer?”


    “What? Oh, no.”


    “You destroyed it? Good.”


    “No, Rufus took it,” Sara said innocently.


    Tristan snorted in alarm, “What?”


    “Ah showed it tae him over dinner and he took it. He said Ah shouldn’t be seen with such things.”


    “Sara!”


    “What?”


    “How’s it going to look to ALPHA when they find that on him? By Ulf’s fangs, wolfess, if they didn’t have a reason to throw the book at him they do now!”


    “But… he just took it off me! Ah didn’t know he was going tae be arrested.”


    Tristan turned away and removed his helmet to run a paw over his aching head.


    Deflecting her blunder, Sara snorted after him, “Ah dunno why ye pretend tae care, anyway; everyone knows ye don’t even like him.” Giving the doors a tug to check they were locked she mumbled, “Ah bet you’d love tae see him go down the mines and never come up again.”


    With a scoff of disgust, Tristan took his leave, storming down the hall.


    Cursing her terse tongue, Sara called after him, “Tristan, come back! Tristan!”


    Hurrying after the Howler, Sara grabbed his arm and tugged him to a stop.


    “Gagh!”


    Sara immediately let go as Tristan whirled round in apparent pain, dropping his helmet in favour of clapping a paw to his shoulder.


    “What’s wrong?” Sara gasped.


    “Nothing, you just… pulled too hard,” the Howler excused.


    “Don’t be daft.”


    Tristan suffered through obvious discomfort, before admitting begrudgingly, “It was that… that bitch Janoah.”


    Sara’s eyes darted about, “Rufus’s wife?”


    The Howler nodded quickly, “I tried to stop her going in, or at least ask her why in Ulf’s name she was arresting her own husband. She blew me off the stairs.”


    “Blew you off the stairs?”


    “She packs quite the punch,” Tristan seethed, with a false laugh. “You’d never believe it to look at her.”


    Digesting all that, Sara said, “Let me see.”


    “No-”


    “Tristan.”


    “You can’t do anything!”


    “Of course I can!” Sara huffed, paws on hips. “Ah know how tae treat plasma burns.”


    Linus strode into the hall, or as much as such a short stocky wolf could stride. “Everything all right here?” he enquired, ears pricked from the sound of raised voices. “Miss Sara?”


    Tristan protectively pushed his way in front of Sara and snorted, “What’re you doing here at this time of night, Bloodfang?”


    “I could ask you the same thing, Eisbrand.”


    “This is my territory!”


    With a gulp, Linus quickly tagged on, “I meant last week, sir, when you were spying on us.”


    “Spying? Is that the thanks I get for saving your hide?”


    “I had everything under control.”


    “Hah! Right.”


    In the same manner he had her, Sara pushed in front of Tristan, even if she was a dot by comparison. “Stop it!” she yelped, looking between the Howlers. “Grow up, the both of ye!” She eventually settled on Tristan, whispering, “Don’t be so rude. He’s Rufus’s friend and a good ‘un.”


    “You can’t trust that pack of-”


    “Yes, Tristan, ah can, and it’s nae your business!”


    “Have you forgotten Bruno already?” he growled, “What they did to him?”


    Sara reached up and slapped Tristan across the muzzle, hard enough to turn his head.


    There was a brief silence.


    “Go home, Tristan,” Sara said, looking down and away.


    With a last glare at Linus, Tristan retrieved his helmet from the polished floor and strode from the university, slamming the front door behind him.


    In the aftermath Linus said, “Sorry. That was my fault. He’s right, I shouldn’t be here.”


    Sara shook her head, “Tristan’s just… overprotective.”


    “Of you?”


    “Aye. He’s such an idiot sometimes.”


    Professor Heath ambled into the hall, “Ready, you two?” he said chirpily.


    “Aye,” Sara replied.


    “It’s just a short walk to my flat,” Heath told Linus.


    Linus was confused, but said nothing as Professor Heath led him from Arkady University. Locking the main doors behind them they headed out into the night, paws crunching in the deepening snow.


    Sara tagged along – and that was the confusing bit. Was she coming to Heath’s flat? Was she staying there too, or just coming along for the ride?


    “Och! Ah hate this time of year,” the little wolfess complained to Linus, amidst an overblown shiver.


    “Too cold?” he guessed, with a sniff.


    “Well, that and there’s nae bugs,” Sara replied. “They all die or hibernate, of course. We’ve had tae keep Toggle cooped up inside for days; she’s getting very frustrated.”


    Linus gave Sara a sideways glance, “Uhm, Toggle?”


    “Oh. Sorry. That’s mah bee’s name.”


    “Ah.”


    “You’ll see her in a minute,” Sara explained. “She’s in the Professor’s flat. We brought her over so we could show her off tae everyone, but it was too cold tae take her out. Olivia stayed in tae look after her.”


    “Olivia?”


    “Mah best friend.”


    Heath glanced behind, “She’s, uh… got the flu, so don’t get too close, Howler.”


    Linus joked nervously, “I-I-I just hope this flat is big enough for all of us.”


    *


    “He can’t have him!”


    “We’ve no choice.”


    “He’s mine! I found him!”


    “He’s ALPHA’s!” Silvermane snapped. “Or have you forgotten how I got you this position?”


    Janoah dipped her chin and looked away in frustration.


    Safe in the gloom of the corridor, Silvermane glanced through the one-way mirror, into the brightly-lit interrogation room. Rufus casually puffed on an ember, staring exactly where Silvermane was, meeting his very eyes, as if he could see him and Janoah through the reflective glass. Perhaps he could sense their coronas, even through the ash-infused, aura-dampening glass and walls, what with his extraordinary perceptive powers, which reminded Silvermane.


    “Besides,” he said, looking to Janoah, “Rufus found him, not you.”


    “And would’ve wasted him, sir,” Janoah growled back, “as he wastes all the talent that comes his way, even his own! Set him free? He’ll send Rafe to a… a home for the afflicted or something, to sit around turning clay pots and painting watercolours, wasting his life when he should be out protecting the Republic!”


    “Then he really is fond of the boy?”


    “As he was Ivan, Uther and all the rest he’s taken under his wing. They’re but passing interests.”


    “In the end,” Silvermane reasoned, “it’s Rafe’s choice. If he wishes to stay with ALPHA, to remain an Eisenwolf and do his duty, Rufus cannot force him otherwise. All we’re promising is an imperium pension in the event he does wish to leave, we’re not promising to convince him to take it. Are we?”


    Janoah nodded, “That’s true.”


    Silvermane cupped his paws before him, “Then we’re agreed?”


    His subordinate eventually sighed, “Yes, sir.”


    Back in they went, Silvermane quick and eager, Janoah slow and reluctant. She nibbled a claw and stood behind Silvermane whilst he nodded at the expectant-looking Rufus.


    “All right,” he said, “you’ve got a deal.”


    “Pension for life?”


    “If Rafe chooses, yes.”


    “That’s all I ask,” Rufus agreed, stubbing out his ember. “Let me see him.”


    *


    At the top of the stairwell, Heath unlocked the door and shepherded his wolfen guests inside.


    “My humble abode,” said the bear, his little eyes squinting at Linus from behind a warm smile.


    Ever-polite, the Howler removed his helmet as he walked in, blue eyes taking stock. He found himself in Heath’s living room, amidst antique sofas and chairs, a smart coffee table and a ticking grandfather clock.


    Linus was immediately drawn to the walls. Framed photos plastered every available surface as thickly as wallpaper. In most, a decidedly youthful Heath was standing in the great outdoors, with deserts, forests and even great snowy mountains looming over his sloped bear shoulders. In many of the pictures other beasts stood around him, fellow scientists and naturalists of every race, all dressed in distinctively Lupan clothing, which made them stand out like sore thumbs when posing beside native beasts in traditional garbs – hyenas on the plains, otters at a sunny beach, even a group of noble-looking elk in a deep dark forest. Sometimes the group were standing over a slain bug, a scorpion in one, a centipede in another. In one faded photo, Heath was measuring a presumably dead crab’s gigantic claw, and in another he was posing by a huge spider’s web stretched between two trees.


    There were other things to see, old shields painted with dazzling hyena patterns, crossing spears with sprays of red ribbon, and weird idols representing some kind of squat beetle god; even the carpet beneath Linus’s gaitered boots was a thing to behold, the red and gold fibres festooned with stylised insects frolicking amidst a scene of leaves and flowers. The seemingly endless pattern drew Linus in, sucking him into another world, the wild world beyond Lupa.


    “Make yourself at home, Howler,” Heath said, breaking the youth from his mental meanderings. “I’ll make us all a cup of hot chocolate before bed.”


    “Oh, uh… thank you, sir.”


    “Call me Heath,” the bear said, opening the kitchen door.


    Sara had already passed through to one of the adjoining rooms, where she turned up a lamp.


    “Olivia?” she called gently. “You awake?”


    “Sara?” someone out of view replied groggily – Olivia, Linus could only presume, wondering what manner of beast she might be. “Oh dear, I must’ve fallen asleep!” she laughed gently. “What time is it?”


    “Very late,” Sara whispered. “How’s the flu?”


    “Better,” Olivia chirped at length, adding curiously, “Is someone here?”


    “Aye, one of Rufus’s friends,” Sara explained, adding quickly, “Where’s Toggle?”


    No sooner had Sara enquired after her pet bee than Professor Heath turned up the kitchen lamp and wailed in a chiding tone, “Oh no. Tooooggle!”


    Sara sped through the lounge, giving Linus but a glance on her way to the kitchen.


    “Och!” she gasped at the door, paws clapping to cheeks.


    “Where’s Olivia?” Heath asked.


    “She was asleep.”


    “Asleep? How’d she sleep through this, it’s a disaster!”


    Linus quietly wandered over to see what the trouble was, as if, him being a Howler and all, he might be able to mend any problem these normal beasts might come across.


    He discovered a very reasonable kitchen – stove, breakfast table, airy windows and terracotta tiles – all of it smeared with what looked like jam. Various jars of all shapes and contents were strewn haphazardly across the floor, some of them broken, others intact. All the broken jars containing sweet preserves and honey looked clean, as if they had been licked out, whilst those containing vinegar-soaked pickles and tart chutney remained where they lay, unadulterated beyond breakage. Is this the work of a deranged, sweet-toothed burglar? Linus thought.


    Leaning in a little more he discovered the culprit; a trembling, black and orange ball of fluff with its head stuck in an especially big jar.


    “A bee!” Linus woofed.


    Sara looked back at him – the Howler was smiling like an excited cub.


    Heath wasn’t. “Oh dear, oh dear, what a confounded mess,” he tutted. “I said to keep this door shut, didn’t I? You know what she’s like.”


    Sara went to pick her way through the carnage, “Toggle!”


    “Mind the glass!” Heath advised, stopping her.


    “Ah think she’s stuck, Professor.”


    Putting his helmet aside Linus said, “Here, let me.”


    Watched by Heath and Sara, the Howler crunched through the minefield of glass shards, his gaitered boots impervious to damage, approaching Toggle without trepidation.


    As Linus advanced, the bee backed into a corner and made aggressive buzzing noises.


    Bvv! Bvvvt! Bvvv!


    Her abdomen began pumping in and out from the effort.


    Hushing the frightened bee, Linus slowly crouched beside her and stroked those shiny, iridescent wings with a paw. They were smooth, yet bumpy with veins. They were also dripping with honey, much like the rest of the bee.


    Once all was calm, Linus grabbed the broken jar in both paws and gently twisted it off Toggle’s head, leaving the bee’s front end coated in a golden film of sticky honey.


    Triumphant, Linus stood up, jar in paws, “There we-”


    Bvvvvvvvv!


    Amidst blasts of air and blurring wings, Toggle flicked honey all over the walls, all over the curtains, and all over Howler Linus.


    “Toggle, stop!” Sara gasped, paws to muzzle. “Toggle!”


    Toggle stopped, but all too late. She trundled across the kitchen, her naturally armoured legs kicking aside the razor-sharp glass with impunity, leaving Linus behind to look down at himself, his fine Howler cloak and armour dripping with flecks of shiny, delicious, and horrendously sticky honey.


    “Oh dear,” he said, licking some from his nose – it really was delicious.


    “Ah’m so sorry!” the mortified Sara said. “Bad Toggle! Look what you’ve done. Bad, bad, bee!”


    Bvvvt!


    Someone else hurriedly pushed their way into the crowded kitchen, an elegant, light brown wolfess in a fluffy pink dressing gown. She took in the devastation with her violet eyes, took in the honey-flecked Howler Linus.


    “I see you’ve met our pet bee,” she chuckled.


    Linus plucked uselessly at his sticky cloak, “It seems so, Miss… uh….”


    “Olivia,” she sniffed, “Olivia Blake.”


    *


    The door opened, but Meryl Stroud ignored it and continued to read.


    “I have rode the wind,” she said, “seen forests far below, met great beasts and small. I have kissed the sun, felt its warmth on my wings. I have known love with my mate and shared joy at their smile. And yet there is so much more beyond the horizon, so much yet to see and do! This pond is but a puddle in a great ocean of green. Alas, I cannot go on. My time is done.’


    Slowly, the nurse closed the book and stood up from her stool. She hailed Janoah and Silvermane with the simple ALPHA paw-gesture.


    “Prefects,” she said, with little enthusiasm.


    “Miss Stroud,” Silvermane replied, stepping inside ahead of Janoah, as rank dictated. “Sorry to disturb your work, but Rafe has a guest.”


    “He knows,” Meryl replied.


    Rufus entered the room after Silvermane and Janoah. It was quite dark, the only light source being a stark imperium lamp mounted on the wall. As his eyes adjusted, Rufus saw a big comfy chair and a bed. Slumped in the chair, mighty, muscled shoulders wrapped in a blanket, was a huge, dark brown wolf, his eyes covered by a tidy blindfold. The young wolfen nurse standing by him wore a modest black dress and white apron, her neck cosseted in a tall collar and cravat. She had a kind, pure-grey face, etched with worry.


    Silvermane turned his gaze on the wolf in the chair and enquired, “How are you, Rafe?”


    Rafe cocked his head slightly, “Much better, sir.”


    “You seem perkier, to be sure. Doctor Josef’s therapy must be paying off.”


    “I think so, sir. Meryl’s been helping too.”


    “Indeed, Miss Stroud is most assiduous in her care,” Silvermane agreed. “The Alpha himself sends his regards.”


    Nodding, Rafe turned his head a little, “Jan?”


    Janoah grinned with delight and approached. As the Prefect passed her, Nurse Meryl could hardly disguise the look of disgust – Rufus saw it, if nobody else.


    Whether she noticed it or not, Janoah sat on the arm of Rafe’s chair and ran a paw round the back of his big head, stroking his muscled neck. “There’s a special Howler here to see you, Stenton,” she whispered.


    “I know,” Rafe said, without eyes to see, “I felt him coming a mile away. Meryl didn’t believe me.”


    Janoah tutted, “She doesn’t understand your power.”


    Meryl dipped her chin to her cravat, and likely bit her tongue.


    Rafe looked thoughtful. “It’s that… that red-furred wolf from the other day, ‘en it?”


    “Yes.”


    “He’s really strong, Jan.”


    Janoah expected to see Rufus smile as he usually did when flattered, but he remained stony-faced. “Don’t take anything he says to you too seriously, will you?” she told Rafe.


    With a sniff, Rufus stepped into the room, but instead of going straight to Rafe, as everyone expected, he veered towards Nurse Meryl.


    “You care for this wolf, Miss Stroud?” he asked her.


    “Yes, Howler,” Meryl replied, with a tiny curtsy.


    Rufus nodded, “How long has he been averse to light?”


    Surprised to be asked, Meryl said, “Ever since his induction,” adding dejectedly, “It’s gotten much worse since last week’s... overreaching. It comes and goes, but it’s never been this bad before.”


    “The rot is an uphill struggle,” Rufus explained, “though it has its sunny vales on the way. I’m sure you’re one of those vales, Miss Stroud.”


    Meryl smiled bashfully. “Are you…” she began, faltered a moment, then continued, “Grand Howler Rufus Valerio?”


    A nod.


    Meryl let out a tiny gasp of amazement and fought to hold back a giddy smile. “Oh! It’s an honour to meet you, sir. I-I-I’ve read all your works on the rot.”


    Rufus winked. “As Janoah here says, you shouldn’t take anything I say too seriously.”


    The youthful Meryl could but say, “You’re the reason I became a nurse, sir.”


    “Then I’m the honoured one,” Rufus assured her.


    He turned to Rafe, a giant of a wolf, even whilst seated, hunched like an old beast over a fire. He was wearing some breeches with silk coverings up to the knee, but nothing else besides that blanket and blindfold. His rippling hide was in poor condition, his paws bandaged from burns, a far cry from the handsome, well-groomed youth Rufus remembered from The Warren.


    Rufus’s eyes strayed to Janoah, hovering over her creation, stroking his neck and smiling at her husband as if by snatching this prize she had won some great victory over him.


    Without a word, Rufus turned away made for the exit. Janoah shot to her feet. “Is that it?” she spat.


    “I’ve seen him, or what’s left of him,” Rufus huffed, leaning on the doorframe long enough to add, “When this is over, I… I never want to see you again,” Rufus told her, slipping into the corridor.


    Glancing at the dumbstruck Janoah, Silvermane stormed after Rufus. “Where are you going?” he demanded, shouting down the stark, white corridor. “Howler!”


    “Shame on you!” Rufus spat, turning and looking Silvermane up and down. “Both of you. You’ve destroyed that poor boy and for what? To further your own careers in this miserable pile the Den Fathers misnamed ‘ALPHA’?”


    Silvermane visibly winced. “You’re upset, so I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” he growled. “You need to understand what Rafe is-”


    “Bruno!” Rufus barked, looking down. “He’s… he was called Bruno,” he said, fists trembling by his sides. “Such a nice young wolf, Silvermane; so kind and funny.”


    Silvermane nodded sagely, “He remains so.”


    Rufus snorted in disbelief.


    “He bears his burden with grace,” Silver continued. “He’s a true pure-blood, an exceptional one. He must have come from two powerful Howlers. The chances of him even surviving to birth were a thousand to one, let alone without madness or deformity-”


    “Remember who you’re talking to, Silver.”


    “I’m well aware, sir! Likewise, don’t insult my intelligence by throwing a pique of moral outrage, as if you were after Rafe yourself for any other reason-”


    “I would have inducted him gently!” Rufus protested. “Extended his life, not pushed him until he burnt out or went mad. Ulf have mercy on you if he ever does, you will be as ash in a gale before his might.” Stepping back, Red-mist shook his head, “Where were you during the war, eh? How ironic that it’s ALPHA who’s learnt nothing. When the Den Fathers realise what you’re doing they’ll stop you, if not disband you for good.”


    Like a thundercloud skirting the horizon, Silvermane rumbled back, “If one Eisenwolf frightens them so much they can close the loophole during the Summit. They can shut down ALPHA too if they want. Until then, we will continue to fight for the Republic and give the packs the privilege of choice – Amael won’t. Janoah says he’s going to lift the Lupan Laws, bring back Howler marriage and all that goes with it, no doubt Eisenwolves included.”


    The Grand Howler and the Grand Prefect stood in brooding silence.


    Janoah entered the corridor. Closing Rafe’s door she walked halfway over and said to Rufus, “Finished, dearest?”


    Red-mist composed himself, wiping his eyes, “Let’s just get this circus on the road shall we?”


    Silvermane glanced between them. “You’re going to help us?” he asked Rufus.


    “Though it turns my stomach to line up with ALPHA, I see no other choice.”


    With a sigh of relief, Silvermane said, “This has to be convincing, Rufus.”


    “I know.”


    “Once we begin I can give nothing away, not even to save you.”


    “Yes, yes, yes.”


    “Remember, the fable is the code. Wait for-”


    “Oh get on with it, wolf, before I change my mind!”


    Clearing his throat and taking a nervous breath, Silvermane rolled his neck and shoulders. “Well, you’d better hit me, then. Just don’t kill me, Rufus.”


    “It’s more likely your Eisenwolf’ll kill me, Silvermane.”


    “You know him. You know he’s not that kind of wolf.”


    “I knew him,” Rufus corrected pointedly.


    Not wishing to be drawn into a second argument, Silvermane merely nodded. He spread his paws and grimaced, bearing himself to harm. “For Ulf’s sake, do it!” he snarled.


    “Gladly.”


    Pff-zzzt!!


    With a whining snap of white-hot plasma, Rufus thumped Silvermane in the chest. The sizeable wolf left the floor behind and hit the wall, before flopping to the ground, his black cloak smoking from the blow.


    He was out cold!


    Rufus huffed, “My, that was satisfying.” Shaking his throbbing paw he looked down the corridor, at Janoah.


    He nodded. She nodded.


    “Help!” Janoah cried, drawing her rapier and striding down the corridor towards Rufus. “Stenton!”


    Rafe shouted through the door, “Jan?”


    Husband and wife met halfway, Janoah half-heartedly thrusting her imperium-laced rapier at Rufus, fully expecting him to avoid it. To her gasp of shock, he merely allowed the needle-like blade to skewer his left shoulder. He snarled in pain, but stood firm.


    Janoah narrowed her green eyes. “Fool,” she chided.


    “Just… making it convincing, Jan,” he laughed. Grasping her flexible kristahl sword-blade in his right paw, the wincing Rufus seethed, “Brace yourself, wife.”


    “Stop showing off and do it.”


    Rufus obliged. A spark of imperious plasma erupted from his paw and raced down Janoah’s conductive sword, blowing her down the hall and sending her weapon spiralling away. She slid to a halt at the feet of a huge brown wolf – Rafe.


    “Jan!” he yelped, kneeling down and cradling her limp body. “Jan? You all right?”


    No reply, save a groan.


    With a whine and a growl, Rafe looked up with his blindfolded eyes, right where Rufus was standing, as if he could see him clear as day through the cloth.


    Putting Janoah down and raising a fist, Rafe strode towards Rufus, a big, dark tower of muscle and sinew, overflowing with imperium and rage. With every step Rufus could feel the youth’s crackling corona growing, its coils penetrating his flesh down to the bone, such warmth, such strength.


    Meryl stepped out into the corridor, “No Rafe!”


    Undeterred, Rafe cast his paw at Rufus. The windows and imperium lamps between them exploded, the walls cracked and buckled, even the very air warped and twisted. Reaching Rufus in an instant, the twisting coronal tidal wave blew him off his feet and swept him down the corridor. Bouncing, rolling, whining and yelping, Rufus didn’t stop until he slammed into the door at the far end and fell on his side.


    Silence.


    The furious Rafe loomed over the dizzy Howler, his mighty body silhouetted by a flickering lamp, his right paw licked by imperious plasma. As he raised his right arm to finish the job and send Rufus out of the world, Meryl ran in and hugged him tight.


    “Rafe stop it!” she wept, nuzzling into his stomach. “Please don’t kill him! Please!”


    “Meryl?”


    “Please! This isn’t you. You’re a good wolf. Don’t let the rot win.”


    The plasma left Rafe’s paws and he held Meryl close.


    That was the last Rufus saw.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 23


     


    Rejoining the world of wakefulness, Linus watched dawn nuzzle into Professor Heath’s flat, its sunny rays splaying out above the thick velvety curtains like sheets of ephemeral gold. He listened to Lupa rising, to motor cars trundling by and newspaper sellers shouting headlines – it was impossible to make out what they were saying, muffled as they were by the window and doubtless thick, fresh snow.


    Linus thought about last night; Heath, Sara, Toggle, getting splattered with honey. Heath had offered to wash the Howler’s cloak whilst Linus and the girls partook of a nightcap of hot chocolate. Not much was said, outside of humorous remarks about Toggle’s mischief and expressing worry over Rufus, for it was very late and everyone had elected to turn in, even Toggle. Plump with stolen honey, the great bee had put herself to bed in Sara and Olivia’s room, clinging to the wall of all places. Linus had settled for the sofa in the living room. The plush antique proved perfectly adequate, especially since Linus, being somewhat short for a wolf, fitted easily between the arms.


    Yawning and stretching, Linus set aside his blanket and swung his legs off the sofa. He hastily dressed, legs into greaves, feet into boots, smart white gaiters clipped over both. Donning his many-buttoned tunic, he crept over to the living room’s hearth where his red mantle was drying by its warm glow. After checking the thick imperium-weave was dry, Linus went to fetch his Bloodfang brooch from the coffee table.


    It was missing.


    Glancing around his immediate space, Linus got down on all fours and peered underneath the table.


    “It’s here,” someone volunteered.


    Linus jumped up to find Olivia standing in the kitchen door, snug in a pink dressing gown and turning Linus’s brooch over in her brown paws.


    “I was just looking at it,” she excused.


    Clearing his throat, Linus hurriedly threw his hooded Howler mantle over his shoulders. He temporarily secured the final fold at his left shoulder with his fingers, pinching the fabric.


    Smiling, Olivia walked over to him, proving taller by a head. The stocky Linus held out his left paw to receive his brooch, but this elegant wolfess boldly brushed aside both his paws and pinned his mantle for him.


    “There,” she chirped, brushing a paw on Linus’s smartly-buttoned torso.


    For a second the Howler could swear the red-imperium fang on his brooch had glowed rather brighter than normal. He quickly checked it. A trick of the light, perhaps?


    “Did I pin it right?” Olivia asked, uncertain of Linus’s reaction.


    “Yes,” he replied, twisting a little. “Thank you.”


    “I hear they’re tricky, these mantles.”


    “It’s fine, really.”


    Raising her chin proudly, Olivia turned around and strolled into Professor Heath’s kitchen, as if she owned the place.


    “Would you like some breakfast?” she asked, disappearing round the door. “I’m going to attempt waffles.”


    Linus stayed where he was, “I-I-I should really be going. My Den will wonder where I am.”


    “Surely you’ll have a cup of tea?” Olivia insisted.


    “Well… I-I-I suppose so. Yes. Please.”


    Walking over to one of Heath’s interesting photo-festooned walls, Linus glimpsed Olivia through the perspective-skewed doorway, taking big, bear-sized cups down from the cupboards. Most would think her very lovely, he supposed, tall, elegant and all that; Uther would be all over her like a wasp on jam.


    “Rostsonne or Hummel?” Olivia blurted from the kitchen, interrupting Linus’s thoughts.


    “Pardon?”


    Olivia held up some tins, “What kind of tea? Rostsonne or Hummel?”


    “E-either. I don’t mind.”


    “Professor Heath has some Felician teas too, but they’re rather weak I think. Taste like dishwater-”


    “Rostsonne’s fine,” Linus interjected, eager to be away.


    With a sharp exhale at her own perceived lack of social dexterity, Olivia opened one of many tins and proceeded to make the tea, pouring in the hot water and all the rest. “You look like a Rostsonne wolf,” she observed, steam rising around her, “but you don’t have the horrible accent.”


    ‘Horrible?’ Linus thought, saying, “I-I-I was born there, but I’ve lived in Lupa since I was three or four.”


    “I see,” Olivia hummed, adding, “Where’d you get those scars?”


    “Scars?”


    “On your back. Sorry, I couldn’t help but notice them. Very impressive.”


    “Oh! That.”


    “Am I being terribly nosy?”


    “No, no, not at all,” Linus lied. “A hog did it.”


    “Hog?”


    “N-nnn-not a ‘normal’ hog. He was some… insane, imperium-fuelled, gang-leader, down on the Common. He gored me with his tusks.”


    Olivia seethed in sympathy, “You poor beast!”


    For once in his life Linus sailed dangerously close to boasting waters. “One tusk went right through me,” he claimed. “Josef said it was nothing short of a miracle that it missed all my vitals.”


    At length, Olivia emerged from the kitchen with two hefty cups and saucers balanced in her paws. “Josef?” she said curiously, offering one to her Howler guest. “Not Josef Grau, the grey cat with the little black glasses?”


    Linus took his tea, “The very beast. He used to be Riddle District’s pathologist, amongst… other duties. He works for ALPHA now.”


    Olivia gasped, “Gosh, so that’s where he went.”


    “Went?”


    “He used to lecture at the Arkady. He was one of my imperiology teachers. One day he just disappeared.” At length, Olivia cocked her head, “He’s a bit strange, isn’t he?”


    Linus sipped his tea, “I couldn’t say.”


    “I could, but I’m not as polite as you,” Olivia hummed mischievously. “Grau’s a genius, obviously, but… not entirely with it. Still, goes with the territory I suppose. Rufus Valerio’s a bit strange too, don’t you think?”


    Linus guffawed ambiguously and blew on his tea.


    “Well, anyway,” Olivia said, “I’m glad that hog’s tusks missed your vitals and all.”


    Howler Mills raised his cup to that, “Me too.”


    There was an awkward break in the conversation as both wolves sipped their tea.


    “I should see about those waffles,” Olivia said. “I want to surprise Sara and the Professor when they get up. Sure you don’t want any?”


    Linus set aside his half-finished tea, “No, thank you. I really have to go.” Adjusting his cloak, because Olivia had indeed pinned it somewhat wrong, he added, “Please express my gratitude to Professor Heath and Miss Sara. It was nice to meet you all, despite the circumstances.”


    Olivia smiled broadly, “You know, you’re far too polite for a Howler, especially a Bloodfang.”


    Linus snorted humorously.


    “You must have good breeding,” Olivia judged, sipping her tea.


    “I’m not one for judging wolves by their breeding,” Linus insisted, lightly, if sincerely. Clearing his throat for the umpteenth time, he headed for the door. “I really must go.”


    “Your helmet, Howler?” his host suggested.


    “Oh!”


    Linus whirled round and fetched his sad-looking helmet from the coffee table.


    “I’d forget my tail if it wasn’t screwed on,” he laughed, donning his armour.


    Olivia chuckled back.


    Linus lingered at Professor Heath’s door long enough to say, “Goodbye.”


    “Goodbye.”


    Linus gently closed the door, blocking out Olivia’s intense violet eyes. As he walked along the corridor and down the stairwell, he felt a sudden emptiness, the absence of a presence to which he had grown accustomed.


    Linus glanced at Heath’s door one last time before heading on down, through the building’s main doors, and out onto the pristine snow-bound street. The icy breath of winter rolled over him, but Linus was a wolf, and a Howler, hardened in the Bloodfang Howler Academy – the cold had little effect. His eyes watered not from the bitter air, but from the sheer glare of the snow that coated every level surface.


    Crossing the street between ash-belching motorised carriages, Linus happened upon a newsstand run by a mottled wolf cub in a dark blue coat and hat – he looked about ten. No doubt he was the very same youth Linus had heard hollering from up in Heath’s flat.


    Linus thought no more of it, or the biased Eisbrand rags the cub was peddling, until the boy said, “Rufus Bloodfang is charged with imperium embezzlement and attempted lupicide! Read all about it!”


    Heart somersaulting, Linus whirled back to the stand and snatched up a paper. The front page of The Harbinger was plastered with an unflattering mug-shot of Rufus accompanied by a worse headline.


    ‘THE FALL OF ‘RED MIST’.’


    “But, he was only arrested last night,” Linus said.


    “Hot off the press, sir,” replied the cub, little paw outstretched. “That’ll be tuppence, please.”


    *


    Uther rolled out of bed, wincing less from his week-old wounds than a fresh hangover. After cradling his pounding head a moment, the Howler sat on the edge of the bed and nursed his bandaged ribs and upper left arm.


    “Schmmmmutz,” he seethed.


    Locating his mantle amidst the chaotic mix of clothing strewn about the threadbare carpet, he dug out his wallet and counted a few hundred lupas. Leaving the colourful wad of cash under the imperium lamp on the bedside table, he stood up and drew the curtains back, allowing the snow-enhanced sunlight to flood into the pokey hotel room, momentarily blinding him.


    A set of slender golden arms snaked around Uther’s sinewy black and white waist. “Mornin’, Wild-heart,” said their owner.


    “Good morning, Lorna,” Uther sniffed, as the lovely wolfess kissed his thick neck. “Money’s on the side.”


    “Oh no it ain’t.”


    Uther glanced at the bedside table; the cash had magically vanished.


    “Puh!” he laughed. “You’re quick.”


    “Well, you can’t leave that kind of money lying just around, partner,” Lorna defended, tucking the lupas further down into the neck of her bodice, until they disappeared entirely from view. She purposely felt and squeezed Uther’s muscled arms, and therefore his wound, making him wince. “My poor, brave soldier,” Lorna purred in his left ear. “You should let me and Rosa nurse you back to health for the rest of the week.”


    “Think I’m made of money?” the Howler scoffed. “I only get half-pay on sick leave as it is!”


    “All the more reason to get better quick then,” Lorna swiftly pointed out. “We’ll do it for half rate, birthday boy.”


    Uther laughed the offer off, as if it were a joke, but Lorna looked dead-serious.


    The door burst open without so much as a knock and the squat Rosalina waddled in.


    “Uther-” she said, but got no further.


    In stepped Ivan, armoured and cloaked, with a rolled newspaper in his paw. Looking Uther and Lorna over, he threw the rag at his fellow Howler.


    Uther fumbled to catch it.


    “They’ve no right!” Ivan snapped. “The lying bastards haven’t the right!”


    Baffled beyond words, Uther turned the paper over until the front page flopped open.


    Lorna leant in. “They’ve arrested Rufus?” she gasped.


    “ALPHA took him last night,” Ivan said. “I assumed someone was just trying to scare him and his literati friends into behaving, like always.”


    Uther looked up from the paper, “They probably are.”


    “It’s going to trial, you fool. They want rid of him!” Ivan paced, growled. “ALPHA moved too fast; from arrest to charges to newspaper story. Someone had this all planned out.”


    There was a brief quiet, marked only by the sound of Uther folding the paper up and tossing it on the bed. “Well what am I supposed to do about it?” he snorted at Ivan.


    “You could at least feign concern!”


    “I am concerned.”


    “You don’t look it!”


    Uther squirmed defensively, “Yeah well, maybe it’s because I ain’t surprised. With the way Rufus carries on this was gonna happen one day and we all knew it.”


    Ivan huffed, “You’ve always been eager to forget what he did for you, ‘Wild-heart’. He got Den Father Vito to let you go when anyone else would’ve walked away. Yet I’ve never once seen you speak up for him.”


    “Just because I never combed his back like you! I respect him, and I’m grateful for what he did, but I ain’t no beta, never again, not to no wolf. Not even him.”


    There was a frosty silence.


    “Sir,” Uther tacked on, sarcastic at best. He turned away and hastily rifled through his cloak for an ember. Taking a deep puff he leant on the wall and peered out the window at the snowy streets of Lupa.


    “Just get dressed,” Ivan commanded. “You’re wanted back at the Den.”


    “But I’m on sick-leave!” Uther protested indignantly.


    “You seem well-enough to exert yourself!” his superior growled, glaring at Lorna and Rosa. “This comes from Amael, so unless you want a flogging, be back by midday. There’s to be a meeting in the Elder Chamber about Rufus and you’re to attend, though Ulf knows why.”


    With that, the stormy Ivan took his leave.


    Glancing at Rosalina, Lorna picked up the paper and read the headlines once more. Creeping up behind Uther and placing a paw on his shoulder, she said, “I’m sure it’ll all come to nothin’.”


    “Yeah,” Uther sniffed at length.


    *


    Elder Amael Balbus stubbed out his ember and picked up the ringing telephone. “They’re here?”


    “Yes, sir,” Boris replied. “Uther just arrived.”


    “Send them both in,” Amael said, “and yourself,” before setting the phone down and pouring himself a tumbler of Hummel brandy, knocking it back for courage. “You’re sure this is wise?” he asked aloud.


    Not getting an immediate reply, Amael looked at Janoah, standing silhouetted by one of the bright, snow-flecked windows that circled the Elder Chamber, arms folded, ember smouldering.


    “They have to join you sooner or later,” she said at last, blowing vapour at the frosty window. It condensed into a colourful patch of imperium, before evaporating. “Uther and Ivan are two of the finest Howlers in Lupa. You need them.”


    “Either one could betray me.”


    Janoah huffed, “Uther’s a gossiping proletarian, a street fighter from the gutter. He despises most Elders and their lack of morals, especially our very own Vito. I assume you’re aware of Uther’s history with him?”


    Amael nodded, “What about Ivan?”


    “He’ll do anything to save Rufus,” Janoah claimed, blowing a perfect vapour-ring, adding, “As will I.”


    Amael felt his pistol hidden beneath the Elder Table. Not even Blade-dancer could dodge a pellet. He attacked me; I shot him, who could say otherwise? Uther would go the same way if need be.


    The Elder Chamber doors eased open, allowing two fully-uniformed Howlers to enter, Uther and Ivan in red and black respectively, followed by a third wolf in black and without a helmet – the mottled brown and white Captain Boris. Uther and Ivan stood on the Bloodfang emblem, removed their helms and saluted. Boris, being Amael’s adjutant, stood slightly to one side and saluted only half-heartedly – years of being in Elder Amael’s presence all day every day bred familiarity, as well as a sense of privilege, perhaps. Either way, Amael didn’t pull him up on it.


    “Send the Den Guard away,” Amael said to Boris, flicking his grizzled snout at the doors.


    “Sir,” the mottled wolf acknowledged.


    Watched discreetly by Ivan, Boris went to the doors, opened one, and told the two Den Guards to take a break. Supposedly sworn to secrecy though they were, and thick though the Chamber doors may be, the snatching, interrogation and torture of Den Guards for information had been the fall of many an ambitious Elder.


    Once the guards had departed, Boris returned to the middle of the chamber and cupped his paws behind his back. He nodded at Amael, who nodded back.


    Ivan took note of it all.


    Why had Amael taken such a precaution, and why was Janoah here.


    “How are you, Uther?” Elder Amael began with unusual cordiality. “On the mend, I trust?”


    “Aye, sir,” Uther replied, hesitant.


    “Well enough to service his regulars over in the Common Ground,” Janoah said, with a sardonic chuckle. “Don’t overdo it, Wild-heart; you’ll bust your stitches.”


    Uther said nothing, but cleared his throat a little.


    Ivan growled without looking, “Are you aware your husband has been arrested, Prefect Valerio?”


    “Who isn’t, Captain Donskoy?”


    “Strange. You don’t appear upset. But then I hear you’re the one who seized him.”


    Janoah huffed, “Who told you that; your dear cousin?”


    “Is it true? Answer me!”


    Amael slapped the table and barked, “Ivan!”


    “It’s all right,” Janoah said, stepping forward. “I’m not his superior any more, just a Prefect.”


    Ivan waited, nostrils flaring a little.


    “I had no choice,” Janoah told the lofty white wolf, dipping her chin a little. “ALPHA was testing me. They’ve grown suspicious of my regular visits to Riddle District. If I had refused to take Rufus in, or warned him, I would’ve been sent down as well for acting against the peace.” Janoah chuckled a little, then sighed, “Besides… if it had to be done, at least I would do it gently.”


    Ivan erupted, “Gently? In front of the whole world?”


    Janoah had her answer immediately to paw, “Better everyone knows about it,” she claimed. “Better that ALPHA is seen to arrest Rufus and go to trial than for him to disappear and wolves wonder whom to blame. The citizens know who to blame – ALPHA.”


    Ivan digested that, then looking between Janoah and Amael said, “Then I take it ALPHA’s right to be suspicious of your visits to Riddle. What are you playing at, Janoah?”


    She, Amael and Boris exchanged stolen glances, each unsure how to proceed, each looking to the other to set the ball rolling, as if they feared Ivan, the Blade-dancer, could strike them all down in a flash if they said the wrong thing.


    “You probably think I’m happy to see Rufus go down the mines,” Amael said.


    “Well aren’t you?” Ivan blurted daringly. “Isn’t he an embarrassment to you? That’s all you ever say!”


    Amael frowned, but instead of calling Ivan out on his cheek, kept his cool. “If anyone was going to send him down the mines it was going to be me, not those jumped-up bastards at ALPHA! Ulf knows Rufus has given me enough cause, but I did more than spare him, I protected him.”


    Ivan spluttered, “Protected him?”


    “Yes! And you, and you!” Amael barked, glaring at Ivan and Uther respectively. “I’ve looked the other way when you’ve donated your imperium to him – do not deny it, I know everything that goes on in Riddle!”


    Ivan and Uther remained silent.


    Amael continued, rumbling away like a distant landslide, “I let you get away with it when I should have referred you to our own Provosts for investigation, let alone ALPHA, because you are good Howlers, my finest, as would Rufus be if he concentrated on his duty as oppose to his idle dreams and desires. As it is, he wastes his talent and brings shame on our whole pack. And now he is finally paying the price.” The Elder knitted his paws on the desk, “I can’t help him. Only a Den Father can possibly intercede on his behalf, and ours is in no fit state to do anything.”


    Ivan frowned, “Is Den Father Vito unwell?”


    “Unwell? He’s mad!”


    “Mad, sir?”


    “You didn’t see him when he came to Riddle last, Ivan, on account of Rufus being blown up by Noss, but don’t worry, you didn’t miss out,” Amael derided. “It’s pathetic to see what an embarrassing shambles of a wolf Vito has become. He’s always had his… vices, as well you know, but he’s led Bloodfang effectively until now and so I’ve been forced to tolerate his failings for lack of support. Now the rot’s spread to his brain; he can’t be trusted to remember what happened yesterday let alone make decisions that affect every one of us. All he thinks of is where his next meal is coming from and what street cub next to bed with. It’s disgusting!”


    Uther’s muzzle twitched, and Ivan noticed.


    “His adjutants and Den Guard are as guilty as him,” Amael claimed, “procuring his every whim and protecting him when they should know better!”


    Boris spoke, “Sir, the Den Guard are sworn-”


    “If I was an abusive old drooler, I’d expect you to do something about it, Boris, whatever you’d sworn!”


    Silence.


    Amael growled afresh, “Howlers, our pack is paralysed by lack of sound governance. Every district is plotting their rise, every Elder jostling for votes – myself included. I shan’t deny it; I want to be the next Den Father as much as any wolf and I have been laying the foundations. I have great plans, let me tell you. I’ll lead Pack Bloodfang into a glorious future, and sweep this city clean. I will cut out the festering rot, starting with ALPHA. Setting them bullies up was the biggest mistake the Den Fathers ever made!”


    “Odd you say that when there’s a member of ALPHA standing in this very room, Elder,” Ivan observed, not a tad sarcastically.


    “Janoah works for me,” Amael snorted, adding, “But you already knew that, Ivan.”


    “I work for the Bloodfangs,” Janoah corrected Amael.


    “For Lupa,” Boris corrected them both. “We all work for Lupa, not our own ambitions, Howlers.”


    Amael raised his glass to his adjutant. “Quite right, loyal Boris, quite right,” he said, downing his drink. “I can always rely on you to bring me down to Erde.”


    Nodding, Boris tugged at the neck of his cloak. He looked at Ivan a moment, then down and away.


    “Drop of Hummel brandy, Howlers?” Amael said, breaking the awkward moment by pouring some fresh tumblers of the golden liquid.


    “No, thank you, sir,” Boris said at length.


    Ivan shook his head.


    Uther glanced at them and, perhaps only then realising that Amael was including the lowly Trooper in the offer, said a little too eagerly, “Yes please, sir!”


    Amael laughed and slid one of the modestly-filled tumblers across the polished table. “That’s more like it. Finest Hummel brandy lupas can buy, Howler. Get your lips around that.”


    Uther snapped it up and knocked it back. “Cor!” he woofed, thumping his chest.


    “Good eh, Trooper?”


    “Aye, sir! Hits the spot.”


    Chuckling warmly, Amael poured him another.


    Ivan glared at Uther – the usually street-wise wolf seemed completely ignorant as to what was transpiring here, or else he was just taking full advantage of the situation to get a free drink; one couldn’t put it past him.


    Either way, Ivan turned to Amael and said, “If you’ve got something to say to us, Elder Balbus, then please don’t mince your words. Whatever it is, I swear it won’t leave this chamber, even if we agree to disagree.”


    Amael Balbus leant back in his ornate chair. “I appreciate your candidness,” he said sagely, fondling the imperium pistol nestled in his lap. “I’ll be candid also; you deserve nothing less for your years of exceptional service, ‘Blade-dancer’.”


    Ivan waited.


    “I know you… revere Rufus,” Amael told him, the penultimate word sticking to his tongue. “And believe me, I don’t wish him harm, much as his antics shame our Den.”


    Ivan moist nostrils flared just a little.


    “Help me become Den Father,” Amael continued, breaking out an ember and smouldering away, “and I’ll get him off the hook. More than that, Boris here will become Riddle District’s Elder and you two his Grand Howlers.”


    “Me?” Uther squeaked. “Grand Howler, sir?”


    Amael nodded, “That’s right, Uther. I intend to pull my best wolves up with me as I climb Lupa’s slippery pole, and you two are the best Howlers in Riddle District, if not Lupa. Between us we’ll run the Bloodfang Territory as it should be run, and help make Lupa a fairer, cleaner, safer place. Doesn’t that sound worthy of you?”


    “Well uh….” Uther hesitated, glancing at Ivan for guidance.


    But Ivan had ceased listening long ago, the further delights dangled before him pale before the prospect of keeping Rufus out of the mines and alive.


    “How can you help Rufus?” Blade-dancer demanded of his superior. “ALPHA must have enough evidence to convict him or they wouldn’t dare bring him to trial. Even a Den Father’s word can’t save him now.”


    “But it can,” Amael began afresh. “If four Den Fathers demand a citizen’s pardon during the summit then that citizen is granted it regardless of ALPHA’s evidence. It is a Lupan Law, the Den Father Prerogative, a safety net kept in place to curb ALPHA’s power and keep them in check, one of the few truly overriding powers that remain. Now, Thorvald is one voice, as you know he’s fond of Rufus and furious over the insult ALPHA dealt him. He’s already in our camp. Hummel’s Cora is another one who admires him, she’ll help. I can get Flaid on board.”


    “He’s just an Elder.”


    “He’s sure to become Den Father of the Greystones within weeks; theirs is dying, and he and I have an understanding. That’s three.”


    “I see. And the fourth?” Ivan said.


    Amael blew a cloud of vapour overhead, “That’s where you boys come in.”


    Ivan took a sharp breath and nodded.


    “If you need time to think I can wait,” Amael said, swirling his tumbler, “but Rufus can’t. He might last a year in the mines, even two years… or a month, who knows? It’s rather unpleasant down there in Gelb. They make you wear imperium collars, but even they’re not enough to stop mad beasts stabbing one another-”


    “I’ll do it,” Ivan said.


    Amael looked at Boris, then back at Ivan again. Nodding, he turned to Uther.


    “Alone!” Ivan stipulated, before Amael could speak. “I work best alone, sir. Leave Uther out of this, he’s not the right wolf for the job.”


    “Oi!” Uther yapped indignantly. “Whatcha think you’re doing, Blade-dancer?”


    Ivan sneered, “You don’t even know what’s being asked of you, cloth-ears. Now get out before you hear too much!”


    “I know exactly what’s being asked,” Uther growled, nodding at Amael, “and I’m in, sir.”


    Amael nodded.


    “Fool,” Ivan spat. “What do you even care?”


    Uther turned to Ivan, “I gave him as much venom as you ever did when it could’ve got me done! Don’t tell me I don’t care, not when I spent nights burning up from the rot so he didn’t have to!” He returned to Amael, “Tell me what to do, Elder, I’m your wolf, sir.”


    *


    Vladimir answered the knock at his office door without looking up from writing. “Come in.”


    Linus entered, removed his helmet and saluted with his free paw, before standing smartly to attention. He was breathing heavily, as if he had been in a hurry, and looked somewhat bedraggled.


    “Ah, Mills,” Vladimir woofed, “so nice of you to turn up for duty.”


    “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. The trains were-”


    “Delayed, I know. If it’s not snow on the lines it’s ash. You need to learn to ride a mono.”


    “Sir.”


    “And where did you sleep last night,” Vladimir asked, giving the youth a disdainful look, “under a bridge?”


    “No, sir. I… I stayed at Professor Heath’s flat.”


    “Professor Heath!”


    “Yes, sir. He insisted.”


    “My my, you are moving in high circles,” Vladimir huffed in an acidic tone, even for him. “Or should I say were? I shouldn’t let it go to your head, Howler, you served Rufus like every wolf that’s gone before you – a pretty ornament draped over his arm to show what a potent alpha he is.”


    Linus cringed, “Sir, I-I-I protest!”


    “Protest?”


    “I have never… I’m not Rufus’s-”


    “Beta?” Vladimir guessed. “Yes, then perhaps you’ve had a lucky escape.” Grabbing a newspaper from his desk he showed Linus the headline, “No doubt you’ve seen all this?”


    Linus glared at the offensive front page, at the picture of Rufus photographed like a common criminal, and the claims, written large in bold print, that he had misappropriated white-imperium, embezzled thousands of lupas, laid with all and sundry and tried to murder two ALPHA agents, one of them his own wife, in his bid to escape justice. The papers all across Lupa were unanimous in their condemnation of this treacherous, hyena-loving, debauched wolf – Linus had checked every newsstand he had happened across on his journey home, desperate for a contradiction, a ray of hope, but finding none, not even here in Riddle.


    “Yes, sir,” Linus croaked, dipping his chin.


    “Humph! I told him this was going to happen someday, it was inevitable the way he carried on,” Vladimir said, tossing the paper in his crackling fire. “He upsets conservatives with his inflammatory speeches; he upsets reformists by keeping a string of betas like a corrupt old Den Father, and he upsets ALPHA just by being a powerful free agent. He has few friends left.”


    Linus looked up, “Sir, we have to do something-”


    “There’s nothing we can do, you foolish little pup.”


    “But surely if we ask Elder Amael-”


    “Linus, do not dare!” Vladimir bellowed, cowing the ‘little pup’ at a stroke. “Unless you wish to join him, and believe me that’s the last thing Rufus wants, you must forsake him,” he advised, gentler now. “If ALPHA knocks on your door, and they will, disown him. If they ask about donating venom, it never happened. You only went anywhere with Rufus because he’s a Grand Howler and you felt you had no choice to save your career. You didn’t even like him. Don’t give them a reason to take you to task as well, because they will, by Ulf.”


    “B-b-but why?” Linus stammered incredulously. “What’ve I done?”


    “It’s not what you’ve done, but what you are. Rufus doesn’t pick up just anyone off street corners. Your blood… it crackles with imperium.”


    Linus let out a tiny scoff of surprise.


    Clearing his throat, Vladimir averted his eyes from Linus to the desk. “ALPHA will use any opportunity to clip our wings,” he said twiddling his golden pen between his fingers. “Removing talented wolves like you and Rufus from play is one way of going about it. Despite their protestations of ‘purity’ and ‘justice’, ALPHA is fast becoming a pack like any other, only with sweeping powers foolishly granted them in haste after the war. There will be a reckoning someday, but for now you need to learn to blend in. Bend and sway, hide your strength, your intelligence. Do that and you may survive. Then, perhaps, if you climb to the top of this termite nest we call Lupa, then you can make a difference.”


    Linus dipped his chin. He said nothing.


    At great length, Vladimir got back to his papers, “If anyone asks, I never said any such thing. Dismissed.”


    “Sir, I-”


    “I said dismissed! Go groom yourself, Mills; you’re unfit for duty.”


    Once Linus had departed, Vladimir sighed to himself, “I hope you know what you’re doing, Janoah.”


    *


    Linus burst into the washrooms, threw his cloak down and slammed his palms on the washbasin surround to vent his fury. The mirror in front of him warped and cracked, splitting Linus’s shocked reflection in two.


    The young wolf checked his tingling paws. He opened and closed them.


    “Linus?” someone said.


    The Howler in question quickly spied Uther’s reflection via the next mirror along. Ivan joined him, stepping out of the shady shower rooms further down. This wasn’t so odd, except that both wolves were fully dressed in their Howler gear and could hardly have been grooming. Whispering in the shadows, perhaps?


    “You all right, mate?” Uther asked Linus.


    “Yes,” Linus said, pushing himself off the sink and gnarling his fingers. “No. Sorry I just… I-I-I’ll pay for the damage.”


    “Puh! We never saw nothin’, mate,” Uther dismissed, clapping a dark paw on Linus’s sturdy shoulder. “Right, Ivan?”


    Ivan nodded once.


    Linus’s blue eyes darted between them, then down into the sink. “Have you heard about Rufus?” he asked.


    “Who hasn’t?” Uther scoffed angrily.


    “There are such….” Linus began, faltering and gulping back his grief, before starting again, “Such liars and criminals in Lupa; beasts guilty of things a thousand times worse than anything Rufus has done, yet they’re not carted off are they? I-I-I fight so hard to make Lupa a better place, and now… I don’t know what to think anymore. It’s not fair!”


    Uther nodded sagely. He sniffed and glanced at Ivan’s inscrutable porcelain face, then said to Linus, “It’ll be all right mate, you’ll see.”


    “How can it be?” Linus spat.


    “Trust me-”


    “Uther!” Ivan growled, walking by. “Come on, Boris is waiting.”


    “Yeah yeah, comin’.”


    Ivan stayed in the doorway a little while, giving Uther and Linus a look, before stepping out.


    Uther waited until Ivan was quite gone, before licking his lips and saying to Linus, “Listen. I’m not supposed to say anything, but you’re gonna notice sooner or later. Me n’ Ivan, we’re, uh… gonna be away for a little while. All right?”


    Linus turned around, “Away?”


    “On a special mission, mate. All hush hush. Nothing you need worry about; just keep your nose clean whilst we’re gone.”


    Linus stared at Uther with cub-like bafflement.


    Uther laughed and gently knuckled Linus on the chin. “Oi, it’ll be your job to hold our patch together whilst I’m gone. Now I know I can rely on you, Woodlouse.”


    His mind whirring, Linus scrambled about for his power of speech. “H-how long w-www-will you be gone?”


    “I dunno. Month, maybe two.”


    “Two months!”


    “Aye. Gonna be going out beyond the Far Ashfall. See a bit of the world. That’s all I can tell yer.”


    Linus gasped in surprise and smiled, “Oh, well, that sounds wonderful! I-I-I’m jealous.”


    “Yeah?”


    “Of course. By Ulf, I’ve longed to leave Lupa for years.”


    Uther leapt on the premise, “Right! When I get back we’re taking a holiday, mate, just me and you, down on the old Graumeer Coast. We must have some proper leave brewin’.”


    “Why Graumeer?”


    “Rostsonne then. Whatever! Oi, you can show me your homeland.”


    Linus nodded, laughed.


    Slowly, Uther’s own smile melted away and he looked around the washrooms. “Well, be seeing yer, Linus,” he sniffed bluntly, slapping his friend’s arm. “Take care of yerself, all right?”


    “I-I-I will,” Linus replied, concerned by Uther’s melancholic tone. “You too,” he added hastily, as Uther made the door.


    Linus raised a paw, but Uther didn’t look back, he just stepped out and shut the door. Linus heard him and Ivan talking, their muffled voices fading away as they strode down the hall and to Ulf knows where.


    *


    “The Alpha will see you now,” the overweight Grand Prefect Horst said haughtily, stepping out and breezing by Janoah, his medals jangling about his distended cloak like a jester’s bells.


    Without a word, and a dirty look, Janoah went inside. She wasn’t sure what to expect – the Alpha was in ALPHA HQ’s gymnasium of all places, hardly the most discreet of venues for a meeting, but the Alpha was a busy wolf and had to slot supplicants in somewhere, Janoah supposed.


    She moved quickly amongst the exercise machines and dumbbell racks, searching for the Alpha. Much of the equipment was the standard fare used for working the muscles and building enviable bodies, but some items were elaborate imperium-laced monstrosities that could only be powered by imperium-wielders, however strong or skinny. Possessed of cogs, discs and spheres made from glittering imperium alloys, they were to be turned, lifted or rolled by manipulating one’s imperious field alone.


    “My Alpha,” Janoah saluted, finding him and Nikita on a gym mat in the middle of the huge space.


    The Alpha stood with his brown back to Janoah, paws cupped behind him. Nikita was opposite. Both were wearing white training breeches, nothing more.


    The Alpha raised his paw in acknowledgement of Janoah, but didn’t turn around. “One moment, Prefect,” he excused.


    Janoah nodded, waited, watched.


    The Alpha and Nikita, both slightly out of breath and a little bedraggled, bowed gracefully at one another, one paw tucked to their chests as if doffing a hat.


    Then they continued.


    With a growl Nikita lunged at the Alpha, trying to thump him with the palm of a paw, but the Alpha twisted aside and struck the bigger wolf in the ribs with his own deft paw. Amidst a flash of plasma and a little smoke, Nikita was sent staggering sideways, nearly stepping off the mat and out of the bout. He regained his balance, however, and skirted around the smaller Alpha. Nikita bobbed about, rolling his mighty shoulders like a boxer, whilst the Alpha maintained a rather nonchalant stance, one paw held before him as if checking his perfect, moon-white face in a compact mirror, the other tucked neatly behind his brown back.


    Nikita attacked again, the Alpha dodged and weaved, but as he made to get away Nikita thumped him in the back, blasting him with a loud snap of imperious energy. The Alpha staggered forward, his back arched in pain, before recovering his stance with a snarl and face-saving chuckle.


    Janoah wondered why she was stood here watching the Alpha toy with his second wolf. Is he really slipping me into his busy schedule, or is this intentional? Am I supposed to be impressed at his masculine virility? Oh dear, boys will be boys, even the Alpha.


    His composure regained, the Alpha goaded Nikita with his fingers and the words, said through a smirk, “Let’s not keep the Prefect waiting, Nikita.”


    Nikita snorted angrily and bowled into the Alpha, who apparently just let him. Grasping him around the midriff Nikita knocked his superior to the ground where they wrestled, Nikita’s paws pushing against the Alpha’s. Janoah could sense their coronas mingling, twisting. The air hummed with energy, growing stronger and stronger until.


    “Grrrrragh!”


    With a blast of air-warping, imperious power, enough to punch Janoah back a step, Nikita was blasted clean off the Alpha. Sailing through the air he landed flat on his back with a loud, bony, distinctly organic thump. The mat broke his fall, but it was hardly a soft landing.


    The Alpha kicked himself to his feet with a gymnastic grace that was enviable even amongst Howlers and brushed himself down, before offering his downed opponent a friendly paw. Nikita, eventually, took it, and was pulled to his feet whilst nursing his spine.


    The Alpha slapped him on the arm. “Invigorating match, Nikita,” he said.


    “Adal,” Nikita replied simply.


    Grabbing a towel from a nearby rack and wiping himself down, the Alpha turned to Janoah, his pale face and bright blue eyes arresting her.


    “Apologies for boring you, Prefect,” he said affably. “I’m sure we looked like cubs play-fighting on a sitting room rug to you, at least compared to your famous Riddle comrades Ivan and Uther.”


    Janoah deftly batted aside the Alpha’s none-too-subtle compliment-fishing. “I’ve never had the pleasure of seeing them matched, my Alpha.”


    “Ah.”


    “But for the record, my husband could take them both at the same time, I’m sure.”


    After a distended pause, the Alpha looked back at Nikita, who hiked his eyebrows at the incredible notion. Wiping around his robust neck, the Alpha said to Janoah, “Then your husband must be well-guarded. We can’t have him embarrass ALPHA again by escaping before his trial.”


    “I understand Grand Prefect Silvermane is taking personal charge of the matter,” Janoah said simply.


    A nod. “Rafe’s quick actions have been noted, Prefect, as has your loyalty to ALPHA in the face of… personal difficulties.”


    Janoah nodded, “It was merely happy circumstance Rafe was nearby when Rufus,” she paused a moment, then finished, “when he attacked me.”


    “It must be very shocking.”


    “Yes.”


    “How is our young Eisenwolf?”


    Janoah smiled, “Improving, my Alpha. Josef’s treatment seems to be effective.”


    “Good, good,” the Alpha said, adding, “You will divorce Rufus, of course.”


    “If he’s found guilty, my Alpha, but I mustn’t be seen to presume guilt, even though he… he….” Janoah looked into the far distance, then dipped her chin and wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she sniffed, turning away.


    The Alpha stepped up behind Janoah and gently gasped her shoulder. “Rufus casts no shadow over you,” he said. “I know you put Lupa above anything, even him. I’m sorry things turned out this way. Truly.”


    Janoah slowly turned to the Alpha, taking his paw from her shoulder and rubbing his palm with a thumb, “Thank you, my Alpha.”


    He nodded and smiled amiably.


    With that, Janoah was sent on her way with the Alpha’s blessings and the understated salute of his own invention. The brief meeting was over.


    Nikita, watching and listening from afar, was left somewhat baffled as he wiped himself down.


    “What was all that about?” he scoffed at the Alpha, coming up behind the shorter wolf as Janoah picked her way through the gym and out the door.


    “I wanted to let her know her loyalty has been noted,” the Alpha explained. “It can’t be easy for her, having to finally let Rufus go.”


    Nikita’s brow knitted, “You like her, don’t you, Adal?”


    “What?”


    “You show off in front of her, like big cub!”


    “Nikita, what in the world-”


    “I do not trust her! Horst; he agrees with me. She goes back and forth to Riddle. Is she Amael’s, or is she ours? And that monster she keeps. He could destroy us all. She need only ask him to kill us and he would do it.”


    Chuckling, the Alpha turned to Nikita, looked the powerful wolf up and down, “By Ulf’s fangs, Nikita, are you jealous of that tiny little wolfess?”


    “Adal, I am merely-”


    The Alpha tossed his towel at Nikita’s mottled face. “What do you take me for?”


    Nikita ripped the towel from his face and replied, “She is a Howleress, a rare jewel, and many say she is very beautiful.”


    “Since when did I care for that?”


    No reply.


    Adal clapped a paw to Nikita’s thick, mottled neck and pulled him close. “Nikitaaa... Janoah’s clever and resourceful,” he said, “and that is why Rufus, despite his every natural inclination, married her; to gain an ally in this insane hive we call Lupa. Ulf knows they stopped laying together years ago. Besides, even were I so inclined where Rufus is not, it’s not like I could marry her once they divorce, it’s forbidden.”


    Adal released Nikita and pulled back, “No, with Rufus out of the picture, Janoah will be free and committed to ALPHA, which needs such wolves as her if it is to flourish.”


    Nikita raised his chin a little, “Is that why you get rid of Rufus?”


    Winking, Adal turned his back, “Now grab the glimmer and comb, I’ve work to do.”


    “Yes... my Alpha.”


    *


    Vladimir entered the dingy chamber, with its cracked, off-white walls and grim, tiled floor, and gently closed the rusty, metallic door behind him. He cast his eyes over the stocky, muscle-bound hyena standing in the midst of the room, paws wired above his head, black-furred toes just about touching the blood-smeared floor.


    “Seems your stay is over, Chakaa Madou,” Vladimir said to him. “I regret to inform you you’re off to the mines.”


    The battered Madou twisted in his cruel Howler-wire bonds as he tried to relieve the weight on his arms by standing on his toes. The Redcloaks had strung him up at precisely the right height to make it just possible for him to touch the floor if he tried, but with almost as much agony as merely hanging.


    “Kill me… Howler,” Madou panted, tipping his head back and seething through his teeth.


    “I think not,” Vladimir sighed.


    “Please! As one… one warrior… to another-”


    “You are no warrior, but terrorist scum!” Vladimir snarled in disgust, continuing in a measured tone, “Elder Amael has it in his head to do you in, but I will not let him dispose of a liability that easily. No. You’ll rot in the mines, hyena, as many before you. Think on your actions whilst you’re down there. If perchance anything comes to mind regards THORN’s plans for us all, or perhaps Amael’s, let the guards know and perhaps I’ll come humour your ravings.”


    “I’ve t-t-t-told you… everything.”


    “Not how Nurka plans to strike!”


    “The black… imperium… at the Summit. He’ll k-kill all the Den Fathers-gaaaagh gagh!”


    Just by giving Madou a hearty push on the chest, Vladimir was able to set him swaying and inflict unbearable pain.


    “Yes, but how, Madou? What day? What time? Under what chair will the bomb be planted? The summit goes on for days, I must have details!”


    “I… d-d-don’t… know!” a quivering Madou rasped, coming to rest. “Nurka’s… told n-nnn-nobody the exact plan. He’s k-kept it secret even from Themba and me just in case… in case of this!” He laughed, “Gaaaaghahahaaaa!”


    “Then he’s clever this Nurka,” Vladimir admitted, “for a chunta-swigging madbeast.”


    Leaving Madou to groan, Oromov stepped outside. Two Redcloaks were waiting.


    “Cut him down and give him this,” he instructed them, giving one a sting. “Then send him to the Watchers. They know what to do. Tell anybody of what transpired here and I’ll string you two up next; by the throat mind you.”

  


  
    
  

    ~Blick iii~


     


    They all felt ridiculous, clunking along the dark, decaying halls in layers of eisenglanz, Janoah most of all. A nimble Bloodfang inducted and trained she had no love for hefty armour, but even the Eisbrands would be ashamed to wear so much plate as to barely be able to move.


    Still, better safe than sorry. The building Silvermane had picked for this real world exercise was a rotting derelict and Janoah didn’t trust the ceiling not to come down of its own accord, let alone under duress.


    “Don’t hold back,” she told her two comrades, lifting her thick, sight-limiting visor a moment, green eyes peeping out. “For this to mean anything we have to make it a fair test-”


    “Gaagh!”


    “Oofagh!”


    Janoah whipped round, rapier rising instinctively at the sound of not-so-distant wolves being taken out. Flashes of light reflected off the adjoining corridor walls.


    “He’s coming! Don’t let him through!”


    She had refused a shield, but her fellow Prefects raised theirs and stepped forward, blocking the way.


    “Gas grenade, captain?” one suggested, producing a metallic bauble.


    “It shouldn’t affect him, but try it. Behave as you would under normal circumstances.”


    “Aye!”


    With a twist of the grenade’s opposing hemispheres, the Prefect rolled it neatly down the hall. It spewed a tear-inducing, white smog from one end, slowly filling the corridor with a choking atmosphere which even a Howler’s helmet would struggle to filter out. Janoah and her companions retreated backwards as the cloud rolled towards them.


    Suddenly a towering, black, wolfen figure clomped audibly into the smog from the next corridor. He turned to face the Prefects with glinting, circular eyes of yellowed glass, fixing them with his blank stare just as he vanished in the rising smog.


    The next anyone knew, the fog heaved like a billowing sail, ejecting the enormous, yet graceful wolf into battle, the very air wobbling and warping around him, ribbon flapping behind. First one Prefect then the other were punched aside with imperious fists, slamming into the walls either side and sending plaster crumbling. They were out. Another Prefect ambushed from behind, swinging a great sword. The metal wolf bobbed and weaved like a boxer, the blade clipping his armoured shoulder sending sparks and mantle fabric flying. He staggered aside, then retaliated, raising a quivering metal paw. The air warped and twisted, the coils of his corona reaching out. The walls cracked and bowed around him and, without even touching the Prefect, the metal wolf blasted him yelping down the corridor, the great sword sticking in the ceiling up to its hilt.


    Gulping, Janoah stood firm as this mighty Lupine creation turned on her, metallic ears swivelling, listening, vacant glazed eyes staring, sad yet terrifying. The filthy exhaust at his back vented a pall of black ash, like an unfeeling machine.


    Perhaps this had been a mistake? Was it still him in there, or had he turned?


    “Well?” urged Janoah, dust falling all about her.


    The all-metal wolf looked up a little, ears twitching more.


    At length Janoah snarled, “Oh come along, Stenton!” rapier swishing. “What are you, scared of a little wolfess? You’re an Eisenwolf! Show me what you’re capable of-”


    “JAN!”


    In one great bound, Stenton leapt at Janoah and pushed her, no plasma, no sparks, no unnatural force, just a good hard playground shove, which from Stenton was as good as being hit by an imperium train. Janoah rolled across the hall, her armour clacking like so much pewter dropped by a clumsy maid. No sooner had she gathered her wits about her than she saw Stenton disappear under a heap of dust and rubble as the ceiling caved in.


    “Stenton!” Janoah shrieked, bounding over and pulling at the disjointed lumps of concrete. “Rafe? Rafe, where are you? Help! Someone help us! Wolf down, wolf down!”


    The rubble stirred a little, then a lot, as Eisenwolf Rafe Stenton clawed his way out of the piles and stood tall, his cloak torn to shreds, his exhaust bent, his entire suit bleached a dusty, powdery grey.


    “YOU ALL RIGHT?” he asked.


    “Y-yes,” Janoah managed. 


    Rafe nodded. “WE’D BETTER GET EVERYONE OUT OF HERE,” he said, looking up, then around.


    A nod.


    With two Prefects slung over Rafe’s shoulders, and another around Janoah’s, the crumbling building was quickly evacuated. Dust, gas and tens of overly-armoured Prefects poured from the entrance where Silvermane and Josef were waiting, along with many a smart-looking ALPHA staff member with cameras and notebooks. The derelict building folded and two of the four walls caved inwards, enveloping everyone in a cloud of mortar and turning every black cloak and uniform grey.


    “Is everyone accounted for?” Janoah bellowed, searching the Prefects, counting their heads. When she arrived at fifteen Prefects she counted a second time, only then did her panic subside. “That’s the lot,” she assured a spluttering ALPHA official.


    As the dust cleared, Silvermane checked his pocket watch and crunched over to where Janoah stood with Rafe. “Well that was certainly spectacular… whatever it was.”


    Janoah removed her helmet and ALPHA-saluted.


    Rafe followed suit, twisting the thick neck ring and pulling off his great helmet with a hiss. “Looks like we brought the house down, sir,” he quipped.


    “Indeed, Stenton,” Silvermane said.


    Josef demanded of Janoah, “Well? How did it go?” 


    “I think he’s ready for the real thing,” she replied, looking proudly to her Eisenwolf. “Nobody stood a chance in there.”


    “Not even you?” Josef enjoyed needling Janoah.


    “Unfortunately, Doctor, the roof came in before I had a chance to whip our Eisenwolf into shape,” she said, slapping Rafe on his cloak-draped backpack. “Hahahahaaa!”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 24


     


    It had been quite the performance, Rufus thought, as he sat in the carriage rocked by the soothing motion of the train, thinking back over the past few days. Then again, he hadn’t really been acting, nor had most of those who had sat in judgement of him.


    With paws wired, Rufus had been sent before a panel of thirteen high-ranking wolves convened especially for the task of judging his fate. Representatives from each of the packs were there; two Eisbrands, two Greystones, two Bloodfangs and two Hummels, the latter being stationed in Lupa to push their pack’s interests. That made eight. The many small packs that dominated the so-called Bloc sent three more judges between them, bringing the number up to eleven. ALPHA, who had brought the case, made up the shortfall with Silvermane and Horst.


    Silvermane had proved a consummate actor, whilst Horst had unsuspectingly fulfilled the role required of him by being his natural abrasive self – a cartoon of a wolf, with his flabby jowls and copious war medals, half of which were gongs invented just to keep him placated, Rufus was convinced


    Like Horst, Rufus had spoken from the heart, whether Silvermane knew it or not.


    “There isn’t a wolf among you, I think, who hasn’t procured a little extra imperium to stay alive,” Rufus had claimed, staring at the Elders dressed in various hues, blue Eisbrands, yellow Greystones, red Bloodfangs and more, all spread in a splendid arcing rainbow of judgement before little Rufus. “We’ve all done it; begged and borrowed from wolves younger or stronger than us to stave off the pain. They were my friends, who gave it up freely. I did not steal it!”


    “You dare accuse us of misappropriation?” Horst had growled. “Have you no shame?”


    “It doesn’t have to be this way!” Rufus had interrupted. “If a cure could be found the cycle of pain would end. Being a Howler could at least become a choice! If you could just… just let me go on my expedition, I would give my life to search. I would not return without answers-”


    “By Ulf’s fangs, still you persist with this nonsense when your life hangs by a thread!” Horst had exploded, standing up and thumping the tabletop. “You stand accused of misappropriation, of embezzlement and of inciting hatred and discord! Your ‘expedition’ is as far from our consideration as the moon, sir!”


    “Horst!” Silvermane had barked, adding quietly. “We’re the representatives of ALPHA at this table. Control yourself before our peers.”


    And so forth.


    Some of the fabricated charges were unbearable, that Rufus had skimmed off white-imperium and sold it on the black market, and worse, that he had procured it from malleable, naive young Howlers by flattery and blackmail, that Linus, Ivan and Uther were just the latest victims in a string of exploitation going back a decade. Like the most convincing lies it was half-true, as well Silvermane knew. The gossip and hearsay swirling around Rufus and his betas was public knowledge, almost fact, thus the charges would slip down the throats of the average little beast, Howler, and, perhaps most importantly for the ruse to work, hyena alike. Lupa’s contentious champion of equality, of the rights of the hyenas, of the literati, had fallen because of his own desires and vanity, because of his weaknesses.


    It was unpalatable, but believable.


    The train slowed, brakes whining, straining to bring the great hulk under control. Bright light invaded the carriage through the bars above. They had reached the Lupan Wall.


    The sound of activity was quick to follow, of the Watchers barking orders and carriage doors sliding open. The train was being inspected, its cargo turned over and convicts examined, lest the smuggling of imperium or some other commodity was afoot.


    With light streaming into the carriage, Rufus could see his fellow inmates for the first time, at least with his eyes rather than their soul. A motley mix of beasts who had fallen foul of the law, a rat, a rabbit, an otter, their auras almost imperceptible, even to Rufus.


    Then there was the one beast who had been bothering Rufus this last hour, the overbearing corona that had been jostling with his in this claustrophobic space – a hyena, a stocky, spotty hyena, replete with muscle.


    A Chakaa and no mistake. Was it the one from the refinery? The one bitten by the centipede?


    Before Rufus could ask, the carriage door rumbled open and light rolled in from the expensive white-imperium crystal flood lamps high overhead. Two cloaked wolfen silhouettes appeared, not ALPHA Prefects this time, nor Howlers, but Watchers – the wolves that not only policed the Lupan Wall and the adjoining Wall Slums, but the Ashfall beyond.


    Unlike the great pile of Lupa itself, where the boundaries between packs could be a confounding jigsaw, the hinterlands beyond were sliced like a pie, with each pack’s holdings extending outwards from their section of the Lupan Wall, their influence waning with every mile, until only the Lupan Laws remained remotely enforceable, if any laws at all.


    However, Rufus had no idea what pack’s territory the train was passing through on its way out of the city, nor how rough this stop might be, therefore.


    “Up, up!” one of the Watchers shouted whilst climbing aboard. “Get up you miserable maggots! Come on!”


    The prisoners stood, Rufus included, clad in nothing but the now tatty breeches he had been wearing under his armour the day he had been arrested. He hoped Janoah had put his Howler gear in a safe place until his return, otherwise they might melt it down and extract the imperium for profit.


    A second Watcher climbed aboard with a sizeable red ant on a leash. The eager insect scuttled amongst the prisoners, frantically, yet gently, brushing them with its sensitive antennae. The rat cringed and whined in alarm as the insect frisked him – it was big enough to snip him in half with its jagged maws if it so chose.


    But this was a sniffer-ant, raised from a stolen egg and trained to find smuggled goods, especially venom. It was unlikely that anything would be smuggled out of Lupa on a carriage of filthy prisoners headed for Gelb, but there was nothing new under the sun.


    Satisfied the rat was hiding nothing, the ant climbed up the carriage wall and across the ceiling, antennae waving wildly, coming down beside to Rufus and checking him out in turn.


    The Howler chuckled as the ant tickled him with its baton-like antennae, doubtless finding his fiery, imperium-laden blood especially fascinating.


    “Hello there, girl,” said Rufus, fearlessly stroking the insect’s smooth, rock-hard brow. The ant’s frenzied appendages explored his forearm, feeling his ruddy fur, gaining all sorts of secret information.


    “Hey!” barked the Watcher holding the ant’s leash. “What you doing?” he asked in a soft, Great Steppes accent.


    Rufus looked at the wolf, past his obscuring helmet, into his imperious aquamarine eyes that shone almost as brightly as his brooch. “Just saying hello, dear boy,” he said to the obvious youth, taking note of the red-imperium fangs on his helmet’s cheeks – so this was Bloodfang territory. Good. “That’s a lovely great ant you’ve got there,” he added. “What’s her name?”


    The Watcher stared a while. “He is Scuttle,” he said, in a vain attempt at correct Lupan.


    “Scuttle?” Rufus woofed in amusement. He scratched an eyebrow and sniffed, “Well, I suppose that’s passably genderless.”


    The Watcher came over worried, “What you mean, genderless?”


    “Nearly all ants are girls, my good Watcher, including uh… ‘Scuttle’ here.”


    The youngster emitted a little dry laugh, “You joke, yes?”


    “No, it’s quite true, I assure you. I’m… something of an expert on these matters.”


    The Watcher tipped his head back a little, “Oh.”


    The other Watcher approached, evidently older, evidently stronger, and not interested in the gender of Scuttle, or any other ant for that matter. Brushing his callow compatriot aside he thumped Rufus in the gut with a truncheon and shoved him to the floor.


    “Shut up, filth! No talking!”


    Rufus resisted the urge to spring up and blow this fellow across the carriage for his lack of decorum only by telling himself that getting executed for striking a Watcher wasn’t part of ALPHA’s plan. He had to get to Gelb alive.


    “What’s wrong with you, Tomek?” the older Watcher growled at the younger. “Just get on with it!”


    “Yes, Captain. Sorry.”


    Scuttle and her master, Watcher Tomek, resumed their inspection, giving every beast in the carriage the once-over, whilst Rufus lay recovering.


    The unfriendly Watcher Captain threw the downed Howler a funny look, perhaps sensing his imperious fire, or even recognising him as that famous troublemaker Rufus – at least Rufus flattered himself by imagining either was the cause, or both. Regardless, the Watcher didn’t linger and vacated the carriage. One prisoner was much like another, Rufus supposed, as he sat against the carriage wall; even fallen Grand Howlers must roll through here on their way to the mines with disturbing regularity.


    Tomek and Scuttle scrutinised the stocky hyena last; the Chakaa smiled menacingly.


    “Come on, Usenko, they’re clean,” the Watcher Captain growled, beckoning to Tomek.


    “Sir,” Tomek Usenko acknowledged.


    Pulling Scuttle after him, the young Watcher gave Rufus a sideways glance in passing, before averting his eyes to the floor, perhaps frightened that he might incur his superior’s wrath a second time.


    The wrath came from elsewhere.


    In a split second, faster than Rufus could fathom, the Chakaa hyena at the back of the carriage dashed forth and locked a mighty arm around Tomek’s throat.


    “Gaaagh!” the Watcher howled.


    Wordlessly, brutally, the hyena slammed his second paw into the Watcher’s cloaked back. With a loud and blinding explosion of imperious fire the wolf was blasted forth and ejected tail over head from the carriage, landing heavily on the pebbly ground outside, a crumpled, smoking heap of mantle and armour.


    Shaking his smouldering paw, the hyena laughed as hyenas were wont to do. He glared triumphantly at Rufus, his unnaturally bright violet eyes alight with fire.


    “Want some, Howler?” he woofed, brandishing a fist.


    Rufus remained silent and seated.


    “Usenko?” the older Watcher yelped. “Tomek, lad!”


    Scuttle rushed past on her six segmented legs to be at her fallen master’s side. The red ant felt Tomek with her antennae like a mother frantic over his condition, as if she could feel concern, this mere bug.


    Blowing a whistle and leaping into the carriage, the grizzled Watcher Captain whipped out his sword and snarled at the grinning hyena, “Bastard! They’ll stake you out in the wastes for that, I’ll see to it myself! You’re ant-food!”


    “Come on, wolf,” the hyena beckoned cockily, big paws spread wide, his mere life of no concern to him. Like any hyena warrior he wanted to die in battle, Rufus knew, not rot down a mine. That’s what this was about. It was this fellow’s last chance to die with a modicum of hyena dignity.


    Whilst the other frightened prisoners ducked into corners of the carriage, the Watcher Captain slashed at the hyena. For all his obvious strength, the stocky Chakaa was nimble enough to whip his body back, dodging the initial slash and the follow-up thrust. Grabbing the wolf’s sword arm he pulled him round, punched him in the side of his helmeted head and swung him deeper into the carriage, relieving him of his sword in the process.


    The hyena twirled the dazed Watcher’s imperium sword and beckoned him a second time.


    Not bad, Rufus thought.


    The growling Watcher drew his imperium pistol, took aim at the prisoner and pulled the trigger.


    The fearless hyena bared his mighty chest, ready to receive the pellet and death.


    Fssss!


    A dud charge!


    “Grrrfgh!” the hyena huffed, disappointed that he wasn’t walking amongst the ancestors by now, and that this fellow wasn’t skilful enough to send him on his way. He could send the wolf on his way, though, and stepped forth with a mind to do just that.


    Crack!


    The hyena, indeed everyone, flinched as a pellet ricocheted around the carriage, leaving a colourful trail of sparks. The shot came from behind, from the door and Watcher Tomek.


    “Cease and desist… in name of Republic Lupi!” he wheezed, stepping aboard, sword drawn, pistol in paw. Had he missed by accident, or fired a warning shot?


    Either way, the hyena whirled on the next wolfen challenger with abandon. Whipping his arm through the air and clashing his stolen sword with Tomek’s, he all but knocked the breathless youth off his feet. The hyena was going to kill him.


    No, Rufus decided, that won’t do at all.


    In a flash, the Howler leapt to his feet and slapped a ruddy paw against the hyena’s immense spotty back, just as the hyena had done to Tomek


    Pfzaack!


    “Oaaagh!”


    And in much the same fashion, he too was ejected from the carriage amidst an even more spectacular plasmatic explosion, flying past Tomek and rolling in the dust and pebbles.


    Rufus slowly lowered his throbbing, steaming right paw.


    “You all right?” he asked Tomek.


    “Yes,” Tomek gasped at length. “Thank you.”


    Within seconds reinforcements arrived from all over the facility and half a dozen Watchers piled on the smouldering hyena as he tried to rise. They quickly restrained the snarling beast, tying his paws with wire and giving him a good kicking, until he was subdued.


    Rufus was next. Three of the helmet-clad, cloaked Watchers clambered aboard the carriage and singled him out from the other cowering prisoners, grabbing his arms and forcing him against the wall.


    “Wait! He help me!” Tomek explained. He turned to his superior for support, “Captain, this prisoner, he help me.”


    At length the older Watcher sniffed, “Carry on, lads.”


    “But, sir-”


    “He’s a troublemaker, Tomek! I can see it in his eyes. Best to finish him off quick, not send him to Gelb. It’s a kindness, believe me.”


    “You not do that. Is not right!”


    “We’ll shoot him, lad. Firing squad. He’ll have a soldier’s death. Not like the hyena. It’s for the best.”


    ‘Schmutz,’ Rufus thought, as his paws were tied, ‘I’ve gone and done it now.’


    One of the bigger Watchers grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and roughly marched him from the carriage, down onto the pebbled ground outside. The white-imperium crystal floodlights were blinding and Rufus could make out nothing of the compound around him save the looming shadow of the Lupan Wall, gateway to the Ashfall and the wider world beyond Lupa – a world Rufus was never to see again, by the looks.


    ‘No, I’ve got to say something,’ he thought, ‘I can’t go out like this.’


    “Tomek!” he shouted, twisting free of his escort and running over to the surprised youth. “Tomek, get on the phone and call ALPHA,” he growled. “Ask for Prefect Janoah, or Silvermane, tell them what’s happening. Tell them it’s Rufus.”


    “What?”


    “Just do it, please! I’m a Bloodfang like you. Help me. You owe me that much!”


    Before Tomek could so much as nod, the Watchers fell upon Rufus and dragged him away.


    “Please hurry!” he cried.


    *


    Brrrrriiing! Brrrrriiing! Brrrrriiing!


    With a growl of annoyance, Amael Balbus finally rolled over in bed and snatched the phone. “Yes?” he grunted. “By Ulf’s fang’s, Boris, it’s three in the morning!” he complained, blinking at his ornate alarm clock, its glowing imperium-infused arms and numerals lighting up his grizzled, grey-furred face. “Rufus?” he growled. “What do you mean? Just put her through.”


    There was a click as Boris switched over.


    “Jan?”


    “Amael, they’re going to kill him!” the phone crackled.


    “What’re you talking about?” Amael growled. “Who’s going to kill who?”


    “The Watchers. I don’t know the details; it was something about a fight. They pulled Rufus and a hyena out of a carriage when they stopped at the Lupan Wall.” A moment’s pause, before Janoah shrieked, “Are you listening to what I’m saying? You have to stop them!”


    Amael woofed back, “Are you insane? I can’t!”


    “Of course you can!”


    “For Ulf’s sake, wolfess, be reasonable!”


    “Reasonable? Reasonable!”


    “Think!” Amael explained. “How would it look if I interfered on Rufus’s behalf? I can’t sully my reputation defending a condemned beast, let alone poke my nose into the affairs of the Elder Watcher. It’d be an insult. I need the Elder Watcher’s vote as much as anyone’s.”


    “I see,” Janoah said, in her calmest and yet most venomous tone. “And do you think Ivan and Uther will still help you after this? It’s Rufus they’re fighting for, not you.”


    “They’ll not know he’s dead until it’s too late,” Amael said, matter-of-factly.


    “Yes, but they’ll find out you let Rufus die eventually. Then no force on Erde will stop Ivan killing you in your sleep, you can be sure of that.”


    Amael gulped.


    Janoah offered a solution, “Send Vladimir.”


    “What?”


    “Send him down there to stop the Watchers,” Janoah explained, the answer formulating in her mind even as she spoke it. “The death warrant has to be signed, that won’t happen until the Elder Watcher gets up. You can deny you had any involvement and say that Vladimir acted out of his own regard for Rufus – he’s known as being sympathetic on account of their shared beliefs, it’ll stick. You can grovel to the Elder Watcher later.” With a sharp breath Janoah added, “Does that satisfy you?”


    Amael thought it over, scrutinising that voice for some sign of malignancy, some trick.


    The malignancy was there sure enough.


    “If you allow this to happen I will wash my paws of you, Amael Balbus-”


    “All right!” the Elder snapped. “All right, if he matters so much. By Ulf you’d think he was the perfect husband the way you carry on. Ridiculous wolfess.”


    Switching away from his lover and councillor, Amael returned to Boris’s line. “Boris!” he grunted. “Put me through to Vladimir. Yes, I know he’s in bed, go wake him yourself if you have to!”


    *


    As dawn’s light turned the polluted sky gold, Rufus, his paws still bound behind him, was taken from a cell and led into a grim, bricked courtyard by the very Watcher who had kindly decided he might as well die quickly by imperium pellets than worked to death – he had a point, honestly.


    It can only have been an hour or so since the ruckus in the carriage, just long enough for the warrant to be prepared and signed by the Elder Watcher. Not for the hyena, mind, no warrant was needed for lesser races, but for a wolf, even a condemned one, there were protocols to follow, however perfunctory. The Elder Watcher had probably signed Rufus out of existence over a fine cooked breakfast without a second thought, him and many others besides.


    Rufus was pushed against a wooden stake and tied up. He was surprised to be joined by the hyena, who was dragged past and set up against the next stake along, his fur matted with blood. It appeared the Watchers had settled for giving him a sound beating and then shooting him. Rufus liked to think someone around here had been merciful, but staking a hyena out in the Ashfall for imperium-fuelled bugs to find and devour was probably too much effort.


    The executioners filed in, ten Watchers armed with imperium rifles – one of them was Tomek. The lad had probably shot quite a few prisoners, Rufus supposed.


    “Blindfold?” gruffed the Watcher Captain, offering it to Rufus.


    Rufus gulped, “I’d rather not.”


    “As you will.”


    “Could you perhaps spare an ember?”


    The Watcher waited a moment, mulling over the request. In the end he couldn’t deny the last wish of a fellow wolf and produced a silver case from his cloak.


    “Red, please,” Rufus said.


    “I ain’t got any reds left. I got orange.”


    “Oh bother. Couldn’t go find a red one, could you? Strawberry’s my favourite.”


    The Watcher simply broke out the orange ember and twiddled it in front of Rufus. “Take it or leave it, Howler.”


    Rufus nodded a little.


    The Watcher snapped the ember and popped it between the condemned wolf’s lips. Leaving him to puff nervously away, he walked over to the raw-looking hyena. For a moment, the watching Rufus foolishly thought the Watcher was actually going to offer the hyena a blindfold, an ember even.


    “If only I could line up every scum-sucking hyena against this wall and shoot ‘em,” the Watcher growled instead.


    The bound hyena’s bloody nostrils flared, but he said nothing, choosing only to stare at the Watcher until the wolf blinked and looked away with a huffy snort.


    A noble riposte, Rufus thought.


    The Watcher walked across the courtyard towards his wolves. “Let’s get this over with,” he said, raising a paw. “Fire on my mark.”


    As the Watchers raised their rifles, Tomek included, so Rufus raised his ruddy face to the sky. He breathed deep, trying to prepare himself. The hyena stared ahead, fearless as ever, confident as to where he was headed after this final trial, across the Eternal Plains to meet the Ancestors.


    “Hold it,” the Watcher Captain said, stepping forward. “Lower your rifles! Lower ‘em!””


    Baffled, Rufus looked about. The Watchers were all saluting smartly, including their captain.


    Out of left field marched two impressive wolves, one clearly the Elder Watcher of the Bloodfang share of the Ashfall, looking as resplendent in his cloak as any other Elder from the inner city districts, but with subtle additions to his uniform to set him apart, most notably some black beetle carapaces serving very nicely as shoulder pads. The suburban Watchers were a little closer to nature and its bounty than the city-dwelling Howlers and used, or abused, the wilds accordingly, even if those wilds were ravaged by ashen rain from the city.


    Accompanying the Elder Watcher was a recognisably large and lofty Grand Howler.


    “Vladimir?” Rufus gasped, his ember mercifully clinging to his lower lip by way of a little dried saliva despite his jaw dropping.


    The Elder Watcher walked over to his subordinate. “Captain, return these prisoners to the train,” he said simply, as Vladimir lingered behind.


    “But sir, they assaulted us!” the Watcher Captain protested.


    “I’m aware of that. However, Grand Howler Vladimir here informs me that this wolf is Rufus Valerio, a notorious scoundrel and traitor who has brought unbearable shame on our pack. He’s not getting off so lightly. The hyena is a member of THORN and is also deserving of a proper fate. They will work off their debt in Gelb as they were sentenced to, is that clear?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Vladimir headed over to the bound Rufus, armour rattling, and cupping his paws before him said airily, “An admirable attempt, Rufus. However, you will be punished accordingly and serve your sentence in full. I came down here especially to make sure you get to Gelb alive, you and this THORN terrorist.”


    “Much obliged,” Rufus grunted, trying to piece things together – had Jan done this, had she sent Vladimir?


    Well done Tomek!


    “Doubtless you were in league with each other,” Vladimir proclaimed haughtily, looking between Rufus and the hyena as if they were naughty cubs. “What was your plan? Did one of you set out to cause a diversion so the other could escape, hmm? Or did you both agree to try and end it all quickly?” He walked over to the hyena, “We meet again Madou. Tell me THORN’s plans. This is your last chance, Chakaa; save yourself from a lingering death down the mines.”


    Madou turned his face.


    Whilst Vladimir sighed and shook his head, the Elder Watcher moved things along.


    “Put these wretches on the next train to Gelb,” he instructed. “Keep them away from the other prisoners and collar them so they can’t channel the imperium; the hyena’s a Chakaa.”


    The Watcher Captain saluted, “Yes, sir, we know. He blasted young Usenko right in the back, sir.”


    “Did he, by Ulf?” the Elder Watcher said, looking at Tomek. “How predictably dishonourable.”


    “Luckily our Tomek’s a tough nut, sir.”


    “Glad to hear it, Captain.”


    On that note the Elder Watcher extended an arm from under his cloak, beckoning Vladimir away. “My wolves will take it from here, Grand Howler. Now, will you join me for some refreshments? I’ve a bottle of decade-aged Felician brandy waiting for such a distinguished guest.”


    Not even winking at Rufus, Vladimir took his leave. “I would be honoured, Elder Watcher,” he said, walking with his host. “Though, I am far from distinguished.”


    “Nonsense! I’m a great admirer of your work, Oromov.”


    “Work, Elder?”


    “Your botanical papers.”


    “Ah. Then I am honoured.”


    *


    Back to the tracks, bundled into a carriage, the other prisoners removed to make way for the Howler and the THORN activist alone.


    “Collar ‘em!” barked the Watcher Captain.


    Rufus was forced to kneel, his head pulled back. Unlike the nearby Madou he didn’t spit or struggle, that would only make things worse.


    In came a Watcher armed with what looked like a giant pair of mechanically-powered pliers with pipes trailing out the back of them.


    “Hold still,” the Watcher advised gruffly.


    Slipping the monstrous pliers around Rufus’s neck, the Watcher pressed a button with his thumb. Amidst a hiss of gas and pistons, the jaws snapped violently round the Howler’s bobbing throat, making him yelp in alarm despite knowing what was about to happen. His world was instantly enveloped by a cloud of noxious ash as the perverse machine pressed home, venting waste imperium in all directions, choking Rufus like a mechanical murderer.


    As quickly as it started, it was over. The vicious clamping mechanism was withdrawn, ripping out a carelessly-snared tuft of Rufus’s neck-fur in the process. The pain of some fur being torn from his hide dampened the immediate sensation of being strangled. It was only afterwards Rufus perceived a tightness lingering around his neck.


    He couldn’t see it, nor reach up to feel it with his paws bound behind him, but he knew it was there – a wretched imperium-weave collar.


    The Watcher with the clamp reloaded his dreadful contraption with a simple, broad metallic ribbon, threading it through the mechanism with disturbing deftness. The ribbon was dark grey, yet a subtle swirling rainbow of imperium played on its surface, like a film of oil on a polluted Lupan puddle.


    Placing the clamp around the hyena’s neck, the Watcher did his work. The clamp closed, somehow stopping short of choking the hyena to death despite him possessing a thicker neck than Rufus. Doubtless the clamp boasted some ingenious automatic breadth-measuring mechanism, designed by someone, sometime, somewhere, who likely never envisaged it being abused for such a cruel purpose. Amidst a pall of ash, the imperium-weave collar was instantly moulded and sealed into place. There was no buckle, no lock, not even a seam of weakness to exploit or pick at, just a perfect, faintly-coloured band pulled snug around the hyena’s neck, like some beautiful adornment.


    Gulping under his own newfangled collar for the umpteenth time already, Rufus noticed Tomek and his pet ant standing outside, at the fringes of the goings-on.


    The Watchers released the prisoners and exited the carriage, save the Captain. “In case you scumbags don’t know, those collars ain’t just pretty necklaces,” he said. “They’re negative imperium coils. Any release of imperious energy will make them, well… I’ll show you.”


    The Watcher Captain stepped over to the kneeling Rufus and raised a paw at him, fingers gnarled.


    “There’s really no need to demonstrate,” Rufus insisted.


    In response, perhaps, the Watcher spread his paw at the hyena instead. The big, spotty beast immediately gagged and fell about the floor, his back arched and legs kicking.


    “Gaaaagh!”


    “Stop it!” Rufus barked. “Have you no shame?”


    The Watcher lowered his paw and allowed the hyena to collapse panting on the floor, only to whirl round and smack Rufus across the muzzle, knocking him on his side.


    “Filthy hyena-lover!” the Watcher Captain spat. Stepping from the carriage he said to Tomek, “Lock ‘em up, lad. We’re done here.”


    “Yes, Captain.”


    Once his captain had departed, Tomek climbed aboard and went straight to Rufus.


    “You all right?” he asked, crouching before him.


    Rufus spat some blood from his mouth, “Never better, young wolf.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “Sorry? You saved my life back there.”


    Tomek shook his helmeted head, “No. I call ALPHA on phone. I ask for Janoah. She said it none of her business that some criminal being executed, whoever it is. She tell me not to waste her time again, or else.”


    Rufus chuckled, “I knew I could depend on her.”


    “But-”


    “You’d best get out of here. Go on, now.”


    Tomek hesitated a moment, then crouched behind Rufus and began untwisting his wire bonds.


    “What’re you doing?” Rufus seethed.


    “Is long way to Gelb,” Tomek explained, unwinding the cruel wire. “I cannot help with collar, but at least you can scratch itchy nose now.”


    Once he was free, Rufus instinctively reached for the broad collar clutching his throat. “Foolish chap… you could get in big trouble,” he chided, sliding a finger under the smooth metal in a vain attempt to loosen it. “But… thank you, Tomek.”


    Standing up and throwing the wire away, Tomek shrugged it off, “Is all right.”


    Sitting with his back to the wall, Rufus looked Tomek over and said, “Could I ask one last favour before you go?”


    The Watcher evaded committal with another shrug.


    Rufus dared regardless, “Take your helmet off for me.”


    “My helmet? Why?”


    “I like to remember the faces of my friends. Besides, it’s just good manners, isn’t it?”


    “Is true,” Tomek eventually admitted.


    Checking over his shoulder, the Watcher unbuckled his helmet and deftly slipped it off, revealing a grey and white wolfen face capped by hefty, black brows that were knitted over what Rufus swore were a brilliant set of aquamarine eyes – quite a jumble, but somehow it worked.


    Tomek spread his paws subtly, as if to say, ‘Well?’


    “I’ll remember you, Tomek Usenko,” Rufus assured.


    With a retiring guffaw, Tomek donned his helmet and took his leave. Stepping out of the carriage he slowly ground the hefty metallic door shut, peering in at Rufus all the way, until the last crack of daylight was extinguished.


    Rufus immediately collapsed on his back, paws to his face, and thanked Ulf he was still alive.


    That had been too close.


    *


    Rocked to and fro by the swaying carriage, Madou drifted on the precipice of sleep despite the cold, hard floor and countless other discomforts. He was brought back from the brink of dreams by the pain of someone tugging at the wire bonds about his sore wrists.


    The red wolf, Rufus?


    Madou thought better than to question him. Let the fool untie me if he wishes.


    As the wire fell away, Madou rolled over and scrabbled clear of his fellow prisoner with a defensive snarl.


    Rufus remained kneeling, paws on thighs, like a sage.


    “Sorry, you looked uncomfortable,” he said, in a sandpapery tone acquired from years of smouldering. “It’s a long way to Gelb.”


    Rubbing his bloodied wrists, Madou scoffed, “Why do you care, wolf?”


    “You heard the Watchers; I’m a filthy ‘hyena-lover’.”


    Madou said nothing as he crouched in the corner.


    “It’s not true, of course,” Rufus defended, red paw to dark grey chest. “There’s as many crooked hyenas as wolves or any other. I’ve just learnt to reserve judgement.”


    Again, Madou had nothing to say.


    “I’m Rufus,” his wolfen inmate said. “You’re Madou, the hyena who got bitten by the centipede in the refinery a few weeks ago, right?”


    Now Madou scowled, “What if I am?”


    “Just curious.”


    “Well, I am Madou. You’d better remember it.”


    Rufus nodded. “I have rode the wind, seen forests far below, met great beasts and small,” he said.


    “What?” Madou snorted.


    “I have rode the wind, seen forests far below, met great beasts and small,” Rufus repeated, rolling a paw.


    At length, the baffled Madou narrowed one violet, imperium-laden eye. “What’s wrong with you?”


    Letting his paw flop down, Rufus dipped his chin and actually chuckled, “Never mind.”


    “Are you mad?”


    “It’s nothing. Really.”


    It didn’t sound like nothing to Madou, but he decided not to pursue the matter for fear of being mocked, favouring the plumping up of his injured pride instead. “You know, I should kill you for blasting me in the back,” he spat, rubbing the metal band around his throat; it felt suddenly tighter. “I should snap your neck like a twig.”


    Rufus hummed, “How charming.”


    “I would be dead if not for you! I would be walking with my ancestors, with my family. Instead, you’ve doomed me to the mines!”


    “Yes, well, sorry about all that, but I wasn’t going to let you kill that cub.”


    Madou snorted, “What cub?”


    “Tomek,” Rufus replied. “He can only have been sixteen.”


    “That’s no cub!”


    “To my sensibilities it is. Now if I were you I’d watch that nasty temper or things will get uncomfortable.”


    “You’re threatening me?” Madou laughed, flashing his mighty teeth in the darkness, “I could… could throttle you to death with one paw…. puny wolf!”


    Madou was barely able to squeeze his words through his bobbing throat. This collar feels tighter than ever! What’s happening to me?


    “Grrrfgh!” he growled, grasping uselessly at the invisibly, yet perceptibly contracting band, his fingers unable to find a purchase beneath the metal pressed flush against his coarse hide. “Gaaagh!”


    Rufus watched Madou gag. “Your collar will be the only thing doing any throttling, I suspect,” he huffed.


    “Stop it!” Madou rasped back. “Please!”


    “It’s not me, it’s you, you daft beast!” Rufus explained sternly, yet maintaining impeccable calm, paws on knees. “The collar is sensitive to your imperious field. Don’t panic. Just stay still and keep your fires dampened and it’ll loosen its grip. Trust me, I know from experience.”


    Slowly, and whether he dampened his fires or not, Madou felt the collar widen a fraction. “Wolfen… barbarity,” he gasped, sitting back, chest heaving.


    “You’re half right,” Rufus observed. “Collars are used beyond the Republic, there’s nothing wolfen about it, though it is a barbaric practice, I’ll give you that.”


    Madou cleared his throat, but nothing more.


    Disturbed only by the carriage wheels thumping over joins in the rails with clockwork regularity, Rufus and Madou stared at one another, took each other all in. The hyena had thirty pounds on the wolf, but there was no denying Rufus’s strength, least of all on the inside.


    “You hit hard… for a wolf,” Madou admitted, allowing a smirk. “I’ve heard you’re a very powerful Howler. They call you Red-mist.”


    “Yes. My apologies if I hurt you.”


    “It’s good. It let’s me know I’m still alive.”


    “Oh? And I thought you wanted to die.”


    “In battle,” Madou clarified, looking down. “Not here… or down some hole,” he added, with a gulp. “Are the mines as bad as they say?”


    “I wouldn’t know,” Rufus said simply.


    Madou nodded, then began afresh, “You knew Prince Noss of the Four Winds, didn’t you? He was your friend.”


    “Who told you that?”


    “Nur….” Madou began, before cutting himself short.


    “Nurka?” Rufus guessed.


    Madou dipped his chin. “By the Wind,” he groaned, cupping his face in his paws. “That bastard Vladimir. He and the Bloodfangs… they… they spent days torturing me, trying to make me talk. I… I didn’t even acknowledge Nurka’s name for days, yet you’ve teased it out of me already.”


    “Honey attracts more bees than vinegar,” Rufus said, “I’m much sweeter than wily old Vladimir; handsomer too.”


    Madou laughed falsely, “I suppose it doesn’t really matter now, not where I’m going.”


    Rufus moved on. “Since you asked, Prince Noss was sent to me to be trained as a Howler. He was a good friend,” he sighed. “That is, before he tried to murder me.”


    “That’s not true!” Madou snapped.


    “Pardon?”


    “Prince Noss didn’t try and murder you, Howler.”


    “I’ve the scars to prove it.”


    Madou squirmed, “What I meant is he was forced to do it, tricked by your own kind!”


    “If by forced you mean bribed, then yes-”


    “You don’t understand!” Madou spluttered, shaking a fist at Rufus. “The Howlers, they held my Prince’s tribe in the palm of their paws. If he didn’t comply, they’d have killed us all. It was all a filthy wolfen trick, an attempt to blacken our race and turn… turn sympathisers like you… against us!”


    Madou clenched his teeth and grasped at his collar as it tightened mercilessly.


    “Grrrrfgh!”


    “Calm down,” Rufus advised. “There’s no need to shout. I believe you.”


    The hyena nodded and gasped.


    Whilst Madou rasped for air, Rufus hummed calmly, “It hardly matters. Noss’s attempt on my life didn’t change my views in the slightest.”


    “Then you still support our cause?”


    “In as much as I believe hyenas, and all other races, should be made wolfkind’s equals, yes,” Rufus clarified guardedly.


    “All races?” Madou said.


    “Yes. That is the impartialist stance.”


    “Even… even the little beasts?”


    “And why not?”


    Madou snorted in obvious derision, but didn’t, or couldn’t, mount an argument.


    Rufus moved on. “In any case, one can’t change Lupa by planting a few bombs and causing mischief,” he dismissed. “THORN is just making the situation worse, for the hyenas and the little beasts.”


    “We’ve tried peaceful means!” Madou protested. “We are ignored!”


    “I’m not talking peace.”


    “But you just said-”


    “THORN thinks too small,” Rufus explained. “The only way to bring about real change would be to overturn the current government and set up a new regime headed by progressive beasts.”


    “Beasts like you?” Madou said, strangely expectant.


    “I’m flattered,” the Howler hummed, amused at the thought. “Ah… but it’ll never happen.”


    Madou looked sideways, then back again, “Why not?”


    “You’d have to eliminate every single Den Father in one sitting for a start.”


    A pause.


    Madou threw it out there. “What if someone were to plant a black-imperium bomb?”


    “You mean like THORN plans to?” Rufus replied wryly. “That probably won’t work, you know.”


    “Why not?” Madou growled indignantly.


    The imperiologist emerged, “Because black-imperium is very dense; it’s the densest substance known to beast.”


    “So?”


    “So, any vapour cloud from such a bomb would sink to the ground, not billow across the whole city.”


    “What about the Ashfall? That’s spread miles!”


    “The Ashfall? It’s taken centuries for that to get as bad as it has. Ash is fluffy and carries much further alright, but there’s not much black-imperium in it; if there was we’d all be dead! More than poison plants, the Ashfall physically smothers them. And when they die there’s no roots to hold the soil together, so you get soil erosion, making farming impossible. That’s the real trouble.”


    Madou sat forward, “But… but in an enclosed space, like the Pack Summit, the black-imperium would be trapped and-”


    “My dear hyena,” Rufus woofed, “the Hummel Den where the Summit’s being held this year is enormous! Enclosed indeed, it has halls loftier than opera houses. You’ll get some I dare say, but the Den Guard will have ample time to whisk the Den Fathers to safety the moment any funny cloud rolls in. Anyway, the fact THORN is stealing black-imperium makes it obvious what you’re up to and the Howlers will be ready for it. You won’t sneak anything past them, and a front-on attack will never get near the Den Fathers. It’s quite foolish.”


    Rufus was perhaps only reassuring himself.


    After a pugnacious staring match, Madou suddenly looked away and clumsily changed subject by rubbing his huge, spotty arms and complaining, “It’s cold.”


    “I didn’t mean to burst your bubble-”


    “Nurka will find a way!” Madou snapped. “He’ll find a way to change things. You’ll see, wolf! You’ll see.”


    Silence.


    “Well we needn’t fall out over it,” Rufus said, settling down for the night. “Where we’re going none of this is going to matter.”


    *


    “Well?” a female barked – Janoah perhaps, Werner couldn’t be sure.


    “He’s all right,” replied a dulcet male voice – Vladimir of course, it was the phone line to his office that had been tapped after all. “Though by the time I got there,” he went on, “Rufus was tied to a stake. A minute later he’d have been shot.”


    “By Ulf’s fangs! I’ve been worried sick all night. Why didn’t you call me sooner?”


    Yes, definitely Janoah.


    Pressing the earpiece closer to his head to overcome the hiss of white noise, Werner stopped chewing on a sandwich long enough to listen carefully.


    “Sorry,” Vladimir excused, “I was invited for a drink, which escalated to dinner. I couldn’t get away. The Elder Watcher gets desperately lonely out there on the fringes of society. Pathetic really.”


    The chink of glass and bubbling liquid indicated Janoah was pouring herself a stiff drink. “Rufus only has to hold out a few months until Amael makes his move,” she said, “but I know Gelb is no picnic and he’s not getting any younger-”


    “Don’t worry. The Warden will want to keep him alive. Good miners help Gelb turn a profit.”


    “Since when can Rufus mine?”


    “Trust me, with his corona he’ll be a natural. Noss is still alive, last time I checked. Why’d you think I hid the treacherous scum there? I knew he’d thrive. We may yet need him to mould Amael to our ends after the dust settles. If we have Noss, we have the hyenas, and the tribes will do anything for him, even go to war with Amael. We can threaten him.”


    “Clever Vladimir,” Janoah purred.


    “Look, we shouldn’t talk over the phone,” Vladimir suddenly grumbled, shuffling in his seat, perhaps leaning closer to the phone or looking over his cloaked shoulder, it was hard to say. “It could be dangerous.”


    Werner chuckled.


    At length, Janoah said, “I’ll be in touch.” 


    Click!


    Scribbling a few notes, Werner set down the earpiece and turned off the lamp. The cramped, closet-sized space was cast into utter darkness, except for a tiny pinprick of light beaming from a hole in the wall. With a peek through said hole to check his office was deserted, Werner quickly slid the wall aside and squeezed his substantial pink girth through, before sliding the bookcase on the other side into place with a firm click.


    His secret room remaining thus, the Politzi Chief grabbed his telephone and dialled a memorised number. He let it ring three times, then hung up.


    Seconds later, Werner’s phone rang.


    “What?” someone urged immediately.


    “I got news for our friends,” Werner whispered.


    “What news?”


    “Meet me in the usual place, usual cash.”


    “I thought you were with us now?” they snarled. “That’s what they said.”


    “I am, I am!”


    “And still you want payment, you greedy, fat hog-”


    “On my salary? You bet I do! You can afford it, Tristan, you Eisbrands are rolling in-”


    “Shut up! Don’t use my name, you idiot.”


    Werner went silent, but for a smack of the lips.


    “Fine, fine,” came his contact, with a growl, “but this had better be worth it.”


    Underlining ‘Noss’ on his notes, Werner said, “Oh it is, mate.”


    Hanging up the phone, the big hog grabbed his red Politzi hat and headed out. “Popping to the Common Ground, Borce,” he told the rabbit, as they passed in the Den’s corridors. “Hold the fort for me.”


    “Will do, sir,” Borce confirmed. “What’re you going there for, sir?” he asked, adding as Werner whirled on him, “In case Vladimir asks.”


    Werner beamed, “Just following a lead, lad.”

  


  
    
  

     


    
Part III: GELB
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    Diary Excerpt 2


     


    It’s been a while, but I should write. The trouble is not much is happening around here. Uther and Ivan have been away for nearly two months now, and Rufus remains in Gelb despite several formal protests by Thorvald. I still can’t believe he’s gone.


    Riddle’s horribly quiet without them, especially Uther, at least for me. I’ve been keeping myself to myself, mostly frequenting the gym and going to see Sara over in Arkady during my spare time. I’ve kept an eye on Lorna and Rosa too; Uther would want that. My actual rounds have been dull and uneventful. I think my run-in with that giant centipede has spoilt me! Still, I shouldn’t complain.


    Vladimir hasn’t forced me to take on a temporary partner yet, for which I’m grateful. I do not want to get involved with another wolf when Uther is due back any day. I feel I’m not taking liberties, since Ivan has remained a lone wolf for months since Rufus’s promotion to Grand Howler and now imprisonment. So indeed has Vladimir remained alone, Rufus being his fellow Grand Howler. He has been running Riddle by himself; nominally Boris has been acting as a temporary Grand Howler, but he’s rarely seen, Elder Amael even less.


    Riddle feels strangely depleted of authority, but Elder Amael rightly refuses to move anyone up to fill the vacancies because all the missing wolves are expected to return; Ivan, Uther, even Rufus, if the charges against him can be quashed at the Summit. There will shortly be an influx of newcomers when the next class of Cubs graduate into Howlers, and Ivan will be assigned a new partner on his return whether he likes it or not, or so I’m told. I myself will be expected to ‘show the youngsters the ropes’, Vladimir says.


    Strange. I’ve only been a Howler myself a year. Seems longer somehow.


    Got another monobike lesson this morning, then I’m off to see Sara again. We’re going to the Science Exhibition to have a look at the latest in imperium technology. Sara says Monty and Penny Buttle will be flying there today. Exciting!


     


    Howler Linus Bloodfang Mills

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 25


     


    “All right, now twist the accelerator. Gently, gently! That’s it. Good, very good.”


    The Springtail’s engine thrummed between Linus’s armoured legs as he weaved between the bollards. The glowing imperium gyroscope nestled within the wheel shifted to and fro, right, left, right, its hefty presence butting against Linus’s corona as he battled to control it in ways unknowable to those untouched by the wonder mineral.


    “Keep your speed up!” his instructor growled over his shoulder, as Linus reached the last bollard. “Not too slow, or you’ll just turn on the spot!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    “Steady, steady. That’s it, Mills. Nice!”


    Striding across the sunny, if chilly grounds of Riddle Den, Vladimir watched Linus guide his standard-issue grey and black Bloodfang-livery monobike gently round the final bollard and back the way he’d come, weaving through the course with aplomb.


    Immediately he finished, Linus panicked and slammed a gaitered boot down, mistrusting the machine to stay upright of its own volition even at rest, though it should and did, as Linus’s instructor pointed out.


    “Trust your machine, lad. Giacomo Valerio make the best monos in the world, even the little Springtail; reliable as the rising sun she is. As long as her gyroscope is spinning she’ll stay up until Wintertide, it’s only bad riders that make ‘em topple.”


    Linus nodded his helmeted head, “I-I-I know. I do. I just couldn’t help fighting it.”


    “It’ll come to yer. You’re doing really well.”


    Patting his pupils shoulder, Linus’s instructor climbed off the bike, whereupon he noticed Vladimir’s approach and saluted, fist to red-cloaked chest. “Grand Howler.”


    Shutting his mono down and kicking out the stand, Linus threw his stout legs off the seat and did the same.


    “Grand Howler Vladimir.”


    “At ease gentlebeasts,” Vladimir said, turning immediately to Linus, paws cupped before him. “Impressive riding for a learner, Howler Mills.”


    “Thank you, sir.”


    “Mills is a natural, Grand Howler,” said the instructor.


    “Is he indeed?”


    “Haven’t had a pupil tame a bike this fast since Uther.”


    Vladimir emitted one of those high-pitched hums that indicated how impressed he was, or at least how impressed he wanted others to think he was, whatever his private thoughts.


    “I hate to interrupt your lesson, Linus, but I need to borrow you a minute,” he said.


    “By all means, sir,” Linus’s instructor answered in his stead. “We’re done for today anyway. Not much more I can teach the lad at present, he’s just got to practise. You know how it is.”


    The lofty Vladimir ushered the stocky Linus away, walking him slowly towards the Den’s gaping garage, with all its bikes and cars lined up.


    Checking over his shoulder, Linus cleared his throat and asked, “If I may, sir, have you heard anything about Uther and Ivan?”


    “No.”


    “But it’s been two months. Uther told me he’d be back by now.”


    Vladimir shrugged, “He had to tell you something, I suppose.” He glanced up at the towering Den, “I myself will be going away shortly; Amael requires me to accompany him to the Pack Summit. He’s leaving Boris in charge of Riddle.”


    “To your honour, sir,” Linus said.


    “Yes,” Vladimir huffed, looking down at young Mills. “You do realise it’s Hummel’s turn to host this year?”


    “I do, sir.”


    “Humph. Getting to Hummelton is going to be a logistical nightmare. Every Den Father is going, of course, each taking their own train packed with a retinue of Elders, Den Guards and Howlers, not to mention dignitaries, the press and Ulf knows who else. The security arrangements alone are going to be ridiculous! Worse, Lupa will be left depleted of authority at this most dangerous time. Can you imagine the opportunity this presents to enemies of the Republic, to THORN?”


    “I can, sir.”


    “Much as I relish leaving Lupa for a while it’s a daunting proposition. I’ll need a good Howler to act as my second, someone who shan’t embarrass me in front of wolves from other packs, or Amael for that matter.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Vladimir stopped walking, “What do you say, Linus?”


    “Me?” the youth squeaked at length, stopping too.


    “Well yes. Why do you think we’re having this conversation?”


    Linus couldn’t articulate a reply, “But… but….”


    “You refuse?” Vladimir assumed.


    “N-nnn-no, sir, how could I?” Linus stammered. “But surely there must be others more suited to-”


    “Ordinarily I would take Ivan,” Vladimir explained, cutting Linus’s predictable sentence short. “However, since he’s away, you’ll have to do. You’re quiet and passably intelligent; I wouldn’t drag the like of Uther around.”


    “Sir.”


    “You accept then?”


    “Yes, sir. A-a-absolutely! I’m honoured. I’ve longed to travel beyond the Ashfall again.”


    “Again?” Vladimir said with intrigue. “When did you last go?”


    “Oh, n-nnn-not since I was a cub. I’m a Rostsonner, sir, south of the canyon, originally.”


    “Yes, I know. You must’ve been very young when you came to Lupa, you’ve no accent left at all.”


    Since Vladimir cared to know, Linus enlightened him. “I was about three or four, sir. My father contracted the rot and had to become a Howler, so I had to go to the city with him.”


    “And your mother?”


    Linus’s blue eyes squinted into the far distance, looking through Vladimir and time, “She died of the rot before my father even contracted it himself, sir. I hardly remember her, save for the day she died in her bed back in Rostsonne.”


    Vladimir nodded sagely, asking, “How is it your family was blighted by the rot when you lived down there? I thought Rostsonne was a clean, if naturally unforgiving country.”


    “My home town was mysteriously blighted, sir. It wasn’t just us. I can remember many beasts dying, and the crops too. Everything.”


    “Strange. An imperium plume, perhaps?”


    Linus spread his paws, “Father had his theories, but one of the reasons I wanted to study imperiology and the natural world was to try and find out what happened to my town.” He dipped his chin, the enthusiasm dampened, “Of course… that’s been put on hold somewhat.”


    Vladimir grunted, “I know the feeling.”


    Linus wondered what the Grand Howler’s story was; everyone had one, even stuffy old Vladimir.


    “I’m sure you’ll make a fine adjutant,” Vladimir declared, cheering the mood. He parted company with Linus, informing him that, “Make your arrangements. We leave in a week.”


    *


    Chiirrrrruup!


    Chiirrrrruup!


    Chiirrrrruup!


    “What the thump’s that?” Uther whispered, ears and eyes swivelling, searching the darkness beyond the campfire.


    “Sand cricket,” Ivan said simply, stirring the simmering broth hanging over the crackling campfire. “They’re mostly harmless.”


    Uther turned to him, “Mostly? Whatcha mean mostly?”


    “If you don’t bother it, it won’t bother you,” Ivan explained. “It’s just calling for a mate. If you come at it from behind it can deal a nasty kick with its back legs. Keep that in mind if you have to hunt one to eat one day.”


    Pulling his cloak a little tighter around himself this chilly night, Uther said, “Sure, whatever.”


    Chiirrrrruup!


    Chiirrrrruup!


    Chiirrrrruup!


    The Howler covered his ears, “Oh, how are we gonna sleep with that thing sounding off?”


    “You get used to it,” Ivan said.


    “Puh! Oh yeah?”


    Chiirrrrruup!


    “Shut up!” Uther barked at the anonymous night, his gruff voice echoing across the desert.


    Silence.


    “Aye, that’s more like it-”


    Chiirrrrruup!


    Cupping his white face in his dark paws, Uther grumbled, “It’s been so quiet up ‘til now.”


    Ivan sipped the steaming broth, “It’s spring. Life is returning to the land, even the Ashfall. You wait until we get to Everdor; you won’t know where to lay your head at night for bugs.”


    “Can’t wait, mate.”


    Ivan allowed a rare chuckle. It would be easy to make fun of his comrade, but Blade-dancer was bigger than that. It wasn’t the ‘Wild-heart’s’ fault that, despite his bogus epithet, he was a Lupan born and bred. He couldn’t tell a cricket from a grasshopper. The sword cut both ways; bright-eyed, healthy folk coming to Lupa from Everdor, Rostsonne, or even the tough Steppes to study or work were all too often eaten alive by the rapacious city, falling into a spiral of imperium-fuelled crime and poverty, often ending in the rot or Gelb.


    “Do you reckon Rufus is all right?”


    Ivan’s pure white ears pricked at Uther’s question, more out of surprise that Wild-heart should be seen to care than anything. Ivan nearly expressed just that sentiment, but refrained from stirring up ill-feelings.


    “He’s stronger than either of us,” he replied tactfully.


    Uther nodded a little and cleared his throat, perhaps embarrassed he had let slip any feelings for the wolf who had pulled him from the gutter.


    Staying his tongue on the matter, Ivan ladled some broth into a wooden bowl and passed it across to Uther.


    “Oh, ta,” Wild-heart said, rubbing his thighs in great expectation and not caring to ask what Ivan’s stew consisted of; after walking all day he was too famished to care.


    Ivan watched Uther blow on his spoon before supping the broth. That white, mask-like face of his screwed up as he assessed the flavour.


    At length he admitted, “It’s good.”


    “Mushroom and potato,” Ivan told him, without pride.


    Nodding, Uther stirred the thick mixture and let some dribble off his spoon, “It’s got real body to it.”


    “That’s the potato. We wolves might be able to walk forever and a day, but even we can’t march twelve-hundred miles on gruel.”


    “Yeah, nah!”


    The Howlers would have liked to ride straight east to Everdor on their monobikes in a day or two, but that was too conspicuous. They would have been necessitated to stop for fuel, and at least take the beaten paths if not the roads. Beasts would have seen them pass, Watchers stopped them at checkpoints, asked questions as to why two city Howlers were out here. They could have donned disguises, made excuses, but what was the rush? The Elder Trains were not due for another week. Better to go north, across the sparsely-populated ashen desert of the Great Steppes and along the foot of the Sunrise Mountains, before dropping down into the lush, unpolluted forests and fields of Everdor, unseen and unsuspected.


    This was Ivan’s country, Uther knew, where the Donskoys and most other Eisbrand families originally came from. With the ever-spreading Ashfall making farming impossible, few remained now. Ivan’s immediate family had been amongst the last clinging on here and he still spoke a little Steppes through them – enough to trade with a passing bear merchant a few days ago. The brazen bear had thrown open his beetle-drawn cart to the wolves, and whilst Uther had naively inspected useless trinkets, Ivan had traded wads of lupas for mere bread and water. Money wasn’t worth much out here, Blade-dancer had explained later.


    The bread had since gone stale, but Uther didn’t complain; naive city-dweller he may be, he still knew he was lucky for anything at all out here. Without Ivan’s guidance he would probably get lost and expire, not that he would admit it.


    Halfway through his meal, Ivan noticed Uther staring at him across the campfire.


    “What?” he snorted pugnaciously.


    “Nothing,” Uther said, looking down and away.


    There was a pause as Ivan doubtless tried to fathom what Uther had been staring at, but he let it pass for fear of looking stupid, or seeming to care, or both.


    Blade-dancer curled up under his black captain’s cloak, which served very well as a blanket. “You take first watch,” he said, pulling his hood up, “the crickets will stop singing in a few hours and then you’ll be able to sleep better.”


    “Don’t you want your soup?” Uther said hopefully.


    “I’d prefer to have it for breakfast.”


    “It’ll get cold.”


    “I’ll survive, city-boy,” Ivan teased, rolling onto his side and presenting his back to Uther. Hearing the ladle clink on the pot as Uther snuck a refill, Ivan growled, “If there’s not enough soup there to fill my belly in the morning you’ll be eating sand crickets from here on out, Howler.”


    Chiirrrrruup!


    “Puh, suits me!” Uther claimed, speaking loudly into the night. “Did you hear that? I’ll be forced to eat yer!”


    *


    Sara sat kneading her black paws on her white breeches, watching the simple new-materials glowing clock tick by on the wall opposite.


    The clinical-smelling, somewhat stark waiting room was populated by the usual suspects, beasts old and young, little and large, some coughing their guts out, some on crutches, some with bald patches of scabrous skin, and some, like Sara, harboured no outward symptoms at all, though she suspected if she sat here being coughed on much longer she was bound to come away with a souvenir cold.


    The surgery door opened and Sara hopped to her feet. She was premature, for a rotund male hog nurse trotted out and crossed to the reception desk.


    Sara sat back down again, before immediately getting up and walking to the desk. She butted into the flirty conversation the hog nurse was having with the presumably attractive hogess receptionist nestled behind the desk.


    “Excuse me. Sorry, but how long will this take?”


    “The doctor’ll be right with you miss,” the distracted hog nurse said to Sara. “Just take a seat.”


    “It’s not for me. I brought my friend in. The-”


    “Yeah, I know, the tall brown wolfess. Miss Blake’s still undergoing tests. All right?”


    “Still?”


    “Doctor Maher will be another fifteen minutes, I reckon.”


    Sara expressed her thanks to the hog and sat back down, if only for a few seconds before taking the nearest exit and a little fresh air, or as fresh as air got around here.


    The clinic’s cloister-like gardens weren’t really gardens, just raked gravel and some trees that were tough enough to put up with the ashen rain. The muted Lupan sun played through their leaves and danced over Sara’s blazer as she sat on a curvy iron bench beneath one of the tree trunks and buried her face in her paws.


    “Sara?”


    The little wolfess looked up to see her big, surcoat-clad, armoured shadow.


    “Tristan,” she chirped at him. “What do you want?”


    “How is she?” he replied, nodding at the clinic.


    “Ah don’t know yet.”


    “You can’t hide her much longer.”


    “I’ll hide her as long as she wants.”


    “If you love her,” Tristan said, stepping closer, “you’ll let me help her before someone else finds out.”


    “Help her?” Sara spat. “You mean become one of you?”


    “Not if I can help it.”


    Sara grimaced, “Ulf almighty, life’s just nae fair, Tristan. Olivia’s got so much tae give the world. She’s so clever and… and beautiful. And here’s little, daft dumpling me, healthy as can be even though mah mother’s as rotten as a dustbin. Why was I spared?”


    Tristan contemplated sitting beside Sara and comforting her, but thought better of it. “It’s not too late,” he soothed, spreading a paw. “With fresh air and clean living Olivia might live a relatively normal life for a reasonable time, with minimal stings.”


    “Reasonable?” Sara sniffed, looking up at the Howler, “Like what?”


    “Years to come,” he replied vaguely. “Look, can’t Penny and Monty put her up on their farm?”


    “Aye, gladly, but how will I get her out of Lupa now? The Watchers will sense her when she passes the Lupan Wall’s checkpoints, won’t they? They’ll find her out.”


    Tristan had obviously been thinking about it for a long time, for he had a plan to paw. “I can get you past them. I’m going to Everdor next week, for the Pack Summit – it’s being held at Hummelton this year.”


    “Aye, Ah know. So what?”


    “Well, I can tuck you and Olivia away in my cabin on the Elder Train.”


    “The Elder Train, are ye mad?” Sara squeaked.


    “Where better? There’ll be so many Howlers aboard nobody will be able to pick Olivia’s corona out. I can get passes, disguises; everything.”


    Sara thought it through, “You think that’d work?”


    Tristan nodded, then looked to the clinic, “Who’s she seeing in there anyway?”


    “Her usual doctor… Doctor Maher.”


    “Maher?”


    “Aye.”


    Tristan cocked his head, “I take it he’s being paid to keep his mouth shut?”


    Sara looked around, “Aye,” she confirmed, guiltily.


    Tristan sniffed, “I’d better check him out nonetheless.”


    “Och, he’s fine. Olivia’s been seeing him years. He’s one of Heath’s ex students.”


    A grunt.


    Standing up, Tristan took his leave, boots crunching on the gravel. “I’ll be in touch.”


    After tugging on her fingers for an age, Sara finally called after him, “Tristan!” she began, exhaling a second later, “Thank ye.”


    Tristan saluted with a finger and walked on.


    *


    Finally Sara was called into the surgery by the pig nurse, who opened the door for her and ushered her inside. She found Olivia sitting beside the doctor’s desk with her bag on her lap and her pink coat tucked close. She looked ready and eager to leave after suffering through a carnival of needles, breathing exercises and questionnaires.


    “Sorry,” she apologised, as Sara pulled up a seat beside her, “you must’ve been bored out of your mind.”


    “Don’t be daft,” Sara dismissed. She waited a moment whilst Olivia blew her nose in a hanky, then she reached over and clasped Olivia’s nearest paw. “Well?” she urged with a gulp. “How bad is it?”


    “Hmm? Oh! The blood tests won’t be in for a week,” Olivia replied chirpily, waving her free paw. “But he says it’s nothing to worry about.”


    “What? But Ah thought it was getting really bad?”


    “It’s not full-blown rot yet; I’ve just had a bad reaction.”


    “Reaction?”


    “He reckons I’ve become allergic to ash now, that’s all. You know, like Bruno was? Just the next stage.”


    Sara looked down a little.


    Olivia went on. “I told you it was nothing to worry about. I’ve got this all under control. A little sting here and there is all I’ll ever need. I’ve been doing it a long time, now.”


    Another door opened and a steel-grey wolf in a long white coat and black breeches, emerged.


    “Yes, yes, strong with honey,” he said, “but not so strong the spoon stands up in it, thank you!” Slamming the door he faced the girls and rolled his spectacled eyes, “Sorry, new assistant’s never seen a teabag in her life, it seems.”


    Olivia laughed, whilst Sara made good a polite smile.


    “I’m Doctor Maher,” said the dashing grey wolf, removing his specs from his blue eyes and holding out a paw. “You must be Sara.”


    “Uh, aye.”


    “Olivia here says you’re into bugs,” the doctor said, as paws were shaken.


    Sara nodded vigorously, “Oh, aye. It’s mah degree.”


    “A noble subject, Miss,” Maher praised, beaming effortlessly at Sara whilst reclining in a cantilever office chair made of shiny new-materials. “Oh! What a life Professor Heath has led. I took his biology class myself, though in the end I went the imperiology route. No doubt you’ll follow the great bear’s pawsteps and see the big wide wild world?”


    Sara was still processing Olivia’s good news and what it might mean for Tristan’s plans, but managed to make small-talk, “Aye, that’s the idea.”


    Maher moved on. Donning those circular, wire frame spectacles again he pulled a folded piece of paper from his coat pocket. “Now then, Olivia, I’m going to prescribe some antihistamines to get that swelling under control,” he said, scribbling away. “Plus the uh… additional extras.”


    Olivia duly produced a brown envelope from her bag and passed it to Maher.


    The doctor stared at it, then at Sara.


    “Oh, Sara knows,” Olivia reassured Maher, shrugging her shoulders. “She was the first to know. I used to get my venom from Professor Heath, you see.”


    “Heath, eh?” Maher said, pocketing the money at once.


    “Olivia, what’s going on?” Sara gasped. “Where’d ye get all that money?”


    “My parents,” Olivia said, with a slight, false chuckle. “It was their parting gift. They... never want to see me again. I think they mean it this time.” She raised her chin, flicked an ear, “It’s all right, though. I’m going to pay my own way from now on. Well, soon I will. What I mean is, I don’t want you or Heath getting in trouble on my account. I’ll move out of his flat soon.”


    “But, where will ye go?”


    “I’ll figure something out.”


    Sara closed her eyes as thoughts of Olivia becoming a wolfess in a Lupanar flitted through her mind. “Olivia-”


    “My mind’s made up,” Olivia insisted. “I can do this by myself now.”


    “But-”


    “Olivia was telling me about your friend,” Maher interrupted, in that clumsy, subject-changing tone of voice.


    “Friend?” Sara blinked in surprise.


    “Yes, the one who disappeared. Bruno was it? I used to help him as well, but his father kept moving him on and eventually I stopped hearing from them. Pity what happened. The Howlers can be such bullies, can’t they?”


    “Aye,” Sara said, clearing her throat.


    “Don’t worry,” Maher assured, “I’ll take extra special care of Olivia.”


    With pleasantries exchanged and the deal done, the doctor showed his patient and her escort the door, telling the pig receptionist to hold all other patients for five minutes.


    “I’ve an important call to make,” he growled.


    Locking the door, Maher simultaneously eased into his cantilever chair and dialled the telephone. Whilst waiting, he pulled a folded sheet of graph paper from his coat pocket and set it out on the table. The long sheet was traced by a black line that spiked wildly up and down, like a seismometer.


    “Doctor Josef’s office,” a nasally female said.


    “Yes, this is Doctor Maher,” replied Maher, following the wild, jagged line with his spectacled eyes. “Put me through to Josef will you? It’s urgent.”


    “The doctor’s out of the office. Can I take a message?”


    “Why yes, you can!” Maher woofed, his voice dripping with incredulity. “Tell my dear old teacher that I’ve a possible pure-blood for sale, female, and I’m going straight to the next bidder if he’s not in, all right?”


    Silence.


    Within five seconds there was a click and a recognisable hiss down the line, “What’s this, Maher?”


    “Sorry to bother you, Josef, but I’ve just had the most charming dodger drop by, very pretty-”


    “And?”


    “And she’s off the charts!” Maher marvelled. “She must be a pure-blood. She’s finally reached maturity, but I fobbed her off by telling her she’s just allergic to ash. She is, but she’s going to need rather more than antihistamines soon.”


    “Name? Address?”


    “Ah ah ah… you know my price.”


    Josef growled, “You realise I could have ALPHA take you in for helping dodgers whenever I wanted!”


    “Sir!” Maher squeaked, removing his glasses. “Really, is that any way to talk to a star pupil? You know I’m worth every penny.”


    “We’re on a tight budget since we started work on Rafe. I can’t afford it.”


    “Well then I’d better find someone who can. Ta ta-”


    “Wait!” Josef mewed. By the sound of things, he sat down in a squeaky new materials chair. “All right, perhaps we can come to some other arrangement.”


    “A position at ALPHA, like you promised?”


    “She had better be good, or else.”


    “Oh she’s good,” Maher insisted, admiring the wildly spiked imperium graph. “She might even be better than your last Eisenwolf.”

  


  
    
  

    ~Blick iv~


     


    The atmosphere in the warehouse was thick with ember vapour. Several smouldering hogs nervously counted money whilst a bespectacled white rabbit checked the quality of stings with an eyeglass. Rats, stoats and a single hyena stood guard at the table, doors and windows, with pistols and rifles aplenty lest any Howlers dared show their snouts. They shouldn’t, not in a designated Dead Zone, all had agreed.


    “C-ccc-can we hurry, please?” a smartly-dressed hog dealer asked; the boss of the others. “This Dead Zone air must be killing us all,” he complained, kerchief pressed to snout as a rudimentary guard against any ambient black-imperium.


    An enormous brown bear in a suit was overseeing proceedings from the other side of the table, his black lips nursing an equally enormous ember smouldering away. He had murderous purple eyes with which he glared at the hog dealer across the way.


    “The puny Howlers exaggerate the danger,” he claimed. “It does not hurt to come and go from a Dead Zone.”


    “As you say, Mister B,” the white rabbit agreed.


    Mister B, or Mad Bront as they called him, had so much purple-imperium swilling around his veins it didn’t take much to upset him and everyone knew it in Lupa’s criminal underworld, especially the hog sting dealer, nervously mopping his brow.


    Still, all was going well.


    “This one’s fake,” the rabbit suddenly spat, setting a sting aside. He picked out another few and inspected them. Two passed his test, but the third did not. “Looks like they’ve been filled out with flour, or chalk, Mister B. Not all of ‘em, but more than a few have been adulterated.”


    Mister B’s ember rolled in his lips, his eyes flared open.


    “What are you on about?” the hog dealer spluttered. “This is good stuff. I checked it myself.”


    “Aye I bet you did!” the rabbit accused, removing his spectacles and pointing with them. “What’re you trying to pull? Our clients are first rate. They’re rich Freiwolves helping relatives dodge. If someone’s beloved son or daughter dies because we supplied fake stings they won’t come to Mister B again!”


    The hog looked to the wall that was Mister B. “Mister Bront, sir, I assure you-”


    “How many are fake, hog?” Mister B interjected, removing his ember and blowing a veritable cloud of vapours.


    “N-nnn-none, it’s all-”


    “Are you calling my imperiologist a liar?”


    “N-nnn-no, he’s just mistaken-”


    “Incompetent then? I hire only incompetent beasts!”


    “Of course not, I am merely saying that-”


    “That I’m trying to screw you out of imperium? Because if it’s not you it must be me. But the thing is, I know for a fact it isn’t me, because, well, I’m me. Do you follow?”


    The hog boss mopped his brow – for the last time.


    In two or three great strides, a snarling, roaring Mister B climbed across the table, kicking aside wads of money and sending piles of stings spinning. Closing the gap between himself and the hog he clapped both great paws down upon the latter’s pink head.


    Pfffzaack!


    “Eyaaagh-blurp-gggh!”


    The dealer hog’s skull was crushed and fried both at once, his body quivering wildly under Mister B’s plasmatic blast, before going limp. Released like a squashed insect, he flopped on the tabletop and slumped to the floor.


    Dead.


    “Now look what you made me do,” Mad Bront sighed. He looked to the hog’s followers, who stood back, aghast. “Well, aren’t you going to protect your boss?”


    They all shook their heads.


    “Little late now, I suppose,” Bront huffed. “We will be taking our money back and also the stings as compensation. Do you gentlebeasts have a problem with that?”


    More head shaking.


    “Excellent. Now be off with you, before I seek further… damages.”


    The hog contingent of the shady dealings took their leave, hurrying for the exit lest Mad Bront snuffed out their lives as he had their boss. But no sooner had they disappeared than screams and flashes of light erupted from the depths of the warehouse! One hog came running back, stumbling over cardboard boxes in his haste and rolling into Bront.


    “It’s him! It’s him!” he squealed.


    Mad Bront grabbed the passing hog, lifting him by the back of his shirt, “Him?”


    “The Eisenwolf! They do got one! It’s real!”


    The clomp of boots announced the approach of an impossibly huge wolf with blank yellow eyes, striding through the warehouse and stopping before reaching the light where Mad Bront’s deal was being cut. A cloud of ash erupted from the wolf’s left shoulder and swirled overhead. Bront’s beasts readied their pistols and rifles, but the wolf was unafraid.


    “So… it’s true,” said Bront, dropping the hog, who crawled rapidly away. “The Eisenwolves walk again.”


    “LAY DOWN YOUR WEAPONS AND SURRENDER,” said the Eisenwolf. “PLEASE.”


    “Please? Hahahahaha! I don’t think so, freak.”


    A Prefect with ruddy fur joined the Eisenwolf. She looked at Bront, then at the hog slumped under the table. “Looks like murder this time, Bront,” she hummed. “Crooked dealer or not, murder is murder, and I bet those hogs back there will testify against you when faced with a hefty Gelb sentence.”


    Bront huffed, “Howler Janoah Bloodfang, we meet again.”


    “Prefect, please,” she corrected primly.


    “I see. Well, whatever filth you work for now, forget you saw us and I’ll let you and your abomination there walk… or do I send you both to the bottom of the Lupa in eisenglanz chains?”


    Silence.


    “Kill em!” Bront snarled at his beasts.


    As pellets took fly, Janoah leapt into the shadows and drew her rapier, “Book ‘em, Stenton!”


    Rafe ducked down, missiles pinging off his shoulders. Hardly moving a muscle he accelerated in amongst Bront’s followers by riding a wave of imperious energy that rippled and warped the air around him. The coronal tsunami upturned crates and crashed into the table, catapulting it and all the money and stings across the warehouse. The white rabbit dashed for cover amidst the fluttering cash and imperium rain.


    Bront himself stood back whilst the rest of his beasts descended upon Rafe from all sides and angles. Their weapons having been fired and long in the reloading, they tried to club him and stab him instead. Rafe boxed and slapped the feeble rats and stoats aside with barley even noticeable snaps of plasma. The more powerful hyena he wrestled for a time, before sending a bolt of plasmatic blue into his paws and up his arms, shocking him to his knees.


    “Gaaagh-aaag!”


    As the hyena was being subdued, Mad Bront dived on Rafe from behind, his mighty bears arms clapping clean around even the Eisenwolf’s broad frame.


    “UNGH!” Rafe barked in surprise; his arms were pinned!


    “Let me show you… the ancient greeting we Koda bears used to give Howlers… up on the… Steppes!”


    The bulk that was Bront both crushed Rafe and summoned a surge plasma so mighty the sleeves of his own fine suit smouldered and went up in flames. His fur sizzled and smoked, but Mad Bront felt nothing of it as he tried to cook Rafe alive inside his Eisenwolf suit.


    “Aaaahahahaahaaaa!”


    “Rafe, get out of there!” Janoah yelped. She scurried in from left field and stabbed Bront in the arm with her rapier. The moment she touched him the Koda’s immense power channelled down the sword blade, blasting Janoah back across the room.


    “GAAAGH! JAN!” Rafe snarled, kicking and squirming. “GRRRAAAAAGH! GERROFFOFME!”


    “W-www-what the-blaaagh!”


    The air twisted, bent and altogether exploded in a wave of near-invisible energy. Mad Bront was ejected across the warehouse, slamming against a support girder, so fast, so hard, his body deformed back-first around it like a wet pillow and fell in a heap at the base, whereupon life took its leave. Windows shattered and corrugated walls bowed outwards as Rafe’s coronal shockwave continued, upturning the whole building.


    Rafe collapsed on all fours, iron chest heaving, his mantle torn to shreds, backpack puffing away.


    “JAN?” he panted metallically in the gloom. “JAN!”


    “I’m here, Stenton. I’m all right. You?


    “YEAH. I THINK GOT HIM. HAH!”


    “You did. Just… do yourself a favour and don’t look behind you.”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 26


     


    Rufus wriggled through the stony crevice, his belly slithering slug-like on a film of water, his back scraping against the jagged, chalky ceiling.


    The red wolf paused for a rest and to tug at his stifling imperium collar. He looked ahead, at the faint creamy light emanating from within the pale rock face. It rekindled a memory in him; that of Janoah smuggling a lamp under the sheets to read past lights out – the faint glow was similar.


    It’s been a long time since we met at the Academy, Rufus chuckled in his head, dipping his chin a moment to rest his aching neck muscles.


    “Anything?” someone urged outside.


    “Hold on!” Rufus called back.


    He scrabbled behind with a wet paw and pulled his imperium lamp after him, past his stripy convict’s breeches and into the cramped space. The lamp’s metal housing lodged between the lips of the crevice and Rufus had to wrench it side to side to force it through, gouging crumbs of soft rock from the ceiling. He was appalled he could fit through so narrow a gap himself and supposed he was losing weight; not mere fat, but muscle too.


    How much longer? Where’s my contact? When do we get out? Perhaps it’s all gone horribly wrong. Has Jan abandoned me? I deserve it, the way I’ve treated her. I do.


    Concentrate, Rufus.


    The Howler groped blindly behind for his pickaxe. Someone back there realised what his leader needed, grabbed his wrist, and placed the pickaxe grip firmly in his grasp.


    Rufus easily recognised that big, rough paw. “Thanks, Madou,” he acknowledged.


    “Be careful,” the hyena rumbled guiltily, crouching on all fours outside – he was no taller than Rufus, but was simply too burly to crawl into so small a crevice.


    Grunting and growling, Rufus shuffled within reach of the shimmering vein of imperium. It was white. Rufus could feel it in his bones and, more uncomfortably, at his throat as his cruel imperium collar tightened.


    Rolling on his side and bringing his pickaxe to bear with both sore, bandaged paws, Rufus began chipping away at the rock. Flecks of chalky, wet, warm stone spattered in all directions, bouncing off the walls and the would-be miner’s muzzle. He squinted to defend his metallic-green eyes from the gritty missiles, rendering himself almost blind to anything but the imperium vein, which shone brighter and sharper with every blow as the translucent rock thinned.


    Suddenly a spurt of water, then a stream, then a torrent, tumbling through the hole in the rock and washing over Rufus’s shoulders. The wolf gasped and spluttered, turning his face away from the tepid flow.


    “Chief?” Madou called, doubtless getting wet paws as water spilled across the cave. “What’s happening?”


    “Just a tick!” Rufus shouted over the surge.


    The Howler could see the imperium crystal shimmering brightly through the greenish water. Afraid he would lose it to the violent rapids he grasped it with a paw – at the very same moment his collar tightened unbearably.


    “Gaaagh!”


    Then the entire, weakened rock face collapsed in a flood of gritty, chalky stone, instantly entombing Rufus in dark, warm, burbling mass!


    With every fibre of his being the panicked wolf pushed and kicked, struggling to squirm backwards out of the suffocating pile, but Mother Erde had this thief in her grasp and would not let go so easily. Within seconds Rufus’s lungs began to pang for air, to burn and throb.


    By Ulf, it’s all over!


    Someone grabbed Rufus’s breeches, then his waist, those big tough hyena paws again. Please get me out of here, Madou. By Ulf don’t let it end like this!


    Rufus could hear Madou’s muffled shouting as the hyena tugged on him with all his might.


    “Hold on chief!”


    With a gurgling, sucking sound, Rufus was dragged from the crevice and reborn into the world of the living. Blinded by dirt and half-deaf, he could feel Madou looming over him, feel his corona coiling with his.


    “Rufus!” the hyena barked, rolling the spluttering wolf over and trying to clear his airways with his thick fingers before someone obligingly tipped a bucket of relatively cold water over his face.


    Splosh!


    “Gagh! Pleh! Pppst! Ugh!”


    Spitting grit and sand all over, Rufus wiped his stinging eyes and sat upright. Slowly the mines came into focus, the slick, humid, dew-laden walls punctuated by wooden struts and flickering imperium lanterns.


    “You all right?” Madou asked, his big, dark, rounded-off muzzle filling Rufus’s sharpening vision.


    “Yes… thank you,” the wolf assured him, a picture of calm without, even whilst his body trembled within. “Thought I’d bought it then,” he admitted jokily, tugging at his unyielding collar with a muddied paw.


    Madou grunted, “Mother Erde doesn’t appreciate us stealing her riches, chief. Better luck next time.”


    Amidst a wry smile, Rufus presented Madou with a clod of dirt, like a cub offering a mud-pie to a parent. The hyena was baffled, until the wolf flicked the mud from his fist, revealing the unmistakable pure shimmer of a white-imperium crystal the size of a pebble, its rough facets quite beautiful.


    “Hahaaaa!” Madou woofed, grasping Rufus by the upper arms and giving him a fond shake. “Well done, chief!”


    The rest of the team leant in, a motley crew of beasts; a big hog, a second and much skinnier hyena, and a fellow wolf who was as robust and as he was athletic. Everyone wore the same obligatory uniform of Gelb inmates – stripy yellow and black shirts, matching breeches and cloth caps. Rufus could scarce conceive a more tasteless look. Any fugitive would of course stand out a mile away in such a bold getup, even if the colours were faded and obscured by time and filth.


    “Look at the size o’ that nugget!” whistled the peach-skinned, tusked hog, himself the size of a house. The black and yellow stripes of his threadbare convict’s shirt bulged and warped to the contours of every rippling muscle and, it had to be said, his distended belly. “Well done, Rufe!”


    The skinny hyena merely nodded and grunted. He was a sorry-looking beast compared to the mighty Madou, with grey fur and black spots instead of the typical browns and tans. He did however sport an impressive upright mane running down his long neck, something Madou lacked.


    Rufus’s fellow wolf, meanwhile, glanced nervously about the deserted throat of the mine before settling his aquamarine eyes on the imperium crystal.


    “Rufus,” he said, “Here, I hide it this time.”


    Standing with Madou’s help, Rufus brushed his fellow wolf’s offer aside with far greater ease than the dirt clinging to his fur, “No no, I’ll do it.”


    “I want to help,” the wolf insisted.


    “My corona is stronger. It’ll disguise the crystal.”


    “But you always smuggler. Is not fair on you-”


    “Tomek!” Rufus snapped, then pinched the youth’s cheek and tutted, “Behave. There’s a good chap. It wouldn’t do to get you in more trouble. I owe you my life already, let’s not compound my debt.”


    “There is no debt, we’re equal,” Tomek replied, twisting free and rubbing his cheek.


    He looked to Madou, who ignored him.


    Clearing his throat to distil the tension, Rufus reached up and set Tomek’s stripy cap straight so that both his perky grey ears projected through the holes.


    “Wear your cap properly,” he advised, “don’t give the guards an excuse to hit you.”


    Tomek nodded in consent to Rufus’s good sense.


    Bzzzzzzzzt!


    All ears pricked to the dreaded electronic address system echoing down the damp silence of the mines.


    “All gangs return to base camp,” the austere announcer warned. “All gangs return to base camp. You have ten minutes. Loiterers and idlers will be punished. That is all.”


    Hurriedly stowing the imperium crystal into a pouch sewn into the inside of his soggy breeches, Rufus grasped his gang’s rickety old mine cart and made to push it along the rails. Before he could get it moving, the massive hog brushed him aside and took over.


    “Rest, mate, you’ve earned it after that,” he said through his mighty tusks.


    Rufus gladly accepted. “Much obliged, Helmut,” he said, allowing the hog to push the cart, which was piled high with glittering imperium ore.


    It was safe to say there was no danger of ‘Scarab Gang’ falling below their quota today.


    “We’d all be dead without yer,” Helmut snorted, recognising the very fact as he trotted along, the cart apparently weightless to him, “I dunno how you do it, Rufe. How’d you feel a decent imperium vein amongst all the ambience? You’ve a gift, even for your kind. You’d make a great imperium douser. You could be a rich beast!”


    “In kinder circumstances,” Rufus admitted, taking his stripy shirt from the back of the mine cart and slipping it over his soiled shoulders, “maybe.”


    Aided by the powerful Madou, Helmut pushed the cart along the winding, deserted tunnel for some five minutes – this was an old shaft, mined out, or so they had been warned by the kinder guards as they passed. Rufus’s nose, his inner Howler nose at least, had proven them false. No doubt some of the other teams would hear of Scarab Gang’s success today and swarm this way tomorrow to try and repeat their good fortune, but they hadn’t Scarab’s ‘secret weapon’, as Helmut had lately dubbed Rufus, and would fail.


    Scarab’s ‘secret weapon’ just hoped nobody around here suffered unduly because of his meddling. Well, nobody more at any rate. It was too late for young Tomek Usenko, who had been sent down thanks to Rufus.


    Apparently, so far as Rufus could discern matters through the fog of Tomek’s broken dialect, the Bloodfang Elder Watcher had been humiliated by Vladimir’s sudden intervention regarding Rufus’s summary execution, despite his facade of cordiality at the time. As the Elder Watcher saw it, his authority had been challenged by Amael and Vladimir, two know-it-all, inner-city Howlers who thought they were better than the gate-guarding Watchers. The investigation into who was to blame for such an affront to the Elder Watcher’s prestige had quickly percolated right down to Tomek and that phone call he had made to ALPHA.


    Tomek’s act had been construed as abetting a prisoner, and his punishment, enacted by a Bloodfang court marital, was a stint down Gelb. Rufus knew in reality it was because Tomek had gone to ALPHA like a tattletale that he was being punished.


    ‘I sent down only for one year,’ Tomek had insisted, the day he had bumped into Rufus in the Gelb. ‘Is not so bad.’


    He was optimistic, to be sure.


    Rufus felt terrible, especially since he at least was here on a mission for ALPHA and had a way out. He could say nothing to Tomek or the others about it, only his fellow agent.


    And where in Ulf’s name is this agent? Rufus thought. Two months and no sign, not even a note thrust into my paw. Something’s up. Whoever he was, he’s died down here, or betrayed us to the conspirators, or been extracted because everything’s gone to pot and I’ve been left to rot to cover ALPHA’s tracks and maintain deniability, just like Silvermane warned me.


    No, Jan, dear Jan, you wouldn’t just leave me down here. Would you?


    “Halt!” snapped one of the guards standing at the shaft’s crooked exit, thankfully plucking Rufus from his swirling riptide of depressing thoughts.


    “Stand away from the cart!” said the other.


    Hogs they were, dressed in a revolting vomit-yellow Politzi-like uniform. The guards were not particularly big or muscular individuals, rather flabby if anything. They packed no imperious abilities, no pistol, just a truncheon and a strange black box that hung around their necks on ribbons.


    One might think that the Scarab Gang, with two Howlers, a Chakaa hyena and an enormous hog like Helmut to their name, could easily overpower an army of such poorly-equipped sentinels and thus make a bid for freedom.


    But this was Gelb and they had methods.


    “Eyes down, Usenko!” the first hog snorted at Tomek, who made the simple mistake of meeting eyes with him. The youth looked down at his toes, but too slowly and with too much hatred in his imperious eyes to get away with it.


    It was no mistake on Tomek’s part, Rufus knew, but an act of defiance as usual.


    “I said eyes down, you maggot!” the hog bellowed.


    Out came the truncheon, straight to the stomach, knocking the wind from Tomek and sending him down on all fours. Then another blow to the back, knocking him flat to the wet, gritty erde. The tough youth didn’t yelp or scream, just grunted and coughed.


    Rufus looked on, fists clenching and unclenching.


    Don’t you fool, he told himself, his collar tightening somewhat as his rage boiled, you can’t afford to get in trouble again. Lupa can’t afford you to. Keep out of it.


    Whilst hog one kicked Tomek in the side, hog two took the black box dangling around his neck and, eying up the other convicts, placed his fingers on the dial. Rufus and the others braced themselves.


    Nothing, hog two was merciful… this time.


    Leaving Tomek coughing on the ground, hog one inspected the cart. “Quite a haul, Scarab,” he sniffed, pushing the glittering imperium ore around with his truncheon, “You’re doing well. The Warden will be pleased.”


    He ran his beady eyes over the condemned, at the muscled Madou, his fellow skinny hyena, the giant Helmut, before settling on the relatively little Rufus. He trotted slowly over to the red wolf.


    “You look even filthier than usual, Valerio,” he said, lifting the prisoner’s chin with his truncheon. “You find any good stuff, down there, eh? Any white schmutz?”


    Rufus said nothing and kept his green eyes averted.


    “Well, scum?”


    “No,” Rufus said. “No good stuff, sir.”


    “Not with your famous ‘nose’?” the hog mocked.


    “Not this time, sir, this mine’s exhausted… for now. But I’ll be sure to let you know when I do find some.”


    “I’m sure you will,” the hog chuckled maliciously. He suddenly jerked forward and sniffed Rufus all over, so hard his nostrils vacuumed up his fur, before withdrawing. “Cor, you stink!” he derided, waving his truncheon at him and the rest of the gang. “You all stink! Get outta here before I catch the rot off you pathetic imperium-junkies. Go on!”


    Pulling Tomek to his feet by the back of his shirt, Rufus wordlessly led his team past the bullies and onward.


    Leaving their claustrophobic shaft behind, the Scarabs pushed their trundling cart into an open, airy cave with stalactites dangling from the roof like grotesque fangs. One of the giant stalactites had, at some point in its ancient life, met the equally vast stalagmite growing beneath it and together formed a natural, rippling pillar of smooth stone around which imperium lamps and speakers were strung in equal number like some demented Wintertide ornament.


    Bzzzzzzzzt!


    “All teams return to base camp. You have five minutes. That is all.”


    The cave’s pale, glittering walls were pocked with dark, circular openings, some high, some low, like the gasping mouths of suffocating fish piled one on top of the other. Rails spilled from these ghoulish shafts like iron tongues, lolling across the floor of the huge cave and converging at an elaborate checkpoint operated by yet more vomit-clad hogs. Wretched beasts dressed in stripes and throttled by imperium collars pushed carts along the rails, heading for the checkpoint. Gelb’s inmates were wolves mostly, ex-Howlers in the main, sent down for some misdemeanour or other, but there was many a hyena and hog in the mix, even a few cats and a bear or two. However, there were no little beasts; sending their like to Gelb was considered a waste of labour, for they would quickly expire from the workload and bullying. Desperate noble beasts would as likely steal a little beast’s rations as look at them – it was bad enough for wee beasts in the real world, let alone this pit of inequity.


    The rattle of dozens of mine carts and patting paws congregating at the checkpoint combined to make an awful racket, but it at least allowed the prisoners to talk without being noticed and punished by the guards.


    “You all right?” Rufus surreptitiously asked Tomek.


    “Of course!” the youngster snorted, nursing his stomach through his shirt. “They nothing. Pathetic.”


    “You mustn’t provoke them.”


    “I didn’t.”


    “Tomek… I know it’s hard for a Howler to suffer such bullies in silence,” Rufus sniffed. “How do you think I feel, or Madou, a proud hyena warrior?”


    Tomek flashed a brilliant smile and tutted, “Watcher.”


    “Pardon?”


    “I’m Watcher, not Howler. Only one in thirteen chosen to become Watcher. I is special wolf.”


    On that note Tomek laughed – such boasting was a Steppes wolf’s idea of humour, perhaps. Regardless, Rufus allowed Tomek’s infectious laughter to catch on. He couldn’t remain mad at him, the rogue. Between his handsome grey and white coat and marvellous aquamarine eyes he cut a dapper figure even in filthy prison rags.


    Whilst Rufus continued to smile, Tomek’s faded. He peered over his shoulder at Madou pushing the cart. The hyena wasn’t laughing and merely returned Tomek’s look with those unflinching purple-tinged eyes. Snorting, Tomek faced forward and twisted his cap sideways, covering one ear completely whilst leaving the other free.


    “Foolish pup,” Madou grunted quietly to Helmut.


    “Whatever happened between you two,” big Helmut advised, “bury it, mate, that is if you want to live.”


    “It’s not me, it’s him.”


    “Yeah, well, I’m sure Tomek’d say the same thing.”


    The gang members lined up beside their carts in front of the wooden checkpoints, arms by their sides.


    Bzzzzzzzzt!


    Bzzzzzzzzt!


    Bzzzzzzzzt!


    That’s it, time’s up. Rufus glanced around and behind, checking if any of the teams hadn’t made it back. He couldn’t really tell; there were too many carts to count, too many faces to remember, a sea of filthy, anonymously stripy beasts, like a swarm of wasps. He could see, however, that some of the carts fell short of full, and the teams responsible for them stood with hunched backs and ears low.


    Poor fools are scared out of their wits.


    More Gelb hogs appeared and took their positions at the checkpoints. Without fanfare they beckoned the first row of carts forward. The mining teams pushed their rickety loads up to the barrier whereupon the hogs inspected the glittering ore within, pushing it around with their truncheons and snorting in a pretence of criticism even when the quota was fulfilled. Some inmates were lazily frisked for contraband, but with hundreds of prisoners there was no time to check everyone, the system relied on chance to deter thieves.


    Rufus was counting on such sloppiness to get his white-imperium crystal through. Tomek kept giving his fellow wolf a sideways glance.


    The thought occurred to Rufus, as it did every miserable, back-breaking day, to just fill the cart with a useless pile of rocks and then spread a thin layer of pretty ore on top. However, it was made clear to the inmates on arrival in Gelb that the hogs sitting inside the wooden kiosks weren’t just there to raise the barrier, but were in fact watching over machines sensitive to ambient imperium levels. If a passing cart was lacking in real ore the sensor’s needle wouldn’t budge, and then there’d be trouble. Rufus, however, was convinced it was a ruse; if his own strong imperious senses struggled to cope in the invisible imperium fog of the mines any mechanical contrivance would be utterly useless. Certainly Tomek had never heard of reliable mechanised imperium dousing, that’s why he and the Watchers used sniffer-ants like Scuttle.


    The barriers were raised in their own time and the first row of carts wheeled through. Circular tokens were metered out to the gang members as they passed the wooden kiosks; white for a ‘good’, grey for ‘acceptable’, the white tokens being worth twice the rations of the grey.


    There was no token for ‘unacceptable’.


    The gang ahead of Scarab pushed their day’s labour forth for inspection. The cart wasn’t as full as they might like, and the Gelb hogs looked unimpressed. The convicts were lucky to get away without a beating, let alone without tokens. No tokens meant they would be entitled to no more than a bowl of soup this evening. They would have to do better in future if they wanted to eat properly, let alone buy an imperium fix to stave off the rot in the case of the afflicted and/or addicted, which most inmates were.


    No work, no imperium – that at least was the same everywhere.


    Just as the flimsy barrier arm wobbled down and the Scarabs’ turn came, a black wolf in a green cloak and white Howler armour appeared in the wooden watchtower overlooking the checkpoints. He stood clasping the railing with both paws, his imperious eyes looking down upon the stripy masses below.


    “The Warden,” Helmut whispered, as he and Madou slowly pushed the cart forward.


    “He’s looking right at you, chief,” Madou said, head down.


    “Don’t panic,” Rufus calmly assured.


    “Can he sense it?” Helmut wondered, referring to the crystal in Rufus’s secret pocket.


    “Give me crystal,” Tomek begged Rufus.


    “Shut up, boy,” he seethed back.


    “You’re needed more than me. I can take risk-”


    “Shush!”


    It was too late regardless. Some Gelb hogs approached and hurried Helmut and Madou along.


    “Come on, you lazy sacks of maggot slime!” one said, slapping the back of Madou’s legs with his truncheon. “Move it! Move it!”


    The guard stopped short of hitting Helmut, either because he sympathised with a fellow hog, or because Helmut was frighteningly enormous; it was impossible to know. Either way, hyena and hog pushed the cart to the barrier and stood by along with the others.


    Rufus stood furthest forward, chin down, whilst the hogs rifled through the surface of the ore with their dusty truncheons, carelessly spilling some of the smaller lumps over the rusty lip of the cart. Contraband, such a pickaxe that would make for a good weapon, could only be hidden in the surface layers of the ore, any deeper and it would take too long, and be too obvious, to dig something out of the cart during the short and well-guarded walk from checkpoint to emptying.


    Whilst the hogs searched, Rufus’s shoulders burned. He could feel the Warden’s eyes on his back, feel his mighty corona despite the imperious fog – he was quite the Howler.


    The hogs frisked everyone, Tomek, Helmut, Madou and his silent hyena friend, each beast coming over more worried than the last for surely Rufus would now be discovered.


    No, the hogs backed off, the barrier rose – Rufus went unsearched.


    He chanced a subtle glance up and saw, just beyond the rim of his cap, the Warden turn away from the watchtower railing and disappear inside. Rufus smirked to himself, enjoying his triumph in the face of the hogs. They won’t touch me; the Warden has told them to lay off. But why? Is he an ALPHA agent or just naturally sympathetic to me?


    “Move, it! Stir your stumps!” a hog snorted.


    The barrier rose and the Scarab Gang continued on their way, stopping only to collect their reward from the hog nestled in the kiosk. He begrudgingly coughed up five white tokens, pressing them into Rufus’s expectant palm with special enmity. Beaming sarcastically at the kiosk-bound hog because he knew he could get away with it, Rufus passed the tokens around, taking special joy in seeing Tomek’s handsome eyes light up at the prospect of a square meal and an imperium fix.


    Tokens in paw, and unbelieving of their luck, Helmut and Madou hurriedly pushed the mine cart past the kiosk and along the spaghetti-junction of twisting rails before someone back there changed their mind. Within a few yards the multiple rails joined to form just one snaking towards the mouth of the cave and the outside world. Hogs milled around, watching the teams filing past to make sure nothing was removed from the carts and occasionally earning their keep by shouting.


    “Move it!” they bellowed, or, “Hurry up, you maggots!” and other such equally unimaginative insults; Rufus was all but deaf to them by now.


    After hours in heat and darkness working by feeble imperium lamps, the dazzling daylight and sharp mountain air overwhelmed Rufus and his crew. Their world was smudged by stinging tears into a twisted canvas of dreamy ‘new art’. Slowly, and with much blinking, the camp proper came into focus; the long brown huts, the blasted erde quilted with lingering patches of white snow, the miles of grim fences and watchtowers, the high mountain peaks. Such was Gelb.


    To the left an endless train of hundreds of ore-bearing hopper carriages waited, at once sparkling and dulled with streaks of imperium ash. The colossal locomotive coupled far ahead was already belching pollution, impatient to be on its way to Lupa with its much-needed load. Spread throughout the thousands of tonnes of ore were a few precious pounds of priceless white-imperium, which needed to be extracted, purified, diluted and packaged as venom stings for all the needy Howlers.


    Rufus wondered how many sick wolves the crystal stowed in his stripy breeches might tide over. How many lives could he save by giving it up to Gelb’s overlords as he ought to? How many Ivans, Uthers and Linuses will die because of your selfishness?


    No, the hard half of his brain chided the soft, you have to survive first. You have to break Amael’s plot or thousands will die in his purge. Besides, the hogs would just flog such a crystal on the black market to line their own filthy pockets – it would never make it to the veins of a worthy beast like Ivan and the other boys.


    Whilst Rufus pondered, Madou and Helmut pushed the mine cart alongside the train whereupon their duty was done. The cart was snagged by a motorised chain running along the centre of the track and jolted from their grasp with frightening force. Thanks to the immense power of a chugging, belching imperium engine turning said chain, the cart quivered up a steep incline like an amusement ride and, by some other clever mechanism, automatically tipped sideways at the apex of the hill. The glittering ore rumbled out into the waiting hopper carriage and the empty cart rattled rapidly down the other side into a siding, joining hundreds of its wheeled brethren all awaiting the next shift. Rufus and the others were part of Shift A; the Shift B prisoners would soon take over. In such ways Gelb ran twenty-four hours.


    Passing one last lacklustre checkpoint, the Scarabs left the mines for the prison camp, a bleak wilderness of miserable long huts and wire fences, flecked with snow and ash. Stripy prisoners shuffled to and fro, some sicker and more wretched than others, nearly all of them more so than the highly successful, and therefore rather healthy, the Scarab Gang. Rufus could feel countless jealous eyes watching Scarab’s five-strong group cross the camp, wishing they were members instead of those hyenas, or that wolf, or that pig.


    “Is lucky we get through!” Tomek whistled at Rufus, glancing back at the distant mouth of the mines.


    “Luck had nothing to do with it,” Rufus dismissed.


    “What?”


    “The Warden and I have an understanding.”


    Tomek nearly went cross-eyed, “Understanding?”


    Rufus explained what was apparently obvious to him, “Yes, I think so. You see he has his own quota to fulfil. He needs chaps like us to stay healthy and find imperium veins so he can stay in his cushy job. To punish us would be counterproductive. So… I think he’s marked us out for special treatment. Even if he suspects me of hiding the odd nugget down my breeches, he lets me go. The hogs will never search me, only you lot, just to maintain a front to the other crews.”


    Tomek looked at the others and they at him. “What?” he squeaked incredulously for them all, walking briskly alongside the strident Rufus. “How you know that? Did hogs tell you?”


    “Nooo,” Rufus woofed, pushing his cap back. “It’s just my intuition. The Warden and I have developed a… a mutual, tacit concord of self-interest.”


    Tomek was mystified, perhaps mostly by Rufus’s lofty vocabulary.


    “Trust me,” Rufus winked at the youth, patting his shoulder. “Now then, let’s have this crystal distilled by Tack and get you a sting, Tomek.”


    “Is all right. I’m fine.”


    “Really? No pain at all.”


    Tomek shrugged. “I’m young,” he said, “rot come from time to time, but… not much. One day, yes. But not yet.”


    “Wise words. Well in that case, young buck, you can exchange your share in the spoils for some embers, or whatever you fancy. As for me, I’m aching all over after today.” Given a brief chuckle, Rufus turned to the other afflicted beast in the group, “How about you, Madou?”


    The burly hyena glanced at Tomek, then pulling his cap down said, “I’m all right, chief. You can have my sting if you need it.”


    “Oh, that’s very gracious, but-”


    “And mine!” Tomek piped up, eager to match Madou’s patronage. “You can have mine too.”


    Rufus glared at his fellow wolf.


    “If you need it,” the youngster added guardedly.


    “Well I don’t!” Rufus scolded, looking witheringly between Tomek and Madou. “I may be past it, but I’m not so far gone that I have to scrounge off you two!”


    Paws rammed in pockets he stormed huffily ahead.


    Giving the others a glance, Tomek hurried after Rufus. “I didn’t mean it like that,” he excused, gesturing with his paws as he fought to find the words. “You not, how you say, ‘past it’, Rufus, but… I’m not idiot. You older. Stronger. Everyone in Lupa know you are very powerful Howler. Real alpha wolf! You need more imperium than me. Is natural.”


    Rufus stopped and looked at Tomek.


    The handsome, aquamarine-eyed youth spread a grey paw and said with easy confidence, “I know this. You famous.”


    “Flatterer,” Rufus snorted.


    “Is not flattery. Is truth!”


    Running a finger round the inside of his stifling collar, Rufus turned to Helmut and the rest, “You lot go and join the canteen queue, get yourselves something to eat. I need to be rid of this crystal before my infuriating collar chokes me.”


    “I come with you,” Tomek offered at once, already making to walk ahead.


    “No Tomek,” Rufus said.


    “Someone should watch your back.”


    “Madou will. You go eat.”


    “But why Madou and not me?”


    “Because he’s so mean and ugly that nobody will come near me, isn’t that right Madou?”


    Madou grunted fondly, “I’m not as ugly as Helmut.”


    “Yes, well, he won’t fit down Tack’s hole.”


    “It’s true, I tried,” Helmut admitted, slapping his belly.


    “Just tell me what you want,” Rufus said to Tomek, like a father to his cub, “I’ll get it off Tack if I can.”


    The anger on Tomek’s hefty brows was plain, anger that he was being passed over for a hyena terrorist.


    “Some chocolate perhaps?” Rufus suggested, slapping Tomek’s arm.


    A shrug, a nod.


    “Chocolate then,” Rufus decided.


    Once the others had put in their own requests (embers for the skinny hyena who wasn’t a Chakaa but was addicted to the kick of imperium, and a bottle of brandy for Helmut who’s only addiction was a tipple) Rufus and Madou paired off and headed across to Gelb’s anonymous brown huts, paws crunching on the snowy soil.


    “Tomek hates me,” Madou observed.


    “What do you expect, you tried to kill him not very long ago,” Rufus snorted.


    “Zozizou didn’t, yet Tomek hates him too!”


    Zozizou – that tongue-twisting hyena name always made Rufus’s ears prick. The thusly named skinny hyena back there was Madou’s cousin twice removed, or some such, Rufus couldn’t quite remember, but after bumping into his distant relation Madou had promised him a place on the gang and Rufus couldn’t say no, even though he wasn’t much use.


    “I see it in his eyes,” Madou went on. “He hates us for what we are, not what we do.”


    Rufus had heard enough. “Tomek saved my life, and yours, so you’re going to look after him whatever he thinks of you. Is that clear?”


    Madou grinned toothily, “It’s all right, chief. Our people are used to Wolfen hatred.” He spread a big paw, “But, if you could have a word with him. Make him see as you see.”


    “That’s too dangerous.”


    “Why? He could join us. Doesn’t he hate the Howlers for sending him down? Doesn’t he want revenge?”


    “Of course not.”


    “But he must-”


    “No ‘must’ about it,” Rufus scoffed. “You give our people no credit, do you? Tomek’s still a wolf, loyal to Lupa despite his punishment. I don’t want to drag him down any further than I already have. There’s no way back for me, but he’s only received a short stint for a decision I foisted upon him. If what you say is true, if THORN really is poised to bring change, he’ll be safer here when the storm breaks. And if THORN fails, well, he’ll soon be back on duty. Either way, he’ll be all right.”


    Madou pushed his cap back, “You care a great deal for him. Is he what you wolves call a… beta?”


    “I owe him,” Rufus explained, pointing, “You owe him. Hyena honour dictates you pay back your debt.”


    Madou could but nod.


    The wolf and the hyena, a questionable pairing anywhere else but Gelb, tramped up the stairs into one of the camp’s fifty or so long huts. The draughty wooden structure contained rows of deserted bunk beds, with little square windows cut into the walls between them and a few naked gas lamps flickering overhead. Rufus and Madou creaked down the middle, homing in on two burly wolves sitting on opposite bunks, embers smouldering, cards in paws; a barrel served as a table between them. One was a scar-flecked grey fellow with rippling arms, the other a relatively chunky blonde chap, not unlike Linus, but with a healthy gut.


    “Why if it isn’t the Scarabs!” the grey one woofed, without so much as looking up from his cards – no doubt he’d sensed the approach of a fellow, powerful Howler, and his afflicted hyena friend. “Darlings of Gelb!” he mocked.


    He dealt a card, flicking it onto the barrel between him and his friend. The card depicted a lovingly-rendered, anatomically accurate ‘Queen of Bees’, her six legs spread symmetrically astride a rich, warm, golden honeycomb. The blonde wolf responded by placing down a more modest ‘Seven of Bees’, the bees being arranged neatly in formation – modest, perhaps, but it still made his grey wolfen counterpart grunt in annoyance and scrutinise his own cards more closely.


    “Whatcha found down there this time, oh master of miners?” the grey wolf asked Rufus, aggressively slapping down a nine of bees and waving a paw about. “The tomb of Ulf? The secret of eternal youth? Pray tell!”


    Meanwhile, with a mischievous smile, the blonde wolf gently laid a ‘Drone of Wasps’ on the deck, similar to the Queen of Bees, but with a papery backdrop. The grey wolf grumbled and growled and tugged at his collar, but there was no way out. He picked up five cards from a second deck and added them to his growing paw, as the obtuse rules dictated.


    “Well?” he snapped tetchily at Rufus, giving him a quick, pugnacious glare. “Hurry up; your hyena lackey is stinking up my air!”


    With a glance at his hyena lackey, Rufus reached into his breeches and produced his catch. The pure, white-imperium crystal lit up the faces of the players. The blonde wolf’s smouldering ember tumbled from his lower lip as he gaped in wonder, whilst the grey remained outwardly composed, just about.


    “Well, lah di dah,” he mocked, making a special effort to concentrate on his game as oppose to the fabulous chunk of life-extending imperium, “That doesn’t impress me.”


    Rufus pocketed the gem. “I’ll take it elsewhere then,” he said, making to leave, “Come on, Madou.”


    “Chief.”


    With an eye-roll, the grey wolf stood up. “Wait, wait, wait,” he sighed.


    Rufus did so.


    Without further fuss or mockery, the grey wolf cleared the cards away.


    “Oi!” the blonde wolf piped in dismay.


    “Clients, mate, can’t be helped,” his companion said, pocketing the decks. “Stand guard, yeah?”


    Whilst the blonde wolf did so and went to the door to keep watch, his grey companion twisted the hefty barrel aside. He crouched down and hurriedly lifted the floorboards to reveal a wooden trapdoor. Lifting it by a rusted ring and opening a hole in the ground, he ushered his ‘clients’ inside.


    “Quick!”


    Removing his cap and tucking it down his shirt, Madou squeezed his powerful hyena frame through the orifice feet-first. The more svelte Rufus followed with relative ease. The trapdoor was immediately slammed behind them, plunging them into a damp, erde-reeking blackness. The scraping of wooden planks and the rumble of a barrel followed, as well as some muffled complaining.


    “You could’ve left the cards on top.”


    “I didn’t want ‘em falling in the mud. Do you know how much they cost me? Ten meal tokens. Ten!”


    “Just ‘cause you were losing.”


    “Oh shut up and deal, you big baby. They’re gonna be down there a good twenny minutes.”


    Leaving their fellow inmates to their distraction, Rufus and Madou crawled down the steep, pitch-black passage, heading for a dim light ahead. After months of mining, they were becoming accustomed to such claustrophobic spaces.


    The way was barred by a rough, round wooden door with no external knob. Streaks of green light streamed through cracks in the wood, dividing up Rufus’s wolfen face. With a glance at Madou, he rapped on the door.


    “Password?” someone grunted from beyond.


    “Caste,” Rufus replied.


    Given a brief pause, the door creaked open revealing a small, low, natural cave complete with well-worn stalagmites, some of which were sheared off altogether. Lighting came not from any lamp, but the slick, undulating walls themselves. They were laced with glowing veins of green-imperium, providing illumination enough to read by, if not comfortably. Nature’s radiant marvels jostled for space with an invasion of dull, beast-made objects; boxes, barrels and burlap bags, some piled high in the corners. Wonky shelves crammed with bottles and trinkets lined the damp, dew-laced wall at the far end, behind what resembled a shop counter.


    Rufus clambered into the cave on all fours. The ceiling was too low for him to stand. Preferring not to stoop, he instead sat against the nearest wall whilst Madou squeezed his mighty shoulders through the entrance and shuffled awkwardly into the cave.


    The moment Madou was in, the door was gently shut behind him by the enormous paw of a bear. The big, black beast hunched menacingly over the hyena, crouching with his rounded ears touching the ceiling. He filled a good portion of the space down here and for the life of him Madou couldn’t fathom how a bear had ever squeezed down a passage he himself had trouble managing. Smiling nervously, the hyena scooted backwards on his rump until he was sitting beside his wolfen friend. Rufus remained unconcerned as always, his muzzle slightly raised and graced with a confident smirk, one forearm resting on a knee.


    “How are you, old chap?” he asked the bear, tipping his cap at him like a gentlebeast.


    No reply, save a grunt.


    “We’d like to see the professor, if he’s not too busy.”


    As if on cue, a ragged green curtain behind the counter was whipped aside by a white cat without a collar. He peered in, his creamy face streaked with glittery imperium.


    “You again?” he scoffed, disappearing at once. “Vhat do you vant now, Rufus? I am eeeextremely busy.”


    Rufus stood up and fearlessly ducked across the ghostly green cave to the white cat’s wonky counter, whereupon he sat in a wicker chair nestled amongst the junk.


    Giving the bear a glance, as if worried the giant might strike him down, Madou followed suit. He knelt upright beside Rufus, paws resting nobly on knees, as if posing for a traditional hyena portrait where the male knelt beside his seated and superior wife. The worldly Rufus noticed the chance similarity, but thought better than to point it out and offend Madou.


    “Just a couple of things, Professor Tack,” Rufus said cordially, “if you can stretch to it.”


    “Depends on vhat you’ve brought for me,” the cat said pompously, his voice echoing from the adjoining cave. “You’d better not be vasting my time!”


    Rufus had no idea how large Tack’s secret abode was, but he supposed there was more to this place than two atriums. The white cat had been down here some years apparently, hidden from the hogs, the Warden and most inmates. Presumed lost in the endless mines by the official records, he had in fact faked his death and gone underground in a different manner to become the go-to beast for extra imperium stings. A once prestigious member of the Ark, Tack had been sent down for some illegal experiment or other, Rufus hadn’t managed to get it out of him during his brief visits, but the cat’s imperious knowledge meant he was one of the few beasts in Gelb able to distil imperium and bring added relief to those with the means to pay. Beasts brought him raw imperium, he took his share for his experiments, distributing useable stings and other commodities back.


    “I found this little nugget,” Rufus said airily, holding the imperium crystal between a finger and thumb.


    Tack peeped through the tatty curtain. “Ach!” he hissed, scrabbling to lean over the counter. “Wunderbar!”


    Before the fumbling feline Professor could take the monocular magnifier from around his neck and get a better look at Rufus’s treasure, the wolf tucked it away.


    “I want six stings,” he demanded.


    “Six!” Tack squeaked.


    “Yes, standard fifty minims each, no skimping. And a few packs of embers – good ones mind.”


    “Impossible!”


    “And a bottle of Hummel brandy. Oh, and chocolate.”


    “Nein, nein, nein.”


    “And I want them right now, up front, or I’m off to the hogs with this one.”


    “They’d hang you, Rufus, vor sneaking it through the checkpoint in the first place!”


    “No, I don’t think so,” Rufus chuckled. “Lots of beasts go to them instead of you. But… I would prefer to continue to use your services, Professor, rather than line the pockets of those interminable bullies.”


    Tack’s ash-stained whiskers hiked as he smirked with sympathy, “Naturalig.”


    “We’ve a deal then?”


    “Ja, ja, all right. But you stretch me too var, Rufus. It’s only because you are a fellow enlightened beast of science and reason vat I tolerate your cheek.” Tack looked through Madou as if he wasn’t even there to the big black bear looming silently and menacingly behind. “Remember,” the Professor mewed with malice, “I could have Berg there snap your collared necks as easily as I snap mein fingers.”


    “I don’t doubt it,” Rufus grunted back, rubbing said collared neck, which was tighter than usual, “providing the ambient imperium in here doesn’t throttle us first.”


    Tack smirked, “You know, I could remove your collars and replace them with counterfeits… vor a price.”


    Madou’s hefty face lit up, “You could?”


    “Ja, ja.”


    “No,” Rufus dismissed at once, “we’re fine, thank you.”


    “But, chief-”


    “What’re we going to do, Madou, pretend to choke when the guards turn their little dials? We’d soon be found out.”


    Tack disagreed, “You vould be surprised how many have had the procedure and yet go undetected. It makes one’s stay in this pit a little more… tolerable,” the cat finished, ending on a high note, as if asking a question.


    Rufus nodded, but said, “I’m afraid without it I would be sorely tempted to turn my imperious fire on the hogs and go down fighting. As it is, the notion of choking to death stays my paw and keeps me alive. Ironic, I know.”


    “Moronic, I fear; a most volfen trait I did not expect from a scientist like you.”


    “I’m a Howler first, sir.”


    “Ah. Then you are a fool.”


    *


    With a knock on the roof and muffled protestations over yet another card game being interrupted, the trapdoor was flung open and muted sunlight poured in. Unable to see, Rufus was pulled blinking from the darkness into the light and Madou shortly after. The planks and barrel were hurriedly replaced by the grey and blonde wolves and the game continued between them as if nothing had occurred.


    “Don’t linger, you idiots,” the grey wolf growled at them, his snout studiously buried in his cards already.


    Nodding and blinking, Rufus and Madou took their leave, walking swiftly round the far end of the huts where they stood in the shade whilst their eyes adjusted. With a glance around for guards, Rufus dolled out the goods.


    “Here,” he said, passing Madou a sting, distilled and packaged by Tack; it almost looked official.


    Madou gratefully received them. “Thank you, chief.”


    Despite Madou’s earlier claims to the contrary, Rufus could see the relief in the hyena’s violet eyes; relief that he could at last quench the pain and stave off the rot another month. It was against his hyena philosophy to take white-imperium, an affront to the Sky, but there was just no fighting the rot’s agony. Madou was young and strong, but he and his fellow Chakaa brothers had been taking purple-imperium for years, drinking it in sacred chunta. They were as far gone as a Howler twice their age.


    Well, at least now Madou was getting the good stuff, the best stuff. The poor boy will be all right.


    By Ulf what’s wrong with me? He’s part of THORN. They’re planning mass murder! Get a grip Rufus, you fool.


    “Chief?”


    “Mm?” Rufus hummed, “Sorry, I was miles away. Thinking of… elsewhere.”


    “I know the feeling,” Madou grimaced, looking around the bleak, yet beautiful Sunrise Mountains beyond the Gelb fences and watchtowers. “I was just saying; you go ahead and eat with the others. I’m going to go take this now,” he explained, flashing his sting a moment before hiding it again in his shaking paw. “I… I’m sorry, I-I-I have to.”


    Rufus nodded, “There’s no shame in it.”


    With a slight scoff, the stocky Madou dipped his dark muzzle to his tan chest, then raised it, “I am ashamed to admit my weakness in front of the others, even Zozizou, and he’s a mere addict! But not you, Red-mist; I can talk to you.”


    “I’m honoured, Madou.”


    “I trust you. I think of you as I do Nurka and Themba. You’re one of us.”


    Rufus’s smile faded a little. “Best take it now,” he said, glancing around for guards, or anyone else for that matter, “I’ll watch over you.”


    “No. I don’t want you to see.”


    “See? But you just said you trust me-”


    “Chief! Please, give me my dignity. You wouldn’t want to be watched either, not after starving so long.”


    To that Rufus nodded.


    The trembling Madou moved on, “I’ll… I’ll walk you to the canteen. I’m supposed to be watching your back-”


    “Madou, I think I can make it to the canteen without being assaulted,” Rufus assured. “I’ll tell the others I ordered you to take your sting.”


    With a grateful woof and much nodding, Madou took his leave and disappeared round the side of a hut. Fondling the precious sting in one paw and tugging at his collar with the other, he walked swiftly through the desolation of Gelb, past wretched, sunken-eyed beasts who would gladly kill him for what he had hidden about his person, but who were too weak to tackle a hyena of his strength, or too afraid of the repercussions to try – Gelb’s guards, despite to their own wanton use of their truncheons, looked unkindly on beasts who started fights.


    Searching for a quiet corner free of prisoners and especially guards, Madou found a deserted spot behind a hut where not a soul was lingering. He ducked into the shadows, out of sight, and hurriedly tore open the cardboard sting. Asking for the Sky’s forgiveness and parting the fur at his wrist, he slid the needle into his veins and the life-extending imperium into his blood.


    Here it comes, Madou.


    Dropping the syringe in the mud, Madou grasped at his collar, sliding his fingers down inside the metal band in a vain attempt to keep it at bay as the imperium rush took hold. He fell, scrabbling about the slick mud, unable to breathe, unable to think, his body wracked by imperious fire, his mind starved of oxygen. The world melted into a daub of coloured blurs and darkness encroached from the extremities, as if Madou were peering down a kaleidoscope.


    It’ll be over soon. It’ll be over soon.


    Someone appeared amidst the turmoil, a big beast looming large. In his feverish state Madou lashed out to be rid of the intruder, but the beast grabbed his wrists and held him firmer than anyone ever had in Madou’s young life. He kicked and snarled, but the beast simply endured the blows.


    “Stop it Madou!” they growled.


    Starved of air and sanity, the choking Madou fell back in the freezing mud, tongue lolling.


    The world went dark and quiet.


    Light returned and the world reformed; forlorn fields and wind-whipped tents, bare trees stripped of leaves by poisonous ashen rain.


    I’m back home, Madou realised, looking all around the hyena camp. I’m on the reservation! He looked down at his little dark-fingered paws, his puny body, a mighty hyena male no longer, but a feeble cub again, twelve or so, he couldn’t quite tell. To his right stood Themba, tall and strong even for his age, and beyond him Nurka, his eyes tinged with more than imperium, with wisdom and foresight too.


    “Madou!” someone growled ahead.


    The youth looked up at the towering, powerful hyena in a fluttering vermillion red cloak, with his wondrous armour of black and white, shining spear jammed in the erde.


    “Madou, stay with me!” he rumbled. “Be strong!”


    “I am, my Prince!” Madou insisted, in his half-broken voice. “I am strong!”


    “Madou! Madou!”


    “I’ll save our people! I will-”


    The cloaked hyena reached down and cuffed Madou across the muzzle. The fields and tents were dashed aside, replaced by the wall of the wooden hut. Madou stared unblinking at the planks and slowly raised his muddied paws. They were big again, his arms muscled and strong, his body that of a powerful warrior, a Chakaa, not some helpless pup.


    “Madou,” someone said, in a hair-tingling baritone.


    Madou turned to see, to confirm what he dared not yet believe his ears were telling him.


    There he was, such a handsome hyena, so strong, so healthy, holding his head on his long, powerful neck with such grace and assurance even whilst kneeling in mud.


    “Prince Noss?” Madou mouthed.


    The hyena nodded, “It’s… good to see you again, Chakaa Madou.”


    Given a moment’s eye-darting hesitation, Madou scrabbled to his feet only to dive forward in the filth to prostrate himself utterly. “Prince Noss!” he cried, his snout scraping the erde. “Wife of Arjana! Son of the Four Winds!” he spluttered, shaking his head side to side, “F-ffff-forgive me. I didn’t know it was you! How could I know? I thought you… I thought… Oh, by the Sky, I’m still dreaming!”


    Noss laid a big paw on the back of Madou’s thick neck and stroked his coarse fur. “No dream.”


    “Forgive me, my Prince. I didn’t mean to strike you-”


    “There’s nothing to forgive, you were confused,” Noss hushed. “Now, calm yourself before your collar chokes you again.”


    Gulping hard against his stifling collar, but remaining prostrated, Madou said happily, “Nurka said they’d murdered you. The wolves all said it.”


    “Do I look murdered?” Noss grunted. “Well, perhaps I’m a ghost? Hahahahaaaa!”


    Madou didn’t know what to say, so he refrained.


    “It’s I who must beg your forgiveness,” Noss went on, suddenly sober. “You and… all my tribe-”


    “My Prince, you can’t say such things!” Madou yelped.


    “I can. I must.”


    “But you’re a prince! You’re infallible.”


    “Infallible? Yet you, a mere warrior, are telling an infallible prince of hyenas what to do, it seems.”


    “No, my Prince-”


    “Be quiet, you disrespectful whelp! I’ll have this out before the unbearable shame kills me.”


    Madou bit his tongue.


    “I did what I did for my wife and cubs,” Noss said. “I never wanted to kill Red-mist, but… they offered me a fortune. I didn’t think of the consequences. It never even occurred to me that the wolves would use my ‘treachery’ as a stick to beat the tribes with. I thought it was about bumping off Rufus, not blackening my own people’s reputation.”


    “My Prince-”


    “I’m truly sorry for my stupidity,” Noss went on. “I’m sorry that I abandoned you all. I don’t deserve to be your prince, but-”


    “Prince Noss, please stop-”


    “But!” Noss over-talked the mortified Madou, “I know you won’t accept anything less, because I know unlike me you honour our traditions, as a hyena should. So here I am, contrite but willing to serve. Though fat lot of good I am to you all now, eh? Hahaaaahahahahaa!”


    Madou gulped back his many questions.


    His laughter subsiding, Noss posed his own, “So, how did you wind up in Gelb, Madou?”


    “Captured, my Prince. I was bitten by a sewer centipede and… well… taken by the Bloodfangs. Nurka and Themba only just escaped themselves, from what I hear.”


    “Why weren’t you executed?”


    Madou shook his head, “I wish I had been, but a wolf called Vladimir went out of his way to send me here. I tried to get myself killed but he spared me… twice. It’s like he wanted me to suffer.”


    The taller Noss grasped Madou’s muscled shoulders and raised the stocky fellow up, so that both were standing. The lower-ranking Madou kept his teary eyes averted down, as hyena etiquette dictated.


    “Vladimir’s got a use for you,” Noss growled. “Perhaps he even falsified your death, like mine.”


    “My Prince?”


    Looking around, Noss explained, “I’m only alive because of what I know. Vladimir thinks he can use me to bring Amael Balbus down someday, so he hid me away here. Since I haven’t been sent for yet I assume Amael and the wolfen conspirators are merrily chugging along?”


    Madou confirmed. “They grow stronger every day, my Prince, as does THORN. In fact, I… I may have been spared because Amael arranged it.”


    “Amael? Why would he save a hyena?”


    “Because, we’re allies now!” Madou woofed, his claim punctuated by a deep yet quick and giddy hyena laugh. “Haha! Can you believe it? Wolves and hyenas working together.”


    Noss snorted, “What do you mean?”


    The Prince sounded displeased, but Madou confidently enlightened him, “Amael came to us alone, soon after your arrest and… well, execution. He apologised for what was done to you and bowed before Nurka, on his knees! I’d never seen a wolf do that before.” Madou shrugged and chuckled, “Themba wanted to cave his head in of course, as did I, but Nurka was wiser and struck a deal with the wolfen conspirators.”


    “What kind of ‘deal’?”


    “To take over Lupa, together,” Madou all but whispered, as if someone might overhear and scupper THORN’s plans. “Amael’s provided us with everything; we have kristahl weapons now, and even ancestral Jua-mata armour. He stole it from a museum. It was wonderful to wear, whilst I had it.”


    Noss grunted, “I dread to think where mine went.”


    Madou continued, “Amael’s supplied information too. Train schedules and details of sting shipments, even routes in and out of the city. It’s taken us this last year and many hyena lives, but now everything is in place. Lupa’s white-imperium stocks are low, but Amael has hoarded his own private cache. All that remains is the final blow to initiate the takeover.”


    The Prince hiked a thick, dark, hyena eyebrow. “Final blow?”


    “At the Pack Summit. It’s being held in Everdor this year, in Hummelton Town, far away from Lupa. Nurka’s going to kill the Den Fathers whilst they’re there, all of them in once. Then, whilst the packs are confused and panicking back in Lupa, Amael will return to seize the city and use his sting cache to outlast any resistance. We’ll make a new government with him, wolf and hyena alike.”


    “You trust Amael after what he did to me?”


    “No… but I trust Nurka. He’ll see through any wolfen trick, I know it.”


    Noss grumbled, “And how does one kill all the Den Fathers when they’re guarded by countless Howlers? The Pack Summit will be impossible to penetrate, even in pokey little Hummelton.”


    Madou grimaced, “I’m… not sure. I only know Nurka’s plan involves the black-imperium we stole.”


    “Black-imperium!”


    “Yes, my Prince. We’ve built up a huge stockpile from all the raids. That’s what we’ve been doing since you were taken. It’s been dangerous work, but so far we’ve had no accidents.”


    A long pause ensued.


    At last, and with a rub of the jaw, Noss grunted, “So what’s Nurka going to do, bomb the Summit with it?”


    “Only he knows how it’s to be done, my Prince.”


    “You don’t?”


    Madou seethed in shame “No. If Nurka had trusted me with his plans I’d have given everything away to Vladimir by now and all would be lost. They… they racked me, then had hung me by my paws for days, I-I-I couldn’t bear it. I had to tell them as much as I knew. I had to. The pain was….”


    Madou’s mighty chest heaved as he wept.


    “It’s all right,” Noss said, grasping Madou’s shoulders and gently shaking him. “You’ve nothing to be ashamed of. They broke me too.”


    “You?” Madou snuffled.


    “I told Vladimir of Amael’s ambitions when he had me; he promised to protect Arjana if I did. Of course I didn’t know much back then, only that he planned to take over Lupa somehow, not that Nurka was going to help him. Besides, what good is the word of a mad hyena prince to the Den Fathers, eh?”


    Madou let out a scoff. “You bear the affliction with great dignity, my Prince.”


    Noss shrugged. “The strong imperium ambiance around here is something of a comfort, I find. My mind’s never been clearer.” He tapped Madou’s chest, “It’s also allowed me to pass undetected even by Red-mist’s senses. Besides, he thinks me dead and would never think it was me who passed him in the mines. But I’ve watched you and him. Yes. You two seem very friendly.”


    Madou defended, “He’s a great wolf. His blood burns with imperium and yet he has time for me, for everyone.”


    “I told you.”


    “I think he’d join us, given a chance.”


    “Rufus,” Noss almost chirped, “betray wolfkind?”


    “Well they’ve betrayed him; sent him down on false charges! They’re afraid he’ll find a cure for the rot, he says.”


    “Hah! Maybe he will.”


    “He’s a noble wolf,” Madou insisted, “I… I would be dead months ago but for him.”


    “Then I’m in his debt, again.”


    “And I.”


    Suddenly Noss grasped his head in both paws, “By the Wind, how can I face him after what I did? I never expected us to meet again. I expected to die that day. I expected us both to die and Arjana to go free and yet none of it came to be.”


    Madou could but wait in silence.


    The prince pondered matters. “Go back to Rufus, say nothing of me,” Noss instructed. “I’ll face him when the time is right.”


    Madou bowed again. “As you say, Prince Noss,” he said, adding giddily, “And thank the Wind you’re alive. Nurka will be so happy, and Themba too!”


    “I’ll see them again in this life,” Noss predicted cheerily.


    Once Madou had bowed and scraped his way round the corner and disappeared, Noss collapsed against the hut wall and slipped down into the mud.


    “Nurka you fool,” he growled, punching the ground, “you’ll destroy my whole people!”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 27


     


    The citizens of the buzzing Common Ground looked up from their café tables and newspapers this fine Lupan morning as a monobike screeched by. To those in the know, the intermittent revving of the engine attested to an inexperienced rider, but he was still a Howler, and a Bloodfang at that. Even here in the Common Ground, safe from Bloodfang or any other jurisdiction save ALPHA’s, this fellow was to be avoided and by no means mocked, and the well-practised citizens of every race averted their eyes to their breakfasts and papers as ever.


    The monobike and its stocky, red-cloaked wolfen rider rumbled and popped along the main road, past the cinema, pubs, restaurants and such, before coming to a juddering halt outside a nondescript town house. Kicking out the stand and swinging his armoured legs off the bike, the Bloodfang crunched across the pavement to the building, muscled, blonde-furred arms swinging gently, baby-blue eyes taking in the ash-stained bricks and tall windows from beneath his imposing helmet, round shield bobbing at his back.


    The only indication that this address was one where a lonely Howler like him might find paid comfort was the red-imperium lantern eternally standing sentinel over the door – a code for those with eyes to see.


    This was a Lupanar – a Howler brothel.


    Climbing the steps, this next probable customer rapped on the hefty door and waited, paws cupped behind him. Time, citizens and cars, passed.


    A flap slid to one side and a pair of large, eyeliner encircled pink eyes obviously belonging to the face of an older white wolfess scrutinised the soliciting wolf.


    “It’s six in the morning, Howler,” she crackled, in an ember-checked voice. “We’re closed until sundown.”


    “I-I-I know,” the Howler excused, “but may I see Rosa quickly?”


    “Rosalina? Do you have an appointment?”


    “No, marm, but tell her it’s Linus, Uther’s partner.”


    “Uther Bloodfang Wild-heart?” the wolfess snorted. “Haven’t seen that rogue for months. Has he dropped dead?”


    “Uh, no marm; he’s just… away.”


    After a while the wolfess demanded, “Brooch, please.”


    Linus grasped his brooch and induced the red-imperium fang to glow, proving as much as was possible from afar that the brooch was real and he was a Howler.


    Satisfied, the wolfess unlocked the door and beckoned him in, confirming herself to be, as Linus had suspected even through the door flap, comfortably old enough to be his mother. Her smart purple petticoat and dress were of top quality and gilded with golden thread woven into images of various bugs – there was clearly lots of money to be made in an establishment where rich, drunken Howlers emptied their capacious cloak pockets for a night’s pleasure.


    “I’m Lady Audrey,” the wolfess said, breaking an ember off in her mouth and speaking through clouds of vapour. “I look after the girls here.”


    “Pleasure, marm,” Linus said nobly.


    “Is it indeed?” Audrey woofed, one arm folded, the other holding her ember. She cast her pink eyes over the client before her, “You fill out your cloak don’t you, Howler? You’re like a little bear.”


    Linus could but emit a worried scoff.


    Winking mischievously, Audrey observed further, “I’ve never seen you in here before. I’d have remembered you.”


    “N-nnn-no, marm. I’ve never, uh… well….”


    Audrey brushed Linus with a bony paw, “Say no more, love. Rosa’s very good with your sort. Gentle lass, she is.”


    ‘My sort?’ Linus thought, but made only agreeable noises.


    Laughing hoarsely, Audrey beckoned her plainly inexperienced client through the lobby to a perfectly respectable bar, with little round tables and a crackling fire. It looked a cosy place for a cup of tea and a newspaper, not at all what Linus had expected. In an hour or two, he supposed, Howlers would emerge from their rooms to partake of breakfast and catch up on the news, just like beasts staying at any other hotel.


    “Wait here, Howler,” Audrey said, creaking upstairs.


    Removing his helmet and nodding, Linus wandered aimlessly around the deserted bar, brushing the smooth tabletops with a paw. He pictured Uther in the far corner with Lorna draped over one shoulder, Rosalina the other, both hanging on his every word as he drank and smouldered, lightening his troubles and his wallet.


    Turning over a crumpled edition of yesterday’s paper, Linus flicked through the usual propaganda to an article on the looming Pack Summit. Grainy photos of Everdor, with its rolling farmland and biscuit-box villages, caught his roving eyes; the City of Hummelton too, capital district of the Pack Hummel, complete with a castle and tall town houses.


    You’ll be there a week from now, his brain told him. You’ll see it for yourself. Fields of green plants, clean water, bugs at every turn. Everdor must be a marvellous place.


    “Linus!”


    That recognisable squeak brought Linus back to Erde, back to Lupa. “Rosa,” he beamed without knowing it.


    The little brown wolfess scuttled downstairs in a modest green petticoat, modest compared to the frilly attire Linus was used to seeing her in at any rate, and waddled over to the Howler. Grasping Linus’s big arms in her delicate paws she kissed the bashful Howler on the cheek in the manner of a friend then drew back to look him over.


    “How ya bin, handsome?” Rosa asked, looking all around and asking further, “Is Uther back, then?”


    “Not yet, no,” the ‘handsome’ Linus replied, a little flustered by that unexpected kiss.


    Squeezing Linus’s free paw in both of hers Rosa leant forward and chided playfully, “Well where’s the rogue gone? I thought you said he’d only be two months!”


    Linus muddled through, “I-I-I know, but… well, one never knows with these secret missions. If it’s something to do with THORN then it must be a very tricky situation, and they’ll have to think on their feet, him and Ivan,” he said, as if he had the slightest inkling of what he was talking about.


    Rosalina was convinced at any rate. “Oh, it sounds very daring, dun’ it?” she marvelled. “He’ll have some tall stories to tell when he gets back won’t he?”


    “Some very tall ones, knowing Uther.”


    Linus and Rosa shared a hearty laugh as Lorna moseyed down the stairs in a red petticoat.


    “Howdy, Linus,” she greeted, when only halfway down.


    “Lorna,” he replied, adding, “Uther’s not back yet.”


    “Yeah, I heard ya’ll talking from upstairs. You two are like a walking barn party. You’re gonna wake our sleepy clients.”


    “Sorry,” Linus excused.


    As Lorna passed Rosalina she pinched her friend in the side. “Well it’s mostly Miss Foghorn here,” she tutted good-humouredly, before kissing Linus on the other cheek and saying, “not Lupa’s truest gentlebeast.”


    Further flustered, Linus tugged at the neck of his red cloak and attempted to construct words with his lips, “Uhm, well uhm… I….”


    Giving up, Linus reached into his cloak pocket and produced a rainbow wad of lupas.


    “Here,” he said, pushing them at the wolfesses.


    Feasting their eyes on the spectrum of money, the girls exchanged baffled glances, before Lorna spread a paw over the nape of her elegant blonde neck and conquered her shock to mount the power of speech. “Linus, honey,” she purred, brushing a paw on his mantle-clad chest, “you don’t have to pay us all up front, sweetheart. We know you’re good for it, if that’s what you want. Though, truth be told it is a little early in the day, we’ll need five minutes to spruce up.”


    “What?” Linus gasped, eyes darting about. “Oh! No, no, no, it’s not that! I don’t want that!”


    “Whatcha mean?” Rosa squeaked indignantly at Linus.


    “Nothing. I just want you two to be all right, what without Uther around to, well… uh…. You see, he told me to look after you, but I won’t be here. I-I-I’m going away for a while and so… well, there it is.”


    Lorna put Linus out of his misery, “You’re going on a secret mission as well?”


    “No, just the Pack Summit,” Linus exhaled. “I’m going as Vladimir’s adjutant.”


    “You mean, all the way out to Everdor?” Rosalina asked.


    Linus nodded at her. “To my honour,” he said, with sudden resolve. “I never expected to do something this important so early in my Howlership. I just hope I don’t embarrass Grand Howler Vladimir.”


    “Of course you won’t, silly!” Rosalina scolded, pushing Linus’s money away as if it were offensive to her eyes, “And put that away!”


    “Please, I insist.”


    “We won’t take it fer nothing, will we Lorna?”


    Lorna eyed up the cash a while, before snapping from an apparent stupor. “Of course not!” she woofed, arms folded.


    “See?” Rosalina piped, wagging a finger at Linus before placing her paws on her hips. “Payment is one thing, but we’ll not take no charity. We have our dignity, Linus.”


    “Please, Rosa, it’s what Uther would want if he knew I was going away.”


    “Well we’d turn him down too!”


    Linus, eventually, let his paw of lupas flop down. “I’ve insulted you,” he guessed.


    “Of course you ain’t, silly,” Rosalina sighed. “We appreciate your kindness, really, but me ‘n’ Lorna can look after ourselves. Us Beehive girls, we all stick together here, just like you ‘Owlers do over at your Dens.”


    Linus wished that last statement were true.


    Shuffling over to the stocky Howler, Rosalina hugged him tight, her little arms barely encompassing his robust form. Linus stood stiffly at first, unable to move, even breathe in the embrace of a wolfess. Slowly he relaxed in Rosalina’s hold and even returned her sweet hug.


    This isn’t so bad.


    “You’re too good a wolf to have the rot, Linus Bloodfang,” Rosalina cooed warmly, nuzzling into his thick neck. “Too good by half. Have fun in Everdor, handsome. We’ll be here when you get back, you ‘n’ that rogue Wild-heart and we’ll hear all about your adventures. All right?”


    “Be careful out there on the streets,” Linus said. “Lupa’s a dangerous place.”


    “We’ll manage, you daft beast.”


    As they parted company, Rosa felt Linus tug on the back of her petticoat.


    She thought nothing of it.


    Once goodbyes were exchanged and Linus had donned his helmet and left the building, Lorna and Rosalina climbed the steps to return to their rooms.


    Alighting upon the wooden landing, Rosalina noticed a lump in the back of her green petticoat, right between her shoulder blades. Squirming and tugging did nothing to shift the irritation.


    “Lorna could you have a look round there?” Rosa said, turning around and jabbing at thumb at her shoulders. “I think me underclothes are snagged in me strings, love.”


    With a gasp, Lorna plucked at Rosa’s petticoat, instantly relieving the tightness. “Well, you got something snagged,” she laughed, waving a crumpled wad of notes in front of Rosalina’s wide-eyes. “I think Linus dropped something.”


    “Ooooh, that naughty wolf!” Rosalina growled, snatching the money and dashing downstairs. “Linus! Linuuus! Come back here!”


    “Rosa, be quiet,” Lorna seethed, chasing her colleague.


    The loud popping of a monobike engine coughing into life and thrumming away beat the wolfesses to the front door. By the time they made the dew-licked streets, Linus was whizzing down the golden, sunlit road, deaf to Rosa’s shouts by choice if not by circumstance.


    Once the Howler had vanished over the hill, Rosa deftly counted the money. “It’s five hundred, Lorna!” she groaned, at once ashamed and delighted. “Why’d he do that?”


    “Maybe he loves yer?” Lorna suggested with a wry smile.


    “Don’t be daft.”


    “Well, he ain’t no Uther Wild-heart, honey, he’s a different kind of wolf.”


    Rosalina looked at the money, then pressed the lupas to her chest like a bunch of sweet flowers and sighed. “You dunno the half it, Lorna.”


    *


    Parking his Giacomo Springtail across the road, Linus walked to the florist opposite and ran his eye over the spring flowers festooning the stall. He supposed this was the done thing when meeting with a respectable wolfess.


    A grey old doe rabbit in a floral-pattered headscarf and shawl emerged from behind the stall. “Fresh from Everdor, the finest blooms,” she said, in a warm, crackly voice. “Guaranteed to last a week, Howler.”


    “They look wonderful,” Linus replied, lifting his helmet just enough to press his nose to a daffodil’s trumpet and take a sniff. It had a sweet, yet musky scent that spoke of a wild world Linus had almost forgotten. “And smell even better,” he added, pushing his helmet back down.


    “Buying a posy for your mother?” the doe asked him.


    “No, no.”


    “Ah, the girlfriend?”


    Linus emitted a slight scoff of amusement and cupping his paws behind him said, “It’s not like that.”


    The smiling doe made noises and gestures that indicated she didn’t quite believe Linus. “Where’s the lucky wolfess from?”


    “Everdor, actually,” Linus replied.


    “Ah, where my flowers are grown!” said the doe.


    “Yes, I heard.”


    “Then for you, Howler, a special price.”


    “No need for that, citizen, I’m not of Eisbrand territory. I’ve no privileges here.”


    “I noticed,” the doe cackled, fearlessly tapping Linus’s brooch with a bony finger.


    The Howler noticed the imperium fang within brighten for a moment and felt a crackle in his bones.


    Odd.


    “But, I have a good feeling about you, Bloodfang,” the doe continued, “I can tell about someone straight away. It’s a gift. You’ve a good heart.”


    Linus blurted, “Are you… afflicted, citizen?”


    The citizen fussed with her shawl and flowers, fluffing the latter up like pillows. The rubbery stems squeaked as they jostled against one another. “Little beasts like us are not gifted like you,” the doe hummed. “We do not share in the blessings of the Howlers.”


    “Not to the same degree perhaps, but I felt something.”


    “Ah, well. Who knows?”


    Leaving things at that, the doe took a bunch of little white droopy flowers from a bucket. They were rather sad-looking, their teardrop-shaped heads hanging low.


    “I suggest these for your wolfess.”


    “Snowdrops?” Linus chirped.


    The doe was surprised, “You know your flowers?”


    “Well, I-”


    “A bright wolf like you would choose a discerning, intelligent wolfess, I think,” the doe interrupted wryly, “and the snowdrops carpet the woods in Everdor this time of year like, well… snow! She will appreciate your thoughtfulness if you choose them and let it be known why.”


    Her advice given, the old doe deftly wrapped the snowdrops in paper and passed them to her customer, whilst at the same time proffering a withered paw for payment. Despite much humble protestation and shawl-fussing on the florist’s part, Linus endowed her with a hefty tip of twenty lupas. She had been very helpful and deserved every penny, he insisted, as she bowed and thanked him multiple times.


    “Briar go with you, Howler,” she said, invoking the old god of rabbits.


    Crossing the street, Linus could almost hear Uther’s gruff voice now. ‘Puh! Whatcha do that fer? You get suckered in every time, mate, every time!’


    Mounting his mono and tucking the flowers between his legs, Linus rode slowly along the road so as to not damage the doe’s beautiful blooms. The modest flats and shops either side gave way to finer establishments as the Howler neared the rich district surrounding the Ark and his destination.


    Heath’s flat swung into view. Parking outside, Linus’s heart began to pound and flutter with trepidation. Don’t be stupid, Howler, he told himself, it’s not like that.


    Before he knew it, Linus was up the dingy stairwell.


    Knock! Knock! Knock!


    “Coming!” Heath cooed, as brightly as his big bear voice allowed. Whilst tying his bow tie he crossed his flat and opened the front door. The professor was surprised to discover a Howler on the landing rather than the postbeast. “Linus,” he said, recognising that stocky frame despite the helmet, “what a pleasant surprise.”


    “Good morning, Professor Heath,” Linus replied, paws and snowdrops behind back. “How are you?”


    “Fine, Howler. And you?”


    “As well as can be expected, sir, all things considered.”


    “Indeed. I know the feeling.”


    Clearing his throat, Linus asked, “Is Sara around?”


    “Sara?” Heath woofed. “Yes yes, but you’ve only just caught her, we’re off to the Petra Square Science Exhibition in a minute.”


    “Yes, I know. I’m accompanying her.”


    Heath nearly went cross-eyed, “You are?”


    Linus emitted an awkward guffaw, “I hope so. Unless she’s changed her mind?”


    “No no, I’m sure she hasn’t, but she never told me,” the baffled Professor chuckled, scratching a hefty eyebrow. “Uh, come in, come in.”


    Linus wiped his armoured feet and stepped inside.


    “Make yourself at home,” Heath insisted, gesturing to the sofa in passing, the one Linus had slept on before. “I’ll go let Sara know you’re here.”


    “Thank you.”


    Heath disappeared into the depths of his flat.


    Sitting on the sofa, Linus rolled the snowdrops over in his blonde paws. He could taste the adrenaline on his breath. Is this the right thing to do, or am I about to make an utter fool of myself? Why do I get so nervous over such silly things? I’m a Howler, I fight terrorists, criminals and mad bugs every week and yet a little wolfess frightens me to death.


    I bet Uther doesn’t feel like this.


    He stood up again. Arms swinging aimlessly, he wandered around Heath’s living room taking in all the marvellous photos and trinkets once again. As he passed by the dark hall leading to the bedrooms and bathroom, Linus caught wind of a hushed conversation.


    “Have you seen him since the symposium, then?” Heath grumbled.


    “Aye,” Sara said, none too quiet. “Ah bumped into him down the Common Ground. We had a coffee.”


    “Saraaa.”


    “What?”


    “It could be dangerous, associating with a Bloodfang.”


    “How is he any different tae Rufus?” Sara huffed.


    “We don’t know him,” Heath argued, “That’s how.”


    “Aye, and that’s why Ah’ve invited him along. He’s a good ‘un Professor, Ah can tell.”


    “Well, so’s Tristan. Why didn’t you invite him?”


    Sara tutted, “He’s nae into science.”


    “He’s at least an Eisbrand of high rank. He can protect you, more than some… some Bloodfang Trooper.”


    “Professor, Ah love you, but you’re nae mah dad. Ah get enough stick from mah mother without you trying tae tell me what Ah can and can’t do.”


    “It’s precisely because of who you are you need to take care. Beasts could use you against Hummel.”


    “And you think Linus would hurt me?”


    “No, but….”


    “Well then!”


    Linus shuffled away from the corridor and across the room, not because he didn’t want to hear, but because he didn’t want Heath and Sara to know he had. It didn’t surprise him to learn that even the great Professor Heath, scholarly and open-minded though he was, harboured certain negative preconceptions regards Howlers and their packs.


    So did Sara, Linus realised, collapsing on the sofa for the second time, it’s just that I’m different, I’m a ‘good ‘un’.


    “Hello, again.”


    Linus looked up to see the elegant Olivia breezing into the room in a pink blazer and white breeches.


    “Hello, miss,” Linus said, hopping to his feet.


    “For me?” Olivia gasped, looking at the snowdrops in Linus’s paws. “You shouldn’t have.”


    “Oh, uh… well….”


    “I’m only joking,” the tall wolfess laughed, “I know they’re for Sara.”


    Linus forced a chuckle.


    “Don’t mind Heath,” Olivia whispered, though hardly. “He doesn’t mean anything by it.”


    Linus realised Olivia was referring to Heath’s furtive conversation with Sara. “It’s fine,” he said. “I suppose a criminal could use Sara’s background against Hummel, if they knew she was their Den Mother’s daughter.”


    “That’s why she keeps it to herself. Mind you if anyone did try anything funny Hummel would kick up billy-oh.”


    Linus chuckled, then asked, “Are you Hummel too?”


    “Nooo,” Olivia woofed, “I’m a Freiwolf; at least I was adopted by a couple of Freiwolves. They live on Greystone turf. My parents run Blake Eisenglanz Works.”


    “That’s a big concern.”


    “Yes.”


    “You live on Greystone territory as well?” Linus assumed.


    Olivia shook her head. “No, not for years. I... can’t. I’m allergic to ash, you see. I always suspected I was, but it’s been confirmed. The Greystone air would likely finish me off for good!”


    “I’m sorry to hear that.”


    “It’s all right. You’ve got things far worse, Linus.”


    “Maybe, but at least I enjoy the benefits of imperium as well as the inconveniences.”


    After some time Olivia said cryptically, “So I see.”


    She sat on the arm of Heath’s lovely sofa and crossed her long legs. Her violet eyes looked a little puffy and watery to Linus even though the air was clear today. Perhaps Heath’s flat was so impregnated with ash from his constant smouldering it affected her.


    “Must be very convenient, being able to blow a beast twice your size across the room,” Olivia marvelled.


    Linus snorted, “It has its uses.”


    Casting her eyes over Linus, Olivia smiled and said, “I am thinking of moving to Everdor, actually, with Sara.”


    “That’ll be good for your lungs.”


    “Yes, but I’ve decided to stay a while longer, at least until this until mess with Howler Rufus blows over,” Olivia went on. “It was very upsetting for the Professor, more than he shows. He has no family and we thought he could use the company.”


    Linus nodded, “That’s very kind,” before tacking on, “You think Rufus will be released then?”


    “Oh yes,” Olivia said, waving a paw. “They’ll have to let him out sooner or later. ALPHA’s overstepped the mark this time and the Den Fathers won’t stand for it. Thorvald’s already building a consensus to vote for his freedom. They’ll show ALPHA who’s boss.”


    Linus fought to disguise his joy, “I see.”


    Olivia raised an eyebrow at him, “You’re close to Rufus, aren’t you?”


    Memories of Vladimir’s advice reverberated thought Linus’s head – deny Rufus, forsake him.


    Linus gave in to cowardice, “He was just my superior.”


    Olivia winced. “It’s all right, you’re amongst fellow dissidents here,” she half-joked. Looking down the hall and then back to Linus, she said in a dulcet tone, “Piece of advice, don’t toe the official line in front of Sara or she’ll be through with you by midday. That is, if you want a proper wolfess instead of the Common Ground floosies you low-ranking Howlers usually have to settle for.”


    Linus stood speechless.


    “Here she comes,” Olivia whispered mischievously, standing up as if nothing had been said.


    Sara entered the living room in a green blazer and white breeches – she and Olivia made quite the matching pair as they stood together, Linus thought.


    “Hello, Linus,” Sara beamed, head cocked to one side.


    The Howler bashfully hid his snowdrops, “Hello, Sara.”


    “He’s brought you flowers, dear,” Olivia betrayed.


    “What? Don’t be daft, Olivia.”


    “He has, haven’t you Linus? What a gentlebeast.”


    Thus revealed, Linus brought the snowdrops round front and passed them paw to paw, “I just… well… I was passing a stall and… uh… Well, there it is.”


    “Oooh, snowdrops!” Sara sighed, melting at a sight unseen in Lupa. Taking the delicate white blooms she gave them a hearty sniff. “Och! They’re mah favourite, Linus. How did ye know?”


    “I hear they carpet Everdor this time of year,” he said, with a modicum of confidence.


    “Aye, that they do.”


    Heath stood in the hall. “My my, snowdrops indeed. Have you been to Everdor then, Linus?” he asked.


    “Not yet, sir, but soon. I’m going to the Summit next week. It’s being held in Hummelton this year.”


    “Going as part of your Den Father’s escort?”


    “I suppose. I… I don’t really know what I’ll be doing, sir, just that I’m going.”


    Heath chuckled at the comment, “That’s life in general. We are but a penny set spinning on its edge.”


    There was a brief silence. Proudly nursing her flowers, Sara looked between all concerned, then said to Linus, “Are ye going to hide under that helmet all day, Howler?”


    “Sorry,” Linus replied, hurriedly undoing the strap and peeling back his helm to reveal his flaxen face. “I forget I’m wearing it sometimes.”


    To the surprise of all, Sara politely pecked Linus on the cheek, “Thank ye for the flowers,” and marched into the kitchen, shouting back, “Ah’ll just put them in water and we’ll go, all right gang?”


    Heath grabbed his keys and jacket. “Have you shut Toggle in, Olivia?”


    “Yes, Professor,” the wolfess replied.


    Giving Linus a knowing Charlie Cricket wink, Heath said humorously, “Good. We could do without a repeat of the great kitchen honey disaster, eh Linus?”


    “Oh yes, sir, absolutely.”


    *


    Knock! Knock! Knock!


    Nothing


    Knock! Knock! Knock!


    Tristan peered through the brass letter box into Professor’s Heath’s apparently deserted lounge. “Sara? Professor Heath? Anyone there?”


    Not a soul, just the ticking of a grandfather clock.


    Unsure how to proceed Tristan stepped back and looked around the hall, as if he might find the answers written on the light-faded walls.


    Am I too late? Have they all been arrested?


    Hurrying down the stairwell, Tristan got no further than the third floor before he bumped into a trio of black clothed beasts heading up – a grey cat in a black coat flanked by two grim-looking ALPHA Prefects.


    “Watch it, Howler!” one snarled.


    “Watch it yourself, Prefect!” the heavily armoured Tristan shot fearlessly back; he was bigger than either wolf, as usual, and this was Eisbrand land after all.


    The slim grey cat held up a paw to calm his muscular wolfen escorts. “Our apologies, Captain Tristan,” he said, adjusting his tinted specs.


    “Doctor Josef,” Tristan acknowledged. “What’re you doing here?” he demanded.


    The cat glanced upstairs. “Nobody in, I take it?”


    “What?”


    Josef Grau mewed knowingly, “Checking on Sara, as usual? I shouldn’t bother pursuing her if I were you. She’s a clever girl; she’s not going to be interested in a lumbering oaf of a wolf like you.”


    “And what would you know about her?”


    “I used to teach Sara. Didn’t she tell you? I thought you two were the best of friends.”


    Tristan growled, “I was charged with her protection by her mother, Cora Hummel. Perhaps you’ve heard of her? She’s the Hummel Den Mother, so if I were you I’d leave Sara alone.”


    “I’m not interested in Sara,” Josef airily dismissed, turning the conversation on its head, “Though, I wonder what the Hummel Den Mother would make of your… advances towards her daughter.”


    “There have been no advances!” Tristan barked, looming over Josef. “Watch your lying tongue, cat, or I’ll have you and your Prefect jokers thrown off our land in disgrace!”


    Tristan and the Prefects and exchanged growls.


    Josef maintained order, raising a paw at his Prefects. “I am merely concerned for you, my friend.”


    “I’m sure,” Tristan scoffed.


    “I wouldn’t want to see you come to harm over some silly infatuation.”


    “Is that a threat?”


    “So you will of course not obstruct me in my duties!” Josef continued loudly, over-talking Tristan. “I could have you arrested with a click of my fingers; I need only speak to Janoah. Were it not for your cousin being a valued member of her circle she’d have dealt with you years ago.”


    “I’m trembling,” Tristan mocked effortlessly.


    Josef’s white whiskers twisted in frustration; he could not frighten this wolf.


    At length, Tristan asked, “State your business. I will be satisfied before you pass me, ALPHA or not.”


    Josef turned his back. “I’ve no need to pass, Howler. No doubt they’ve gone to the Science Exhibition.”


    “Science Exhibition?”


    Beckoning his Prefects to follow him, Doctor Josef took his leave without further ado.


    Kicking himself, Tristan also exited the flats, fighting to maintain outward calm and nonchalance. The Science Exhibition, of course they’re there!


    Thundering across the street, Tristan noticed a little Springtail in Bloodfang livery parked nearby, but thought no more of it as he leapt on his own meatier Giacomo Dragonfly and sped away.


    Josef observed all from the nearest alley. He turned to his Prefects, “Call Janoah; tell her if she wants to get some proper dirt on Tristan, now’s the time. He’s hiding dodgers and Heath’s flat must hold evidence. We’ll arrest them all; I’ll get my pure-blood, she’ll have her spy.”


    *


    Meryl Stroud gently excavated a hole in the soil with a small spade and placed the plant within. The little bush was a mass of silvery, blade-like leaves and smelt gorgeous – at least Rafe thought so, catching a whiff.


    “Smells like perfume,” the big wolf observed, crouching beside the tiny nurse, he in his breeches and black Prefect cloak, she her usual, almost clinical uniform. “Lavender, yeah?”


    “You remembered,” Meryl praised, glancing up at Rafe. “Do you know anything about gardening?”


    “Nah,” he guffawed freely.


    Meryl scooped soil over the lavender’s roots and pressed it firmly home. “You should learn,” she suggested, giving Rafe a coy sideways look. “It’d be good for you.”


    “Why?”


    “It’s therapeutic.”


    After a while, Meryl cocked her head to one side and added, “Good morning, by the way.”


    “Yeah, morning.”


    “How’re your eyes today?”


    Rafe blinked, “Much better. Things are pretty sharp.”


    Dusting off her paws, Meryl cast her own healthy eyes around the modest courtyard of ALPHA HQ, with its brutal, simple architecture of brown concrete and metal, quite ugly in her opinion. Still, plants might do well in this sheltered position, though only hardy plants tolerant of imperium ash, as was explained to Rafe.


    “Lavender’s tough as old boots,” Meryl said, “and has medicinal properties. It’s a herb, really.”


    “Can you cook it, then?” Rafe asked.


    “My aunt says you can lace cakes with it, but to be honest that sounds revolting.”


    “Must taste like old wolfesses.”


    “Rafe!” Meryl chided, hiding a smirk. “Come on, have a go,” she instructed, grabbing another potted lavender, one of many lined up, and pushing in into Rafe’s mighty brown paws.


    “I don’t wanna break it,” he complained.


    “You won’t break it,” his nurse huffed, immediately taking it back. “Look, you just tap the bottom of the pot and pull,” she instructed, doing just that. The lavender popped from its pot amidst a shower of dirt. Meryl dug another hole in the flowerbed and placed the plant beside the first. “We need to make a row,” she explained. “Lavender looks best when planted in a row. The bees love it; you might get some little ones visiting.”


    That pleased Rafe. Meryl watched him take one of the lavenders and ease it from its terracotta pot. For all his strength, he was very careful, a little too careful, to the point of being painfully slow. He would learn.


    “Now dig a hole,” Meryl directed primly. “Make it the same depth as the original pot. You mustn’t cover the stem, you see, or it’ll rot the plant and kill it.”


    Rafe’s erect ears pricked still further, “Rot?”


    “Not the rot,” Meryl clarified, regretting her vocabulary choice. “The stem mustn’t stay damp, that’s all.”


    “Right.”


    Rafe didn’t take offence; he never did.


    Meryl watched him plant the lavender, scooping the soil around its root ball with great care and pressing it down with those big, scarred paws that could channel imperium enough to kill Meryl in a flash.


    “Like that?” he chirped like a proud son.


    “Very good,” Meryl said at length, mother-like. “Do you want to do another?”


    “Sure.”


    Meryl and Rafe took a plant each and set about their work, him doing his best to emulate her, glancing often at her deft paws; she doing her best not to outpace him too much and make him feel inferior. Slowly the row of lavenders grew and took shape.


    “Looking good,” Rafe commented.


    “Yes,” Meryl agreed.


    “The plants ain’t bad either.”


    After a moment’s pause, Meryl reproached, “Behave yourself.”


    Rafe laughed; Meryl too, quite unable to resist.


    At times like this it was easy to forget this wolf was the same beast that donned the frightening Eisenwolf mantle. A few weeks ago Rafe couldn’t walk, couldn’t even see, his bones and muscles choked by poisonous ash. Now look at him, bright as a button and joking as usual.


    The rogue.


    Whether Doctor Josef’s treatment had helped or not, Rafe’s was a miraculous recovery. But how many times could he claw his way back, Meryl wondered, as she watched him work Lupa’s polluted soil. How long before he waded so deep into an imperium-fuelled stupor as to sink forever, and all in the name of ‘justice’.


    Years yet, Meryl convinced herself. He’s still so young.


    “Rafe!”


    Meryl and her charge both looked up from their lavenders to see Janoah striding into the bleak ALPHA courtyard in full Prefect paraphernalia.


    Rafe stood up and saluted, ALPHA-style. Meryl refrained, not that Janoah noticed, or cared.


    “We’ve got a job, Stenton,” she said. “You can plant daisies another day.”


    “Lavenders,” Rafe tutted.


    “What?”


    “They’re lavenders, Jan. ‘En they Meryl?”


    “Yes,” Meryl replied absently. Kneading her grey paws she hurried over to Janoah, “Must you make him wear that horrid suit of armour again? He’s been doing so well.”


    “Rafe knows his duty, Nurse Meryl,” Janoah said patronisingly. “Do you know yours?”


    “I do, Prefect, but-”


    “Good, then you understand I wouldn’t be asking for Rafe’s help without reason.”


    “Of course not, but-”


    “I’ll return him to you in good health this time,” Janoah over-talked. “I promise.”


    Meryl nodded a little – Janoah was surprised she could nod at all in that suffocating collar and cravat. The wolfess dressed more cat than wolf.


    Rafe cupped a big paw on Meryl’s shoulder. “See you later,” he said with a wink and a click of the cheek.


    “Don’t you wink at me like Charlie Cricket,” she chided, grasping his paw in both hers. “Just come back safe.”


    Rafe said nothing, but roguishly kissed the back of one of Meryl’s soiled paws and rubbed it before accompanying Janoah across the courtyard.


    “Gardening, Rafe?” Meryl heard Janoah sigh.


    “Yeah,” Rafe replied, “it’s therapeutic.”


    *


    Pushing the hefty metallic door open just enough to slip inside, Janoah turned the knob on the wall, fuelling the imperium gas lamps overhead. With a cough and sparkle they settled down, bathing the room in their steady off-white glow, unmasking the secrets of this deepest, darkest dungeon within the ALPHA HQ. Barrels and boxes were piled high, pipes wriggled across the ceiling like worms, and the air reeked of oil and imperium. Racks of tools hung on the walls, wrenches, screwdrivers and tortured shapes Janoah couldn’t fathom. This was the mad Josef’s lair; she and Rafe were but guests.


    “Josef isn’t here,” Janoah informed Rafe, turning over the bundle of keys in her ruddy paws, looking for the right one to unlock the next door set in the wall ahead. “We might need Meryl’s help to get you into it.”


    “Nah, we’ll manage,” Rafe dismissed at once, stepping inside ahead of Janoah, fingers already unpinning his cloak, as if he couldn’t wait to be out of it.


    It’s been a few months, Janoah thought. Does he miss the power, the thrill?


    Do I?


    She watched the towering Rafe unpin his brooch and slip his limp, poncho-like mantle from about his mountainous shoulders. He wasn’t wearing a tunic beneath; he often didn’t bother. His rich brown fur was in good condition, slick and shiny and showing off his rippling back muscles as they rolled beneath his skin. Meryl had done her work and brought Janoah’s champion back to health – the nagging little nurse had her uses.


    Rafe thoughtlessly tossed his cloak over a barrel like a soiled rag, the brooch dangling down and hitting the side like a conker on a string.


    Tutting, Janoah marched over and began to fold the cloak.


    “What?” Rafe chirped, sensing her disapproval. “I’m gonna put it back on in a minute-”


    “This cloak represents ALPHA; don’t cast it aside like a snotty kerchief!” Janoah scolded. “In my old pack you’d be flogged if you got caught disrespecting the colours. You’re lucky ALPHA is so forward-thinking. Beasts get away with murder, here.”


    Pouting, Rafe awkwardly rubbed a huge, muscled arm.


    Laying the cloak tidily on a workbench, Janoah went to the second rusted door set in the far wall and, after finding the appropriate key, unlocked it and pulled it wide.


    A huge metal wolf stood in the dark recess within, at once tall and strong, yet hanging limp and lifeless. Its grille-clad muzzle rested slightly askew upon its bulbous, metallic chest, which was pitted and scarred like the skin of an old apple. Its long legs were somewhat bent and crooked, knees pressing against the naked bricks of the recess, whilst its Rafe-sized arms hung heavily by its narrow wolfen waist. The tinted round eyes stared down at Janoah, past the cobwebs of a few months indolence, melancholic whether Rafe was inside or not.


    “Are you sure you’re all right to go again?” Janoah said, as if addressing the empty armour.


    Rafe waited until Janoah looked back at him, then nodded and woofed confidently, yet softly, “Yeah.”


    Janoah nodded back and depressed a button on the inner recess wall.


    With an electronic, mechanical whirring the hefty suit slowly eased forward on its armour rack, metal-capped toes dragging slightly on the floor, until it stood proud of the alcove. Janoah removed the helmet, disturbing a long-legged spider, which hurried out of the suit’s empty neck and descended on a fine thread of web. Rafe ducked in and caught the tiny creature in both massive paws, ferrying it away to a dark corner.


    Janoah rolled her eyes as Rafe returned bearing an innocent smile. “You’re as bad as Rufus,” she huffed at him. “Always putting bugs out the window instead of swotting them.”


    Rafe detected a fondness in her tone. “You still care about him, don’t yer?”


    Janoah flicked her head, but said nothing.


    “What’s he really like?” Rafe pushed


    “It’s not safe to talk about a condemned wolf, Rafe.”


    “Oh come on, who cares?”


    “You’d be surprised.”


    “You can tell me about him. I won’t let Silvermane or anyone know-”


    “Rafe!” Janoah snapped, adding gently. “Leave it, all right?”


    The youth tucked his paws behind him. “Fine.”


    With a snort, Janoah threw Rafe his hefty helmet like a rugby ball. It hit him square in his muscled belly, making him wheeze as he rushed to catch it.


    “I see Meryl’s nursing has made you soft, Eisenwolf,” Janoah tutted playfully. “I’ll soon fix that.”


    Rafe nodded, “Glad to be back at work, Prefect.”


    They shared a chuckle.


    “Come on,” Janoah said, “Josef’s waiting.”


    In an ideal world, with money and trust flowing freely down from ALPHA’s upper echelons, Janoah would have at her fingertips a loyal crew of engineers sworn to secrecy. As it was this experimental, backwater project had but Josef, Meryl and herself to dress Rafe and maintain his gear, with Grand Prefect Silvermane occasionally deigning to peer in from time to time. Even with their help, squeezing Rafe into his unyielding, half-inch-thick armour was a tricky business.


    The lower half was simple enough. Rafe simply stepped into his Eisenwolf legs like a pair of metal breeches, the smooth, silk-lined rubber coating aiding his feet on their passage down to the snug boots at the bottom.


    The middle was trickier. The cuirass was too heavy and unwieldy to lift over Rafe by paw, so Josef had rigged wire pulleys in the ceiling. Attaching the wires, Janoah turned the crank and lifted cuirass aloft, holding it in place. Rafe stood beneath the empty shell, arms up, whilst Janoah turned the crank again. Inch by inch the cuirass was lowered over Rafe’s powerful body, like an iron jumper. The big wolf slipped his rippling arms through the padded sleeves and squeezed his broad head through the heavily padded neck – just about.


    “You’ve grown,” Janoah observed, removing the pulley wires. “We’ll have to adjust it again.”


    “I’m a growing boy, Jan,” Rafe beamed.


    It wasn’t a joke; this enormous wolf was still a cub.


    Janoah hefted the suit’s impervious metal arms from the rack and slipped them over Rafe’s limbs of mere flesh and blood. With a twist, they clipped in place; left arm, then right. Rafe wiggled his fingers inside the gauntlets whilst Janoah lined up the waist of the breeches with that of the cuirass and twisted them together with a satisfying metallic ‘clunk’.


    Her Eisenwolf was really taking shape.


    Next came the backpack; a grey, metallic tangle of tubes, canisters, grills and dials, the workings of which only Josef really understood, or at least partially understood. Janoah hefted it from the rack, one long, black, wobbly pipe trailing across the floor behind her, and mated it with the matching, opposite depression cut into Rafe’s armoured back with another, even more gratifying ‘clunk’ than before.


    “Is it full?” Rafe asked, jiggling up and down. “Feels heavy back there.”


    Janoah tapped the dial that read ‘Liquid Imperium’. The needle stayed put. “Seventy-five percent,” she said. “Will that do?”


    “Depends,” Rafe replied. “Who is this Tristan anyway? He sounds familiar somehow.”


    Janoah retrieved Rafe’s helmet. With him leaning forward she slipped it over his brow, causing that warm, brown face to disappear beneath that cold, grey mask.


    “A Howler of some talent,” Janoah’s said vaguely, pulling up the suit’s concertina-like rubber collar that housed Rafe’s thick, muscled neck. She clicked it into the underside of the helmet; the Eisenwolf mantle was now air-tight and water-tight. “I know he’ll fight sooner than be arrested,” Janoah finished, “but we need him alive-”


    “Jan… I can’t breath!” Rafe wheezed metallically, thumbing round his back. “Me air supply! Quick!”


    “Oh!”


    Janoah hurried round and grabbed a black pipe trailing from Rafe’s backpack. She plugged it into the left side of his helmet, near his nose, then reached round and twisted the main valve on the backpack, the big red one. Within seconds the backpack thrummed into life. Dials whirred and the exhaust projecting near Rafe’s left shoulder coughed forth a stale pall of glittering ash, clouding the room.


    The chest segment of Rafe’s mighty cuirass heaved over the narrow waist below as the huge wolf gulped down air filtered through his backpack. Whilst Janoah choked on the ash Rafe’s suit excreted, he himself remained impervious. No gas bomb could affect him, no ash or poisonous vapour reached his lungs, not with his very own air supply filtered through a catalyst of white-imperium crystal mesh. Not even a black-imperium bomb could affect an Eisenwolf, Josef insisted.


    “You all right?” Rafe asked the spluttering Janoah.


    Waving a paw Janoah donned her helmet to filter out the ash; the mesh inside wasn’t as good as Rafe’s gear, but better than nothing.


    “Fine,” she rasped, through the bitter taste of ash.


    Rafe fumbled with his loose, wobbling air tube, but his armoured fingers and hefty limbs lacked the deftness needed to sort it out.


    “Here, let me,” Janoah said.


    With motherly care, she clipped the tube into place along the underside of Rafe’s armoured jaw and ran it neatly down the left side of his mighty neck so that it wasn’t exposed and liable to get snagged on anything.


    Janoah fetched Rafe’s folded cloak from the workbench and draped it over his hard, unyielding iron shoulders, obscuring the ugly backpack, the ungainly pipe and all the twisted workings round there at a stroke. Only Rafe’s exhaust pipe remained, the funnel poking up through a specially-made hole in his mantle. The seams of the hole were reinforced with a ring of beautiful, pattered stitches – Meryl’s work.


    Securing Rafe’s cloak with his ALPHA brooch, Janoah proudly took him all in, her towering champion of iron, muscle and imperium.


    “Let’s go to work, Stenton,” she said, patting his chest.


    “FOR THE REPUBLIC!” he declared.


    “Yes… for the Republic.”

  


  
    
  

    ~Blick v~


     


    “G, H, E, G, S… D.”


    “Good. Next line, please.”


    “Z, D, F… no, B? Uhm, N, H.”


    “Uh huh. Next.”


    “Uhm… J-J… 2? No Z! Z, that is. No numbers, are there?”


    “You tell me, Rafe.”


    A squint, a shrug, an exhale.


    “You can’t see past line three?” Meryl gasped, sitting beside Rafe.


    “Nah. Sorry.”


    Doctor Josef wrapped up the eye-test, literally snapping the chart upwards like a window blind. “Hmm, perhaps you are developing myopia.”


    “My…opia?” Rafe repeated,


    The cat sighed and tapped his own glasses. “Short-sightedness. You’ve never worn spectacles before, I take it?”


    “No. I don’t think so.”


    “You have or haven’t?” Josef snapped. “It’s a simple question.”


    “Well I don’t remember, do I?” Rafe woofed back. “Not since you all….” he trailed off.


    Meryl held Rafe’s paw, cooling tensions.


    Unmoved, Josef purred, “Well, you are reaching maturity and myopia can develop naturally in late teenagers. Your body has changed rapidly these past few months, which will happen quite apart from imperium uptake.”


    Meryl spoke up, “It’s clearly the rot, Doctor. It must be. Bright light hurts his eyes, doesn’t it Rafe?”


    “Well… uh.”


    “He needs rest and recuperation. I mean look at his fur, it’s lost its sheen! Janoah’s pushing him too hard.”


    Josef sniffed, “I’m the Doctor here, nurse, not you.”


    “That’s as may be, but I’m not a fool. Rafe’s undergone too many tests and assignments. It’s only a matter of time before he gives out altogether and then that’ll be an end to your project! He needs a break like any other Howler, especially after what happened in that warehouse last week.”


    “How do you know about that?”


    Rafe twiddled his thumbs and looked to the ceiling.


    “I know,” Meryl insisted. “It’s a miracle Rafe’s heart didn’t give out. I don’t know what Janoah’s trying to prove running around a Dead Zone tracking down sting dealers when Rafe isn’t ready-”


    “The Alpha is watching us, girl!”


    Meryl whirled round to see Janoah standing in Josef’s door, wearing the stormiest frown.


    “And we need to make an impression, for we have little time,” she finished, saluting, ALPHA-style.


    Meryl saluted also; Rafe too, eventually.


    Janoah stepped inside and cast her eyes over her Eisenwolf as he stood up, cloak draping from the enormous muscles of his chest and shoulders like curtains; how he’d grown, even in six short months


    “But you’re quite right, Nurse Meryl,” Janoah admitted, “Rafe deserves a break. He’s worked very hard and we’re all very impressed, even the Alpha.”


    Rafe beamed proudly.


    Janoah continued, “The Alpha is not a beast to show his emotions, but Silvermane tells me Mad Bront’s… ‘elimination’ has gone down very well. He’d been eluding justice in the Bloc for years. Of course, ALPHA has not divulged the exact nature of his demise to the Den Fathers, but the point is it was successful and the Alpha knows who was responsible.”


    A short silence followed.


    Janoah waved her paw, “Well off you go. Your holiday starts now, Stenton. You’ve got a week; go do… something.”


    Meryl looked up at Rafe, then to Janoah. “Where can he go, exactly?” she asked, uncertain.


    “Go?”


    “Well, I mean away. He needs to go somewhere restful.”


    “Wherever you like. Just look after him, Meryl, that’s your job it seems to me.”


    Meryl dipped her chin, “I… I have an aunt in New Tharona. They have a house by the sea.”


    “Don’t all Eisbrands?” Janoah half-joked.


    “My old allegiance is neither here or there, Prefect, the fresh air will do Rafe good. It’ll be much better than lingering in Lupa.”


    At length Janoah huffed, “I’ll get it past Silvermane, just go before anyone notices. And be discreet, for Ulf’s sake, Rafe stands out in a crowd rather.”


    “He’ll be as quiet as a mouse monk, won’t you Rafe?” Meryl said.


    “Aye.”


    Janoah saluted, “All right, Stenton, dismissed.”


    “Yeah. Later, Jan,” Rafe replied cheerily, slapping her on the back in passing – Meryl tugged him into the corridor.


    Janoah sighed at Stenton’s dangerous informality; he was not himself. Then again, perhaps he was more himself when high on imperium than not, like an uninhibited drunk. He’d probably slap the Alpha himself on the back in this condition!


    Amnesia and quirky behaviour was one thing, but the eyes? Could he be so far gone?


    “Well?” Janoah hissed at Josef, once Rafe and Meryl had left earshot.


    “His eyesight’s damaged,” the cat confirmed breathlessly.


    “Irreparably?”


    “Not yet. But if he deteriorates after every little exertion he won’t be much use to us.”


    Janoah grimaced, “Little exertion? You weren’t there, Josef, you didn’t see it. The power he wields. He destroyed a Koda. Bront’s body was wrapped around a pole like a rag. I’ve never seen the like, not even from Rufus.”


    Josef could but shrug. “Perhaps you’re right. Still, Rafe may not last long enough to shape Lupa’s destiny, as you hope.”


    “Is there anything else you can try?”


    “Other than being frugal with his abilities? Well, there is my shock imperium therapy.”


    “That torture? No!”


    “It might be your only option in a pinch. Even Rafe can metabolise only so many stings in any day. It’s not torture if he accedes to it. You can only ask.”


    Nodding and taking her leave, Janoah lingered at Josef’s door long enough to pat the frame and chuckle, “Well, let’s see what the seaside air does for an Eisenwolf.”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 28


     


    The Scarab Gang had no trouble fulfilling their quota today thanks to Rufus’s imperious senses and the combined muscle power of Madou, Helmut and Tomek. Zozizou pitched in, but it was a struggle for the little hyena.


    A paw clapped on his bare shoulder. “You all right, Zozizou?” Rufus asked amiably.


    “Yes, yes,” he rasped – his Lupan was even poorer than Tomek’s.


    “Take a break if you’re tired-”


    “No. Fine, fine.”


    “All right,” Rufus hummed, breaking out an ember and smouldering away. He offered a stick to Zozizou and the hyena gratefully accepted, as did everyone else.


    Only Tomek refused. “Is not good for you,” he puffed, shovelling ore Helmut and Madou were cutting from the wall with picks into the cart.


    “I know,” Rufus chuckled, removing his ember and looking at it. “I can’t go five minutes without one usually, but lately I’ve cut down. You know, I think my stint down here has been beneficial for my health!”


    Tomek laughed, but knew that couldn’t be true. Rufus was looking more ragged with each passing week. His red and grey coat, once so shiny and groomed, was scruffy and dirty. He’d lost a lot of weight too. Tomek supposed he himself looked terrible. The dearth of mirrors around here was a blessing.


    Bzzzzzzzzt!


    The announcement from the speakers strung throughout the subterranean complex was so distorted by the meandering caves and poor speaker quality that nobody directly understood a word, but the mangled syllables made up the familiar pattern of, ‘Time up, return to base, or else.’


    The Scarabs downed tools and started back, their mine cart safely within quota, though Rufus hadn’t found any imperium crystals today. Tomek felt ambivalent about that as donned his tatty stripy shirt. On the one paw no crystals meant no extra food or venom, but on the other paw there was no danger that Rufus was going to get in trouble at the checkpoint for smuggling.


    “The crystals haven’t had time to grow back,” Rufus was saying to Helmut, himself an ex-miner of some skill. “This shaft needs a few months to recover.”


    “Recover?” Tomek chirped.


    Rufus looked at him, “Yes. Gelb’s an imperium plume, dear boy.”


    Tomek frowned, “Plume? What is plume?”


    “By Ulf, what’re they teaching you youngsters in school these days?” Helmut snorted, pushing the cart. “What’s a plume indeed.”


    “I leave school when I was ten to work fields,” Tomek defended. “Then I get rot and that’s it, off to Howler Academy.”


    Rufus tutted gently and shook his head.


    Helmet educated the young wolf. “Imperium wells up from the Erde, lad,” he said. “It’s dissolved in molten rock and boiling water. Places where that happens are called plumes, and Gelb is smack bang in the middle of a whopping one.”


    “The hot springs are laden with imperium,” Rufus elaborated. “As the water cools and percolates through the rock, the imperium precipitates out, forming ore and crystals.”


    “Prez… Prezipitate?” Tomek struggled.


    “It’s left behind, like salt in a saucepan of water if you boil the water away.”


    “Oh! Yes, yes.”


    Rufus rambled on, enjoying the pleasure of educating young Usenko. “Beasts have come to these parts looking for imperium for centuries. In fact, sick old Howlers pop down to nearby Everdor to bathe in their famous hot springs. It supposedly heals their aching bodies. Does a beast no good, in my opinion. Too much imperium kills most things stone dead, hence the lack of any greenery around here. Gelb was a desolate place long before the Republic of Lupa mined it, and likely will remain so long after.”


    “After Lupa?” Tomek scoffed with amusement. “What you mean after?”


    “The world will outlast beast and his squabbles, Tomek.”


    Ending on that prophecy, Rufus flicked his half-spent ember away into the gloom before any lingering guards caught him smouldering. Embers and other contraband were overlooked in the camp, within reason, but not down here. Rufus wasn’t sure why, but pigs were notoriously petty. It amused the bullies amongst them to keep the prisoners guessing as to how to best avoid pain. In the morning they could be nice, turning the other cheek, even giving advice on what shaft to mine; come the afternoon they might hit you over the neck for no reason, or turn the dreaded dial on their correction boxes and watch you writhe.


    Rufus had a mind to correct them, but knew that would end his mission, and his life.


    Passing the guards without incident this time, Rufus and his gang entered the massive gaping cave that served as the base camp for every shaft, with all its checkpoints and rails converging ahead. The other teams filed out and lined up with today’s offerings, until the cave was packed with hot bodies and stifled by the dank smell of wet fur – the mines literally ran with the imperium-rich water Rufus had been talking to Tomek about, and nobody emerged dry.


    The mining teams shuffled resignedly forth with their carts and tokens were distributed accordingly. As Scarab neared their turn for inspection, Rufus felt a powerful imperious presence mingling with his own and sensed long before the Warden emerged onto the watchtower that he would do so. Out of the corner of his eyes, Rufus spied the cloaked wolf grasping the watchtower railing, looking down upon the stripy masses like some emperor, most especially Rufus’s gang.


    What does he want? Is he protecting us?


    Rufus privately entertained the notion that the Warden was in on ALPHA’s plan to thwart Amael’s conspiracy. Yes, it was just possible Janoah or Silvermane had gotten to him, despite the risks. After all, there was no telling who was part of Amael’s plot. One wrong move, one wrong word, to one wrong beast, could spell disaster for ALPHA’s carefully-laid trap. If Amael’s conspirators went to ground, ALPHA’s chance to catch them would pass, and with it the safety and security of Lupa for years to come.


    Rufus and company stepped up to the checkpoint, eyes down, caps straight – except Tomek’s. The hogs rifled through the ore in the cart and then everyone’s pockets, Madou, Zozizou, Helmut and Tomek, turning up nothing.


    As usual, Rufus went conspicuously unmolested.


    Theories as to why jostling for position in his mind, Rufus led the way through the checkpoint to collect the tokens owed him. Lost in thought he failed to notice the Warden raise a paw at the hogs below and make a cutting motion to his throat. One of the hogs nodded and tipped his cap in tacit understanding. He disappeared inside the checkpoint booth. Moments later, as Helmut and Madou were pushing the cart through the barrier, a buzzing alarm sounded within the booth.


    Bzzzzzzzt!


    “Halt!” the hog inside bellowed.


    Rufus was so surprised by the clamour that he fumbled the tokens, spilling some on the floor.


    Half a dozen hogs gathered at the buzzing booth. One of them immediately kicked Rufus on his back as he tried to gather the tokens he had dropped, making him drop the rest. He sat in the mud looking up at the offending hog, his face aghast and indignant.


    The hogs pulled the dumbstruck Rufus to his feet by the back of his shirt and pushed him against the mine cart. They gathered Tomek and the others and made them look into the ore as well, like naughty children.


    “So,” one hog snorted with glee, patting his truncheon into a palm, “filled your cart with rocks instead of ore, did we Scarab?”


    “What?” Tomek growled. “Who says so?”


    “We didn’t, sir,” Rufus countered calmly, glaring at Tomek in an effort to keep him quiet and out of trouble. “There must be some mistake.”


    “Our imperium sensors don’t make mistakes!” the lead hog snarled, grabbing Rufus by the scruff of the neck and shaking him. “Working for the terrorists, is that it, hyena-lover?” he accused, glaring next at Madou, “Filling our carts with useless krap to slow down production, is that your game? Don’t you hyenas ever give up? You should all be rounded up and shot!”


    Madou said nothing. He knew it was useless to protest. The hogs were going to have their fun. The best anyone could do was shut up and let things run their course and hopefully nobody would get beaten senseless.


    “Do you know what the maximum punishment is for trying to deceive us?” the lead hog said, relishing every word. “Dismemberment by ant.”


    “Is not fair,” Tomek growled under his breath.


    The hog whirled on him, “Whatcha say, Usenko?”


    “Is no such thing as ‘imperium sensors’,” Tomek replied, raising his chin and glaring at the lead hog. “I’m Watcher and if we had machine that could douse for imperium we would use it at Lupan Wall.”


    “Shut up, Tomek!” Rufus seethed through his teeth.


    But Tomek wouldn’t be silenced. “We use sniffer-ants and our own senses, because that all there is!” he proclaimed. “Unless you have ant in that booth, I say you lie to us. You just like beating Howlers up because outside Gelb you hogs are weaklings and pathetic-”


    Whop!


    Truncheon to the back of the head; down went Tomek. Three of the hogs were on him at once, kicking and stomping him as he rolled into a protective ball.


    Somehow, he did not cry out.


    “Stop it!” Rufus yelped. Dashed around the cart he tried to get between the guards and Tomek. “Please!” he begged, holding up his paws to them all. “He’s just a stupid cub! He’s a foreigner; he doesn’t know what he’s saying-”


    One of the hogs smacked Rufus across the snout with a truncheon and pushed him away. He fell back into Madou, who picked him up and then had to hold him back as he tried to charge back into the fray.


    “Don’t!” he rasped in the wolf’s ear.


    Madou felt Rufus’s mighty corona grow, felt it pushing up against his own like a billowing curtain. His cruel imperium collar reacted accordingly, tightening until Madou had to let Rufus go in favour of his own collar.


    Freed, Rufus stepped forth with both paws raised, purple, imperious plasma licking between his red fingers, singeing his fur and flesh. The collar pulled tight around his neck until surely he could scarce draw breath, yet the Howler felt nothing of it. The red mist had descended, clouding his mind.


    “Get off him, I said!”


    Rufus approached the hogs that were beating Tomek senseless and simply touched the nearest on the shoulder with his right paw. With a loud snap and a bright flash the guard was blown across the mine, tumbling into a stripy throng of on-looking prisoners. A second hog received Rufus’s left paw, clapped right to his flabby peach face as he turned to look.


    “Woooagh!” he screamed.


    The hog’s bloated body jolted involuntarily as the plasma coursed through him, kicking him off the ground and up into the mine cart. He fell into the ore and flailed about like a landed fish, spilling rocks over the sides before going still.


    The other guards fled in panic, save the lead hog who grabbed the dial hanging around his neck and cranked it up full-blast. There was a loud hum as the imperious energy stored inside the contraption was released, creating an invisible artificial field of immense power. Invisible, but Helmut, Madou and Zozizou felt it well-enough. They each fell about choking as their collars tightened, subduing them and many other prisoners standing too close to the action.


    Rufus too fell to his knees, grasping at his collar with one paw, then the other. The lead hog walked closer to him, concentrating the artificial field on the snarling Rufus.


    “You’ll die for this, wolf!” he spat. “They’ll stake you out for the ants!”


    The words had no sooner left the hog’s pink snout than Rufus cried out.


    “Grrrraaagh!”


    And with a bright flash and crack of plasma, split his collar cleanly down the middle with his bare paws!


    “W-w-w-what?” the hog yelped, backing away.


    Rufus threw the smouldering band at him with contempt and dived on him with equal fervour, knocking the hog to the floor and setting about him with his fists; left, right, left.


    High above in the watchtower, Gelb’s Warden looked upon the chaos with outward indifference, his Howler mask betraying nothing as the famous Howler Rufus laid into the hog he had at his mercy. Without looking away, the Warden gestured at the two wolfen Watchers behind who were dressed in yellow and white.


    “Alive,” he stipulated.


    The wolves nodded and simply vaulted over the watchtower railing, softening their landing below with a blast of imperious energy, scattering dust in a perfect bubble around them. They hurried to the checkpoint and dived on the unruly Rufus, subduing him with their own choice blasts of energy and swiftly binding his paws and feet with bundles of Howler-proof wire.


    It was all over as quickly as it had begun.


    *


    Though the sun’s strength was dulled by a distinctly yellow Lupan haze, it still provided warmth enough to draw record crowds to this year’s Science Exhibition. Beasts of every sort came from all across Lupa to converge on Petra Square, heart of the Eisbrand’s capital district.


    The Square was not very far from the prestigious Arkady University, or Heath’s modest flat, so he and the girls had taken the tram. They had seen it all before, the colourful awnings and fluttering marquees set up in the midst of Petra Square were nothing new, if still a transient novelty. It was Howler Mills who was all a wonder, head craning this way and that like an overwhelmed cub as he dodged citizens of every caste and took in the spectacle. The square was boxed in on all sides by towering luxury residences with beautiful marbled facades and blue tiled roofs, whilst the capital Howler Den of the Eisbrands overlooked it all, a glittering wedding cake of stone, metal and glass that put Riddle Den to shame. Indeed, poor old Riddle Market was a run-down slum compared to this clean, majestic space!


    And just when Linus thought things couldn’t get any grander, he spied a huge fountain jutting up from amongst the hubbub like a marble mountain. He instantly recalled from various sources that the centre of Petra Square was home to a spectacular fountain.


    As Linus walked closer, the six white wolfen statues standing equidistantly around the rim of the fountain’s pool took shape. They were posed as if in the midst of battle, swords, spears, shield or bow in paw, depending on the wolf. Their faces were masked by helmets that resembled that of a Howler, but these long-dead beasts harkened to a time before imperium technology, before Lupa, before the rot. Back then their helmets, greaves and bracers would’ve been made of mere bronze, not imperium-weave alloy, and their marvellously-muscled bodies would’ve been built without a monthly fix of the good stuff.


    Linus comforted himself by remembering that these were idealised representations of the Six Founders, and likely bared little resemblance to reality. Still, the romantic in him liked to think otherwise.


    A whiff of acrid ash brought Linus back down to Erde and reminded him that he and the citizens of Lupa had come to admire the future, not relics of the past. Many an imperium engine turned and hissed around them, belching ash up into the sky and sometimes, if the wind would have it so, into their many varied faces. One such quivering iron contraption was a generator, Linus learnt, as he joined a crowd listening to the inventor; a generator that created imperium plasma just like a Howler could, only on a much grander scale. It was used to power glass lanterns that shone without a flame, as was demonstrated.


    Very impressive, Heath and the girls agreed, clapping along with the rest. Though he clapped too, Linus found it quietly disconcerting that a machine could emulate a Howler’s unique and dangerous plasma powers. Perhaps Rufus was onto something when he said the age of the Howlers was in its autumnal years.


    More modest appliances followed; imperium-powered ovens, an automatic clothes-washing machine, music machines, and even a pump that sucked up dust and dirt through a pipe and stored it in a disposable bag.


    “A vacuum cleaner?” Linus read.


    “Och!” Sara marvelled, having a whirl of noisy suction machine herself. “Penny would love one of these!”


    Further in, near the fountain, Linus found cars to drool over; handsome, sleek beasts of the sort Grand Howlers and above were luxuriously ferried about in, though they might opt for the heftier armoured variants. The Howler absent-mindedly left Sara and the others behind to pick his way amongst the reflective maze of cars, occasionally peering in at their plush interiors and daring to dream that one day he might get to ride in one.


    Disappointingly there were no ‘Valerios’ to be had, so far as the learner Linus could see. New releases from the finest monobike manufacturer in the world were few and far between, there being little serious competition. Would they ever replace the cheap and reliable, Springtail, or improve the legendary M-8 Spider?


    More to the point, Linus wondered, will I ever be able to ride such a beast as Ivan’s mono, let alone afford one?


    Looking across the polished roofs of the cars, Linus searched for his lost party and noticed fellow Howlers lurking amongst the crowded marquees. Heavily armoured, surcoat-clad Eisbrands one and all, here to guard their citizens and make sure everything ran smoothly, no doubt.


    One locked eyes with Linus, as if recognising him.


    Tristan? Linus wondered. No, too small. The eyes were wrong too. He had marvellous duotone eyes that Tristan. Handsome chap.


    The anonymous Eisbrand looked away. Linus supposed the unwelcome presence of a Bloodfang had been noted, nothing more concerning.


    “Linus!”


    Hearing Sara’s voice, the Howler found her amongst the hubbub and waved back.


    “Come on, this way!” the little wolfess beckoned impatiently.


    Linus walked leisurely over, but upon arrival was immediately seized by Sara and yanked through the crowds by the arm.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Quickly or ye’ll miss it!” Sara tutted.


    “Miss what?”


    “Monty and Penny’s balloon. Och! There they go!”


    As quickly as she’d dragged Linus along, Sara pulled him to a halt and pointed. There was little need; Linus could hardly miss the great silver balloon rising from amongst the crowds and marquees on the far side of the fair, taking to the sky with all the grace of lazy fish waking from its seabed slumber. It was shaped like a pointed bauble and had tail fins, the top one strung with steel supporting wires. It was smaller than a typical dirigible, by Linus’s estimation, and judging by those wires probably lacked a skeleton, maintaining its shape by the sheer pressure of the gases within. The tiny gondola snuggled against the bulging canvas bore two familiar cats in long white coats. One of them leant out an open window to wave daintily at the masses below with a scarf, the other stoically commanded the wheel, twisting the red fins and revving the ash-belching, imperium-powered propellers whirring each side of the gondola.


    There was no mistaking Penny and Monty.


    “Awoooooo!” Linus howled, waving both paws at the Buttle couple, as if they might spot him amongst the thousands gathered below, even less hear him over the engines.


    Surprised at the guarded Linus’s enthusiasm, Sara joined in the waving and shouting. “Penny, Monty! Down here!”


    Thrumming deafeningly overhead, the Buttle’s airship cast a great shadow across Linus and Sara before passing over the sparkling fountain behind them and across the fair. With surprising speed it cleared the fancy town houses and circled around Petra Square, watched by every beast within.


    Except for one.


    A recognisably large Eisbrand Howler emerged from the masses and was on Sara and Linus in a heartbeat. Throwing Linus a stern duotone glare he took Sara to one side by the arm.


    “Tristan!” she yelped.


    “Oi!” Linus barked, “What’re you doing-”


    “Shut up, Bloodfang!” Tristan snarled at him. “I want to talk to Sara in private. You’re in the heart of our capital territory; remember that before you say another word!”


    With a snort, Linus looked at Sara.


    “It’s all right,” the wolfess reassured him.


    Watched by Linus, Tristan led Sara over to the side of marquee as if to hide from prying eyes. The Eisbrand glanced all about before saying, “Sara they’re coming for Olivia. We have to get her to a safe house.”


    “What?” Sara gasped.


    “That crook Maher betrayed her to ALPHA. I can’t protect her from them; she’ll have to go into hiding. Heath as well, they’ve got him down for providing a dodger with stings.”


    “But… but Olivia paid him-”


    “Do you think Maher cares? He’s an ex-pupil of Josef and an ALPHA informant. I knew I’d heard of him before.”


    “How do you know?”


    “I know,” Tristan said firmly. “What’s more I bumped into Josef outside Heath’s flat which confirms it. Ulf knows what that psychopath’ll do to Olivia. The same thing he did to Bruno, I wager.”


    “Bruno?” Sara said, eyes darting about. “Do you know something?”


    “Not now, Sara.”


    “Tristan, please tell me.”


    “I don’t know yet Sara! But I do know I can’t stop ALPHA if they want Olivia. She has to leave Lupa. And so should you, at least until this blows over. Your mother will protect you.”


    Sara looked back at Linus. He met her gaze, but could not hear a word over the crowds.


    “You can ditch him for starters,” Tristan grunted.


    “Tristan, don’t!” Sara woofed. “Linus is a good ‘un, as good as Rufus.”


    “Maybe, but get rid of him,” Tristan huffed, adding before Sara could protest, “for his safety. You wouldn’t want him arrested and beaten up by ALPHA, would you? Because that’s what we’re up against here. We, all of us, even you, could be sent to Gelb if we’re caught hiding a dodger.”


    Sara made to speak, then changed her mind and cupped her little paws over her dark muzzle.


    “Shall I do it?” Tristan offered, referring to Linus.


    “No, you’ll only make it worse,” Sara said. “Ah’ll tell him… something.”


    “Tell him he’s not your type. Too short, I’d have thought.”


    “Oh, be serious!”


    Tristan allowed a rare chuckle. “Where’s Olivia and the Professor?” he asked looking around.


    Sara was too busy wondering what to tell Linus to think straight. “They, uh… they went down tae where the balloon took off. Ah was bringing Linus over tae see. They said they’d wait there for us.”


    “Right. I’ll go get them. Stay near the fountain. If you see any ALPHA prefects, hide.”


    “Aye.”


    Giving Linus a last glance, Tristan weaved through the spectators, leaving Sara rubbing her arms with her paws. She made her way slowly back to Linus, who met her halfway.


    “Everything all right?” he asked.


    “Aye.”


    “Doesn’t look it.”


    “Ah’m fine,” Sara insisted, forcing a smile. “Really.”


    Linus threw his paws up a little, “Well what did he want?”


    “Nothing. Listen Linus, you… we have tae go home.”


    “Pardon.”


    “Ah’m sorry, it’s nae your fault. Something’s come up. We’re leaving early. All of us.”


    “Oh,” Linus said, “Would it be presumptuous to ask why?”


    Sara seethed, “It’s a private matter.”


    “I see,” Linus claimed, when of course he didn’t. “Well, I-I-I’ll walk you home-”


    “No!” Sara said, a little too firmly and quickly, “Don’t trouble yerself. Really.”


    Linus thumbed behind him, “It’s no trouble. My mono’s back at Heath’s flat anyway.”


    “Aye. Well, you go ahead. We’re staying here a little while.”


    “But… I thought you were leaving.”


    “We are; in a minute.”


    “Then I’ll wait.”


    “There’s no need.”


    “I don’t mind-”


    “Linus, just… just go, would ye?” Sara groaned, pushing him a little with her paws. “Please. Just go home.”


    Linus looked down at himself, as if Sara’s shove had left a stain on his mantle. The Howler rolled his powerful shoulders and plucked at the chest of his cloak; he felt suddenly hot and bothered, “All right, what’s going on? What did Tristan say to you? Did he threaten you?”


    “No!”


    “Did he say something about me?”


    “No, Linus! Tristan’s nae like that. He’s a good ‘un. He’s always….” Sara paused a moment to take a breath, then finished, “He’s always looked out for me.”


    Mollified, Linus backed off a little, “Then what is it? Are you in some kind of trouble?” he guessed.


    “No.”


    “Is it Heath? Is he in trouble? Look, I know his outspokenness is frowned upon, but I’m not about to denounce him. You know how I feel about him. He’s a hero of mine.”


    Sara waved her paws, “Would you please just leave?”


    After some thought, Linus spoke with a clarity he never knew he possessed, “Sara, I’m not leaving you without an explanation. It’s my duty as a Howler to protect the citizens of Lupa. Now either tell me what’s going on, or I’m going to stay here and find out for myself.”


    “Just go away!” Sara growled, shoving Linus hard enough to make him stumble. “Go on, now!”


    “Sara-”


    “Go home!” she barked at him. “And don’t come sniffing around the flat! Ah don’t want tae see you. Is that clear, Howler? Stay away from me!”


    Linus stood, dumbfounded. Beasts stared at him.


    “W-w-what did I do?” he stammered at last, all clarity crumbling in the face of Sara’s rebuff.


    “If ye don’t leave me alone right now, Ah’ll call the nearest Eisbrands for help!” Sara threatened, fists by her sides. She looked down, “Just go, Linus Mills. Ah nae want tae see you again.”


    The wonder that was Monty’s flying machine roared overhead once more, casting Linus and Sara into deafening shadows as the crowds cheered and clapped. Linus saw and heard none of it, his world had condescend down to Sara and her sudden, inexplicable, unnatural rejection.


    “Go away!” she all but screamed at him.


    Linus looked down and away, then right at Sara. “It was stupid of me to think a s-sss-stammering, s-sss-stupid, s-sss-sack of rot could be friends with such a n-nnn-noble wolfess,” he struggled, donning his helmet in shame. “I’ll go back to where I belong, then. If that’s what you want so badly.”


    Sara said nothing, though she bit her bottom lip to keep from utterance. Linus waited few seconds in the hope she would change her mind and say something, anything.


    Nothing.


    “Take care, citizen,” Linus said distantly, pushing through the crowds and out of sight.


    Alone, Sara staggered over to the fountain and collapsed on its lip, exhausted from the confrontation. Tristan returned shortly with Professor Heath and Olivia in tow, both looking decidedly fidgety and anxious. As he spoke to Sara, Tristan glanced this way and that, ears swivelling, clearly searching the masses for someone.


    He failed to spot Linus lurking behind a stripy marquee, and as the group moved off through the fair the Bloodfang followed them at a distance.


    As did a bespectacled grey cat and two Prefects.

  


  
    
  

    Codex: Greystone


     


    Lupa’s master builders, craftsbeasts and artisans, the Greystones strike beasts as gruff and common, the accent of their quarter being, some say, the definitive Lupan parlance. If you were born within the knell of the steam hammers that constantly bend and shape eisenglanz, then you are a true Lupan.


    Whatever their vocal inflections, the Greystones are an infuriatingly enigmatic pack, with the obvious outward action of any Elder or Den Father often nothing but a front for some underlying motivation. Their greatest slight of paw, however, is in keeping the method of stabilising yellow-imperium secret for centuries now. Other packs have tried to unpick this greatest of Greystone mysteries, but meeting always with failure they are instead necessitated to sell yellow-imperium ore to the Greystones, only to buy back the processed forms later – a lucrative venture for the Greystones. More wealth is generated from rich territorial holdings to the south. The Greystones own the entire Pinnacles and half of Rostsonne, up to the yawning canyons that divide that land. With the sea wind keeping the Ashfall at bay, Rostsonne remains good country for little beasts to grow cereal crops, albeit with heavy irrigation, whilst the Pinnacle mines provide endless metal ores for the insatiable Greystones to smelt into cars, trains, rails and gas pipes to keep Lupa’s ancient infrastructure functioning.


    However, some say the Greystones are more responsible for Lupa’s self-destruction of late than its construction, for they were the first pack make possible again the deadly phenomenon that is the Eisenwolf.


    It’s said the first suits of Eisenwolf armour were recovered by Greystone artisans who dared to explore a Dead City. The expedition cost the lives of all involved, the members dying of rot upon their return. The suits they brought back, later dubbed eisenpelz, were initially thought useless. Normal Howlers hadn’t a corona strong enough to control them, nor even the physical strength to move within them.


    Ultimately it was found that only the pure-bloods, those wolves born of two Howlers, could don the Eisenwolf mantle. They alone had the sheer strength and imperium tolerance demanded by the cruel eisenpelz.


    Few pure-bloods survive to birth, and even those that do often die young, especially today when they are rarely adopted by a pack. But back in the glory days, whilst they lived and donned the eisenpelz, they were the supreme power in Lupa, the ultimate Howler, able to destroy all before them with nought but a raised paw. For a time they were revered as gods amongst wolves.


    During successive Howler Wars and the intervening years, every pack raced to match the Greystones, gathering their own eisenpelz and breeding pure-bloods to work them. Most even encouraged their scarce female Howlers to marry male Howlers instead of a healthy Freiwolf partner, despite the terrible risk of miscarriages and birth defects the cubs of two Howlers run - the need for Eisenwolves to maintain one’s borders was simply too great.


    Eventually matters reached a head. Successive generations of Eisenwolves, the bloodline ageing and mad, turned in upon their packs, their friends, even their loved ones, destroying hundreds of Howlers in orgies of violence that levelled whole districts, before collapsing and self-destructing in a torrent of imperious energy.


    When the dust had settled, the status of Eisenwolves was forever tarnished.


    Since this last and most destructive episode in Lupa’s history over a decade ago, eisenpelz have been banned by several cross-pack Lupan Laws. Relationships between male and female Howlers are frowned upon and marriage forbidden to discourage any union that might produce a pure-blood. Eisenpelz cannot function without pure-bloods to use them, thus they are now obsolete.


    However, it is an open secret that every pack still maintains a small collection of eisenpelz, just in case attitudes shift, or some outside force should threaten Lupa. Moreover, pure-bloods still walk Lupa’s streets, the unwanted results of illegal Howler liaisons with their fellow afflicted, often abandoned on doorsteps, their parents and pasts lost to them.


    Lupa may yet have need of them, one day.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 29


     


    Sometimes walking, often dragged, Rufus was bundled across Gelb by the Warden’s two personal Howlers; if that’s what they called themselves, he wasn’t sure and didn’t much care for all his cuts and bruises. They said not a word as they escorted him into a grim-looking concrete building, down stark corridors and up cracked stairs, no sign of any beautification until the trio burst into a plush, well-furnished, if rather dark office.


    The Warden was already there, facing the window with a drink in paw, looking out over the prisoners milling around the camp below.


    Rufus was pushed onto a chair, his paws still bound by Howler-wire. His escort backed off.


    “Dismissed,” the Warden ordered.


    “But, sir-”


    “I can manage him. Go on.”


    With a chest-salute, the Howlers took their leave, closing the door gently behind them.


    Rufus leant back in his chair. What now?


    The Warden swirled his drink, brandy by the looks, and took a surprisingly delicate sip for such a powerful-looking wolf. He was a typical Hummel wolf; black, well-built, with honey-gold eyes. Though the blood and culture of the packs was fading from centuries of intermingling, some still harboured a classic appearance which spoke of their origins as loudly as any uniform.


    “I’ve never seen that before,” the Warden said, breaking Rufus from his musings.


    The prisoner licked his bloody nose.


    “They said you were strong,” the Warden went on, with no hint of a Hummel accent, “but to break a collar like a paper chain. You really are quite… remarkable.”


    Barely hearing for his pains, Rufus wondered where this was headed; wondered where he was headed; solitary confinement, a flogging, firing squad. What was it that pig had said; dismemberment by ant? So much for Janoah’s plan.


    Nicely done, husband, she’d scold, real smooth.


    “I have rode the wind,” the Warden said wistfully, pricking Rufus’s ruddy ears, “seen forests far below, met great beasts and small. I have kissed the sun, felt its warmth on my wings… etcetera, etcetera.” He ended with a chuckle and turned to Rufus, “Your favourite fable, isn’t it?”


    The inmate sat in bemused silence.


    “Don’t worry,” the Warden said, “I’m a friend.”


    Rufus sat up a little and twisted his bound paws. “Friend?” he exhaled, “Sorry, do forgive me; I’m… not quite with it after having my head kicked in by your thugs.”


    “My apologies, but that’s how things are done around here,” said the Warden. “Simply bringing you to my office without cause would’ve been suspicious.”


    “Suspicious?”


    “Yes. There are agents on all sides amongst the hogs, don’t doubt it. I needed an excuse for a private meeting, so I told the hogs to take your gang to task because they’re getting too big for their boots. We do that from time to time, lest talented miners forget their place.”


    Rufus emitted a scoff.


    “You disapprove? An impartialist like you would. But I am dealing with barbarians, sir. Murderers and imperium-traffickers and terrorists; you are well-acquainted with the latter… hyena-lover.”


    Is the Warden my contact? Rufus thought. He’s recited the poem but he’s not mentioned Janoah or Silvermane.


    The Warden turned to the window and huffed, “You should appreciate the predicament you’ve landed me in, Howler. I can’t just release you from Gelb; I’ve had to arrange for you to be executed... or make it appear so. ”


    “Terribly sorry,” Rufus excused.


    “You should mind what you say,” the Warden growled. “Perhaps I’ve not made up my mind which side I’m on.” He turned to Rufus, walking round his desk to stand behind him. “I could still dispose of you,” he said, placing a hefty paw on Rufus’s ruddy shoulder, “I could have you murdered and tell Amael Balbus that it was some mining accident. Then I could go to ALPHA and expose him. I’m sure the Alpha would be interested to hear all about his plans. I would omit the fact I’ve been diverting white-imperium to Amael’s private cache and blame it on THORN infiltration. There’s no paperwork to prove otherwise.”


    Rufus’s hair tingled, his mind whirred. What is going on here? Just keep listening, Red-mist.


    “You’re not half as clever as you think you are,” the Warden told him. “You know, I allowed you to pass the checkpoint unharmed when your breeches were stuffed with imperium, just as I allowed you to sell what you stole from me to that strange cat, Tack. What? Do you think I don’t know about him? I let him exist, Howler, I let the prisoners think they’re getting one over one me. It keeps them happy and our trains full of imperium ore.”


    Rufus proffered a false smile, “That’s very clever.”


    The Warden walked around the room, admiring his many trinkets, “Ulf knows I’m wasted here.” He turned and pointed at Rufus with his drink, “Do you know, I increased Gelb’s annual production by over two-hundred-percent! I devised the gang system, the tokens; I gave the prisoners initiative to work! All this and I am rewarded by being left out here to rot year after year! I should be an Elder; I’m a beast of culture and civilisation, not a prison guard. No more icy winters out here in this smouldering fistula watching over scum, not when Amael Balbus gives me what I want... and he had better.”


    He looked to Rufus.


    “If I do this,” he said, “I want your assurance that I’ll be brought into Amael’s regime, as he promised me.”


    Rufus found his tongue, “My assurance?”


    “Well yes,” the Warden laughed. “Surely you’ll have a say in the new order? Amael’s told me how much he values you. You’re like a brother to him, that’s why he’s getting you out of here early.”


    Goodness, this fellow has been out of the loop a long time, Rufus realised.


    “Amael’s my dearest friend,” Rufus agreed breathlessly.


    Smiling, the Warden went on, “So then, once Amael’s in charge and the hyenas are disposed of also, you will be in his government and will bring me aboard. Amael’s promised he’ll make me the administrator of a territory, but I want a good one, mind, the Eisbrands, or the Common Ground perhaps, or all of Hummel, if that’s not too much. I don’t want that Greystone ash pile or his Bloodfang slums. If that’s to be my reward I’m going straight to ALPHA!”


    “I don’t blame you,” Rufus chuckled, adding, “I will of course put in a good word with Amael.”


    The Warden growled dangerously, “I want assurances, not ‘good words’.”


    “You’ll get what you deserve,” Rufus promised. “On my honour as a Howler. After all, we cultured wolves must stick together.”


    A grunt, a smile, a sip of brandy.


    “Any chance I could be untied?” Rufus asked hopefully.


    “I’m afraid not,” was the reply. “You’re going to be executed in a minute.”


    “Twice in as many months! I am doing well.”


    “Hmm?”


    Rufus chuckled, “I’ll tell you about it when we’re back in Lupa and all that.”


    The Warden nodded, then said, “Amael assures me you’ll be rescued by his associates before the sentence is fully carried out. I hope, for your sake, your trust in him is well-placed Howler Rufus.”


    “Oh, we’re like brothers, remember.”


    “We’ll see.”


    On that note the Warden snatched his phone. “I’m done with him,” he told somebody, putting the phone down just as quickly.


    “What about my gang?” Rufus blurted.


    “What about them?”


    “Well, what’s to become of them? Only, I’ve grown rather attached to one or two of them.”


    “To that handsome young Watcher no doubt,” the Warden snorted meaningfully – he wasn’t completely out of the loop after all. “I’ll tell the hogs to go lightly on the lad, if that’s what you want.”


    “Tomek doesn’t belong here,” Rufus excused. “It’s my fault he was sent down, you see. I’d be dead if not for him.”


    “Then he’ll come to no serious harm as long as I run Gelb. You’ve my assurance.”


    Rufus beamed amiably, “Much obliged, sir.”


    The door opened and the Howlers strode in, saluting their superior.


    “Get this scum out of my sight!” the Warden told them, a consummate actor if ever Rufus had met one, “And bring me a warrant; let’s get this over with.”


    *


    Tristan led Sara, Olivia and Professor Heath through the tight, lesser-known backstreets of the Eisbrand Territory, the hubbub of Petra Square receding rapidly behind them until even the whirring of Monty’s balloon was no more than a distant thrum punctuated by occasional faint cheers.


    At least the Buttles were having fun.


    What Sara wouldn’t give to be up in their machine. They could simply fly over Lupa’s walls and away to safety like some giant bumblebee, who could stop them?


    Oh no!


    “Toggle!” Sara yelped, running over to Heath and grabbing one of his enormous bear paws. “Professor, what about Toggle? She’s shut in our room!”


    “I know, Sara. I know. It’ll be all right.”


    “All right? We cannae leave her in there; she’ll starve tae death!”


    “Now don’t be silly,” Heath reassured Sara, patting her paw. “Look, once we’re in Everdor I’ll send someone from the university round. Someone’s bound to come knocking the moment I don’t turn up for work tomorrow anyway. They’ll hear her buzzing about.”


    “That could be days. She’ll be frantic. Ah have tae go back fer her.”


    Tristan whirled round. “Sara!”


    “You go on ahead,” Sara told Heath and Olivia, “Ah’ll get the next train. Ah’ll meet you at the other end.”


    “I’ll come too,” Olivia offered at once.


    “No, it’s you ALPHA want. You have tae go with Tristan.”


    “Sara-”


    “Ah can’t leave her, Olivia. I just can’t.”


    “For Ulf’s sake, you two!” Tristan howled, gnarling his armoured fingers at them both, “It’s just a stupid bug!”


    “She’s nae a stupid bug!” Sara protested vehemently, fists by her sides. “She’s mah friend. Not that Ah expect you tae understand, Tristan. Bruno would’ve.”


    “And what you don’t understand is that the flat is being watched by ALPHA agents. They’ll arrest you!”


    “Ah’m nae afraid o’ them bullies, nae more than you Howlers!”


    With that, Sara stormed off to see about her rescue. She took not more than ten steps before Tristan caught up with her and grabbed her arm.


    “Let me go!” she barked, twisting like a mealworm.


    “Sara!”


    “Let me go! Ah mean it!”


    After suffering a shower of harmless, if annoying, slaps about his armoured face and shoulders, Tristan grasped Sara’s little arms and said firmly, “Look, I’ll go!”


    He glanced up and down the street, hoping the few citizens not at the exhibition weren’t ALPHA informants. The rat green grocer sweeping his doorstep looked down and away upon meeting Tristan’s gaze, whilst a pig at a cafe buried his snout in a beer.


    “I’ll go back for her,” Tristan promised


    “You?”


    “If you’ll just get on that train like a good wolfess, I’ll bring your bee along tomorrow.”


    “But… but you don’t know how tae manage her.”


    “It can’t be that hard.”


    Heath walked over and raised the obvious, “Won’t ALPHA see you going into my flat, Tristan?”


    “They won’t bother me,” the Howler claimed. He looked at Olivia, “I can just say I was after offering Olivia a Howlership after I found out she was a dodger. I’m within my rights to approach potential Howlers with an offer, even dodgers.”


    “Would it….” Olivia began. Everyone looked to her, which silenced her a moment. “Would it be so bad,” she continued, “I mean… if I became a Howler? I could be an Eisbrand. Like you. I might look quite good in a surcoat-”


    “Olivia!” Sara gasped.


    “I don’t want to get you all in trouble. Perhaps I should just give up now?”


    Tristan stared at the girls for quite a stretch, then confronted Olivia, “You want to be a slave?”


    “What?”


    “That’s all I am, Olivia, a slave. I must do as I’m told, or else.”


    “Like any soldier-”


    “I’m no soldier, just a bully,” Tristan scoffed, looking down the street. “I oppress the citizens of Lupa and uphold the law even when it sticks in my throat to do so. I put up with little beasts crossing the road ahead of me and cursing my existence because their wife, or son, or husband disappeared. I suffer it not out of love for Lupa, but out of fear. I’ll do anything to get my rotting paws on a sting so I can stave off the pain, just for another week or two, because I’m too scared to face the end. I’m nothing but a miserable addict.”


    “But the power you wield-”


    “An extension of my pack’s will, not mine at all. I’m not free. I’m as petty as a train hog. We all are.”


    Olivia looked down at her feet.


    “It’s too late for me,” Tristan said, “but you can still get away and put that mind of yours to use.”


    Onwards, down the narrow streets, mingling and blending with the citizens going about their business as best as two wolves, a bear and a sizeable Howler were able. It would be even worse if Sara was towing a huge bee behind her, Tristan thought, not relishing the inevitable clash with whatever agents Josef had posted at the flat. Another run-in would do little to improve his already questionable profile.


    The group made the nearest station, a pokey backwater stop compared to the grand affair near the university, its walls and pillars running with streaks of ash. Passing train-hogs and barriers with impunity thanks to Tristan flashing his brooch, the Howler escorted Sara and company to the door of a run-down train.


    “My associate in Riddle District will meet you,” he said, closing the door.


    Sara lingered at the windows, her breath steaming up the glass. Tristan swore he lip-read a ‘thank you’ through the clouds of ash.


    “All aboard!” a train hog warned.


    Not lingering to wave and draw unwanted attention, Tristan took his leave, passing through the station again. He failed to notice Linus slip from behind a pillar just as he left. Flashing his brooch at the hogs, the blonde wolf hurried to the nearest carriage, the one coupled ahead of Sara’s, and boarded the train just as it began to chug away.


    Two black-cloaked ALPHA wolves also boarded a few coaches further back, and a grey cat too.


    *


    Watched by many a mumbling prisoner and guard, the remaining members of the Scarab Gang were led across the camp to a fenced-off corner of Gelb. Inside the square fence, set in the bare erde, was a rusted trapdoor. The trapdoor was flung open by the yellow-uniformed hogs, revealing nothing at all within, unless black nothingness was a thing.


    As he was forced towards the ominous hole by two hogs, Watcher Tomek was able to discern a slick, oily surface below, like a pool of liquid black-imperium.


    “In yer go, scum!” one of the Gelb hogs snorted. “Maybe a stint down the Pit’ll learn you some respect. If not… well, you’ll go the same way as Rufus, picked apart by ants. Think about that whilst you’re down there. Maybe you’ll be able to hear him scream. Hah!”


    Tomek emitted a whine of terror as the hogs shoved him towards this ‘Pit’. He glanced back at Madou, as if he could do something to stop it. Even were he inclined, the hyena’s paws were bound tight and his neck collared still. Helmut and Zozizou were behind him and in the same predicament.


    “Don’t worry, boys,” laughed another hog, “you’re all going in together!”


    With that, he whacked Tomek on the back of the legs with his truncheon so the youngster lost the power to stand. As he stumbled in pain, the hogs pushed him down the hole head-first. Tomek tumbled tail over torso for the briefest moment before his back slapped into a wall of icy water. The cold embraced him with its frosty fingers, invading his fur, his eyes, his ears, his mouth; blind, deaf and dumb he flailed in the confusing tumult, twisting his bound paws in the struggle to swim.


    Suddenly Tomek’s feet touched solid ground. He pushed and scrabbled about, righting himself, or so he hoped. His head broke the surface and he greedily gulped down air.


    Expecting to see something, anything, as he blinked the water from his stinging eyes, Tomek’s world proved nothing but an infinity of darkness and rippling water.


    No, a square of light hovered ahead and above – the trapdoor. The opening was so bright compared to the blackness all around that it more resembled a light fixture in the ceiling rather than the sky.


    “You no do this!” Tomek yelled, wading forward. “You no treat wolves like this!”


    Much hoggish laughter and snorting ensued.


    Moments later, Madou’s unmistakably muscled silhouette momentarily blocked the light before tumbling down into the water with an immense and foamy splash. The hyena righted himself in a snarling instant and shook the water from his robust head and neck. He stood waist deep in the pool, some inches shorter than Tomek, if almost twice as hefty. Big Helmut followed, stirring up a tidal wave as his immense body displaced an equal quantity of water, whilst the skinny little hyena Zozizou caused barely a splash at first, but flailed about post-impact with enough noise and panic for all.


    Madou sloshed over to his cousin and, biting the back of his neck for his paws were bound behind him, pulled Zozizou upright.


    “Calm yourself, cousin!” Madou barked, whispering afterward. “Don’t show them you’re afraid.”


    The shivering Zozizou nodded quickly, water dripping off his dark snout.


    Madou looked up, catching a final glimpse of the sacred Sky before it was shut away amidst a chorus of cruel laughter, and with it went every ray of light.


    *


    Sara cast her eyes up and down the trembling train carriage for the umpteenth time. Little beasts hid behind their newspapers, afraid of even a tiny, ordinary wolf like her. They had perhaps seen Tristan escorting her, and anyone too friendly with the Howlers was shunned.


    “I’m sorry,” Olivia said, drawing Sara’s gaze back. “All this fuss over me.”


    “Don’t be daft,” Sara chided, grasping her friend’s paws.


    Olivia looked out the window at the passing Greystone Territory, with all its smokestacks and industry, heaps of ash and scrap metal – it was her birthplace.


    “I always knew it,” she sighed.


    Sara leant forward a little. “What?”


    Olivia cocked her head sideways at Sara. “That I was afflicted,” she claimed, turning to the window again. “Ever since I was little I’ve known. I could feel them, you see. I’ve always been able to feel them all.”


    “Who?” Sara asked.


    “My kind!” Olivia tutted, looking to Sara again. “Tristan’s quite the wolf. If only you could feel what I feel, Sara, maybe you’d appreciate what you have in him. Still, it’s not your fault, I suppose.”


    Sara emitted a tiny gasp of surprise at Olivia’s patronising tone, but said nothing.


    “Linus isn’t half bad either,” she went on. “He’s not as mature though. His corona lacks… refinement. It’s very wobbly. It’s as if he can’t control his strength. Oh, it’s so hard to explain it to a normal beast like you.”


    “Uh, aye,” Sara croaked – she had to say something, if only to acknowledge Olivia’s expectant gaze.


    She’s just confused, Sara convinced herself; she’s overwhelmed by what’s happening to her. She’s ill. Don’t pay her rudeness any mind.


    “Everything’ll be fine,” Sara reassured Olivia, and by extension herself.


    She looked across at Heath, sitting opposite. The studious bear was strangely silent, staring out the window as if in deep contemplation, yet fidgeting, tugging at his waistcoat and rubbing his thighs as the train rocked to and fro.


    “Ye all right, Professor?” Sara asked him.


    “Hmm? What?”


    “Don’t worry,” Sara told him. “Once Olivia’s safe, Tristan will sort everything out with Den Father Thorvald and ye’ll be back in your flat in no time.”


    Heath humoured his student with a nod and smile, but said nothing. He stared out the window again, thumbs twiddling.


    This isn’t like him, Sara thought, dipping her chin to her chest. It dawned upon her then, at that moment, that this was deadly serious.


    “Ah wonder who Tristan’s contact in Riddle is,” Sara whispered, desperate to make conversation – anything was preferable to the unbearable silence. “It must be someone we can trust, a real upstanding Howler. Tristan’s very clever at this kind of thing; he’s got all kinds of contacts all over Lupa. It’ll be fine.”


    The words had no sooner left Sara’s lips than Olivia stood up and looked behind her.


    “Someone’s coming,” she said, ears erect.


    “What?”


    “I can feel them. It’s a Howler… Maybe two.”


    Sara peered round her seat and down the carriage. She could see nobody, no cloaked wolf of justice, only little beasts hiding behind crumpled papers.


    “Where?”


    Olivia sat back down again. “I’m telling you, Sara, someone’s coming,” she whispered, pulling her blazer tightly around her, as if it could dampen her field. “And if I can feel them, they’ll be able to feel me. What if it’s ALPHA, the ones Tristan said were coming?”


    Heath looked the other way to Sara – the door to the next carriage wasn’t far. “We should move move,” he declared, standing up and tugging the creases from his waistcoat.


    Little beasts of every sort peeked over their newspapers as the odd group of two wolves and a bear vacated their seats and hurried past them, followed minutes later by a grey cat flanked by two black-cloaked wolves; ALPHA agents to be sure. They had entered the carriage at the opposite end to the exiting group, missing them by seconds.


    The cat in spectacles moved slowly down the carriage, looking at every seat, every face. Little beasts buried their noses in their papers if they had them, or the passing scenery if they didn’t.


    “She’s not here, Doctor Josef,” one of the Prefects said to the cat. “I can’t feel anything. She must’ve gone to the next carriage.”


    “She’s onto us,” the second Prefect growled. “Come on, she’ll get away!”


    The cat, Josef, stopped them with a raised paw, but didn’t face them. “She’s not going anywhere, you fools, this is a non-stop train to Riddle District. Careful you don’t pass her; she’s a pure-blood, yet she’s been hiding in plain sight for years, undetected. I suspect she can suppress her corona and she could be able to wield it.”


    “Without Howler training?” a Prefect said doubtfully.


    “It’s possible Tristan trained her; he has likely been aware of her for some time,” Josef theorised. “We’ll find out once Janoah takes him in-”


    “Wait,” one Prefect said to the other, “I got a tingle, mate. Up ahead. You feel it?”


    “Yeah, I do. Different though, ‘en it?”


    “Yeah. It’s not her. Still powerful though.”


    Doctor Josef looked back at his wolfen accomplices in a withering sort of way, as if his reliance on their imperious talents was a burden. “What’re you two drivelling about?” he sighed. “You saw Tristan; he didn’t get on!”


    “Nah, it’s not him, sir. It’s someone else. Strong.”


    Josef peered down the swaying carriage. “The sooner I perfect a reliable imperium detector, the better,” he complained. “Very well, you two take the lead, but don’t lose your heads. I don’t want a scene; the Alpha will not be pleased if you start a fight on public transport. Let me do the talking.”


    “Aye, sir.”


    “Understood, sir.”


    The Prefects hurried along the carriage with Josef following at a leisurely pace. One of the Prefects stopped near the end to pull down a newspaper and ask the rabbit hiding behind it, “Citizen, did you see a bear and two wolfesses pass this way?”


    “Y-y-yes, Howler,” the rabbit said. “They w-w-went into the next carriage just now.”


    “Prefect, actually,” the wolf corrected, tapping his white ALPHA brooch. “Please don’t confuse us lads at ALPHA with those corrupt, decadent Howlers, citizen.”


    “Pardon me, Prefect. M-mmm-my mistake.”


    “Was anyone else with the group you saw?”


    “N-nnn-no, Prefect.”


    “You sure?”


    “Yes, Prefect. It was just them, sir. Two wolfesses and a bear, I’d swear to it.”


    “All right then. Good day citizen.”


    Nodding at one another, the Prefects opened the carriage door and crossed the noisy, wind-whipped void between the carriages. Josef pulled his coat tightly around him as he braved the elements – he despised the wind. Slamming the door behind him with contempt, the cat almost bumped into the backs of his Prefects, who had stopped immediately inside the next carriage.


    “Sir,” one said, pointing ahead.


    “Looks like trouble, sir,” the other confirmed.


    Peering between their cloaked shoulders, Josef saw Heath, Sara and most importantly Olivia, all nestled at the end of the carriage. However, standing between Josef and the object of his fascination was a familiar blond wolf in a red cloak and Bloodfang helmet; a short, stocky, well-built fellow.


    Josef squeezed between the Prefects.


    “Careful, sir,” one advised.


    “It’s all right, he’s with us,” Josef purred at his wolves. “Howler Linus,” he said, walking over to the Bloodfang with a whisker-hiking smirk.


    “Doctor Josef,” Linus replied simply.


    Josef patted the Howler’s shoulder. “Well done, Mills. We can take things from here-”


    As Josef tried to pass him, Linus clamped a paw on the head of the nearest seat, blocking the cat’s passage. “What’s going on here?” he asked.


    A distinct, hairy pause. Josef looked down at Linus’s muscled arm and followed the offending limb up to the wolf’s helmet-clad face. “Didn’t Janoah send you?” he whispered.


    Silence.


    “But, I saw you at the fair,” Josef hissed. “I thought you were her wolf.”


    Linus scoffed at the notion. “Her wolf? I’m nobody’s wolf, sir,” he growled, thinking back to that night he’d been mocked for being Rufus’s perceived beta. “I’m a Bloodfang, not one of your agents. I answer to Elder Amael Balbus.”


    “Well… precisely.”


    “Pardon me?”


    “Nothing,” Josef mewed, glancing behind. “Listen, Howler Linus, let us not make a scene. I know you’re only doing your duty, but these citizens are criminals, and it’s therefore your duty to apprehend them.”


    “Criminals? In what way?”


    Josef looked beyond Linus, to Olivia. “She’s a dodger,” he pointed, “and they’ve been hiding her.”


    “So?” Linus urged.


    “So by ‘hiding’ I mean of course misappropriating imperium on her behalf-”


    “That’s a lie!” Sara shouted, stepping forth, fists clenched. “He’s lying Linus!”


    “I have proof!” Josef spat back. “My dear old colleague Heath there has been skimming venom off the Arkady University stores; imperium destined for experiments diverted to his own selfish needs as well as Olivia’s.”


    Heath raised his hefty brown chin.


    Josef pressed his attack, “How are you coping? Still smouldering like a trooper, no doubt. Doesn’t do the lungs any good, you know. But of course, you do rather more than smoulder these days-”


    “That’s enough, Josef!” Heath snorted. “There’s no need to drag that up.”


    “Oh, but it’s so relevant.”


    “It has no bearing on anything!”


    Sara looked back at Heath, “Professor?”


    “Sara, Olivia… I….”


    “He’s a gazer, my dear wolves,” Josef revealed, tutting like a disappointed relative as he attempted to murder Heath’s reputation. “Or will be, soon enough. Your omniscient Professor’s been a sad imperium junkie for years.”


    Heath dipped his chin.


    “Keeping Olivia for yourself, were we?” Josef went on. “Waiting for her to blossom so you could experiment on a pure-blood? Shame on you.”


    “That’s outrageous!” Heath bellowed, wagging a finger. “You’re the one who was cast out of the Ark for your deviant experimentations!”


    “By an unimaginative faculty of dolts, like yourself? Of course!” Josef piped. “Oh it was hard going for a while, wandering from employer to employer, zipping up cadavers for a living, but I’ve found my feet now. We cats always do.”


    The red and white banners of the Bloodfang Territory fluttered by the windows – the train was neared its destination, spurring Josef on.


    “Fascinating as this is, we’ll conduct the rest of the interrogation at HQ,” he said, adding harshly, “You’re all under arrest!”


    “Now wait just a minute,” Linus protested. “Let’s talk-”


    “Help me apprehend the dissidents, Howler, or join them, I don’t care which,” Josef interrupted, retreating backwards behind his black-cloaked toughs. Safely out of reach he threatened in a purring, delighted tone, “Don’t think I can’t take you to task, little wolf. Howler Tristan is being dealt with as we speak for his role in this charade and he’s leagues above you in rank and talent, not to mention powerful friends. Not even Den Father Thorvald can save him now, not for his crimes.”


    “Crimes?” Sara woofed in disbelief. “What crimes?”


    “Sheltering dodgers, imperium smuggling, turning a blind eye to dissident citizens spreading hyena propaganda and, most heinous of all, aiding and abetting THORN terrorists.”


    Linus could scarce believe it, “What?”


    Josef cackled, “Oh, Tristan’s quite the rogue Howler. Helping these criminals is just his latest misdemeanour. I suggest you don’t join him in his fate.”


    “Och! That’s ridiculous!” Sara dismissed. “Don’t listen tae him, Linus! Tristan’s nae a traitor!”


    “We shall see!” Josef said pompously. “ALPHA will tease the truth from him, from you all. Perhaps if you cooperate now I’ll arrange for a moderate sentence. I have influence with the Alpha himself, you know.”


    Sara couldn’t find words to speak.


    “Well, Howler, what’s it to be?” Josef urged Linus.


    Linus looked back at Sara and Olivia. They stared at him in silence. Their lips betrayed nothing, but their eyes revealed the fear, the despair, the outrage. Linus could hear Vladimir now, hear his sound advice. ALPHA’s just another pack in all but name, out to gain power. Don’t give them an excuse to take you to task because they will. Lay low, Linus, play ignorant, wait.


    Impossible.


    The train slowed, Riddle Station and crowds of passengers rolled into view.


    “Get them!” Josef hissed.


    The ALPHA Prefects closed the distance on Linus in a heartbeat, rapiers drawing on the way. Linus whipped his own sword out and slapped the first rapier aside, then slammed a fist into the Prefect.


    Pffzaack!


    With a hearty plasmatic blast, the first wolf was sent bowling into the second. The second quickly recovered, but the first was left wheezing and smouldering from Linus’s mighty punch


    The second Prefect drew his pistol. Thinking fast, Linus turned his back.


    Crack! Poing!


    The pellet deflected off his shield and pinged around the carriage!


    Sara screamed.


    Furious, Linus whirled round, pistol drawn. He pointed it firmly at Josef and the Prefect, advancing on them as they retreated, helpless in the face of a loaded weapon.


    “Linus, no!” Heath warned. “Don’t lower yourself, Howler.”


    Linus ceased his advance. “We’re done here, I think,” he sniffed officiously.


    The train creaked to a painful halt and the train hogs on the platform opened the doors. Passengers piled aboard, avoiding the Howler and two Prefects like the rot whilst moving to their seats. Some citizens, sensing that something was about to go down in this carriage, performed an about face in the door and picked the next one along instead.


    “Come on,” Sara whispered, shepherding Sara and Heath to the exit. “Let’s go everyone.”


    Linus stayed put, glaring at Josef.


    “Come on, Howler,” Sara said, grabbing his arm and pulling him down the aisle, “Escort us tae Riddle Den.”


    Eventually, Linus let himself be taken.


    “You’ll pay for this!” Josef hissed, squeezing between the Prefects and chasing Linus and Sara to the door. He leant out of the train and shouted after them, “This isn’t over!”


    *


    The Warden’s office door opened and a big hyena was pushed in and forced to sit in the chair opposite the desk. His paws were wired before him, just in case.


    “Leave us,” the Warden said to his heavies.


    The two Howlers vacated the room, leaving their boss with the hyena.


    “You look well, Noss,” the Warden said at length.


    “What’ve you done with Red-mist?” Noss demanded. “Is he to be executed?”


    The Warden huffed, “In a manner of speaking.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “It’s nothing you need concern yourself with; your only concern is surviving. You’re only alive at all because I will it-”


    “I’m only ‘alive’ so that you can use me against Amael or Nurka, depending on who comes out on top!” Noss growled toothily. “You’re as bad as Vladimir. I should kill myself and stop everyone playing games with my worthless hide!”


    “And doom your wife and cubs when I tell Vladimir you killed yourself?”


    Noss looked down, then up again, “You’ll kill me anyway when Amael takes charge.”


    The Warden moved on regardless. “There’s a cub in Rufus’s gang by the name of Tomek,” he said. “I’m releasing him from the pit early. Take him into your gang.”


    “The Mosquitoes are full,” Noss grunted.


    “Then lose someone. I want the cub protected.”


    “Why?”


    “Because Rufus asked me to… and shouldn’t a dying wolf’s wishes be honoured?” the Warden chuckled. “He’s a handsome boy that Tomek, I must admit. I might take him for myself when everything’s over.”


    Noss’s nostrils flared in obvious disgust.


    “You disapprove?” the Warden huffed. “How rich coming from a hyena; I can’t even tell you from your wife! Besides, you admire Rufus and he’s the worst offender.”


    “Rufus doesn’t take,” Noss explained, “he asks.”


    The Warden stared a while. Unable to mount a riposte to Noss’s wit, he picked up his phone and called his toughs back in. “I’m done with him!” As the Howlers returned to drag Noss away, the Warden stipulated, “Give him a good beating before you turn him loose again.”


    “Big wolf aren’t you?” Noss cackled, eyes alight. “Your time will come, coward! It will come!”


    *


    Linus strode briskly along the pavement with Sara and company in tow. The Howler had no idea where he was leading them, just away from the station. He kept glancing nervously over his cloaked shoulder, searching the bobbing sea of passing pedestrians, expecting members of ALPHA to emerge from the masses and drag him into the back of a car.


    “Stop!” Sara puffed, grabbing Linus’s paw in a deserted side-alley, “Just… stop a minute, will ye.”


    Linus was grateful for her intervention. “Sorry,” he said, “I-I-I don’t know what I’m doing.”


    “Ye don’t?” Sara laughed. “Looked pretty good from where Ah was standing.”


    Linus could but laugh too – my this is exhilarating.


    Sara shook her head in wonder, “Ah had no idea you were working with Tristan all along.”


    Linus’s elation faded to bafflement, “What?”


    “When ye stepped out of nowhere on the train,” Sara continued. “Och! Ah could nae believe it. Ah thought you and Tristan hated each other. You’re such good actors, the both of ye. Is that tae throw ALPHA off the scent? ‘Tis very clever.”


    With a tiny exhale of exasperation, Linus came clean. “I’m n-nnn-not working with anyone, Sara.”


    Silence.


    “What?” she squeaked, eyes searching Linus’s masked face for answers.


    “I just followed you when you left the fair,” Linus explained, blonde paws spread. “The way you were acting, I knew something was wrong. I had to follow you and make sure you’d be all right. I had no idea what was going on, but I’ve a fairly good inkling now.”


    Linus looked meaningfully at Olivia and Professor Heath.


    “Then… then you’re nae our contact in Riddle?” Sara said, drawing the Howler’s blue-eyed gaze back to her.


    “No.”


    “Then… are ye going turn us in tae the Bloodfangs?”


    “Of course not!” Linus scoffed.


    Sara dipped her chin and gasped gratefully. Kneading her paws she said, “Ah’m sorry Ah was so mean tae you back at the fair. Tristan didnae want ye involved that’s all, he wanted tae protect you. He… he told me tae get rid of ye.”


    “Luckily I’m not so easy to put off.”


    “Aye!” Sara laughed. “You’re a good ‘un Linus.”


    “If by ‘good ‘un’ you mean guilty of ‘dereliction of duty’, then I suppose I qualify-”


    “You’re nae guilty of anything! What’s criminal in Lupa is that the Howlers control white-imperium leaving anyone outside the packs tae die.”


    “I agree,” Linus said, “but… change comes slowly, with debate and reason, not violence. I tell you now, if Tristan’s working with THORN I can’t condone his actions and I w-www-will n-nnn-not protect him-”


    Sara grabbed Linus’s paw, “He’s nae working with THORN! Josef’s a filthy liar.”


    Linus nodded and dipped his chin – Josef hadn’t been lying about Olivia, so why would he lie about Tristan? Still, he let Sara down gently.


    “I believe you,” he said, somehow without a stammer.


    Sara nodded gratefully and patted Linus’s paw.


    In the following silence, Olivia looked between everyone, Sara, Heath, Linus, but settled on the Howler, for he was the only one wearing the cloak of authority. “What’s going to happen to me?” she demanded of him.


    Linus took a sharp breath, “What do you want to do?”


    “Me?” Olivia replied. “Do I even have a choice?”


    “Of course.”


    “But… I don’t know. I don’t know what to do.”


    “What Tristan said tae do,” Sara insisted. “Ye don’t want tae be a Howler, Olivia. You’re too clever tae waste ye life plodding the streets and beating up little beasts!”


    Linus averted his eyes a little.


    “Not that they’re all like that,” Sara excused.


    “Well I wouldn’t be, would I?” Olivia maintained, hiking her chin, “I’d be a good Howler too.”


    “Olivia-”


    “I don’t want you to get arrested because of me!”


    “It’s too late now, Ah’m up tae me eyeballs!” Sara laughed, pinching Olivia’s nose. “And Ah wouldn’t want it any other way. You’d do the same for me.”


    Linus waited a moment, before pitching in, “I wasn’t lying back there. If it’s what you want, I’m sure we’d take you on at Bloodfang.” He looked Olivia up and down, “It’s so obvious now. I must be an idiot not to have felt you sooner.”


    “No, I can control it,” Olivia claimed. “My corona, I mean.”


    Heath interjected in a curious tone, “Really?”


    Olivia nodded eagerly, “Yes. I’ve been doing it for years. When Howlers look at me, I… I… shrink down and repress myself, somehow. It’s so hard to explain-”


    “I know exactly what you mean,” Linus reassured her.


    Olivia beamed happily at him, “You do?”


    “Absolutely, coronal suppression is part of our training,” he insisted. “Why does Josef want you specifically?”


    “Puh!” Heath woofed, adjusting his spectacles.


    Sara looked up at her teacher, questions dancing on the tip of her tongue. In the end all she needed to say was, “Professor?”


    Heath volunteered what he knew. “I’m afraid Doctor Josef is obsessed with finding beasts of exceptional imperium tolerance, by which I mean able to accept high levels in their blood.” Met with silence he continued, “Well, he was kicked out of the Ark when it came to light he had experimented on prisoners during the war. He’d been injecting beasts with imperium cocktails and blood taken from beasts with the rot, trying to turn healthy citizens into the afflicted or some such nonsense. It’s an open secret he continues to experiment on beasts under the guise of ALPHA. I’ve no doubt he believes Olivia to be just another worthy subject. We can’t let him take her, Linus; it’d be a death sentence.”


    Linus nodded. He looked Heath up and down, “Are you an addict, sir, like Josef claims?”


    Heath nodded, “Yes. I am. Do you want to know why?”


    Sara leant in and seethed, “Linus-”


    “I just need to know where I stand,” Linus explained. “Go on, Professor.”


    Clearing his throat, Heath did so, “It all stems from my own experiments on the rot, ones quite different to Josef’s. As a young bear I was trying to effect a cure, you see, but to make sure the medicines I developed were safe for others I always tested them on myself first. Always.” The bear averted his eyes in shame, “At some point, I don’t know quite when, I developed an imperium addiction, most probably from my supposed antidotes. I… I don’t have the rot, my body cannot metabolise it and pollute itself with black-imperium in the same way as yours, but I am compelled to sting myself from time to time simply… out of habit-”


    “Habit?” Linus woofed, unbelieving of his ears. “Whilst Howlers die from the rot, you w-www-waste imperium for mere leisure?”


    Heath’s hoary old face grimaced, “It’s an addiction, young wolf. It’s a different kind of pain to the rot, but just as real as yours and Olivia’s.”


    “We have no choice, sir!”


    “Nor do I, believe me, nor do thousands of sad Lupans you label gazers and addicts!”


    Linus could but snort and huff with indignation as Sara tried to soften the blow. “Linus… we all knew,” she claimed, whatever the truth of it. “Doctor Josef wasn’t telling us anything new. Isn’t that right, Professor?”


    Heath grumbled, “Now Sara, don’t get yourself-”


    “Ah’m guilty if the Professor is! Ye’ll just have tae arrest us both, Linus. So there.”


    The longest time passed.


    “You know I won’t, not when I’ve taken you this far,” Linus said flatly. He turned to Olivia, “Look, I… I can take you to my Den if you want, but I imagine you’ve some better arrangement.”


    Olivia exchanged looks with her fellow fugitives.


    “Well?” Linus urged.


    Sara spoke for all, “Tristan said someone would meet us and they’d sort things out.”


    “Where?” Linus asked, glancing about. “Who?”


    “Well, here, or at the station, Ah suppose,” Sara replied with a shrug. “He never said who.”


    “We should go back,” Olivia suggested, a little panicked.


    Linus disagreed. “No,” he said flatly. “Josef could still be at the station.”


    “Then what do we do?” Heath crackled helplessly.


    Linus pondered matters a moment. “I’ve a spot you can hide for now. Come on.”


    Between bites of his sandwich, Werner Schwartz watched from inside his Politzi car, watched Linus, Sara and the others crossing the road and heading down the nearest alley. Twirling his truncheon he locked his car and followed them.

  


  
    
  

    ~Blick vi~


     


    The bubbling hiss of waves percolating through pebbles soothed Meryl’s ears as she strolled along New Tharona’s seafront. Rafe walked sedately beside her – one of his strides made two of hers. Otters, rats and other seafaring types plied their trades from market stalls lining the cobbled street. Draped with colourful, stripy awnings they offered goods aplenty; fish, crabs, pearls, souvenirs carved from driftwood, it was all to be had for a haggled price. Were Rafe in uniform he might’ve been able to pass off his ‘Howler’ privileges to get a free meal, but Meryl had decided they shouldn’t stand out. So black breeches and tunic it was for him, simple blue dress for her, the high collar discarded for once, though the cravat remained, as did Rafe’s silk ribbon of a tail. Most assumed they were a holidaying couple, no doubt.


    Many a wolf passed by; New Tharona was Eisbrand property after all. Some must have even been Eisbrand Howlers on leave. Afflicted or not they all threw the towering Rafe a second look; at least Meryl assumed they weren’t looking at her. Passing a group of well-to-do wolfesses seated around a café table, all of whom stared at Rafe as a collective, the Eisenwolf said in his airy baritone, “All right, ladies?”


    They nodded and made niceties, then once Rafe and Meryl had gone tittered at one another over their afternoon tea.


    They probably think we make an silly-looking couple, Meryl thought. Awful bitches.


    Rafe didn’t seem to notice, even less care.


    A rather big and obvious Eisbrand Howler was smouldering over a beer at the next, much cheaper-looking seafront eatery, along with a portly hog. The handsome Eisbrand stared at Rafe and Meryl with duotone blue and green eyes. The hog also looked up from his meal, all but dropping his cutlery as he ran his beady eyes slowly up Rafe’s muscled frame.


    “Meryl?” said the wolf, addressing Meryl but staring at Rafe.


    “Tristan,” Meryl replied, stopping with her ward. “How are you?” she asked, with forced amiability.


    “Fine, fine. You?”


    A nod. “Well enough.” At length, Meryl remembered her manners. “This is Rafe, Rafe Stenton; Rafe, this is Tristan Donskoy, an… old friend.”


    “All right, mate?” Rafe chirped, big paw extending.


    Tristan nodded and stood up to shake, ember smouldering on his lips. “Pleasure.” 


    Rafe looked to the gob-smacked hog, “Have… we met before?”


    “Don’t think so, lad,” the pig snorted at length, getting back to his dinner.


    Rafe stared, vacant, struggling.


    “Business,” Tristan volunteered to Meryl, excusing the rude hog. He turned to Rafe, “Meryl and I used to fish for tiddlers in the rock pools together,” he explained, if only to break the unbearable silence, “back when we were cubs.”


    Rafe snapped from his trance, “Oh yeah?”


    Meryl waved a paw, “Seems a lifetime ago.”


    “For a Howler it is,” Tristan claimed soberly, adding, “Well, I’ll let you get back to your stroll.”


    “And you your leave,” Meryl assumed. “Look after yourself, Tristan. Tell Ivan I said hello.”


    “I will.”


    The pairs parted company, Rafe giving the hog and Howler a last over-the-shoulder glance. “Nice fella.”


    “Yes.”


    Meryl sounded rather distracted.


    “Graumeer, it’s well-named,” she said afresh.


    “Yeah? What’s it mean?” Rafe asked, looking out across the waters.


    “Grey Sea. Look at it, even when the sun comes out it’s still as grey as the Lupa.”


    “Polluted is it?”


    “No, not really,” Meryl shrugged. “Believe it or not the otters say good seawater is often grey or green; means there’s lots of nutrients in the water being churned up by currents. It’s good for the fish. Good for business.”


    “So… we can go in it then?”


    “Go in it? You mean swim?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Don’t be daft, it’s freezing this time of year!”


    Rafe squinted at the sun, which hurt his eyes more than it ever did under Lupa’s ashen haze. “Sun’s out, ‘en it?” he sniffed, wiping away some tears.


    Meryl didn’t notice, “Yes, but the water’s never warm. It’s fine for the otters, they don’t feel a thing.”


    “Aww, come on, just a paddle. Get our feet wet. Yeah?”


    With a cheeky grin, which made Meryl scoff with amusement, Rafe diverted them down some steps onto the pebbly beach. Some young otters were playing, jumping off an algae-coated jetty, but nobody else in their right mind braved the autumn Graumeer. It could be argued Rafe wasn’t in his right mind, and had never been since his horrendous induction, but Meryl had no excuse as she slipped off her practical boots, hoisted her hem and joined Rafe in the surf.


    “Oh!” she squeaked. “It’s like ice!”


    “Cor, ‘en it?” Rafe seethed. “Oooh! Ah! Hahaha!” He looked to the otter cubs watching them from the jetty, “How’d you lot swim in this?”


    After some uncertainty, a bold cub replied, “We otters be made of tougher stuff dan you ‘Owlers!”


    “You reckon?”


    “Don’t see no Lupans in da Graumeer, not even in summer! Yah all be soft landlubbers!”


    The cubs laughed at wolfen expense; no little beast would dare but otters didn’t see themselves thus, least of all their cubs.


    “Oh yeah?” Rafe woofed, dashing ashore. “Right!”


    “Rafe, what’re you doing? Rafe!”


    Before Meryl even made landfall, Rafe had discarded his tunic and picked his way along the jetty. For a second the otters looked worried they were about to be clouted, but the giant wolf leant on his knees and challenged them. “Bet yer a penny I don’t even gasp.”


    The otters agreed – this was worth a penny.


    “Rafe, don’t!” Meryl shouted, hurrying along the jetty. “The currents are dangerous!”


    The cubs went first, bounding to the end of the jetty and diving gracefully into the lazy swell with barely a splash. Pinching his nose Rafe fell in with all the grace of a potato sack falling off the back of a truck.


    Ka-sploosh!

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 30


     


    In the blackness of ‘the Pit’ the insidious cold was starting to bite. First it nibbled away at Tomek’s lower half, his toes, his legs, submerged in the icy water as they were, but then his fingers and paws followed. The young wolf twisted his bound wrists, trying to stimulate some semblance of feeling, to no avail.


    “My p-ppp-paws are d-d-dropping off,” he told Helmut, in a quasi-joking, worried kind of tone.


    “Hold on, lad,” the hog encouraged; he was completely invisible down in this pitch-black hole, but Tomek judged him to be looming slightly ahead and to the left, and above for his great height compared to Tomek. “Think warm thoughts,” he added.


    “Is hard,” Tomek laughed, “but, I try.”


    “Good lad. It’ll be over soon.”


    “It is… for Rufus.”


    “Don’t be silly,” Helmut scolded, “they’re not going to execute him.”


    “You heard what they s-sss-said,” Tomek sniffed. “Death by ant. They s-sss-stake him out in the wilderness. I’m a Watcher… I-I-I have seen it. Is nothing left after the ants come for you. Not even bone.”


    Helmut hushed the youth with reason, “They’re just trying to scare us. You don’t bump off a miner of Rufus’s talent. Nooo! The Warden needs his like to meet his quota and keep his job. You wait and see; Rufe’ll be chucked in a hole somewhere and roughed up, just like us, but he’ll be back to work in a few days, humbled and compliant, or so they think. We know him better of course.”


    “You think so?”


    “I know so. I also know Rufus won’t be broken so easy, and nor will we. We’ll serve our time and come through this with our heads held high.”


    Tomek nodded in the blackness, forgetting Helmut couldn’t even see.


    Unable to abide the grim silence and thoughts of Rufus’s fate that followed, the young wolf made conversation. “W-www-what did you do, Helmut?”


    “Eh?”


    “To get s-sss-sent down.”


    “Imperium smuggling, of course. I thought everyone knew that by now.”


    “Not me.”


    “Ah, well,” Helmut chuckled wistfully. “Used to run stings through the Lupan Wall, didn’t I – probably snuck some past your nose once or twice, lad. Hahaha!”


    Tomek allowed a tiny snort of mutual amusement.


    “I only dabbled in the best stuff, mind,” Helmut was quick to point out. “Proper white venom, nothing that’d hurt nobody. I have my principles. Them being everyone should have access to the good stuff, not just you Howlers. ‘Tis a civil right, in my opinion. There’d be plenty to go around if it were rationed properly. I said as much at my trial. Didn’t do me any favours, probably made things worse, but, well… a hog has to speak as he finds.”


    Tomek looked across the darkness. “At least you not trying to hurt nobody,” he sniffed, fighting off his shivers long enough to speak with intent, “Is not like some.”


    If Madou and his cousin Zozizou understood Tomek’s meaning they didn’t deign to reply.


    Silence returned to the Pit, save for Tomek’s shivering breaths. The wolf was embarrassed that he alone seemed to be succumbing to the intoxicating cold. Helmut was a giant of a pig; doubtless it would take longer for the warmth to escape his thick hide. Madou was short, yes, but built like a rock, perhaps twice Tomek’s weight, so being inferior to him was excusable too. But Zozizou, that skinny hyena? Tomek couldn’t hear him shivering in the dark. No word of complaint left his lips. In fact he couldn’t recall Zozizou ever complaining, not here in this icy tomb and not down the mines either. He never said a word to anyone. Silent as the grave. Uncomplaining.


    By Ulf, is even Zozizou better than me, that sad, skinny addict? What is wrong with me? Pull yourself together, Tomek, you are a Watcher!


    Tomek determined to stand up straight and be a wolf, but his body had other ideas.


    “Gagh!”


    A thunderous pain rumbled down Tomek’s legs like a runaway train, boring deep into his bones, his marrow, sapping his strength in an instant and sending him down. Anywhere else it might not matter, save for the embarrassment, but here was not the time or place!


    Splash!


    “Tomek?” Helmet snorted, thrusting his snout where he judged the wolf ought to be standing and finding nothing but air. “Tomek, lad!”


    Splashes and gasps filled the Pit; it sounded like Tomek was thrashing about in the water. Was he being attacked? Was something in the water?


    “Helmut… help me!” he cried, his voice punctuated by watery gargles. “Gaahagh!”


    Helmut followed the sounds across the Pit. “Where you at, lad!” he said, sloshing desperately around. “Keep talking!”


    Nothing.


    “Tomeeek!” Helmut squealed, searching the waters with his legs for his arms were tied. “Tomek, where are yah? Tomek!” The hog looked across the Pit even though there was no slither of light to see by. “Lads!” he piped at the hyenas. “Tomek’s gone under. I-I-I can’t find him!”


    For a few disturbing seconds, though it felt an eternity to Helmut, the pig heard not a slosh of movement from the hyenas, even less a concerned word.


    “Madou!” Helmut urged.


    With a mumble aimed at Zozizou in the native hyena language Helmut didn’t understand, Madou tramped nosily across the pit. Helmut could feel the hyena’s body heat on his own naked skin.


    “He’s here somewhere!” the pig told him, sloshing to and fro, hoping against hope he might feel Tomek’s body brush against his shins. “He just fell over. I think it’s the rot.”


    Calmly, and without a word, Madou ducked under the water, as if bobbing for apples. Not a moment later he broke the surface. The sound of water running off a waterlogged body was interrupted only by the coughing and gasping of said body.


    “You got him?” Helmut asked.


    “Yesh!” Madou replied through a mouthful of Tomek – no doubt with his paws bound behind him the hyena had resorted to holding the wolf upright with his teeth, biting his shirt or the scruff of his neck, Helmut supposed.


    Tomek didn’t have to suppose, he could feel Madou’s enormous hyena teeth against his skin. He was grateful for them, and for the air filling his lungs again.


    “You all right, lad?” Helmut asked, his rubbery snout getting in Tomek’s face. “Lad?”


    “Yes…yes!” Tomek spluttered. “Let me go. I stand up.”


    “Let it pass. Don’t be proud. Madou can hold you, can’t you Madou?”


    Madou grunted positively.


    For some minutes he held Tomek aloft. The hyena was embarrassingly warm and solid, like a sun-bathed boulder pressing against Tomek’s sodden back, revitalising the stricken wolf. Worse, his corona overwhelmed Tomek, swamping him in a fuzzy embrace that the young wolf realised was a further comfort in this horrid place.


    “I’m all right,” Tomek sniffed, suddenly wriggling and elbowing himself free of Madou’s hold. “Is gone now.”


    Madou backed off.


    For a while nothing was said. The only sounds were ripples slapping against the rock walls and drips from the saturated, bodies contained within them.


    “Nice one, Madou,” Helmut praised. “Well done, mate. How’d you do that? I couldn’t find him for the life of me-”


    “His corona,” the hyena replied bluntly, saying further. “My debt’s repaid, wolf.”


    Tomek said nothing.


    “Debt?” Helmut queried. “What debt?”


    Madou explained. “Tomek knows what I mean. He saved my life back at the Lupan Wall, Rufus’s too. With him gone and my debt paid there’s nothing to tie us. We’ll go our separate ways once we’re out of here.”


    Helmut could scarce believe his ears, “What’re you on about, mate?”


    “It’s what he wants isn’t it?” Madou growled at Helmut, whilst referring to Tomek. “Terrorist scum aren’t we? Not that the indoctrinated idiot has ever stopped to think what it is that drives my people to fight!”


    “Madou-”


    “Zozizou and I will find another gang, one made up of our own kind. There’s always places opening up with beasts dying left right and centre.”


    “But we need Rufus-”


    “He’s dead!” Madou scoffed. “He’s ant food, Helmut, or didn’t you hear your fellow hogs?”


    “They wouldn’t do that! It’s barbaric.”


    “Don’t kid yourself! You heard Tomek. He’s seen it done. And if that’s what you wolves and hogs are capable of doing to your own kind, we hyenas haven’t a prayer. Rufus is… was different to other Lupans. He spoke truth and reason. And that’s why they’ve got rid of him. Someone up high ordered his death. He obviously didn’t wither away down the mines as quickly as they would like, so the Warden has been told to speed things up. And you wonder why I’m in THORN. Why I fight. Well… Lupa’s going to change soon enough, my brothers in THORN will see to it, and believe me Rufus was all for it. He was on our side!”


    “I doubt that, mate,” Helmut said in the aftermath.


    With nothing more to say, Madou sloshed back to his cousin. The hyenas whispered in their native tongue, excluding Helmut and Tomek.


    So, is this how it was going to be without Rufus? That wolf was a leader all right; one in a million. What a waste, Helmut thought.


    Suddenly a light!


    Daylight poured in through the opening trapdoor, blinding Helmut and doubtless the others.


    “Wakey, wakey!” the guards snorted, appearing to the prisoners as silhouettes blurred by a film of stinging tears. “How’re we doing down there, boys? Comfortable? Hahahahaaa!”


    Another of the guards pushed the first aside and said reasonably, “Where’s the Watcher?”


    The blinking prisoners exchanged looks.


    “You, the wolf, Tomek ‘en it?” the guard said, beckoning with a chubby finger. “Come here. Stand under the door, you’re coming out.”


    Shaking his head Tomek backed fearfully out of the light.


    “Come back, idiot!” the guard snorted, leaning in. “We’re not gonna hurt yer. You’re being let off. The Warden said to pull you up sharpish.” The hog looked to his fellow guards and laughed under his breath, “The boss must fancy him or something.”


    Helmut nudged Tomek towards the light, “Go on, lad. Up you go now.”


    “B-b-but what about you?”


    “I’ll be fine. Tough as old boots I am.”


    “So am I.”


    “I know that. But you nearly bought it a minute ago on account o’ the rot. That’s not something anyone can help, however tough, not even Rufus.” Helmut peered across at the hyenas and added with intent, “We can’t rely on Madou no more, so you get out of here whilst you can, lad. Go on.”


    Slowly, reluctantly, Tomek trudged into the middle of the pool. The hogs lowered down a wooden pole with a noose on the end and commanded Tomek to bite it. He did so, and hanging on with his powerful jaws – a trait shared by most beasts, not least wolfkind – he was pulled up through the trapdoor and onto dry land.


    No sooner had Tomek departed than the door was snapped shut behind him, casting Helmut, Madou and his cousin into darkness again.


    *


    “Go on, gerroutofit!”


    With a kick to the rump, Tomek was sent stumbling back into Gelb’s compound. Even with paws unbound he was unable to save himself the indignity of a face full of mud. As he made to rise the hogs kicked him again and laughed cruelly, before the leader of the group told the others to lay off, lest the Warden was watching.


    “He’s marked him,” the hog added quietly. “For what I don’t know. Come on.”


    “Let that be a lesson to yer,” one of the guards spat at Tomek. “Watch yer mouth in future.”


    The hogs took their leave, closing the gates behind them.


    Shivering and aching, Tomek dragged himself from the caking mud and stumbled forth into the compound, along the rows of anonymous brown huts. Curious, collared faces watched him from the windows.


    Tomek trudged up the creaky stairs to his usual hut, through the door and past the rows of occupied bunks, over to those beds in the far corner that the Scarab Gang had claimed as their own long ago. They were furthest from the draughty door and relatively cosy.


    As he made to collapse onto his pathetic mattress, Tomek stayed himself.


    There was a wolf in his bed!


    “Hey!” Tomek piped, more surprised than indignant. “What you doing?”


    The wolf sat up and sneered. “Get lost!”


    “Is my bed. My bed!”


    “Well ‘is my bed’ now!” the wolf mocked, producing a rusty knife from under the ragged sheets and twisting it under Tomek’s flaring nose. “Wanna fight about it, eh boy?”


    Paws raised, Tomek backed off.


    The youth cast his eyes over the bunks that his gang used to occupy in the hope of finding an empty bed; he instead found them claimed by strangers. Clearly word of Scarab’s fall had gotten round Gelb in a heartbeat and a new gang had moved in on their ‘territory’, that being the far end of a hut.


    The invaders glared pugnaciously back at Tomek; wolf, hog and cat – the only one among them apparently unconcerned by his presence was a big, superbly-muscled hyena who was lying on his back with his paws tucked behind his head, his stripy shirt rolled up and serving as a meagre pillow to his thick, collared neck. Puffing away on an ember he stared not at Tomek but at the ceiling. His bright purple eyes were like Madou’s.


    Feeling robbed and wronged, Tomek wanted to threaten even him, wanted to say something like, ‘Wait until my friends are back, we’ll have you!’ But, knowing Rufus was likely gone forever, Tomek thought better of it and slunk away to find a less desirable bunk.


    The nearer the hut door he ventured the more ragged and pathetic the beasts cowering in the beds either side of Tomek became, until they were so thin, sick and lowly that he could easily turn any one of them out and claim their place for himself. But, he had not the stomach for such heartlessness.


    Finding a ragged old bunk not far from the door, Tomek curled up on the thin, likely flea-ridden mattress. Wet, cold and starving, tears came easily to the young wolf. He was glad nobody could see him as darkness descended on Gelb. He thought of Helmut still down in that awful pit, and Rufus being swarmed by ants and eaten alive, the ancient punishment metered out to treacherous Howlers.


    Madou’s right, we Lupans are cruel.


    Between feverish shivers and thoughts, Tomek suddenly felt a warm sheet settle over his frozen body – a quick visual check proved it to be a stripy prisoner’s shirt.


    How odd.


    Tomek rolled over and seeing that gigantic purple-eyed hyena looming over him he scooted up the bed until his back was to the wooden wall.


    “I sleep here!” he yelped. “Is no problem! Please.”


    “Shh!” the hyena hushed, looking down the rows of beds, then back at Tomek. “I’m not going to hurt you.” He flicked a big finger at Tomek. “Put my shirt over you before you catch a fever, you’ve been in the pit haven’t you?”


    Unsure, Tomek pulled the warm top up to his collared neck until the hyena smiled toothily at him.


    “Better?” he asked.


    Nodding, Tomek’s eyes flitted about. “W-w-what you want, hyena?” he sniffed. “I have n-nnn-nothing.”


    The hyena took a draught of his ember. “You’re in Scarab, aren’t you?” he asked Tomek, who replied with a nod. The hyena went on, “There’s a rumour going round that Rufus is going to be fed to the ants tomorrow. Is it true?”


    Tomek dipped his chin, “They say so.”


    “Beasts say many things; you mustn’t always believe them,” the hyena chuckled. He looked around the hut, as if checking for prying ears, then peered under the bed at Tomek again, “Is Madou still down the Pit?”


    Tomek nodded.


    The hyena grunted. “How’s he doing?”


    “Better than me,” Tomek admitted with a false laugh. “Is friend of yours, then?”


    “He is,” the hyena replied, “as is Red-mist, and if you’re his friend you’re mine as well.” He held out a huge paw, “I’m Noss, Prince of the Jua-mata.”


    “Prince?” Tomek snorted.


    “I usually keep it quiet, but Madou will tell you when he gets out. What’s your name?”


    “Tomek Usenko.”


    “Howler?”


    “Watcher.”


    “Watcher? I used to be a Watcher myself.”


    “You? But… you a hyena.”


    Noss flashed his bright eyes and teeth, “It’s a long story, and we’ve more important things to talk about.”


    Prince Noss sat on the foot of the bunk; the tired, woodworm-eaten structure creaked alarmingly under his muscular weight. He took a puff of his ember and said, “You’ll mine with my gang for now, the Mosquitoes. Don’t worry about the others, they won’t hurt you. I’m the leader and I say who works with us.”


    Tomek gasped, “Thank you… I’m hard worker.”


    “You’ll have to be! I’m not quite as good at sniffing out imperium as Rufus, but until he returns I’m the best miner in Gelb, even if I say so myself… Hahahahaaaa!”


    “Returns?”


    Noss leant close and whispered, “Do you think a wolf who can break an imperium collar with his bare paws is so readily disposed of?” Blowing ember vapour towards the nearest dew-flecked window, he continued, “I happen to know why Rufus is here, and you can sure wherever he’s going next it’s not to his death. No, some arrangement has been made. I’ll make inquiries tomorrow.”


    Tomek sat in bemused silence.


    “We’ll talk later,” Noss assured him. “Come, meet my gang.”


    *


    After half an hour bumping along the dirt road leading from Gelb, the truck skidded to a sudden, gravely halt. With his paws tied by wire Rufus was unable to stop himself falling sideways from the inertia.


    The condemned wolf levered his bruised body back to a sitting position just as the truck doors were flung open, revealing the red sky of dusk and the two Watchers that passed as the Warden’s personal thugs.


    “I assume we’ve reached the chosen execution grounds, gentlebeasts,” Rufus said airily.


    Wordlessly the Watchers climbed inside and pulled the prisoner to his feet by the shoulders, escorting him from the truck and onto the dusty road.


    The truck had stopped in the midst of a rocky valley with the mountains surrounding Gelb rising all around, their snowy peaks licked by the last rays of pink sunlight. Up there it was doubtless freezing, but the valley was warm enough now for the nearby stream to flow and the odd speck of green to survive despite the imperium effluent from Gelb’s mines polluting the water.


    It was also warm enough for giant ants to forage, Rufus knew, at least during the day. The telltale mounds of disturbed erde upsetting the otherwise flat and uniform valley floor betrayed the nest entrances to those with eyes to see. No beast with sense would be caught out here during the day.


    As the Watchers led Rufus away from the road and into the barren wilderness, one pulled out an imperium pistol and cocked the hammer.


    The other noticed and piped, “What’re you doing?”


    “Let’s just shoot him and be done with it,” said the one with the pistol.


    “The Boss wants it done properly. He was very explicit.”


    “He’ll never know.”


    “You’re gonna to take that chance are you? You’ll be out here next.”


    “I’m not sticking around here!” came the one with the pistol. “The ants could come out any minute. Mate, I’ve seen ‘em turn a truck over and drag beasts down their holes alive!”


    “We’re doing this properly.”


    “What difference does it make? We’ll give him a soldier’s death.”


    “It’s our duty to-!”


    “Gentlebeasts, if I may!” Rufus piped up, clearing his throat. “It’s still too cold for the ants to emerge during the night. They won’t appear until the sun strikes their mounds. You’re quite safe, for now.”


    The Watchers exchanged incredulous glances. The one with the pistol waved it at Rufus and snorted, “How’d you know?”


    Rufus flashed a smile, “I’m something of an expert in the matter of bugs, young wolf.”


    “Oh yeah?”


    “Absolutely. And believe me, whilst I appreciate the offer of a soldier’s death, I don’t want to be responsible for anybody else joining me in my fate.” Rufus looked down at his feet and said, “Please… carry out your duty. I’m ready and willing to face my punishment.”


    The wolf with the pistol shook his helmeted head and marvelled, “You’re a strange one.”


    The other Watcher unsentimentally turned the prisoner around and roughly pushed him forward.


    “Move it!”


    For a moment Rufus cringed, his back tingling and burning with fear as he expected any moment to hear a crack and feel a pellet tear through his body, ending it all.


    But no pellet, no end, was forthcoming, just another shove between the shoulder blades.


    I’m going to live, at least until dawn.


    The two Watchers led Rufus to a conspicuously barren concreted area with a metal post set in the middle. Some pioneering weeds were growing between the cracks in the concrete, indicating that this structure, if one was charitable enough to regard it a structure, had been here for some time. A chain and collar dangled from the metal post, ready to receive the latest condemned beast and hold him fast until the ants awoke and happened across him.


    Ulf willing someone else will happen across me before them, Rufus thought, as the Watchers clipped the hefty collar about his neck. He could see no bones or evidence of previous victims – unlike beasts, bugs wasted nothing.


    With unbecoming haste that betrayed their fear, the Watchers left Rufus to his fate and jogged swiftly back to the truck, glancing over their shoulders all the way lest the six legged horrors that stalked this desolate land broke the instinct of eons and emerged before dawn. The truck performed a swift U-turn, kicking up a cloud of ash and dust in its polluting wake. Within half a minute it had carried the Watchers safely around the side of the nearest mountain, leaving Rufus with nothing but his bruises and thoughts.


    After a few fruitless tugs on the chain and collar which succeeded only in choking him, the weakened wolf collapsed against the unforgiving metal pole and settled in for a long, cold, sleepless night.


    Perhaps his last.


    *


    The street outside Heath’s flat appeared deserted, but an ALPHA agent must be watching, Tristan knew, as he stood in the shadows across the way. Josef Grau would not leave the flat unguarded in the hope Olivia would foolishly return.


    She wouldn’t; only beast foolish enough to show their face here is you, Tristan thought whilst crossing the lamp-lit street. It’s just a bee. What does it matter?


    It matters to Sara.


    Tristan saw the Bloodfang-stamped Springtail from earlier hadn’t moved an inch, parked as it was under the nearest imperium gas lamp. One assumed it belonged to Linus, but if Sara had sent him packing at the fair why was it still here? No doubt any watching agent had noticed it too, no doubt they had written down the plate and no doubt Howler Linus was going on ALPHA’s watch list, provided that was his Springtail – the only doubt Tristan had.


    Passing the mono, the gate and the entrance to the flats, Tristan went unchallenged. He climbed the dark, creaking stairs as quietly as his hefty armoured form allowed, peering through the passing regimental balusters, checking always for an ALPHA Prefect, a suspicious beast, anyone.


    There was no one.


    Tristan made Heath’s front door. The blue-imperium snowflake symbol adorning his helmet illuminated the door just a little. Its feeble light swept across the shiny wood like a distant lighthouse as the Howler glanced nervously left and right before trying the knob.


    Locked.


    Good; ALPHA hasn’t turned the place over for evidence yet, so the bee must still be here. Bad; you don’t have the key, Tristan.


    No matter for a skilled Howler.


    Grasping the knob in both paws and averting his helmet-clad face, Tristan channelled the imperium as he had a hundred-thousand times. With a blinding blast of white-hot plasma the lock mechanism exploded in his grasp.


    With a shake of his throbbing paws, Tristan pushed the smouldering door aside and entered Heath’s flat. It was as dark as black-imperium inside with the only the merest trickle of amber street light leaking through the drawn curtains. Tristan’s paw groped for the light switch by the door, but at the last second he thought better of it and waved a paw over his snowflake brooch instead. It shone a pale blue, illuminating Heath’s living room, with its sofa, photos and many cultural trinkets.


    The silence of the flat was disturbed by loud, intermittent hums and rough, wooden scraping noises.


    Bvvvt! Bvvvbvvvvt!


    It was coming from dead ahead; the bedrooms if Tristan recalled rightly. He also recalled from conversations with Heath that Sara’s pet bee was a bit of a madam, rather like the wolfess herself. What was it called, Toggle or something? Did it come when called, or are bees deaf? Crossing the living room, Tristan wished he’d paid attention during biology. Ulf knows the way to Sara’s heart lay through knowledge. She likes brainy types, like that Linus, not thugs like you-


    Click!


    The imperium lamps set in the walls coughed into life, banishing both the darkness and Tristan’s thoughts, and swamping the feeble glow of his brooch.


    “Don’t move,” a strong, yet feminine voice warned.


    Despite the instruction, Tristan instantly turned to face its source and found a black-cloaked, green-eyed, red-furred wolfess standing in the kitchen doorframe, one paw touching the nearby light switch, the other aiming a pistol at him.


    “Janoah?” Tristan scoffed.


    “Prefect Janoah,” she corrected sharply, taking a step into the living room. “Paws up!”


    Tristan raised his paws, just a little.


    “That’s better,” Janoah said, giving the smouldering front door a tiny sideways glance. “It appears I can now add breaking and entering to your unbecoming catalogue of felons.”


    With a growl, Tristan demanded sarcastically, “And how did you get in here, did you climb in the window like the spider you are?”


    “I picked the lock.”


    “How devious.”


    Janoah’s green eyes narrowed. “It’s called finesse, Howler, something lacking in you clunking great Eisbrands. You traipse around Lupa in your shiny armour still, as if you own the whole city! Always have.”


    “I’ll take no lectures from a vile Bloodfang, thank you.”


    Janoah chuckled, “Even less would I a THORN spy! Or would you prefer ‘activist’?”


    “Pull the other one.”


    “I’d not be so glib if I were you, Donskoy. This is a most serious accusation.”


    “You’ve got nothing on me.”


    With a cock of her head, Janoah reached into her cloak and produced several unopened stings, still in their cardboard, wax-dipped packaging. “The Professor’s secret stash,” she explained, rolling them over in her paw. “He’s a miserable addict and you’ve been supplying him his illegal fix.”


    “By Ulf, is that the best you can come up with?”


    “That… and helping him hide that dodger wolfess from the authorities,” Janoah said. “You came back here to dispose of the evidence before ALPHA agents rifled through Heath’s dirty drawers.”


    “I didn’t come back for that, I came back for….” Tristan trailed off.


    “For what?”


    Bvvv! Bvvvt!


    It didn’t matter now, so Tristan admitted it. “The bee,” he said, clearing his throat. “It’s in the spare room.”


    “Yes, I had a quick look. Can’t say I’m surprised, Heath’s a strange one.”


    “It’s just a pet. He left it behind.”


    Janoah stifled a laugh, “What were you going to do, post it too him in Everdor?”


    “I don’t know where he’s gone.”


    “We’ll see what you know back at ALPHA HQ,” Janoah said, flicking her pistol at the door. “After you, Howler.”


    “I don’t think so,” Tristan spat.


    “Resisting arrest are we? That’s guilty behaviour if I ever saw it.”


    “This is no ‘arrest’. You’ve no warrant. Nothing! There should be an army of ALPHA Prefects here to take me, not just you. This is just your twisted vendetta against me for all the years I turned your husband’s head, isn’t it?”


    Janoah growled, “Now that really is absurd.”


    Tristan’s squinting eyes revealed the smile hiding beneath his helmet, “It kills you to know Rufus would have even me back before going near you, if I’d let him. You shouldn’t take it personally, Janoah, it’s not your fault Rufus can’t bring himself to fancy a twisted bitch like you. How’s his latest whim? Linus is it? Are you planning his downfall too?”


    Janoah’s eyes flitted a little. Her finger played with the pistol trigger. “You really are clueless,” she said, even as her gulp betrayed the wound left by Tristan’s insults. “I’ve better things to do than worry about Rufus’s daft flings. I love him, yes… but I love Lupa more. My parents died for it, dozens of my friends died for it. I will not see it destroyed by selfish beasts like you! You’re going down; you, THORN and anyone else who’s in on this putrid plot. You’re going down, legitimately, so that Lupans know justice is being done and they can sleep easy in their beds.”


    Tristan exploded, “Nobody can sleep easy as long as the current cartel continues to oppress the citizens and murder hyenas! If you truly want to preserve Lupa things must change.”


    “So you admit it?”


    “Whatever I admit to you here, I’ll deny it later,” Tristan claimed smugly. “Besides, Adal Weiss won’t let you embarrass ALPHA by throwing the book at me over such spurious claims. Thorvald will protect me and Adal knows it. There’s not an Elder jury that’d convict me and so give him the nod to send down any Howler he pleases. The Den Fathers will not set such a precedent; they do not want to give Adal more power.”


    Janoah agreed, “Perhaps… but your THORN compatriots will soon incriminate you beyond all doubt and then not even Thorvald will want to save you, even if he could.”


    “Is that a fact?”


    “Yes. When Nurka rescues Noss Jua-mata from Gelb, as he must, your small part in this plot will be confirmed to us. It will also spell the end of THORN.”


    Tristan’s duotone eyes widened.


    Janoah beamed, “Praying mantis got your tongue? You see my dear Donskoy, there’s no way that terrorist Nurka could know about Noss’s continued existence except through me, Vladimir or Josef. It was our little secret. However, I’ve long suspected a certain someone has been tapping into Riddle Den’s phone lines. Yes, a certain pig, shall we say?” The wolfess rolled her eyes and sighed, “Vladimir and I can be so careless when we catch up, can’t we? Nattering away on the phone together, we give so much away. Or perhaps, only what we want to.”


    Tristan hoped the surcoat folds gathered about his throat hid his gulp. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    Janoah wagged a chiding finger, “Good old Werner told you about Noss, didn’t he? Yes. And you’ve passed it on to THORN like a good little spy. Now Nurka will be compelled to bust Noss out of Gelb. Oh, but I’m counting on the mad prince being there. He might be off his head on chunta, but he’s not so far gone; Rufus Valerio taught him better than that.”


    Tristan growled, “What do you mean?”


    “Concerned for your terrorist allies, traitor?” Janoah cooed triumphantly. “You implicate yourself with every word.” She readied her pistol, “Now I really can’t let you go, lest you run back and tell. I’d kill you first, believe me. So… let’s make a deal. Come quietly and put down all you know in a confession and I’ll see to it you get off lightly. You’re just a foolish boy, I’ll say, you knew no better. It’s what Blade-dancer would want and Ulf knows I owe him that much for all the stings he’s given Rufus.”


    Tristan took a sharp, shaky breath, his eyes flitted down at Janoah’s pistol. Something passed between them, a cue, a feeling, a quiver in their mingling coronas.


    “Thump you!”


    Tristan went for it, diving behind the sofa in the same instance Janoah fired!


    Crack! Toing!


    Janoah’s pellet pinged harmlessly off Tristan’s armoured shoulder, tearing his surcoat and embedding itself in one of Heath’s many photos. The frame crashed to the floor with a cacophony of glass at the same instance Tristan hit the carpet. No sooner had he landed than Tristan rolled away from the sofa, saving himself from Janoah’s blade as she leapt over the cushions and thrust her rapier at him in a follow-up assault.


    Scrabbling to his feet amidst a flurry of cloth and cloak Tristan summoned a flare of plasma to his gauntlet-clad fingertips. The blinding arc of burning imperious energy crackled through the air and slammed into Janoah’s chest, blasting her backwards over the head of the sofa and down onto the cushions.


    “Ooaaaf!”


    Whilst Janoah flailed about the sofa, Tristan seized the glaring opportunity and rushed to the door. Yanking it wide he was presented not by open space, but a metallic wall of heaving, riveted armour with a lupine head.


    The Eisenwolf.


    “You!” Tristan yelped, simultaneously backing up and drawing his sword as Janoah’s clunking marriage of iron and wolf squeezed through the doorframe.


    “Rafe!” Janoah gasped, holding her smouldering chest.


    “YOU ALL RIGHT, JAN?” the Eisenwolf asked in his thick, tinny tenor.


    She nodded, gulped, and snarled, “Get him!”


    Rafe’s blank round eyes turned on Tristan, his soulless mask peering down at him, somehow appearing much taller when there was but a few inches difference. The exhaust projecting from Rafe’s mountainous, cloak-draped back popped open and vented a noxious cloud of ash, instantly fouling the air in Heath’s flat and spraying a circle of black on the ceiling directly above him.


    “PUT YOUR WEAPON DOWN, HOWLER,” he commanded.


    “Not on your life!” Tristan growled, paws nursing the hilt of his great sword.


    “I DON’T WANT TO HURT YOU.”


    “Then step aside!”


    Rafe shook his head a little. “I CAN’T DO THAT, MATE. PUT YOUR SWORD AWAY AND LET’S SORT THIS ALL OUT BACK AT HQ. NOBODY HAS TO GET HURT-”


    “Wake up, Bruno!” Tristan woofed, adding, “That’s your name, not ‘Rafe’. You are Bruno Claybourne! Remember?”


    Rafe said nothing, but his metal ears pricked, as did Janoah’s.


    “By Ulf, look at you,” Tristan gulped, “look at what you’ve become; what you’re doing! I could never tell her. It’d break her heart to know.”


    Rafe’s interest was piqued, “WHO?”


    “Sara, you fool!” the Howler before him shouted. “Sara and Olivia! I’m trying to help them. Don’t you even care about them? Don’t you remember them at all?”


    Rafe remained motionless.


    Tristan explained, “Sara was your girlfriend, for Ulf’s sake. You loved her, didn’t you? You came on the train to see her all the time. That’s how we met, me and you.” The Howler ripped his helmet off, revealing his grey and white face. “It’s me, Howler Tristan. Remember? I tried to recruit you just before this… this manipulator got her claws into you and made you into a monster. I helped you get away from her agents that day, the day they took you away and… changed you.”


    Slowly, Rafe cocked his head to Janoah. “OI, WHAT’S HE ON ABOUT, JAN?”


    “A desperate ploy by a cornered roach,” Janoah huffed, rolling off the sofa and standing back with her rapier held towards Tristan. “Be careful though, he’s strong.”


    Rafe stepped protectively forward, “STAY BACK, JAN, I’LL DEAL WITH HIM.”


    Janoah nodded.


    “Sara wouldn’t want this!” Tristan howled, scrabbling to don his helmet again as he backed across the room away from the giant. He bumped into a tiny table, knocking one of Heath’s many exotic trinkets to the floor; a squat beetle-god statue carved of wood. “She wouldn’t want us to fight!” Tristan asserted, sword ready in both paws.


    “I DON’T EITHER, MATE,” Rafe sniffed metallically, raising an iron-gloved paw. Purple plasma licked between his thick fingers, snapping and popping in a fearful display of imperious power. “STAND DOWN AND WE WON’T HAVE TO.”


    A tiny shake of the head and trembling intake of breath was all Tristan could manage in the face of Rafe’s corona flooding across the room and smothering his own, penetrating him right down to the bone.


    Rafe grunted, “FINE.”


    With a quick twist of the valve at his back, the massive Prefect squatted down and launched himself forward with unnatural speed and power. The very air behind him rippled and twisted, blasting pictures and paintings from the walls.


    Tristan weaved to his right and swung his sword left at Rafe, plasma arcing down the blade, but the Eisenwolf parried the hefty blow aside with a twist of his armoured forearm and followed it up by jabbing his other plasma-licked fist into Tristan’s breastplate.


    “Gagh!”


    The blinding blast of plasma punched the Howler off his feet and sent him tumbling across Heath’s beautiful carpet to a cacophony of armour and rivets. His dented breastplate smouldering and blasted, Tristan scrambled to his feet as quickly as he’d fallen.


    Prefect and Howler circled round one another, stepping sideways, Tristan with his sword held forth, Rafe with his mighty arms held stiffly and slightly away from his sides, like a circus bodybuilder walking into the ring.


    It can’t be easy to move in that suit, Tristan thought, but move Rafe did, bearing down on his quarry a second time and cleaving the air with a crackling pawful of plasma so potent as to set Tristan’s fur standing on end beneath his armour!


    Somehow the Eisbrand parried with his sword and hacked Rafe in the side, biting deep into his armour.


    A hit!


    In the next breath, if that, Rafe slammed his mighty arm down, trapping Tristan’s sword under his armpit whilst reaching round with his other paw. He grabbed the naked blade and, looking dolefully at Tristan with that anonymous mask, sent a shocking torrent of plasma shooting along the sword and up Tristan’s arms.


    Yelping in agony the Howler released his weapon and staggered backwards, his arms at once numb and yet burning from the plasma. Falling to his knees he shook his paws and tucked them under his arms in a vain attempt to stem the pulsing waves of pain.


    “Grrrrrfgh!”


    Meanwhile, Rafe discarded Tristan’s sword and checked his own wound – his armour was cut deeply. Down to the flesh beneath? The watching Janoah couldn’t tell.


    Either way, she knew it was all over.


    The exhaust at Rafe’s massive back vented another cloud of choking ash, blackening the ceiling and turning the air in Heath’s flat an even unhealthier grey. Seeing this, Janoah retrieved her helmet from a table and slipped it on before she succumbed to the pollution. Then she stood guard by the door, rapier ready, lest the wakened Tristan thought to escape.


    “HAD ENOUGH?” Rafe asked the wounded Howler.


    With one paralysed arm held close to his body, Tristan reached under his cloak with a trembling paw, searching for the pistol tucked near his tail. “It’ll take more than that you… you abomination,” he growled.


    “YOU CAN’T HURT ME WITH THAT POP-GUN,” Rafe said, somehow without a hint of arrogance.


    Tristan pulled his ‘pop-gun’ from the holster and aimed at the mechanical accumulation of metal before him in the hope it might keep him at bay regardless.


    “Wrap it up, Rafe,” Janoah said, glancing behind, “before we attract too much attention.”


    Tristan leapt on her words. “Did you hear that, Bruno?” he said, with a slight laugh. “Better cart me off before anyone sees. That’s how she operates, picking off the strong, gaining influence and power-”


    “That’s rich coming from one of Amael’s wolves,” Janoah countered.


    “I’m nobody’s wolf… except Thorvald’s.”


    “Yet you betray him?”


    “Thorvald b-believes in fairness and equality!” Tristan stammered. “He’ll understand when we help bring it to Lupa, wolf, hyena, little beast… we’ll forge a new society based on democracy, as it was in ancient times.”


    Janoah woofed, triumphant, “That’s a confession if I ever heard one. Did you hear that, Rafe?”


    A metallic nod.


    “That’s two witnesses, Tristan. It’s over.”


    “The time of the Howlers will come to end,” Tristan went on, uncaring of his fate, “if not now then soon. Even Rufus says so; the rise of imperium technology will give power to the many and we’ll be thrown on the scrap heap. The best we Howlers can do is let ourselves down gently and help create a fairer world by building a democratic state!”


    “Democratic indeed,” Janoah chuckled. “I fear Amael and THORN have been telling you fibs, Tristan. Amael’s bent on dictatorship; I know, I lay with him! Moreover, do you think hyenas want to live in harmony with wolves? They’ll tear us down and set themselves up in our stead the moment we let them, as would any rabbit or mouse were they able! Wolfkind created this city, the Founders fought and died so wolves could rule, that is our right! But… not one wolf alone. Never! Even if Amael proves benevolent his successor could be a mad dictator; that way madness lies. We packs may squabble, but in the end we rub along. Lupa remains stable. That’s how it must be, and ALPHA will keep it that way, regardless of what so-called technology comes along.”


    “I think you’re the one being fibbed to, Valerio,” Tristan corrected darkly. “The Alpha is the one bent on dictatorship. I know… because I know the one who lays with him… and it’s definitely not you, or any other wolfess.”


    Janoah’s eyes narrowed.


    Tristan chuckled and tapped his masked snout.


    Enough was enough. “Not too rough, Stenton,” Janoah commanded, “we need him in one piece.”


    Rafe nodded and stepped forward, as unruffled by Tristan and his pistol as he would be by a cub armed with a cork gun.


    “EASY, MATE.”


    “You’ll not take me!” Tristan vowed, pressing the pistol under his jaw, where his otherwise all-encompassing Howler helmet didn’t protect him. “Grrrfgh!”


    “Rafe!” Janoah barked.


    In the instant he had, Rafe cast both paws at Tristan and released a blast of imperious energy so potent that the lamps all around the room flared up in a rainbow of colour. The air warped and twisted as Rafe’s invisible field threw Tristan against the nearest wall like a rag doll, cracking the plaster and knocking down a dozen pictures which rained down upon the Howler’s surcoat-clad back.


    The pistol tumbled to the floor beside him and Rafe chipped it neatly aside with a metal boot.


    Janoah leant sideways against the doorframe and sighed with relief, “By Ulf’s fangs. I’m getting sick and tired of these THORN fanatics killing themselves. We’ll have to check him for a capsule.”


    Rafe stood over the Howler and judged by his weakened corona alone that, “HE’S OUT COLD, JAN.”


    Janoah sheathed her rapier. “Good. Pick him up and throw him in the truck.”


    Rafe went to do so, but looked to his right, to the corridor adjoining the upturned living room. He looked back to Janoah and asked, “OI, WHAT’S THAT?”


    “What?”


    “THAT NOISE SOUNDS LIKE… BUZZING.”


    Bvvvt Bvvvvvvt!


    “I dunno,” Janoah lied, with a flick of her head, adding, “It’s probably the gas pipes or central heating. Come on, I can’t carry this Eisbrand oaf.”


    Undeterred, Rafe clomped down the corridor, exploring the dark recesses of Heath’s flat.


    “Stenton!”


    “HANG ON.”


    After a quick aural search the Eisenwolf opened one of the doors and a great, furry, six-legged ball squeezed past his legs and trundled down the corridor, walking over Tristan without a care in the world and into the kitchen.


    “OI, JAN, IT’S A MASSIVE BEE!” Rafe laughed, following it to the kitchen. Peering round the door he watched the creature prise open Heath’s larder and turn out jar after jar of honey and jam, knocking them to the floor with its flailing, quivering legs until one of them smashed. The bee immediately pounced on the broken jar and stuck a long, black, tongue-like mouthpart inside, rapidly vacuuming up the contents.


    “HAAHAHA! OI, LOOK AT THIS! AWW, ‘EN IT CUTE?”


    Rolling her eyes, Janoah moseyed over for a look with a paw on her hips. “Adorable, until it stings you and you die from an allergic reaction,” she said, smacking her lips and tugging Rafe’s arm. “Come along, Stenton.”


    “WE CAN’T LEAVE IT.”


    “Oh yes we can.”


    “IT’LL DIE THOUGH.”


    “Just… just leave a window open, it’ll fly away. It’s a bee for Ulf’s sake!”


    “ITS WING’S BROKE.”


    Janoah came back to the door and dismissed, “Where? Looks fine to me.”


    Rafe clapped a paw to his helmet then said, “SHE… SHE SAID IT WAS BROKE, AND IT DON’T GROW BACK.”


    “What? Who?”


    “THAT WOLFESS,” Rafe sniffed.


    “What wolfess?”


    No reply.


    With a worried frown, Janoah reached round Rafe’s vast back and twisted the red valve. “You’re going silly again-”


    “I’M FINE!”


    With that sharp protest, Rafe clomped into the kitchen.


    “Leave it!” Janoah shouted, snapping like a chiding mother, “Rafe Stenton will you do as you’re told!”


    The Eisenwolf unpinned his black mantle and threw it over the bee like a net. Tossing the buzzing, wriggling bundle over his right shoulder, he then returned to the living room and draped Tristan over his left.


    “RIGHT. LET’S GO.”


    Janoah shook her head, “You’re unbelievable sometimes, Stenton, you know that? Unbelievable! If Silvermane ever saw your insubordination in the field, you’d be finished.”


    “AWW, LEAVE IT OUT, JAN. COME ON, LET’S GET BACK TO HQ.”


    Whistling a ditty, Rafe moseyed out the door, Janoah following in his wake.


    “Ulf almighty!” she cursed.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 31


     


    Linus awoke with a start. It was still dark, but a hint of dawn stained the smoggy air outside the window with a pale green hue – four or five in the morning the Howler judged.


    ‘I should go,’ he thought, throwing his armoured legs off the bed and stretching. Linus had slept on top of the sheets, sword in paw, dressed but for his helmet, which he now grabbed from the bedside table and buckled about his wedge-shaped wolfen head. He checked his reliable shield; it had likely saved his life on the train yesterday and bore a fresh scar to prove it, the Bloodfang crest chipped by that overenthusiastic Prefect’s pellet.


    To the door and a timid glance up and down the narrow lamp-lit hall; there was nobody about. Howlers and their paid company were sleeping soundly in their beds. Linus felt the coronas of snoozing Howlers as he passed the numbered rooms, often feeble, rarely strong and never remarkable. Living and working in Riddle Den with some of the brightest Howlers had spoilt Linus, the young wolf sometimes thought. The fiery imperium furnaces of Uther, Ivan and Rufus reduced most other Howlers to spent embers smouldering in an ash tray by comparison, and to be away from them of late was to feel cold and lonely.


    ‘ROOM 23’


    Linus rapped gently on the door three times, then a pause, then once more – the agreed code. Within seconds the latch turned over and a brown wolfess in a green night dress opened the door enough to peep through – Rosalina


    “They’re still asleep,” she whispered directly, glancing back into her room. “Shall I wake ‘em?”


    “No, it’s all right,” Linus replied, “I was just checking up on you all before I go.”


    Lorna appeared behind Rosalina. “You off, partner?” she asked, brushing her fur.


    To which Linus nodded. “I’ve got to report back to the Den by six or I’ll be done for skiving,” he explained. “Tell Sara and the others that I’ll try and get hold of Tristan once I’m off duty and send him this way, if he’s inclined to come. One of us will drop by later, I promise.”


    Linus trailed off as a Howler tramped down the corridor in full regalia – a burly-looking Greystone, sandy yellow cloak hugging his thick, armoured body and pistols rattling about his thighs. He eyed Linus up in passing and descended the stairs to the lounge, doubtless heading out the door to return to his Den; just another satisfied customer.


    “Don’t let anyone know they’re here,” Linus finished. “Keep them in your room.”


    Lorna scoffed, “Well we can’t lock ‘em up, Linus, nor lock Audrey out.”


    “No but… you know what I mean.”


    “We do,” Rosalina insisted, glancing back at Lorna. “Don’t worry, Linus, you get back to Riddle. This ain’t the first time we’ve hidden someone in trouble. We’ve done it for Uther.”


    “Thank you. I-I-I’ll pay you back.”


    “Don’t be daft. We’ll see you later. Go on.”


    With much nodding and fussing with his cloak, Linus took his leave, following the path the Greystone had walked a minute ago, along the hall and down the creaking stairs into the lounge and bar.


    “Enjoy yourself, Howler?”


    Linus nearly leapt from his hide at the recognisably crackly ember-fuelled voice belonging to Lady Audrey, the head wolfess, or whatever one might call her – Linus wasn’t sure. Whatever her usual role, she was wiping tabletops and setting them for breakfast at the minute.


    “Yes,” Linus replied at last, turning to her, “thank you.”


    “My girls pleased you then?” Audrey pressed further.


    “The best night I’ve had in a while,” Linus blustered, convincing nobody of his sincerity, least of all Audrey.


    “Glad to hear it, Howler,” she said, adding, “Only… I noticed you didn’t stay in Rosa’s room. Mind you it was likely a little bit crowded in there.”


    “Crowded?” Linus repeated.


    “Yes,” Audrey crackled slowly, “what with the two wolfesses you snuck in with yesterday.”


    “Oh, uhm. I-I-I can explain-”


    “Look, love, this is your first time, so I won’t make a fuss, but this is an establishment for Howlers only. So, if you wouldn’t mind taking your ‘friends’ with you we’ll say no more about it, all right? There’s a good lad.”


    Kneading the back of a chair with both paws to calm his racing heart, Linus settled upon the only course of action left open to him and delved into his cloak for his wallet.


    Audrey leant on the table she was polishing and watched the Howler count out a wad of colourful lupas, as if she fully expected it.


    Linus approached the savvy old wolfess and pressed the money into those bony, ember-stained white paws. “I’d be grateful if my friends might stay awhile, Lady Audrey,” he said with intent. “If they could be fed and watered as well, I’ll remunerate you, but… I need you to be discreet about their presence here.”


    Audrey’s slender muzzle cracked a smile. “Say no more, love,” she said, slipping the crisp lupas down her purple petticoat. “I’ll take good care of the young ladies.”


    “There’s… also a bear round back,” Linus hazarded clumsily.


    “A what, love?”


    “A bear; he’s sleeping in the alley behind your establishment. If you could perhaps bring him inside and put him up in a room I’d be further in your debt-”


    “I can’t bring no ruddy great bear in here, Howler!” Audrey woofed. “This is a wolfen establishment!”


    “Please. This is the last place anyone would look for him. I only came to you because Uther’s often expressed to me what a-a-a kind and b-b-beautiful wolfess you are.”


    “Y’what? Uther said that?”


    “Absolutely. He’s told me a hundred times that Lorna and Rosa are lucky to have you to look out for them.”


    “Oh Howler, I do try to accommodate, but-”


    “My friends will be gone in a few days. Please, marm.”


    At length, Audrey gave in. “Well… as you’re partnered with that handsome rogue Wild-heart, I’ll see what I can do this once. But don’t make a habit of this, all right?”


    Breathing a sigh of relief, Linus said, “I’m grateful. I should be back tonight, and if not me an Eisbrand by the name of Tristan – my friends know him.”


    “I’ll keep an eye out, Howler,” Audrey said. “You have a good day, now.”


    “And you, marm. Thanks again.”


    Linus took his leave via the front door and hurried down the steps, sneaking along the foggy street with his cloak hood pulled up over his helmet in a subconscious attempt to pass unseen. He felt awful, entrusting Sara and the others to the money-greased paws of a stranger like Audrey, but surely Rosalina and Lorna would keep things together. They were Audrey’s best girls, Uther had once said over a pint, and had some clout with the ‘wily old bag’, as he had so indelicately put it.


    Linus allowed a fond smile over his rough-tongued friend as he hurried along the path.


    Beep! Beep!


    A standard Politzi car in Bloodfang livery pulled up beside Linus, headlamps beaming, engine chugging.


    By Ulf this is it, Linus thought, as the car matched his pace, I’m being arrested for getting in ALPHA’s way. No, stay calm; mere Politzi don’t have the authority to mess with you.


    The car’s dew-laden window was flipped open revealing a familiar rotund hog stuffed behind the wheel.


    “Werner?” Linus piped in surprise.


    “I thought I recognised that stocky outline,” the hog snorted pleasantly, tipping his red cap. “Need a lift, sir?”


    “I’m all right, thank you.”


    Werner checked his pocket watch. “You sure, sir? You’re cutting it fine, if I may say. You need to be back at HQ and I’ll be passing that way. Hop in.”


    Upon second thoughts, Linus accepted the offer. Werner stopped the car as the Howler ran round to the passenger side door and climbed in.


    “Thanks.”


    “My pleasure, Howler.”


    Crunching gears, Werner pulled away down the street, the Bloodfang Territory in his sights. “I thought you had a mono now, sir,” the hog hummed, nursing the steering wheel.


    “I do. I just left it… somewhere.”


    “Can’t remember?” Werner chortled, cocking his flabby jowls to one side. “Must’ve been a right knees-up, sir. You won’t find it in this smog, I dare say. Can’t see my snout in front of my face!”


    “Indeed,” Linus coughed, pushing back his hood. He knew perfectly well his Springtail was parked outside Heath’s flat, but the less Werner or anyone else knew of his movements of late the better he could deny them. “What’re you doing in the Common Ground?” he asked, attempting to deflect further inquiry.


    “Same as yerself,” Werner snorted wryly.


    Linus looked at the hog and, after a brief exercise of his brain to comprehend what Werner meant, forced a polite chuckle – better to let him think anything but the truth.


    *


    Dawn. The sun struck the mountain peaks first, transmuting their snowy caps to gold, before trickling down the valley slopes and warming the dozens of giant ant mounds erupting from the barren terrain like enormous barnacles.


    Time was short.


    Kneeling on the unforgiving concrete into which his stake was set, Rufus twisted his wire-bound wrists for the hundredth time. That they were raw and bleeding was of no consequence when facing dismemberment by ant. If he could just get his paws up to his throat he could at least risk blasting the collar off, or perhaps the chain. Rufus knew he would as likely remove his head along with it, or cripple his paws for life. He had been fortunate not to do so yesterday, but that had been no lucid decision. The hogs had pushed him over the edge and the red mist had descended.


    A little swirl of that mist would be useful right now.


    “Grrrrrffffgh!”


    No use, the wire wouldn’t give. Rufus fell back against his execution stake, panting and afraid. He was trapped in a giant ant field, unable to so much as raise his paws to protect himself.


    “Schmutz!” he seethed, trying to recall his meeting with Silvermane and Janoah a couple of months ago. “How’d you talk me into this one, Jan?”


    You know how, his brain replied. You soft fool.


    The crunch of stones shifting somewhere over Rufus’s shoulder set his frayed heart somersaulting.


    Was it a scout ant? Am I a dead beast?


    Rufus daren’t turn around lest any sudden movement triggered an attack. Ants were deaf and almost blind, relying on vibration and scent to find their way. Taking heart that he was upwind in relation to the creature, Rufus breathed lightly and remained perfectly still, and prayed to the wolfen god he didn’t even believe in for deliverance.


    Whatever it was back there spoke.


    “They say talking to oneself is the first sign of madness, Howler Rufus,” it said, in a harsh, gravely tone.


    Ants didn’t talk.


    Rufus turned around to find a robust hyena dressed in striking black and white attire. The powerful beast stood with one foot resting on a rock, paws tucked nobly behind him, purple eyes squinting with inquiry. His thick, armoured legs were pattered with a beautiful black and white zigzag decor, as was his handsome Howler-like cloak. His face was masked by a white helmet that resembled a skull, complete with a set of presumably fake teeth, leaving only his rounded-off ears and black lower jaw visible.


    “Forgive our tardiness, Red-mist,” he said, “but we had to be sure this wasn’t a trap.”


    Rufus articulated a reply, “Trap?”


    “Yes. If the plan was to use you as bait to capture us, I’m sure you’d have been extracted before dawn and the… ants. As it is you’re still here. Amael Balbus’s message must be genuine.”


    A second hyena crunched across the wastes, bigger than the first, tall and powerful, his cloak hugging his massive, rounded shoulders and chest. His armour and cloak were similar to the first hyena, but of a labyrinthine design, a dazzling maze of black and white right-angled passages. In his paws he held a hammer with a grip as long as Rufus was tall, its imperium-laced head the size of a brick.


    “Is this him?” the fellow scoffed, in a deeper and yet softer tone. “He’s so… small.”


    “Can’t you feel his corona?” seethed the first.


    “Humph.”


    “Forgive my comrade’s rudeness,” the leader excused. “My name is Nurka, this is Themba-”


    “The two bullies who turned Uther over in the Riddle refinery, I know,” Rufus replied brusquely, twisting his wrists. “Look, if we could skip the pleasantries and get on with it before the ants carry us off, I’d be grateful.”


    The hyenas exchanged purple-eyed glances. Themba stepped forward and growled, “Do you want me to crack your head in, wolf? You’re addressing a chieftain!”


    “Themba!” Nurka snapped.


    “But he insults you!”


    “Shut up and break the chain, I’ll untie him.”


    With that, Nurka set about unravelling the bloody wire from Rufus’s raw wrists. The Howler grunted in pain as Nurka observed sarcastically, “And yet we’re cruel? Look to your own kind, wolf.”


    Rufus said nothing.


    Meanwhile Themba lay the Howler’s chain on the concrete and hefted his hammer, taking aim.


    “What’re you doing?” Rufus asked, barking, “Don’t!”


    Undeterred, Themba struck the chain, crushing it between hammerhead and concrete. With a flash and bang of imperious energy, the links exploded in a spray of molten sparks and Rufus was freed. The peal of the explosion tore across the valley floor, over the mounds and back again, like a distant imperium cannon.


    Taking his paws from his ringing ears, Rufus seethed, “By Ulf’s fangs; are you two stupid?”


    Themba bellowed at him, “What did you say, wolf?”


    “Shout and compound your idiocy, why not?” the Howler replied sarcastically, gathering up his loose chain and throwing it around his shoulders like an absurd iron scarf. “If the ants weren’t stirring before they are now. Which way to your car?”


    “Car?” Nurka repeated questioningly.


    “Your monos then, truck, whatever you’ve got.”


    The hyenas exchanged looks. “We walked, Howler,” Nurka said. “Any vehicle would kick up too much dust and we’d be discovered. We’ve been hiding in the mountains for days waiting for you to be staked out, as planned.”


    “It’s a long walk back to camp,” Themba added with malicious glee.


    Silence.


    “Marvellous,” Rufus sniffed at length. “Well then, lead on, sir.” He flicked his paws at the hyenas, “Quickly now. Come on, come on!”


    Somewhat disconcerted by Rufus’s audacity, Nurka fumbled a moment. “Yes… uh, follow me. Themba, you take the rear.”


    Themba grunted disapprovingly, but did as bidden.


    The trio picked their way across the sun-glanced valley floor, their long shadows rippling over rocks and sparse vegetation, Nurka in the lead, Themba at the back, Rufus stumbling along in the middle, dishevelled and dirty compared to the magnificently-dressed hyenas.


    “Looks like we’ve got away with it,” the wolf whispered, passing a seemingly quiet ant hill. “And I thought hyenas were supposed to know a thing or two about the wilds. Is it customary amongst your tribe to ring the dinner bell in the middle of an ant field, or is it peculiar to THORN members?”


    “What do you mean ‘dinner bell’?” Nurka asked.


    “Vibrations excite most bugs, my good hyena; and that chap back there just woke the dead with that almighty gong.”


    Nurka replied to Rufus’s caustic tone in his considered, if naturally rough voice. “I understand you’re a wolf trained in what you call science, but Themba and I grew up in the Reservations, Howler. No ants live there, just roaches and the occasional giant hundred-legs that come to carry cubs off in the night. I was warned these ants emerge at dawn, nothing more. I apologise for our ignorance.”


    Faced with Nurka’s humility, Rufus guiltily cleared his throat, “Not at all. Live and learn, eh?”


    The group filed silently past a mighty mound of erde and rocks the size of a house, larger than any so far, but still an ant hill. Rufus could tell by the regularity of the massive conical structure; no geological process piled rocks like that, no wolf or other beast either. The ants had dug a great tunnel system beneath Rufus’s feet and simply piled the excavated rocks and dirt outside the nearest exit, thus slowly building up a mountain. The scale and scope of their endeavour was the equal of any civilised mine or erdeworks.


    As Rufus admired nature’s work, one of the mound’s many constituent rocks tumbled down the loose, scree-like piles, rolling past him at speed.


    Several more clacked down the slopes, drawing Rufus’s eye up the mound to its summit. At the top he spied a pair of dark, club-like appendages tentatively stroking the rim of the sun-baked peak.


    Another set appeared. They were the antennae of some giant insect and no mistake.


    “Is that them?” Nurka whispered at Rufus.


    “Yes,” the Howler replied.


    Unpinning his handsome zigzag cloak and letting it fall at his matching armoured feet, Nurka revealed not only his amazing physique but a beautiful metallic bow and quiver he had been concealing. The impressive hyena slipped the bow from about his body and an arrow from the quiver, and notching shaft to string drew back, taking aim at the ants. His arrow was tipped with a sharp yellow-imperium crystal, which glimmered in the sunshine like a wicked boiled sweet.


    “Don’t!” Rufus seethed, as loudly as he dared.


    Keeping his string taught, Nurka looked sideways from under his skull-like mask at Rufus, but said nothing.


    Themba growled for his chief, “What’s wrong now, wolf?”


    Looking between the young hyenas, Rufus explained quietly, “If you kill one it’ll set the whole lot off. Dozens will pour out after us. We’ll be swamped!”


    “Then what do we do?” Nurka asked.


    “Don’t panic. Just keep going. They won’t notice us.”


    Staring at the mound’s rim and the ants lurking just beyond like soldiers cowering in a watchtower, Nurka growled, “I’m not afraid of these creatures, Howler.”


    “Well I am,” Rufus snorted honestly. “Whilst the inside of an ant nest is likely a wonder to behold, I don’t want to be dismembered at the end of the tour by the hungry homeowners. Do you?”


    At length, Nurka lowered his mighty imperium bow and Rufus could breathe easy again.


    Wrapping his cloak about his body and securing it again in a somehow huffy manner, Nurka led the way. The hyena conspicuously carried his bow and quiver in his paws from then on, even as the group left the giant ant mounds far behind. Over-the-shoulder glances confirmed the insects atop the largest mound remained unaware of the tasty morsels that had passed right under their noses.


    The ants were merely standing guard at the entrance to their nest, Rufus explained confidently; it was still too cold for the scouts to emerge and begin foraging.


    Perhaps with the intention of provoking Rufus a little (the Howler couldn’t be sure) Nurka observed, “Your knowledge of nature’s ways must be useless in Lupa.”


    “I’m wasted there,” Rufus chuckled freely, parrying any intended insult at once.


    “Is that why you want to change things?”


    “Change things?”


    Nurka climbed up a row of wind-cut boulders. “Amael’s new order,” he clarified, standing atop the rocks and offering a paw to Rufus.


    Looking at Nurka’s paw before taking it, Rufus said, “Amael can do what he wants, as long as I get my expedition.”


    “To the Dead Cities?”


    “One of them.”


    “They’re just a legend, Howler.”


    “Oh they’re quite real, I assure you,” Rufus said, as Nurka helped him onto the rocks. “Lost in the wilds they may be, but they’re there, and perhaps great knowledge, even a cure.”


    Nurka waited a moment. “Then… you don’t care for Amael’s plans for Lupa?”


    “I’ll have a care for whoever funds my expedition,” Rufus claimed. “Beasts may die in Amael’s coup, but that’s nothing compared to the scourge of the rot. We must try and find a cure. Besides, I don’t see how Amael could do a worse job than the current regime.”


    “Amael told us you were like a brother to him.”


    “Pff! And you believed him? He thinks I’m a fool! It’s my wife who’s got him on my side.”


    “Wife?”


    “Janoah; perhaps you’ve heard of her.”


    Nurka shook his head a little.


    “Well, she’s put in a good word, I know it. She and Amael are together now, you see. You know how it is. I don’t mind a bit of course; good on her.”


    “Of course,” Nurka replied, despite his utter bafflement.


    Smiling, Rufus turned and offered Themba a paw, but the big hyena vaulted up onto the boulders without wolfen aid and towered imposingly beside Rufus – his size was no impediment to his athleticism, clearly.


    “Well, whatever your aims,” Nurka said to Rufus, perhaps only for the pugnacious Themba’s benefit, “you’ve always spoken up for our people, Red-mist, that can’t be denied. Our prince always spoke well of you, so I’m inclined to trust you, even over Amael.”


    “And I you after getting me out of that pickle,” Rufus said amiably, slapping the hyena’s massive, spotty arm. “I suppose I owe you chaps a drink.”


    Nurka forced a polite chuckle.


    Themba was already walking across the boulder field, as if eager to be away from the wolf he doubtless thought obnoxious.


    Nurka however lingered. “There’s… something I need to ask you, Red-mist,” he hazarded.


    “Can’t it wait?” Rufus replied, glancing around the wilderness. “We’re not clear of Gelb yet; someone might come looking for us, and I don’t mean ants.”


    Nurka grunted, “I’d rather Themba not hear what I have to ask you. Your answer might upset him.”


    Rufus watched Nurka’s partner in crime pick his way across the field of smooth, yet regularly-cut, cobble-like boulders, stepping over the deep, dark cracks between them like a cub playing amongst rock pools at the beach, his hammer reminding Rufus of a net for catching tiddlers as oppose to a deadly imperium-laced weapon for cracking heads. Perhaps even my head, Rufus thought, knowing a wrong answer to Nurka’s question might end this charade, and that he had no chance against these chaps in his weakened state.


    “All right,” he said. “What do you want to know?”


    Nurka glanced across at Themba as he leapt over an especially wide crevice, then dipped his chin at Rufus. “I don’t dare believe this true,” he said, “but… I’ve heard that-”


    “Gaaaagh!”


    Themba’s scream cut through the valley and whatever Nurka had in mind.


    Some giant, hairy, many-legged spider-like creature had snatched one of Themba’s feet with its twin sets of black pincers and was dragging him backwards into the last crevice he’d leapt over!


    Before Nurka’s mind could fathom the situation his legs were already carrying him across the rocks to his comrade hyena’s aid.


    Throwing his pesky collar chain over one shoulder again, Rufus followed suit. “It’s a sun-spider!” he declared, not that Nurka cared to know.


    As he was dragged along on his front, big Themba desperately swung his kristahl hammer backwards at the giant bug’s shiny, armoured, hair-flecked face – a hit, but to no avail. The sandy-coloured sun-spider backed up, reversing leg over leg into the deep, dark fissure between two boulders and taking the flailing Themba foot-first with it.


    “Yaaagh!”


    Just when the helpless hyena should have disappeared into the crevice his sturdy hammer accidentally lodged against the opposing rock faces, forming a holdfast. Clutching the shaft with both paws like a gymnast about to perform on the high bar, Themba stayed his descent, hanging on for grim death as the sun-spider pulled on his snared leg.


    “Grrrrrfgh!” he snarled in twisting pain. “Nurkaaa!”


    Nurka arrived, and throwing himself on his belly reached down into the crevice, the terrifying serrated jaws and bead-like black eyes of the sun-spider lurking within no impediment to his courage.


    Realising at once it was hopeless to try and pull Themba up, Nurka stood and notched an arrow to his bow. The gleaming missile had a flight made of iridescent blue insect wings. Pulling back, the chief sent a bolt of plasma down his spotty arm, charging the arrow and making its head shine white-hot.


    Nurka aimed down, past Themba, and let loose just as Rufus arrived to witness the shimmering, plasmatic projectile ping uselessly off the armoured face of the sun-spider, before spiralling into the crevice, its point glowing in the darkness.


    “Ragh!” Nurka cursed. “How? That was blue kristahl!”


    He notched a second arrow, tipped with yellow-imperium this time, and pulled the bow string back to breaking point. The loosed arrow whipped by inches from the struggling Themba and bounced off the sun-spider’s carapace yet again. This time, however, as the arrow tumbled into the crevice, the tip began to fizzle and burn, before exploding in a hail of glowing crystalline shards as yellow-imperium ever did.


    “By the Wind, what’s that thing made of?” Nurka asked rhetorically.


    “Hit it in the abdomen,” Rufus suggested, adding, “the backside, that is.”


    “Nurkaaa!” Themba cried, as the sun-spider’s mandibles chewed on his leg. “Gaaaagh!”


    “Hang on!” Nurka replied shakily. He strafed along the edge of the crevice with his bow taught, looking for an angle to hit the creature in its rear, but the rock faces twisted and contrived in such ways as to make a clean shot impossible. Nurka tried anyway – the arrow clipped off the rocks and exploded uselessly.


    With a hurried assessment of the crevice and seeing no other way down, Rufus said, “Lower me down, Nurka.”


    “What?”


    “I’m lighter than you. You can hold me.”


    Winging the situation, Rufus unravelled the chain by which he had been fastened to the stake not half hour ago and gave the end to Nurka.


    “Here, use this.”


    Somewhat baffled, Nurka did as bidden and held the chain firm as Rufus, against his better judgement, lowered himself over the edge of the crevice with the chain in his paws. He had about four feet of chain to play with – not much. It was still attached to his collar, of course, and Rufus supposed if he slipped and fell the force of the collar being jolted against his neck might break it.


    With Themba’s cries in his ears, Rufus lowered himself down, paw over bloodied, sore paw, with hazardous haste, until he had no more chain at his disposal.


    Looking down into the pit, the Howler judged the floor to be some eight feet away.


    “All right, let go!” he seethed, with great misgivings.


    Nurka, thinking fast, and displaying great strength and poise, risked straddling the crevice, one armoured foot pressed to each lip. Like a living well’s windlass, he allowed the chain to slide slowly and doubtless painfully through his powerful paws, right to the very last link, before letting it, and Rufus, fall into the blackness below.


    Rufus’s back slammed into the far wall and he slid to the floor, the chain raining down upon him. With the adrenaline pumping he felt nothing of his tumble and leapt to his feet like a wolf half his age. He found he was but a few feet from the sun-spider’s nearest enormous hairy leg.


    If it turns on me now, Rufus knew, I’ll be minced between its jaws in seconds.


    “The bow!” he called up to Nurka.


    Down it came, the quiver too, clacking against the rock faces to the ground.


    “Hurry!” Nurka begged.


    Rufus needn’t be solicited. Notching an arrow he took aim at the sun-spider’s segmented, pulsing posterior and drew back, overcoming his bruises and hunger long enough to give the arrow the energy it needed to fly.


    Thwip!


    The shot was clear and true. The yellow-imperium arrowhead embedded itself in the sun-spider’s relatively soft, leathery abdomen, fizzled and exploded, ejecting shards of burning imperium in all directions like a spectacular firework.


    The sun spider released Themba with a terrible stridulating din that sounded like the clicking of a thousand tongues against the roofs of a thousand mouths. Scrabbling into an adjoining crevice to escape, the beast left behind its dinner and a trail of white blood.


    It was over.


    Nurka helped Themba to safety, pulling him over the side of the crevice and onto the rock, leaving his hammer lodged where it was for now. Expecting the worst, Nurka was overjoyed to find Themba’s leg intact; the labyrinthine armour design scratched and pitted, yes, but in no way crushed or broken. There was no blood leaking through the rivets, nothing at all to indicate injury.


    “Are you hurt?” Nurka asked.


    Taking a moment to lie on his back with his paws to his masked face in abject relief, Themba suddenly sat up and experimentally rolled his aching ankle. “I’m fine,” he panted, whilst opening and closing his quivering paws – every tendon in his forearms ached from the strain of hanging on. “I thought… I was going to come apart at the waist,” he admitted, adding humorously, “I must be a little taller.”


    Nurka snorted, “You’re tall enough already,” and held Themba tight, patting and rubbing his vast back. “By the Wind, I thought you were taken from me.”


    Peeling his chief aside, Themba scolded gently, “Not in front of the wolf, chief.”


    Nodding and composing himself, Nurka went to the crevice and looked for ‘the wolf’.


    “Well done, Rufus!” he called, paws resting on zigzag knees. “He’s all right!”


    No reply.


    Not hearing or seeing Rufus, Nurka looked along the crevice. “There must be a way up!” he said aloud.


    Still nothing.


    “Red-mist! Where are you?”


    Time passed down in the crevice; Rufus knew not how much as lay on his side in the darkness, writhing like an abandoned infant, awash in the agony and confusion of rot pains.


    “Stop… please make it stop!” the red wolf moaned, nuzzling into the cold, sandy erde, his flaring nostrils blowing aside sprays of sand as he snorted and panted. He grasped uselessly at his thighs, pressing at the layers of fur and flesh in a vain attempt to reach the dying bones deep within and somehow stem the creeping agony of the rot. “By Ulf’s fangs, not now. Not now!”


    Cast by sheer pain to the very edge of consciousness, the last Rufus comprehended before giving in were two dazzling black and white cloaked figures pushing their way along the narrow passage towards him.


    *


    Vladimir busied himself with paperwork, signing this, amending that, or so he would have Josef believe. The bespectacled grey cat couldn’t help but suspect, as he waited in the chair opposite with two ALPHA Prefects hovering behind him, that Vladimir was merely scribbling on scrap paper just to look important. He claimed to be very busy running Riddle District by himself since Rufus’s downfall.


    “But surely Amael has installed another Grand Howler by now?” Josef had purred in a needling kind of tone.


    “Not officially,” Vladimir had replied, not looking up from his work. “Boris is acting as my fellow Grand Howler, but of course he has better things to do as Amael’s adjutant, so I’m left to pick up the slack.”


    “Slack? You mean Rufus actually did some work?”


    “He was a consummate Grand Howler,” Vladimir defended.


    “But a criminal.”


    “So it would appear, doctor. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve a lot of work to do. I’ve sent for Howler Mills. Please be patient.”


    And thus silence reigned.


    After clawing at the arms of his chair for some time – Vladimir noting the damage done – Josef stood up and looked out the window at the passing hubbub of Riddle. Seeing Vladimir’s office plants on the windowsill before him, the cat felt their varied leaves with a, “Hmm.” When the foliage bored him the cat took to pulling out random books from Vladimir’s library and flicking through them, raising his eyebrows and sniffing on occasion, as if passing derisive judgement on the Howler’s literary taste – Vladimir kept his head down and his mind on his work to prevent himself from saying something he’d regret.


    Finally a knock at the door broke the unbearable rising tension.


    “Come in,” Vladimir woofed in relief.


    The office door opened and Linus presented himself. The stocky blonde Howler passed Josef and the Prefects a worried sideways glance, before saluting Vladimir, fist to chest and out.


    “You sent for me, Grand Howler?” he said.


    “I did,” Vladimir grunted.


    “I’m sorry I’m late back, sir,” Linus pre-emptively excused. “I got carried away last night.”


    “Indeed you did,” Vladimir seconded, flicking his golden pen at Josef and the two Prefects. “These gentlebeasts are from ALPHA, as I’m sure you can see. They’ve a warrant for your arrest, Linus.”


    “Arrest, sir?” Linus scoffed with indignation. “On what charge?”


    Josef hissed, “You know very well what charge.”


    “I’m afraid I don’t.”


    “You lying little weasel. You’re under arrest-”


    “Doctor Josef!” Vladimir growled, before addressing his subordinate. “I’m told you obstructed ALPHA in their duty, Mills. Is this true?”


    “In what way obstruct, sir?”


    “By preventing the apprehension of three imperium-abusing citizens and aiding their escape.”


    “That’s not the case at all, Grand Howler; I was merely carrying out my duty to the Bloodfangs.”


    “Duty?” Josef spluttered. “Is it a Bloodfang’s duty to strike ALPHA Prefects?”


    Vladimir mediated calmly. “Doctor, if you please, I’ve heard your version of events twice over. Now if you would allow Howler Mills to speak,”


    “You’ve no authority to stand in our way, Vladimir,” Josef told the Grand Howler. “We have a warrant signed by a Grand Prefect, we can take action.”


    “Nonetheless, we can at least agree to discuss this misunderstanding before taking it further,” Vladimir replied with disarming charm, adding, “Unless ALPHA is more interested in its own pride than keeping the peace?”


    Josef was silenced, for now.


    “Now then, what exactly happened, Mills?” Vladimir asked Linus directly.


    “Well, sir, as you’ve likely been told, I took it upon myself to intervene in the arrest of three citizens by Doctor Josef here. Two wolfesses and a bear, sir.”


    “So I gather. Did you know they were dodgers, these citizens?”


    “I didn’t, sir.”


    “Yes you did, I told you!” Josef accused.


    Linus kept going regardless. “I only knew for certain that one of them was afflicted, sir; a Freiwolf by the name of Olivia.”


    Vladimir’s dark ears pricked, “Afflicted wolfess, you say?”


    “Yes, sir,” Linus confirmed. “I offered to take her to our Den and present her to you, as my find, sir. I could feel her corona. I thought she had great potential.”


    Josef hissed, “This is nonsense!”


    “It’s the truth, sir. There’s nothing illegal about headhunting talent.”


    “Then where’s Olivia now, eh?” the cat pressed.


    Vladimir looked to Linus, “Well, Mills?”


    Linus dipped his chin a little, “She ran away, sir.”


    Josef snorted, “Hah!”


    “She tricked me, sir. They all did.”


    “Tricked you?” Vladimir repeated.


    Linus ‘explained’. “When we got to Riddle, someone hit me over the head, sir, which as you can imagine knocked me for six. By the time I recovered my senses they were all gone. It’s a little embarrassing to say the least. Doctor Josef was right to warn me that they were criminals, but I didn’t listen on account of the opportunity to recruit a Howler. I… I wasn’t going to report the incident. I know that’s wrong in itself, but I know you’ve been horribly busy what with Rufus gone. I didn’t want to bother you or Elder Amael leading up to the Summit with my stupidity.”


    “Indeed. Nonetheless you should’ve.”


    “Yes, sir. I humbly apologise to the Doctor, and his Prefects. I didn’t realise I’d caused any real upset.”


    Josef adjusted his tinted spectacles. “You can fool Vladimir, Linus, but we both know what happened,” he growled, “and you know exactly where Olivia is. Tell me, or else you’re coming to ALPHA HQ!”


    “I don’t know where she is.”


    “We’ll see,” Josef purred maliciously.


    Vladimir spread his paws, “Doctor, this is hardly necessary-”


    “It is completely necessary! You haven’t the least understanding what’s at stake here!”


    “Some lowly dodgers? I rather think we have bigger worries with THORN. Can you not shake paws with Linus and put this aside?”


    “I have a warrant!” Josef snapped, flapping a rolled up sheet of paper under the Grand Howler’s nose. “Do you want me to fetch one with your name on it as well, Vladimir?”


    Silence.


    Kneading the arms of his plush antique chair, Vladimir sighed, “I’m sorry, Linus, but you’ll have to go with him.”


    “But, sir-”


    “He has a warrant. We must comply. I’m sure it’ll come to nothing.”


    “Yes, sir,” Linus said, failing not to gulp.


    Glaring at Josef, Vladimir said with a disapproving smack of his lips, “Of course… I’ll inform Elder Amael of this wanton intrusion. I’m sure he’ll be interested to hear it ahead of the Summit where the future of ALPHA is to be discussed and voted upon by the Den Fathers.”


    “You do that,” Josef sniffed, stepping up to Linus, taller by a head but thinner by a body. “We’ve a car waiting in the courtyard, Howler. I suggest you do not try anything funny between here and there; my associates will not hesitate to bring you down.”


    Linus remained silent as Josef’s ‘associates’ relieved him of his weapons and escorted him to the door.


    “I expect ALPHA to observe due process, Grau,” Vladimir warned, chin raised. “Don’t get ahead of yourself.”


    “I wouldn’t dream,” Josef Grau replied, taking his leave.


    Once his office door had closed, Vladimir twiddled his pen and nursed his furrowed brow, taking a moment to wrestle with the situation.


    Against all reason and sense the Grand Howler plucked his telephone from the desk and dialled through to where he shouldn’t. Listening to the stifled ring, he walked to the window with the phone cord trailing behind him and looked down into the Den’s courtyard, at Josef’s shiny black ALPHA car. The Doctor and his strong-arm Prefects appeared in short order, escorting the red-cloaked Linus to the car and ducking him inside. The youngster’s paws had been bound with Howler-wire on the way, as if Josef knew what he was dealing with. Is it really some dodger he’s after, or is it Linus he wants?


    “Janoah here,” the phone crackled tiresomely.


    “It’s Vladimir.”


    “What do you want? I’m very busy.”


    “I need you to do me a favour,” Vladimir said hurriedly, as Josef’s car drove away.


    “If this is about Tristan you can forget it.”


    “What?”


    “He’s a traitor and he might have information. I’m not letting him go just because he’s Ivan’s cousin and Thorvald’s favourite, so save your breath-”


    “Humph!” Vladimir scoffed. “Keep him and let it be on your head when Thorvald kicks up a stink with Adal. It’s Linus I’m worried about.”


    “Linus?”


    “Josef just arrested him.”


    “Well,” Janoah huffed, “he must have good reason-”


    “A foolish mistake nothing more. You owe him, Janoah; get him out of this.”


    Silence.


    “Besides,” Vladimir grumbled, “you know what he is as well as I do. If he ever makes it, he’ll thank us later.”

  


  
    
  

    ~Blick vii~


     


    Meryl Stroud set some hot fish soup down beside the window, the rising steam caught the afternoon sun. Shivering, Rafe sat warming himself by the imperium hearth, his hips and shoulders wrapped in fresh towels.


    “‘Get our feet wet’,” Meryl quoted, imitating Rafe’s voice. She continued as normal, “I told my aunt you fell in and the otters pulled you ashore.”


    “Yeah?”


    “Only to save them getting in trouble, not you. Otters are mischievous folk, especially the youngsters. But I think you take the biscuit.”


    “They o-o-owe me a p-p-penny.”


    “They saved your life; I rather think that’s a debt paid. Can’t swim, indeed, what’s a beast to do with you?”


    Rafe laughed and sniffed snottily. “Sorry.”


    Meryl set about drying his ears and neck, like a mother would their cub after they had endured a bath. Once Rafe’s fur was thoroughly ruffled, Meryl took the towel from his shoulders and laid it by the hearth, with his clothes and ribbon.


    “Now eat your soup before you catch a cold. Janoah would kill me if she found out; I’m supposed to be making you better, not finishing you off!”


    Rafe shuffled his chair over to the table and dutifully made a start on his soup. Blowing on the spoon, he watched the beasts of New Tharona go about their business, strolling along the sea front and down the pier. It was a far cry from Lupa, quiet, soothing, fresh, yet still Rafe itched, not from ash getting in his fur, but the need to get back and work.


    Janoah had said it, the Alpha is watching.


    “I feel much better,” Rafe blurted between great slurps of fish broth and hunks of bread. “Compared to last week.”


    Meryl sounded hopeful, “You do?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Well, that’s good! How’re your eyes?”


    Rafe pointed out the window, “I can read the shop signs.”


    “Which one?”


    “All of ‘em,” the Eisenwolf claimed, chomping away and hoping Meryl believed him.


    A long silence.


    “Did you really recognise that hog?” Meryl asked out of left field.


    “Hog?”


    “The one sitting at the café with Howler Tristan.”


    Rafe stirred his soup, shrugged, “Maybe.”


    “Well, I did,” Meryl revealed. “He’s a Politzi chief in Bloodfang territory now, but he used to be a rebel, back during the war.”


    “Rebel?”


    “Yes. I mean, it’s all passed now, of course, there was the amnesty, but… still, it’s strange Tristan would be talking to someone like that, especially out here in New Tharona. It’s as if he was being discreet about it.”


    “Maybe they’re old friends?”


    “Yes. Best not tell anyone about it, though. All right?”


    Rafe turned to Meryl. “Why not?”


    “Just promise you won’t. Tristan’s a dear friend, I wouldn’t want him getting in trouble on our account.”


    A mock frown, “Who’s Tristan?”


    Meryl smiled and folded some clothes. “I’m sure it’s nothing anyway-”


    Knock! Knock! Knock!


    Before Meryl could ask who was at the bedroom door, Janoah all but burst inside, flanked by two more grim-looking ALPHA Prefects.


    “Jan!” Rafe woofed, wiping his mouth and standing to attention in nought but a towel.


    Janoah cast her eye over him, “Am I interrupting something, Stenton?”


    “No, Prefect.”


    Blinking disbelief from her eyes, Meryl half-lied, “Rafe… just had a bath.”


    A slow, careful, Janoah-brand nod, “He’s not so infirm he can’t wash himself?”


    “No, Prefect, I was just delivering some soup.”


    “Ah.”


    Meryl tugged her dress, “May I ask what you’re doing out here? Am I not to be trusted with Rafe alone, is that it?”


    Janoah held up a paw, “I trust you implicitly, my dear. Grand Prefect Horst has it in for us, however. He’s poured poison in someone’s ear and made sure Rafe can’t leave the city again, not without ‘proper’ authorisation. He’s jealous that’s all. Pathetic really.”


    “Then-”


    “Yes, the holiday’s over, I’m afraid.”


    “But Rafe’s not been here a week!”


    “I delayed as long as I could,” Janoah claimed. “I even took a leisurely drive and a long walk along the seafront… but I’m here now.” She nodded at her Eisenwolf, “Get dressed, Stenton, we’re going home.”


    “Yes, marm.”


    “Marm and Prefect, is it? Sea air must’ve done you a world of good, you’re beginning to sound like a soldier at last. Who’d have thought?”


    Rafe smiled a little.


    Saluting ALPHA-style, Janoah took her leave, “We’ll be down on the seafront. Don’t be too long packing.”


    Once the Prefects had quite gone, Meryl threw the clothes she had been folding down on the floor and sat on the bed. “It’s not fair! They’ve no right to do this, you’re owed leave like any other Howler or Prefect; more for what you’ve been through. I can’t be held responsible if you fall ill.”


    Rafe woofed, “But I feel better. I really do.”


    “Even so!”


    After a long silence and many a shrug and paw-spread, the tail-less wolfen giant that was Rafe sat beside Meryl, making the bed slump alarmingly. “Look, I had a lovely time.”


    She said nothing, but forced a smile.


    “Thanks. For everything, I mean. ”


    “Everything?”


    “Yeah. Everything you’ve done for me since we met. I… I feel like I’ve known you forever.”


    Meryl laughed a little.


    Rafe looked to the door, then back again. His eyes met Meryl’s and he held her gaze. Slowly, imperceptibly, his broad muzzle moved nearer to hers, until their noses all but touched.


    Meryl suddenly turned aside and stood up. “No.”


    “What?”


    “No, Rafe. We mustn’t.”


    Licking his lips, Rafe ran a paw over his ears then twiddled his thumbs on his lap, “Is it… is it because I’ve got the rot?”


    Meryl tutted sincerely, “No.”


    “Is it because me tail’s gone, then?”


    “No! No, of course not, silly. It makes no difference to me if a wolf has two tails, or none!”


    Rafe looked to the broth, “Do I have fishy breath?”


    “No!”


    “Well what then? Don’t you fancy me at all?”


    Meryl emitted a snort, “Rafe, I’m sure someone that looks like you do has kissed many a wolfess in his time.”


    He shrugged, “I couldn’t tell yer if I had, Meryl.”


    The nurse leapt on his words, “That’s why we mustn’t. Don’t you see? You’re not yourself right now. You say you feel like you’ve known me forever, but in six months I… I don’t even know if I’ve met the real Rafe Stenton yet. I would never forgive myself if something were to happen between us and you not even remember it a week later. It wouldn’t be fair on you.”


    “Yeah, but… that’ll never change, will it?”


    Meryl dodged Rafe’s simple logic. “Get dressed, all right? And finish your soup; it’s a long drive back to Lupa.”


    Retrieving the clothes she’d discarded, the nurse closed the door with a gentle, caring smile. Once she had gone, Rafe flopped back on the bed, mortified by his misstep.


    “Smooth, Rafe. Nice one. Idiot.”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 32


     


    “Twenny-five… twenny-six… twenny-seven… twenny-eight.”


    Whilst Uther used an overhanging rock ledge as an improvised gymnasium, methodically pulling himself up to its rugged lip then lowering himself down again, Ivan deftly sliced raw mushrooms into a fire-licked frying pan. The freshly-picked fungal fruits hissed and danced around on the broiling oil like little white boats weathering a rough, storm-tossed sea. In reality it was a beautiful morning. The warm sun played on the burbling stream and tender-leafed trees rustled, caressed by an unseasonably clement breeze.


    The only intrusion was Uther’s grunts. “Thirty-five… thirty-six… thirty-seven.”


    If the gym-fanatic was trying to impress Blade-dancer by counting out loud, Ivan paid no outward heed.


    “Forty-nine,” Uther growled, pulling himself up one last time, “fifty!” and let go. “Woo!” he sniffed, rolling his muscled shoulders and swinging his sore arms, “That’s the way to start the day, mate.”


    “I’m impressed,” Ivan replied, “I didn’t know you could count to fifty.”


    Uther buttoned up his tunic and pinned his mantle about his athletic frame. Sauntering over to Ivan he sat in the grass nearby, paws knitted around his armoured knees. “What’s cooking?” he puffed.


    “I don’t know. I’m making it up.”


    “Puh! Smells good, though.”


    “It’ll do. At least Everdor provides forage, even if it is only roots and fungus this time of year.”


    Uther peered into the frying pan Ivan was rapidly filling with slices of various colourful vegetables; root, leaf and fungus. “Mate, I wouldn’t know where to begin. Where’d you learn all this guff?”


    Ivan waited a moment, “Noss.”


    Uther looked momentarily surprised, but said nothing. Breaking out an ember he took a few puffs, blowing minty green vapour to the wind.


    “You smoulder too much,” the ember-shy Ivan complained, as Uther’s vapours stung his eyes and nose.


    After a month breathing the clean air beyond Lupa, away from noxious smog and vapour-filled bars, a mere puff from an ember was akin to sticking one’s face’s in a monobike’s exhaust plume.


    “You shouldn’t rely on them,” Ivan added. “They only hasten the rot.”


    “Yes, Mum,” Uther replied.


    Whilst Ivan cooked, Uther lay on the grassy bank and cast his eyes over the lush glade he found himself in. Trees and bushes jostled for space, spring flowers bloomed by the waterside and small insects flitted between the waving reeds, their wings catching the sun like slivers of silver. So this is Everdor, in colour, in reality. The stale, monochrome newsreels did it no justice.


    Despite the circumstances, Uther knew he was lucky to experience this slice of paradise. Howlers were not allowed to leave Lupa without permission from their Elder, and if one took it upon himself to go AWOL they’d better have a source of stings. It did happen of course. Despite the propaganda to the contrary, disgruntled Howlers escaped the grind all the time to live it up in some foreign clime.


    Uther stared at his smouldering ember, rolling it between his dark, blue-grey fingers that were slightly stained with a rainbow of glittery imperious ash.


    “You know, mate,” he laughed, taking a deep draught of heady vapours, “we could do a runner.”


    Ivan paused stirring a moment, just a moment.


    “We’ve got a pack full of stings,” Uther went on, clouds of vapour punctuating his every word. “Nobody could stop us. Amael wouldn’t know anything’s happened until we didn’t show up to do his dirty work, and even then he couldn’t do anything. We’ll never have a better chance.”


    Uther cast a paw at the lovely scene.


    “I mean just look at that sky! Imagine waking up to that every day, instead of the usual Lupan schmutz. Puh!”


    Ivan remained silent, pushing sizzling mushrooms around with a roughly-carved wooden spoon as if he hadn’t been listening, or cared not to respond to Uther’s clumsy floatation.


    “I remember when we met you,” he said suddenly, “or should I say, when that drooling Vito showed you to us like an object.”


    Silence.


    Ivan chuckled, “Vito believed the rumours, that Rufus was the same depraved sort as him, a wolf who took whatever and whoever he wanted. You were strong and handsome, even then, but powerless, afraid, a cub really. I thought nothing of it, just another victim of Vito’s lust, a pretty boy dragged in off the street by his corrupt adjutants to satisfy him for a few weeks before being sent on. I was just a cub myself, barely a Howler. I knew no better. The war had hardened my heart. The things I’d seen and done.”


    Ivan shook his head a little, eyes closing and opening.


    “But that’s no excuse,” he sniffed. “Rufus had been through the same, maybe worse. Still he cared. He got you out of Vito’s clutches and gave you a chance-”


    “So now I have to be grateful forever?” Uther exploded, standing up and turning away, rubbing his arms. “No wolf will touch me again. Not even Rufus. Alpha is me, alpha! Never a beta. Never!”


    A brief pause.


    Ivan huffed, “Maybe you can abandon him, just as you’ve always spurned him, but I can’t. Perhaps you’re the stronger wolf for it, a ‘real alpha’. I’ve never really bought into all that krap anyway.”


    Ivan breathed a sigh.


    “Take half the stings,” he grunted at last, “Don’t worry; I can manage this alone. It’s probably better that way. Rufus wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”


    Uther threw his paws up in affected disgust. “By Ulf’s fangs, will you shut up?” he moaned. “I was just joking. Can’t you take a thumping joke? Puh!”


    Nodding, Ivan dished up breakfast into some wooden bowls. Uther silently snatched his portion and aggressively tucked in by himself.


    The Howlers ate in brooding silence.


    Though full of vitamins and flavour, a pile of fried vegetables lacked calories and Ivan knew they would quickly hunger. Fortunately they were nearing the sleepy towns that dotted Everdor and it would be easy enough to find some proper food.


    “Do you feel that?” Uther mumbled between chews.


    “Yes,” Ivan replied.


    “Where’s he at?”


    “Somewhere over my right shoulder.”


    “I figured. Stay here.”


    Finishing his food, Uther unpinned his cloak and cast it aside. “I’m gonna go wash,” he said aloud. “I’m humming after being on the road nearly two months.”


    “You’re not wrong,” Ivan agreed.


    Uther scuttled down the bank and disappeared behind some rocks for privacy, or so it might seem. Ivan knew better; he could feel Wild-heart’s potent corona growing fainter as he coasted to the right and round into the trees. The third presence remained stationary, and hopefully unaware. He might sense Uther’s approach, but Ivan’s perception was keener than most and Uther would dampen his own imperious corona by means unknown and unexplainable to those fortunate enough not to be afflicted.


    Ivan tided up, coughed and sniffed and generally made distractions as Uther closed in.


    “Gagh!”


    “Gotcha!”


    The bushes shook and rustled as a scuffle took place amidst their tangled leaves.


    “Gerroffofme!” someone yelped.


    “Shut up before I stick yer!” Uther snarled. “Ivan! I got him! ‘Gis a paw!”


    Calmly drawing his rapier, Ivan moseyed into the shadowy undergrowth and found Uther kneeling on a yellow-cloaked Howler, one knee pressed into the fellow’s back the other pinning an arm.


    “A Greystone,” Ivan stated, as Uther relieved the stranger of his dual pistols, tossing them into the bushes.


    “I’m on your side!” the downed wolf complained.


    “Oh yeah?” Uther scoffed.


    “Flaid sent me!”


    “Who?”


    “Elder Flaid! He’s in with Amael! Right?”


    “I dunno, is he?”


    Ivan tapped his rapier’s fine point on the Greystone’s armoured nose. “We weren’t meant to meet with you until we got nearer the time.”


    “I know. I’m early. I-I-I was just scoping you out.”


    “Clumsily,” Ivan disparaged. “This doesn’t bode well for your usefulness to us, Greystone.”


    “Yeah well, I-I-I underestimated you,” the Greystone excused nervously. “The great Ivan Blade-dancer; I should’ve known better-”


    “Flattery won’t sway us!” Ivan warned. “What’s the password?”


    “Password?”


    “To prove you’re Flaid’s agent.”


    “Uhm, yeah…uh… Wait, I-I-I know this.”


    “Best get your thinking cap on, cub. I’m not letting you up without the word.”


    “Not letting you live, more like,” Uther growled.


    “Hang on, hang on! What letter does it start with again?”


    “You tell us!”


    Eyes darting about, the pinned Greystone proffered a hopeful guess, “Tree?”


    Ivan said nothing, but looked at Uther, who cocked his head to one side.


    “No?” the Greystone chirped, yellow eyes darting between his captors.


    “No,” Ivan replied.


    “No, no, it’s, uhm…. Stream!”


    “Nope.”


    “Forest?”


    “This isn’t eye-spy.”


    “No, no, I got it, I do! I just can’t remember! Give me a chance! I can prove it!”


    Silence.


    “Sky?”


    Ivan sheathed his imperium rapier and stepped clear of the bushes, “Oh let him up, Uther; he’s embarrassing. Besides, nobody seriously trying to stop us would send such a buffoon.”


    “Ohw!” Wild-heart groaned in disappointment.


    With the password in paw, or not, Uther helped the Greystone up and dusted down his cloak.


    “No hard feelings, mate,” he said, patting him on the back. “Had to be done; security n’ all that.”


    “Yeah. Sure. No problem,” the Greystone puffed. “What is the password, by the way?”


    “There ain’t one,” Uther sniffed.


    “What?”


    “Ivan were just ribbing yer. Hahahaha!”


    Uther joined Ivan back at the campfire and pinned his cloak about himself, whilst the Greystone fished his pistols from the tousled bushes.


    Once everything was in order the newcomer stepped into the light with an impressive rifle in both paws and aimed loosely at the Bloodfangs.


    “Pow!” he joked, lowering the gun and sniffing, “I could’ve, you know.”


    “You could’ve one of us,” Ivan corrected airily, “provided you can shoot straight; the other would’ve got you before you could reload that… ridiculous contraption.”


    The Greystone slung his ‘ridiculous contraption’ over his shoulder and buckled it in place. “Yeah, well, I’ve a couple of pistols too for just such an occasion, and a sword. Still, we’re all friends here, eh?”


    Ivan huffed, “Let’s not get carried away.”


    Still a little uncertain, the Greystone joined the Bloodfangs by the fire and removed his helmet, revealing his light brown features. He had a friendly, handsome look, a robust face free of scars save for a nick across an eyebrow – the result of a bar brawl perhaps, or hitting one’s head on a cupboard door, there was no telling. His eyes were a translucent lemony yellow, like the yellow-imperium the Greystones coveted so jealously.


    “I’m Gunnar anyway. Pleased to meetcha-”


    “We don’t care what you’re called,” Ivan cut in, shunning Gunnar’s offered paw. “This is a marriage of convenience, Greystone, to be followed by a swift divorce once we’re done.”


    After a moment, Uther took Gunnar’s paw, “Uther, mate.”


    “Yeah,” Gunnar gasped with awe, “I know.”


    “Oh yeah?”


    “Of course, I heard you talking. Anyway you’re the fastest wolf in Lupa. Everyone knows you.”


    “Oi, he’s growing on me,” Uther told Ivan, before saying to Gunnar. “Sit down, yeah? We’ve got a lot of walking ahead, so best rest whilst you can, mate.”


    Nodding, Gunnar scooted awkwardly round and sat in the grass beside Uther, giving Ivan a nervous glance or two.


    Uther silently offered the guest an ember.


    “Ta.”


    Nothing set company at ease so much as a shared smouldering and soon clouds of different coloured vapours mingled happily overhead, much to Ivan’s displeasure.


    “Come on,” he huffed, suddenly standing up and snuffing out the fire with a pan of water, “let’s go.”


    “Already?” Uther woofed.


    “The summit’s in a few days. We can’t muck about.”


    Washing his cookware in the babbling brook and placing them in his satchel, Ivan struck off ahead following the flow of the water.


    “He’s eager,” Gunnar joked quietly.


    Donning his helmet as he walked after Ivan, Uther whispered, “It’s… personal, mate.”


    “Vito?”


    “Rufus,” Uther clarified. Then he asked Gunnar, “Here, how’d you find us out here anyway?”


    “Tracked yer,” the youth beamed.


    “Y’what? Like footprints ‘n’ stuff?”


    “Yeah, something like that.”


    “Puh! I’m impressed.”


    “Thanks. I trained as a Watcher, but I switched to the Howlers to be where the action is. The Lupan Wall’s all checkpoints, guard duty, and one-sided conversations with gazers.”


    “I hear yer. Welcome aboard anyway.”


    With that, Uther and Gunnar followed Ivan deeper into the lush tangle of Everdor.


    *


    Madou flopped in the mud, a sodden heap of spotty fur and stripy prison rags. The feeble mountain sun overhead did little to alleviate his shivering, it only blinded him with its cold brilliance.


    After a day in the freezing ‘Pit’, Madou hardly noticed the prison hogs kicking him in the side to get him moving, and it didn’t work for all that. They resorted to lifting the hefty beast by the arms and dragging him from the Pit’s mouth, across to the main compound, whereupon they dumped him on the unyielding erde, chin-down, his bound wrists bloodied from the Howler-wire which they at least had the courtesy to remove.


    “Madou,” someone said, shaking the hyena’s shoulder. “Madou, come on, lad, you can’t lay here.”


    Through his blinding tears, Madou saw a familiar outline.


    “Helmut?”


    “Aye,” the hog confirmed. “Come on, to your feet.”


    Madou was about to ask after his cousin, but was at once relieved and upset to find Zozizou standing over him dripping wet and dishevelled, his magnificent mane flopping down, yet on his feet.


    Not only has a lowly pig weathered the Pit better than you, Madou thought, as Helmut and Zozizou helped him stagger across the compound, but so has your skinny, imperium-addicted cousin who you were supposed to be protecting!


    You must be further down the rot’s road than you imagine, Chakaa Madou.


    The group made landfall on their usual hut’s stairs and clambered inside. Lusting after a dry bed, however flea-ridden, Madou felt strangely gratified to see Helmut and Zozizou collapse about undesirable, ever-vacant bunks just inside the doors, shivering and tired after all. How perverse, Madou thought, wishing others harm to make yourself feel better.


    Time passed. Nobody spoke. Too tired. Too cold. The other prisoners stared at them in silence, offering not a blanket or crust of bread. Gelb was no place for charity.


    Some minutes later the sounds of many approaching footsteps crunching over Gelb’s gritty soil drew Helmut’s attention. He got up and looked out the door windows; a group of prisoners were striding this way, a rival gang by the looks, with a mighty and rather handsome hyena at the lead.


    For a moment Helmut sensed trouble, until he spied a wolf amongst the gang, an athletic grey wolf wearing his stripy cap at a recognisably jaunty angle.


    Helmut waved, “Tomek!”


    Looking for himself, Madou immediately scrabbled out the door and down the stairs to prostrate himself on all fours in front of that big hyena!


    “My prince,” he said.


    Peeking outside, Zozizou hurried to join his cousin at the bottom of the stairs, nose in the dirt, and that’s when Helmut realised this must be a hyena thing. For his part the hog stood in the doorway, arms folded, and nodded once at Tomek, who nodded back.


    Tomek was carrying a blanket, which he immediately draped over the bowing Madou.


    At first Madou was glad, but when he saw who it was giving him the blanket he cast it aside with a vicious snarl and continued to grovel as before.


    The impressive hyena stranger growled, “Tomek is my friend, Madou. You’ll accept his aid.”


    “But my Prince-”


    “Accept his aid as if it were my own paw! I understand he saved your life, and that of Rufus. If you spurn him, you spurn me. Do you spurn me, Madou?”


    Silence.


    “No, my Prince,” Madou conceded.


    The ‘Prince’ nodded at Tomek, who placed the blanket over the shivering Madou a second time. The proud hyena left the blanket alone, even though it must’ve pained his ego no end to suffer its comfort.


    Zozizou was given a blanket also. “Much obliged, Prince Noss… son of the Four Winds,” he rasped, adding with a smile and a nod, “Tomek.”


    Smiling, Tomek tipped his cap in acknowledgement.


    Helmut watched, baffled, but reassured by the way this was going. It all looked friendly.


    Prince Noss turned his purple-eyed gaze on the hog. “Is this Helmut?” he asked Tomek directly.


    “Yes.”


    “A friend of Rufus is a friend of mine,” the prince declared, flashing a toothy smile and directing one of his followers to give Helmut a blanket too. “Even a furless hog!” he laughed, gesturing for Madou and Zozizou to rise, though they both kept their eyes respectfully down.


    Despite the disparaging comment, Helmut accepted this hyena’s kindness. “And who’re you to Rufus, exactly?” he sniffed snottily, cloaking himself from the cold.


    “An old friend,” Noss claimed.


    “Old friend?”


    “Rufus and I are very close.”


    Scratching his head, Helmut gruffed, “You new in Gelb, then?”


    Noss laughed, “New? My good hog, I’ve been in this dive almost a year now.”


    “That long, eh?”


    “Indeed. Seems… rather longer.”


    Helmut smelt a rat, “Well if you’re Rufus’s friend where’ve you been hiding? I’ve never even seen you before.”


    “We were on the night shift,” Noss explained, gesturing to his rough-looking crew. “I’ve passed you by many times during switchover, but I didn’t want Rufus to know I was here for… personal reasons.”


    “Like what?”


    Noss flashed his teeth, “I tried to kill him once.”


    “Kill him?” Helmut huffed. “What kind of a friend is that?”


    “Finding yourselves on different sides in a struggle is no barrier to friendship and respect amongst warriors. You desk-bound hogs don’t understand the refined nuances of warrior races like wolves and hyenas-”


    Helmut brandished a fist, “You wanna be lamped by this desk-bound hog, mate?”


    Silence.


    “Hahahaaaahahaha!” Noss laughed, slapping Tomek on the back and making him stumble. “I like your pig, Tomek. He has spunk, for a curly-tailed truffle-sniffer.”


    Tomek could but laugh awkwardly.


    “In any case,” Noss sniffed afresh, “now Red-mist’s supposedly ‘gone’ I’ve been moved to day shift to plug the gap. I’m the best miner around now, so I suggest you all stick with me if you want to survive.”


    Helmut looked to Tomek. “Lad, is this nutter for real?”


    The young wolf explained. “I’m already in his gang,” he said. “You come too, please, all of you. We’ll make two new teams together.”


    Helmut, Madou and Zozizou exchanged glances.


    “All right, lad,” Helmut said, with obvious misgivings, “I go where you go.”


    *


    “Pfffcaaagh!”


    Linus bent double from the punch to his gut, or as far forward as his bonds allowed. Any lesser wolf might’ve vomited there and then.


    Elbows resting on the stark table in the middle of the bleak, off-white, windowless room, Doctor Josef rapped his grey fingers together in front of his dispassionate bespectacled gaze whilst Linus spluttered helplessly in the chair opposite.


    One of the doctor’s two black-cloaked Prefects pulled the wheezing Howler upright again by the scruff of his neck, somewhat bending him over the back of the contoured new-materials chair to which he was tied.


    “Are you a traitor, Howler?” Josef sighed. “Is that what I’m going to have to put in this report?”


    “No, sir,” Linus vowed, nostrils flaring.


    “And yet you deceive me.”


    “I do not.”


    “You’re in league with Tristan and the THORN terrorists he’s working for; you’re helping them smuggle Olivia out of Lupa so they can use her. Yes… I see how it is now-”


    “THORN? That’s insane! I hardly even know Tristan. He hates me!”


    “For the last time, where is Olivia Blake?”


    “As I’ve said,” Linus coughed, chest heaving, wrists twisting behind his back, “someone hit me over the head and they ran off. That’s all there is to it, I’m afraid.”


    Josef nodded at his Prefects. One of them boxed Linus in the nose.


    “Unfffgh!”


    Whilst Linus seethed in pain the doctor sighed, “This is most tiresome.” Kneading his paws and fussing with his coat he waited until Linus had recovered, before continuing in a reasonable tone, “Just cooperate and you can walk, Linus. I’ve no interest in testing the physical limits of an ordinary Howler like you. I’ve serious work to do.”


    Linus licked his bleeding nose, “I don’t know where they went. I wish I did, believe me.”


    Josef sat back a moment, then leant forward again and shuffled his papers. “Well,” he said, smacking his lips, “we’ll see what you know on the rack.”


    “R-rrr-rack?”


    “Yes. You’ll last five minutes, if that.”


    “You can’t!” Linus spluttered. “It’s not legal! The Bloodfangs won’t stand for it!”


    “You’re in ALPHA’s paws now, idiot, and I can do whatever I want behind these doors!” Josef hissed, flapping his warrant about, as if it were the keys to Lupa. Calming himself he purred, “I could send you down for whatever crime came to mind, aiding dodgers, terrorists, even striking a Prefect. It’s not difficult, it happens all the time. Do you remember Rufus, how high he was before someone around here decided to get rid of him? His fall sent ripples across Lupa, but you? You’re nothing, a nobody Howler. You could be made to disappear and nobody would even look up from their breakfast!”


    The bruised Linus gulped, hard.


    Tucking his papers into a file, Josef made for the door. He waited a moment, one paw resting on its simple lever. “You’ve wasted enough of my time. Your colleague Tristan is keeping the rack warm just down the hall where my expertise is greatly needed,” the cat said pompously. “He’s a strong one; a most impressive specimen. If I don’t get something out of him regarding Olivia Blake’s whereabouts I’ll come back for you. Consider that, Howler.”


    On that ominous note Josef stepped out.


    The metal door closed, sealing Linus inside with the two Prefects, who set about their work without delay.


    “Gagh!”


    Suffering through another stomach-churning blow to the belly, which made Linus glad he’d skipped breakfast, one of the helmet-masked wolves grabbed his blonde ears and pulled him back over the chair.


    “Grrrfffgh!”


    With eyes watering and ears burning, the gasping Linus couldn’t tell whether it was the torturer behind him or the one in front doing the talking.


    “Come on, mate, where’s the girl?” they asked. “We’ll stop if you tell us, but not before.”


    “I… don’t… know!” Linus seethed.


    “Ah, but you do. You’re just being stubborn. Silly young thing, ain’t yer, eh? Do you fancy ‘em or something? Is that it, Howler?”


    “W-w-what?”


    “Ahhh… they’re not worth it, mate,” the Prefect sniffed, it was the one in front; Linus could tell now. “Wolfesses, that is. Those two’ll chew you up and spit you out; especially the little Hummel bitch. What? Think she’s gonna touch a rotting scumbag like you, do yer? You’re dreaming!”


    Linus said nothing, but averted his eyes to the imperium light glowing overhead.


    “Oh dear, he’s got it bad,” the Prefect tutted to his silent comrade. He looked at Linus again, “See, mate, the doctor ain’t very good at this… interrogation lark. He only knows how to stick beasts on his rack and fry ‘em. The rack doesn’t leave a mark of course, so its use can be denied, but it doesn’t get under a wolf’s skin half as much as I can.” The Prefect drew his sword and pushed its vicious point into Linus’s chin, “If you get through a racking it’ll be back to me. They’ll let me cut you then. I’ll take an ear, if I like, or a finger maybe. Do you like your tail?” The Prefect looked at Linus’s tail dangling through the chair’s tail-hole and lifted it with his sword. “‘Tis a fine bushy one, I see. It’ll look good pinned to my wall-”


    Wham!


    The door burst open and a black-cloaked Prefect strode in.


    “Stand away!” they barked.


    Immediately the other two Prefects stood back and saluted with the subtle ALPHA wave.


    With his tormentors out of his face, Linus was able to sit forward and see the newcomer – a wolfess, slender and russet-furred, armed with a rapier and a disapproving frown.


    “Janoah?” Linus mouthed, spitting blood-laced saliva.


    “Out,” Janoah commanded simply, flicking a finger at her ALPHA comrades.


    The Prefects exchanged looks before the one standing nearest to Janoah elected to speak. “Doctor Josef said we were to interrogate this wolf-”


    “I don’t care what Josef said,” Janoah interrupted. “That cat has no authority; he’s not a proper ALPHA Agent, just a contracted researcher. You two shouldn’t even be assisting him without my say-so.”


    “Yes, marm, but… he has a warrant, signed by Grand Prefect Nikita.”


    “Nikita? Where is it?”


    “He has it on him, marm. Josef that is.”


    With nod, Janoah said, “Fine. I’ll take full responsibility for what transpires. You’re both reassigned. Go on. Go patrol the city or something until this blows over.”


    The nearest Prefect emitted a grateful, “Aye, marm.”


    With another salute, the Prefects took their leave without further protest. They obviously didn’t particularly care about seeing their task through, only that they would be on the right side of any potential fallout for not doing so. Linus supposed from his own experience it was wise of them to remain on the formidable Janoah’s side.


    The elegant wolfess stood over the stocky wolf, paws cupped behind her as his were wired behind him.


    “I thought you were smarter than this, Linus,” Janoah growled. “Losing your head over some passing fancy? I never imagined you’d be so stupid.”


    Linus gulped, but said nothing.


    “My husband’s made a career out of that, as well you know, and look at him now. Digging up imperium until he rots, which I dare say shan’t be long in his condition.”


    Linus dipped his chin, “You helped put him there.”


    “And you’ll join him if you continue to break the law!”


    “I’ve broken no laws-”


    “Don’t bother. I know you’re protecting some dodger girl. I’d let Josef rack you to find out where she is if I cared to know myself, but I don’t. I’m glad she’s given that cat the slip; saves me having to eliminate her.”


    Linus sat bolt upright and snorted, “Eliminate her?”


    “Ah, silly wolf, so you do care about her,” Janoah chuckled. “It’s a good thing I came when I did. You’d have tied yourself in knots.”


    Composing himself, Linus asked, “Why would you need to… to get rid of Olivia?”


    “Two Eisenwolves is one Eisenwolf too many. I have the only one. Josef covets him, they all do, Nikita, Silvermane, even the Alpha I dare say… but Rafe’s loyal only to me.”


    Linus had stopped listening at, “Two Eisenwolves?”


    Janoah chuckled, then sighed, “I’ve said too much. Must be those pretty blue peepers of yours. If I weren’t such a wily wolfess I could be taken in by them.”


    Linus’s ‘pretty blue peepers’ nearly crossed in amazement.


    Suddenly, Janoah whipped out her rapier! Linus imagined the Prefect was going to plunge her fine imperious blade into his heart and ‘eliminate him’ without a second thought, but she instead cut the ropes binding him to the chair in a trice and sheathed her sword as quickly.


    Helping the shorter Linus up, Janoah gently unwound the wire from his sore wrists.


    The bruised Howler winced a little.


    “I know,” Janoah said, screwing up the wire. Kicking away the bleak new-materials chair to which Linus had been secured, she added, “These things are so uncomfortable, aren’t they?”


    Rubbing his wrists, Linus thought he’d better say something, anything, to Janoah. “Thank you,” was all that came to mind.


    “Where’s your gear?” was her evasive reply.


    Linus visually searched the austere interrogation room for his helmet, shield and swords. “I don’t know.”


    “Evidence room. Follow me.”


    Linus did so, knowing the only way out of ALPHA’s Den (and Den it was in all but name) in one piece was at Janoah’s back. His mind raced as he followed the enigmatic wolfess down the harsh, unadorned corridors, free of anything so much as a painting or potted plant, even the imperium gas lamps were devoid of beautification, their modesty preserved only by simple frosted glass shades. Why’s she helping me? Is it because I’m a Bloodfang? Because I’m posted at Riddle? Is she so sentimental?


    A large rectangular window broke the monotony of the wall on the right. Lost in thought and worry, Linus might’ve passed it by without a care, but a glaring flicker of purplish light drew his attention to the room beyond.


    Inside the dark space stood a whole wall of machinery and consoles covered in dials and knobs. Pipes connected the mechanical mass to a metallic table in the middle. Shackled to said table, splayed out like a wolf condemned to some horrible lingering death of old, was Tristan Eisbrand Donskoy.


    The big wolf arched his back in mute agony as bolts of imperious energy licked silently over his smouldering grey and white body. The lack of sound only added to the disturbing spectacle.


    “A rack?” Linus said.


    Recognising Josef Grau as the beast working the rack’s controls, Linus hid himself behind the wall.


    “It’s all right,” Janoah said, touching the window. “It’s one-way glass. Sound-proofed as well. The Alpha was fed-up with screams embarrassing him in front of guests.”


    Linus growled, “Racking wolves is forbidden!”


    “Spare me your wet Rufus rhetoric. I don’t like it, but it’s the only way to break this one. Just be glad he’s on there, not you. You would’ve been next, but for me.”


    Linus slowly peeped into the room again.


    “Why?” he said, as Tristan writhed in silence, before clarifying, “What’s he done?”


    “He’s working for THORN.”


    Linus seethed, “What? That’s preposterous! Tristan wouldn’t do that.”


    “Know that for a fact do you, Woodlouse?”


    “Well… n-nnn-no, but I know him-”


    “You’re a naive fool, cub!” Janoah snapped, adding gently, “You’ll learn.” She looked into the room, paws behind back, indifferent to the suffering within. “You see, Tristan hates being a Howler, hates everything about Lupa. He’d see thousands die to overturn centuries of wolfen rule and for what? So he can ditch his responsibility and get stung for free. That’s what his dissident sort believe in, giving venom to all, no control, no borders, no work.”


    Despite his better judgement, Linus hazarded, “What’s so wrong with that?”


    Janoah explained, “Stupid boy. Do you think the proud hyenas will let us live in peace if we let them go free? Do you think the little beasts will let bygones be bygones after all these years under our boot? Do you think the noble cats of Felicia won’t send their Valours to invade us immediately we drop our guard? The moment the Howlers falter is the moment the other races tear wolfkind down and set themselves up as masters of the continent. They’d all kill each other in the process. It’d be anarchy. Genocide. No. That can never be. Not on my watch.”


    Linus kept his opinions to himself this time, but asked, “Isn’t there another way to do this?”


    “To do what?”


    Linus gestured inside at Tristan.


    “You really are a soft fool, aren’t you?” Janoah tutted. “Has Rufus rubbed off on you, or were you always so stupid?”


    No reply.


    “Tristan has no family, save Ivan,” Janoah huffed, “and he knows we can’t touch his famous cousin. Ivan’s a darling to too many. Besides, the Blade-dancer’s out of town.” After a while, the Prefect turned to Linus, “Do you know anyone Tristan cares about?”


    “What?”


    “He must care about someone other than himself.”


    Sara and Olivia flashed through Linus’s inner eye. “I wouldn’t know,” he claimed insipidly.


    Janoah pressed, “What about the two girls? Tell me where they are. It’s all right, Mills, I don’t want them, but if I know where they are I can at least threaten Tristan with their arrest and maybe convince him to talk-”


    “I don’t know, for Ulf’s sake!” Linus snapped, before averting his face from both Janoah and the awful spectacle beyond the glass. “Rack me, or let me go. Don’t question me all over again.”


    Silence.


    “How bold you’ve grown,” Janoah growled. “You used to stammer like a trembling cub at a school play. That day you came to me with that sting for Rufus I thought you were going to pass out from fright.”


    Linus said nothing.


    “Fine,” Janoah hissed.


    On she walked, Linus eventually following. After a maze of corridors and stairs, passing the occasional cloaked Prefect at whom Janoah saluted regardless of rank, they arrived in an open office with a simple square window overlooking ALPHA HQ’s grim central quadrangle. Linus observed that someone had taken the time to attempt to beautify the brutal concrete space with rows of lavenders.


    Ahead was a huge door to a walk-in safe, tucked behind a long, partitioned desk and guarded by a pretty, prim-looking white wolfess in a Politzi-like ALPHA uniform.


    Janoah walked over and exchanged salutes. The safe door was ajar, to her surprise.


    “Who’s in there?” she demanded of the white wolfess.


    “Uh… Stenton, Prefect.”


    Surprised, Janoah queried, “Rafe? What for?”


    “He just said it was for the Tristan case, marm”


    Janoah slid the nearby ledger over and turned it around on the desk. Running her finger down the entries she said, “You obviously know Rafe’s not authorised to go in there, since you’ve not logged his visit.”


    “No, Prefect.”


    “Explain yourself, agent.”


    “I… I just. Well, he said it couldn’t hurt. I thought he must have your permission as usual, Prefect Janoah.”


    Prefect Janoah flicked the ledger shut. “I know Rafe can be charming, but fawning over our strapping Eisenwolf is ill-advised, my dear. You’ll get in trouble.”


    “Yes, Prefect. Sorry, Prefect. I’ll fetch him at once-”


    “No, I’ll go. Just this once let’s both pretend this never happened.”


    The wolfess nodded gratefully and lifted the desk partition, allowing Janoah to pass. Linus stayed put until Janoah beckoned him through. The white wolfess asked no questions as she set the desk back and nervously waited.


    Linus followed Janoah into the evidence locker, expecting nothing more than a dingy broom cupboard like at Riddle, but finding instead an immense, illuminated atrium lined with row upon row of metallic standing shelves stuffed with cardboard boxes and open trays of confiscated trinkets; swords, armour, pistols, even individual pellets bent and warped from impacting something, or someone, and everything sporting brown labels attached by string, annotated, catalogued, however tiny.


    Every Howler Den had an evidence locker, but this put all else to shame. Linus supposed the wrongdoings of a whole city, of thousands of corrupt Howlers, amounted to a lot of evidence, however spurious that evidence might be.


    As he followed Janoah through the labyrinth of confiscated equipment, Linus wondered if Rufus’s gear was stashed here somewhere, a sad Bloodfang helmet, armour and cloak, tucked in a box under ‘R’, perhaps.


    Towards the end of the rows was an open space with a table and chairs and a magnifying glass on an armature for inspecting tricky evidence. Sitting at the table was an immense chocolate-brown wolf. He was polishing a huge two-pawed imperium sword with the gathered front of his black ALPHA cloak.


    Walking over to him Janoah hissed at once, “Rafe, what’re you doing?”


    “Just looking,” he sniffed.


    “That’s Tristan’s sword.”


    “Yeah. I saw ‘em bring it in,” Rafe said, beaming hopefully. “Can I have it?”


    “What? No you can’t; it’s evidence.”


    Linus stayed back amongst the shelves, if only because the coils of imperious energy springing from the brown wolf pierced him down to the core, setting his bones and muscles tingling. Linus hung onto the nearest shelf to steady his nerve in the presence of such an awesome corona.


    Rafe stood up, towering over Janoah, his cloak hanging off that barrel-like chest and rolling over those mountainous shoulders. He lifted Tristan’s huge two-pawed sword with but one rippling arm and swung it effortlessly to and fro, before twirling it round like a baton.


    Come the second or third twirl, Rafe fumbled the sword. It escaped his grasp, flying across the room and clattering deafeningly to the concrete floor. Cringing like a cub who’d put a football through a neighbour’s window, Rafe hurried to retrieve the sword. “I need lessons,” he freely admitted, feeling the shining blue-imperium snowflake emblem on the pommel.


    “Lessons?” Janoah scoffed.


    “Yeah. Sword lessons.”


    “Don’t be ridiculous.”


    Rafe looked along the perfect blade, “Why ridiculous?”


    Janoah marched over to her champion. “You don’t need a sword. Your suit is weapon enough. It’s more powerful than any sword.”


    “But I want a sword, like everyone else!” Rafe asserted, chin high and mighty. “Like a proper Prefect.”


    “You are a proper Prefect.”


    “I’m not, though! I’m nothing.”


    Janoah couldn’t deny it. Rafe had no official rank. In fact, he didn’t even officially exist, despite the growing rumours.


    The Eisenwolf hefted the sword blade up to his broad nose and admired its terrible beauty. “I could do a better job and really impress the Alpha if I learnt to fight properly,” he claimed, “I know I could.”


    Shaking her head a little, Janoah held both paws up, as if creating a wall. “I don’t know where this idea has come from, but I don’t have time for it right now.”


    She breezed past Rafe, delving further into the archives beyond and casting her eyes over the rows until she located ‘Recent Additions’, whereupon she searched carefully for Linus’s belongings.


    Still clinging onto his looted sword, Rafe wandered across the room until he noticed Linus. “Alright, mate?” he asked amiably, raising his chin in greeting.


    Linus let go of the shelf and brushed down his cloak, trying to look presentable despite a bloody nose. “Yes, thank you.”


    “Bloodfang, yeah?”


    “I am, yes.”


    Nodding, Rafe looked down the way at Janoah, then back to Linus again. “Jan getting you off the hook is she?”


    Linus emitted a tiny scoff of surprise, but refrained to confirm Rafe’s suspicions.


    “Whatcha do?” the big wolf asked pleasantly.


    “Nothing. I’m innocent.”


    “Ah, that’s what they all say, mate,” Rafe woofed, shouldering Tristan’s sword and moseying towards Linus. He stopped beside the little, if burly blonde wolf. “Don’t do it again, or they might send me after you,” he warned, “and I wouldn’t want to hurt a nice boy like you.”


    On he walked, his fiery corona fading at Linus’s back like the sun ducking behind a cloud.


    Another, less potent aura approached from the front. Lost in the rapture of the last, Linus barely noticed it until its owner spoke.


    “Here,” Janoah said, chucking a pile of Howler equipment on the table, short sword, pistol, a beautiful round Bloodfang shield, the straps and buckles of it all flopping about like a dead octopus’ tentacles, “You’re lucky nobody pinched anything. They usually nick the wallet at least.”


    No reply.


    Noticing Linus’s vacant stare, Janoah leant on the table and said, “You get used to him.”


    “What?”


    “Rafe.”


    “Sorry, I….” the Howler trailed off. He looked to the exit, for Rafe, but he’d gone. “I-I-I thought he would look… uh….”


    “What?” Janoah chuckled. “Like a monster?”


    “No,” Linus clarified, “just… more ill.”


    Surprised at this stocky little wolf’s gentle insight, Janoah explained, “Rafe’s in the rot’s good graces at the moment. He has bad days and good days, like all of us. It’s just his bad days would be the death of you or I.”


    “It must be hard.”


    Janoah averted her gaze a little. “He does it for Lupa, he suffers so others don’t have to, like we all do,” she asserted, slapping Linus’s shield and heading out. “Come on, Mills, I’ll walk you to the gate.”


    *


    Janoah pushed the black side gate open and Linus stepped through the gap, watched by the Prefects standing guard at the main gate nearby. Linus expected them to stop him, or for Josef to come running across the forecourt, waving his warrant and shouting ‘halt’.


    But no, Janoah shut the gate with a squeak, barring Linus from the assorted concrete blocks pocked with windows that was ALPHA HQ’s facade; an ugly if modest building.


    “I told you I would remember you,” Janoah said through the bars, making to leave. “Now we’re even. Don’t expect my help again.”


    “Even?” Linus woofed after her.


    The Prefect turned, one paw resting on rapier hilt, and snorted, “You’ve a short memory. Lucky for you I don’t.”


    It came to Linus then, the reason for it all; the white-imperium he had given Rufus that day nearly a year ago still carried truck with his wife.


    “You helped me because of the venom I gave Rufus?” Linus almost laughed.


    Silence.


    “But you arrested him! I-I-I thought you didn’t even care about him!”


    Janoah parted company with a shouted warning, “Just stay out of trouble, Woodlouse!”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 33


     


    The first thing Rufus saw was the flapping brown canvas of a tent; the second was the narrow face of a white rabbit looking grimly down on him.


    The fellow was crouched beside Rufus, little arms resting on those big rabbit legs. He was wearing a short brown jacket, black breeches and a bowler hat, and looked awfully familiar to the bed-bound wolf.


    “Don’t get up,” he advised gruffly.


    Rufus merely grunted; rot pains were taking hold as the analgesic respite of sleep let go.


    Daring to lift his head and assess the situation, the Howler found he was lying on a thin mattress in an open tent, his head propped up by a rolled blanket. His collar had gone, along with the chain. His rank prison clothes had also been disposed of, replaced by a traditional hyena sarong of a dazzling black and white swirl pattern that represented the Four Winds, as far as Rufus recalled. The beautiful cloth was clipped neatly about his waist by a handsome beetle-shaped brooch made of gold; hyenas thought very well of noble beetles.


    Rufus felt this was all good news. Hyenas didn’t furnish any old guest with sarongs and brooches depicting their gods and totems, only those they respected.


    ‘I’m in’, he thought, almost wishing he wasn’t, that this farce had ended in that sun-spider’s crevice.


    The game had just begun.


    “Haven’t got a drink, have you?” Rufus croaked.


    The white rabbit offered up a hip-flask, which Rufus gratefully swigged from. It contained something alcoholic. Water might’ve been a wiser choice, but it hit the spot and wet one’s whistle.


    “Much obliged,” Rufus said, lying gratefully back.


    Glancing out the tent flaps at distant peaks, the white rabbit surreptitiously produced an imperium pistol from his jacket and pressed its cold barrel into Rufus’s heaving ribs.


    “I don’t expect you remember me,” he menaced.


    It took a few seconds for Rufus to register this new state of affairs. “Of course I do, Citizen Casimir.”


    Citizen Casimir grunted, “Then maybe you know what I’m going to ask you.”


    “I’ve an inkling. Though a pistol in the ribs won’t change my answer.”


    “We’ll see-”


    Suddenly a pair of zigzag-pattered armoured legs rattled over to the tent. Casimir stowed his pistol away the same moment Nurka whipped the tent flaps aside and ducked into the cosy space – at least Rufus assumed this was Nurka, the hyena wasn’t wearing his usual skull helmet and Rufus had yet to glimpse his face.


    He was handsome; Rufus wasn’t the sort to pretend he couldn’t tell a handsome hyena from an ugly one. Those bright eyes and beetling brows were possessed of intelligence, yet the broad nose perched on the end of that thick, dark muzzle conveyed nobility and strength, as did that long, spot-flecked neck. He had a short, roguishly untidy scramble of a mane sticking up between his pleasantly rounded-off ears. Perhaps removing his helmet had messed up his mane, or perhaps it was always thus. One thing was certain, Nurka was very young, his hide unblemished by scars or greys, or even the whiskers a beast in their twenties could expect whatever the race.


    He’s only a cub, Rufus realised, just like Madou.


    Without a word, Nurka knelt before Rufus, paws on zigzag-armoured knees, and bowed – not too far, just halfway.


    “Thank you, Red-mist,” he said, adding graciously, “I bow because I know Themba never will. He’s a proud warrior. It’s not easy for him to admit that a wolf saved his life.”


    Rufus spread a paw, “Let’s just call us even.”


    Nodding, Nurka moved on. “You had an attack, a bad one,” he said. “We… do not have any white-imperium stings to give you. We of the Jua-mata believe-”


    “That white-imperium is the tears of the Sky,” Rufus beamed. “You’re probably right.”


    Nurka’s brow twisted, but he nodded a little.


    Rufus grunted, “You gave me something though. I can feel it.”


    “Chunta,” Nurka revealed.


    “The sacred drink?”


    “You came round and drank a little. You were feverish.”


    “I don’t remember.”


    Glancing at Casimir, Nurka made to rise, saying, “There’s more if you need it. I’ll go fetch some-”


    “No!” Rufus woofed, sitting up a little. “No, thank you, Nurka. I couldn’t possibly.”


    Kneeling again, the hyena moved to allay the wolf’s fears. “I know it does not sit well with your kind, so I made a mild batch,” he claimed, spreading a hefty paw. “I apologise if I wronged you, but I was worried you would not awaken.”


    Rufus raised a paw, dismissing the notion. One drink of sacred chunta and the purple-imperium it contained would not drive him mad, but nor would it make much difference to a wolf as far down rot’s road as him. White and only white sufficed.


    “You honour me with your tribe’s colours, chieftain,” Rufus said, plucking at his stripy sarong.


    “No more than you deserve,” Nurka insisted. “You’ve always been a famous friend of my people. What you did this morning only proves you make no distinction between wolf and hyena.”


    “I merely find in this life that there’s no distinction to be made by race, only character.”


    “A philosophy to which I too subscribe.”


    Rufus couldn’t help himself. “In which case, Nurka, if you’re the face of THORN, and I believe you are, your goal can’t be the downfall of wolfkind as the pack propaganda spouts, but the current rotten regime. Correct?”


    Nurka waited for clarification.


    Rufus weathered a wave of pain as he continued, “You don’t… agh… don’t blame desperate Howlers and… and Watchers for the mistakes of the Den Fathers, do you?”


    Nurka’s violet eyes flitted just a little, “All we want is our freedom, Red-mist, and our land returned. If that happened tomorrow THORN would disband.”


    “Then… we can remain friends,” Rufus decreed, twisting on his pillow and panting. “Amael was r-rrr-right to confide in you.”


    “And I him, I hope.”


    Rufus grunted and growled, “Sorry, couldn’t s-s-sss-spare an ember could you?”


    Nurka plucked a case from his cloak pocket.


    “Strawberry, if you have it,” Rufus stipulated.


    He got what he wanted, Nurka passing an already smouldering red ember to Casimir, who gave it to the stricken wolf.


    “Ta.”


    Whilst Rufus puffed away like a true trooper, Nurka and Casimir exchanged glances.


    “I… hate to disturb you further,” the hyena hesitated, “but I must ask you something, Red-mist.”


    “You as well?” Rufus guffawed.


    Nurka looked questioningly at Casimir.


    “It’s nothing, Nurka,” the rabbit dismissed. “You go first.”


    Curious, but eager to set his own mind at ease, Nurka went ahead. “Red-mist, I’ve heard from a reliable source that Prince Noss is still alive.”


    Rufus’s ruddy ears pricked.


    “He’s been held in Gelb since….” Nurka trailed off and averted his purple eyes a little, perhaps embarrassed to mention Noss’s bungled attempt on Rufus’s life. “Did you see him there?”


    Exhaling a cloud of toxic strawberry ember vapours, Rufus shook his head. “No.”


    A shuffle. “I understand there are many inmates and two shifts, night and day, perhaps you missed him-”


    “I’d have felt him at some point, Nurka.”


    “But Gelb is an imperium mine,” the chief reasoned. “The walls drip with the blood of the Erde. Even your legendary senses must be dulled by its fog.”


    “True,” Rufus admitted. “But… Josef killed him. It was an accident, they claim.”


    “Did you see a body?”


    Silence.


    Rufus frowned. “No. By the time I was back on my feet it was all done and dusted.”


    “Then it is possible,” Nurka said. He clenched his fists on his lap, “May the Wind and Sky forgive my transgression in contradicting a Prince of the blood, but… it was… a… a mistake for Noss to try and kill you. You’ve my abject apologies from our people.”


    Red-mist grimaced, “I don’t hold it against him, he must’ve been desperate.”


    Nurka emitted a grunt at Rufus’s magnanimous reply.


    “Did Amael tell you Noss is alive?” Red-mist probed.


    The hyena shook his head, “No. On the contrary Amael insists he’s dead, despite what I’ve heard, which is what arouses my suspicions that our Prince is alive.”


    Casimir piped up, “How comes?”


    Nurka explained. “It makes sense. If Amael were to hide Prince Noss from me he could produce him as a bargaining chip against my people at any time. Most hyenas would do anything to ensure his safety, even me.”


    “That does make sense,” Rufus agreed, his mind racing. Feeling the rot creeping up his legs again, he growled through a wave of discomfort, “Then… who told you Noss is in Gelb?”


    Nurka caged up, “I cannot betray my sources.”


    “I’m not about to tell Amael who’s been going behind his back,” Rufus chuckled. “I’m in no position to do anything. But this source could be lying. If it’s someone I know I can at least tell you if they’re trustworthy”


    “I decide that, Red-mist.”


    After a pause, Rufus nodded – cub he may be, but Nurka spoke with the sureness of a Den Father. Red-mist offered something up to gain further trust, “Well, I don’t know about Noss, but I can tell you Madou’s alive back there.”


    Silence.


    “What, our Madou?” Casimir said, looking to Nurka.


    Rufus continued. “Rode with me down to Gelb; we were in the same carriage. We became well acquainted after a bit of a wonky start.”


    Nurka searched his memory. “But he was bitten. He was dead. I saw his lips go blue-”


    “He was alive, just about,” Rufus insisted, blowing a strawberry vapour ring and watching it dash off the sloped tent canvas above. “He was interrogated and told the Bloodfangs what he knew. Beasts always talk on the rack, Nurka.”


    “Maybe, but Madou knows only what he needed to know, no more,” Nurka said, triumphant.


    “Not the truth then?”


    “The truth, but with omissions.”


    Rufus nodded. “I’m not sure how he avoided execution; perhaps Amael’s hiding him away like you believe he has Noss.”


    After a moment’s thought Nurka stood up, “Excuse my rudeness, Red-mist, but I must tell Themba the good news. I’ll be back shortly. We’ll talk more.”


    Rufus merely raised a paw, almost ALPHA-like.


    Nurka took his leave, hurrying across the camp. The tent flaps had barely settled before Casimir said, “Well, you’ve got Nurka on-side already I see. You work fast, Rufus.”


    Rufus puffed on his ember, “What? No pistol this time?”


    Out came the pistol, as if Casimir had forgotten. “What did you Bloodfang bastards do to my boy? Answer me!”


    “The question’s not what I did to Bruno,” Rufus replied coolly, “but what I’m going to do, which is save his young life if I can.”


    Casimir’s eyes darted all over Rufus, searching the arrogant Howler for an explanation, “What? Whaddaya mean?”


    “He’s alive. And he’s in ALPHA.”


    “ALPHA? What’re you saying?”


    “They turned him into an Eisenwolf,” Rufus said. He waited a moment, “I know from your eyes you know what that means.”


    Open-jawed, Casimir nodded a little. “That was him, wasn’t it?” he realised, lowering his pistol. “The Eisenwolf back at Riddle Refinery!”


    “You saw him?”


    “Saw him? I thumping shot him!” Casimir howled, dropping his pistol altogether to grab at his long white ears. “I shot my own lad! I… I didn’t know, I swear!”


    Rufus guffawed, “I imagine you merely tickled him.”


    “But I-I used an imperium pearl! I blew him off a barge into the Lupa. He must’ve drowned! Oh, Briar forgive me!”


    Rufus looked hard at Casimir. “I always thought I could feel someone in The Warren even when Bruno wasn’t around. An afflicted rabbit, rare indeed.”


    Casimir wasn’t listening, too busy weeping.


    At length, and with some effort, Rufus sat up and placed a paw on Casimir’s shoulder. “Whatever you did, Bruno was well enough to kill a sewer centipede after, so I wouldn’t beat yourself up.”


    “But he went into the river!”


    “Well, eisenpelz suits have their own air supply. Rafe was alive and talking when I saw him last.”


    “Rafe?”


    A grimace, “That’s what he’s called now. Ivan spoke to him at length, more than I; he said Bruno didn’t seem the same wolf. That’s how it is when you live day to day with enough imperium in your blood to power a train. It… changes you.”


    Casimir wiped his eyes, “He’s forgotten me, then?”


    “He’s forgotten everyone, I fear.”


    There was a mournful silence.


    Rufus glanced beyond the tent flaps. “I won’t ask why you joined THORN, I think I can guess, but if you want to see Bruno again you’d better stay out of my way. I have to come through this to save him – that’s the deal I struck with ALPHA.”


    “What? But, aren’t you with Amael?”


    “Who I’m with or not makes no difference to you if you want to save your son. Just keep out of my affairs, or better yet go back to Lupa before you get killed! No offence, but Nurka won’t miss you.”


    “I can’t abandon Nurka. We’re so close.”


    “Close?”


    “To setting things right.”


    Rufus instantly grabbed Casimir’s jacket and pulled him into his face. “Right?” he snarled. “What’s ‘right’ about hoarding enough black-imperium to murder half of Lupa? What’re you fools planning to do with it, eh?”


    “I-I-I don’t know.”


    “Come now! You must know! Someone must know. You can’t all be in the dark about Nurka’s plans!”


    “Only he knows, that’s his policy-”


    Suddenly Rufus released Casimir and lay back down as if nothing had occurred.


    The tent flaps whipped open and Nurka returned, fresh from spreading his good news. He noticed a flustered Casimir wiping his eyes and tugging his jacket.


    “Casimir?” the hyena asked, crouching on one knee and cupping a paw to the rabbit’s shoulder; Rufus was amazed by his concern for the little beast.


    “I’m fine, Nurka,” Casimir sniffed.


    Nurka nodded a little, then asked, “I take it Red-mist’s answer was a disappointment?”


    After some time, Casimir dipped his chin.


    Nurka nodded, “I’m sorry. Your son will be avenged when change comes to Lupa and justice is done. We’ll find those responsible, I promise.”


    With a glance down at Rufus, who sternly met his eye, Casimir shakily stood up and excused himself from the suddenly stifling tent.


    Well, that could’ve gone better, Rufus thought, but at least he didn’t denounce me to Nurka.


    Perhaps he’s on side.


    “The authorities killed his son,” Nurka explained, unaware of what had transpired between Casimir and Rufus. “Bruno was an afflicted wolf that Casimir kindly adopted. I assume he asked you about his fate?”


    “Yes. I wish I could’ve given Casimir better news.”


    Nurka grunted, “I should go talk to him,” and stood up again. “You’ll join Themba and I for dinner this evening,” he decided, on no uncertain terms. “We’ve much to discuss, Red-mist.”


    Nurka slipped through the tent flaps leaving Rufus as troubled by the respect this terrorist had shown him as the intelligence he had exhibited. There had been no hint of hyena hysterics or purple-imperium madness like Noss. This chap might swig chunta, but he still knows exactly what he’s about.


    Rufus stared at the tent canvas. Chakaa Noss, old friend, are you really out there?


    *


    Navigating ALPHA HQ’s bland corridors on her way to attend the pressing matter of Tristan, Janoah was blown off course by a strange exclamation.


    “Toggle, din dins!”


    Following what could only be Rafe’s chipper yet mighty voice down the hall, Janoah soon picked up his corona, which guided her out onto the HQ’s central quadrangle, with its lavender rows and gravel paths surrounded on all sides by stern concrete cladding and cheerless long windows. Standing on the stairs overlooking the modest garden, awash in muted afternoon sunlight, Janoah found her Eisenwolf on his knees before the giant bee he’d pinched from Heath’s flat.


    “Toggle, din dins!” he urged, tapping a platter of honey with a ladle. “Come on! Din dins!”


    The prim Nurse Meryl watched from one side, arms folded in doubt. “Rafe, I think bees are deaf.”


    “No, they feel sound with their hairs.”


    “Feel sound with their hairs?”


    “Yeah.”


    Surprised at Rafe’s confidence in the matter, Meryl guffawed gently, “Where’d you get that from?”


    “Dunno. Some wolfess.”


    “Some wolfess?”


    “Yeah.”


    Filing this ‘some wolfess’ under one of Rafe’s admirers from amongst ALPHA HQ’s wolfen staff, Meryl sat on the crunchy gravel and adjusted her dress accordingly. “Well it’s not moving,” she said, pawing some of the cool stones.


    The nurse felt quite safe sitting down near the bee, for it was just resting there, trembling like a mono ticking over by the kerb. Rafe had physically lifted it out here to see if the outdoors would stir its soul, but so far ‘Toggle’ remained stubbornly unresponsive.


    “Toooggle!” Rafe groaned impatiently. “Din dins!”


    “Try a different name,” Meryl suggested.


    “I like Toggle. It sounds… right.”


    “Well its owners must’ve named it something. Where did you get it from exactly?”


    It was then that Janoah descended the stairs and made herself known. “Having trouble?” she said, her boots crunching on the gravel.


    Meryl made to get up; Janoah waved a paw to indicate there was no need, but the nurse did so anyway, as if she felt more vulnerable sitting in Janoah’s presence than before some giant, venomous insect.


    Rafe stood up too, all of him, and complained, “He’s not eating, Jan.”


    “That’s because she’s pining, Rafe,” Janoah emphasised, walking over and tidying the big wolf’s brooch and cloak. “She misses her owners. Give her time; she’ll come round when she’s hungry enough.”


    Rafe scratched an enormous brown ear and said with a crafty smirk, “How’d you know it’s a she? She could be a he!”


    “Trust me; I married an etymologist.”


    “Y’what?”


    “Bug-doctor,” Janoah clarified, adding, “Rufus isn’t just a pretty face, he knows a thing or two. Just not how to stay out of trouble.”


    Rafe nodded silently.


    Walking around her massive Eisenwolf, Janoah took his nurse to one side. “How is he?” she whispered.


    Meryl cupped her paws over her apron as she and Janoah walked clear of Rafe’s keen earshot. “Erratic,” she said, giving her patient an over the shoulder glance, “but healthy enough, despite a spike in blood-ash levels.”


    “He’s definitely not himself today.”


    “What did he do last night? He must’ve exerted himself.”


    Janoah hummed cagily, “Somewhat.”


    “He brought in Howler Tristan didn’t he?” Meryl guessed. “Don’t deny it. Nobody else could’ve done it.”


    “I’m not denying anything, my dear Miss Stroud.”


    “Den Father Thorvald won’t stand for it-”


    “ALPHA’s duty is clear. Is yours?”


    Meryl scoffed, “Never clearer, but Tristan’s like a son to Thorvald; everyone knows it. Whatever he’s done the Alpha will have to let him go to keep the packs happy, so you may as well do it now to save yourself the embarrassment-”


    “Tristan is a traitor!” Janoah snapped, whirling on Meryl via one heel.


    Rafe glanced over, ears pricked.


    “I put my own husband down the mines for his transgressions!” Janoah hissed. “I do not pick and choose according to my feelings or anyone else’s!”


    Meryl huffed triumphantly, “And yet you let that Bloodfang go earlier.”


    “Bloodfang?”


    “Josef’s furious about it. He’s gone to Nikita. Linus I think I heard him say.”


    Janoah tipped her head back and smiled. “That young buffoon? He pitied some dodger that’s all, so I let him go to keep the Bloodfangs sweet.” The Prefect’s chin dipped and her smile melted, “But Tristan’s no buffoon, Meryl. He’s been feeding information to THORN activists for years. He believes in tearing down the Republic!” Glancing Rafe’s way, Janoah said, “Your only duty is Rafe’s well-being. He needs to be at his best for the week ahead.”


    “Why?”


    “Because the Pack Summit’s upon us. Ulf help us all.”


    Meryl’s eyes searched Janoah’s inscrutable ruddy face for clues whilst she waited for the Prefect to elaborate.


    “THORN and the conspirators will make a move,” Janoah admitted, walking on. “We can’t be sure how, but Rafe must be ready to stop them.”


    Strolling beside Janoah, Meryl took in the news. “He’ll be going to the Summit, then?” she supposed, at length.


    “In secret, yes. The Alpha himself is attending. Rafe will travel as part of his entourage, disguised as a Prefect; keep that under your apron whatever you do.”


    “Of course,” Meryl professed, probing hopefully, “What about me?”


    “What about you?”


    “Perhaps I should come. Rafe may need me.”


    “That… might raise suspicion amongst the plotters.”


    “Suspicion? But they can’t know who I am, surely. I’m nobody special outside of ALPHA-”


    “You’d be surprised how deep the corruption runs,” Janoah sniffed vaguely, looking around.


    “You mean… there are conspirators in ALPHA?”


    “Let’s just say if certain quarters realise Rafe is at the Summit they might try and eliminate him. Failing that they might even use you against him.”


    Meryl stopped in her tracks, “Me?”


    Janoah swivelled round, paws behind back, and smiled wryly at her, “Let’s not be coy. You’ve nursed Rafe through the worst excesses of the rot for nigh on a year. Read him stories, fed him, bathed him; that’s got to leave an impression on a young wolf.”


    Meryl tugged at her high collar and cravat. “Prefect, I swear nothing improper has ever-”


    “Save it,” Janoah dismissed, one paw raised. Placing that same a paw on the nurse’s shoulder, she implored her to, “Take care of our Eisenwolf, however you do it. Not for my sake, but all the innocent beasts that may depend on him. If it comes down to a fight, Rafe may be our last hope.”


    A flustered Meryl promised, “I’ll do my best for him, but-”


    “Oi, Meryl!” Rafe suddenly woofed from afar, “Look, look, look! Quick!”


    At last, Toggle trundled over the gravel towards her new master and stuck her snout into the honey dish!


    “Hahahaaaa! That’s it, girl!” Rafe laughed, stroking the bee’s furry black brow. “Nom nom nom.”


    Meryl tutted, “Look at him, the great big fool.”


    Janoah just smiled.


    Not bidding the preoccupied Rafe farewell, Janoah left Meryl to deal with the Eisenwolf and his bee whilst she dealt with secret matters of state – who had the harder task being anyone’s guess.


    *


    As Linus picked his way through the Common Ground he was surprised to be joined by a Politzi car in red and black Bloodfang livery, which pulled up alongside him in the same manner as that morning.


    Toot! Toot!


    And in the exact same manner, Werner Schwartz put the window down and offered the Howler a ride.


    “Hop in, Linus. Don’t argue, mate, I know ALPHA’s given you the once over.”


    Well, almost the same manner. The hog sounded strangely assertive compared to his usual ingratiating self.


    Every step Linus took sent part of him throbbing; his nose, his stomach, his ears, his pride, each sorer than the last, so without quarrel the young Howler opened the car door and slipped gingerly onto the seat.


    “Thanks,” he growled, unbuckling his hefty shield and tossing it on the back seat.


    Werner pulled the car gently away. “Let’s get you home before they change their mind.”


    “Actually I need to swing by-”


    “Oh I wouldn’t go back to the girls; ALPHA will be watching your every move now.”


    Linus’s hot wolfen heart somersaulted into his mouth.


    Mistaking the Howler’s silence for confusion as oppose to restrained panic, Werner explained himself. “I’m Tristan’s contact,” he revealed freely, crunching gears and turning the wheel, sending his Politzi car hurtling down an alleyway in an effort to lose any would-be tail. “I was meant to meet Heath and the girls at the station and take ‘em to a safe house,” he went on, “but when I saw you get off the train with ‘em I thought better of it and followed yer to see what yer did.” The Hog looked Linus over, “I was pleasantly surprised when ALPHA arrested you. Seems to me you’re on our side. Tristan certainly kept that quiet.”


    Linus scoffed, “I’m not on any side. It just sort of… happened.”


    Werner grunted soberly, “It’s called a conscience, sir. We’re all born with one, but the system beats it out of us.” The hog nursed the wheel and sighed, “I’ve only lately started listening to mine again.”


    Wondering where this was headed, Linus thought he should make himself clear. “Look,” he said, the sight of Tristan writhing on the rack plaguing his mind, “I just want to help Sara and Olivia get out of Lupa and back to Everdor. I don’t want to get involved in anything else.”


    “Fair enough, lad.”


    Linus frowned beneath his helmet, “Lad?”


    Werner beamed apologetically, “Sorry, sir. I’m fond of you, is all. Anyone not half my age is just a lad, even if they could put me through a wall with their imperious powers.”


    “I see. Well, I’d never put you through a wall, Werner.”


    “Glad to hear it, Howler.”


    After negotiating some traffic, Werner hazarded, “I, uh… I take it Tristan’s been taken in?”


    Linus waited a moment, “That mad cat Josef’s racking him as we speak.”


    “So much for Lupan Law,” Werner said, shaking his head and making his flabby, collar-riding jowls wobble. “That puts me in a pickle. If he talks I’ll have to disappear again.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I fought in the civil war – on the losing side. Had to lay low for years afterwards, me and my old friends. Even now they’d dig out papers and throw my past back at me. Torture me. I’d sooner top meself this time.”


    “But the amnesty,” Linus said. “The records were all destroyed, that was part of the peace agreement-”


    “Nooo, lad!” Werner laughed, recoiling at the Howler’s naivety. “Don’t be daft. The packs got it all squirrelled away, and if they do, ALPHA definitely does!”


    Linus looked away, “I don’t believe it.”


    “Believe it!”


    After a brief silence, Werner asked, “Does Tristan know where you took Heath n’ the girls?”


    Nursing his bruises, Linus seethed, “No. That’s what Josef wanted to know. Luckily Janoah stepped in before he chucked me on the rack.”


    “Janoah?” Werner snorted. “She got you off the hook?”


    Linus simply nodded.


    “Why?”


    “She owed me a favour; an old one.”


    Werner blinked disbelief from his beady eyes. “That wolfess is a mystery to me. She always was. She arrests her husband, right, yet gets some nobody Howler off the hook – no offence. What’s she about, lad? I don’t get it.”


    Linus had no answers, only questions. “What’ll become of Tristan?”


    Werner’s snout twisted, “I dunno. If he admits nothing maybe they’ll have to let him go; ALPHA still needs evidence to convince a jury of Elders… for now.”


    Linus watched the streets of Lupa pass by, citizens, shops, ash-streaked terraced houses. “Is he guilty of treason?” he asked, turning slowly to Werner. “Are you?”


    The pink pig glanced back at the blonde wolf, “Would it stop you helping Heath and the girls if I were?”


    “No.”


    Werner tapped his snout and sniffed.


    Linus pressed the matter, “Why do you want to help Olivia anyway?”


    “Why do you?”


    Linus shrugged, “Because… she doesn’t want to be a Howler, I think. I certainly don’t want Josef to force her.”


    “Aye, if she stays here he’ll force her all right. He’ll make a right Howler out of her and probably more besides.”


    “You mean an Eisenwolf? You can say it.”


    Werner half-confirmed, “Tristan reckons Olivia’s right powerful. When them wolfen ladies get the rot boy do they get it! Aye and all that comes with it. I’ve seen that little sprite Janoah blow Howlers twice her size into next week. She holds back to keep healthy, but believe me when she has to she can floor an army.”


    Linus could believe it. “Of course, the rot is sex-linked, like colour-blindness,” he said. “Boys are more likely to develop it, but girls that do get it often express greater capacity to wield and tolerate imperium.” He spread a paw at Werner, “But there’s dozens of phenotypes, you know.”


    “Phenotypes?” the hog guffawed.


    “Combinations of genes,” the wolf explained.


    Snorting, gear-changing bafflement.


    The bookish Linus distilled matters further. “Genes are what we inherit from our parents; they determine eye colour, fur colour, everything. Some genes probably protect us from the rot, others predispose us to it. It’s all in Heath’s work. It’s pioneering stuff, you should read it-”


    “Lad lad lad, I dunno much about science, but whatever Olivia’s got going on inside her, every Howler, Watcher and dare I say it Eisenwolf that never comes to pass makes the packs weaker and gives us citizens space to breathe, which can only be a good thing.”


    Linus said nothing to that – but then he was no mere citizen.


    Suddenly Werner pulled over by the side of the road. “Listen,” he said, glancing about, “I need to tell you the plan before we get to Riddle Den.”


    “Plan?”


    “I might not get another chance before you have to leave. Stop me now if you want out. I won’t blame yer. There’s no shame in it.”


    Linus offered his tacit acceptance.


    “All right then,” Werner sniffed, shifting his bulk and nervously nursing the wheel, “this is what we’re gonna do.”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 34


     


    “We’d better make camp,” Gunnar Greystone said.


    Uther stopped hacking at vines and squinted at the setting sun glinting through the forest canopy like imperium crystals. “What?” he woofed, pressing on. “There’s an hour of daylight left, at least!”


    “Yeah but all the nasties come out at night, mate,” the yellow-cloaked Gunnar explained, casting his eyes over the foliage whilst puffing on the last dregs of an ember. “Best we settle down before then.”


    Uther stopped hacking a second time, “Whatcha mean, nasties?”


    “Scorpions, centipedes, rove beetles.”


    “Spiders,” Ivan added with intent, throwing Uther a merrily malicious look despite his obscuring helmet – it was all in those icy eyes.


    Uther’s white snout twitched accordingly, “Spiders?”


    “Widow spiders, trapdoor spiders, Gunnar listed confidently, “net-casting spiders.” Blowing ember vapours to the still evening air he said, “Luckily most of ‘em sit still and wait for dinner to come to them, so if we make camp and keep a fire going we’ll be all right-”


    The Greystone suddenly clapped a brown paw to his thick wolfen neck, swatting the bravest of many midges buzzing about the party.


    “Pesky blood-suckers aside,” Gunnar laughed, wiping his paw off.


    “I brought mosquito nets,” Ivan revealed.


    Gunnar was pleasantly surprised. “Nice one. And there was I starting to think you two townies didn’t have a clue! Most city-folk don’t.”


    “He doesn’t,” Ivan said effortlessly, referring to Uther.


    Gunnar hiked an eyebrow, but declined to pass further comment.


    “Yeah, well,” Uther asserted, wagging a sword at Ivan, “at least I can find my way round Lupa blindfolded, not to mention function in civilised society like a normal wolf unlike a certain weirdo… so there.”


    The trio made camp, Ivan taking care of a fire whilst Gunnar constructed a shelter. Starting with bare branches lashed together in a triangular frame, Gunnar laid leafy branches on top to keep out the worst of any rain, before covering the entrance to the simple structure with the gauzy mosquito nets Ivan had promised him. Uther helped gather and cut branches, but was otherwise out of his depth.


    “I need water,” Ivan said, holding out his saucepan in a lacklustre fashion, “make yourself useful, Wild-heart; I can’t leave this fire.”


    Uther snatched the pan. “Will do, Blade-prancer,” he teased, making his way down hill to the stream they had been following.


    Checking Uther had quite gone, Gunnar asked Ivan, “Why’s he called Wild-heart if he dunno the first thing about the wilds?”


    Blowing on his struggling fire, Ivan dodged the question, “You’d have to ask the hyenas.”


    “Yeah. Only, I heard a rumour it’s not a hyena name; that Uther just made it up to impress beasts.”


    “I ignore jealous tongues.”


    A nod, “And what about your name, ‘Blade-dancer’?”


    After some time poking the fire, Ivan said dead-pan, “Oh, I made it up.”


    Gunnar frowned, then laughed. “Hah! Yeah, right.”


    As twilight fell, Gunnar watched the frustrated Ivan fuss with his pathetic embers a little while longer before he moseyed over and knelt opposite, ears pricked and eyes wide, like a cub eager to provide assistance.


    Sensing the Greystone’s tacit judgement regarding his own wild skills, Ivan excused lamely, “Wood’s damp.”


    The great Blade-dancer had hardly justified his failure before Gunnar produced a silvery canister from his cloak pocket. Removing the lid with a satisfying pop he poured a little heap of sparkling yellow sand into his paw and quickly threw it into the base of the fire.


    Foof!


    Blinding white flames and burning heat erupted from the conflagration, illuminating the trees as if by daylight, before settling down again as a perfect, cheery campfire.


    Gunnar popped the lid back on the canister and blew any remaining dust from his paw. “’Tis magic!”


    “Flash powder,” Ivan corrected, blinking a rippling after-image from his bleary eyes. “It’s just ground-up yellow-imperium, isn’t it?”


    “Yeah, kinda. Did you two run out, or something?”


    “Run out? We never had any. Never do.”


    “What?” Gunnar woofed. “Flaid gave Amael a case of yellow-imperium, didn’t he?”


    “Yes.”


    “So what’s he done with it?”


    “I’ve no idea. Sold it to help balance Riddle’s books, I suppose; Ulf forbid he furnish his Howlers with extra equipment.”


    At length, Gunnar tossed the sarcastic Ivan his canister of flash powder. “Keep it,” he whistled.


    Surprised, Ivan rolled it over in his paws. “I couldn’t.”


    “I’ve loads,” Gunnar dismissed. “Call it a little gift. Least I can do. You Bloodfangs saved me life when I were bitten by that centipede.”


    “You have Rufus to thank for that.”


    “I know. Why do you think I volunteered for this?”


    Ivan stared at Gunnar through the flames, then dipped his chin and gaze a little and emitted a grunt – what passed as approval from Blade-dancer, Gunnar supposed.


    He watched Ivan gingerly pour a little powder into his palm, enough to flavour some chips if it were salt, and flick it into the fire in the somewhat haphazard manner of someone unsure.


    Foof!


    “Here,” Gunnar said, raising a finger and taking a second canister of flash-powder from his backpack. “I’ll show you another trick, mate.”


    Sprinkling a little powder on his palm he stood up and cast it not into the burning fire but the cold dusk air. In the same instant a spark of imperious plasma shot down his armoured arm and contacted the glittering cloud, igniting it in a dazzling flash.


    “Clever,” Ivan admitted blinkingly, half-blinded and somewhat impressed. “You could blind an opponent with that.”


    “Aye, ‘tis all in the timing,” Gunnar sniffed. “Try it.”


    Ivan rose to the challenge, literally standing up and garnishing his paw with some powder.


    “Takes a bit of practice,” Gunnar warned, as Ivan flicked a sparkling pawful into the air – no sooner had the words left his lips than, with a snap of plasma from Ivan’s fingers, the cloud ignited.


    Foof!


    Sniffing assertively, Ivan blew residual ash from his palm.


    Gunnar laughed, “Beginner’s luck. Can you do it without fail, though, in the middle of a fight?”


    Undoing his canister again, Ivan had another go.


    Foof!


    The mysterious flashes from camp reached Uther down by the stream, silently illuminating the great boughs of ancient trees arcing overhead like distant lightning, penetrating even his eyelids as he splashed cold water on his face.


    “What’re they playing at?” he mumbled, trying to see what was going on.


    Drying his muzzle with a length of his cloak, Uther hurriedly dunked Ivan’s saucepan in the stream with a mind to fly back and see what he was missing. As he lifted the pan from the water, however, his freezing fingers fumbled the grip and it splashed into the torrent to be swiftly carried downstream.


    Cursing – for Ivan would kill him if he lost the pan – Uther traipsed after it, following the stream a few tens of feet before chancing a lunge into the dark, icy waters.


    “Gotcha!” the Howler hissed, as if he’d nicked a criminal on the streets of Lupa.


    Oh for the twisting alleys and vapour-filled bars of old Riddle District, the sodden Uther thought, trudging miserably back to shore, cloak dripping pathetically. Polluted and grey skied it may be, but you’re never far from a drink, a warm bed and good company, whatever the weather.


    Whipping off and wringing out his near-indestructible imperium-weave mantle, Uther shook his head and grumbled to himself. “What are you, homesick or summat? Puh! Pull yourself together Wild-heart.”


    Adrift in his mental meanderings, the prey failed to notice the two enormous globular spheres amidst the foliage above. Six other smaller spheres dotted the hairy brown carapace that framed them, eyes one and all, staring, unblinking, lidless as they were. Uther and the forest roundabout were reflected in their smooth obsidian surface, distorted into a grotesque, multitude of warped parodies.


    Four of the creature’s eight long, deceptively delicate-looking brown legs were slowly, painstakingly extended, like a great mechanical claw. The silk strung between the legs, at first nothing but a saggy collection of tangled threads like bloomers on a washing like, was pulled taught as the four feet spread and took shape, forming a perfect net of concentric rectangles.


    The trap was set.


    The monster’s four other legs clung to silken lines running hither and thither between the stiff boughs, the thick strands shimmering in the twilight like spun glass. It repositioned itself; moved lower, closer. Mandibles twitched with anticipation and fangs dripped with venom as the prey-item stirred below, every movement stimulating instincts in the mindless predator, triggering responses, firing synapses, until a crescendo of signals tipped its mere ganglion of a brain over the edge. The legs spread ever wider, the net broader still, lower and lower, closer and closer!


    Another flash from the camp; Uther glanced over – at one and the same time he caught something out the corner of his wolfen eye, looming over him, large and white and growing larger and whiter.


    “What the?”


    Uther looked up just in time to see the beautiful geometric net and a collection of shining black eyes beyond. Before he could make sense of it all the net spread wide and descended upon him like the judgemental paw of Ulf, pinning him to the ground!


    “Oofaaagh!”


    No sooner had Uther hit the ground than the dazed wolf left it behind, hoisted into the air, tumbling head over foot, his limbs tangled in indistinct collections of fuzzy white ropes.


    It came to him then – this is spider web!


    “Ivaaaaaan!”


    Swords, swords, swords! Kicking and squirming, Uther scrabbled for the swords nestled at his thighs as he was smothered in an ever-tightening ball of silk. The spider’s long limbs whooshed by and with each pass laid on another untidy sheet of the soft, yielding and yet un-breaking bonds.


    The silk clung to Uther’s furry forelimbs as he tried to extract a sword from a sheath and angle it through the organic cloth. The constant, juddering, tumbling motion, one moment the right way up, the next upside down, disorientated him to the point of utter confusion, but the swords were at his hips and he focused on them.


    Get them out, Uther, get them out!


    “Ivaaan!” he screamed, expecting any second the bite of death to come tearing through the silk and into his flesh, injecting him with paralysing venom, as Linus had said. “Ivan! Help me you son of a maggot! Gaaagh!”


    Sword! Free? Yes!


    Uther jammed his trembling right paw armed with his quivering right sword into the silk and heaved it to and fro. The threads barely gave ground until the Howler resorted to releasing a surge of imperious energy, as much now in this desperate moment as he’d ever called upon in his short life. His sword sparked with arcs of plasma and the web flamed and retreated before the burning blade as Uther ran it up towards his grimacing white face.


    Come on… come ooon! Ulf almighty, please!


    Suddenly the flaming silken cocoon reached some critical structural failure and a yelping Uther tumbled out of the spider’s silken trap. He stopped short of the ground, dangling upside-down by his legs amidst a cats-cradle of smouldering threads. What silk remained was clinging to his armoured legs, the thick strands snagged on rivets, belts and plates.


    “Gaaaaghfffgh!”


    The spider descended coolly after the kicking, twirling, snarling Uther, who began to slash up at the stubborn web. The most enduring strands were extraordinarily strong and every one took several hefty chops, but each that broke lowered the panting Howler still further to the ground, further from the spider’s terrible face.


    Not far enough. The spider was on Uther again, the legs teasing more silk forth from its bulbous rear-end and starting the parcelling process over with mechanical patience.


    “Ivaaaaan!” Uther cried, his strength and will failing as the broad ropes of web closed in a second time, rolling him up as before, pinning his arms to his sides. “Grrrrrffffaaaagh!”


    A flash, a bang!


    Ka-crack!


    Uther’s stomach rose into his chest – he was falling! Within half a second the soft grassy bank rose to meet his body and with a loud exhale of air the winded wolf rolled down to the shore, the icy water shooting up his nose.


    “Gagh! Pleh! Caagh!”


    Someone grabbed him and tore at the silk, removing the springy strands from about his face.


    It was Ivan.


    “You all right?” the Blade-dancer asked. “Are you bitten?”


    “Get it off, get it off!” Uther yowled, writhing in the organic bonds like a wolf tied up in a potato sack. “Get me out of this, for Ulf’s sake!”


    Taking Uther’s liveliness as a definitive ‘no’ to the bitten question, Ivan ran his fine rapier up inside the silk and slowly cut his comrade free without resorting to wasting precious imperious energy. He could feel Uther shaking like a leaf


    “It’s all right,” Ivan soothed, “Calm down. It’s over.”


    “Th-th-thump m-mmm-me!” Uther stammered, for the first time Ivan had ever heard. Wild-heart craned his neck to look up the bank. “Is it d-d-dead?”


    Ka-crack!


    A second flash and bang from Gunnar Greystone’s rifle led Ivan to conclude, “Yes.”


    Once Uther was freed of the main cocoon he sprung to his feet and set about ripping the remaining fine strands from his body, brushing down his arms and chest and neck and face, wildly clapping paws here and there and everywhere.


    “My back, do my back!” he begged, dancing on the spot.


    Ivan reluctantly brushed Uther’s dark bluish back, but insisted that, “There’s nothing there.”


    “I can feel it!”


    “It’s just web!” Ivan scoffed. “By Ulf half our clothes are made of silk.”


    “Yeah, from fuzzy caterpillars, not that thing!” Uther spat, as a shiver visibly crawled down his spine. “Yeeeuch!”


    Leaving Uther to pull himself together and brush himself free of imagined fibres, Ivan climbed the bank to join Gunnar by his kill. The Greystone was standing by his impressive conquest; a brown spider the size of a car, lying on its back with its twitching legs still curling creepily inwards.


    “Net-casting spider,” Gunnar sniffed calmly, reloading his rifle and looking up at the trees. “They attack from above.”


    “Yes… I know,” Ivan said.


    Gunnar peered down at Uther, “He all right?”


    “Fine.”


    “Looks shaken up to me.”


    “Yes, well… he’s not fond of anything with more than two legs.”


    Gunnar flicked his dying ember away and said, “He should try an imperial centipede on for size. They just keep on coming. I speak from painful experience.”


    Grunting, Ivan trudged down the bank and caught Uther gingerly dousing his right paw in the stream.


    “Are you hurt?” Ivan demanded.


    “It’s nothing,” Uther seethed.


    Ivan knelt down and grabbed his comrade’s wrist with his usual lack of social tact. Expecting shrapnel from Gunnar’s rifle bolt to have gone through Uther’s paw, he was relieved to find his dark pads to be blistered and his fur singed, not in any way bleeding.


    “Imperium burn,” Ivan diagnosed flatly.


    “I overdid it cutting my way out,” Uther explained, forcing a tiny, uneasy guffaw, “I panicked.”


    “There’s no such thing as overdoing it when you’re fighting for your life,” Ivan insisted kindly, patting Uther’s sturdy back. “Come on, I’ll patch you up.”


    *


    Noss took a draught of green vapours before passing the mint-flavoured ember across to Madou sitting on the bunk opposite. Madou stared longingly at the smouldering stick of relief, but shook his head and dipped his chin.


    “Take it,” Noss insisted.


    “It’s your last one, my Prince-”


    “You need it more than me after a day down that hole. I’ll get some more from Tack tomorrow.”


    With a trembling paw, Madou plucked the glowing ember from his Prince’s fingers and turned it to his own lips. The heady vapours filled his lungs and rushed through his blood, dulling the rot pains nibbling at his bones in an instant. His paw ceased trembling even as Noss watched him, which made the prince smile.


    “Better?”


    “Much, thank you,” Madou puffed, trying to pass it back but being waved away. There was no point arguing with the prince of the Four Winds, so Madou resigned himself to suffer his munificence.


    Madou soon noticed the low-ranking Zozizou staring down at him from the bunk overhead – staring at his ember anyway. With a guilty sigh Madou passed it up to his puny cousin, who immediately and greedily vacuumed up the minty vapours like a beast twice his size, burning through what remained of the ember in seconds and lighting up half the cabin by its green glow. By the time it occurred to the coughing Zozizou to offer the ember back to Madou it had been reduced to a pathetic stump.


    “Keep it,” Madou sighed, his annoyance lost on Zozizou if not Noss, who chuckled heartily as he eased back on his bunk, paws tucked behind his mighty neck.


    Madou checked out his new gang for tomorrow; Prince Noss, his cousin, Helmut and Tomek, the last two being asleep in their bunks or drifting that way. They would also be joined by a hog, a cat and wolf whose names Madou hadn’t really caught yet. They were from Noss’s original gang and the prince had no intention of abandoning them. However, a gang of eight was too big, five being the limit set by Gelb’s officials, so it had been decided by Noss to split everyone into two groups of four with him leading his original crew, long-dubbed Mosquito, whilst Madou took charge of Rufus’s old Scarab gang. The two teams would mine in the same spot and share their spoils, hopefully bringing home enough imperium to keep the hogs satisfied.


    For now.


    However, the Lupan Summit approached. Out there in the real world THORN was making ready to strike. Nurka, Themba, their ally Amael, and doubtless many a disgruntled wolf and hog stirred all across Lupa. Soon the clarion call would sound!


    But, as the old regime collapsed, what would happen here in Gelb? Would the Warden free all the prisoners, execute them, or simply carry on as before? Surely Nurka would demand the release of all hyena inmates, just as he would the tribes, but might Amael keep them in bondage and use them as a bargaining chip? What side would the Warden take in any disagreement?


    Madou felt so helpless.


    “We’ll get out of here before the storm breaks,” Noss insisted, settling down to sleep. “Don’t worry, Madou.”


    “But how?”


    “I’ve a feeling. Now, go to sleep, warrior.”


    The word of a Prince was final. Madou lay on his woefully thin mattress and silently prayed to the Wind, Erde and Sky to see him through these final most dangerous days, so that he might meet Nurka and Themba again in this life.


    *


    Given a short spell in the waiting room smouldering away in every context, Janoah was sent through by the secretary. Discarding her ember, she marched down the stark corridor and after a preparatory breath knocked on the double doors to the Grand Prefect Chamber.


    “Come in,” someone beckoned sternly – not the Alpha’s airy baritone but Nikita’s hefty accent.


    Surprised, Janoah entered with outward confidence.


    Sure enough the Alpha’s chair was occupied not by ALPHA’s premier Prefect, but by his second. He was flanked by Grand Prefects Horst and Duncan. Silvermane sat on the end, officially their equal, but unofficially beneath them for his relative youth and inexperience.


    The big mottle-furred Nikita bade Janoah to sit with a simple gesture. “Please,” he said, pronouncing ‘Plez’.


    They’re after me, Janoah thought, saluting and forcing them all to salute back whether they liked her or not. Her mind raced as she took her seat. The Alpha’s indisposed arranging his trip to the Summit, so now’s their chance to nail me without going through him. I see how it is.


    She glanced at Horst. That flabby excuse for a Howler’s had your number all along, he’s a lost cause. What about Duncan? He’s friendly, but what’ve they told him? The amiable black wolf looked unusually solemn today. What’s Doctor Josef said about me? That blasted cat will pay for this! At least Silvermane’s on your side – Ah, but he’s got to watch his back. Look at him shuffling in his seat, squirming under pressure, checking his pocket watch. His career comes first and to protect it he’ll let you go, you always knew that.


    That left the unreadable Nikita, sitting in the middle, the epitome of calm. What’s his agenda? Is he just covering for the Alpha or does he want rid of me?


    “Prefect, you set prime suspect free this morning,” Nikita said, fighting his thick Steppes inflection as ever. “You do this before Doctor Josef finish interrogation. Why?”


    “Prime suspect, sir?” Janoah woofed. “I haven’t let Tristan Eisbrand go. He’s being racked as we speak.”


    “I mean Howler Linus, of Bloodfang-”


    “She knows who you meant, Nikita,” Horst interjected, looking Janoah over with disgust. “She’s feigning ignorance, as usual. I’m well-versed in her tricks.”


    “You wrong me, Grand Prefect Horst,” Janoah defended. “I was merely unaware that this Bloodfang cub had anything to do with the breaking of THORN, which is my one and only concern this side of the Pack Summit.”


    Glancing sideways at Horst, Nikita explained, “Doctor Josef believes Linus aided the escape of criminals; criminals I issue warrant for and you overturn.”


    Janoah guffawed gently, “Not at all, sir. We interrogated Linus and found his account of events credible.”


    “You didn’t rack him,” Horst pointed out.


    “No. What would be the point of that, Grand Prefect?”


    “To prise the truth from him! What else? This act of incompetence will fool nobody, Prefect; you’ve gone too far in your wanton defiance this time.”


    “I’m not in the habit of wantonly and illegally racking every wolf I arrest, Grand Prefect,” Janoah explained. “If that’s ‘defiance’, then I stand guilty as charged.”


    “Doctor Josef says-”


    “Respectfully, Grand Prefect Horst, I wouldn’t put too much faith in what Josef Grau says,” Janoah interrupted, so politely as to be allowed to continue. “I’ve known that cat a long time and believe me he can’t stand not getting his own way. He knows his imperious science, but like most cats is a proud, petty creature who will waste valuable time to get revenge over the smallest infraction.” Janoah continued, “Fact is, Howler Mills acted on Bloodfang soil and was carrying out his duty, nothing more. I couldn’t move against him even if I didn’t believe him, which I do. He wasn’t protecting the criminals, he was taking the afflicted wolfess in for his own pack, she merely eluded him.”


    Silvermane checked his pocket watch, as if he were waiting for something, only putting it away again when Nikita looked at him funny.


    Sensing by Horst’s silence that she was gaining the upper paw, Janoah pressed her defence. “Gentlebeasts, the Summit approaches and ALPHA’s future is going to be decided by the Den Fathers. They could clip our wings, or even disband us altogether. Then where would Lupa be? Back to the bad old days of rampant corruption and greed, that’s where. The last thing we should be doing is needlessly antagonising the-”


    “It’s not for you to dictate to us ALPHA’s policy!” Horst growled. “Admit it, Prefect; you were helping an ex-comrade get off the hook.”


    “I’ve no love for the Bloodfangs, sir.”


    “Oh really? Yet you phone Riddle Den all the time!”


    “Am I to understand I’m being spied upon?”


    “Inquiries were made; the operators have testified you ring through to Riddle regularly. Explain that.”


    Janoah dipped her chin and did so, “I’m still married to Rufus, Grand Prefect. I’ve a duty to my husband as well as ALPHA.”


    “Indeed!” Horst blustered. “Yet Rufus has been in Gelb for two months; still you call Riddle Den!” The Grand Prefect looked down his snowy muzzle at Janoah, “How do you account for that?”


    “I’ve merely been arranging to take charge of my husband’s possessions since his arrest, and… initiating divorce proceedings, as the Alpha instructed me to. It’s a lengthy process.”


    Picking up a sheet of paper Nikita said, “I believe you do not need to be proceeding further in your divorce, Prefect. You are already rid of Rufus by, as they say, default.”


    “What do you mean?” Janoah demanded, forgetting herself.


    Nikita passed the paper across to the Prefect and clasping his paws together on the long table said, “Howler Rufus was executed yesterday morning.”


    Janoah felt the floor collapse under her, felt her stomach rise into her chest. The Grand Prefects vanished from her vision, replaced by a void of inconsequence. They didn’t matter now. All she saw was the death warrant trembling in her grasp, signed and dated in red.


    No, it couldn’t be.


    Slowly, painfully, Janoah’s fingers crushed the paper, denying its existence. “There… there must be some mistake. That’s not supposed to happen-”


    “No mistake,” Nikita assured her, adding, “My sympathies, Prefect, it was… beyond ALPHA’s control.”


    Horst had no such compunctions. “It seems Rufus carried on in Gelb as he had in Lupa, thinking he’s above the law! A thief and a vagabond to the end-”


    Whop!


    Silvermane thumped a paw on the tabletop. “A little respect, if you will, sir!” he chided.


    “For a criminal, Silver?” Horst replied derisively.


    “For any fallen wolf,” the youngest grand Prefect clarified, “and those they leave behind. Rufus was a great Howler, once. Pray we don’t stray as he did.”


    “I do not need prayers to a non-existent entity to guard my integrity!” Horst snorted, breaking out an ember. Puffing confidently away he looked to Duncan; the big black wolf was looking down and to one side. Nikita too seemed to be suffering a bout of awkwardness, chin dipped and thumbs twiddling.


    It was only when Janoah’s grief-tinged sniffs reached Horst’s ears that he realised the cause of their discomfort.


    “By Ulf,” the flabby wolf marvelled, removing his ember from his wobbling jowls, “is she crying now?” He leant forward, “Do you think tears will distract us from your misconduct, Prefect Janoah?”


    “F-fff-forgive me,” Janoah snuffled. “It’s come as a shock, that’s all. I’m perfectly all right.”


    Horst remained unmoved regardless. “You will go to Riddle Den and you will re-arrest Howler Linus immediately, is that clear?” he growled.


    Janoah stayed firm. “I believe that… w-www-would be a mistake. It would only antagonise relations-”


    “These are your orders, you arrogant wolfess!” Horst bellowed, rapping the tabletop so vigorously his multiple medals danced on his chest. “You will carry them out or be dismissed from ALPHA in disgrace, if not fed to the ants like your husband before you!”


    “No!” Janoah shrieked, clasping at her chest and bending double to stay her heart from being ripped away. “They didn’t! They couldn’t! Not like that! Not my Rufus!”


    “What? Didn’t you know? That’s how they do it in Gelb. They’re very old-fashioned.”


    “Ahohohooooow, nooooo!”


    Silvermane rose. In silence and watched by all he marched around the table, physically pulled Janoah to her feet and shepherded the near-collapsed wolfess from the chamber.


    Once the door had closed and Janoah’s howling had faded, Horst rolled back in his creaking new-materials chair. “That fool, Silver,” he derided. “She’s got him wrapped around her little finger. A few tears and he falls at her knees. Well, that won’t work on us!”


    Duncan grumbled quietly, “That was a low-blow, Horst.”


    “One cannot stoop lower than her!” Horst countered, prodding the tabletop. “That wolfess has no love for ALPHA or our ideals. All she craves is power and she’ll do anything to get it. Silver doesn’t see it, he’s dazzled by her wit, but I am not.”


    “Och! But tae break the news tae her like that.”


    “She needed to be told,” Nikita grunted, adding, “Better than reading it in paper.” He moved on, addressing Horst, “This wolfess Josef was trying to get hold of, is she true Eisenwolf candidate, or am I being made fool of here by Josef?”


    Horst blew a vapour ring. “Who knows? But do you know what I think? I think Janoah was happy to let Linus get rid of the competition,” he said matter-of-factly. “I think he might’ve even intercepted the girl and murdered her on Janoah’s orders.”


    “Murdered her?” Nikita scoffed.


    “Yes. Think about it. Janoah’s got an Eisenwolf in her pocket, a completely loyal killing machine she could turn loose on anyone… even us.”


    “Och!” Duncan woofed. “Come on, now!”


    “It’s true!” Horst insisted. “She doesn’t want anyone else to find another Eisenwolf and threaten her power, that’s why she obstructed Josef. Arrest Howler Linus and rack him, Grand Prefect Nikita, he’ll soon sing like a cricket in heat – if the girl is alive he’ll know where she went-”


    “Niet,” Nikita disagreed in his native tongue.


    “Pardon?”


    “No. You must let this go, Horst.”


    “But-”


    “The Alpha has much to do and cannot be disturbed by these internal squabbles! Janoah will go to him to get her way, believe me, and she’s right, we cannot provoke the Bloodfangs so close to summit. Is bad for Adal’s negotiations.”


    “Yes… yes of course.”


    Nikita shuffled some papers. “Go tell Janoah the good news,” he said, clearing his throat. “We will leave her little Bloodfang friend alone... for now.”


    “Me?” Horst woofed, his ember falling into his lap.


    “Yes. You pressed her, you will let her down.”


    “But you gave Josef his warrant, Nikita-”


    “I am representing the Alpha here. I cannot personally give way to a Prefect Captain. You must take this fall.”


    “But I can’t! Not after all that. I’ll look ridiculous.”


    “Swallow your pride, Horst. Is not so difficult.”


    “Grand Prefect Nikita, please don’t make me humiliate myself in front of that… that-”


    “Oh for crying out loud, Ah’ll do it!” Duncan groaned, throwing his paws up in the face of Horst’s blubbering. Slamming his chair under the table and proffering a tiny salute he took his leave, “Excuse me, sir.”


    Nikita saluted gratefully back, “Duncan.”


    Striking through the double doors and down the hall, Duncan found Silvermane standing over Janoah in the waiting room. The wolfess sat knock-kneed in a chair weeping into a kerchief whilst Silvermane nursed one of her shoulders with a paw. It was a pitiable sight.


    Entering the waiting room, Duncan whipped a finger at the on-looking secretary, indicating for her to leave. The baffled secretary saluted and vacated the room via the nearest door.


    “Ah’m sorry for your loss, Prefect,” Duncan said, walking over to Janoah, paws tucked behind him. “Ah should tell ye, ALPHA has nae power over what happens at Gelb. It’s run by a wolf appointed by the Den Fathers. Nae even the Alpha himself has any say. All we do is bring forth the evidence, any punishment is still in the paws of the packs.”


    “Yes, I-I-I know,” Janoah heaved, regaining some semblance of composure. “Thank you.”


    Duncan nodded a little. He glanced at Silvermane, then delivered his message. “It’s been decided tae leave that Bloodfang lad alone. So don’t worry about all that.”


    “Linus?” Silvermane clarified.


    “Aye, that’s the one.”


    “Why? Horst wanted him racked a minute ago.”


    “Nikita wants tae keep everyone sweet whilst he’s in charge,” Duncan said, proffering a disarming smile, “and nae bother the Alpha with ‘internal squabbles’.”


    Silvermane checked his pocket watch. “It’s a little late for that, I’m afraid.”


    “Oh aye?”


    It was then that the door the secretary had exited through swung open, injecting a small, if robust brown and white wolf into the waiting room. He was cloaked in black and sported a red-imperium medal beneath his brooch – the Imperium Heart.


    Silvermane and Duncan turned smartly to him and saluted ALPHA style.


    “My Alpha,” they said, in near-unison.


    Janoah fought to stand and salute. “My Alpha,” she said resolutely.


    The Alpha saluted back and strode over to them all, assessing the situation on the way. “What’s the problem, Silver?” he demanded.


    “Nothing, my Alpha; the situation has been resolved.”


    “Resolved!” the Alpha woofed, trailing off as he noticed Janoah’s teary face, “I’m glad to… hear it. Prefect, whatever’s the matter?”


    Janoah dipped her chin.


    “Rufus Bloodfang is dead, my Alpha,” Silvermane volunteered on her behalf. “Prefect Janoah is understandably distressed-”


    “Dead?”


    “Yes, my Alpha.”


    The Alpha glanced at Duncan; though Silvermane and Janoah knew Rufus had been sent to Gelb on a mission, Duncan did not, and could not, know.


    “But it’s only been two months,” the Alpha said. “That’s nothing to a wolf like him. I thought he’d make it.”


    Silvermane explained, “I regret to say he was executed, my Alpha… by ant.”


    “You’re sure?”


    A nod.


    The Alpha blinked as he digested the news, but remained otherwise composed. “I see,” he said, turning away and strolling about the room, paws tucked behind him. “I knew Gelb was harsh but… I thought such practices had passed into the history books,” he sighed, looking to Janoah. “Prefect, you can be sure I’ll raise this act of savagery during the Pack Summit. Such a wantonly cruel execution is hardly the mark of a civilised society anymore. If a beast must die for his crimes, let it be by the sword or the pistol, and his body returned to his family for proper rites. For what it’s worth you have my sympathies.”


    Janoah dipped her chin, “Thank you, my Alpha. You’re most kind.”


    “You should take some time away from your duties-”


    “No!” Janoah barked, adding quieter, “No thank you, my Alpha. Not this side of the Pack Summit. Lives are depending on all of us.”


    “I see. Are you sure you can carry on?”


    “Absolutely. I… I would rather work than dwell on it.”


    The Alpha nodded, “Very well, Prefect,” and turned to the others. “Is that all, gentlebeasts?”


    “Yes, my Alpha,” Silvermane confirmed. “My apologies for disturbing you.”


    “Not at all, Silvermane. If you’ve no need of me I’ll return to my negotiations. Good evening.”


    With a salute the Alpha was gone again, passing as swiftly as a spring shower.


    The Alpha’s sympathies couldn’t wash away Janoah’s hatred and sadness. She collapsed back into the chair, wishing the ground would swallow her up.


    “I always knew it might end this way,” she said blandly, adding with a false chuckle, “Rufus knew it too. We made that quite clear to him, didn’t we Silvermane?”


    Worried Janoah might reveal in front of Duncan that Rufus’s arrest and downfall had been staged, Silvermane made a surreptitious cutting motion to his throat and growled with intent. “You should go to your quarters and rest, Prefect; you’ve had a trying day. I’ll speak to the Alpha about what’s happened later and see what else he has to say about it. All right?”


    “Yes,” Janoah said wearily, “Yes, of course.”


    Glancing at Duncan, Silvermane helped Janoah from the chair. They didn’t take two steps towards the door before the secretary Duncan had dismissed entered with a small brown envelope. Saluting all present she cleared her throat and presented the envelope to Janoah.


    “A telegram for you, Prefect.”


    Janoah waved it away, “Leave it on my desk, for Ulf’s sake.”


    “It’s marked urgent, marm,” the secretary insisted, adding in a questioning manner, “Perhaps it’s something to do with what’s happened?”


    Passing the secretary a sideways look, Janoah snatched the envelope and tore it open. Unfurling the paper within she read the simple message at a glance before Silvermane could peek.


    ‘HE’S ALIVE. YOUR EMPEROR.’


    Janoah immediately screwed it up.


    “What is it?” Silvermane asked.


    “Rubbish, sir,” Janoah dismissed, walking briskly to the door, the old bounce in her gait returning. “An unreliable informant,” she explained. “I’m… going to collect Rufus’s things from Riddle Den. I may as well get it over with.”


    *


    “I can’t believe you! How could you be so stupid?”


    “I thought you’d be pleased! By Ulf, do you want me to put him back?”


    “Of course I don’t!”


    “Well then!”


    Janoah had to break out an ember before she broke Amael’s neck. Puffing clouds of spent imperium like Rafe in his iron suit, she marched around Riddle Den’s Elder Chamber gathering her thoughts and composing herself at this dangerous time.


    “What about Ivan and Uther?” she realised, whirling on the seated Amael.


    Reclined in his chair behind the table, Elder Amael spread his grey paws, “What about them?”


    “They’re doing this for Rufus, not you! They think they’re killing Vito to make you Den Father so you can get him out! That was the deal you struck with them.”


    “So I’ve got Rufus out early. Those two don’t need to know this side of doing their job. I couldn’t get word to them anyway; they could be anywhere in Everdor.”


    Janoah shook her head, “They won’t forgive you for using them, Amael.”


    Amael huffed, “They’ll have to. I’ll be in charge of Lupa by the time they get back – if they get back.”


    “I see. Is this how you treat loyal wolves?”


    “Loyal? Don’t make me laugh, Jan. They’re going to murder their Den Father. Some loyalty!”


    “It’s for the greater good-”


    “You just said yourself it’s for Rufus,” Amael corrected bitterly. “For their love of him, their master, it has nothing to do with ‘greater goodness’, even less me.” He poured himself a stiff drink and snorted, “Ivan looks at me the same way he would a tick in his fur.” Then, knocking brandy back the, he gulped and exhaled, “He’s a strange one.”


    “Don’t you see? You’ve justified his attitude by going behind his back!” Janoah scoffed. “He’ll never forgive you.”


    Amael said nothing to that.


    Janoah sighed and sat opposite him. “Fine, so Rufus is with Nurka. Now what’re we do?”


    “Nothing. The hyenas will look after him until we’re in control of the city and he can return to Lupa safely. He’ll be right at home in the meantime, faffing around in the wilds with those barbarians. Right?”


    “I imagine.”


    “And on his return he’ll have his expedition to wherever he wants to go. Isn’t that what you want for him? What you’ve pestered me for all this time?”


    Janoah nodded a little, “Yes.”


    “Well then! Don’t complain.”


    Amael watched Janoah for a while, smouldering away, rubbing her upper arm with her free paw.


    “I’m… sorry if I scared you,” Amael said, just about squeezing an apology past his pride. “His execution had to look genuine. Rufus was told what to expect, the Warden made things quite clear, but I couldn’t tell anyone else.”


    Janoah took a deep breath and exhaled, “Well, you certainly fooled me.”


    Amael smiled, “And through your reaction everyone else. Now, when I present Rufus alive and well, his every admirer will fall at my feet in gratitude. He has the love of the little beasts and the hyenas, not to mention half the learned beasts in Lupa. His endorsement will go a long way towards maintaining peace in the new order.”


    “You’re not the dullard you look,” Janoah chuckled.


    Amael frowned a moment, then laughed heartily.


    Sharing a giggle, Janoah slowly let her mirth die away and cocked her head to one side. She seemed to have something on her mind still.


    “What’s wrong?” Amael enquired.


    “Nothing.”


    “I can see it on your face. You can’t fool old Balbus.”


    “I thought you weren’t ‘old’, Elder.”


    Another chuckle and another drink.


    Janoah waited a while before declaring afresh, “No more secrets.”


    Amael gulped his second brandy, “Secrets?”


    “I can’t help you if you surprise me at every turn and leave me out of your affairs,” Janoah explained. “Not as much as I would like, anyway.”


    “You do enough.”


    “I could do more, so much more!”


    “It’s for your protection, Jan,” Amael said, dipping his chin a little. “This isn’t over yet. Not by a long shot. ALPHA could still march me out of here and rack me, and Ulf knows what I might say. They’ve arrested one of us already. He’s low down on the ladder, but still… it’s a worry for us all.”


    Janoah frowned, “Who?”


    “Tristan Eisbrand.”


    “Ah… Yes, I saw him.”


    “Which one of those ALPHA bastards snatched him off the street? Was it that fat maggot Horst?”


    “No idea,” Janoah lied, shrugging. “I didn’t realise he was one of yours. If I’d known I could’ve warned him.”


    Amael grunted.


    Janoah stood up and climbed clean over the Elder Table to sit in Amael’s lap. “See what I mean?” she cooed, stroking his furrowed brow. “It’s time you let me in, Amael. By Ulf the hyenas know more about your plans than I do. Those barbarians coming before me; how is that fair?”


    “Janoah-”


    “If you fall they’ll come for me anyway. I’ll want them to come for me, because there’ll be no point continuing to live in a Lupa without a future. You’re its future. You and I and the reforms we’ll bring. If Rufus is denied his expedition thousands will continue to die. If he and others like him can at least try for a cure there is hope. You’re our only hope, Amael. That’s why I follow you.”


    “Not love, then?” he grumbled humorously.


    “Of course love. And if you love me you’ll let me in, and prove to me I’m not some pawn in your games.”


    Another unreadable grunt. After an age spent searching Janoah’s ruddy face, her green eyes, her wry smile, Amael poured a third brandy and sniffed, “It’s not pretty.”


    “Pretty?”


    “What must be done. To be honest, I didn’t tell you because I thought… I thought….”


    “What?” Janoah urged.


    Amael looked up at her. “That I might lose you, Jan.”


    “Lose me? Oh Amael-”


    “Promise me you won’t turn your back on me for what I must do. I take no pleasure in the method, but it’s the only way, the only way!”


    “Stop it, you silly beast,” Janoah tutted, kissing Amael’s forehead like that of a naïve cub. “You forget that I was in the war as well. The things I saw, the friends I lost; I’ve the stomach of a wolf, not a wolfess.”


    Amael nodded, relieved somewhat.


    Cupping his jaw in both paws Janoah implored, “Share your burden. Tell me… everything.”


    *


    Clearing his throat, Rufus gulped his drink by lantern light, thumping his furry grey chest a few times to help both it and Nurka’s news to go down.


    It was official, THORN’s plan was to kill the Den Fathers, and anyone else at the Summit, with black-imperium.


    “That was my reaction too,” Nurka said, sitting cross-legged, paws on knees, the tent canvas flapping overhead. “I wanted no part of Amael’s proposal, until I realised the method of killing doesn’t shift the guilt, it’s still killing.” The hyena glanced sideways across the tent to big Themba, who was staring always at Rufus, as if trying to penetrate his soul with those purple eyes. “They shot Themba’s family,” Nurka went on, “and tipped them into a pit. They sanction the murder of countless other hyenas every day, by sword and silent starvation. Little by little your Den Fathers are chipping away at the tribes whilst presenting a noble front to the Lupan populace with endless propaganda. When I remember what your people are doing to mine, Red-mist, my guilt subsides.”


    Rufus nodded and looked into his drink, before quaffing the lot. It was some kind of alcoholic fruit mix, a hyena delicacy apparently. The wolf didn’t much care right now, it could’ve been mono engine oil and he still would’ve knocked it back to steady his nerve.


    Wiping his ruddy muzzle he said, “As you say one death is much like another. But, must they all die? They’re not all bad. Thorvald is a good wolf and my friend. I can’t believe he knows the extent of hyena suffering-”


    “Maybe not, but do you think he’ll let bygones be bygones after we murder his fellow Den Fathers?” Nurka interjected flatly. “No, they all have to go. Amael Balbus has to be the only wolf of rank left. Whilst the other packs are flailing around voting in their new leaders and squabbling, Amael will assume power with the natural authority granted a Den Father and release the tribes.”


    Rufus put his cup down by the fire. “But he’s just an Elder, Nurka. He’s not above the hundreds of other Elders running Lupa. They’re all equal beneath the Den Fathers.”


    “Amael’s arranged to become your pack’s Den Father just before the Summit commences.”


    As well Rufus knew; Janoah had said as much, just not, “How?”


    Nurka shrugged, “That is his business. I didn’t probe. I assume it involves ‘removing’ your current leader, Den Father Vito, a notorious, how do you say it… ‘drooler’?”


    Rufus dipped his chin.


    There was a brief quiet, broken only by the odd chirp of a distant desert cricket.


    “How will you deliver the black-imperium, exactly?” Rufus risked asking.


    Nurka huffed, “You’ll see.”


    “It’s tricky stuff. Do you even know what you’re-”


    “Wolves are not the only beasts who read imperiology,” the hyena chief interjected, without a doubt insulted. He continued, more politely, “In fact I read many of your works growing up, Red-mist, you and your friend Professor Heath.”


    Rufus beamed, “I’m honoured.”


    A second prickly silence; this felt a dangerous game.


    “Strange Amael didn’t tell you any of this,” Themba needled, supping his drink but staring always at Rufus even as he tipped his head back. “It’s almost like you’ve got nothing to do with him.”


    Rufus batted him away, “As I said, Themba, I don’t. All I want from Amael is my expedition, and all he wants from me is endorsement. I’ll stand by him and wave to the little beasts for a week or two if it’ll help settle things down, but then I want to be about my work.”


    “Finding a ‘cure’?” the mighty hyena mocked. “You cannot cure that which the gods inflict on us, save through righting what they decide are wrongs.”


    “We’ll never know if we never try.”


    “Beasts have long dreamt of it. All have failed.”


    “Beasts have long dreamt of flying too, Themba, and of late we’ve discovered a way. How many beasts jumped to their doom with wings tied to their arms before we started putting working dirigibles up? Don’t confuse failure with lack of progress.”


    “Those ridiculous balloons?” Themba scoffed. “They are an affront to nature! Beasts mock the Sky, trying to match his grace.”


    Rufus spread a paw, “I find imitation to be the sincerest form of flattery-”


    “We wish you luck in your endeavours, Red-mist,” Nurka rasped, suddenly closing down the subject. Snatching the gourd of fermented fruit nearby, he topped up his cup and downed it in one. Turning to Themba he said, “It’s decided then. If Prince Noss is in Gelb we must get him out before we strike.”


    “It’s risky, chief,” Themba grumbled. “Cannot Amael do the same trick as he did with Rufus and have the Gelb Warden leave him out for the ants?”


    “Thembaaaa pay attention!” Nurka growled with mild exasperation.


    “What?”


    “Amael didn’t tell us Prince Noss is alive, yet it was his Howlers who arrested him, who supposedly ‘racked him to death’. He has lied to us. Why? Because he’s hidden our Prince away to use as a bargaining chip later, that’s why! I told you we cannot trust Amael. He doesn’t trust us. We may be working together, but only whilst it remains convenient.”


    Themba scratched his hefty brow.


    Rufus remained silent. Did Amael know Noss was alive, or was someone else playing a game? Jan, is it you? What’re you and Vladimir up to? What didn’t you tell me? Why not?


    Nurka moved on. “We will say to Amael that some of our fanatical followers snatched Prince Noss in a raid of their own initiative from rumours they had heard. Then Amael can plead ignorance and save face, as can we.”


    Themba remained pessimistic. “But what if Prince Noss is not there? Red-mist has not seen him. If we try and break him out for nothing and get killed then what good is that?”


    “I’ll find out,” Nurka rasped calmly.


    “How?”


    Nurka was likely making things up as he went along, yet his certain tone set Themba at ease like the wisdom of a considered Matriarch. “Gelb’s guards can be bought as any others,” he said. “I’ll have our agents make contact and arrange everything. If Prince Noss is really in Gelb we’ll know, and he’ll know we’re coming for him… and Madou too.”


    Themba growled, “Hahahaaa! Chakaa Madou. I can’t believe he survived being bitten. He’s a true warrior!”


    “We’ll be together again soon. All of us.”


    The hyenas bumped their heads together in accord and drank to the future.


    Rufus sat in silence; Janoah and Silvermane were right, these stupid boys are planning to kill hundreds, even thousands, and in such an unspeakable manner. Amael and the wolfen conspirators can’t afford to share the blame, they’ll have to lay this atrocity at the door of THORN and then finish the hyena tribes off to quell the public’s fury.


    I have to get away, I have to get word out.


    You can’t, said the other half of Rufus’s brain. You can’t quit yet. Stay and play the game a while longer. Noss – he wouldn’t approve of this madness, would he? I can’t believe he would sanction Nurka’s use of black-imperium.


    By Ulf, maybe that’s it!


    If Noss is alive then perhaps, just perhaps, that’s the way out of this mess – the sacred command of a hyena prince.


    *


    Janoah entered Silvermane’s office and upon seeing Josef sitting in one of the chairs immediately performed an about face to leave.


    “Prefect Janoah!” Silvermane barked. “Walk out of here and you walk out of ALPHA.”


    “What’s that cat doing here?” she spat back.


    “I invited him, same as you. Now get in here and sit down, we’re going to settle this mess.”


    After a few seconds, Janoah slammed the office door and stood before Silvermane’s desk, arms folded. Josef remained seated and outwardly dispassionate as ever, fingers rapping together before his pink feline nose.


    Satisfied Janoah was listening if not sitting, Silvermane begun. “We cannot afford in-fighting and squabbling at this time,” he stated, adding gravely, “especially since, in light of Rufus’s passing, Rafe could be our last hope to smash THORN before they strike, and Rafe depends on you two to function at his best.”


    “Well if I’d been allowed to pursue Olivia Blake we might have two Eisenwolves by now,” Josef sniffed airily.


    “In a week?” Janoah mocked. “Don’t be ridiculous, it took Rafe a year to get to where he is.”


    “I’ve learnt a great deal since then.”


    “Oh? You’ve learned nothing of diplomacy. You can’t traipse around Lupa arresting just anybody, especially since you’re not a Prefect.”


    “You helped me!”


    “Yes, because that dodger girl was a good smokescreen behind which to arrest Tristan Eisbrand without disturbing the conspirators. If you let her slip through your paws that’s your problem, and it should’ve been the end of it. Arresting Howler Mills and going so far as to beat him up this side of the Pack Summit is beyond stupid.”


    “He’s obviously a collaborator.”


    Janoah laughed, “Oh do give it up, cat.” She looked to Silvermane and chirped disarmingly, “You know what they call him back at Riddle Den? Woodlouse. I mean, I ask you, does that sound like insurgent material?”


    Silver’s brows rose.


    “Linus aided and abetted a dodger,” Josef argued to Silvermane.


    To which Janoah countered, “He had pity on a beautiful girl, nothing more. We’re not all as immune to feelings as you, you sociopathic feline-”


    “Now that is enough,” Silvermane interposed, somehow as calm and understated as ever. “Whatever happened between you, it’s of no consequence. That girl is gone, Josef, and I want to hear no more about it, and nor does Nikita, so don’t go to him again. What I need from you both is harmony… and a plan.” The Grand Prefect looked desperately to Janoah and, paws spread, implored despite knowing what her reply must be, “Amael’s told you nothing more?”


    Janoah emitted a sharp breath and looked down, then up again. “He has only told me that the Den Fathers will be eliminated at the Summit, by the hyenas.”


    “What day, what time, with what?”


    “Black-imperium, but he refuses to tell me how exactly. He says he’s protecting me in case he falls. The less I know, the more likely it is I could plausibly say I was just his lover and deny knowledge of the plot.”


    Josef mocked, “How ‘noble’ Amael is.”


    “Yes,” Janoah agreed, “in his own way, he is.”


    “Perhaps he suspects you,” Silvermane wondered aloud.


    “No.”


    “How can you be so sure, Janoah?”


    Janoah paused to think, as if skirting round some real reason to give a false one. “I just know.”


    Whatever he thought, Silvermane let it lie. “Well keep trying. If Tristan can’t or won’t talk then we’re going into this trap blindfolded! The Alpha will be in mortal danger, and every Den Father too.”


    “Rafe will not let the Alpha come to harm,” Janoah reassured. “He’ll be near the whole time.”


    “He can’t traipse around in his suit, Janoah!”


    “No, sir, but it will be kept nearby.”


    “How?”


    “We’ll find a way to hide it. When the attack comes, however it comes, Rafe will be ready.”


    *


    Sitting in the ALPHA HQ’s boxed-in garden and blowing ember vapours at the midnight Lupan sky, Janoah felt both her imperious corona and the bench upon which she sat bend under a familiarly hefty presence.


    “All right, Jan?” Rafe said, sitting casually beside her, muscled arms splayed over the back of the bench.


    Janoah let slip a fond smirk, disguising it with a dip of the chin, “Hello trouble.”


    Following Janoah’s previous upward gaze, Rafe took in the stars pricking the usually foggy heavens. “Cor, it’s really clear tonight, ‘en it?”


    “Yes,” Janoah replied absently, humouring her champion by looking up again. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Lupa so clear.”


    A few seconds passed, as many as ten.


    “I… heard about Rufus,” Rafe volunteered, “I’m sorry.”


    Janoah considered telling her Eisenwolf the truth, that Rufus was alive and in hyena custody.


    “Well,” she said instead, “we all knew it was coming.”


    “Not like that though.”


    Janoah chuckled wryly, “On the contrary, it’s just like Rufus to go out in style. Withering away in Gelb didn’t suit him. He’s always wanted to see the inside of an ant nest anyway.”


    Rafe could but grimace.


    “How’s the bee?” Janoah said.


    Perhaps she’s eager to keep her mind off Rufus, Rafe thought, obliging her. “Fine,” he beamed. “Meryl’s set up a spare room for him next to mine.”


    “Her.”


    “Yeah. I meant her. She’s got a little box to sleep in and everything, but she kinda just climbed up the wall and stayed there. She’s so funny.”


    Janoah tutted, “I’m not sure the Grand Prefects will find it so funny.” Sniffing, she looked sideways at a suddenly worried Rafe, “But… I’ll have Josef say Toggle is part of your therapy, to keep you sane. That usually washes with the Alpha, and he’s all that matters.”


    Rafe nodded gratefully.


    “You’ve not let me down yet,” Janoah said sternly. “Don’t start now when Lupa needs you most.”


    “I won’t,” Rafe claimed breezily.


    “Look after yourself. Do what Meryl tells you. You need to be strong. If we can’t stop THORN before they strike we must stop them as they strike; whatever happens the Alpha must survive and the conspirators must be taken into custody.”


    “I’ll protect him... and you.”


    A nod from Janoah, before she looked away and took a sharp breath.


    Another break, longer perhaps; Janoah wasn’t gauging the passing of time, only the mood of the wolf beside her and how best to approach him. He was just a boy, a foolish boy, and yet he had the power to sway history.


    “Rafe,” Janoah sniffed, looking at the ember she was twiddling between her ash-stained fingers.


    “Yeah?”


    “You’ll stick with me, won’t you? You won’t abandon me for Josef or Silvermane, or anyone.”


    Rafe frowned, “Whatcha mean?”


    “I mean you’d follow my orders, not theirs. Not even the Alpha’s if it came down to it.”


    “Jan-”


    “Promise me! And I mean whatever happens, however awful it seemed at the time, whatever side I picked in the end, you’d back me up.”


    “I promise. Of course I do. I don’t owe them lot anything, only you… and Meryl.”


    “You’d listen to me, or Meryl?”


    “Meryl’s not a soldier,” Rafe said, dodging the question; he was cleverer than he looked sometimes. “What’s wrong; you in trouble?” he asked afresh.


    Taking a last draught of her dying ember, Janoah said, “I’m on a tightrope, Stenton; I might make it all the way across, or I might fall one way or the other – don’t you let me hit the ground.”

  


  
    
  

    ~Blick viii~


     


    A stroll through HQ’s concrete ‘gardens’ wasn’t as pleasant as the seaside, but it would have to do.


    “This place needs some greenery,” Meryl declared, casting her eye over the stark, brutal facade of ALPHA’s central quadrangle. 


    “Greenery?” Rafe scoffed, looking up at the equally brutal sky. It had been raining on and off, a really miserable Lupan day. “We’re right under the Ashfall, ‘en we?”


    “Some things will still grow, especially if we water them with clean water; it washes the leaves off. Nothing we can eat mind, not unless you want a rotten tummy. Lavender’s tough, I might ask if we can stretch to buying some.”


    “Lavender?”


    “Yes. It was growing at my aunt’s. The silvery bush in the rockery?”


    “Oh!” Rafe said, his face grimacing. “Yeah.”


    Meryl supposed he didn’t remember, or as likely didn’t even notice in the first place.


    Suddenly the Eisenwolf stopped walking.


    “Rafe?” Meryl queried worriedly.


    He waved a dismissive paw and continued, but took no more than a few steps before hopping to a halt and grasping at his left leg. Rafe was silent, but Meryl could see the excruciating pain on his face.


    “I’ll get a sting,” she said, already turning to run.


    “They’re… all gone!” Rafe seethed, leaning on a low wall. “I used ‘em all up.”


    “What?” Meryl piped. “You can’t have! There were three on your ration book when we went to New Tharona.”


    “Ssssorry, Meryl. I needed ‘em. Heh!”


    The nurse looked on, eyes darting, searching. She put the facts together. “You’ve been training again, haven’t you? You’ve not been back two weeks and you’ve been sneaking down the gym. Trying to impress Janoah, are we? Well I’m not impressed. Not one bit. You’re killing yourself!”


    A wolf popped up from behind the low wall; not very high, being a short, brown wolf with a white face. “Watch that bedside manner, Nurse Stroud,” he advised, perchance slightly irreverent.


    Meryl went momentarily white in the face herself! She raised her paw, ALPHA-style. “Yes, sir. I-I-I mean-”


    “I thought our Eisenwolf had been recuperating on the Graumeer?” the wolf said, perplexed as to Rafe’s condition.


    “Well… he was, but… Grand Prefect Horst insisted we return before Rafe was fully rested.”


    “Oh?”


    “He was doing so well there. He needs rest, that’s all it is-”


    “We at ALPHA have precious little time to rest, Miss Stroud, I myself haven’t had a week off in… six years.”


    “Then perhaps you should set an example, sir?” Meryl scolded.


    The white-faced wolf raised his pale brows at Meryl’s cheek and chuckled. “Perhaps you’re right.” Glancing at the pain-wracked Rafe, who was by now on his knees, he reached into his cloak pocket and set a sting on the wall. “This is one example I shouldn’t set, but… please, take this for our Eisenwolf. He clearly needs it and I’ve been feeling quite buoyant of late.”


    Meryl’s eyes quivered with uncertainty, “But-”


    “Please, I insist.”


    “That would be illegal-”


    “This isn’t a test. Take it. Just don’t tell anyone.”


    Meryl caved in and snatched the sting from atop the wall, “Thank you, my Alpha. Thank you so much.”


    The Alpha batted Meryl’s gratitude away and turned to leave.


    “Oh,” he chirped, clicking his fingers, “I was thinking about ordering some plants for the grounds come the spring. Too dreary around here, don’t you agree? Lavender, perhaps. You’ll plant them for us, won’t you Miss Stroud?”


    “Uh, yes, my Alpha. Gladly!”


    “Excellent.”


    Once the Alpha had strolled across the grounds, Meryl tore open the sting and administered it to Rafe via the arm. She held him and stroked his brow as the relief surged through his body, until he came back to her, looked up at her sweet face.


    “Was that him?” he panted, standing up and peering over the wall. “The Alpha?”


    “Yes,” Meryl whispered. “He gave you his sting, though he shouldn’t have.”


    “Yeah, I know,” Rafe said, thinking. “Why’d he do that?”


    “I don’t know, but we mustn’t tell anyone.”


    “I won’t.”


    The nurse took her patient’s paw, “Come on, you need to have a lie down.”


    “No, I’m all right now.”


    “Rafe, for goodness sake-”


    “Lying down makes me feel worse, Meryl! Best keep moving. Ask Janoah, she’ll tell you it’s the same for her.” 


    “Well, all right, but no training. Not until your rations come in.”


    “Of course not.”


    Leading Rafe though the austere ALPHA grounds, Meryl held out a paw, “It’s starting to rain again. Oh, it’s been so horrid since we got back. It was lovely at the seaside.”


    “Yeah. Lupa’s krap, ‘en it?”


    “Rafe!” Meryl scolded, then sniggered. “You’re not wrong.”


    Before they made the double doors to enter the shelter of HQ, Silvermane exploded from said doors.


    “Rafe!” he panted, saluting. “Time to suit up, Eisenwolf, ALPHA needs you.”


    “What for, sir?”


    “THORN is raiding a refinery down in Riddle District. Janoah’s there, she needs backup-”


    “No!” Meryl snarled.


    “Excuse me?” Silvermane woofed.


    “I absolutely forbid it, Grand Prefect. Rafe’s too ill!”


    “Ill? He’s just been on holiday, hasn’t he?”


    “That’s neither here nor there. He had an attack a few minutes ago and he’s out of stings. You can’t put him back in that… that horrible eisenpelz suit, I won’t allow it!”


    “Miss Stroud-”


    “I’ll go to the Alpha if I have to!”


    Silvermane’s nostrils flared. “I wouldn’t try going over my head, young lady,” he warned silkily, “not unless you want a very short, sharp career here at ALPHA-”


    “Oi, that’s enough!” Rafe barked, adding, “Sir.” He turned to Meryl, taking her aside, “I’ve gotta go; Jan needs me.”


    “Rafe-”


    “It’ll be all right; got the Alpha’s sting in me step, ‘en I? He must believe in me. You’ve got to believe in me too, Meryl. I’ll never make a proper Prefect if you don’t.”


    At length, Meryl nodded.


    With a final wink and click of the cheek, Rafe took off with Silvermane, leaving his nurse standing alone, thankful that the Lupan drizzle masked her burgeoning tears.

  


  
    
  

     


    
Part IV: LUPICIDE
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    Diary Excerpt 3


     


    This is the last I’ll write before returning from the Summit, as I will be stowing this incriminating diary somewhere no Bloodfang Provost or ALPHA Prefect will find it. I am running the risk of arrest, even imprisonment, but I cannot stand by whilst Olivia is pressed into the Howlers, or perhaps a worse fate if Josef’s record is anything to go by. Sara is convinced that Josef helped disappear her old friend Bruno Claybourne, a wolf who was himself very strongly afflicted – a pure-blood perhaps.


    What ultimately became of Bruno, Sara doesn’t know. The Bloodfangs assert he was killed, run down by a car whilst fleeing the Politzi, but Sara and Olivia both agree the story spun by the newspapers was an obvious fabrication. Bruno was no criminal. In fact, he didn’t even know he was a dodger! Remarkably his adoptive rabbit father, Casimir, administered him venom on the sly. Not by stings, Sara claims, but by mixing it in cough syrup, which Bruno always took for his ash allergy. The sweetness of the syrup must have masked the bitter taste of white-imperium. Sara also claims the body she identified was a fake, or at least not Bruno. It all sounds incredible, but less so in the light of Josef’s efforts to snatch Olivia and then bring me down for daring to get in his way. I’ve asked Werner what he knows about this Bruno, but he refused to be drawn, which could mean nothing, or a lot. There is more going on between that hog’s ears than most realise, just not too much, I hope.


    If Bruno is alive, Sara has yet to receive a letter from him. Considering how he would always forward telephone numbers and addresses whenever he moved before, he is either dead, unable to communicate, or, at best, protecting Sara. If he was inducted, as Sara suspects, he could have forgotten her. I was fortunate that my own induction left my mind intact; I had a terrible time of it.


    Regardless, Sara is determined Olivia not be snatched away too, whatever Bruno’s fate.


    There’s nothing we can do about Tristan’s arrest. Heath feels sure he will be released once Thorvald presses ALPHA, but if he has been working with THORN then should he be freed? I hope Janoah is mistaken; I have never known her to be.


    Guilty or not, Sara is beside herself. She blames Tristan’s arrest on letting him go back for Toggle, which he did only to appease Sara; he must care for her more than she thinks, and perhaps she him. I told Sara, and firmly believe it, that if ALPHA wanted to take Tristan in, they were going to arrest him sooner or later wherever he was. It’s not her fault. They arrested Rufus right in front of Den Father Thorvald, after all.


    Red-mist’s execution is hard to fathom. I don’t want to believe it, it feels as unreal as his arrest, yet Janoah was in Riddle Den just yesterday for the reading of his will. She left tearfully despite carrying out his arrest herself. That wolfess is an enigma to me.


    Still, it seems Rufus really is gone.


    As for Toggle, her whereabouts remain a mystery. I did not see her in ALPHA HQ, nor think to ask Janoah. I’ve had to convince Sara against sneaking back to the flat, lest that entangles her further with Tristan; he would not want Sara arrested, I’m sure. Besides, ALPHA will have turned the flat over and found anything so obvious as a giant bee. Most likely Janoah has guessed Toggle belongs to Heath, she’s no fool. I just hope she had the heart to return her to Arkady University rather than have Josef dispose of her, or allow him run some perverse experiment. Heath says Josef was kicked out of Arkady on ethical grounds, though he would not be specific.


    Still no word from Uther or Ivan. Whatever they’re up to, I hope they’re in less trouble than I am.


    Well, everything is in place. Werner has supplied the papers and disguises the girls will need, and we’ve invented a convincing cover-story between us all. I just hope Vladimir doesn’t see right through me. That wolf has a mind and a manner like no other. He is not malicious, and has in fact cut me some slack when he should have sent me to be flogged, or worse, but I do not know how far he can be pushed, even less fooled.


    Next stop, Hummelton. Ulf willing I will return to write on these pages again.


     


    Howler Linus Bloodfang Mills

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 35


     


    Vladimir Oromov loitered on the platform under the miserable morning drizzle, clad in his Grand Howler mantle of silver helmet and white cloak. Amael Balbus stood just ahead and to the right, flanked by his Den Guards, his red cloak edged with white, his helmet and armour beautified with gold and silver as befitted an Elder.


    Underneath the glorious, incorruptible gold plating that harked back to olden times, Amael’s armour was made of modern eisenglanz alloys, as was Vladimir’s and any other Howler. The gold and silver was but an electroplated façade, for show, as with so many things wolfen. Even the act of standing out here in the rain when everyone could be snug inside the station foyer amounted to nothing more than theatre. A little rain? Puh! The Bloodfangs of Riddle District were unconcerned, or so Amael wanted those aboard the Elder Train to think as it eased into Riddle Station. Vladimir couldn’t help but suspect everyone would instead think Amael an idiot as his dozen or so drowned Riddle District wolves dripped ashen water all over the Elder Train’s glorious interior, ruining carpet and upholstery in their wake.


    Vladimir felt a stirring in his corona. “There you are, Mills,” he hummed without turning around. “I was starting to think you’d been arrested again on your way back from the toilet.”


    “No, Grand Howler.”


    “The Elder Train waits for no wolf. We’d have left you behind, which, considering your reputation of late, might’ve been wise.”


    “Yes, Grand Howler.”


    Linus Mills took position slightly behind and to the left of Vladimir, just within the Grand Howler’s peripheral vision. The young wolf stood chest out, hood up, shield at his back, his sodden cloak sticking to his thickly muscled frame and every impressive contour. Was Linus becoming aware of his own imposing presence?


    “Urrhem,” Linus grunted, clearing his throat, “E-e-excuse me Grand Howler.”


    No, guess not.


    “Yes?” Vladimir sighed, averting his gaze to the ash-streaked rails running from horizon to grim horizon. “What do you want now?”


    “Uh, well… it’s… uhm….”


    Vladimir almost sang, “Spit it out, Linus.”


    Before Linus could, another voice interjected.


    “Grand Howler Vladimir?” they said, in a strong and yet distinctly feminine tone.


    Vladimir whirled round to discover a second Howler standing confidently beside Linus, tall and slender, not least compared to the stocky blonde wolf. She, for she had the shape of a she to accompany the voice, was wearing a broadly-striped red and white cloak – the mark of a Howler Cub, a Bloodfang Howler still attending the academy. Odd.


    “I told you to wait inside,” Linus said to the newcomer, before turning to Vladimir. “I’m sorry, sir, this recruit accosted me in the foyer. I couldn’t get rid of her, that’s why I was delayed.”


    “Accosted you?” Vladimir woofed, sighing, “By Ulf’s fangs, Linus, you’re supposed to be my adjutant and you can’t even deal with a mere Cub.”


    “Sorry sir. She’s very persistent.”


    “Is she, by Ulf?”


    The ‘persistent’ recruit performed a salute, fist to chest then out, impeccably done, and removed her helmet, revealing a perfect brown-furred wolfen visage. “Howler Cub Livia reporting, Grand Howler Oromov,” she said, fluttering her imperious violet eyes, “and may I express what an honour this is-”


    “Stow it, Cub,” Vladimir snorted. “Flattery will get you nowhere. Explain yourself this instant.”


    Howler Cub Livia bowed a little, “Forgive me, Grand Howler, I wouldn’t presume to flatter so great a wolf as you. I was under the impression you would be expecting us, however.”


    “Us?”


    “My classmate and I, Grand Howler,” Livia said, gesturing to the station foyer behind where another rather dumpy-looking Howler Cub paced nervously to and fro. “We’re journalists from the academy newspaper, The Wesp. We were hoping to write an article on the Pack Summit, you see, particularly from a Bloodfang standpoint.”


    Silence.


    The wolfess raised her chin, “Howler Uther assured us that he would pass on our request to his Grand Howler and that it would be possible for us to accompany you if we turned up on the day.”


    “Uther!” Vladimir huffed, rolling his eyes. “Tell me, Cub, did you by chance bump into this ‘Uther’ in a Common Grounds bar?”


    “Why yes, Grand Howler, during our term holiday. We met him several times.”


    “Of course you did.”


    “He was most kind.”


    “Of course he was.”


    Linus chipped in, “I’ve already explained that Uther hasn’t the authority to grant any such thing, sir, and that he was most likely referring to Grand Howler Rufus, not you.”


    “No doubt he was,” Vladimir agreed, saying to Livia, “I believe you’ve been had my unfortunate wolfess.”


    “Had, Grand Howler?” she squeaked.


    “Yes. Now be on your way, please.”


    “But-”


    “That’s an order, recruit. Now get out of my sight before I lodge a complaint to your tutors over this brazen breach of protocol.”


    Looking to Linus a moment, as if imploring for aid, Livia saluted and about-faced back to the station foyer.


    There followed an awkward, rain-flecked silence. Linus looked between Vladimir and the retreating wolfess several times before plucking up his courage. “If I m-mmm-may, sir,” he stammered. “Perhaps it’d be a good idea to let them come along after all.”


    Turning his back to Elder Amael in an attempt to guard his voice, Vladimir grunted surreptitiously, “What? Are you mad? As if I’ve not got enough to worry about already without some stupid whelps tripping me over.”


    “But to send them away like that after Uther promised them so much.”


    “What of it? He’s a rake and Rufus was worse. Their word means nothing.”


    “Even so, they might write something terrible about Riddle District, about you even.”


    “Humph! Let them. I’ll put an end to their careers before they’ve even begun.”


    “Yes, sir, but… what they wrote would still be in circulation regardless,” Linus reasoned. “It might look bad, especially for Elder Amael when he’s trying to secure the pack’s leadership.” The young Howler shrugged, “Surely it’d be better if they went away satisfied?”


    “Humph!”


    Linus kept going, “I’ll happily take charge of them. They can use my cabin.”


    Vladimir suddenly glared down upon the stocky blonde wolf beside him as if he’d that very moment pupated from a writhing plump golden grub into a different caste of creature, a lean and dangerous stinging insect.


    “What’re you playing at, boy?” the Grand Howler growled darkly.


    “Pardon, sir?”


    The Grand Howler cuffed Linus across the head. “How can you so be so stupid? Ungrateful wretch!”


    “Sir?” Linus piped innocently.


    Not fooled for a moment, Vladimir grabbed the scruff of Linus’s cloak and yanked him away from Amael’s earshot. “Who’re they to you? Speak!”


    “Sir, I protest!”


    “Spies are they?”


    “No, sir!”


    “THORN activists? Are you throwing yourself behind that shower after everything I’ve done for you?”


    Elder Amael cut in with his neck-tingling tenor, “What’s going on, Oromov?”


    Vladimir stood to attention, releasing Linus. “Nothing, Elder Balbus,” the former insisted.


    “Doesn’t sound like nothing,” Amael reckoned, barely turning away from the tracks, “Who was that girl?”


    “Nobody. Just a Howler Cub, Elder.”


    “She’s a student journalist, Elder, for The Wesp,” Linus piped up, passing Vladimir a sideways glance, “She wanted to write an article on you.”


    “An article on me?” Amael gruffed humorously.


    “Yes, Elder, reporting your time at the Summit-”


    “I sent her away,” Vladimir grunted.


    “Then bring her back.”


    “Elder?”


    “Are your ears rotting already, Oromov? Let the poor girl come and talk to me.”


    “Yes, Elder… of course.”


    Vladimir sent Linus after Livia by slapping him in the chest with the back of a paw.


    Unconsciously rubbing his chest, Linus hesitated a moment before tramping across the puddle-strewn platform to the dripping marbled foyer. Vladimir watched him chat with the Cubs awhile, wishing he could hear.


    Linus returned with the Cubs in tow, one tall, one short, shorter even than him. They stood to attention and smartly saluted Amael, the taller one doing a better job than the short and it was to her Amael seemed drawn, perhaps only because she had removed her helmet.


    “I’m told you youngsters write for your student paper,” Amael sniffed soberly, paws behind back.


    “Yes, Elder Balbus,” Livia replied.


    “And you wish to write an article on me.”


    “It would be an honour, Elder.”


    “Indeed,” Amael said, “and if I achieve what I set out to achieve it’ll be a historic scoop.”


    Producing a notepad and pencil from her cloak, Livia stood ready, “And what is it you’re setting out to achieve, Elder?”


    Amael laughed at this wolfess’ gall, “You’ll see firstpaw, Cub. You’ll be along for the ride.”


    Livia had hardly the chance to perform an overblown gasp of joy before the lofty Vladimir poked his silvery armoured nose into the conversation. “If I may take your student numbers, Cubs.”


    “Numbers, Vladimir?” Amael snapped.


    “For security checks, Elder, to make sure these Cubs are who they say they are.”


    “There’s no need for that.”


    Vladimir remained firm. “I cannot be responsible for your safety if I cannot do my job, Elder,” he said, turning to the Cubs, “Numbers, please.”


    “43956, Livia,” Livia said impeccably.


    “Uh, ah….” her short comrade struggled.


    “She’s 43961, Tara,” Livia said on her behalf.


    “Oh, aye,” the short one confirmed, “43… 96… 01.”


    Whilst Vladimir hurriedly rifled about his cloak pocket for his golden pen and something to write on, Livia jotted the numbers down on her reporter’s notepad and tore off the sheet for him.


    “Here you are, Grand Howler.”


    Still with a paw inside his white cloak, Vladimir eyed Livia up a moment, before taking the rain-flecked paper with the very tips of his fingers. “Humph.”


    With much throat-clearing, Linus clumsily barrelled in and held out a paw, “I’ll do the check, sir, if you’re too busy-”


    “I’ll manage, Howler,” Vladimir assured him, tucking the paper safely away in his cloak pocket and patting his chest where both it and his pen were snugly sequestered. “Rest assured, I’ll ring through when we get to the Lupan Wall.”


    Linus had no recourse and so stood back again.


    “Two Howler wolfesses in the same place at the same time,” Vladimir observed, looking the stripy pair over, “most unusual, wouldn’t you say, Elder Amael?”


    “Yes. We’ve only ever had one wolfess on Riddle’s roster in my time and that was Janoah.”


    Livia explained the supposed anomaly away, “As with colour-blindness, sirs, the imperium gene is sex-linked and recessive. Males have the X and a Y chromosome whereas we females have two X’s, giving us a greater chance of being born healthy-”


    “We are well-aware of Lupine biology, Cub,” Vladimir huffed.


    “Of course, Grand Howler. What you may not appreciate, being of the masculine persuasion, is that we afflicted females tend to stick together for our own… protection.” Livia raised a limp paw to her puckered brow, “The Howler Academy can be such a… a daunting place with so many virile young wolves and so few wolfesses to confide in.” With a tiny gasp she looked affectionately to her comrade, “Tara and I have stuck together through thick and thin. We look out for each other, isn’t that right Tara?”


    “Oh, aye,” the little one piped. “Thick and thin.”


    Whilst Vladimir remained unmoved, Amael predictably melted before Livia’s performance. “It must be difficult,” the Elder grunted warmly. “But I assure you, you’ll be quite safe in the company of my Howlers. Wolves will be wolves, but I do not tolerate ungallant behaviour in Riddle’s ranks. It’s the rod for any wolf who dares disrespect a wolfess – you can put that in your paper.”


    Smiling appreciatively, Howler Cub Livia dutifully scribbled Amael’s quote down in her increasingly damp and dishevelled notepad.


    “The Elder Train approaches, sir!” one of the Den Guards announced, stomping a foot.


    “Stand ready,” Amael replied, raising a paw. He turned to Linus, “Trooper.”


    “Yes, Elder?”


    “Take charge of our guests. Put them up in a spare cabin; we’re a few Howlers short with Uther and Ivan away and Rufus out of the picture, so there should be room enough in our allotted carriage.”


    “Yes, Elder,” Linus vowed, saluting extra-smartly.


    His will expressed, Amael faced the tracks again and stood paws behind back as he often did, flanked by his Den Guards and the rest of his Howlers, five others in all. Vladimir stood ready also, but watched Linus and his charges out the corner of his eyes; watched them exchange knowing glances and nods when they thought nobody was looking.


    “Foolish boy,” Vladimir grunted to himself.


    To the left of Linus and everyone else, a billowing black cloud chugged swiftly over the ragged roofs and twisted chimneys of Riddle District, mixing into the bland grey sky like too much iodine being injected into a solution by an overenthusiastic science pupil.


    The source of the churning cloud slowly turned towards Linus, growing louder, chugging away, before a bright white light emerged from behind a signal station, reflecting off the rain-glazed tracks and dazzling the blue-eyed wolf into squinting somewhat.


    The Elder Train!


    The great crest of a wolf’s skull and red fangs secured to the engine’s growing face proclaimed to all that this train was the Bloodfang’s premier locomotive. Every pack had their own Elder Train to ferry their leaders to and from special occasions such as the Pack Summit, or Winterfeast, or to meetings with dignitaries of other lands and kingdoms, if so invited. Linus had seen the Elder Trains of various packs pass his house as a boy, and from atop his late father’s shoulders had perched high enough by the trackside to glimpse their marvellous wood-panelled interiors where Howlers smouldered in velvet luxury under crystal chandeliers.


    Linus never imagined he might step aboard such a fabulous train back then, and now he cared not to. Consumed by burgeoning panic he hardly noticed the massive blood-red engine rumble by, an enormous tangle of pipes and armour with wheels the dimensions of dinner tables, every inch already streaked with glittering ash after doubtless being cleaned just this morning. The endless entourage of carriages, their windows glowing with an invitingly warm light and pocked with wolfen faces, filled him only with dread.


    Vladimir’s onto me. He’s going to find out I’m helping a dodger and then I’m going to be arrested, tried and sent down the mines with Rufus.


    No, stay calm; Werner said those numbers are good.


    The train squealed to a stop amidst hisses and clouds of ash and smartly dressed Politzi hog conductors emerged from several carriages to facilitate the boarding of both Amael’s wolves and their luggage.


    The conductors saluted Amael and informed him that Riddle District had been assigned Sleeping Carriage 13 for this event, farthest from the Den Father at the very end of the train, bar the caboose, or brake car.


    “Car Thirteen?” Amael woofed in disgust.


    Despite his initial instinctive exclaim, Amael quickly calmed down and nodded in acceptance. There was no dishonour in it; carriages were assigned randomly to help preclude any favouritism, at least in theory. It wasn’t impossible that someone had greased administrative paws to arrange the rising Amael be isolated at the end of the train, but if Amael himself hadn’t bothered to fiddle the books he doubted anyone else had the guts or heart to. Most of those who had been outwardly against him before were in his pocket now. Armed with Janoah’s damaging information about their private lives gleaned from ALPHA’s secret archives, even Amael’s enemies had no choice but to vote him into the mantle of Den Father when the time came, a time that would come sooner than they imagined.


    The starting horn had sounded.


    Grumbling surreptitiously under his helmet, Amael led the way along the station platform striding past carriages and windows, watched by one and all, friend and enemy. Vladimir kept pace whilst the suspicious Cubs stuck to the lagging Linus like glue, particularly the small one.


    “Och! They’re all staring at us,” she fretted, keeping her head down.


    “Don’t worry, Sara,” Linus said, despite worrying. “Put your helmet back on, Olivia.”


    “Nobody here knows my face,” Olivia replied.


    “You never know. ALPHA plants agents everywhere, just like any other pack. There could be an informant of Josef’s aboard somewhere.”


    Olivia duly donned her austere, grey, student’s helmet, becoming ‘Livia’ again.


    After passing an eternity of carriages filled with wolfen faces and bearing countless imperious eyes burning into the top of their helmeted heads, Linus and the girls made the second to last carriage and joined Amael and his entourage as they filed aboard. The train hogs had rolled out a pristine red carpet, which quickly turned black under the pounding of two dozen ash-plastered Howler boots. Thirteen districts, thirteen Elders, thirteen red carpets ruined, Linus supposed, and that was just the Bloodfangs! The logistics of the Pack Summit, the sheer cost, was starting to crystallise in the young Howler’s mind. The mathematics proved a welcome distraction, as did the glorious interior he found himself in.


    Directly opposite Linus as he boarded the Elder Train was a coffee table flanked by two red armchairs and topped with decanter of complimentary brandy and crystal tumblers – knowing Elder Amael he’d be all over that any second. To Linus’s right an invitingly plush red sofa beckoned with black pillows propped up on each arm – very nice. To the Howler’s left, snug against the carriage’s rear wall and overlooked by a Bloodfang crest, stood a writing desk proffering pens and paper – useful. All around imperium lamps shone dutifully, their warm glow shimmering on the polished wood panelling and quilted red walls. Red carpet lined with gold thread ran from here towards the engine end of the train, then off to the starboard side and down a corridor with doors to private cabins that likely made up the remainder of Carriage 13.


    As far as Linus understood, this sleeper carriage was for Amael and his Riddle Den Howlers, whilst dining, grooming and other necessities took place in specialised cars towards the middle of the train. Though such amenities had to be shared by representatives from every district, Linus had read that this was seen as beneficial. The whole pack would be forced to mingle; over dinner in the dining car, over embers in the lounge car, and even over towels and glimmer bottles in the bathing car. Elders, however introvert and guarded, would naturally discuss their affairs, learn the Den Father’s will, influence him and each other, before arriving at the Summit to officially debate with other packs and cast votes for or against proposals that would affect all of Lupa. Thus, of all the annual Summits, it was Hummel’s that beasts always remembered, simply because of the novelty and logistics involved in travelling so far. Bloodfang, Eisbrand, Greystone, their capital districts were a stone’s throw away from one another; Hummel were on the other side of the Sunrise Mountains in Everdor, clean and verdant Everdor. It was an adventure even for the oldest, crustiest Elders.


    Momentarily, Linus felt more excited than scared.


    As predicted, Amael dived on the brandy before everyone was even aboard, deftly filling all the tumblers with his practised paw like a bar beast.


    “Let’s make a toast.”


    Whilst Amael’s two Den Guards stiffly refused the offer of a tipple as their creed dictated, Amael all but forced Vladimir and Linus to partake in his impromptu toast by pressing tumblers into their paws regardless of the fact it wasn’t even ten o’clock. The other Bloodfang Howlers lucky enough to be chosen for this trip were roped in the moment they stepped aboard, as were the Cubs – there were glasses enough for everyone.


    “To Riddle,” Amael said, removing his dripping helmet and slamming it on the coffee table.


    Livia boldly stepped forward and raised her glass. “To the Bloodfangs!” she declared instead, with the fervour common to new recruits.


    Whilst some of the Howlers lingering behind sniggered at the Cub, Amael looked appreciatively to her and raised his glass. “To Lupa,” he bettered, adding, “as I’m sure Boris would say if he were here guarding my conscience and not looking after Riddle Den in my absence.”


    The Howlers removed, or in some cases merely lifted their helmets and sampled the brandy with differing enthusiasm, some knocking it back like the hardy Amael, others merely sipping the lip like the wary Vladimir, but all with the fervent cry.


    “To Lupa!”


    All bar one. Linus noticed Sara didn’t join in, not even lifting her helmet for a second to sip the drink; for whatever reason she just stood there stiff as a statue. Was she terrified, or just a strict teetotaller? Either way, Linus swapped glasses and downed Sara’s drink on her behalf – by Ulf he needed it.


    Nobody noticed, or at least nobody cared, not even Sara.


    The carpet was rolled up, the doors slammed shut, whistles blown. The Elder Train’s exceptionally powerful engine jolted into motion, causing a few stumbles.


    “What about our luggage?” Linus piped.


    “Already in your cabin, Mills,” Amael calmly assured him, breaking out an ember and a second drink. “You’re on the Elder Train to Hummelton now,” he said, raising his glass to his lips. “You’ll want for nothing over the next few days… except perhaps your sanity.”


    *


    The Alpha saluted ALPHA-style, Nikita saluted back from the top of the HQ’s bleak concrete stairs.


    With one paw twiddling her cravat, Meryl Stroud imagined what passed between them as she watched from above through the rain-flecked window. Something along the lines of ‘Good luck, my Alpha,’ and ‘I leave HQ in your capable paws, Nikita,’ or some such. Then the short, brown-furred Alpha ducked into his motorcade with the big, black-furred Duncan and rotund, white-furred Horst, the latter looking even more overburdened with medals than per usual. The Alpha sported only the Imperium Heart, as always. Nikita and Silvermane waved them off, before turning to one another and chatting as they moseyed back into the foyer of ALPHA HQ and out of Meryl’s sight.


    Bvvvt!


    She whirled round to see Toggle trundling along the corridor towards her, a jittering ball of shiny black carapace and fluff.


    “Oh! And how did you get out?” the ALPHA nurse tutted at the bee.


    Toggle replied with a brief flutter of her iridescent wings.


    Bvvt!


    Then nuzzling into Meryl’s dress she trembled away like a parked car, as bees were in the habit of doing.


    “Surely you can’t be lonely,” Meryl cooed, bending down and gingerly patting the bee’s dimply armoured brow. She didn’t quite trust the creature not to twist its plump abdomen round and sting her in the shin. However, since bees could sting only once before dying, Toggle would need to be in fear for the colony’s survival to resort to self-sacrifice, and, since there was no colony, she wouldn’t. Meryl hoped she had her facts straight regards this giant of a bee.


    Suddenly a giant of a wolf approached, his familiarly hefty boot steps turning Meryl’s pert ears long before the follow-up deep yet bright, “Oi, Meryl!”


    “Oi indeed!” Meryl reproached fondly, standing up to receive Rafe Stenton as he clomped down the way in his smart Prefect’s uniform; black cloak, greaves, helmet and all, his ribbon for a tail wafting behind. Cupping her paws together Meryl said, “I thought you’d already left.”


    Rafe woofed, “What? Not without saying bye.”


    “But I thought you were-” Meryl began, looking outside where the Alpha’s long-gone car had been, then changing course, “Well, just be careful, won’t you?”


    “Aww, it’s just a training exercise, Meryl.”


    Meryl knew the truth, that Rafe was to act as the Alpha’s secret bodyguard, but she played her part and feigned ignorance. “Even so, watch your imperium levels,” she advised, skirting as closely to the truth as she could without revealing her knowledge. “Don’t push yourself too far.”


    “Doctor Josef’s coming,” the Eisenwolf replied, waving a big paw. “It’ll be fine.”


    A prim, restrained sort of nod from Meryl; then, amidst a spread of her paws and a shrug, she half-joked, “After looking after you day and night for all these months I won’t know what to do with myself whilst you’re away. I’ll be bored out of my mind-”


    Bvvt! Bvv!


    “Hah! Looks like Toggle’ll keep you busy,” Rafe laughed heartily. “She’s taken a shine to you, en’ she?”


    Bvvvv-v-v-v!


    Meryl swore that, “I shut her in with a bowl of honey. I’ve no idea how she got out.”


    “Wasn’t me.”


    “Then she must’ve opened the door herself, somehow.”


    Bending down as Meryl had, Rafe patted Toggle’s firm brow and cooed like a doting parent to a cub, “Who’s a clever little bee? Yes you are! Yes you are!”


    Bvvvvt! Bvv!


    Toggle wobbled her rear-end about and turned in circles.


    Bvvvvt! Bvv! Bvvvvvvt!


    “What is she doing?” Meryl giggled. “Is she dancing?”


    “I dunno. We’re gonna need an expert.”


    “Yes. If we’re to look after her properly I shall have to read up on beekeeping.”


    “Yeah, good idea,” Rafe chirped, standing up and hiking a thumb behind him. “Look… I’d better go. Jan’s waiting; she’ll take me head off.”


    Meryl suddenly grasped Rafe’s mighty arms with both paws. “Let me see your face before you go,” she implored him, her own face as sober as he had ever seen it.


    “What? Oh, yeah!”


    Tutting at his perceived stupidity, Rafe unbuckled the strap of his plain black Prefect’s helmet and slipped it off via his great daft ears.


    “Sorry,” he excused rubbing his untidy scalp, “I forgot I was wearing it. It’s so light compared to me eisenpelz.”


    Meryl just stared, her eyes flitting hither and thither, exploring Rafe’s prematurely weathered visage, with his imperfect fur and drawn, tired eyes that yet burnt with an imperious flame.


    At length the big wolf cracked under the little nurse’s scrutiny. “What?” he laughed, rubbing his neck.


    “You look very smart.”


    Rafe smiled and winked roguishly, “Oi, now that is a compliment, coming from you, nurse prim ‘n’ proper.”


    Meryl laughed in kind, then suddenly dipped her chin, her smile cooling rapidly. “Rafe did you...” she began afresh, trailing off.


    “What?”


    “Did you tell Janoah about Tristan?”


    “Who’s Tristan?”


    “Don’t joke!” Meryl snapped. Checking her tone lest Rafe really had forgotten, she continued, “The wolf you arrested in Heath’s flat was the same one we saw talking to that hog. Remember, back in New Tharona? I know you didn’t have a choice in the matter, it’s your job to carry out ALPHA’s will, but if you told Janoah after-”


    “I didn’t,” Rafe said, simple as that. “Look, I didn’t even remember him until I walked into that flat.” The big wolf kicked at the floor, “I was gentle with him. He… he tried to shoot himself-”


    “Oh no!” Meryl gasped.


    “It’s all right, Meryl. I stopped him. I had to.”


    The nurse breathed out with relief, and yet sadness, “Then perhaps he is guilty.”


    Rafe shrugged a little. “This might sound funny coming from a boxer ‘en all, but I don’t like to hurt anyone, Meryl, not really. But when someone’s out to cause Lupa harm I got to fight back. We all do. Even you, in your own way. You help me, so you’re fighting too, you know. I couldn’t do it without yer-”


    “Oh Rafe stop it. You make me feel so guilty!”


    “Guilty?”


    “How can you stand me, snapping at you like that?” Meryl seethed, covering his eyes a moment. “You’ve been bedridden on and off for weeks; gone blind for days on end. You’ve suffered so much; more than any wolf your age should, even with the rot. Yet you’ve never once snarled, or said an angry word to me, not even at your lowest ebb. You’ve kept on smiling and joking, from the very first moment when Josef called me in that day, to now. You know, sometimes I wish… I wish I had the rot too.”


    “Don’t be daft!” Rafe tutted, adding, “What for, eh?”


    “Then I could sense your corona,” Meryl explained, “like Janoah does. You two share something that I never will. She knows your pain; understands it.” The nurse looked off into space, “I-I get so jealous. I try not to hate her, but when I see you two laughing and joking when it’s her fault you get so ill, I just want to march over there and box her right on the-”


    “Meryl!”


    The nurse covered her muzzle with both paws lest she dug any deeper. The damage was done. I’ve lost him. It’s over. Why did I open my stupid mouth, by Ulf, why?


    Letting his helmet clatter the floor without a care, Rafe swept Meryl into his embrace. He held her tight, silent, unmoving. Why? What did it mean?


    Slowly, the mighty Eisenwolf, ALPHA’s champion, began to snuffle and shake.


    “Oh Rafe!” Meryl realised. “Rafe, don’t cry. I’m sorry!”


    Meryl knotted her arms tight about her patient’s vast ribcage as he heaved and trembled with the fitful snatched breaths of bottled-up grief and torment. For longest time nothing more was said, nothing need be; all was touch and knowing as nurse and patient rocked gently to and fro in the stark ALPHA corridor.


    Suddenly Rafe snapped his head back and wiped his moist eyes, “Sorry.”


    “Don’t be silly,” Meryl sniffed back. “It’s my fault, I shouldn’t have said-”


    “No, it’s fine,” Rafe beamed. “Really. I mean it.”


    Meryl smiled briefly.


    “I-I-I dunno who I am half the time,” her Eisenwolf admitted through a false, toothy smile. “Sometimes… it’d be so easy to give up. But I won’t do it, Meryl, not with you to look after me. I’ve been given this power to protect others. It’s a gift from Ulf. I believe that, I do! I’ll fight as long as Lupa needs me.”


    Swallowing her tears, Meryl nodded appreciatively throughout Rafe’s assertion. Rubbing the Eisenwolf’s immense upper arms, as if trying to massage the rot from those big bones, she said through a slight laugh, “Well I’ll always need you, even when Lupa’s at peace, so you’d better go on fighting long after then. Do you hear me, Rafe Stenton?”


    A smile, a nod, a laugh.


    “Listen to me, I’m being so selfish,” Meryl scolded herself.


    “No you’re not,” Rafe snorted. “You give up so much time for me. Read to me. Everything.”


    “What else could any right-thinking nurse do?” Meryl dismissed modestly, “I’d do the same for anyone.” She looked to the water-streaked window, seeing nothing but her own thoughts, “You know… I despise Doctor Josef now. I used to think he cared about you, but he’s already searching for another Eisenwolf candidate. And him a doctor. It’s disgusting.”


    Rafe grunted a little.


    “I’d leave his employ, leave ALPHA,” Meryl asserted, “but I worry what’ll become of you. So I stay and help Josef despite my every natural inclination.” She rubbed her arms and shivered, “To think I helped him induct you. He told me you were dying, you know, that to save you, you had to become a Howler. Often it’s true, it is the only path left, but I realise now he lied. You were sick, yes, but you’re so strong you could have survived, if you had moved to Everdor and lived a healthy life. You could have kept your memories, your old life, and Josef and Janoah knew it.”


    “I don’t want that life-”


    “You don’t remember it!” Meryl shouted. She fought a wave of tears, “And we never asked you, Rafe. We never asked what you wanted, we just… foisted ALPHA’s needs upon you as if we had right to. You must hate me for it.”


    Gently turning Meryl’s steel-grey muzzle with a big brown paw, Rafe said, “Stop it,” and pressed his lips to hers before another incriminating word passed them. Meryl’s eyes opened wide in shock, but she didn’t fight it.


    This time it felt right.


    Bvvvvvt! Bvv!


    Upon Toggle’s rude interruption, Rafe drew back as quickly as he’d dived in, “Sorry! That was stupid. I’m sorry, Meryl-”


    “No,” a dazed Meryl replied, swallowing, “not at all.”


    Rafe squirmed with mortification, wringing the front of his cloak he emitted a mirthful snort, “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Did I do it wrong or something?”


    “No no.”


    “I’ve never tried it before. Well, except that time last year.”


    “Last year?”


    “Yeah, at your aunt’s. Remember? I tried to land one on you and you bailed out.”


    Meryl could breathe at last, “Yes! Yes, of course I remember. I’m just glad you do to. So very glad.”


    “This is the real me, Meryl,” Rafe insisted, leaning in. “I might forget a thing or two, even myself… but never you.”


    “Yes. I know that now.”


    Taking each other’s paws they touched their noses together, Meryl rubbing Rafe’s dark, plasma-scarred palms with her rough pink, washer-wolf’s thumbs. Putting aside all inhibitions, every concern, every wolf but each other, they slowly joined, awash in the rain-warped light rippling through the window.


    *


    “Took your sweet time, Stenton!” Janoah barked, as Rafe sprinted across the rain-lashed ALPHA courtyard and all but leapt into the back of Josef Grau’s van, making the whole vehicle shake.


    “Sorry,” Rafe panted, sitting heavily on the bench beside Janoah.


    Doctor Josef sat opposite in his black coat and tinted spectacles, umbrella at the ready; Rafe’s empty Eisenwolf mantle hung limply beside him like a surreal sculpture.


    “Did my assistant keep you?” the cat guessed expectantly.


    “Nah,” Rafe lied, raising his voice over the patting of rain on the roof, “I was just spending a penny.”


    Nodding at Rafe’s plausible excuse, Janoah slammed the doors and rapped on the metal partition. “Let’s go, and make it snappy!”


    “Yes marm!” the driver replied.


    Its engine being already started, the van pulled away without much ado, through ALPHA’s gates and down the road. There were no windows in the back through which to see HQ shrinking into the distance, and the only light source was a lamp set in the ceiling.


    Janoah rummaged around in a trunk. “Here,” she said, passing Rafe a folded black cloth, “put it on.”


    Even with his face obscured by his helmet, Rafe was visibly confused as he unfurled what turned out to be a black Prefect’s cloak, identical to the one he was wearing surely.


    No… no it felt different, somehow – cold and heavy, almost like the finest chain mail.


    “It’s special,” Janoah explained, since she knew Rafe would only ask. “It’ll help dampen your corona. It’ll still be strong, but hopefully nobody on the Elder Train will be suspicious of you.”


    Rafe held the cloak up, looking for some clue as to how it might go about dampening anything. “How’s it work?” he asked inevitably.


    Janoah broke out an ember, “Never you mind.”


    “It’s one of my old inventions,” Josef declared instantly, “black-imperium-weave. Quite illegal.”


    Rafe froze, save for his widening eyes.


    “It’s all right,” his doctor purred, those short tidy whiskers rising as he smiled. “It won’t kill you. Do you think I’d be sitting here in this enclosed space if I thought it could?”


    “But how? I thought-”


    “The black-imperium has been isolated, stabilised, within the body of the thread,” Josef clarified, in distilled terms. “Even if minuscule amounts do escape, say when a thread breaks, it’ll be no more damaging than breathing in a day’s worth of Lupan air, say.”


    Even so, Rafe emitted a shaky breath. He’d seen the twisted corpses of suicidal THORN members and didn’t relish such a death himself.


    “Just keep it away from fire, whatever you do,” Josef advised cryptically.


    “Fire?” Rafe piped.


    The doctor spread his grey paws, but didn’t elaborate further than, “Trust me, it would be very bad.”


    Not wishing to probe further lest he didn’t like what he heard, Rafe slipped his normal cloak from his shoulders, his damp fur steaming from the telltale body heat of vigorous exercise – he had dashed through HQ at quite a clip after leaving Meryl. With unusual care and Janoah’s help, the Eisenwolf draped the new cloak about him. It weighed against his chest and shoulders with unnatural force.


    “It’s weird,” Rafe breathed uneasily, adding in a jocular fashion, “Heavy, ‘en it?”


    “Dense,” Josef corrected, “black-imperium is the densest material known to science. Given time it’ll always find its way to the bottom of anything… rather like me.”


    Janoah pulled the loose lengths of Rafe’s special cloak over his right shoulder and pinned it in place with his shining black and white ALPHA brooch; it behaved as any normal mantle.


    “There,” Janoah said, sitting back and running a paw down Rafe’s body, “you look very smart; smart enough to stand with the Alpha.”


    “It’s so… black,” Rafe observed.


    “Of course,” Josef huffed, “it’s black-imperium.”


    Rafe rubbed his cloaked chest, “Yeah. I guess so.” He suddenly looked to Janoah and beamed even through his helmet, “Well?”


    “Well what?”


    “Is it working or what?”


    Janoah didn’t let on the sudden chill she felt now Rafe’s burning corona had left her. It was still there all right, lingering on the peripheral of Janoah’s field, pushing on her, but Rafe felt like a lesser wolf, diminished, like any number of Howlers she had passed in the street, their feeble shells of imperious energy unable to breach her own.


    “Can’t you tell?” she chuckled, side-stepping the question with her own. “I’m being blocked out as much you’re being blocked in.”


    “Oh, right. Yeah.”


    “Don’t worry,” Janoah sighed, blowing orange ember vapours at the subtly flickering light. “You don’t have to pretend you even notice my feeble corona these days.”


    Rafe could but snort sharply, “Don’t be stupid, Jan; I can feel you across HQ.”


    Janoah could but smile, “Flatterer.”


    Josef quietly marvelled at Janoah; she didn’t usually tolerate such familiarity from anyone but Rufus, certainly not being called ‘Jan’, let alone ‘stupid’. Any wolf who’d dared would’ve been soundly slapped down, but not her Rafe. He had crossed a special threshold of late.


    “I’ve another present for you,” Janoah said, reaching under the bench and pulling out a long, clearly substantial object tied up in red velvety cloth and white ribbon.


    Rafe felt its heft, “What is it?”


    “Open it.”


    The Eisenwolf did so, yanking at the ribbon like a giant cub on his birthday. The fine red cloth fell away at the top end, revealing the marvellous black hilt and white grip of what had to be an enormous two-pawed sword!


    Woofing in surprise Rafe glanced at Janoah, who chuckled in that knowing sort of way.


    “The work of the finest Greystone smiths,” she claimed proudly. “The sword of a traitor has been… repurposed for a worthy cause.”


    “Whatcha mean?”


    Shrugging, Janoah went on, “You seemed rather taken with it the other day. And as you said, it only would’ve rusted away in the archives. So I spoke to the Alpha about it. Rafe needs a weapon worthy of him now he’s a proper Prefect, I said. He agreed.”


    It hit Rafe then, whilst slipping the rest of the cloth from the gleaming, polished blade, that this was Tristan Eisbrand’s marvellous sword! The silver hilt had been somehow turned black, and the blue-imperium snowflake etched into the crosspiece had vanished, presumably ground out, replaced with the A symbol of ALPHA, rendered in pure white-imperium crystal. It must’ve cost Janoah a small fortune, or had she put it on ALPHA’s books?


    Rafe held the sword up, its tapering tip nearly scraping the van’s roof, “Aww, Jan, it’s beautiful.”


    “You’re welcome.”


    “I… I forgot all about it, you know.”


    “After making such a fuss?” Janoah hummed knowingly. “It’s not your fault; the imperium’s been doing the talking lately. Still, you’re in good health now. We can’t have any strange behaviour whilst you’re guarding the Alpha. Try and keep it together.”


    Rafe angled the sword down. “I will,” he said. Then something else hit him, “Proper Prefect, did you say?”


    Puffing on her ember, Janoah explained, “The Alpha agreed to that as well.”


    “Wait. So… I’m a Prefect? Like you?”


    “That you are. Welcome to ALPHA, ‘proper’ Prefect Bruno.”


    “Bruno?” Rafe woofed with yet more surprise.


    “That’s right. Get used to it. That’s your cover name.”


    Rafe laughed at the novelty, but Janoah remained steadfastly serious.


    “You’ll stand out in a crowd whatever you’re called,” she said, “but we don’t want the world and his wife to know Eisenwolf Rafe is defending the Alpha. At least under a different guise and with that cloak there’ll be a modicum of doubt as to who you really are; especially with the Alpha telling anyone who’ll listen that you’re just one of his bodyguards, as he will be.”


    “Why Bruno though?”


    “What?” Janoah huffed defensively, leading Rafe, or Bruno, to strongly suspect she had picked the name. “Don’t you like it?”


    “No, I do,” Rafe professed, moving to mollify any hurt feelings. Looking along the length of his sword he raised the shining blade to his grille-clad snout, peering at his anonymous helmeted reflection. “Bruno… Bruno,” he said, whilst Janoah and Josef exchanged a look across the width of the van, “It has a nice ring to it.”


    Whilst Rafe pondered his new identity, Janoah reached under the bench again. “One more thing,” she said, presenting her champion with a furry, limp, brown caterpillar, or so it appeared for a moment.


    “What’s that?” Rafe woofed.


    “A prosthetic tail,” Janoah replied with a chuckle. “It won’t wag, but it’ll have to do.”


    “I’m not wearing that!”


    “It’s necessary for your disguise.”


    “But it’s so stupid! I don’t mind if beasts know I ain’t got a tail, it’s the hiding it that’s embarrassing.”


    Janoah glanced at a smirking Josef, then hissed at Rafe, “If you walk about with a ribbon for a tail beasts will ask questions. Who is he, how did he lose his tail? Was it amputated so he could fit into an Eisenwolf suit?”


    “Nobody’s gonna say that,” Rafe snorted.


    “Some might. You’re still just a rumour, Rafe; let’s not become fact. Not yet. Legally ALPHA is not a pack and not bound by the laws that prohibit the Eisenwolves, but in theory you could still be arrested and executed merely for existing.”


    Rafe snatched the tail. “Fine,” he sulked, wagging it at Janoah, “but I’m keeping me lucky ribbon on me.”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 36


     


    Linus slumped heavily on the bed, already exhausted by this pretence and the Elder Train hadn’t even left the city yet!


    Ash billowed by the tiny, rectangular window of his trembling cabin, partially obscuring the ramshackle roofs of a slum passing down below. Linus imagined the deprived residents jealously eying up the train, glimpsing through its glittering windows the finest interior décor Lupan taxes could buy, just as he had done as a cub. Now he was aboard, Howler Linus, couched in luxury with his very own bed, chest of drawers, bedside lamp, wardrobe, mirror, even a tiny grooming sink, all made of beautified wood, enamel and glass. It was cramped, yes, much like Linus’s quarters back at Riddle Den, but leagues above the rotting corrugated piles down there.


    The crosshatch struts of an iron bridge whistled by the rain-speckled window as the Elder Train chugged over the vast grey waters of the River Lupa, which looked grimmer than ever under the drizzling firmament.


    Making landfall again, the train continued west, passing an industrial complex and some canals, before approaching an interior arm of the Lupan Wall, looming large and grey. In times of conflict these internal stretches of the Lupan Wall mattered, but during peacetime they were hardly more of an impediment than the invisible district lines. The great gates were already open and the Elder Train billowed through unchecked, thus departing Riddle District and the Bloodfang territory altogether


    They had now entered one of Lupa’s most run-down areas – the so-called Bloc. The Bloc was home to packs with which Linus had had nothing to do with and knew little about. Bloodfang, Greystone, Eisbrand, Hummel, even ALPHA if Vladimir’s measure of their ambition was right; these were the packs that held the most land and riches, the ones beasts remembered, sat up and took notice of. Yet, into a territory smaller than any other, save the Common Ground, were crammed a host of lesser packs all competing for the big five’s table scraps. Holding puny lands denoted by ever-changing boundaries, often just a few districts, sometimes just one, each of the Bloc packs harboured funny ways and strange by-laws that were hopelessly outdated by the standards of the big five. It was a dangerous quarter for a Howler to serve in too; the war had never quite left it. The so-called ‘Den Fathers’ of the Bloc packs were being eternally murdered and setup anew by feuds and plots, to the effect that the stable big packs credited the weak, bickering Bloc lot with very little clout.


    However, because there were so many Bloc packs, each ruled by their own relatively obscure Den Father, a compromise had been struck long ago whereby the Bloc would elect two Den Fathers from amongst their many to send to the Pack Summit. Those two would then vote on behalf of the whole Bloc. Otherwise, as previous generations had discovered the hard way, the dozens of Bloc Den Fathers, each with very little land, Howlers or citizens between them, would overwhelm the wishes of the four big packs by sheer force of voting numbers and thereby overturn the desires of most Lupans, seeding strife and wars aplenty.


    Not everyone liked the current system, least of all the boxed-in Bloc itself, but under it Lupa had enjoyed a long period of peace – the last war aside, which had only erupted thanks to an imperium shortage.


    An imperium shortage not unlike the current one, Linus couldn’t help but think.


    How’re the girls getting on? Perhaps I’d better go check on them. No, I mustn’t be seen to care too much. That’d be suspicious.


    Click!


    Regretfully Linus hadn’t locked his cabin door, and nor did Vladimir knock; the Grand Howler just barrelled in and shut the door as quickly as he’d barged it aside.


    “Looks like we’re taking the scenic route,” he chuckled loudly – Vladimir never chuckled, even less spoke loudly. He locked the door, “Going through the Bloc, Ulf help us. It must be to scare off any would-be assassins.”


    By the time Linus had gathered wits enough to stand up and salute, Vladimir was already on him, pushing him via the chest so he fell back on the bed.


    “Well?” the Grand Howler growled under his breath.


    “Sir?” Linus yelped.


    “Are you going to tell me what’s going on, or are you going to make me beat it out of you?”


    Linus gulped, then said, “You can’t do that.”


    “I can do whatever I want!” Vladimir claimed, wafting a sheet of paper, the one Livia had given him no doubt. “I could tell Amael these numbers are false, as I know they are, even without checking them. Amael might be soft around pretty girls, but I am not such a fool. I’ll insist those ‘Cubs’ are removed from the train and investigated, and you’ll soon follow, unless you tell me exactly what you’re up to.”


    Linus remained tight-lipped.


    Vladimir changed tack. “I can’t believe you’d do anything to wilfully endanger our lives, or Lupa,” he grumbled, letting the paper flop back down by his side. “It’s not in you. You’re an idealistic young fool, nothing more; that’s why I got you out of ALPHA’s clutches.”


    Now Linus spoke, “What?”


    “Humph! Didn’t Janoah tell you? I contacted her at great risk to myself and instructed her to get you off the hook. And this is how you repay me, with lies?”


    “Not lies, sir-”


    “Linus do not try my patience!” Vladimir barked, before calming himself. “If there’s no danger I’ll let this go, nobody need know, but I must be allowed in, otherwise I’ll bash the door down. I can have no secrets at this time. Do you understand me?”


    At length Linus sat forward on the bed and dipped his chin, thumbs twiddling in his lap.


    “Is that them?” he heard Vladimir growl. “The ones Josef Grau was after?”


    Linus looked up at Vladimir, which rather gave the game away.


    “I see,” the Grand Howler hummed. “Trying to protect them from ALPHA, is that it? How stupid. You finished top of your class; you’re supposed to be intelligent.”


    Linus looked down at his armoured feet again, emitting a shaky, nervous breath as he did so.


    “What are they, family?” Vladimir asked, waiting a moment before guessing further, “Lovers?”


    “Sir!” Linus squeaked indignantly.


    “Money then? They’re paying you to get out-”


    “No! They’re just… friends.”


    Vladimir faced the little window. “Then you really are a fool,” he said, watching the streets and buildings of the rough, downtrodden Bloc pass. “You’ve got your whole life and career ahead of you and you throw it away over nothing but some passing friendship. What am I to do with you?”


    Linus averted his gaze. In twelve months Vladimir had administered nothing more than the occasional hot-tempered clout of correction and stern words, but then Linus had never gone so far wrong as now.


    Except, it felt right. Does that make me a rebel? Am I a traitor to Lupa?


    Oh dear.


    “Still, sneaking them through on the Elder Train is somewhat ingenious,” Vladimir hummed. “Brazen, but ingenious. Out of respect for Den Father Vito the train won’t be inspected as it passes though the Lupan Wall, so they shan’t be uncovered.”


    “That’s the idea, sir. It wasn’t mine, though.”


    “Whose was it then? Uther’s?”


    “This has nothing to do with Uther, sir,” Linus insisted.


    “But the girl said-”


    “That’s just her cover story. It’s just the sort if thing Uther would do. I wasn’t sure you’d swallow it.”


    A Vladimir-brand grunt ensued – he had swallowed it.


    “The tall one is very strong,” the Grand Howler moved on, glancing to the nearest wall, as if he could feel Linus’ wards through the cabin partitions right now. “Livia is it?”


    “Olivia,” Linus said, emphasising, “Oh-livia.”


    “How singularly unimaginative,” Vladimir marvelled, turning to Linus again and adding, “Even for you.”


    “She’s hiding in plain sight, sir. The more audacious the better, we thought.”


    “Humph! I’m not getting anything from the little one.”


    Linus explained, “You won’t, sir. Sara’s not afflicted. She’s perfectly healthy in fact.”


    “Sara?”


    “Yes.”


    “Not Sara Hummel, surely.”


    A nod.


    Vladimir snorted, incredulous, “Good Ulf, I know she’s a little firebrand, but what’s she done to incur ALPHA’s wrath?”


    “Nothing, sir.”


    “She must’ve. She’s Cora Hummel’s daughter, you don’t arrest such a well-connected wolfess on a whim.”


    Linus spread his paws, “ALPHA wanted to arrest her for hiding Olivia. They wanted to arrest Professor Heath too; for imperium abuse-”


    “Yes yes yes, I quite remember that part of Josef’s ranting.”


    “It’s utter nonsense!”


    “Stretched truths, Linus, not utter nonsense,” Vladimir corrected sternly. “Josef’s many things, but he’s no fool; at least not when it comes to science. Olivia must have potential for him to be interested. I can feel her. So can you.”


    Linus shared what he knew, “Well, Josef’s convinced she’s a pure-blood.”


    “Pure-blood? You mean… she’s a full Rot phenotype, with all the genes expressed?”


    “I-I-I don’t know, sir.”


    “You don’t know?”


    Linus shrugged a little.


    “I thought you were into imperiology?” Vladimir huffed in disappointment.


    Linus explained, “I know what you’re talking about, sir, I read all the latest imperiology and biology journals, but I have no idea if Olivia is anything unusual or not. It’s not as if I’ve tested her. I don’t even know what she knows.”


    A nod. “I see. Well, suffice to say if Olivia is a pure-blood, to use the old term, then it’s no wonder Josef wants her. She’d be a solid Eisenwolf candidate.”


    “Like Rafe,” Linus stated.


    “Yes… just like ‘Rafe’, or whatever Janoah calls her toy soldier these days,” Vladimir agreed cryptically. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she was the one directing Josef’s actions. With two Eisenwolves loyal to her she’d be invincible within ALPHA-”


    “No, sir.”


    “No?”


    “Janoah told me she doesn’t want Olivia being taken in by ALPHA,” Linus insisted. “She said two Eisenwolves is one too many. They all want Rafe for themselves over there, but he belongs to her. He’s her strong arm, from what I can tell.”


    Vladimir gruffed, “She confides in you again, I see. Dear me, that one sting you donated to Rufus went a long way in securing Janoah’s love didn’t it?”


    “I did it for him, not her.”


    At length, Vladimir strode to the cabin door in all of two long steps and opened it a little. After peeking up and down the swaying carriage corridor, he shut the flimsy door again. Then, to Linus’s thought-derailing amazement, the Grand Howler sat on the bed beside him. Linus made to stand in respect, but Vladimir pulled him back down by the arm.


    “Linus, fascinating as this is, we must put these concerns aside,” he said. “I’ll do your friends no harm, nobody need know, but in return for turning my cheek I need your silence and cooperation in the days to come. I need a wolf in which I can confide, utterly. Can you be that wolf?”


    “Sir?”


    “Answer me. Yes, or no.”


    “Yes, Grand Howler. Of course.”


    Taking a deep breath Vladimir nodded, fidgeted, pulled out his golden pen and twiddled it between his fingers as he did when thinking. Was he nervous? Why?


    “Linus… our leader is a traitor,” he dared. “Amael has allied himself with THORN and is planning a coup to take over Lupa in the next few days.”


    With a loud, almost hog-like snort of, “What?” Linus physically recoiled from Vladimir’s accusation.


    The Grand Howler calmly set out his stall, “So far as we can ascertain, it’ll begin with an attack on the Pack Summit by THORN in which the Den Fathers will be eliminated. During the subsequent confusion the wolfen arm of the conspiracy will move swiftly to control the city. In preparation, Amael’s been embezzling white-imperium shipments, stockpiling his own illegal supply, possibly with the Gelb Warden’s help, though where it is nobody knows.”


    With his brain stumbling to catch up, Linus emitted an incredulous breath.


    Vladimir grunted, “Do you know why?”


    With much nodding, Linus replied, “He who controls the stings controls the Howlers, sir. It’s obvious.”


    “Yes, I thought you’d understand,” Vladimir praised. “All Amael has to do is turn off the tap until his enemies submit… or die.”


    “It’s monstrous.”


    “It gets worse,” Vladimir claimed. “We haven’t pinned down exactly how THORN is going to go about their task-”


    “They’ll plant a black-imperium bomb, naturally,” Linus interrupted, echoing Uther’s and many other wolfen opinions of THORN’s ultimate goal.


    Vladimir wasn’t so sure. “That’s the obvious conclusion, except the security around the Summit will be exceptionally tight. Every inch will be searched and searched again for anything untoward by countless loyal eyes. It’ll be difficult to hide such a device. Besides, a bomb may not be that effective.”


    “Then what?”


    “All I know is those hyenas fear nothing; they’ll happily kill themselves in some suicidal gamble.”


    “Yes,” Linus seethed, recalling the refinery and hyena who’d taken his own life.


    There was a quiet moment, but for the trembling carriage.


    “You believe me then?” Vladimir said, adding hastily, “I have evidence.”


    Linus looked to him, “I believe you, sir.”


    It was Vladimir’s turn to breathe out in relief. “You’re part of a select group, now,” he said. “Very few know the full extent of the danger.”


    “Who else does?”


    “Amongst others, Janoah and I… and the Alpha,” Vladimir begrudgingly confessed.


    “The Alpha?”


    “Regrettably his ‘organisation’ is the only group I could turn to. I couldn’t go to the other packs because even if I could get the evidence high enough to start an investigation they would’ve immediately made a move and ruined everything, and I’d be a dead wolf when Amael found out. ALPHA has no vested interest in protecting names and reputations, if anything they thrive on tearing them down. With Janoah’s help, and mine, they’ve amassed enough evidence to build a case against Amael.”


    Linus digested that and said boldly, “Then why doesn’t ALPHA arrest him now?”


    “It’s not enough, Linus.”


    “Not enough? They arrest other wolves at the drop of a hat!”


    “Impressionable, nobody Howlers like you, maybe; not seasoned well-liked Elders,” Vladimir pointed out. “ALPHA can’t break ranks, not yet. To move now would be to capture only Amael, leaving his allies to go to ground. No, the Alpha understands, as I do, that we must wait and hope the plotters show their guilt and yet give us time to stop them.” He looked to the window, “We’ve agents placed within THORN and with luck they’ll be able to get word to us regards the manner and timing of the attack. Until then we’re flailing in the dark. All we can be is vigilant.”


    “I-I-I will be, sir.”


    Vladimir turned to Linus again, then dipped his eyes a little, “There’s more.”


    “More?”


    “I’m… sorry to say that Uther and Ivan may be involved in Amael’s conspiracy.”


    Linus’s blood turned to rot. “What?”


    “As you know, Amael supposedly sent them on an errand to sabotage THORN activities. I believe they are in fact on a mission to murder our Den Father.”


    “No!” Linus yelped, leaping up to his feet, as if to distance himself from Vladimir’s vile accusation lest the Grand Howler’s lack of faith in his fellow wolf was contagious. “I don’t believe it!”


    “Humph! You believed the rest.”


    “But, sir-”


    “Uther and Ivan are to clear the way to the Den Father’s chair so Amael can sit in it before the coup. That’ll give him the authority to control the Bloodfangs legitimately whilst he sets about suppressing the other packs illegitimately.”


    “This is impossible.”


    “Not at all,” Vladimir woofed. “Amael’s secured all the votes necessary. What Elders he hasn’t cajoled he’s bullied. By Ulf, our Den Father is a liability, overcome by rot and vice; his death can’t come soon enough for our Elders. They’ll throw the Den Father’s mantle at Amael.”


    Linus gnarled his fingers, “No I mean… Uther would never… He’s not a m-mmm-murderer, Grand Howler. He’d never agree to something like that!”


    “You don’t know him as I do, Trooper. He has a past.”


    “He’s my partner. My best friend!”


    “Which clouds your judgement!” Vladimir barked back, standing up also, towering over the stocky Linus. He checked the door and his tone, trusting in the rumbling train to muffle all speech. “Still… if what I’m told is correct, Uther’s doing it for love, not hate – him and Ivan both. Take consolation in that, though the law won’t make such nice distinctions.”


    “Love?” Linus said, latching onto that soft, hopeful word amongst Vladimir’s bleak vocabulary as he searched his hard face. “What do you mean? Love for what?”


    “For whom,” Vladimir corrected, sighing contemptuously, “for him, of course, who else?”


    Linus frowned, “Amael?”


    “Noooo, you daft pup-”


    The unlocked door burst open and, of all the wolves that could’ve, Elder Amael entered, cloaked and helmeted and magnificent as always.


    “Linus have you seen-” he began, stopping upon sighting Vladimir and scoffing in surprise, “There you are, Grand Howler.”


    The Howlers, Grand and not, stood to attention.


    “I was just advising Linus on how to conduct himself during the trip, Elder,” Vladimir explained deftly. “This is his first time away from Lupa, let alone attending a Summit.”


    Amael barely listened anyway. “I need you to stand with me, both of you,” he said. “I’ve just heard a disturbing rumour.”


    “Rumour, sir?”


    “Word is ALPHA’s going to inspect the train as we pass through the Bloc arm of the Lupan Wall.”


    “Inspect the train?” Linus barked. “They c-c-can’t do that; this is the Elder Train! We’re on Bloc Territory anyway, what right does ALPHA have to inspect us here?”


    Amael appreciated Linus’s gall. “That’s exactly what I said, Trooper!” he growled, making a fist, unaware Linus’s exclaim stemmed from a very different source than an affront to his honour – he was thinking of his stowaways. “The worst part is Den Father Vito agreed to it, apparently!” Amael woofed. “Well, they can search the other carriages, but they’re not stepping foot in mine! If the so-called Alpha thinks he can get away with bullying me he’s another thing coming! Gather everyone together, we’ll show them!”


    Once Amael had stormed down the corridor, Vladimir turned to Linus and grumbled, “If he wasn’t trying to bring down Lupa and set it up anew in his image I could learn to admire that wolf. He’s exactly the sort to keep ALPHA in check.” He looked to the dreary heavens and sighed, “Ulf, you mock me.”


    “What do we do, now?” Linus whispered.


    “Do?” Vladimir replied. “Stand with our Elder against ALPHA’s harassment. What else?”


    “But Den Father Vito’s in danger-”


    “We can give nothing away. Nothing! We cannot even warn Vito without exposing ourselves to Amael; any one of Vito’s entourage may be a conspirator. We will just have to hope the attempt on Vito’s life fails, even if it is Blade-dancer and Wild-heart who’re going about it.” Adjusting his mantle, Vladimir added rationally, “Besides, you need Amael to keep ALPHA from discovering your friends. That makes him your greatest ally for the next ten minutes.”


    Linus could but breathe, “By Ulf’s fangs, what a mess.”


    “Ulf mocks you too?” Vladimir asked rhetorically. Walking to the door and placing a paw on its frame, he lingered long enough to huff, “If he gets us through this nightmare in one piece I might yet believe in him again.”


    *


    The massive Elder Train of the Bloodfangs slowly ground to a halt at an anonymous-looking Bloc station, billowing ash across the platform and ruffling the Alpha’s black cloak. The stocky brown wolf stood with his paws cupped before him, flanked by Duncan and Horst and a pawful of meaner-looking Prefects sporting more scars on their muscled arms than the average veteran.


    “This is so demeaning, my Alpha,” Horst complained from under his helmet, shielding himself from the judgemental gaze of countless Bloodfang eyes with a paw to his brow. “We’ll never live this down.”


    “Och! Who cares what they think?” Duncan said jovially.


    “I do! We should have our own train.”


    The Alpha growled, “For the last time, Horst, I’ll not squander money on such extravagance. We must remain above financial reproach – it’s all that protects us.”


    “But it could be any train, my Alpha,” Horst whined.


    “Oh aye?” Duncan chortled, “Even a rusty old hulk?”


    “Yes! Why not? Just so long as we didn’t have to share it with anyone else. The engine doesn’t matter; we only need a nice sleeping car. And maybe a nice lounge too-”


    “A pathetic mockery of an Elder Train would be even worse than riding on the real thing!” the Alpha declared, whirling on Horst. “There’s no shame in honest poverty, but much in the pretence of wealth. Now suck in your pride… and that gut, for Ulf’s sake.”


    The leader of ALPHA finished by giving Horst the reproachful once-over with those ice-blue eyes, which, as always, signified an end to the debate, but not the lecture.


    “The packs give us nothing to work with and yet what trouble we cause them, eh?” the Alpha rumbled on, even as the lead carriage’s doors opened and the red carpet lolled forth like a gigantic tongue. “Our ‘Den’ is a leaky, mildew-ridden, concrete dump and we can’t even pay our Prefects properly, yet ALPHA’s are the loyalist of wolves,” he continued, gesturing at the Prefects roundabout, who all stood extra smartly, chests out and ears pricked, whilst the Alpha himself sang their virtues. “They’re here because they love justice and peace, Horst, not wealth and comfort. My bed is no better than theirs, my rations the same; even my cloak and armour no finer. That’s how it should be. What joins ALPHA is the common wish to derail that trainload of decadence before you, not ride it! So don’t talk to me of Elder Trains again you utter buffoon.”


    Horst raised his chin, “Yes, my Alpha.”


    “I knew I should’ve brought Silver along instead of you. If you hadn’t been at my side so long, Horst, I would’ve.”


    “Yes, my Alpha.”


    “Just try and keep your mouth shut and let me do the talking.”


    “Yes, my Alpha.”


    The puny ALPHA contingent watched as a veritable army of Bloodfang Den Guards emerged from the splendid carriage and formed a line down each side of the red carpet. A Howler stepped into this living tunnel, a grey wolf in a red cloak and black armour, the armour being trimmed with white at the joints and seams – red, white and black, the Bloodfang tricolour.


    It was Den Father Vito Bloodfang, no doubt about it!


    As Vito walked along the carpet with surprising vigour for one rumoured to be a rot-ridden, senile old wreck, his guards peeled off behind him and formed a circle, raising a living barrier between their Den Father and any assassin. Short of mowing the entire retinue down or blowing them up it would be nigh on impossible to take Vito out.


    The Alpha wondered how the treacherous Amael would manage to assassinate his leader even as he raised a paw in ALPHA-style greeting.


    “Den Father Vito,” he said. “You honour us.”


    Before any amongst Vito’s swarming entourage could take offence, and despite his beliefs, the Alpha knelt as a wolf was expected to do before a Den Father. Duncan and Horst followed their leader’s cue and swallowed their pride, the latter only after being surreptitiously slapped on the leg by the Alpha. The other Prefects did the same, however much it may have pained them to bow and scrape before the decadent old order it had to be seen to be done, for now.


    The magnificent red, white and black Vito raised his helmeted head a little. He said nothing, but leant to one side, close to a member of his entourage.


    “Den Prefect Adal,” the lesser wolf whispered in Vito’s pricked grey ear, “the leader of ALPHA.”


    “I know that!” Vito snapped back.


    The Den Father waited, staring vacantly, trying to remember what all this was about – the Alpha could almost hear the rusty gears grinding between his rotten ears.


    The second wolf, clearly Vito’s adjutant, gently reminded his leader that, “ALPHA lacks an engine, sir, but have their own carriages. You decided they could attach their train onto ours and hitch a ride to the Pack Summit this year since it is being held so far out of a wolf’s way in Hummelton.”


    “Did I, by Ulf?” Vito woofed, as if doubting his own decision.


    The adjutant sniffed, “After lengthy negotiations, Den Father. No other pack would take them.”


    “Then why in Ulf’s name are we?”


    “Because we’re the strongest and the most righteous of the packs; we’ve nothing to fear from them. Your own words, Den Father.”


    “Yes. Yes, it’s becoming… clearer now.”


    “Such wise words couldn’t have come from any other.”


    Vito waved away the sycophantic flattery and gestured for the meagre ALPHA contingent to rise. “The honour is mine, Grand Prefect… Adal,” he said, the name almost escaping his memory again. He continued with more confidence, “You’re welcome aboard our train, but I’ll warn you now that I’ll grant ALPHA no more powers. My mind is made up, so do not try to bend my ear during this trip.”


    “On the contrary, sir, my Prefects and I will keep to our own carriages,” the Alpha promised, bowing a little. “You’ll be left in peace.”


    “You’ll not dine with us then?” Vito guffawed in a high-pitched tenor, perchance offended.


    The Alpha spread a paw, “If so invited, Den Father, but I wouldn’t presume to intrude further than I already have. Besides, I’m a wolf of… simple pleasures.”


    Vito slapped Adal on the arm like a rough old soldier and chuckled, “What could be simpler than dining? No, no, you shall be our guest. Anything less would be churlish, and the Bloodfangs are not churlish.”


    “You’ve proven that merely by allowing us to ride on your train, Den Father, which is magnificent, if I may say,” the Alpha praised, casting his gaze along the Elder Train.


    “Yes. She’s not bad. We’ll have to see about getting a train for you lot one day.”


    The Alpha laughed politely.


    Things were proceeding swimmingly, until an upset arrived in the form of a Bloodfang Elder bullying his way to the front of the goings-on.


    It was Amael.


    “Den Father Vito!” he panted, kneeling perfunctorily before rising without being beckoned, and glaring at the three ALPHA wolves. “Den Father, I must protest!”


    Vito replied airily, “Protest, Amael?”


    “Allowing ALPHA to inspect this train is an affront to your high office. They’ve been allowed to traipse over everything else, but the Elder Train is sacred ground. I will not stand by and let such a precedent be set-”


    “Calm yourself, Elder,” Vito’s adjutant grunted. “You misunderstand, there’s to be no inspection.”


    Baffled, and not a little afraid he’d made a fool of himself in front of everyone, Amael huffed defensively, “Then what’re they doing here, Den Father?”


    “Hitchhiking,” the Alpha freely admitted. He saluted Amael, ALPHA-style, then said, “You’ve nothing to fear from our presence, Elder Amael. Only guilty Howlers need fear the paw of ALPHA.”


    “Indeed,” Amael replied. “Rooting out the corruption within Lupa’s ranks is a necessary affair, but you lot go about it with too much zeal than is natural for a wolf.”


    The Alpha indignantly cupped a paw to his cloaked chest, like an affronted housewife, “We but meet the enemies of the republic with the same robustness as any Howler should, Elder. The only difference being our jurisdiction is limited to Howlers, who are still not used to being scrutinised and will grumble.”


    “But who scrutinises ALPHA?” Amael snorted haughtily, adding with street-side gruffness, “Eh?”


    “The Den Fathers, sir,” the Alpha responded deftly. “No wolf we bring charges against is convicted by us, but by a jury of Elders picked by the Den Fathers. If ALPHA’s evidence is lacking then that wolf goes free. What more safeguards do you need on our power?”


    “Gentlebeasts, the Bloc is no place for a debate,” Den Father Vito declared, holding out his paws to the rain. “You’ll have your say at the Summit, all of you. Save your breath for then.” Turning to his adjutant and clapping a paw on his shoulder he said through a restrained, pained growl, “Take care of our guests, I’m… I’m going inside. This rain does not agree with my bones.”


    “Yes, Den Father.”


    The rot really was gnawing at Vito; one could hear it in his voice and see it in his checked walk as he hobbled back to the train amidst his swirling Den Guard. Still, he wasn’t as far gone as Adal had been led to believe. Perhaps it was a good day? The rot had its good and bad days.


    “Where are your carriages?” Vito’s adjutant asked sharply, unwilling to say ‘Alpha’ or even Grand Prefect. “I would like to inspect them.”


    “You inspect our carriages?”


    “Horst!” the Alpha grunted, before continuing to the adjutant, “By all means, sir.”


    “If you’d kindly point me to them.”


    “They’re in a siding somewhere around here,” the Alpha replied airily, looking about and shrugging. “Ask the local train hogs, I left all the arrangements to them.”


    “Ah know where they are,” Duncan volunteered. “Follow me, lad.”


    “I’m not a ‘lad’, Grand Prefect!” the adjutant protested.


    “Och! Pardon me, sir. Habit is all.”


    Amael lingered on the periphery. Once Duncan and Vito’s adjutant had departed, he said, “You surprise me, Prefect Adal,” intentionally omitting the ‘Grand’ prefix.


    The Alpha icily met Amael’s fiery gaze, “How so?”


    “You must have many enemies after all the Howlers you’ve sent down. You should take more care and keep your transport well-guarded, especially in the Bloc.”


    “It is well-guarded,” Adal insisted, adding, “as am I.”


    *


    Rafe felt the van tip some twenty degrees or so and struggle up what had to be a ramp. With no windows he couldn’t see what was happening, but the sound of the engine took on a distinctly tinny tenor, as if entering a metallic tunnel. As quickly as the van had tipped up it levelled out again and its engine shuddered to a stop.


    The drivers got out, shutting their doors and walking around the van. Rafe expected them to open the back doors but instead a bigger-sounding door slammed shut and was bolted.


    “What’s going on?” Rafe whispered, a little unnerved.


    “Shh,” Janoah replied.


    Time passed, minutes only, but an eternity in the claustrophobic space. There came voices outside, muffled beyond comprehension. Doors opened; the voices grew louder and clearer.


    “What’s this?” someone asked sharply tapping on the side of the van.


    “For the Alpha’s protection,” someone replied – it sounded like Grand Prefect Duncan.


    “Protection?” said the beast with him.


    “Aye. His bodyguards travel in it; behind his car.”


    “Open it up.”


    “Ah’m afraid Ah don’t have the keys.”


    “Then get them, Grand Prefect.”


    “Gladly, sir, but Ulf knows who has them. It could take me some time tae track them down. Maybe later?”


    Duncan (surely) and the grumbling stranger moved on, clunking around the metallic space in their Howler boots. After more unintelligible words from both parties the big doors were shut and bolted again.


    Silence.


    Janoah passed Rafe a reassuring smile, whilst Josef sat twiddling his fine feline whiskers, perhaps contemplating some deep scientific truth, but more likely contemplating breakfast since everyone had skipped it in their rush to get ready. Rafe for one felt his stomach churning, but knew better than to complain right now.


    The van rocked slightly, then a few seconds later Rafe detected a definite forward acceleration. He hadn’t ridden a train for some time, but it felt to him like pulling away from a station. The sounds of rail joins clacking underneath confirmed his suspicions, though not all.


    “Are we on the Elder Train?” he whispered.


    “In a manner of speaking,” Janoah confirmed circumspectly, standing up and throwing the van doors wide.


    Expecting daylight to flood into the poorly lit van, Rafe was surprised to see utter blackness beyond. Glancing at Josef, he joined Janoah as she stepped out into the void. Both Prefects unconsciously brushed their white-imperium brooches with a paw, commanding them to shine and drive back the darkness. The metallic panelled interior of a freight carriage was revealed to Rafe, the rivets joining the plates running with streaks of rust and ash. It reeked of imperium fuel and oil, a heady mix.


    The train was picking up speed, the carriage rocking to and fro. Janoah steadied herself against the ALPHA van as she walked round towards its front.


    “This way,” she said.


    Rafe followed, as did Josef, the latter shutting the van doors. With Janoah in the lead all three edged their way around the van.


    The remainder of the space was piled high with barrels and boxes strapped securely together, but there was enough space to walk through to the carriage’s interconnecting front end door. Janoah opened it, letting in daylight, as well as a torrent of cold, rain-flecked air. With her mantle whipping about her shoulders, she stepped fearlessly across the small gap between this carriage and the next, sleepers blurring beneath her, and opened the next door.


    Rafe was beckoned across the elemental breach. It should’ve been easy for someone as big and tall as he, let alone a wolf fearless enough to face hyena warriors and giant centipedes, yet Janoah’s Eisenwolf hesitated all the same, head darting left and right as he gripped the railings.


    “Come on!” Janoah encouraged.


    Regaining his composure, Rafe stepped across to the next much nicer-looking carriage. “Where’s all the buildings gone?” he woofed ungrammatically.


    Janoah looked out at the passing scenery – flat, ashen wastes as far as the fog allowed her to see. There were no buildings, no nothing, save the odd dead tree and growing puddle. Even the Wall Slums had been left far behind.


    Laughing gently at Rafe’s delectable naivety, Janoah patted the giant wolf’s arm and shouted over the wind, “We’ve left Lupa! This is the Ashfall, you daft lump!”


    Rafe gasped, “I’ve never seen it.”


    “You must’ve, when you went to New Tharona. It’”


    Janoah recognised that blank Rafe stare; he was trying to remember it, if not the whole holiday.


    “The Ashfall’s not as bad that side,” Janoah excused.


    She then encouraged Josef to step across the gap; the cat looked in need of it as the wind and noise buffeted him from all directions. That, combined with the rain and general danger, precipitated a rapid retreat back into the previous carriage.


    “I’ll stay here and… and make sure the suit is in good order!” he shouted nervously.


    “For Ulf’s sake, Doctor, it’s just a little rain!”


    “You go ahead! I’ll wait until the next stop!”


    Janoah turned to Rafe, “Help him across, would you?”


    “Sure.”


    Stepping easily back across the gap, Rafe spread his big brown paws at the coated cat.


    “Come on, Doctor Josef, I’ll help you-”


    “No!” Josef snapped, disappearing inside. “No, thank you, Rafe. I’ll be fine here.”


    “I won’t let you fall.”


    “Let me go! No! Get off me you wolfen oaf!”


    Rafe emerged from the carriage with a squirming, hissing Josef slung over one shoulder and hopped across the gap to join Janoah in the next carriage.


    “Cats,” she sighed, shutting the door against the elements.


    Expecting a carriage like any other, with rows of seats down each side, Rafe was surprised to find a well-lit open space, complete with carpet, sofas, tables and chairs, even a landscape painting or two. The furniture was not the usual preferred minimalist ALPHA style made from new moulded imperium compounds, but old-fashioned organics; decorative wood and green velvet. Though polished it was chipped and worn. The carpet, too, was faded, the curtains threadbare, and the paintings washed out.


    This was some kind of posh carriage, Rafe supposed, albeit but one that had seen better days.


    At the far end of said carriage, cosseted behind a desk set against an elaborate partition, beneath a banner bearing the A symbol of ALPHA, sat the Alpha himself – helmet off, tea steaming beside him, writing furiously. Grand Prefects Horst and Duncan, meanwhile, were sprawled over the comfortable-looking furniture, supping tea, smouldering embers and chatting, until they noticed Rafe and the others, whereupon Duncan extinguished his ember and stood up to greet them.


    “Aye, ‘tis the Eisenwolf himself!” he said, jovial as ever.


    Horst scoffed sarcastically, “Yes, tell the whole world, why don’t you?”


    Ignoring Horst, Duncan crossed the swaying carriage to meet Janoah, Rafe and Doctor Josef, the last of whom Rafe only that second remembered to put down.


    “Sorry,” Rafe excused.


    Whilst the indignant Josef brushed water from his black coat, simple, half-hearted ALPHA salutes were exchanged by all, except the Alpha himself, who didn’t so much as look up from his pen and paper.


    “He’s working,” Duncan whispered, looking mostly to Janoah, and referring to the Alpha. “His speech,” he added with a wink, “best tae leave him to it-”


    “I can manage two things at once, Duncan,” the Alpha said, beckoning the newcomers. “I’m not so far gone as old Vito.”


    “You’re but a wee slip of a lad, my Alpha,” Duncan woofed.


    “The rot’ll come for us all one day,” the Alpha said soberly. “Not before our work is done, Ulf willing.”


    “Aye.”


    Janoah and her comrades approached the Alpha’s desk whilst Duncan lingered on the periphery. The big black wolf, usually the biggest in any room, was dwarfed by the bigger brown Rafe.


    “Welcome aboard, comrades,” the Alpha said, even whilst still writing. “We’ve been tacked onto the end of the train, as far from the Bloodfang Den Father as possible, though that suits me just fine.” He looked up a moment, “What do you think of our accommodation?”


    Janoah glanced about the opulent, if faded trappings of the carriage. “Tawdry,” she hummed.


    The Alpha chuckled appreciatively, “I’m afraid it’s the best we could do. Silvermane sourced it from a Greystone scrap yard. Must be a hundred years old if it’s a day. We didn’t have the time or money to refit it with simpler furniture.” He flicked his plain-looking silvery pen to one side, indicating the passage to his left, before continuing to write an unrelated yet coherent sentence even as he spoke, “Your cabins are down the hall. I’ll leave you to decide who gets what room; they’re all much the same.” He looked up again, specifically at the towering Rafe and sat back in amazement, “By Ulf it really works. Well done, Josef.”


    Doctor Josef bowed a little, “Thank you, my Alpha.”


    After a tiny ‘Mm’ of approval, the Alpha continued. “Now, Rafe, as far as anyone outside this room is aware, you’re just a Howler that’s recently come over to us from the Greystones. I picked you out to be my bodyguard because, well, who wouldn’t want a wolf the size of a house at their back?”


    “Aye, sir,” Rafe chirped – Janoah trod on his foot, spurring him to add, “my Alpha.”


    The Alpha let it slide. “You’re Prefect Bruno Claybourne now, not Eisenwolf Rafe Stenton. Remember that.”


    “Yes, my Alpha.”


    “Best thing you can do is be quiet, look menacing, and stay close to me or Janoah.”


    “I will, my Alpha.”


    “Surely our own Prefects will suspect something,” Horst snorted, swirling his drink. “They’ve all seen Rafe lingering about HQ with that prim little Nurse Stroud.”


    Rafe’s ears pricked at Horst’s tone.


    “I’m sure the good doctor’s cloak will give even them pause for thought,” the Alpha replied, giving Josef and the black-imperium cloak he’d made for Rafe a decidedly guarded look. He returned his gaze and pen to his paper, “Be vigilant, Prefect Claybourne. Whatever is to happen will happen; all we can do now is meet it when it comes.”


    “Yes, my Alpha,” Rafe replied – or was it Bruno?


    *


    Given a quick glance up and down the swaying train corridor, Linus knocked on the door and entered the cabin at Olivia’s behest. He hadn’t even shut said door before ‘Howler’ Sara leapt to accost him.


    “Well?” she pleaded, still disguised by her stripy Cub gear.


    After too long a breath for Sara’s frayed nerves, Linus declared that, “It’s all right. We’re through.”


    “Och!” Sara exhaled. “Thank goodness.”


    “Vladimir… he knows who you are,” Linus admitted awkwardly, adding quickly, “but he’s not interested. He’s looking the other way. To be honest I… I think he likes me.”


    Olivia blurted, “Likes you?”


    “Well, he trusts me at least. He’s often confided in me. I don’t know. Maybe I’m reading him wrong-”


    “He could do worse than confide in you,” Olivia said. Approaching Linus she grasped his shoulder and said, “I’m grateful for what you’ve done. Really, I am.”


    Linus stared at Olivia, wondering if she even knew what she was, if indeed she was anything. “It’s nothing,” he said.


    “If I can repay you in any way-”


    “Repay me by living a life free of imperium’s grip from here on… if you can.”


    Olivia nodded a little.


    “What about the Professor?” Sara asked. “Have ye heard anything?”


    “I’m sure Werner’s taking care of him,” Linus reassured chirpily, paws raised. “Now, please, don’t leave this cabin unless you have to. We’ll be at Hummelton in a day and then you’d best disappear. Don’t worry about goodbyes, just slip away.”


    “Ah’ll be all right, mah mum will protect me,” Sara said, taking Olivia’s nearest paw, “but won’t they look for Olivia, even out in Everdor?”


    “I don’t think so,” Linus assured, looking out the window at the passing fog-bound wastes of the Ashfall. “I suspect they’ll have other worries by then.”


    Olivia frowned, “What do you mean?”


    “Nothing you need worry about. Just play your role. You’re very good at it you know.”


    “I try.”


    After a shared chuckle and mutual stare, Linus took his leave. “I-I-I’d better go.”


    Once the real Howler had gone, the disguised Sara sat on the bed, paws resting on her armoured knees.


    “He’s rather sweet isn’t he?” Olivia hummed.


    Sara collapsed sideways on the bed and exhaled in disbelief, “Och, Olivia, not now!”

  


  
    
  

    Codex: Hummel


     


    Of the four great wolf packs of the Lupan continent, Hummel are the outliers in every respect, being both physically and psychologically removed from Lupa.


    As Lupa and its ashen effluent expanded over the centuries, slowly transforming the once green plains to the grey desolation of the Far Ashfall today, so were most other packs and their citizens necessitated to migrate into Lupa to earn a living. Not so Hummel. Everdor, home of the Hummels, remains beyond the choking hold of the Ashfall, the pollution’s spread being largely blocked by the Sunrise Mountains. Thus Hummel and their little beasts have stayed put, necessarily so, for someone has to sow seeds and provide food – an impossibility under the Ashfall.


    Hummel territory is vast and Howlers thin on the ground, making Everdor hard to police despite the low crime-rate, especially at its fringes where the truly wild world begins to encroach. To maintain order, Hummel could have pursued one of two paths, indomitable cruelty or relative lenience; they chose the latter. The citizens of Everdor enjoy near-equality with their wolfen protectors, at least nominally. In truth, the little beasts would quickly be conquered without Hummel and its powerful Howlers to protect them, and thus a cult of quasi-monarchy has developed whereby the Hummel Den Father or Mother is regarded almost as a Wolf King or Queen. Even Hummelton, capital of Hummel, has a medieval vibe, with heavy industry strictly prohibited by law. Hummelton can never become a rival to Lupa, or else Everdor would wither under a second Ashfall and the race of wolfkind starve.


    Hummel are notoriously insular regarding Howler uptake, recruiting almost exclusively from their own stock and not importing afflicted talent from the Steppes, Rostsonne, Lupa or anywhere else but Everdor. Curiously, and perhaps because of their pure breeding, Hummel Howlers are as likely to be female as male, whereas the rot mostly afflicts males amongst the city-based packs. For reasons Lupan science is only just beginning to grasp, females are able to remove imperium from their blood more readily than males, making them less likely to develop and maintain a corona. In Hummel this seems not to be the case and female Howlers are both common and deadly.


    However, some wonder how Hummel matures enough Howlers to even maintain their borders. The low-pollution environment makes ambient imperium uptake slow and candidates hard to detect, as the rot can linger for decades before expressing itself. It is a question this secretive pack refuses to be drawn upon.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 37


     


    Screaming across the endless Far Ashfall towards the Sunrise Mountains, twilight snapping at its wheels, the titanic Bloodfang Elder Train stopped for no beast. The occasional shanty town hugging the rails was briefly dazzled by the great, glowing, mechanical millipede, its inviting windows illuminating the faces of noble and little beast, filling them with awe and wonder alike, before choking them all with swirls of hot imperious ash.


    There seemed to be quite the crowd gathered at the rail side, perhaps in anticipation of other Elder Trains to follow. Eisbrand, Greystone and the representatives of the Bloc, they each had their own. The Eisbrand’s was the most magnificently decorated and luxurious of all, wolves said, but the Greystones had built a better engine, others countered. The Bloodfangs could lay claim to neither accolade, and the weak Bloc nothing much at all. Still, ALPHA didn’t even have their own train. Pathetic!


    That was the joke swilling around the vapour-clogged dining carriage this evening. It amused the Howlers no end, even reassured them, to know that those pesky Prefects spoiling everyone’s fun of late couldn’t even get to the Summit without a lift. It was only the munificence (or rot-induced senility some whispered) of Den Father Vito that had allowed them to attend with any sort of dignity at all. The other packs had refused to help, and to drive to Hummelton in their dour ALPHA trucks, or worse take some civilian train with all the riffraff coming and going from Lupa, would’ve made them appear even more ridiculous.


    And yet, those with eyes saw the opposite. While the Howlers revelled in luxury, humble ALPHA lingered in the back of the train, in some modest carriage found in a scrap yard. Poor, noble, wronged ALPHA, doing what it could to uphold wolfen law, taking only what it had to, functioning on a shoestring, now as they’d always done since their inception.


    It looked bad for the Howlers, but Vladimir knew he couldn’t pick that fight yet.


    ALPHA would have to wait their turn.


    A rabbit waiter dressed in red and white pushed a trolley laden with cups and saucers and all things drink-related down the aisle. Stopping next at Vladimir’s table he asked, “Coffee or tea, sir?” with impeccable poise, ears erect and all.


    “Tea,” Vladimir gruffed sharply.


    “Rostsonne or Hummel?”


    “Rostsonne.”


    A tiny teapot, a cup and saucer, honey pot and a soy milk jug, were all laid out before Vladimir, all so delicate and fine that Linus, sitting beside him, could see light from the table lamp diffusing through the translucent porcelain. Each piece was painted with an idyllic countryside scene, with rolling hills, trees and cottages.


    The rabbit added tea leaves and boiling water to the teapot with near ritualistic care.


    “And you, sir?” he asked Linus.


    It took the Howler a moment to respond, “Uh… tea please.”


    “Rostsonne or Hummel?”


    “Rostsonne, please.”


    The same rite was performed, the difference being that Linus added a “Thank you,” afterwards, which surprised the rabbit enough for him to throw the golden wolf a questioning glance.


    ‘Tara’ was sitting opposite Linus. When asked, the black wolfess went for Hummel tea and said to the rabbit, “Thank you very much,” with an acknowledging nod and smile, which sent the little beast’s whiskers twisting in alarm.


    ‘Livia’ was last. “Coffee,” she demanded, without so much as waiting to be asked, even less thanking anyone.


    Now that’s more like it.


    His confidence in the system restored, the rabbit set about preparing Livia’s beverage, comfortable in his place as a little beast and taxpayer, backbone of Lupa, not the brain. If only all citizens were so content, and if only the hyenas could accept wolfen leadership, all would be well. Someone had to be on top, if not wolves then someone else would take over. It was the natural order. Right?


    Maybe not, Linus thought – only thought, mind you.


    He observed the Elders sitting at the ‘Elder Table’ in the middle of the dining carriage, with Den Father Vito at the head. Whatever wolves said of his mind, Vito looked magnificent in his Den Father’s mantle, his grey face scarred but strong, a seasoned wolf one felt safe following. Amael was there, drinking and mingling, laughing when applicable, fitting in convincingly with his fellow Elders, yet every movement, every word an act, surely. Was he really plotting the downfall of Vito Bloodfang, Thorvald Eisbrand, Cora Hummel, the newly elected Flaid Greystone and the other Den Fathers, the whole rotten system?


    Lupa might change for the better, might it not?


    No! Stop it, Linus! You’re no rebel. You’re helping Sara and Olivia get out and that’s all it is, a favour for good friends. Uther would do no less.


    But… Uther’s conspiring, isn’t he? Him and Ivan are with Amael, aren’t they? No… no they can’t be. Vladimir’s got it wrong. They’re about something all right, but it’s for the best whatever it is. Perhaps they’re double agents, working against Amael, waiting to spring into action against him. Yes. Or maybe they’re just going along with Amael to placate him. Did he even give them a choice? Did he force them? Either way, what if I see them? What should I do?


    Ulf, help me.


    “No sign of Adal, yet.”


    Vladimir’s words and over-the-shoulder glance brought Linus back into the carriage, to the hubbub, and the scenery rolling by the window.


    “Adal, sir?” he said.


    Vladimir looked Linus over. “The self-styled ‘Alpha’,” he said, derisively. “That’s his real name; Den Prefect Adal Weiss. Make sure you call him that and not ‘Alpha’, should he deign to turn up for dinner.”


    Livia sipped her steaming coffee. “Was he invited, sir?”


    Vladimir looked at her, his eyes dancing over Olivia’s fine brown features, before saying, “Apparently so.”


    “Puh!”


    “You disapprove, Cub?”


    “ALPHA are a bunch of common pigs, Grand Howler.”


    Vladimir cocked his head a little. Linus half expected his superior to explode in some kind of rage at Olivia for speaking so out of turn, but no.


    “Maybe,” Vladimir said, “but those pigs are dangerously close to snatching the strings of power.”


    Even though Vladimir knew who she was, and the girls knew that Vladimir knew who they were, neither party had formally acknowledged the fact, thus Olivia still played the part of a zealous young Howler perfectly, which was just as well for the benefit of any onlookers.


    “ALPHA’s rise will be halted at the Summit,” she claimed haughtily. “The Den Fathers have had enough of their meddling, thank Ulf.”


    Vladimir stirred his tea. “I wouldn’t be so sure. Adal is a clever wolf gifted with a silver tongue. He got on this train, one way or another, and now he’s going to be fashionably late for dinner just to upstage everyone, perhaps by fabricating some crisis that needed his attention. They’ll be angry at first, but within five minutes of sitting down he’ll have Vito and most of the Elders eating from his paw like a herd of compliant, plump silkworms. He shan’t fool Amael, of course, but that’s neither here nor there.”


    “How do you know?”


    “Intuition and experience. I could be wrong, but I doubt it.”


    Putting her coffee down and nursing the elegant cup, Olivia indicated beyond Vladimir with her violet eyes and said in a rather coy manner, “Looks like we’re about to find out, Grand Howler.”


    The carriage-to-carriage door opened and the black-cloaked Adal entered the dining car, accompanied by his retinue, all in their full gear, minus weapons – Howler uniform was what Howlers wore to a posh dinner, and Prefects were no different there.


    Vladimir recognised most of the Alpha’s entourage; the bloated Horst with all his medals, the mighty Duncan, whose black fur melded with his black cloak, and of course little red Janoah, lingering at the back with some giant of a Prefect looming over her shoulder.


    By Ulf, is it? No. She’d not be so foolish, would she?


    The ALPHA contingent picked their way through the carriage, watched surreptitiously, or blatantly depending on who was doing the watching, by all. As they breezed by Vladimir’s table the Grand Howler felt their coronas mingle with his, felt Janoah’s familiar bubble of imperious energy push up against his own – one never forgot her flavour.


    Yet, as that giant wolf bringing up the rear passed him Vladimir felt nothing particularly unusual, certainly not the overwhelming glacier of a corona that he had expected. He glanced up at that anonymous helmet-clad face, but gleaned no clues from its black, metallic surface.


    Vladimir performed one last visual check by leaning down and sideways somewhat.


    The fellow had a tail.


    “What’s wrong, sir?” Linus said, as Vladimir levered himself upright again.


    “Nothing,” the Grand Howler dismissed, tugging at his cloak. “Just drink your tea.”


    Sara, meanwhile, also turned to watch the representatives of ALPHA pass. Her wide eyes lingered exclusively on the huge wolf at the back, with his broad shoulders and confident rolling gait.


    “Who’s that?” she whispered.


    “ALPHA,” Linus said, surprised Sara didn’t know. “Don’t worry about them.”


    “No, Ah mean-”


    Before Sara could continue, Olivia huffed none too quietly, “Bunch of pigs.”


    Vladimir glanced at the bold wolfess, but tendered neither rebuke nor praise for now. He instead strained to glean through the multicoloured, cacophonous fog of ember vapour and raucous chatter permeating the carriage what was said at the Elder table as the Alpha and his party presented themselves to Den Father Vito.


    “Den Prefect Adal,” Vito acknowledged, seated amongst his suddenly silent Elders, all of whom were cautiously eyeing Adal and his Prefects up like an approaching swarm of wasps. “Stand you stinking hyenas!” Vito snarled, glaring at his rude entourage. “This wolf wears the Imperium Heart. Exalt him!”


    The Elders hurriedly stood, Amael Balbus noticeably last. Vito, as a Den Father, was not required to pay deference, not even to a bearer of the Imperium Heart.


    “You’re late for tea, Den Prefect,” he said.


    Removing his helmet to reveal his white, mask-like face, Adal Weiss bowed courteously. “My apologies, Den Father Vito; there were matters requiring my attention.”


    “All the way out here?”


    “I’ve a stack of correspondence clogging up my in-tray. I needed to clear the most urgent matters before reaching the next stop, whereupon my orders will be wired to HQ.”


    “Working to root out traitors even now,” Amael woofed mockingly. “Don’t you ever rest?”


    Adal replied to Amael, but spoke to Vito, “ALPHA never rests. We can’t afford to.”


    “Oh! Such diligence.”


    “Is to be lauded, Balbus,” old Vito added sternly, raising a paw slightly and throwing the sarcastic Amael a sideways glare. “If our own Provosts were as assiduous as ALPHA’s Prefects in rooting out corruption, we would not need ALPHA to begin with. We may even have avoided the last war, such as it was.”


    “The very reason I get out of bed in the morning, Den Father,” Adal insisted. “To suffer through one pack war is enough for a lifetime. The notion of Lupa crumbling again haunts me.” His eyes flitted over Amael, “With this shortage our fair city teeters on the edge once again. There are those who might take advantage of her weakness. We must all be on our guard.”


    Whilst Amael calmly knocked back a brandy – no wet-eared tea-sipping for him – Vito nodded solemnly, “Well said, sir,” and beckoned Adal to be seated at the Elder table as his guest for the evening.


    The rest of the Alpha’s entourage had to make do with an empty table near Vladimir and the other low-ranking Bloodfang flotsam, for the Elder table was strictly for the Den Father, his Elders, and, in this exceptional case, their guest Den Prefect Adal Weiss.


    Horst, Duncan and Janoah took their places, but the anonymous giant of a Prefect accompanying them loomed over the Elder table, as if unwilling to leave the Alpha’s side. Spotting her comrade’s faux pas, Janoah leapt up and tugged him away to sit with her, rebuking him like some unruly toddler. Even then he kept glancing Adal’s way, as if concerned the Elders might all leap up with knives and murder the Alpha any second.


    “Who is that wolf,” Vito asked Adal in a curious tone.


    Adal feigned ignorance, “Which wolf, Den Father?”


    Despite mumblings that his mind was going, Vito wasn’t fooled and said flatly, “The one that’s as big as a house, as well you know.” He went on, “I don’t recognise him as one of your Grand Prefects.”


    “Oh, don’t mind Bruno,” Adal guffawed lightly, as a rabbit waiter prepared his tea. The very act of someone else attending to his needs made an impartialist like Adal fidgety, but he persevered and blanked the waiter’s very existence as was the Howler custom. “He’s my bodyguard,” he explained, kneading his brown paws.


    “Bodyguard?” Vito crackled. “You’ve need of them, Adal?”


    “As any wolf of rank.”


    “Just the one bodyguard?” Amael sideswiped.


    “He’s all I need. The just make enemies of the unjust; but the unjust make enemies of both,” Adal possibly quoted. “You’ll find the most corrupt wolves have to build the highest walls, Amael.”


    Whilst Amael simmered, Vito observed Bruno’s continual glances across the way. “He seems keen.”


    “He’s young,” Adal replied disarmingly, “but strong.”


    “Bloodfang?”


    “I believe he’s of Greystone stock, actually.”


    “Then I’m glad it was Flaid that lost such a… magnificent wolf to ALPHA and not me.”


    Adal merely chuckled.


    Looking across to Bruno as if trying to gauge his imperious mettle, and doubtless being foiled by Josef’s black-imperium cloak, Vito changed subject, “And the wolfess?”


    “Janoah, sir. One of our finest Prefects.”


    “Janoah… Janoah….”


    Vito’s adjutant was on paw to give the Den Father’s rot-ravaged mind a subtle kick. “The widow of Grand Howler Rufus, Den Father.”


    “Ah… yes.”


    The mere name ‘Rufus’ was all it took to silence the table for a time. There was only one Rufus in Lupa that wolves either respected or loathed, but always recognised, even now he had been fed to the ants.


    Or so you all think, Amael chuckled to himself.


    Ah, but die Rufus must, he decided, even as he downed his brandy and pretended to care what Vito was rambling on about now. Rufus was killed in the midst of the coup, Jan, shot in the confusion. Yes, that’s it. I’ll get Nurka’ll to take care of him for me, and then I’ll take care of Nurka and THORN before they inevitably turn on me. Janoah will never know I ordered it. They failed to protect Rufus, I’ll say. You can’t blame me for hyena incompetence. She’ll throw a tantrum, but she’ll come round.


    Look at her, supping her tea and making witty conversation at her table like the best Common Ground escort money could buy. She’s wrapping that soppy Duncan around her finger, even Horst looks mollified for once. She’s so clever, so strong, so beautiful… so wasted on that arse of a wolf, Rufus.


    I’ll free you from him, Janoah. You’ll be mine, you and Lupa. We’ll sweep the other packs aside and found a dynasty of Wolf Kings. The Bloodfangs will rule! No more votes, no more deals, no more packs, just a homogeneous wolfen society guided by the word of the Wolf King, the crown passed from one ruler to the next.


    Stability. Certainty. Peace.


    If I don’t do it Adal will, and Ulf save us all from such a world as ALPHA would impose. Look at you, you short, pen-pushing, joyless grub! You may fool Vito and the others, but you don’t fool me. Searching for the conspirators are we, Adal Weiss? There’s two in the midst of your concrete hive and you don’t even know it. Flailing around in the dark you are. No bodyguard can save you from what’s coming, however strong he is; no twist of words either, however clever they are. Your white face will turn as black as that mantle you wear as you choke on imperium waste, I’ll see to that.


    You at least truly deserve it.


    *


    Emerging from his fluttering tent and crossing THORN’s windblown camp, Rufus stepped into the flickering glow of the nearest fire.


    Nurka had furnished his wolfen guest with all he needed for the task ahead – Howler greaves, helmet and rapier. It was the most basic, unadorned gear of the lowliest anonymous Trooper, stolen during some raid, apparently, and marred by as many scratches and scuffs as Rufus’s war-hardened hide. The dazzling stripy cloak of Nurka’s tribe lent him a modicum of splendour, however.


    Of the hyenas huddled roundabout, Nurka alone stood to greet Rufus.


    “Red-mist,” the powerful hyena said in his hoarse tone, his face obscured by his fierce Jua-mata skull helmet, though his violet imperium-polluted eyes shone through.


    “Nurka,” Rufus replied.


    Wolf and hyena shared a mutual respectful nod.


    Nestled upon Nurka’s left shoulder, like a fluffy shoulder pad, was a beautiful white pepper moth, its furry body and broad feathery antennae quivering in defiance of the bitter mountain climate. A small box was strapped to the bug’s broad back, rather like a rucksack.


    Teasing the moth from its perch and allowing it to hang from his forearm, its elegant wings tapering down in an inverted V-shape, Nurka opened the box it carried and slipped a piece of paper inside. Locking the lid again, he launched the not insubstantial creature into the air with a gruff grunt. Amidst a puff of white scales, the bug hummed across the camp and disappeared into the night, like a winged ghost.


    Nurka had obviously been in communication with his contacts, whoever they may be, via that homing moth and probably others.


    “Beautiful creatures pepper moths,” Rufus observed. “Did it bring any news?”


    Nurka tipped his helmeted head back, declaring confidently and with a flash off teeth, “Our Prince is alive.”


    “You’re certain?”


    “As can be when relying on pigs as intermediaries. We paid them, but someone might yet pay them more.”


    Whatever he thought, Rufus nodded sympathetically. He looked past Nurka, glancing to Themba and especially Casimir, the latter of whom averted his gaze and nibbled some bread.


    “We will enter Gelb by the back door,” Nurka announced.


    Turning to him again Rufus blinked once, “Back door?”


    “Yes,” Nurka said, habitually wandering back and forth, paws cupped behind him, tail flicking. “As you probably know, there are countless ancient tunnels and abandoned shafts running through the Sunrise Mountains. In places they still intersect with Gelb’s active mines.”


    “Of course,” Rufus confirmed.


    “And as an inmate of Gelb yourself, you must also have seen that the old tunnels are sealed to prevent prisoners wandering off?”


    A nod from Rufus, followed by information, “Only by rusted doors and rubble. The guards didn’t worry too much about us escaping because the tunnels are a death-trap.”


    “Death trap?” Themba said worriedly.


    Rufus explained, “Nobody can navigate the caves by pure chance; you’d die of thirst or hunger before finding the way out, provided you didn’t fall down a pit first, or get eaten by a cave spider. That’s where they thought Professor Tack went.”


    “Who’s Tack?” Nurka said.


    “Oh, just a cat of… questionable sanity; a merchant of Gelb’s healthy black market. He used to be a great professor, before someone in Lupa sent him down. The Elders have a nasty habit of doing that.”


    Nurka nodded and grunted.


    After a moment’s pause, Rufus spread a paw, “Do you know a way through the old tunnels then, Nurka?”


    The hyena cackled triumphantly, “I’ve a map, Red-mist.”


    “Can it be trusted, though?” Casimir piped up from across the campfire. “It’s ancient.”


    “It’s our only choice,” Nurka replied. “We’ll mark our passage through the tunnels so we won’t get lost, regardless of the map’s integrity.”


    “Aye,” Casimir said, “that’s all well and good, but those tunnels are crawling with dangerous bugs. There’s no telling what we’ll bump into.”


    “It’s a chance we must take.”


    “For just one hyena? Nurka, you’re putting the whole operation at risk.”


    “Not just a hyena, but Prince Noss of the Jua-mata!” Nurka snarled back. “I do not expect a lowly rabbit to understand why he matters, but you will respect him!”


    “Gentlebeasts!” Rufus said, raising his paws for calm. “I can see you’ve been debating this for some time.”


    “Hours,” big Themba said, somewhat sarcastically.


    Given a pause and nod, Rufus continued, “It’s not just a question of how we do this, Nurka, but when.”


    “When?”


    Rufus shared his reasoning. “Once we make our move word will quickly get out. If the powers that be judge there’s sufficient danger the Summit could be cancelled and the Den Fathers disperse before… before what must be done is done.”


    “Prince Noss will be extracted surgically,” Nurka said matter-of-factly. “The disappearance of one inmate will not upset anybody.”


    “He’s a very important inmate.”


    “Nobody knows who he is, except Amael.”


    “Don’t bet on it. The Warden must know who he is as well, and I’m sure many a guard too – ones other than those in your pocket. The Warden may be sympathetic to our cause, but he’s playing a double game, waiting to see which way the wind blows before declaring his allegiance. He might want to hang onto Prince Noss for himself.”


    Nurka raised his chin and said pugnaciously, “So what’re you saying?”


    “I’m merely saying once we have Noss, things may be set in motion.”


    Eventually, the chief nodded, “We are ready to strike, Red-mist, I merely wish Noss to be there when we do.”


    Big Themba growled, “Personally, I wouldn’t bother with this cowardly ‘back door’ approach. I’d raze that vile prison to the ground in a frontal assault and bury all the guards in the mines, alive, especially this murderous Warden, who’s doubtless dutifully staked out many a hyena, and wolf, for the ants.” He looked up from the crackling fire and flashed Rufus a menacing smile of a calibre only his people could manage, what with their marvellous dentition. “That’d silence the whole lot of them for good,” he cackled.


    “Until the next train arrives from Lupa to collect imperium ore and discovers Gelb in ruins,” Nurka gruffed simply, rising up on his armoured toes a moment, paws behind back, like a proper sergeant major. “You’d sacrifice our chance to change the world for a moment’s revenge, as usual, Themba. It’s that kind of myopic thinking that’s kept our people in bondage for too long. Leave the tactics to me, if you please.”


    “And your pet wolf, chief?” Themba dared acidly.


    Nurka didn’t reply, save to quickly shake his head at Rufus, conveying ‘ignore him’.


    “Rest, all of you,” the chief instructed. “We make final preparations in the morning. Those that wish to enter the tunnels with me, make your peace with Mother Erde.” He looked witheringly between Themba and Rufus, “And especially each other.”


    *


    The evening had panned out as Vladimir forecast. The Alpha had arrived late, made his noble excuses, bore the butt of enquiry and ridicule from hostile wolves like Amael, before ingratiating himself with Den Father Vito and a good many of the other Bloodfang elite with witty banter and tales of wartime exploits. Den Prefect Adal was after all wearing the Imperium Heart. No wolf could take that away from him however much they despised him, no more than they could Rufus, another hero of Lupa.


    “How did he win it?”


    “Mm?”


    Poking at his chocolate pudding dessert, Linus clarified his question. “The Imperium Heart, sir.”


    “The only way you can, Mills,” Vladimir said, delicately dabbing his lips with a napkin, “an extreme act of bravery and self-sacrifice.”


    Chewing on his pudding, Linus stared at his superior with those baby-blue eyes, rather like an expectant cub waiting for his father to continue the narrative. Noticing the impostor Howler Cubs Olivia and Sara (for such were their real names, and Vladimir knew it) were also staring at him, the Grand Howler had no choice but to elaborate.


    “I gather that during the war,” he said quietly, folding his napkin and kneading his paws, “Adal, then a Bloodfang, killed a dozen dissident Howlers single-pawed, preventing several Den Fathers from being assassinated. This was during the early peace talks; had they been killed the war might’ve continued. Adal was horribly wounded and bed-bound for a month. He was blinded and paralysed from the ash in his blood; every breath was agony they say. Short of a cure he should’ve rotted, but… somehow he came back. Nobody knows quite how.” With a smack of the lips and a cock of the head, Vladimir added, “So, that’s what it takes to win an Imperium Heart.”


    Olivia whipped out her notepad and, Vladimir supposed, started to write down Adal’s story. Cease your tiresome charade, I know exactly who you are, Vladimir thought, but did not say, for it was better for everyone at this table if the girls genuinely kept up their act, for now.


    “Linus was wounded, weren’t you Linus?” Olivia alleged playfully, glancing at Sara. “He fought a great mad hog and was stuck on its tusks.”


    “Uh… that was all Uther, really,” Linus excused, looking down and prodding his pudding. “I mostly got gored by the fellow and lay in a ditch.”


    “I hear you killed several criminals before they took you down. It was very brave.”


    “Hardly Imperium Heart material, I’m sure.”


    “No hardly about it,” Vladimir scoffed haughtily. “Illegally discharging an imperium pearl, and moreover carrying a pistol on the Common Ground, rather offset any good you did. If Uther had missed he could’ve taken down the bridge and then you’d both be in Gelb, if not executed.” Looking down at the gob-smacked Linus, he woofed, “Oh don’t gawk at me like I’ve just told you I’m a wolfess, Mills, I’ve always known what really happened that night. I overheard Uther telling Ivan the whole story. Just be grateful Amael didn’t question me over the veracity of your account, I’d not have defended you, nor shall I if you’re ever so foolish again.”


    “N-nnn-no, sir.”


    “Humph! As long as we’re clear.”


    Olivia winked at Linus across the table, perchance indicating she disagreed with Vladimir’s stuffy assessment, and teasing a smile from the bashful Howler.


    Once Linus had gathered himself enough to look up he noticed Sara sitting and staring at her uneaten dessert of honey-drizzled waffles.


    “You all right?” he asked.


    “Aye,” Sara heaved forcefully. “Ah’m fine. Thank you.”


    She was anything but, Linus knew. He wanted to reach across and hold Sara’s paw, tell her everything was going to be all right despite the fact Heath was in hiding, Tristan was in ALPHA’s clutches and Rufus was dead.


    Linus peered across the carriage, spying Janoah sitting with her fellow ALPHA Prefects. She had taken her own husband to task in the name of the Republic and now Tristan too. If she was so spiteful and uncaring she could have let me go the same way, yet here I am, purportedly because I helped Rufus, a dead beast she arrested. It doesn’t add up. None of it.


    If Janoah’s with us against Amael, then perhaps there’s more Vladimir hasn’t dared tell me.


    Am I not fully trusted, then?


    By Ulf, why is life so complicated? Why couldn’t it be as simple as the propaganda reels made out? Hyenas are bad, Howlers are good, little beasts are happy in their place. Linus felt an idiot for not so long ago believing what the papers spewed. I was a happier beast back then, but a fool.


    Ignorance really is bliss.


    Suddenly Vladimir stood up, and everyone else too, Sara, Olivia, every Howler at every table, rising to their feet like in a wave of bodies. Linus felt Vladimir’s rough paw grasp the scruff of his cloak and pull him from his daydreaming, urging him to cooperate in what was, Linus realised, a mark of respect for Den Father Vito, who was leaving the carriage to retire to his quarters.


    By all means, Linus had no quarrel with the idea. But, try as he might, his legs would not lift him from his chair! Their strength was gone, overcome by sudden shooting pains.


    Oh no, not again!


    “Linus!” Vladimir growled through the side of his muzzle as loudly as he dared.


    “Sir, I….”


    “Stand for our Den Father!”


    Somehow, between Vladimir’s tug and his own push, Linus overcame what he knew to be an ill-timed attack and stood smartly to attention.


    The magnificent-looking Den Father Vito and his entourage filed down the carpeted channel running between the tables, passing inches from Vladimir and Olivia, who respectfully kept their gaze forward. Even without training Olivia seemed to carry herself like a natural Howler.


    Perhaps, yet Den Father Vito stopped at Vladimir’s table and turned to face the four wolves standing there. He stared for an age, his imperious eyes burning into the side of Vladimir’s skull, then Olivia’s and Sara’s.


    Had he spotted something amiss?


    Stepping backwards to the whispers and murmurings of on-looking wolves, Vito looked at Linus.


    “Ah, so that’s where the storm rages,” he said cryptically, tipping his head back a little. “You bear the pain with great fortitude, young wolf. What’s your name?”


    Mentally twisting in the chains of torment, Linus had to be elbowed into a response by Vladimir.


    “Trooper Linus Mills… Den Father,” he seethed, standing firm. “F-fff-forgive my rudeness, sir.”


    Vito waved a paw in dismissal. “We’ve none of us control of the rot, Howler. It strikes us down when it pleases, even over dinner,” he chuckled. “Sit down and let it pass; I’ll take no offence.”


    Clapping a paw on the table to shore himself up, Linus grunted, “Thank you, sir. But I’ll s-sss-stand if I may. It won’t beat me.”


    Vito nodded. Wolves whispered roundabout.


    Whilst Sara looked worriedly on, Linus slowly straightened up opposite her and stood firm again. She couldn’t sense the imperious rages within him, for she wasn’t afflicted, but she could read the pain etched on his furrowed brow well enough. Linus’s features softened as the attack seemed to pass, which gladdened Sara more than she considered normal.


    Vito whispered something to his ever-present adjutant, then flicking a friendly paw at Linus suggested, if not altogether ordered, “You’ll take the waters with me in Everdor.”


    “Waters, sir?”


    “The hot springs, Howler Mills,” Vito explained. “It’ll do those bones a world of good.”


    “Uh, ah, well….”


    “I go for a dip every year. What do you say?”


    “I-I-I would love to, but-”


    “He’d be delighted, Den Father,” Vladimir answered, bowing a little and not making eye-contact. “Please forgive Mills, he’s a city boy; hardly seen a blade of grass in his life, let alone a hot spring! I’m sure the rot has momentarily confused him too.”


    “Yes of course,” Vito acknowledged.


    With a raise of the paw like some old king, Vito took his leave, ambling down the carriage and out of sight – whereupon Linus collapsed like a sack of potatoes, nearly pulling the tablecloth and everything with it as he fell about the carriage.


    “Gagh!”


    “Och, Linus!” Sara yelped, reaching for him.


    Vladimir quickly supported the stricken youth and helped him to sit in his chair. “I thought it’d passed,” he said, pouring Linus a stiff drink.


    “So had I,” Linus panted. Noticing Sara’s concerned gaze he said, “I’ll be all right… in a minute.”


    “Do you have any stings?” she asked.


    “In my cabin.”


    “Ah’ll go get them-”


    “No… I’ll go back myself in a minute.”


    “Linus-”


    “I won’t sting myself in front of everyone, Sara! It’s… not the done thing.”


    Olivia said, “He’s right. It’s not.”


    Baffled and annoyed, Sara looked at Olivia, who urged her to sit back down.


    “Don’t worry, Linus,” Vladimir huffed. “With any luck Vito will have forgotten all about you by tomorrow. I’m sure his adjutant is in no hurry to remind him. Just try and keep a low profile, for Ulf’s sake.”


    “Yes, sir.”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 38


     


    Morning’s light barely warmed the Sunrise Mountains, but the mouth of the cave to which Nurka had brought Rufus expelled a noticeably steamy breath. This bode well in the Howler’s opinion – if this cave was connected to the same system as Gelb it ought to be of a similar temperature.


    “I thought the caves would be cold,” Nurka said, sniffing the air.


    “Some are,” Red-mist replied, watching the moist air from the cave condense into a rising cloud, “but Gelb’s on top of a plume; the walls drip with water that’s full of dissolved imperium. I’ve seen beasts reduced to licking the walls in there just to try and get a little more good stuff.”


    “Pathetic, is it not?” Nurka rasped. “All our troubles stem from such places. If we didn’t steal Mother Erde’s blood we would not get the rot. It’s her curse upon us for our greed.”


    Rufus shrugged, “Imperium’s been bubbling up on the surface since the dawn of time. White rises up, releases its energy and decays into black, which sinks back down into the core of the planet. Who can blame our ancestors for being attracted to a shining imperium crystal, or wanting to tap into its power? It was either that or live in a straw hut forever, and now we are where we are and our civilisation depends upon imperium… rot and all.”


    Expecting resistance, or some debate, Rufus provoked only a noncommittal grunt from Chief Nurka.


    Chief of what, Rufus still wondered, chief of THORN or just this offshoot? Is Nurka the mastermind of it all? Could I kill him here and now and end Amael’s ambitions?


    Even if I could there’s a better way, Ulf help me. The word of a Hyena Prince can stop this madness and save further bloodshed on all sides.


    Noss, please be alive, and be your old self.


    Even as he hoped and prayed Rufus unconsciously felt his left arm, his fingers tracing the scars torn in his muscled hide by Noss’s cruel yellow-imperium bomb not so long ago. The word of a Hyena Prince could stop this, but the question was would it be given?


    Out of nowhere and with barely a flutter, that beautiful pepper moth from last night dropped out of the sky and perched on Nurka’s shoulder.


    The hyena took the quivering moth down and opened the little casket it carried.


    He read the message within, his violet eyes tracing back and forth as Rufus watched.


    “Everything’s in place,” Nurka said, destroying the message with a flash of imperious plasma from his black fingers before Rufus was able to glimpse its contents. “There’s nothing else to do but go.”


    Upon Nurka’s word things moved quickly. Themba, the other hyenas and Casimir all gathered at the cave mouth, a dozen souls in all including Rufus. Imperium lanterns and rations were distributed, whilst Nurka unfurled his map on a rock and inspected, for the umpteenth time, the maze of passages and caverns crudely scrawled out in plan form. The map had been stolen from Lupa’s vast records, apparently, and sent by moth to the hyenas by some hog, somewhere.


    Even if the document was genuine it made no mention of the cave spiders and cave centipedes that Rufus as a naturalist knew frequented such warm, dark, dank places as Gelb. Bugs were not obliged to stay in one place for very long and couldn’t be pinned down on a sheet of paper.


    Anticipating trouble, Themba hefted his hammer whilst Nurka shouldered his marvellous imperium bow, keeping both a lantern and his map to paw. Casimir cocked a trusty pistol and the other hyenas sharpened their imperium-tipped spears.


    Rufus felt the weight of his basic rapier – it was no masterpiece, but it’d channel plasma well enough.


    Releasing his messenger moth to the sky with a final note for his allies, and with a last glance at the muted mountain sun, Nurka delved into the hot, reeking cave ahead of his brave followers, lantern held forth.


    “Mother Erde, forgive us our trespass,” he prayed.


    *


    When Linus awoke he noticed a distinct change had come over the tiny yet luxurious cabin he’d occupied of late. There came no motion, no sound; the ornate crystal bedside lamp no longer quivered and tinkled to the rails clacking rhythmically beneath.


    The Elder Train had stopped!


    Casting aside his sheets like an overgrown cub on Wintertide morn, Linus knelt on the bed in his appropriately Bloodfang-red under-breeches, his golden tail slapping audibly side to side with excitement. Whipping the tiny velvet curtains aside he peered out at bright wide world beyond the narrow carriage window.


    Fields, bushes, trees, a clear blue sky; Linus’s hungry eyes lapped up the lot. The concrete paths and tarmac roads of Lupa’s unforgiving streets had been replaced almost overnight by lush grass and soft erde, whilst the regimental brick walls of terrace houses had given way to the soft leafy borders of tangled copses and clumps of trees. Even the towering smokestacks of imperium refineries were no more, marked instead by the odd outlying redwood tree pumping out nothing more harmful than fresh air. It was as if Linus had shut the curtains on a theatre production yesterday and little beasts had changed the set whilst he slept.


    This must be Everdor, and it’s just like the pictures, except in glorious colour.


    If only Uther were here.


    Oh but he is, cooed the other side of Linus’s brain, causing his stout heart to skip a beat. He’s here with Ivan plotting the death of Den Father Vito at Amael’s command. That is if Vladimir’s correct, or even to be believed.


    Linus couldn’t be sure of anything anymore, except that he could be sure of nothing.


    Knock, knock, knock!


    Pulling himself from the beauty beyond the window, Linus sprung from his bed and rifled through his clothes for a tunic.


    Knock, knock, knock!


    “Just a minute.”


    “Howler Linus?” someone crackled – not Amael, not Vladimir, not anyone Linus easily recognised either.


    “Yes. Who is it?”


    “I shan’t come in; you’re clearly in bed still. I’m Den Father Vito’s adjutant. Our leader requests your presence at the hot springs. Attend at once. Don’t worry about bathing, that’s what the springs are for.”


    “Uh, ah, r-rrr-right you are, sir. I’ll be right there.”


    “Very well.”


    “Where are the springs, sir?”


    “Don’t worry, I’ll escort you personally.”


    *


    Fwoooosh!


    Across the way from the resting Elder Train, which had stopped in a siding in the middle of an otherwise unremarkable bare field, lay an opaque-looking lake. Projecting from the lake’s cloudy waters like an island volcano was a squat cone of smooth rock, from which spurted a great fountain of white water.


    “A geyser,” Linus marvelled to himself, stepping from carriage to ground.


    The scalding jet blasted some fifty feet into the air for a good minute, its spray and foam glinting like crystals in a sunbeam, before gurgling back into the erde. On closer inspection Linus noticed the geyser’s rocky cone shimmered with colour, reds, greens, blues and more. It was doubtless made of solid imperium minerals that had precipitated out of the water. Linus supposed the whole lake must be laden with imperium, which is why some afflicted beasts believed bathing here helped ease the rot. Now, whether immersing oneself in what amounted to poison did more harm than good was open to debate, but Linus had no choice in the matter. Den Father Vito had invited him along as his guest and that was not a thing to be refused lightly, if at all.


    Searching amongst his fellow Howlers for Vito or his adjutant, Linus convinced himself that taking an imperium bath couldn’t be any worse than taking an imperium sting.


    As it happened, Vito’s smartly-cloaked adjutant found Linus. “This way, Howler,” he beckoned tiresomely, coming up behind a bewildered Linus and gesturing for him to follow with a flick of the paw.


    Observed by the jealous eyes of other Howlers and especially Elders, the singled-out Linus stuck to Vito’s adjutant like glue in a vain attempt to feel protected as he weaved his way along the train and then across the open field.


    “Just a few ground rules… Linus, was it?” the fellow said, stopping suddenly, paws cupped before him.


    Linus was taken aback, “Uhm rules, sir?”


    “You are Den Father Vito’s guest, but you will observe his personal space.”


    “Personal space?”


    “Do not get too close and do not lay your paws upon him at any time. The Den Guard will not hesitate to act if you provoke them.”


    “I see.”


    “For your sake, you’d better,” the adjutant sniffed. “And for Ulf’s sake, boy, don’t fill his head with ideas or ask impossible favours. Vito grows frailer each passing year and his mind is not what it was. I am the one who has to deal with his fanciful notions, not him. Give me a headache and I’ll make your life difficult. Understand me?”


    With a gulp and many nods, Linus replied, “I-I-I wouldn’t dream of asking for anything, sir. The thought hadn’t occurred to me.”


    “Good!” the adjutant woofed sharply. “See that it doesn’t and we’ll part ways amicably.”


    With a flick of the wrist he led on, skirting along the lapping shore of the lake towards a nearby wood. Following a well-beaten path and some rotting signposts through the gnarled trees, Linus and his guide happened across a collection of small, steaming rock pools, their smooth, toroidal rims resembling nothing so much as flaccid doughnuts coated with imperium frosting left melting in the sun. It appeared this was the place to bathe, not the open lake back there. Linus imagined it was at least somewhat private as he took in the concealed copse.


    Beyond the sweltering pools stood an arc of ancient-looking log cabins, each no bigger than was necessary to change in. Moss clung to their roofs in desperate clumps, like swarms of green bees.


    The door to the middle cabin was barred by two fierce-looking Den Guards. Vito must be in there, Linus surmised, just before the door creaked open and revealed the Bloodfang’s Den Father in nought but a red towel. His magnificent Howler gear had been stripped away, revealing the battered, scarred body of a wolf long past his prime. Still, Vito was no withered husk, not yet, and his impressive corona reached clean across the pools to touch Linus, who bowed on one knee.


    “Ah, Howler Linus,” Vito greeted, striding around the pools with his two guards in tow – more guards lingered in the trees, Linus noticed out the corner of his eyes. “Up you get, young wolf, I don’t want to be looking at your ears all morning.”


    Linus stood up nervously, wondering with every adrenaline-laden breath whether to tell Vito what he knew, that Amael was out to murder him and take over Lupa. But, as Vladimir had warned, even if Amael fell the rest of the conspirators wouldn’t. They would survive and, whilst plotting afresh, make Amael’s accusers disappear.


    Thus Linus stayed silent. He felt like a coward, but he didn’t want to be thrown into the Lupa with cement shoes by Amael or his conspiring allies.


    Leave it to Vladimir and Janoah; they know what they’re doing. Right?


    “How goes the affliction with you today?”


    Vito’s question brought Linus back from his mental meanderings.


    “Well, Den Father,” he managed to chirp.


    “Ah but you’re still very young, very… strong,” Vito mused, running his glowing eyes over the golden Linus. “It’ll ravage even your fine young body one day, as it does every one of us, even me, long though I’ve lasted.” After a few seconds the aged Vito snapped from some momentary stupor and cast a withered paw to the pools, “These imperium springs will stave rot off a little longer, for the both of us... or beasts say.”


    “So I’ve read, sir.”


    Vito raised a finger and boasted, “Not just anyone can come here, you realise, only those granted permission by the state, by me and the other Den Fathers. The waters and woods are guarded all year round by Hummel wolves, and have been for hundreds of years. This is a rare privilege.”


    Linus could but bow again, paw to chest, “Then I’m truly honoured, sir.”


    Vito chuckled and glanced at his adjutant. “He has a way with words this one.”


    The adjutant smiled meekly.


    “Well then,” Vito declared, walking by Linus and flicking a paw behind him, “to a cabin with you, Howler. You’ll find all you need inside, hot towels and whatnot, but don’t take too long; we mustn’t hog the healing waters all day. Others will want their turn.”


    “Yes, sir,” Linus replied, following Vito’s adjutant to the nearest cabin and repressing with every step the bad feeling he felt in the pit of his stomach.


    *


    Teams Scarab and Mosquito, led by Madou and Noss respectively, filed into the mines behind their trundling carts along with the rest of Gelb’s reluctant inmates.


    “What’re you grinning at, hyena?” one of the guard hogs blustered at the passing prince.


    “At the prospect of yet another day raping Mother Erde for the glorious Republic, of course!” Noss cackled, removing his big paws from the cart long enough to bow a little. “What could be better than such an honour?”


    “Huh,” the hog replied, scratching his brow before flicking a pink limb into the mines. “Well, get a move on!”


    “With great celerity, sir!”


    It was outrageous enough that a prince of hyenas should be reduced to this servitude, let alone bowing to some bloated hog, but Madou contained his rages by convincing himself Noss was mocking the fellow. Then again, he wasn’t all there at the best of times; perhaps this morning the prince was on a delirious high?


    Noss’s light mood persisted as he led Madou, Zozizou, Tomek and Helmut, and the others in each team, through the main mine entrance to the spaghetti junction of rails that sinuously slithered into dozens of smaller caves. Which shaft would Noss choose to mine today? It was always him that chose, not just because his imperious instincts were the keenest in Gelb now that Rufus was gone, but because Prince Noss simply exuded natural confidence, and therefore leadership.


    Scarab and Mosquito queued at the diverging rail junctions whilst the teams ahead of them picked a shaft for the day. When it was his turn, Noss gestured at the hogs stationed in the switch tower ahead. He signalled right, to switch to the right track, not just once but three times in a row. Despite obvious misgivings, the hogs pulled the appropriate levers, forcing Noss’s cart down rightmost rail each time they split, sending him and his gang towards a shaft into which no others had ventured for months now.


    Everyone knew that rightmost shaft was mined out and showed no signs of replenishing. It was dormant, if not dead; the imperium-laden waters had shifted elsewhere for some geological reason nobody could know.


    Still, and despite a worried glance at Helmut, Madou followed his Prince’s example and sent his cart down the same rail, right, right and right again.


    If any other teams took note, they couldn’t follow, for Madou’s gang was the last to pass today.


    As they approached, Madou spied a Gelb hog lingering near the otherwise deserted shaft entrance. When Noss passed him the apparent stranger tipped his yellow cap at Noss, who nodded back.


    Strangely cordial that.


    When Madou’s gang passed, the same hog just stared and said nothing. Not even a rude word or mocking comment was aired over their apparently suicidal decision to dig in a dead mine shaft.


    The pig may not have cared, but Madou burned with a desire to catch up to Noss and air his grievances over this madness. However, the prince of the Jua-mata Tribe had fared well in Gelb and was as strong as ever, charging ahead into the throat of Mother Erde, imperium lamps casting darkness aside. Even with Helmut’s help pushing the cart, Madou was unable to catch up until Noss physically stopped and waited.


    “Come on Madou,” the prince cackled, breaking out an ember. “Don’t you want to be free?”


    “My Prince?” Madou panted, letting his hefty arms flop to his sides, mighty chest heaving. Putting Noss’s comment down to the rot, Madou continued, “My Prince, this shaft is mined out. Can’t you feel it? There’s no imperium in the walls.”


    “The lad’s right, Noss,” Helmut seconded. “I’m not even afflicted, but even I can tell this shaft is stone cold n’ bone dry. There’ll be no imperium here.”


    Whilst a grinning Noss puffed away, Zozizou and the others in both teams made similar complaints to him, all except Tomek, who stood silently by, cap askew as always. Usually the first to voice his opinion on anything, Madou was struck by the wolf’s silence now.


    Tomek merely looked to Noss, expectantly, as if he knew things, secrets.


    My imagination surely, Madou thought. Prince Noss wouldn’t confide in some wolf before me.


    Noss raised a black-fingered paw to silence everyone and declared, “We don’t need to mine any imperium, because we’re not going back.”


    “Eh?” Helmut snorted.


    Grabbing a lantern from the side of the empty cart, Noss walked further into the dark mine. Following the tracks a fair way he veered off down a narrow passage and out of sight of the others.


    He didn’t return, nor beckon anyone to follow.


    Shortly thereafter, distinctly hyena grunts and growls echoed around the corner, accompanied by the unmistakable xylophonic clatter of falling wood.


    Madou and the others exchanged baffled glances before hurrying round to see what Noss was up to. They discovered him tearing planks of wood from a doorway set in the living rock, the long nails fastening them proving no impediment to one of his imperium-augmented strength. Any stubborn planks Noss happened across were blasted with a snap of imperious plasma, heating and softening the very nails and causing the wood to smoulder. Despite his imperious exertions the prince’s collar didn’t appear to bother him when it ought to have choked him into submission.


    “Careful, my Prince!” Madou rasped, hurrying to aid his indomitable leader. “Mind your collar.”


    Noss merely grunted back.


    Tomek arrived, only too eager to dive in and start peeling the wood from the door as well, as if he too were a Jua-mata hyena loyal to his prince.


    Helmut, like the others, was less enthused. “What’re you doing?” he asked, standing aloof.


    “Leaving!” Noss cackled.


    “Leaving? What… going off into the caves, you mean?”


    “That’s the idea.”


    “Huh! Are you out of your mind?”


    Noss shrugged his massive shoulders, “So beasts say.”


    “But… but nobody’s got out of Gelb via the caves; they’re a death trap! They go on for miles and miles in all directions. You’ll die before you see daylight.”


    Turning to throw some smouldering wood aside, Noss huffed, “Then stay here, pig.”


    “I will!” Helmut professed, muscled arms folding.


    After some time, and some thought, the burly pig realised there must be more to Noss’s strange turn than mere madness.


    “So whatcha got, a map or something?”


    Noss confessed, “Half a map.”


    “Half?”


    “It’s the best Tack had. It still cost me dear.”


    Helmut threw his arms wide, “Half a map’s no good, you daft hyena!”


    The daft hyena spoke soberly, with the clarity and surety of one who was anything but daft. “It’ll get us as far as we need to go, which is out of Gelb. The Warden won’t search for us or raise the alarm because nobody gets out via the caves, do they? We’ll be presumed dead, lost in the caves, like so many other desperate fools.”


    Noss finished with a slightly manic laugh, which hardly set Helmut at ease.


    “Aye, so we get out of Gelb,” the hog scoffed. “But then what? Sit in the dark n’ rot?”


    Glancing at the other inmates behind Helmut, Noss pulled the last of the wood from the door. “If you stay here you’ll rot for sure with your hefty sentences.”


    “Tomek won’t,” Helmut said. “He’s got a light stint. He’ll be out in a few months, won’t yer Tomek?”


    No reply.


    “Lad?”


    “That’s no matter any more,” Tomek said simply. “I get out of here now, Helmut.”


    And that was that. Indeed the young wolf obediently helped Noss and Madou yank the ancient doors open without protest, without question, as loyal to Noss as he had been to Rufus before him.


    Whilst Helmut pondered matters, Tomek, Noss and Madou eked the long-abandoned doors open, inch by inch, tug by tug. Strange sounds accompanied every combined heave, like sheets of cotton being torn, a crackling, soft white noise that pricked the ears and alarmed the ancient senses.


    Something other than rust had stiffened the doors – they were sealed with silk!


    Madou released the door and almost fell on his tail in his haste to scoot backwards. “Ugh!” he woofed in disgust, wiping his paws on his stripy breeches.


    Prince Noss reproached, “It’s just web, Madou,” holding his lantern up to the dark, web-lined void. Strands of silk clinging to the door frame wafted in the humid breath of the Erde, pointing back to the relative safety of Gelb like the withered fingers of forewarning ghosts. Ignoring their counsel, Noss stepped forth, his flickering lantern lighting the way, knowing that all it would take to spoil everything is for some Gelb hogs to wander down here and check on them now. The sooner they were away and too deep into the caves to find, the better.


    He turned and appealed to his doubtful followers, “You have to trust me-”


    “Look out!” Tomek yelped.


    In a flash the Watcher leapt forward and pulled Noss from the door. Not knowing why Tomek should, but that he must have good reason, Noss instinctively span round and took on the defensive poise of a trained Howler, feet spaced, paws ready to box, lantern discarded.


    The lantern clattered to the ground, the imperium within it mixing, flaring brightly, and reflecting eight-fold in the many-eyed glint of a giant spider the size of a bear!


    “Waaaah!”


    “Run!”


    Despite the cries of the others behind, Noss and Tomek remained firm in the face of the spider. The creature dangled from the ceiling, its legs curled up on themselves to form a hairy cage.


    “Is just skin!” Tomek announced, standing up straight and laughing, even whilst his heart secretly pounded. “Is only shed skin, look.”


    The young wolf tramped fearlessly over.


    “Tomek!” Helmut piped in alarm, yanking the sides of his own cap down over his head.


    “Is all right, Helmut,” Tomek reassured, pushing on the giant crispy skin with a paw. It swayed to and fro like a horrifying paper lantern, crackling with the sound of autumnal leaves as it brushed against the cave walls. Even without Tomek’s input the lifeless, dried husk continued to move, its legs agitated by the passing breeze.


    How Tomek could stand there and poke that disgusting thing was beyond Helmut’s comprehension.


    “Don’t touch it!” the pig seethed, his skin crawling.


    Noss explained, “It’s just an empty exoskeleton, Helmut, discarded by the spider as it grew,” sounding like a teacher of nature, complete with lame pun, “An ex-exoskeleton, if you will,” he cackled, retrieving his lantern. “Come on, there’s no time to waste-”


    “If that’s just a skin where’s the real thing?” one of Noss’s gang piped up – the hyena prince didn’t clock who amongst his followers it was, the wolf, the cat, the other pig, someone or other, he didn’t care, his response would’ve been the same.


    “Are you little beasts now?” he mocked, throwing them all one last purple-tinged glare. He saved his most withering look for the beast he expected the most from. “Madou?”


    Raising his chin, and seeing Tomek wasn’t afraid, the stocky Madou hurried over and knelt by Noss, “I go where you go, Prince of the Four Winds.”


    “And your cousin?”


    After a quick snarl from Madou, the skinny Zozizou steeled himself and joined Madou at Prince Noss’s feet, like a good hyena should.


    Noss clenched a fist, “Better for a Jua-mata to die trying than cowering in fear!”


    Madou nodded, whatever his misgivings. Death was one thing, but death by spider? Paralysed and bound in silk, waiting to be sucked dry, perhaps for days; was there anything in this world more horrific? Breaking a black-imperium capsule against one’s teeth would be a blessed release in comparison.


    Whilst Noss and the hyenas struck forth into the caves, Helmut stayed put with the remaining members of Mosquito and Scarab as they muttered their misgivings and debated whether to follow the questionably sane Noss.


    “I ain’t going in there if there’s spiders.”


    “They’re dead beasts.”


    Only Tomek dared join the escapees without a second thought.


    “Tomek, don’t go!” Helmut pleaded. Trotting to the door he seethed through his tusks. “Don’t do this, lad. What’s the point? You’ll be getting out in no time!”


    With every word the pig glanced worriedly at the spider husk wafting above, as if worried he might yet wake the empty skin from its hollow slumber.


    Tomek turned around with a lantern held up and urged cheerily. “Come on, Helmut.”


    Helmet’s lower jaw quivered. “I… I can’t, lad.”


    “Is all right. Trust me.”


    The big pig shook his head and stepped back.


    Tomek looked ahead to Noss – the hyena was waiting for nobody.


    “I come back for you,” Tomek promised hurriedly. “I come back when it all over. I say Helmut helped me. They get you out. You see.”


    “What? What’re you on about?”


    Tomek raised a finger to his lips, then tipped his wonky cap and took off after Noss. “Goodbye, my friend. Thank you for helping me through this place.”


    With that he turned and chased after Noss.


    “Aye,” Helmut sighed, doffing his cap as if Tomek and the rest were dead already. “Good luck, lads.”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 39


     


    Ivan Donskoy slipped through the undergrowth, his rapier half pulled from its scabbard, his roaring imperious corona suppressed to a whimper.


    Think of nothing, Rufus had instructed him all those years ago. Calm your mind, fold in on yourself and relax. Your corona will soon disappear.


    Easy enough to achieve when reclined on a sofa, but somewhat taxing when stalking one’s prey, heart racing, mouth dry. Still, Ivan supposed he must have managed it, for the Hummel Watcher yawning beside a tree remained unaware of their approaching doom.


    Drawing his blade and touching it quickly yet gently to the surprised wolf’s neck, Ivan released a blast of imperious energy, flashing down the sword and into his victim.


    K-zapft!


    With barely a yelp the Watcher hit the tree and collapsed in a heap of cloak and armour.


    Ducking down lest he was seen, Ivan dragged his quarry away into a thicket just as Uther and Gunnar advanced through the trees to join him.


    “Is he dead?” Gunnar whispered, with a gulp.


    “Does it matter?” Ivan replied, sheathing his blade.


    “He’ll be fine, mate,” Uther said with intent, even as he checked for a pulse. “Aye, just knocked out is all.” He glared at Ivan, “We’re not here to kill anyone but Vito, right?”


    Ivan said nothing.


    “Right?” Uther growled.


    “I make no promises,” Ivan huffed, “Nor should you.”


    “Well if I can help it-”


    “You won’t. Not in the heat of the moment. Not when your life depends on a clean kill.”


    Whilst his elders bickered, Gunnar looked the stunned wolf over. He was enrobed in a sage green cloak pinned by a golden brooch marked with a bee, its legs and wings spread. The bee was rendered in solid white-imperium. His armour too was white, albeit not made of white-imperium – no pack, no wolf even, was that wealthy.


    “He’s a Hummel ‘en he?” Gunnar surmised.


    “Yes, they guard the springs year-round,” Ivan said, stealing ahead through the trees. “Come on.”


    Uther and Gunnar followed.


    The trio were a long way from the springs and their target deep in the woods, but they had spied the Bloodfang Elder Train from afar and knew that Den Father Vito always partook of a dip in the supposedly healing waters here if ever he was passing this way.


    That’s what Amael had been counting on, what he had planned months ago, him and Janoah.


    Now the moment had arrived.


    *


    Whilst Den Father Vito soaked in the private woods out of sight, the rest of the Bloodfang delegation stretched their legs in the fields surrounding the Elder Train or paddled in the cool shores of geyser lake, depending on their disposition.


    The ALPHA contingent kept their distance, setting up a flimsy array of new-materials tables and chairs by the waterside and enjoying tea and sandwiches served on plain white ALPHA tableware, not the decadent, highly decorated porcelain provided.


    The Alpha supped his tea with Janoah, Horst and Duncan, guarded one and all by a colossal black-cloaked wolf looming nearby, a wolf Sara surely recognised.


    She daren’t believe it true, and yet here was another giant wolf of the same stature and colour as Bruno.


    Coincidence?


    She watched from a safe distance as Olivia attempted another pass, wandering within a few feet of the ALPHA group and her target.


    The big wolf looked at her, but nothing more.


    “I can’t feel anything familiar,” Olivia whispered, returning to Sara’s side.


    “Nothing?” Sara whined.


    “Not from him, just… them. The Alpha, especially. He’s some wolf, that one.”


    “But that makes nae sense. He’s their bodyguard, he must be an imperium wielder. Right?”


    “I know,” Olivia sighed, theorising, “Well, maybe the Alpha’s just overwhelmingly strong. Or… or maybe it’s the imperium roundabout interfering with my senses.”


    Sara frowned, “Does that happen?”


    “Oh yes, all the time. It’s foggy round here. You can feel the energy in the air, crackling and… popping.”


    “Ah see.”


    Olivia waved a paw, “It can’t be Bruno. I’d feel him.”


    Sara clasped her paws together, “Could ye not try once more?”


    “I can’t.”


    “Please. Just get as close as ye can.”


    Olivia indicated towards the Alpha and his cronies with her snout. “That red wolfess sitting with them is watching me. Her eyes are like daggers that one. I daren’t push my luck. Linus told us to stay out of trouble.”


    Sara heaved an enormous sigh.


    “Ah should’ve stood up for him,” she all but whispered. “Ah should’ve swallowed mah pride and gone tae mah mother. She could’ve done something for Bruno. She’s a Den Mother, beasts would’ve taken notice if she’d asked questions. Ah should’ve never signed those papers, it was nae even Bruno’s body.”


    “Sara-”


    “It was nae him, Olivia! It was nae. Tristan made me do it. He did it tae protect me, Ah know that, but… but ever since that day Ah’ve felt guilty. Guilty that Ah let them take Bruno away and never asked after him or told anyone.”


    Sara cupped her muzzle in her paws and fought back a surge of grief.


    Olivia patted her back, “Oh, Sara.”


    The little black wolfess sucked it up. “Ah’m all right,” she dismissed, looking at the giant of a wolf standing over the Alpha. “It’s nae him. I mean, it can’t be. What’re the odds he’d turn up here? Ah’m just seeing what Ah want tae see. Every big, dark wolf Ah pass in the street is Bruno. Ah always look. ‘Tis pathetic.”


    Sara’s self-denying rant appeased nobody, least of all Olivia. “All right, one more try,” she decided. “Just back me up if they get shirty.”


    “How?” Sara snuffled. “What do Ah say?”


    “I dunno. We’ll work it out. Stay here.”


    Meanwhile, at the Alpha’s table, Janoah peered over the lip of her teacup, through the rising steam, past the Alpha dabbing his lips with a napkin and beyond the unmoving rock that was Rafe, to that nosy Bloodfang Cub.


    “Here she comes again.”


    Horst’s white ears swivelled on Janoah. “What?” he said between mouthfuls of cucumber sandwich fingers, looking all about. “Who?”


    Janoah both sipped her tea and placed it down before deigning to reply. “That Howler Cub; she’s buzzing around us like a wasp after a jam jar.”


    The laid-back Duncan had evidently already noticed, since he didn’t even look. “Och, she’s just curious of the great and noble Alpha,” he said, spreading a big black paw. “Cubs will be Cubs, Janoah.”


    “I don’t like it, sir. She could be a Bloodfang agent out to eavesdrop, or worse an assassin.”


    Chuckling at the notion, Duncan reached for a sandwich and chomped the dainty morsel down in a single bite. “The Bloodfangs would nae dare,” he claimed.


    Horst, to general amazement, including Janoah’s, came down in her camp. “It’s not loyal Bloodfangs but the conspirators we need to worry about,” he said. “Who knows who Amael’s gotten to by now. If a fanatic will swallow a black-imperium capsule they will as likely blow themselves up with a black-imperium bomb, taking us and more importantly the Alpha with them.”


    Pausing for thought, and a glance at the intruding Cub who was making yet another unsubtle pass, Duncan waved a cucumber finger at his fellow Prefects, “Then tell the lass tae buzz off.”


    “I’ll do more than that, sir,” Janoah claimed.


    The Alpha offered no input – his protection was the duty of his Prefects – he merely sat and watched the geyser, timing its regular eruptions with his pocket watch like the amateur naturalist he claimed to be.


    “Bruno,” Janoah said, with a nod and a flick of the finger.


    Nothing more substantial passed between Janoah and her well-trained henchbeast; Rafe left the table to intercept the nosy wolfess.


    Olivia heard him coming, heard those boots crunching on the grass and gravel, but could hardly speed up or attempt to run away; there was nowhere to go, nowhere to hide, she was out in the wilderness hundreds of miles from Lupa. She acted natural, strolling along as before, pretending to take in the scenery but seeing nothing of it for her panicked thoughts.


    The giant Prefect suddenly blocked her path.


    “Come with me please, Cub,” he said, his voice booming in defiance of his muffling ALPHA-black helmet.


    Olivia recoiled with as much indignation and confusion as she could muster. “I beg your pardon?”


    “Come with me, please,” the Prefect stated, sterner.


    He spread an enormous muscle-packed, brown-furred arm out from under his cloak. As said arm rose and the folds of the Prefect’s cloak opened somewhat, so did Olivia feel the tendrils of an imperious presence reach out and pierce her corona down to the bone.


    By Ulf, is that power coming from him?


    Containing her surprise, if not working with it, Olivia cupped a paw to her chest and asked with eye-fluttering innocence, “Have I done something wrong, Prefect?”


    “I dunno,” he replied.


    “I’m Elder Amael’s guest, you see,” Olivia excused. “I’m a student reporter, here to write an article about the Summit. I’ve never been to anything like this before.”


    The Prefect’s initially stern front softened like chocolate under the sun. “Me neither,” he admitted. “Oi look, I’m sure it’ll be fine. Janoah’s just being funny.”


    “Janoah?”


    “My boss,” the Prefect said, flicking his head towards the tables and half-joking, “Come on, or I’ll get in trouble.”


    Disarmed by this wolf’s familiar charm, Olivia allowed herself to be shepherded across to the little ALPHA enclave nestled by the lakeside. This could be the end. ALPHA could find out that I’m not a Howler in training and then we’ll be for it. Linus won’t be able to protect us now.


    How could I be so stupid?


    “What’re you playing at, Cub?” the red wolfess at the table demanded. Olivia supposed she must be Janoah.


    Before anything else, Olivia saluted like a good Howler Cub, fist to chest then out.


    “Save your silly salutes, girl,” Horst scoffed with reliable derision, even whilst devouring another sandwich. “We’re ALPHA, not members of your decadent pack.”


    Janoah continued her interrogation. “Well? What’re you doing lingering around? Yes, I saw you, walking by over and over. I see the other one too, hiding by the train. She looks very worried now. Spies are we?”


    Olivia cast a glance at Sara, who was standing with her paws to her face, then chirped, “Spies? Of course not-”


    “Oh? Assassins then?”


    “Don’t be absurd, marm.”


    “Excuse me?” Horst cut in again. “Do you know who you’re talking to? You’re in the presence of the Alpha and his Grand Prefects! The Alpha is the equivalent of your Den Father and we your Elders. ”


    “Not quite, Grand Prefect.”


    “What?”


    Olivia glanced at the wolves sitting about the table and decided to run with it; be bold, be brash, do not cower, know your rights as a Howler… if you were one.


    “I mean no offence, sir,” she said, “but Den Prefect Adal and yourselves are accountable to the Den Fathers, not the other way around.”


    Frowning hard, Horst sat forward. “Who are you?”


    Olivia tipped her head back a little. “I’m Howler Cub Livia Bloodfang, student reporter.”


    “Reporter?” Horst blustered on.


    “Yes, sir. I’m writing an article for the student paper-”


    “About what?”


    “The Summit, sir. Would you like me to include you in my article?”


    “My dear, you’ll be writing an article on the working conditions at Gelb from inside with your attitude-”


    “That’s enough, Horst,” the Alpha sighed. “ALPHA does not exist to antagonise our fellow wolves, but to work with them to guard our fair city.” Slipping his fine timepiece into his cloak pocket, the Alpha turned away from the dying geyser which he had been timing and beckoned Olivia round the table to stand before him, his handsome, white, mask-like face beaming warmly up at her. “Besides, we’re guests aboard Den Father Vito’s marvellous train and will be gracious to all his pack, including his Cubs.”


    Horst said nothing.


    “Now then, Cub,” the Alpha began, amiably but business-like, “if you’re writing about the Summit you’ll need a few interviews to go on, won’t you?”


    Olivia didn’t know what else to do, save bow a little and say, “Yes, Alpha, sir, uh… Den Prefect Adal.”


    “Either will do,” Adal chuckled. “Well, go get your friend and sit yourselves down.”


    “Sir?”


    “You may interview me. How’s that?”


    “Oh, thank you so much, sir. I never dreamt I would so much as meet you as talk to you.”


    “Indeed. Off you go.”


    Another salute, then a bow, whatever came to mind, then Olivia scuttled away.


    Duncan chuckled, “Och! That’s very generous of ye, my Alpha.”


    “All the poor Cub wanted was to get near me,” the Alpha replied, confident of his own importance. “I’ve nothing else to do whilst Vito toys with his new plaything.”


    Bruno turned and watched Livia traipse over to the train to fetch her friend – a short black wolfess in the same Howler Cub uniform. Words were spoken, gestures made, Bruno couldn’t hear them nor lip-read, yet was unable shake off the creeping feeling of familiarity in the cut of the two Cubs.


    “Something wrong, Bruno?” Janoah asked, bringing his attention back to the table.


    “No,” Rafe sniffed, standing to attention behind the Alpha.


    “How’re your eyes?” Janoah pressed. “It’s very bright out here compared to Lupa.”


    “Fine.”


    “Josef’s nearby if you need him-”


    “I’m fine! Stop fussing me, Jan.”


    “You address her ‘Prefect Janoah’ or ‘marm’,” Horst tutted over his teacup, “not ‘Jan’, you ignoramus. You’re a Prefect now, Bruno, start acting like it.”


    Rafe raised his chin, “Yes, Grand Prefect, sir!”


    A nod, “Better.”


    Despite sensing Rafe was a bit off, Janoah settled again, at least outwardly to the wolves sitting around her. Inwardly she was a storm, her heart beating hot and cold.


    She glanced across the fields, spied Amael standing by the lakeside with Vladimir and some others. She met Amael’s hard eyes. He didn’t nod or wink, but Janoah knew what he was going through too.


    The vital moment steamed ever closer.


    *


    Linus slipped nervously into the sweltering pool. Not willing to appear a limp-pawed weakling in front of Den Father Vito he suppressed the urge to yelp as the painfully hot water first infiltrated his breeches, then his guard fur and, finally, his water-repelling undercoat to scald his hide.


    “Refreshing, no?” the scar-flecked Den Father Vito crackled, his wiry grey arms splayed over the pool’s edge, ember smouldering between crooked lips.


    Linus managed a convincing, “Yes, Den Father,” fully expecting strips of flesh to peel off under the impenetrably green water and bob to the broiling surface like so much pasta. However, the pain soon passed and the water became at least bearable, if not at all ‘refreshing’.


    The young Howler wasn’t quite sure what to expect from an imperium spring, despite having read about them. He couldn’t see any imperium glowing in the murky green water, but it was of course daytime and the mixture must be extremely dilute in any case. Even so, Linus noticed his imperious senses fogging over. There was no direction to his inner eye anymore, no up or down, front or back, not even Den Father Vito’s potent corona pushed through the imperious haze choking the air.


    It was just like being inside the Riddle District imperium refinery, only worse.


    “What’re you expecting to see?” Vito laughed, watching his guest cup the spring water in his palms like a curious otter cub catching minnows. “The dissolved imperium?” Vito guessed before Linus could mount a response. “Oh, it’s there. Can’t you feel it?”


    “I-I-I can. Yes.”


    Whilst Vito blew a cloud of vapour overhead and relaxed like a wolf at ease in his own bathroom, Linus stood stiffly in the water, wondering what next to do, what next to say. Two red-and white cloaked Den Guards loomed over the pool like lifeguards, imperium rapiers at the ready. So far as Linus could tell they were not directly watching him, their eyes scanning the surrounding woodland instead, but no doubt each stood poised to stick Vito’s guest like a fish if he was so foolish as to make a wrong move.


    “Sit down, relax,” Vito encouraged, patting the smooth lip of the pool. “There’s a bench under the water here by me, carved from the very rock. It’s quite comfortable.”


    Linus glanced at the guards.


    Vito sensed the youngster’s unease. “Oh, don’t mind them,” he chuckled. “Despite what you may have heard from my overprotective adjutant we do not kill a beast for the merest infraction, uh… Linus.”


    Linus reciprocated Vito’s humour with a slight laugh and waded through the chest-high water, the temperature of which felt more acceptable on his flaxen hide by the minute.


    I could get used to this, Linus thought, seconds before scraping a kneecap against a rough and unyielding stone ledge somewhere down below – that’d be the bench then. Weathering the ensuing sting in silence, Linus settled on the submarine stone seating beside Vito whilst maintaining a respectable arm’s length between himself and the Den Father.


    Unfortunately, planting his posterior firmly on the bench-shaped rock resulted in the water level reaching Linus’s chin. Feeling ridiculous, the short Howler brought his feet up and knelt on the bench instead, surreptitiously raising himself to chest-height, like Vito.


    If the Den Father noticed Linus’s sudden increase in stature, and he was watching throughout, he didn’t pass comment, at least not regarding Linus’s height or lack thereof.


    “You’ve an impressive figure, Howler,” he praised, casting his eyes over Linus’s thick, rounded-off chest and shoulders. “You must train very hard.”


    “No harder than my partner, sir.”


    “Partner?”


    “Howler Uther, sir. He’s a far better wolf than me. P-p-perhaps you’ve heard of him?”


    Raising his brow, Vito said, “Yes... rings a bell.” He looked away for a time, then returned his attention to Linus. “Amael’s fortunate to have such fine wolves as you serving him.”


    “I-I-I do my best, sir.”


    “How would you like to serve me instead?”


    Vito’s words went over Linus’s head for a time, before his mind hurried to grab them back. “S-sss-serve you, Den Father?”


    “Yes.”


    “I serve you through Amael, as I’m able-”


    “Oh stop it, boy!” Vito tutted, flicking his spent ember into the water. He remained friendly, but stern, “Drop your tiresome act of false modesty and speak to me like a wolf, not a sycophant.” Turning to face Linus properly, with one elbow resting on the pool’s edge, the Den Father all but whispered over the bubbling pool, “You know what you are; what you’re capable of. Rufus never just picked up any old Howler, he had exquisite taste that wolf.”


    Linus knelt in silence, heart thumping, mind racing, thinking, ‘What’ve I got myself into now?’


    Vito looked his prey over, those imperious eyes burning with hunger. “And now he’s regrettably… gone,” the Den Father crackled, with a minute shrug of his grey shoulders, “you need a new patron. It’s only out of respect for Rufus that I never sent for you after the incident in the Common Ground. After all, Rufus found you first and we alphas don’t tread on each other’s toes.”


    “Incident, sir?”


    “That Howler-killer in the Common Ground. You took care of him, you and Uther.”


    “That again?” Linus guffawed. “I did nothing, sir.”


    Vito growled, “What did I just say about false modesty?”


    “I’m speaking truthfully, sir. I-I-I did nothing noteworthy. If Uther hadn’t been there-”


    “That’s for others to decide, not you,” Vito maintained. “And I, your Den Father, have decided you’re most worthy.... Yes, most noteworthy indeed. You’ll serve me, as my beta.”


    “Beta?” Linus gasped.


    “Of course! What did you think I was talking about? Why do you think you’re even here?”


    “I-I-I… well….”


    “It’s a great honour to beta a Den Father. You’ll get more out of the arrangement than that rogue Rufus could ever provide; respect, power, wealth, your own apartment and car, whatever you desire, within reason. Once we weary of each other, you can go your own way with all that was provided.”


    “B-b-but I-”


    Vito over-talked the stuttering Linus. “Nobody will mock you as they did when you belonged to Rufus,” he growled. “If anyone dares I’ll slap them down so hard they’ll find themselves in Gelb!”


    On that crescendo, Vito glared hard at the Den Guards lingering about, as if warning them personally despite their oaths of discretion and loyalty.


    “Does that satisfy you, Howler Linus?” he asked with a crooked smile, cupping a bony paw to Linus’s thick neck. “Will you submit to me?”


    Silence.


    “Your friend Uther was mine too, you know,” Vito claimed, cupping his paws on Linus’s shoulders, “before I let Rufus take him. He was an ungrateful beta that one. I should’ve left him rotting in the gutter! But he was so… magnificent; more so now I hear. Still, you’ll please your Den Father gladly, won’t you?”


    “N-nnn-no,” Linus stammered.


    Vito chuckled, yet conversely frowned, “What?”


    Linus raised his chin. “No thank you, Den Father,” he said levering Vito’s searching paws aside of his stocky frame, “I can’t be your beta, or indeed anyone’s beta, that’s not who I am.” With a gulp he continued, “Whatever you’ve heard about me is untrue. Grand Howler Rufus was just my friend. There was nothing more to it I’m afraid.”


    Vito recoiled a little, “You expect me to believe that?”


    “Whether you believe it or not, it doesn’t change my answer, sir. I will submit to nothing-”


    “Mind your tongue, boy. I’m your Den Father!”


    “Be that as it may, sir, I must respectfully and humbly decline your most generous offer.”


    Vito laughed.


    Linus remained stern.


    “Who do you think you are?” Vito scoffed at Linus, looking him up and down. “Do you think you’re an alpha, is that it, little wolf?”


    “I’ve never given it much thought, sir-”


    “Liar! Every wolf wishes to be an alpha. Few ever are and you certainly are not!”


    Linus shrugged.


    His silence only infuriated Vito further. “You’ve not the right to spurn me!” he snarled, wading into Linus, nose pressed to his. “You’re a lowly Trooper hardly out of your Cub’s mantle. Do you know what kind of power sleeps within my veins? I could destroy you with my bare paws-”


    Thwip!


    Vito’s right ear inexplicably tore off of its own accord and spiralled through the air. Linus flinched as his face was flecked with blood.


    What?


    The thunderous blast of a rifle bolt followed shortly thereafter.


    Ka-crack!


    “Agh!” Vito yelped, clapping a paw to his bleeding skull and wading backwards from Linus, his face a mask of horror and shock. “Murderers! Assassins!” he accused, pointing at Linus in his pained confusion. “Seize him!”


    *


    “ALPHA was set up for the packs, by the packs, to curb the excesses of the Howlers and protect the little beasts from abuse,” the Alpha went on. “If we’re disbanded the citizens will have no recourse for their grievances except revolt, and we all know what happens then.” He sipped his tea, “I remember the war, Cub. I was there.”


    “Yet some argue ALPHA is too powerful,” Olivia said confidently. “They claim you’re just another pack now, serving your own interests. What do you say to such wolves?”


    “My only ambition is Lupan stability. You see….”


    Whilst Olivia made notes and asked the questions, acting the part she was apparently born to play, Sara stood behind in silence, that giant Prefect of her fascination looming anonymously over her. She could feel his presence without any aid of imperium, sense his eyes burrowing into her shoulders. Unable to bear it any longer Sara looked behind and followed the muscular bumps and folds of that unnaturally black cloak up to a thick brown chin nestled within a black helmet.


    The towering Prefect cocked his head and hunched his mountainous shoulders a little in a friendly gesture.


    Sara followed suit, even smiled. Words dallied on the tip of he tongue. What to say? Can I say? Should I just ask?


    Ka-crrraaack!


    The distant distorted echo of an imperium shot tore across the geyser lake, sending small crickets and grasshoppers leaping from the long grass in panic and causing every wolf at the ALPHA table to flinch.


    Every wolf except Janoah.


    Horst nearly fell off his chair, his bulk all but overturning the table as he and Duncan leapt to the Alpha’s defence. “Into the train, my Alpha!” Horst urged, sword drawn, just barely. “Quickly, it could be a THORN attack!”


    “Calm yourselves!” the Alpha scolded, tugging at his black cloak. “Probably nothing more than Hummels hunting game. This is their territory after all-”


    Crack! Crack!


    Two lesser shots ripped through the air, putting paid to the Alpha’s theory.


    “That’s pistol fire,” Duncan said.


    “Nobody hunts with pistols, my Alpha,” Horst seconded.


    Without thinking, even less being command to do so, Rafe leapt into action, speeding across the fields towards the source of the disturbance with great, matchless strides.


    Janoah sprang to her feet, “Rafe, no!” and gave chase.


    *


    Vito’s two Den Guards fired their pistols, but each missed the white ghost tearing across the clearing towards them. With a blast of imperious energy that punched his cloak billowing outwards the mysterious white wolf launched himself over the steaming pools and landed amidst the guards.


    “Stop, assassin!” one cried, to no avail. The silent stranger set about him with his rapier, kristahl clashing, sparks of plasma flying. The air rippled with energy as the three wolves danced about the pools, trying to stick one another with their deadly blades.


    Linus didn’t linger to observe the insane melee, but instead blindly ushered Vito to safety, his mind and body seized by an instinctual desire to protect the Bloodfang’s Den Father whatever had transpired.


    “Go, sir!”


    The baffled, bleeding Vito allowed himself to be pushed to the shore, where a third Den Guard waited with his paw outstretched, ready and desperate to pull his master from the water and flee.


    “Take my paw, Den Father!” the Guard cried.


    With Linus at his back, Vito scrabbled for the shore and reached for the aid being offered.


    Bzzt! Crack!


    “Gaaaaagh!”


    With a flash and snap of plasma the Den Guard by the poolside was blasted tail over head into the water, landing on Linus and dragging him under the stiflingly hot waves.


    Pushing the guard off him, Linus thrust himself to the surface and cleared his stinging eyes, whereupon he was met with a sight those eyes didn’t believe despite everything Vladimir had said.


    There at the pool’s edge, left paw quivering with arcs of residual plasma, was a black and white-furred Bloodfang Howler. Linus saw right through his anonymous helmet and mantle, the cut of his athletic frame and the scent of his corona utterly unmistakable.


    “Uther?” Linus yelped in horror.


    “Linus?” Uther replied, equally aghast.


    The trembling, bleeding Vito sloshed forward. “Uther, m-my finest beta,” he said, spreading his paws on the pool’s lip. He appeared strangely happy, his missing ear quite forgotten. “You’ve… come back to me, my child! You’ve come back now that Rufus has abandoned you, is that it? I-I told you he would.” The Den Father reached up, “I’ll take you back. Of course. Come… help me.”


    After a moment’s ear-picked uncertainly, Wild-heart remembered what he was about. He drew a pistol from under his cloak and took aim at Vito. “Rot, you sick drooler!”


    The Den Father’s face sank.


    Crack!


    Amidst an explosion of ash, Vito clutched at his chest. Teetering in defiant disbelief, the Den Father glared murderously at Uther and raised a paw. Arcs of plasma trickled down his arm, the air and water rippled around him, but, before Vito could vent his fury one last time, he collapsed backwards into the pool. Linus watched helplessly as his leader rolled over, clouds of crimson pouring from a hole put right through him, front to back.


    “By Ulf’s fangs,” Linus whined.


    Uther’s accomplice walked to the pool’s edge, his rapier awash with the blood of the two other Den Guards lying dispatched on the ground behind him.


    “Finish the job,” he said.


    “C-c-captain Ivan,” Linus gulped shakily. Tall, elegant, white – it could be no other wolf but Blade-dancer.


    Ivan didn’t acknowledge the fact, nor even look at Linus, only at Uther. “Do you want to die a traitor’s death, torn apart by ants? No witnesses, Wild-heart! They’ll execute him as well for failing in his duties, don’t you doubt it. Kill him, it’ll be a kindness.”


    Uther stood stock still, unwilling, or unable.


    “I should never have let you come,” Ivan huffed, drawing his pistol and at last looking at Linus – aiming at Linus.


    The witness closed his eyes, paws raised defensively if no doubt uselessly, but as Ivan pulled the trigger Uther lunged in and smacked his pistol aside.


    Crack!


    The pellet hit the surface beside a flinching Linus, sending up a shower of bloodied water.


    Whirling on Uther, Ivan shoved him away. “Fool!”


    Uther came right back, grabbing Ivan’s cloak, “Touch him and I’ll kill yer!”


    “What are you now,” Ivan spat acerbically, “his alpha?”


    “Thump you, you arrogant ponce!”


    The two assassins squared off against each other, chests touching, nostrils flaring.


    Meanwhile, the Den Guard that Uther had stunned recovered his wherewithal and lunged ashore. Grabbing one of the dry pistols dropped by his comrades, he spluttered, “Die, assassin scum!”


    Ka-crack!


    The long-cloaked Den Guard span round in an explosion of blood and collapsed into the pool.


    Shot, and dead for it, like Vito before him.


    The trembling Linus turned this way and that, searching the woods until he saw a yellow-cloaked Greystone wolf standing just proud of the undergrowth, rifle smouldering in steady paws. Lowering the long barrel of his mighty weapon, he snapped from a momentary stupor and shouted, “Quit whining and move!” before fleeing into the trees.


    Given one last mutual glare, Ivan and Uther made their escape with the Greystone, leaving Linus wallowing in the diluted blood of his slain leader, unable to speak, unable to think. This was a dream, an unreal nightmare!


    I’m still alive, he realised, checking his body for holes, wounds, anything.


    I survived!


    Not for long, Linus thought, elation giving way to sobriety. You heard Ivan, you’ll be executed for failing your Den Father so spectacularly, if not tortured first for information and you know things, Linus Mills, you knew this was to happen and you did nothing because of abject cowardice.


    No! I won’t let them get away with it! I won’t let Amael get away with it!


    Scrabbling for the shore and all but leaping from the bloody water where Vito’s lifeless body floated limply, the sodden Linus snatched a rapier from one of the fallen Den Guards and sped into the dark woodlands after his comrades.


    “Utheeeer!”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 40


     


    The escapees pressed on through Gelb’s dark caves, the light of their lanterns and Noss’s map the only things keeping a lid on the growing unease. Rusting rails, abandoned mine carts and rotting wooden struts, all plentiful relics at first, began to thin out the further the group wandered from the active mines. Eventually all mining paraphernalia ceased to be and only bare, natural, un-worked rock passages remained – that and the odd wisp of ominous spider silk stretched between the slick walls.


    The thought occurred to Madou, and he expressed it to his Prince, that they had nothing to protect themselves with. They had no weapons, not even their imperious paws – any exertion, any snap of plasma, and their collars would choke them into submission.


    “I can get off one blast, maybe two,” Madou said, tugging at his infuriating collar. “No more.”


    “Don’t worry, Madou,” Noss replied breezily, checking his map against the path ahead, “I had my collar replaced by Professor Tack ages ago.”


    Noss’s revelation took a moment to sink through Madou’s hefty skull. “It’s fake?”


    The Prince tapped the iridescent metal band hugging his thick neck, “No more dangerous than a bowtie; and I’ve worn one of those too! Rufus persuaded me into one for some Lupan function or other. Hahaha, yes. Those were the days.”


    Whilst his Prince reminisced, Madou claimed, “I was going to have Tack get rid of mine. I could have if I’d known we were going to escape, my Prince.”


    Noss dismissed at once, “You wouldn’t have been able to afford Tack’s prices.”


    “What did he want?” Madou replied, a little affronted.


    “A white-imperium crystal, what else?” his Prince replied, flicking the map with the back of his dark fingers. “And this ragged thing cost me two! That cat is extortionate. Though without me and Rufus around to supply him with imperium he might have to drop his expectations in future.”


    Noss finished with a wide-eyed, hyena-brand cackle before leading on.


    Madou looked across at Tomek and Zozizou, their faces lit by their glowing lanterns. “Well,” he said in general, more to calm his own nerves than theirs, “as long as one of us can fight properly.”


    Nodding, Tomek cleared his throat and looked down.


    Nothing was said, yet Madou sensed some awkwardness in the young Howler.


    He’s hiding something.


    “Tomeeeek! Tomek! Wait fer me, lad!”


    A gruff call echoed down the cave’s throat, dashing Madou’s immediate concerns over Tomek. The hyena instead turned to face the oncoming stranger, lantern held high and ready to strike.


    No stranger, but a friend.


    “Helmut!” Tomek chirped happily, recognising the hog long before anyone else. “What you doing?”


    The big pig trotted over, somewhat breathless. “I changed my mind, lad,” he panted, lantern swaying. “I couldn’t convince the others, though. They went back.”


    At once amazed and concerned, Noss pushed his way to the fore. Looking beyond Helmut, down the winding passage that was one of countless forks in the caves, he demanded, “How’d you find us? We must be a mile in by now.”


    Helmut tapped his quivering porcine snout and sniffed, “No offence, but none of you smell too good right now. With my hog nose I could whiff you lot from the moon!”


    Tomek scoffed, “You’re one to talk.”


    “Huh! We pigs are very clean beasts, lad,” Helmut insisted indignantly, fist to chest.


    Laughing, Tomek slapped his friend on the back.


    Noss, for once, wasn’t tickled by the situation. “If you can find us, the Gelb hogs can too,” he realised grimly, turning and picking up the pace. “Let’s move!”


    As quickly as he started, he suddenly stopped.


    “And by the Wind snuff out some of those lanterns! We don’t need them all. We’re like a train of glow bugs down here. Everyone and their mother could find us.”


    The typically jovial hyena Prince shocked everyone with his outburst. Still, he was ever a little unstable.


    Whatever their thoughts the party obeyed, putting out all but one of their lanterns. Only Zozizou – who with much head-shaking and paw-waving made it clear to cousin Madou that he wouldn’t be denied his reassuring nightlight – and Noss himself lit the way.


    They struck deeper into the caves, Madou’s mind trapped between thoughts of Gelb hogs behind him and spiders ahead of him.


    And perchance traitors beside him.


    *


    Slashing aside leaves and saplings with the Den Guard’s rapier, Linus tore through the undergrowth, twisted brambles clawing at his bare arms and legs like so much barbed wire. The further from the imperium spring he ventured the clearer his unknowable senses became, guiding him invisibly through the tangled labyrinth of anonymous tree trunks, like an ant following a scent trail.


    Suddenly the auras faded. The panting Linus slowed down, stopped, spread his arms, tried to feel his way with his imperium-laced sword outstretched like an antenna. He felt presences in several directions, each fading fast as the assassins fled.


    They’ve split up! I can’t catch them all. Ulf knows I likely won’t catch any of them. Uther, fastest wolf in Lupa, must already be halfway home.


    Which way? Which one? Does it even matter?


    With a growl of frustration Linus took off after the strongest and therefore presumably nearest corona. He immediately regretted his decision, for logically the strongest presence at any given distance ought to be Ivan.


    And if I find him I’m a dead wolf.


    *


    “Grrrffgh!”


    Uther stumbled and rolled in the bushes. Not now! By Ulf’s fangs, don’t fail me now!


    He tried to rise and carry on, but his rotting bones wouldn’t have it. His right leg burning with sharp, shooting pains Wild-heart limped on.


    It’ll pass, he told himself. Just keep going. It’ll pass.


    He staggered into a sun-licked clearing dominated by a giant twisted cherry tree perched upon a hillock. The tree stood resplendent in blossom, its millions of delicate petals stained with the telltale rainbow iridescence of imperium. Its roots had perhaps tapped into a spring beneath the ground and taken up the rich imperious water hereabouts, leading to unnatural growth and colour.


    At any other time and place even the cynical Uther might’ve marvelled at the strange tree’s mesmerising beauty, but thoughts of capture and execution blinkered him, and he passed under its winding boughs with barely a glance.


    Beyond the tree, like a ruined castle standing amidst the forest, rose an outcrop of gnarled rock with fingers and buttresses of pale, mossy limestone invading the woodland in radial spokes. The thought occurred to Uther to climb up and hide amongst the countless nooks and crannies until the rot passed and he could run again. No good hiding on the forest floor, the Bloodfangs would comb the area and sense any presence. Up there, perhaps, with his corona blocked by sheer rock and suppressed by calm meditation he might be able to conceal himself until nightfall.


    It was as good a plan as any.


    Grasping the rock with clammy paws the athletic Howler began his desperate ascent, his powerful arms compensating for his failing legs, pulling him up onto the first ledge. What he wouldn’t give for a sting right now.


    Uther hoped Ivan and Gunnar were faring better. Certainly they wouldn’t have the bad luck to suffer an attack too. Gunnar was barely old enough to notice the rot and Uther had never seen Ivan succumb to any symptoms, never seen him succumb to anything, except Rufus.


    Suddenly Wild-heart felt something at his back, an oh-so familiar corona.


    “Uther!” it yapped from below.


    Wild-heart froze, paws on the sun-warmed rock, ears twisting. He knew it was Linus; there was no need to look back and confirm the fact. With a gulp, he continued to climb.


    “Utheeer!”


    Still he ignored his friend and comrade.


    After a pause, Linus panted nearer than before, “You’re under arrest in the name of the Republic!”


    Resting his back on the rock face Uther located Linus down there in the blossom-strewn clearing, standing proud with nothing to his name but his torn breeches and a stolen rapier. His glorious golden fur was sodden and filthy with mud and blood, his arms raked with scratches.


    “Don’t be daft, mate,” Uther dismissed. “Just pretend you didn’t see me.”


    He turned to climb again.


    The trembling Linus raised his quivering rapier, pointing at Uther up there on the ledge. “Either come down here and give yourself up to me, quietly,” he growled, barely containing his rage, “or I’ll howl for all I’m worth. The rest of the pack’ll come running and they’ll tear you apart!”


    Uther whirled around, “Puh! Is this the thanks I get for sparing your life? Ivan would’ve killed you-”


    “Get down here you murderer!”


    The longest time passed before Uther, heart thumping and bones throbbing beneath that façade of calm, raised his paws in defeat. Clambering down the way he’d climbed he jumped the last stretch to Erde, weathering a shooting pain in his thigh with barely a limp. He was glad his helmet masked his anguished expression in front of Linus, of all wolves.


    Uther spread his paws at his soiled partner and said humorously, “You look a right state, dun yer?”


    “I n-nnn-never believed it, Uther,” Linus quavered, head shaking side to side, blue eyes wet with tears. “Not really. Not until now.”


    “Believed what?”


    “That’d you’d murder a wolf for Amael’s sake.”


    “Puh! Like I care about Amael.”


    “THORN then!”


    “THORN?” Uther recoiled.


    “You’re working for them, you a-a-and Ivan. Vladimir told me everything. It’s no good hiding it.”


    “You’re clueless, Woodlouse. Aye, but you always was. Like I’d do anything for those hyena scumbags short of put a bullet through their skulls. Ulf almighty!”


    Linus’s eyes narrowed with realisation. It was true, Uther did hate hyenas, and was no fan of Amael’s either, he had long said so ever since he and Linus had met.


    “Why then?” Linus demanded. “Tell me the truth.”


    Uther waved a finger like a chiding parent. “You’re not getting any more out of me, mate.” He drew one of his twin swords in a flash, making Linus flinch. “Now,” he said, eyes blazing from the shadows of his helm, “are you gonna howl your little heart out like a coward, or are you gonna face me like a real wolf?”


    “Don’t you dare!” Linus spat, tears wetting his flaxen cheeks. “There’s no honour at stake here. You’ve not a shred left to your name!”


    “That’s rich coming from old Vito’s latest fancy.”


    Linus exploded, “You just shot him dead, you murderous traitor! You’ve k-k-killed our Den Father!”


    “Den Father my arse!” Uther gruffed back. “He was nothing but an empty shell, the rotten old bastard. Vito was scum, don’t you doubt it! They all are, all them so-called Den ‘Fathers’.” He looked Linus up and down and goaded, “But you two were getting on sooo well. Did I interrupt something? Spoil your quick ticket to the top, eh? I never had you down as a beta for any price. Guess I was wrong!”


    Disgusted, Linus said nothing. Instead he tipped his head back and howled for aid, “Awoooo!”


    “Cowaaard!” Uther bellowed.


    Drawing his second sword Wild-heart closed the distance between himself and Linus in a single, furious, imperium-powered bound, kicking up clouds of glimmering iridescent blossom in his wake. The Howlers clashed blades in an instant of mutual plasma-licked fury before parting, Linus scooting defensively backwards across the clearing with his rapier held forth in both paws, Uther remaining where he had landed.


    “Look at you!” Wild-heart snorted, resting one sword on his shoulder and pointing with the other. “You dunno how to even hold that dainty thing. You’re built for a sword n’ shield, not that poncy needle. Puh!”


    Shuffling from paw to paw, Linus twisted his neck a little and rolled his shoulders, saying nothing, but staring always at Uther.


    “I don’t wanna hurt you, mate,” Uther claimed. “This is your last chance. Walk.”


    Still no word, only a tiny shake of the head.


    Glancing at the trees roundabout, worried reinforcements might burst through the foliage any second, Uther nodded and growled, “Fine, I’ll make this quick.”


    In a few strides he advanced on Linus a second time, thrusting and swinging his short blades with deadly intent. Linus remained on the back foot, parrying and weaving his way across the clearing, never once striking back with his long rapier. Imperium-steel clipped and clashed, sending up sparks of plasma, lighting the boughs of the blossom tree from beneath. Up and over the hillock they danced, skipping between the tree’s twisted roots, one retreating as quickly as the other dared to advance.


    A hit! Uther boxing Linus in the snout with the pommel of a sword.


    “Gah!”


    Knocked head over tail Linus tripped backwards and rolled down the mossy bank. Scrabbling to rise halfway down, he struck out blindly with his rapier lest Uther took the glaring advantage to hack him down – without armour or shield it would be an easy task.


    Yet the Wild-heart refrained, he wasn’t even in striking distance. He waited at the top of the hill until Linus recovered his stance, then circled down and round to the right, eyes gleaming, watching, smiling even.


    Why hadn’t he taken his chance to end it? Was it honour? Friendship? Did Uther believe he retained them even now after murdering a wolf in cold blood?


    Wild-heart lunged to the attack, smashing Linus’s thoughts in a shower of steel and colourful imperious sparks. Uther’s plasma ran down the rapier hilt, shocking Linus’s paw to numbness, but he held on.


    As the Howlers exchanged blows their invisible fields mingled and wrestled, tearing at each other like rabid spirits. Linus’s imperium-laden blood and bones boiled as he called upon the unnatural strength and speed of an afflicted wolf to keep Uther at bay. He couldn’t know that Uther’s blood burned hotter still, that his bones were already spent cinders, his muscles clogged with ash and pain from all his hardships of late, the travelling, the poor diet, the encounter with the net-casting spider.


    It had all taken its toll.


    The Wild-heart panted and laboured, every movement a chore as his body ceased up like a delicate timepiece dropped in seawater, gears grinding, scraping, ticking over with imperceptibly escalating tardiness as they fought the growing friction of the rot.


    Then it happened.


    “Grrrfgh!”


    Linus struck home, felt the very tip of his needle-like rapier jamming momentarily into the firm flesh of Uther’s ribcage, ripping muscle fibres and scraping bone. It was just a moment, a split second in time before Linus withdrew in horror, but the damage was done.


    Dropping one sword to clutch his wound Uther staggered backwards, his remaining sword held defensively forward to ward Linus off.


    “Puhaaahaha!” he cackled, checking his bloodied paw. “You got me, Woodlouse!”


    Linus froze, staring, unbelieving, the furious red mist that had commanded his every thought and action of late dissipating under the hot, clean Everdor sun.


    “Uther?” he whined through bloodied lips, as his friend, partner and traitor knelt in clearing, blossoms catching in the folds of his cloak.


    “You win, mate,” Uther panted from under his white-faced helm. “You’ve… come a long way. You’re an alpha… always was… make no mistake.”


    Linus had no words left.


    Neither did Uther. With a shaking, bloodied paw he reached round under his cloak and produced a pistol. For a moment Linus thought that he was the target, that Uther would shoot him and flee. Instead Wild-heart pressed the barrel to his own chin, and with deep breaths and tightly closed eyes prepared to pull the trigger. Better that than torture and being pulled apart by ants, as was the custom. No wolf who killed a Den Father could expect anything less.


    Averting his eyes, Linus stood by and allowed his friend to take the honourable way out.


    “Wha-?” Uther yelped in astonishment.


    Linus looked back just in time to witness some invisible force yanked Uther’s arm sideways, tearing the pistol from his quivering fingers! The weapon tumbled through the air and clapped satisfyingly into the spread pad of a light brown paw.


    It was the Alpha!


    “It’s not that easy, I’m afraid,” the black-cloaked wolf said, casually discarding the pistol over his shoulder and spreading his paw at Uther.


    The Wild-heart’s kristahl sword leapt from his desperate grip and skidded across the erde to Adal’s armoured feet. Then, before he could so much as think to reach for it, Uther’s second pistol wrenched itself free of the holster at his tail and punched through his cloak, spiralling off into the woods to land with a dull thud.


    Linus stood dumbfounded as the very air about him crackled and warped with imperious energy. The Alpha’s corona was incredible!


    Gulping and panting, the wounded Uther scrabbled forwards, diving for his remaining sword that he’d dropped in battle, but it too deserted him, kicking up grass and blossom as it sped across the clearing and leapt clean into the Alpha’s waiting paw.


    Adal inspected the blade, feeling its keen edge with a curious thumb as three of his lesser ALPHA prefects burst through the undergrowth to join him, standing protectively about their leader, a cabal of black mantles.


    “Stop, assassins!” one said.


    “My Alpha?” another panted, eyeing up Uther and Linus, unsure how to proceed against them.


    Adal pointed Uther out with the Howler’s own sword, “Arrest that wolf; I’ve disarmed him.”


    “Yes, my Alpha.”


    The Prefects descended on Uther, who rose to meet them, fists raised in a boxing stance.


    “Come on then, ALPHA scum!” he snarled.


    Despite landing a good plasma-licked punch on the nearest Prefect’s chest and diving bodily on the next to throttle him with his bare paws, the wounded Uther was quickly subdued by the third Prefect slapping him across the back of his helmeted head with a sword. It wasn’t the physical blow of the steel but the snap of plasma that did it for him.


    Bzz-tack!


    Uther was sent down, his world spinning, paws quickly forced behind him and tied with wire.


    Linus watched all this, aghast, and yet knowing it was the just thing. Uther had committed lupicide, and against a Den Father no less. He’d made his thorny bed and must lay in it.


    With Uther restrained the Prefects turned on Linus. One grabbed his arm.


    “Come here, you!”


    Linus wrenched his muscled limb free with ease. “Get off me!” he spat.


    “You’re under arrest-”


    “Leave him!” the Alpha barked, strolling over and explaining gently, “Howler Linus caught the traitor. He’s to be commended for his bravery.”


    The Prefects backed off and instead pulled a dazed Uther to his feet, holding him fast between them.


    “Well done, Howler,” the Alpha said, standing before Linus and drawing his gaze. They proved to be the same stature, though the barrel-chested Linus certainly had the edge on sheer mass. “Do you know where the others went?” the Alpha asked.


    Glancing at Uther, Linus said, “No, sir.”


    “Well, I’m sure Prefects Janoah and Bruno will track them down,” the Alpha claimed airily. “Justice will be done; you’ve my assurance on that.”


    Linus wiped his bloody nose. “Mr. Alpha, sir, if… if I may,” he sniffed, stammering through his sentence. “Our D-Den Father has been m-mmm-murdered. I-I-I believe this is a-a-a Bloodfang affair, not ALPHA’s.”


    The Alpha cocked his helmeted head a little, the white A on his brow glowing, “Do you trust the wolves that wielded the knife to find the truth, Howler Linus?”


    “Excuse me?”


    “Vito is… was… a rotten, old, insatiable mad wolf, as you’ve likely just found out for yourself. He would’ve had his fill and discarded you within a month, leaving you without a shred of honour.”


    Wincing, Linus looked down.


    The Alpha continued logically, paws behind his back, “My point being Vito has hindered and embarrassed the Bloodfangs for years. The other packs have benefited by his ineptitude, they would not want him dead. The Bloodfangs, however, will be relieved he’s gone. This was an inside job, orchestrated by Vito’s successor.”


    Linus looked up again.


    Adal placed a paw on his bare shoulder and looking the dishevelled wolf in the eye said solemnly, “And we all know who that’s expected to be, Howler.”


    *


    Amael Balbus watched Den Father Vito’s sodden body being ferried from the scene of the crime under a bloody shroud, along with several Den Guards. None had survived. No witnesses could testify as to what had transpired. Vito’s assassins would join him soon enough – unfortunate but necessary.


    Amael noticed a Howler whispering in Vladimir’s ear. The lofty Grand Howler nodded and approached his expectant Elder to report that, “Linus is alive, sir.”


    “Good,” Amael lied at length, feigning relief.


    Not fooled for a moment, but playing his own game, Vladimir stared awhile before adding, “Happily he seems to have caught one of the assassins.”


    A moment’s silence.


    “Who is it?” Amael said.


    “It appears to be… Uther, sir.”


    “Uther? You mean our Uther? Wild-heart?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Amael feigned disbelief, “What in Ulf’s name? He was supposed to be out hunting down THORN agents!”


    “Yes, sir. It seems he had other ideas.”


    “That treacherous, murderous scum, what is he playing at! This could ruin me!”


    Amael’s acting was as transparent to Vladimir as the air between them, but having prior knowledge of the Elder’s guilt was of course advantageous. Vladimir only wondered if Amael could fool an impartial observer, or if that even mattered when half the pack were in his pocket.


    “Where is he?”


    “Apparently ALPHA have him in custody.”


    “ALPHA? But you said Linus caught him.”


    “With Den Prefect Adal’s help, I’m told. It seems like they intend to keep him as well.”


    With paws cupped before him, Vladimir watched Amael’s devious mind tick over with great interest. What now for Lupa’s would-be emperor? If ALPHA got to the truth of Vito’s murder through Uther it might yet blot Amael’s copybook and ruin his chances. Then again, perhaps the Elders were all so thoroughly blackmailed, or in Amael’s pocket, that it wouldn’t matter a fig.


    “Well, we’ll see about that!” Amael gruffed. “Come on!”


    He marched off to rally his fellow Elders, most of whom flapped around the hot springs uselessly bellowing orders to comb the woods and protesting too much outrage over Vito’s death to be believed. Only Vito’s adjutant appeared truly bereft, if only for his own sake. The fellow stood by the bloody pool, helm in paws, doubtless contemplating his future now that his master had gone.


    Following Amael in somehow lacklustre strides, Vladimir contemplated his own precarious future now that the game was nearing its end, one way or another.


    *


    “Brunooo!”


    Janoah searched the woods with eyes and soul, but saw and felt nothing.


    “Rafe!” she snapped. She had not forgotten the cover name she had given her champion, but suspected he may have forgotten it himself. It was just possible he was having a funny turn – it was always possible. It was also possible he was dying in a ditch somewhere, shot or run through by Vito’s assassins.


    They were not just any assassins, but Blade-dancer and Wild-heart. The stupid boy has no idea what he’s up against.


    “Rafe! Answer me!”


    A big all-black wolf stole through the trees with a huge sword – not Rafe, as Janoah hoped for a split second, but Duncan.


    “Janoah,” he panted, joining her.


    “Grand Prefect Duncan,” she replied, looking beyond him for the others. “Where’s the Alpha?”


    “He’s searching south of here. Nae you worry about him, he can look after himself.”


    Janoah nodded. “I-I can’t find Rafe,” she explained, frantically running a paw over her ruddy ears. “It’s that blasted cloak blocking his corona. I can’t feel him! That idiot Josef and his ridiculous inventions.”


    “Aye,” Duncan acknowledged. “Well, if Rafe’s on someone’s trail that someone’s as good as done. Nobody can beat our Eisenwolf.”


    “Of course,” Janoah replied, not convincing herself, nor containing her gulp.


    “Did you see the mess back there?”


    “Mess?”


    “Vito,” Duncan clarified. “He’s belly-up in the water with a hole through him.”


    “I didn’t linger longer than was necessary, sir,” Janoah replied, detachedly. “I was trying to stay with Rafe. He went this direction, but he’s too fast.”


    “Aye, well, let’s just keep searching.”


    The pair struck out into the woods, weapons drawn.


    With sudden realisation Janoah stopped. “Linus!” she seethed. “He was with Vito.”


    “The fair-furred lad? Ah didnae see him, did you?”


    Janoah sighed loudly, perchance even worriedly – at least Duncan suspected.


    “Perhaps he had a paw in it?” the Grand Prefect suggested.


    “Don’t be ridiculous!” Janoah snapped at him.


    Duncan audibly huffed and puffed beneath his helmet.


    Realising she’d overstepped the mark Janoah explained apologetically, “Sir, I’ve known Linus a long time. He’s just not the sort to commit lupicide in cold blood.”


    A nod.


    The Prefect and Grand Prefect continued to search the woods together, though only one of them actually cared to find the assassins, and it wasn’t Janoah.


    Rafe don’t you spoil everything I’ve worked for. I’m not ready to choose yet.


    *


    He’s persistent, this one. Big chap. Not much of an corona though. Strange. Perhaps he’s suppressing it. But why would he bother? I’m the one hiding.


    Crouched on a bough of a giant, twisted tree, concealed amidst its rustling leaves, Ivan wondered such things as he watched the ALPHA Prefect of his fascination scour the woodland below.


    The big Prefect stomped ungracefully about the undergrowth, sweeping aside bushes with swings of his mighty two-pawed sword, doubtless expecting to flush Ivan out like a roach from piles of Lupan garbage.


    “I know you’re here!” he panted in frustration, turning this way and that. “Come out!”


    Ivan remained calm and still.


    Skilled in the art though he was, even Blade-dancer couldn’t dampen his corona down to nothing. Most wolves couldn’t follow him if he didn’t wish to be found, but this fellow had exceptional senses.


    He’s going to find me eventually. I may as well get it over with. He won’t feel a thing.


    As the Prefect passed underneath him again, Ivan slowly drew his rapier and stood up with graceful, gymnastic poise. Simply stepping off the branch into space he silently swooped upon his prey like a pouncing spider.


    In the instant before Ivan’s long rapier should’ve skewered him from shoulder to toe, the big Prefect whirled round and raised a glowing, plasma-licked paw. With an explosion of imperious energy that bent the very air and branches overhead, Ivan was blasted against the tree. His back slammed into the immovable trunk and he fell at its broad base, landing on his feet, crouched.


    The Prefect leapt upon Ivan with a predictable follow-up assault, but Ivan was not called Blade-dancer by the hyenas for nothing. Weaving to one side he both nicked the Prefect’s nearest arm with his sword and imperiously leapt some feet distant, all in one graceful movement.


    Landing neatly, lightly, Ivan stood tall and proud, sword held loosely by his side.


    There he waited.


    The Prefect faced him, his huge and somehow familiar sword held up to his masked snout. He either didn’t notice the small cut Ivan had dealt his upper arm, or just wished not to acknowledge the hit openly.


    “Surrender, Howler,” he said, in a light-toned yet profound voice, “I don’t wanna hurt you.”


    Though his icy eyes narrowed curiously, Ivan didn’t respond.


    “Everyone’s searching the woods, you can’t get away,” the Prefect claimed, creeping forth, foot over mud-flecked gaitered foot, as if hoping to close within striking distance without Ivan noticing. “Best you give up now.”


    Blade-dancer raised his sword a little. “Best for you,” he suggested haughtily.


    “For both of us, mate. I don’t like hurting anyone.”


    A pause as Ivan contemplated the conflicting information converging in his mind. His instincts were telling him one thing, but logic another.


    “You pack a decent punch for someone with such a feeble corona,” he probed.


    The Prefect huffed, “You dunno the half of it.”


    “Oh?”


    “You don’t stand a chance against me. I could end this right now. But I don’t wanna kill you.”


    “You’ve a big head.”


    “It’s just the truth, mate, I always speak as I find.”


    Ivan’s eyes narrowed further, until they were reduced to mere slits of ice deep within his helm. “Prove it.”


    “What?”


    “Show me your power, Prefect, if you even can.”


    Time passed. The Prefect’s big brown ears twisted this way and that as he pondered the request.


    “What for?” he scoffed, lowering his sword a little.


    “I’ll surrender, naturally,” Ivan claimed ad-hoc, waving the tip of his rapier about as he constructed his terms. “If I believe I’ve no chance then I’ll give up.” He raised his chin, “Convince me. Or are you merely bragging after all, boy?”


    That clinched it.


    “All right, mate, you’re on,” the Prefect said, reaching for his brooch. He paused, ears pricked, “No tricks?”


    Wondering what the brooch had to do with anything, Ivan confirmed nonetheless, “No ‘tricks’.”


    Unpinning his ALPHA-marked brooch, the Prefect pulled his strangely hefty, leaden-looking cloak from his powerful, scar-flecked frame and tossed it aside, along with his sword belt. He stood, paws spread, the invisible tendrils of his imperious field striking through the woods and meshing with Ivan’s own in an instant.


    “So… it is you,” Blade-dancer said, like a wolf unsurprised and unimpressed. “We meet again, Eisenwolf Rafe. Does Janoah go nowhere without her muscle these days?”


    Rafe let his arms flop down, “Aye, and you are?”


    “Ivan Donskoy. Don’t remember me? No, I don’t expect an imperium-fuelled mad-wolf to remember what he had for breakfast let alone who he’s met lately. Nor will you remember the promise I made, to kill you if we ever met again.”


    “Just put your sword down, mate,” Rafe commanded. “Come quietly.”


    “I think not,” Ivan grunted.


    “But you said-”


    “You believe I’m scared of you? That you’ll beat me? You’re nothing without Josef Grau’s contraption to protect you!” Blade-dancer growled. He pointed at Rafe’s crumpled cloak, “Now put that illegal black-imperium rag back on and let me put you out of your misery. If I’m going to do one thing worthwhile this evening it’ll be to rid Lupa of you before it’s too late.”


    Rafe ignored his cloak – he had no need of it. “Fine, have it your way,” he growled, sticking his great sword in the ground – he had no need of that either.


    Spreading his big paws he summoned the dormant power within him. Arcs of purple-tinged plasma trickled down his mighty arms and played between his scarred fingers, highlighting every muscle and sinew of his incredible body.


    “I’m sorry!” he shouted, over the crackles and pops of his imperious fury.


    In an instant, Ivan plunged a paw into his cloak pocket and cast a fistful of sparkling yellow flash-powder into the air. With a snap of plasma he ignited the cloud in a blinding white flash!


    Fwoof!


    “Agh!”


    No sooner did Rafe flinch away from the searing light than the most fantastic pain shot through his guts.


    “Unffgh!” he grunted.


    With blinded, rot-laden eyes pulsing and burning, the Eisenwolf bent double to grasp uselessly at whatever unseen object was causing him such agony. Something hard, cold and metallic had pierced him in the stomach.


    Ivan’s rapier!


    The sword heated from ice-cold to poker-hot as Ivan channelled a torrent of energy down the hilt and into his impaled foe.


    “Ooaaaagrrrfffgh!” Rafe cried, his back arching as rivulets of plasma danced all over his helpless body, as if he were being racked by Josef.


    Ivan wasn’t done yet. Clapping a bare paw to Rafe’s helmeted brow he released a last thunderous snap of imperious power right between the Eisenwolf’s burning eyes.


    Crack!


    Head whipping violently back from the blow, Rafe slid gently from Ivan’s blade and collapsed. There he remained, a smoking heap of brown fur. Lifeless, Ivan judged, but for the odd twitch caused by residual plasma working its way through that great lupine body.


    Ivan sheathed his beautiful, deadly rapier.


    “No,” Rafe heard him sigh, “I’m the sorry one, Bruno Claybourne.”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 41


     


    Casimir abruptly stopped in the midst of the passage with a paw pressed to his jacketed chest.


    The dozen hyenas following Nurka’s lead passed the little beast by with barely a glance, save for Themba, who was bringing up the rear with his kristahl hammer slung over a massive shoulder. “Casimir?”


    “I-I’m fine, lad,” the white rabbit insisted, forcing a feeble smile. “It’s just a twinge in the old ticker. Was leaping about like a jumping bean there.”


    “Do not worry,” Themba encouraged, his purple eyes alight in the darkness, “there are enough of us to fend off anything with more than two legs.”


    It sounded to Casimir like Themba savoured the idea of fighting a wild bug. The rabbit didn’t, and hurried after Nurka and his lantern-carrying comrades for fear of left behind in the dark with who knows what lurking in the caves; spiders, centipedes, one’s imagination ran wild with grim possibility.


    Nurka seemed to know what he was about; striding forth at the head, taking definite decisions to go left or right when the caves presented him with a fork. If nothing else he had faith in that map, and his hyenas had faith in him. Not a word was said, not a doubt expressed.


    They’re devoted to their chief, Rufus realised, staring at the back of Nurka’s helmeted head as he walked. But is this chief devoted to his prince?


    Provided Noss really is alive… and not mad.


    What do you say to a beast who tried to murder you? What does he say to you?


    I wonder how Tomek’s faring. Poor boy.


    “Oop!”


    Rufus’s armoured right foot caught on something firm yet yielding, like a giant water balloon. Nurka span round and steadied the stumbling Howler with the reflexes of an afflicted beast.


    “Red-mist,” he said simply, with a nod of the head.


    Assuming Rufus had merely tripped on uneven ground Nurka turned and made to walk on.


    “Wait a second, Nurka,” Rufus beseeched him.


    The hyena chief waited, curious. His line of followers soon caught up and bunched at the spot Rufus had tripped, Themba included.


    “What’s the hold up?” the big hyena rumbled.


    “Shh!” Rufus hushed, paw held up. He retraced his steps and crouched by a large white rock, barely discernable in the darkness. “Give us some light here.”


    With Nurka’s silent nodding approval, one of the hyenas obliged the wolf, passing him a feeble imperium lantern.


    Rufus held it up. With additional illumination the white rock took form in his light starved eyes, becoming an elongated, bean-shaped bag the dimensions of a pillow. It was somewhat translucent, like a glass of coconut milk, and its smooth surface glistened with a liquid glaze.


    “It’s an ant’s egg,” Rufus claimed.


    “Ant’s egg?” Casimir said.


    “Shh. Quiet.”


    Rufus stood up and cast his lantern and eyes around the passage, revealing a pile of eggs lying against the wall; the one he’d tripped over was just an outlier.


    “There must be a nest here,” Rufus whispered, green eyes darting about as he theorised ad-hoc. “This warm and humid environment is ideal for raising young.” He whirled on Nurka, “We should move, quickly.”


    With a nod and grunt the hyena chief beckoned his troops after him. Nothing more was said until the party had put some distance between them and the eggs.


    “The map says nothing about ants,” Nurka insisted, flicking the paper with his fingers.


    “Bugs do as they please, they don’t obey our maps and boundaries,” Rufus replied, glancing over his shoulder.


    Casimir looked to his taller compatriots. “What do we do now?” he asked nervously.


    “We press on,” Nurka replied without delay.


    “But if they find us they’ll swarm us!”


    With Casimir’s words ringing in the darkness the hyenas exchanged fearful glances.


    Nurka instantly moved to rally them, “Dying by ant, by spider or hundred-legs, what difference does it make? We all knew something could be down here. I’m not about to abandon my Prince like a coward!” Casting his purple eyes over Themba and the others he rasped pugnaciously through his skull-helmet, “Are you?”


    The hyenas stood firm. What other choice did they have? Peer pressure’s a terrible and yet effective tool in the right paws, Rufus thought.


    “Red-mist,” Nurka said, somehow imploringly.


    “Yes, Nurka?”


    “What’s the best thing to do if we happen across an ant down here?” the young chief asked, guessing, “Leave it alone like before, yes?”


    “That… and pray, my good hyena.”


    *


    After countless, winding, ever more claustrophobia-inducing passages that necessitated Noss and company proceed single file, even sideways on occasion, Madou for one was simultaneously relieved and surprised when the caves suddenly opened up into an enormous, high-vaulted atrium. The ceiling, some hundred feet above, was populated by so many stalactites that it resembled a petrified pine forest, albeit one turned upside-down.


    The strange part wasn’t the size of the space Madou found himself in, but rather that Noss’s feeble lantern should reach so far as to light every facet of the translucent, white rocks this natural wonder consisted of.


    “By the Wind,” Madou mouthed, joining Prince Noss in the open. “It’s so bright in here.”


    “Imperium veins,” Noss explained simply. “The walls are glowing with ore.”


    “It’s… beautiful.”


    “Why Madou, I never had you down as a romantic!” Noss cackled, slapping the stocky Madou’s chest with the back of a hefty paw.


    Tomek, Helmut and Zozizou took in the spectacle themselves.


    “Would you look at that,” Helmut whistled.


    “Is amazing,” Tomek seconded, removing his stripy cap, as if in respect of nature’s wonder. “There must be enough imperium down here to feed the Howlers for months! No?”


    “Aye, lad. Makes me wonder why they abandoned these caves in the first place.”


    “They can not know about it.”


    “Maybe… or maybe the Warden’s been holding out on his superiors.”


    “What you mean?”


    “He could be sitting on this for a reason, though I wouldn’t like to guess what.”


    Madou was so preoccupied by what was above he failed to notice what lay ahead. To his horror he quickly realised the way was barred by precisely nothing – thin air – for a yawning black chasm cleaved the whole glittering atrium from one side to the other!


    Walking tentatively to the edge of what he hoped was a mirage or trick of the light, Madou looked disappointedly down into a sheer black void. Gulping back primeval fears he searched left and right, up and down, but saw no bridge, no slither of rock breaching the gap, and no other passages to follow. There was no way to jump across; it was simply too far, even for an imperium-fuelled athlete, surely.


    “Which way now, my Prince?” Madou asked, searching Noss’s hefty features for answers.


    “That way,” Noss replied calmly, tipping his snout at the chasm.


    “What?” Madou half-laughed.


    Helmut joined in, “Oi! Whatcha mean?” He trotted as near to the frightening gulf as he dared, before drawing back with a gulp, lest the blackness sucked him down. “We can’t get across there! Isn’t there another way around?”


    Noss flapped his map about, “Even if there is, I don’t know the way out. This is as far as Tack ever got. So it’s as far as I can take us.”


    “Then what do we do? I don’t understand.”


    “We wait for help, hog.”


    “Aye, outside help?” Helmut guessed.


    “That’s right.”


    “From who?”


    Noss beamed amiably, but vaguely, “Friends.”


    The prince’s little party exchanged incredulous glances, all except Tomek, who remained strangely unconcerned in Madou’s judgement.


    Before Madou could question Tomek’s behaviour of late, the sound of dozens of trotters clacking on stone echoed around the caves.


    “Halt!”


    “Stop!”


    Several Gelb hogs hurried into the atrium armed with lanterns, truncheons and most dangerous of all their correction collar boxes.


    “Hahaaa! Found yer!” the lead guard snorted, raising the box dangling from his corpulent neck. “My nose never fails me. Paws on your heads, scum! Hurry up!”


    Declining to put his paws anywhere particular, the impressive Noss pushed his way to the front of his frightened comrades. “Amazing, some Gelb hogs with guts!” he cackled. “I thought the spider skins at the door would’ve scared you cowards away.”


    “Paws on your head or I’ll drop you!” the lead hog threatened them.


    “Go ahead,” Noss goaded toothily.


    “My Prince, you can’t fight them alone!” Madou pleaded.


    “I won’t be alone, Madou.”


    Whilst Madou and the others placed their paws on their heads, Tomek stood silently with Noss. Together they advanced on the little hog army.


    “Dead or alive, it doesn’t matter to us!” the lead hog warned. “Nobody escapes Gelb!”


    No reply. Just a knuckle-crack or two.


    “Right! You asked for it!”


    The hog cranked his correction box up to maximum. The device emitted a piercing hum and the caves lit up, the very walls glimmering with ripples of light as the imperium responded to the correction device’s manufactured field. The imperium-collars responded too, throttling three out of five prisoners into submission – Helmut, Madou and his cousin Zozizou were downed in an instant.


    Noss and Tomek remained strangely unaffected.


    “What the-?” the lead hog snorted. He desperately twiddled the correction box’s dial at them, but was deprived the sadistic pleasure of watching them writhe in agony.


    “What’s the matter? Is it broken?” Noss mocked. “Let me take a look at it.”


    With a flash of those mad eyes and mighty teeth, the hyena prince snatched the device from the fumbling hog, and with a blast of imperious energy sent the cruel machine out of the world.


    Fzzzt! Bang!


    “Oops, clumsy me,” he said, dropping the smouldering box at his feet and dusting off his smoking paws. “Mother always told me I didn’t know my own strength.”


    With that, Noss and Tomek set about the hogs, their bare paws weapons enough as they channelled blasts of imperious energy into flabby bellies and crooked snouts, sending the half dozen Gelb guards scattering and rolling in all directions. Truncheons or not they were no match for beasts marked by the rot.


    With the correction box destroyed, Madou quickly recovered and joined the fray, snatching a discarded truncheon and braining every yellow-capped, pig-shaped head that crossed his maddened path.


    “Aaahaaaagh!” he cried, chasing the fleeing hogs away into the caves.


    “Madou!” Noss barked. “Let them go!”


    Madou reluctantly obeyed. Panting and cursing and tugging at his stifling collar, he rejoined Noss and the others. He was chiefly interested in Tomek – the wolf stood shaking his smouldering, doubtless throbbing paws, but remained unaffected by his collar.


    “Why… weren’t you choked too?” Madou snarled with suspicion. “Answer me!”


    Tomek glanced at Noss, then shrugged, “I do not know. My collar must be broken-”


    “Don’t lie!” Madou accused, poking Tomek’s chest with his truncheon. “You had it replaced by Tack. Who paid for it? Who’re you working for? Tell me!”


    “Madou!” Noss barked for the second time. “That’s enough.”


    “My Prince, he couldn’t afford to get his collar removed, not without help-”


    “I paid for it.”


    Madou was silenced by surprise.


    Noss explained, “I needed at least one beast who could fight besides me. Tomek is a Watcher, he can fight. So… I told him my plans and got his collar off.”


    Madou’s rounded ears drooped, “But w-www-why not me? You picked a stranger – a wolf pup – over a brother warrior like me?”


    “You were in the Pit at the time, Madou. Tomek wasn’t. That’s just how things fell. I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d be hurt that I’d confided in him first.”


    “But-”


    “That’s the end of the matter!” Noss growled. “Accept it.”


    Tomek tried to paste over the cracks in Madou’s hyena pride. “We get your collar off soon,” he said, placing a paw on the warrior’s huge, rounded shoulder. “Though you fight as good with it on as off, friend.”


    Madou pugnaciously shrugged him off and stomped away towards the chasm. Noss shook his head a little, conveying silently ‘ignore him’, but Tomek persisted, joining Madou in the open and looking up at the glorious imperium-laden rock formations sparkling overhead.


    “I would be dead without you,” Tomek said. “I would have drowned in Pit back in Gelb. Whatever happens I always remember you, Madou.”


    Madou grunted noncommittally and folded his mighty arms. It was his stubborn hyena pride, and he knew it. He’d suspected Tomek of hiding something, yet it was nothing malicious or spiteful.


    Still nursing his throat, Helmut turned to Noss and demanded with his usual lack of reverence for a prince that wasn’t his, “Who’re these outside friends then, hyenas or what?”


    “Does it matter?” Noss replied brusquely.


    “Aye, it does. Are they THORN?”


    “What’s it to you? You’re getting out aren’t you?”


    “I’m just thinking of Tomek. You’re putting him in an awkward position. A Watcher hanging out with THORN terrorists, how’s that gonna work? He was only a few months short of freedom anyway.”


    Noss’s purple eyes flitted just a little. “Tomek knows what he’s getting into,” he whispered.


    “Does he now?” Helmut whispered back. “And what exactly are you getting him into, eh?”


    Rubbing his nose, Noss brushed past Helmut and changed subject before the pig could probe further. “We shouldn’t stand around here,” he said, loudly enough for all to hear. “They could be back with reinforcements, let’s at least find a place to hide.” He flicked a paw at Madou’s cousin, “Zozizou, grab those truncheons. We may need them.”


    With a quick bow, the thickly-maned Zozizou scrabbled about on all fours, eagerly gathering the discarded weapons for his Prince. He stood up, truncheons clutched proudly to his chest – oh to be useful for one’s sovereign!


    Suddenly, Zozizou stopped in mid-stride.


    “Ungh!”


    He reached instinctively for his collared throat, the truncheons clattering at his feet.


    “Gaaac-c-cgh!” he rasped.


    Madou woofed in alarm, “What’s wrong cousin?”


    Even as the question left Madou’s lips, Zozizou inexplicably rose into the air! He hovered on the spot, feet flailing a few inches from the ground, paws grasping at his constricted windpipe. Then, with a strangled snarl he flew head-first across the cavern and slammed into its chalky walls with a sickening crack.


    He flopped to the ground and rolled to a stop, tongue lolling.


    “Zozizouuu!” Madou yowled, paws clapping to his head in horror. He ran to his cousin’s aid, but his collar suddenly assumed the inertia of a mountain. “Gaaahaaagh!” he gargled, as he too was yanked to an inexplicable halt.


    With a life all its own Madou’s imperium collar winched him from the ground, just like Zozizou’s had. The warrior squirmed and kicked as well, but to no avail. It was as though a spectral lynch mob had slung a rope around Madou’s neck and hoisted him aloft for summary execution.


    Through his blurred vision the hyena warrior spied three cloaked wolfen figures standing at the mouth of the atrium, one with their paw raised at him.


    Madou braced himself for a sudden, violent end.


    “Stop it!” Noss barked, stepping to the fore, his paws spread wide.


    Whatever Noss did, if anything, Madou’s collar loosened and the forces of nature returned to normal, pulling him to the ground, where he lay a moment, spluttering and gasping, half out of shock, half grief.


    Clawing his way to the downed Zozizou, Madou cradled his cousin’s bleeding head and looked murderously at the culprit as he stepped into the light.


    The Warden of Gelb!


    “That’s as far as you go, Prince Noss,” the black wolf declared in his tiresome tone. He was flanked by his two wolfen heavies, as ever. “Give yourself up before I lose my temper.”


    Satisfied Madou was all right, Noss let his mighty spotted arms flop down. “I’ll come quietly,” he said, glancing down at Madou and Zozizou. “If you let the others go. They’re of no importance to anyone.”


    “Don’t you dare try and bargain with me you wretch!” the Warden growled, casting a paw at Noss.


    Nothing happened.


    Noss smiled mischievously.


    The Warden’s bright eyes narrowed beneath his helmet. “A fake collar?” he surmised, allowing his paw to drop. “Tack’s work no doubt. I’m surprised you could afford his prices. Did he sell you one of his useless maps too?”


    “I’m surprised you know about him,” Noss said, with a flash of those teeth. “Strange that you let him get away with running his little… tuck shop.”


    “It’s a practical arrangement. Tack gets to experiment down in his hole, or whatever he does, whilst half the crystals he receives go to me. Without him every imperium nugget you dishonest miners squirrelled away for bargaining would disappear into the pockets of my corrupt guards. Have you ever met an honest pig? No, me neither. But pigs are all Lupa sends me! I make the best of a bad situation.”


    Noss nodded, “So, the prisoners think they’re getting one over on you, when in fact they’re merely giving you back what they stole for overpriced embers and confectionary. Very tidy, Warden.”


    “Indeed. Even the map you bought leads you here, a dead end. Nobody leaves Gelb unless I will it.”


    “Oh, evidently. No doubt you sell the venom Tack provides you on the black market and make a killing, even though each officially purified crystal could prolong a hundred good Howlers for a month. Very ‘practical’, Warden, if morally bankrupt.”


    “I’m not going to be dictated morals by treacherous hyena who tried to murder his own benefactor!” the Warden snarled. “You’re only alive because I allow you to exist, you disgusting creature. ‘Prince’ indeed. You’re nothing!”


    “I see,” Noss said, stepping slowly backwards. “Well, if I’m nothing, you won’t mind should I spread myself over the floor of that chasm behind me.”


    Silence.


    “What?” the Warden woofed.


    “If you let my friends go,” Noss bargained, “I’ll return to Gelb with you. If not… I believe I might just end it all now.”


    “By Ulf’s fangs!” the Warden laughed derisively, glancing at his two equally amused Howlers. “What’re you threatening to do, throw yourself off that cliff?”


    Noss shrugged, “And why not?”


    “My prince, you can’t!” Madou howled in dismay.


    “Shut up, Madou.”


    The Warden stepped forward a little. “He’s right. Hyenas can’t commit suicide. It’s against your custom.”


    Noss continued to walk backwards, closer and closer to the edge, “Ordinarily, but everyone knows I’m a bit… deranged. There’s no telling what a seasoned Chakaa will do, is there?”


    “But you’ll have no honour,” the Warden scoffed, a little worried now.


    “Oh, I sold that years ago,” Noss replied, with a nonchalant wave of the paw. “I’ve none left to lose!”


    “Your tribe will be disgraced!”


    “I’ve already disgraced them. They’ll not bother to scrape my remains off the rocks, believe me.”


    “But… but you’ll never meet your ancestors. You’ll wander the eternal plains forever. Isn’t that what you hyenas believe?”


    “The empirical evidence for an afterlife is somewhat lacking,” Noss said scientifically, turning around and jogging for the cliff. “So let’s test the hypothesis shall we? Hahahahaaaahaha!”


    The Warden reached out, “Alright alright! Stop! Stop! Please!”


    Noss skidded to a halt inches from the black chasm, sending loose pebbles tumbling to their doom. He slowly turned around with a great big hyena grin slapped across his thick dark muzzle.


    “Aww,” he said, in mock disappointment – or at least the watching Madou hoped it was merely mock. “Hmm, it appears I’m more important than you claim, Warden,” Noss boasted toothily. “Could it be that I’m valuable? It seems everyone wants a piece of me. THORN wants me alive; Amael wants me dead, or will do soon enough, whilst the wily Vladimir hasn’t yet made up his mind! I’m your bargaining chip to use against everyone. However the dice fall you’ll be safe, as long as you have an intact Prince to use against whoever wins and not a dismembered corpse blattered on the rocks below.”


    After the longest time huffing and puffing with fury the Warden conceded defeat. “What do you want?”


    “Safe passage for the others,” Noss sniffed, turning round to face the chasm again, arms folded. “I’ll stay behind.”


    “Safe passage? To where? This is a dead end!”


    Noss waved his map, before screwing it up and tossing it into the chasm. “We both know that’s a lie; this place was explored by Lupan geologists centuries ago. I have friends coming in from the other side with the real map. When they arrive I want no trouble. You’ll stand there looking pretty whilst they rescue everyone… except for me. You get to keep me. How delightful!”


    “How do I know you won’t kill yourself when they’re gone?” the Warden growled, pointing at the gorge Noss remained inches from.


    “Because I want to live, and I expect my side to win in the coming storm,” Noss said wryly. “And when they do, you’ll have to present me to them alive… or else.”


    “THORN won’t win,” the Warden maintained.


    Noss said nothing.


    Time passed. The standoff held. Eventually the frustrated Warden and his two wolves retreated to the atrium exit at Noss’s behest, whilst a growing army of Gelb hogs gathered beyond, ready to rush in and overwhelm the fugitives if there was any sign of trickery.


    Thus the five prisoners waited, trapped between a Gelb army and a bottomless pit – Noss most especially teetered on the edge, as if contemplating jumping still.


    Madou tore strips of fabric from his shirt and bandaged his cousin’s head, whilst Tomek rolled his up to fashion a pillow for the unconscious hyena.


    “Thank you,” Madou acknowledged.


    Tomek merely tipped his stripy cap and looked across at the Warden standing in the cave.


    “Give yourself up before you get hurt, cub,” the Warden urged Tomek, beckoning with a paw. “Nobody’s coming to rescue you. Noss there is a mad beast.”


    No reply.


    “You’ll be well treated. You won’t have to mine ever again. I’ll make you part of my household staff.”


    Still nothing.


    “I mean it, boy, I was asked to look after you during your stay here.”


    That got Tomek’s ear-twisting attention; Madou’s too.


    “You’re a very handsome wolf, aren’t you?” the Warden went on, loud enough for all to hear. “Yes. Just his sort. When this is all over he’ll come calling for you, don’t doubt it. I can protect you from him if you like.”


    “What you talking about?” Tomek spat at last.


    “Howler Rufus, of course.”


    “What about him?”


    “You’re his wolf, aren’t you? That’s why he asked me to get you out of the Pit. He’s taken a fancy to you.”


    Tomek barely reacted, but for an ear-twitch.


    The Warden continued, “Of course if you like being his beta then that’s fine too. Either way, I would rather salvage you from this situation in one piece than not; Rufus will thank me for it, and you will too, in time.”


    Tomek’s young face twisted this way and that, before he waved a paw and walked off, his cap tugged shamefacedly down over his eyes.


    Madou wasn’t sure what that was all about, something distinctly wolfen, but he nonetheless took away one strange fact – according to the Warden, Rufus was still alive and Tomek didn’t appear to be surprised by it.


    What is going on here?


    Suddenly a dejected-looking Helmut leapt to his trotters and pointed across the chasm. “I see ‘em!”


    Sure enough a contingent of hyenas entered the glowing atrium, a dozen or so, armed with spears and hammers and rifles. Two were especially robust-looking, wearing dazzling black and white cloaks, their faces masked by skull-shaped helmets.


    The little army crossed the atrium and gathered by the opposite edge of the chasm that divided it. Whilst many cast their curious eyes to the shining ceiling, marvelling at its beauty, the hyena at their head cared only to stare at Noss.


    “Prince Noss of the Four Winds,” he said. “Is it really you?”


    “Nurka?” Noss replied.


    “Yes, my Prince,” Nurka acknowledged, his raspy voice quavering with excitement.


    Noss hiked his hefty brows, “You’ve grown.”


    Nurka allowed a brief giddy laugh, then fell to his knees and bowed. The rest of the group followed their chief, all but two of them – a red wolf and a white rabbit were left standing at the back.


    Noss and the wolf stared at one another, their respectively purple and green eyes narrowing, their coronas reaching out and mingling as if no chasm parted them.


    “Red-mist,” Noss said – not asked, but stated.


    The red wolf said nothing.


    The rabbit looked between them, but neither he nor the wolf said a word before Nurka and his hyenas rose up again and obscured them from view.


    “We’ve come for you, my Prince,” Nurka declared.


    “I should’ve guessed it was you behind the messages the guards kept passing me,” Noss replied. “They never said your name, but I knew. Who else would bother to come for me but my old pupils?”


    “Names are incriminating and dangerous to use, my Prince. It’s not just us, but many allies across Lupa I must protect lest things should… unravel.”


    “Of course. You were always the clever one.”


    Leaving Zozizou a moment, Madou hurried to join his Prince. “Nurka, it’s me!” he beamed, unable to contain himself.


    “Madou!”


    “Hahahaaaa!”


    “Please forgive me for abandoning you in Riddle. I thought you were dead.”


    “So did I!” Madou professed. “It is good to see you.”


    Whilst his chief exchanged niceties across the divide, Themba spotted a problem lurking on Noss’s side.


    “Nurka,” he said, pointing at the Warden and his small army of Gelb hogs gathered at the caves leading to the glowing atrium.


    “I see them, Themba,” Nurka replied, looking to Noss for an explanation.


    “Don’t mind the good Warden, we’ve come to an arrangement,” the prince grunted vaguely. “He’ll not disturb us.”


    Madou stepped in, “Nurka, he’s not going to let Prince Noss go-”


    “Shut up Madou!” Noss barked.


    “But it’s true, he’s not!”


    Nurka’s wide purple eyes bared his alarm long before his mouth. “What do you mean? Madou, what’s going on?”


    Noss over-talked Madou and explained the precarious situation, that he was bargaining himself in place of Madou and the others, the Warden being unwilling to relinquish his guarantee against whatever force overtook Lupa, be it wolfen, hyena, or even the status quo.


    “Then we’ll kill him!” Themba growled.


    “You’ll do no such thing!” Noss chided. “I’m not going to be the cause of a bloodbath.”


    Nurka, for once, agreed with his second in command. “My Prince, we’ve risked everything coming down here. I’m not leaving without you.”


    “You’ll do as your Prince commands, Nurka of the Jua-mata.”


    “Forgive me, but I must disobey you. Amael Balbus will use you against us once we’ve taken down the Den Fathers. He’ll bargain with your life and bend THORN to his will. We must extract you now, whatever the cost.”


    “Don’t concern yourself with me! You shouldn’t have bothered to begin with. You should’ve left me to rot.”


    Nurka seethed, “My Prince!”


    “It’s the truth!” Noss looked down into the bottomless chasm, as if into his black soul. “I’ve caused nothing but heartache for my tribe since the day I sold my honour for a fistful of lupas. My betrayal of the Howlers brought new sanctions against my tribe. How many of you have suffered because of my selfishness?” Noss shook his head, “I’ll have no more suffering and dying on my account. You’ll leave me here, Nurka, and never look back. Take Madou and the others. Treat them as your friends, they’ve been mine.”


    Nurka dipped his chin to his cloaked chest. Usually so eloquent a beast, yet words wouldn’t form on his lips for the anguish he felt.


    His Prince and teacher was lost to him.


    “Gentlebeasts,” someone said in a gravely tone, “if I may.”


    It was Rufus, pushing his way to the fore with Casimir. The wolf cleared his throat.


    “Let me talk to the Warden,” he said.


    “Talk?” Themba woofed. “You?”


    “Yes, my good hyena, negotiate. You should try it sometime instead of hitting things with a hammer.” With that scalding remark, Rufus turned to Nurka, “I might be able to talk him round.”


    “And if not?”


    “We’ll figure something out,” Rufus chuckled, peering into the gulf. “Now, how does one traverse this little crack?”


    Watched by an increasingly suspicious and fidgety Warden, Nurka set his hyenas to the task at paw. Setting aside his hammers, the powerful Themba threw a weighted rope to Madou on the opposite side of the chasm and instructed him to tie it off round one of the natural rock pillars that stretched all the way from dull floor to glowing ceiling. Themba did the same on the opposite side, thus creating the most rudimentary of crossings.


    Nurka reached for the rope, but Themba stayed his paw.


    “No chief,” he said sternly. “If this goes south, you need to get away and carry on. Stay on this side.”


    With an eye-squinting pause for thought, Nurka accepted Themba’s logic.


    “Just be careful,” the chief said.


    Grunting in acknowledgement, Themba passed Nurka his splendid labyrinthine-patterned cloak and skull-helmet for safe-keeping. He grasped the rope overhead with both paws and took a few deep, nerve-calming breaths. Levering his armoured legs up, the powerful hyena hooked both feet over the taught, creaking twine and began to fearlessly shuttle himself across the chasm, paw over paw, like a living cable-car.


    Themba made it look easy, but not everyone was convinced.


    “Are you lot insane?” Helmut snorted. “I’m not going across there on a teensy rope!”


    Tomek patted the hog on his mighty back, “You can do it, Helmut. Paw over paw. No problem.”


    “Well, w-w-what about Zoziwotsit? The lad’s out cold! He can’t do nowt.”


    Madou claimed nobly, “I’ll carry him.”


    “How?”


    “We’ll tie him to my back.”


    Themba had by now crossed the perilous gorge, to general relief. He swung his legs down without a fuss and walked over to join Madou, embracing him then and there. After much back-thumping and shoulder-patting on both sides, the shortest and tallest of Nurka’s followers parted.


    Themba cast his wary eyes over Helmut and especially Tomek, then presented himself to Noss. “My Prince,” he said, bowing again. It was as if prostrating himself from across the gorge wasn’t good enough.


    Noss averted his gaze to the pit. “Get my friends out of here, Themba. Look after them. Trust them.”


    “Even the wolf?”


    “Especially him. Madou wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for Tomek. He’s one of us, now.”


    “Yes, my Prince.”


    One of the other hyenas made to cross over, but Rufus took the lead and told everyone to wait.


    “Keep everyone on this side,” Rufus said quietly to Nurka, swinging his legs up. “I’ve a plan.”


    “What’re you gonna do?” Casimir butted-in.


    “Fly.”


    With that cryptic reply, Rufus started his way across just as Themba had done, the folds of his tatty red cloak hanging down like an old tablecloth drying on a washing line.


    Surprisingly, the athletic wolf proved somewhat less sure-footed than the preceding hefty hyena and for a moment one of his legs twanged away from the rope, causing him to twist alarmingly in space and sending something of a heart-stopping wobble rippling through the audience.


    “I can’t look,” Helmut squealed, covering his beady eyes.


    Rufus recovered his grip and continued as before, outwardly calm, inwardly frantic. He kept going, paw over paw, until he all but head-butted the pillar to which the rope was tied. With a quick over-the-shoulder glance to check the ground really was there, he peeled his numb legs and shaking paws from the line.


    “Well,” he woofed, dusting off his paws, “that’s that.”


    Tomek hurried to greet him, tail wagging. After a quick embrace, which surprised Rufus no end, Tomek stood back and said bashfully, “Is good to see you, Rufus.”


    “Mutually, dear Tomek,” Red-mist replied, setting Tomek’s cap straight.


    “I thought you were a goner, mate,” Helmut whistled.


    “Reports of my death have been greatly exaggerated.”


    “No I meant just now!”


    Themba and Madou, meanwhile, saw to Zozizou. Themba scooped the wounded hyena up in his great, muscled spotty arms, scowling at the Warden the entire time.


    “Did you do this?” he demanded pugnaciously.


    “You’re lucky I didn’t tear his head off,” the Warden replied. “No tricks, hyena, or I will.”


    Themba grunted, “I thought you were with Amael. We are too! We’re all on the same side here, so why don’t you let our Prince go?”


    “Same side?” the Warden scoffed. “I’m on nobody’s side hyena, not yet. I don’t trust Amael any more than you do. He doesn’t even know Noss is here; he was sent to me to be hidden. Noss is my security, whatever happens, and a good miner in the interim.”


    “You made him dig up imperium?” Themba snarled.


    “Of course! What, do you think I’d let him sit on his rump being fanned by slaves? He’s not my prince.”


    “Grrrfffg!”


    Madou pulled the furious Themba away by the arm before the big hyena’s temper snapped completely.


    “Come on, Themba. Don’t waste your breath on him. His time will come.”


    They returned to the gorge, whereupon Themba took it upon himself to ferry Zozizou to safety, citing Madou’s weakened state and stifling collar. Tying Zozizou in front of him, Themba clambered onto the rope without further ado and whizzed across as before, the extra weight no impediment to him at all.


    Passing Zozizou to his comrades, Themba went to cross yet again.


    “No, Themba,” Nurka rasped, grabbing him.


    “What?”


    “Stay here. Leave it to Red-mist.”


    “But-”


    “Do as I say and be quiet! Please.”


    Themba, slowly, released the rope and reluctantly stood down. To leave his Prince’s fate to a lowly wolf was a difficult thing indeed, but Themba bore the shame in silence.


    “Get going, all of you,” Rufus urged. “Come on, Helmut, nothing to it.”


    “I can’t believe I’m doing this. I must be bonkers.”


    “It’ll be fine. You’re a big strong chap. Just do it like I did. Only… don’t slip like me.”


    “Oh sure! Sound advice, Rufe. I feel so much better now.”


    Leaving Helmut with a pat on the back, Rufus slowly turned to Noss who was standing some distance away. The Prince of the Jua-mata kept his gaze averted, down into the blackness, ashamed, if not afraid. He could feel Red-mist’s potent corona, sense those eyes burning unbearably into his thick spot-flecked neck, judging him for what he’d done in that backstreet café a year ago.


    “How’re your legs holding up, Noss?” Rufus crackled suddenly. “Do you remember what I taught you?”


    Noss’s rounded-off ears twisted. “What?” he sniffed.


    “You’d better come with me,” Red-mist went on, looking left and right. “We’ll need a good run-up.”


    At once mystified and brimming with mortification, Noss mindlessly allowed Rufus to gently usher him away from the cliff and towards the waiting Warden, who was already emerging from the caves with his two Howlers in tow, eager to take charge of his princely hostage.


    “What’s he doing?” Themba growled, watching Rufus lead Noss away. “He’s betrayed us!”


    “Shh!” Nurka hushed. “Casimir,” he whispered to the white rabbit, “tell everyone to ready their rifles. Don’t make it obvious, just be ready.”


    “Aye.”


    Telling Noss to wait behind, Rufus walked the rest of the way alone and met the Warden, who stepped forward with his Howlers, leaving the Gelb hogs out of earshot.


    “Rufus Bloodfang?” the Warden quizzed, unsure of his own senses in these imperium-laden caves.


    “Hello again,” Rufus acknowledged at length.


    A moment’s disbelief on the Warden’s part, before he snarled, “What’s going on? Amael’s associates should’ve taken you to a safe house by now.”


    “These hyenas are Amael’s associates. They’re the very beasts he sent as part of our little… execution ruse.”


    “But then why-”


    “I would like it very much,” Rufus interrupted, playing the authority card, “if you’d accede to Chief Nurka’s wishes and release Prince Noss into THORN’s custody. Besides anything else Noss is a personal friend of mine.”


    The hyena prince looked on from behind, ears twisting.


    “Friend?” came the incredulous Warden. “I know you’re an associate of these… barbarians, Rufus, but didn’t that one try and murder you?”


    Rufus reasoned soberly, “It was Amael’s signature on the bomb, amongst others. He bribed Noss to kill me to ruin the chances of the tribes being accepted into Lupan society, forcing them down a road of violent resistance and into his paws. It was nothing personal, just business. But you knew all that of course.”


    “Of course,” the Warden said with a sniff, convincing nobody.


    “It was a long time ago,” Rufus said magnanimously. “We have to move on and let bygones be bygones for the good of Lupa. Isn’t that so, Warden?”


    No reply, save a noncommittal grunt.


    “We’ll be going then,” Rufus declared, checking to make quite sure Helmut and the others had shimmied across the gorge to safety. “When the dust settles and I’m in the new government, I’ll be sure to send for you-”


    “I’m not done yet!” the Warden growled. “Do you think I’m stupid, Rufus?”


    “Stupid?”


    “I know how Amael’s mind works. He’s trying to exclude me from Nikita’s table. Yes… he’s found out about Noss hasn’t he, and now he’s sent you to trick me.”


    Nikita’s table, did he say?


    Rufus dwelt on that even as his lips uttered, “Trick you, my dear Warden?”


    The ‘dear’ Warden explained. “If I have nothing left to bargain with, Amael can deny to Nikita that I so much as lifted a finger to help the cause and hang me out to dry. The fewer wolves in the new order the bigger the portions each will receive. Well, I want my portion. I want a rich territory of my own. By Ulf’s fangs I’ve earned it! Ten years I’ve rotted in this dump, providing Lupa with imperium, turning the tap on and off at Nikita’s command, risking my neck for his cause.”


    Casting a paw at the shining imperious atrium the Warden continued to rant.


    “All this should’ve been mined out years ago, but it’s still here, waiting for the signal to start production again once Nikita has control of the city. If anyone of consequence knew of this place I’d be executed. As it is nobody dares to check up on the rumours because they’re afraid of being eaten by whatever Ulf-forsaken bugs crawl in the darkness! Bugs I will personally feed you too if you cross me again.”


    The Warden clicked his fingers, bringing his two grim Howlers to bear.


    “No,” he said sharply, “the prince stays with me. And tell Amael and Nikita I’ll use Noss to turn THORN against them if they don’t deal!”


    Raising a calming paw, Rufus gently placed it on the Warden’s heaving shoulder. “My dear Warden,” he said, in his crackliest, most patronising tone, “I told you before… you’ll get exactly what’s coming to you-”


    Pfffzzzzt! Crack!


    With an incredible imperious blast Rufus sent the Warden tumbling and snarling across the atrium. His two Howler bodyguards followed suit, Rufus punching his right and left paws into each simultaneously.


    Pfffzzzzt! Crack! Crack!


    “Run!” Rufus snapped at Noss, tugging the hyena after him. “Come on, come on, come on!”


    Noss picked his feet up and for the second time today did the most unnatural thing any beast, let alone a noble hyena, could do – ran headlong for a cliff!


    “Stop them!” the smouldering Warden spluttered at his hogs.


    Immediately the sound of pellets pinging off the rocks echoed around the atrium as several Gelb hogs drew pistols and opened fire. Nurka’s troops spread out either side of their fleeing comrades and returned a volley, transforming the caves into a shooting gallery.


    “You’re insane, Red-mist!” Noss woofed with mad glee.


    “You can do it!” Rufus encouraged, his armoured legs a blur of motion and imperious light as he sprinted with the speed of a true Howler. “Fly, Noss. Fly!”


    At the last second, the final step before oblivion, Rufus bent his leading leg and with a blast of energy thrust himself into the air. His very corona reaching out like an extension of his being and pushing the erde away, rocketing him forward and across the yawning gap.


    “By the Wind!” Nurka gasped, as Rufus bore down on the hyenas, cloak flapping like a flag in a gale.


    “Mind out below!”


    Landing heavily between Nurka and Themba, Rufus tripped and tumbled across the atrium like a Howler knocked from a speeding monobike, such was his velocity.


    “Aaahaaaaahahaahhaaaa!” Noss yowled, kicking off the very tip of the cliff edge moments later, the ground disappearing beneath his flailing feet, replaced by the blackest of black pits.


    He was airborne!


    For a moment, as he sailed through space, Prince Noss was sure he glimpsed a glimmering white river meandering its way through the bottom of the gorge below, so many miles beneath it resembled a silver thread running through a cloak of black velvet.


    White-imperium? Could it be the blood of Mother Erde herself, the very veins of the planet?


    The wondrous sight vanished as quickly as it appeared, blocked by the rolling, uneven cliff faces of the chasm – cliffs off which Noss’s body would doubtless bounce and break as he tumbled to his doom should his leap fall short of Red-mist’s.


    Alas, it did.


    “Gaafffgh!”


    The heftier Noss slammed belly-first into the cliff’s rough, stony ledge, legs dangling, the wind punched from him. He clawed desperately at the weak rock with his dark fingers, pulling loose chalky masses of pebbles, which tumbled past him in miniature landslides.


    “Gaaagh!” he yowled.


    Finding no purchase, Noss slipped helplessly backwards towards the chasm and certain death. To fall into the planet and mingle with her blood, would it be so bad?


    “Gotcha!”


    Someone grasped the back of Noss’s thick, furry, hyena neck, halting his slide.


    It was Helmut.


    “Oh no you don’t,” the big hog grunted, splayed on his front, teetering on oblivion. The cliff rapidly crumbled and shifted beneath his substantial bulk. “Woooagh!” he squealed, trotters kicking. “I’m slippin’ I’m slippiiiin’!”


    Tomek dived on Helmut.


    Madou dived on them both.


    Casimir dived on them all, for what it was worth.


    Whilst Tomek, Madou and Casimir held Helmut fast, pellets ricocheting all around them, Themba reached over everyone with his long hammer and offered its brick-sized, imperium-laced head to Noss.


    “Take the end, my Prince!” Nurka instructed calmly, even as a hyena beside him was hit by an imperium pellet and fell wounded. “Themba will pull you up!”


    Coughing and spluttering, the winded Noss latched onto the lifeline with both paws. Themba dug in his heels and heaved with all his might, every muscle and sinew in his awesome body straining against his dusky, spot-flecked hide.


    “Rrrraaagh!”


    With Themba’s help, Noss scrabbled up the cliff and made landfall, rolling to safety.


    “Hahahaaaahaha!” he cackled. “Invigorating!”


    Nurka barked, “Stay down, my Prince!” and drawing his bowstring back let an imperium-tipped arrow fly at the hogs on the opposite side. The volatile yellow-imperium missile exploded spectacularly on impact, sending the Warden’s forces diving for cover.


    “Let’s go!” a panicked Casimir urged, tugging on his long ears. “Come on, come on, come oooon!”


    “Cut the rope, someone!” Nurka rasped.


    Howler Rufus obliged, slicing through said rope with a flick of his imperium rapier. Gathering their wounded, the hyenas and their allies fled into the caves, abandoning the Warden on the wrong side of the chasm, robbed of his bargaining chip and his dignity.


    It was all over.


    The Gelb hogs looked to the cheated Warden as he nursed his smouldering shoulder and ego.


    “How’d they jump that?” one of his two Howlers whispered to the other. “I-I-I just can’t believe it. That Rufus is some kinda super-”


    “What now, sir?” the other asked, elbowing his comrade into silence.


    Indeed, silence prevailed.


    At last the Warden spoke. “I’m not finished yet,” he growled at nobody in particular. “That hyena was Nurka; he’s the one they’re relying on to bring down the Den Fathers. If I can catch him I can bring down their whole conspiracy instead. Yes. I’ll be a hero. The Den Fathers will reward me well enough, better than those treacherous worms Amael and Nikita.”


    He suddenly whirled round, cloak billowing.


    “Cancel all mining operations and gather as many hogs as we can spare to keep order. We’ll head them off at the exit.”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 42


     


    Saluting the ALPHA Prefects standing guard either side of the door, Janoah stepped across the precarious gap into what was fast becoming known as Josef’s carriage – the cat hadn’t left the windowless last car to so much as put in an appearance at dinner, so busy had he been working on Rafe’s suit. He was nothing if not dedicated to his work, but nobody had expected Josef to have to repair the Eisenwolf himself.


    “How is he?” Janoah demanded, looking down upon her wounded champion.


    Rafe lay on a metal operating table in the midst of Josef’s mobile garage, which reeked of imperium fuel and disinfectant. The big wolf’s mighty chest heaved beneath a single, swaying imperium lamp. He had a respirator strapped over his thick, twitching muzzle and bandages binding his muscled midriff. The table and floor beneath him were smeared with his rich red blood, as were Josef’s rubber gloves, though the latter wasn’t a particularly unusual occurrence. The black ALPHA van which smuggled Rafe about Lupa loomed silently behind, like some giant, sad beetle mourning her partner’s condition.


    “Alive,” Josef scoffed, peeling off his gory gloves and adding, “Just about. He’s on enough stings and taubfene to euthanise an imperial centipede, though.”


    “He’ll make it?” Janoah all but demanded.


    “His wound was cauterised,” the doctor explained curiously. “Whoever ran Rafe through inadvertently saved his life by burning many of the severed blood vessels closed. I assume they meant to kill him outright with an imperious shock, but they underestimated our Eisenwolf, as ever.”


    “It was Ivan,” Janoah grunted.


    “How do you know?”


    “I know.”


    Josef hiked his whiskered brows.


    “It’s chaos out there,” Janoah went on. “Amael’s threatening to detach our carriages and strand us in a siding.”


    “He’s behaving like a Den Father already!” Josef mewed with apparent delight. “But I suppose he’s greased all the paws necessary to make it a done deal.”


    “He wants Uther, but the Alpha’s not giving in.”


    Leaning on Rafe’s table, Josef said guardedly, “The Alpha will have to interrogate Uther, if only for appearance’s sake. He shan’t do it himself, he never does.”


    “I know.”


    “Uther might break under torture. He might reveal to Horst or Duncan that you helped arrange Vito’s murder-”


    “Yes.”


    “Then what happens?”


    “Then we are undone, my good doctor.”


    “We? You mean you!”


    “Not at all,” Janoah chuckled, leaning on the table as well, Rafe lying unconscious between her and his doctor. “Even though the Alpha knows how deeply I’ve had to involve myself with Amael, he can’t be seen to condone my inaction when I could’ve warned Vito he was in danger. The Den Fathers would never understand the bigger picture; that to move now would be to send the conspirators to ground and endanger the whole Republic for some useless old drooler who was as good as dead anyway.” Huffing, Janoah pushed off Rafe’s table, making his mighty body wobble a bit. “The Alpha will throw me under the bus to maintain his position,” she said resignedly, “And if I go, Rafe goes… then you, Doctor.”


    Josef cleared his throat. “What if we push to do the interrogation? I could kill Uther; a simple overdose.”


    Janoah entertained the notion. “Taubfene?” she assumed, raising her slender, ruddy chin.


    “Two-hundred minims. He’d slip into a coma and die. Quite painless.”


    “No.”


    “Nobody would know. Uther swallowed a suicide capsule. Who’s to contradict me? The Alpha will protect you from Horst and Amael will be glad to be rid of Uther; that’ll calm him down too. Everybody wins-”


    “I said, no!”


    Josef’s whiskers twisted, “Then what do you propose?”


    Janoah thought for a moment, green eyes blinking once and slowly. “I’ll ask the Alpha if I can interrogate Uther by myself. He should allow it. I can then guide his testimony and have him confess only what’s expedient.”


    “That it was Amael who had Vito murdered and not you?”


    “I didn’t put my paw to this! I merely… turned the other cheek. I had to, for the Republic.”


    Josef said nothing – but was clearly enjoying himself.


    Stroking Rafe’s fevered brow Janoah moved on, “Do you have enough white-imperium for him?”


    “I drained some from the suit.”


    Janoah nodded her approval and grunted.


    “That does mean he’ll have less in the tank when it’s time to make the arrests,” Josef pointed out.


    “Rafe is more important. Ulf knows that lump of iron in there can’t function by itself.”


    “No, but it’ll be a marvel if Rafe recovers in time to use it before the Summit… if ever again.”


    Janoah spat, “He has to! You have to make him well!”


    Josef adjusted his spectacles and pushing off Rafe’s table grumbled something unintelligible.


    “What did you say?” Janoah pressed him.


    “Stroud,” the cat hissed.


    “Stroud? Nurse Meryl?”


    With much whisker-twisting and paw wringing, Josef finally came out with it. “I need her. For all my medical skills and imperious knowledge it’s her, blast her. It’s her soft little voice that Rafe responds to. Her hot soup and… and brow-mopping and… and bedtime stories! He kept crying out for her until I hit him with enough taubfene to kill a bear. I’ve done all I can do; it’s Meryl he needs now. I swear she has some power that I can’t replicate, whether it’s merely psychological or possibly even some imperious healing corona – such things have been recorded, you know.”


    Janoah planted her paws on her hips. “What, like the miracles of Ulf? You’re not serious, Doctor.”


    “I never jest about my field, Janoah!” the cat said gravely, and not a little officiously.


    Janoah looked down on Rafe, silent, pensive.


    “I can call HQ at the next stop,” Josef said.


    “No,” Janoah dismissed. “Meryl’s too far away. It’d be pointless now, as well as suspicious; certain wolves back at HQ might ask questions, or worse.”


    “Then perhaps you’d better stay with Rafe.”


    “Me?”


    “You’re the next best thing to a friend he has, ‘Jan’.”


    “I… I can’t. I must remain with the Alpha. It’s bad enough I’ve left his side at all during this crisis. Every second I’m gone Horst can poison his ear against me.”


    “Well I can’t play nursemaid!” Josef spluttered.


    Janoah suppressed a shudder at the thought. Looking up from feverish Rafe, she met Josef’s smoky, bespectacled eyes. “No… but there might be someone aboard who can.”


    *


    “I’m going tae find Linus.”


    “We should stay here,” Olivia seethed. “We’ve already drawn too much attention to ourselves.”


    Sliding the cabin door open, Sara said, “Ah don’t care, Ah have tae know what’s happened tae – agh!”


    An ALPHA Prefect stepped into the doorframe – the red wolfess with the green eyes, the same one who’d been sitting with ALPHA’s leaders earlier.


    Pushing Sara inside the cabin she slid the door shut.


    “Sara Hummel, I presume,” she said loftily, casting her green eyes over the short black wolfess. “You look like your mother, albeit a dwarf,” she chuckled, turning to the tall brown wolfess in a more convincing Howler Cub getup. “And Olivia Blake, is it?”


    The girls exchanged looks, then Olivia said, “I’m sorry, Prefect, uh… whoever you are-”


    “Janoah.”


    “Pleasure I’m sure, but you must have us confused with someone else.”


    Janoah beamed wryly, “Save it, girl, Vladimir’s told me everything. Or should I say confirmed what I already suspected?” She locked the door behind her, “Don’t worry, I’m a friend of his. And of Linus.”


    Another mutual glance passed between the girls. “How do we know?” Sara dared.


    “Because were I not,” Janoah explained, paws cupped before her like a school mistress, “I’d be compelled to inform my ALPHA colleagues, or the Bloodfangs, that we’ve two stowaways impersonating Howlers, which is a very grave offence punishable by a hefty jail sentence.” Letting that sink in a moment she smacked her lips and continued, “As it is I require your help. In fact, Lupa’s fate may turn on whether you are who I think you are, Sara.”


    Sara raised her chin nervously, “Which is?”


    Janoah’s searched for the appropriate term, settling for better or worse on, “Bruno’s old flame.”


    *


    The dining carriage was divided into two camps, Amael and the Bloodfangs one end, the Alpha and his Prefects the other. The thought occurred to Vladimir that ALPHA was heavily outnumbered at least ten to one, but this was a diplomatic incident, not a war, and the peace held.


    So far.


    “This is a private Bloodfang affair,” Amael growled again, slamming a paw on his end of the table.


    “It is a Howler-on-Howler crime,” Horst replied from the other end, “which therefore falls under ALPHA’s jurisdiction. This is what we were set up to do!”


    “By Ulf, our beloved Den Father has been murdered!”


    “Rest assured we’ll find the culprit.”


    “We already have. It was that mad dog, Uther!”


    Horst huffed, “Uther is no friend of mine, but he is not mad like your Den Father was. Vito was a senile old drooler and an embarrassment to your pack, so it stands to reason-”


    “How dare you!” Amael interrupted, rising to his feet with outrage.


    “So it stands to reason,” Horst barrelled on, looking Amael up and down, “that a Bloodfang Elder waiting for his chance to shine would benefit by Vito’s death and nobody else! Giving Uther back to the Bloodfangs would guarantee only his convenient death and silence regarding who paid him to commit this most heinous deed.”


    Amael reached for his sword, “Are you accusing me of lupicide, you fat-”


    “Gentlebeasts, if you please,” the Alpha merely said, raising his paws and not his voice.


    Still, he evoked silence.


    Adal looked to Amael. “Elder Amael,” he said calmly, his white mask-like face smiling somehow, even whilst solemn, “I assure you we are accusing nobody at this time. I hear and understand your concerns, but you must appreciate my position. The Lupan Laws state that this is indeed a Howler crime – it is Lupicide. Therefore, according to the legislation which Vito himself voted for at such a summit as we’re shortly to attend, this regrettable incident falls to ALPHA to investigate. For me to do anything less would be a dereliction of my duties for which I could be impeached.” He spread a paw, “Now, if you wish to change the law so that this quandary doesn’t arise again, I suggest you elect Vito’s successor in time for the Summit and lobby him to create a new motion to do so. Your pack is fractured and frightened; you need a leader. ALPHA will retire to our carriages and allow you to get on with the lengthy ballot process.”


    Amael absorbed Adal’s speech, muzzle twitching with barely-contained rage. Oh to run you through, you arrogant son of a hyena, he thought.


    “Fine,” he sniffed, sitting back down, “but I warn you, Adal, when I’m elected Den Father your carriages will be promptly disconnected from my train and shunted into the nearest siding. Vito might’ve been soft, but I’m not ferrying you black-cloaked turds anywhere for free. You can get out and walk!”


    “What?” Horst woofed, jowls wobbling. “How dare you speak to a winner of the Imperium Heart in this manner-”


    “Horst!” the Alpha grunted at his Prefect, silencing him. He stared at Amael. “When you’re elected, Elder Amael?” he said, one arm resting over the back of his chair, paw spread. “Don’t you mean if you’re elected? Or is your pack a dictatorship already?”


    “Not at all, we’re as democratic as the next pack,” Amael replied, looking around at his Bloodfang comrades. “All those in favour of me succeeding Vito raise their paws.”


    The eleven remaining Bloodfang Elders raised their paws unanimously, even if some needed a glare from Amael or their comrades to do so.


    Many others, Grand Howlers and Howlers alike, raised their paws and acclaimed Amael heartily.


    “Aye!”


    Vladimir managed to refrain; if anyone noticed they would put it down to his natural modesty and reticence.


    He hoped.


    “As you can see this lengthy ballot process won’t take as long as you gambled,” Amael gruffed confidently across the table. “If I were you, my ‘Alpha’, I’d start packing your bags and making new transport arrangements.”


    “You can’t abandon us!” Horst blustered. “We’re expected at the Summit!”


    “Do you think any of the Den Fathers will miss you after your conduct of late?” Amael replied coolly. “Den Father Flaid despises you and you’ve even lost soft old Thorvald by arresting Tristan Eisbrand, clumsy oafs that you are. Mark my words, ALPHA; this summit will precipitate the end of your reign of terror.” Amael pointed ahead, towards the tacked-on ALPHA carriages, “Now get to the back of my train where you belong!”


    *


    Janoah had no sooner explained that she was responsible for Bruno’s disappearance than the red mist of rage descended upon Sara, compelling her to cross the cabin in a heartbeat.


    “Rot!” she spat, raising her arm to strike Janoah.


    A noble effort, but the Prefect grabbed Sara’s wrist well short of contact and pushed the little wolfess stumbling back into Olivia, dealing a small imperious shock for good measure.


    “Agh!” Sara yelped, her arm tingling from paw to elbow.


    “Next time,” Janoah menaced, “I’ll take it off.”


    Growling, Olivia stepped protectively in front of Sara, which amused Janoah greatly.


    “Oh dear, I’m in trouble now,” she mocked, cupping a paw to her cheek.


    Knowing better than to try and fight a Howler of Janoah’s famed power, Olivia instead demanded, “Why Bruno? What did he ever do to anyone?”


    “The same reason Doctor Josef is after you; Rafe’s got what it takes to bear the Eisenwolf mantle. Whether you do as well is… debatable.”


    Shaking her paw, Sara pushed to the fore again, “You stole him from us! From his father!”


    “I did what I had to do, for Lupa.”


    “Lupa?”


    “Yes, Lupa!” Janoah reiterated. “The only thing that holds this world together is wolfen domination.” She looked Sara over with patronising disdain, “You may not believe it, limp-pawed Arkady-educated liberal that you are, but the hogs, hyenas and little beasts would all tear each other’s throats out were it not for the Pax Lupi we’ve nurtured for centuries. For peace to continue, Lupa’s dominion must continue. Doesn’t matter what wolf rules or how it’s done, provided Lupa flourishes. Rafe will help see to that; he’s happy to, it gives him purpose.”


    Sara shook her head, “Why d’you keep calling him Rafe fer? It’s Bruno! Bruno Claybourne!”


    Janoah shrugged and huffed, “I didn’t pick his name; it was mere happenstance.”


    Sara’s dark little face scrunched up with bafflement.


    “Bruno had to be seen to die,” Janoah explained, with a tiresome air, “so that my… ‘persistent’ husband and various others interested in his talents wouldn’t search for him, even less suspect I had him. The body you identified a year ago was that of some dying Howler called Rafe.”


    “What?”


    “Josef applied a little makeup and swapped Rafe’s and Bruno’s papers, thus falsifying Bruno’s death.”


    “That’s disgusting!” Olivia gasped.


    “I’m not proud of it, but needs must, my dear.”


    Sara stood dumbfounded for an epoch. “Ah knew it was nae him,” she mouthed at last. “Ah knew it.”


    Janoah frowned curiously, “If you knew why’d you sign the papers, girl?”


    Sara averted her eyes with shame, “Because Tristan told me to. He wanted tae protect me.” She looked up at Janoah, “From you, Ah see that now.”


    Janoah chortled. “Tristan always was a bit of a flapper, unlike his unshakeable cousin. Rest assured, you’ve nothing to fear.”


    “Oh aye?”


    “Cora Hummel’s daughter you may be, but you’re of no consequence to me,” Janoah dismissed, adding, “To Bruno, on the other paw, you might mean a great deal... provided he even remembers you.”


    Olivia snorted, “Charming wolfess, aren’t you?”


    Janoah cocked her head a little. “What you think of me is neither here nor there, my dear, but if you care about Bruno as much as you claim you’ll help him.”


    Sara shook her head, “How? What can we do?”


    “Maybe nothing,” Janoah admitted, “but you could at least try.”


    Sara looked to Olivia, who shrugged.


    With great difficulty and much huffing and puffing, Janoah managed to squeeze a rather stale, “Please?” past her proud tongue.


    “All right,” Sara replied, daring to stipulate, “on one condition.”


    “What?”


    “Let Tristan go. Ah know you arrested him. Get him out of ALPHA HQ like you did Linus.”


    “It’s not the same,” Janoah hissed, “Tristan’s guilty-”


    “Ah don’t care!” Sara woofed. “You’ll have tae let him go anyway; Thorvald will make ye. So do it sooner!”


    Janoah frowned a moment, then smiled and said, “All right, girl, I’ll see what I can do.” Sliding the cabin door open and checking the way was clear, she beckoned, “This way.”


    *


    Josef Grau leapt to his feet from a snatched snooze amidst piles of boxes as Janoah opened the carriage door and allowed two Bloodfangs in.


    “Who’re you?” the cat demanded, tugging officiously at his lapels. “Get out of here! This is ALPHA territory!”


    “Do calm down, Doctor,” Janoah tutted, shutting the door and barring it. “They’re here to help.”


    Josef stared suspiciously at the newcomers as Janoah beckoned them around the metal operating table upon which Rafe lay. As the Bloodfangs stepped into the light recognition hit Josef like a right hook.


    “You!” he hissed, pointing at Olivia. “Stay right where you are, you’re under arrest-”


    “Not now, Doctor!” Janoah growled.


    “But they’re the ones-”


    “I said not now!” the Howler reiterated firmly. “These citizens are under my protection. Leave them alone, is that clear?”


    Silence and order prevailed.


    With a nod from Janoah, Sara approached the table with some trepidation. She stood looking over Rafe for the longest time, studying his every powerful contour, his every scar, even going so far as to feel the rough, plasma-scarred pads of one of his big brown paws.


    Suddenly Sara glared across at Janoah and Josef. “What’ve you done tae him?”


    Before Janoah or Josef could respond, Rafe stirred.


    “Meryl?” he grunted, lifting his head a moment before collapsing back. “Meryl… is that you?” he growled gently, eyes searching, fingers twitching.


    Stroking Rafe’s brow Janoah looked at Sara and said with intent, “Meryl’s right here, Rafe. She’ll sit with you.”


    “Jan… Jan, I-I-I can’t see.”


    “I know, I know. Josef had to hit you with a lot of imperium, but it’ll pass. Just rest easy Stenton and let your body heal. Meryl will sit with you, won’t you Meryl?”


    Overwhelmed, Sara could but nod regardless.


    “Take his paw,” Janoah urged under her breath.


    Sara did so, both her tiny black paws vanishing amidst just one of Rafe’s. Even as the giant wolf moaned in pain and tensed every mighty muscle hanging off his rotting bones, his grasp would no more bruise a peach than Sara’s hide.


    “Unngrrrfffgh!”


    Sara looked helplessly to Janoah, “Och! What do Ah do?”


    “Just stay with him,” Janoah replied, looking to Olivia and back again, “Both of you. The rest is up to him.”


    “But Ah’m nae… ‘Meryl’,” Sara whispered.


    “Whoever she is,” Olivia added with a dismissive flick of the ear.


    Janoah explained simply, “His nurse.” Then spoke to Sara specifically, “My dear girl, Rafe… Bruno… hardly knows what’s going on right now. Just mop his brow and hold his paw and let him believe whatever’s convenient to his confused mind. He’ll be all right.”


    Throwing a last warning glare at Doctor Josef, Janoah headed for the door and back to her ALPHA duties, saying unto herself, “He has to be all right.”


    *


    Panic had gripped ALPHA, or at least Horst. The rotund white wolf strode up and down the carriage gesturing with his paws and mopping his brow.


    “We’re finished,” he woofed, medals tinkling, “washed up, kaput! Amael’s going to leave us here in the middle of nowhere and turn everyone against us at the Summit in the meantime. The Den Fathers will vote to strip us of all power if not execute us!”


    The Alpha reclined behind his desk, “Calm yourself, Horst, we’re not done yet.”


    “My Alpha, without your rhetoric in the Den Fathers’ ears to raise the spectre of the war and remind everyone why we exist, our purpose will be quickly forgotten for expediency. Nobody likes us rummaging through their dirty laundry, I understand the sentiment, but if someone doesn’t hold the Howlers to account then Lupa is doomed to repeat the mistakes of the past!”


    “If Amael succeeds, any vote made by the Den Fathers will be moot because they’ll be dead,” the Alpha pointed out. “So what difference would my ‘rhetoric’ make?”


    “What if we were to assassinate Amael?” Horst suggested breathlessly.


    Duncan laughed across the way, “What?”


    Horst looked between him and Adal, blustering, “If he’s gone, there’ll be no uprising, even if THORN succeeds. Nurka needs Amael to run Lupa; nobody’s going to listen to a bunch of hyena savages.”


    “Someone will just step sideways into Amael’s boots,” the Alpha said. “That’s the point; we have to get them all in one fell swoop.”


    “But how can we? We’ve nothing left. No chances!”


    “We have Rafe.”


    “Oh my Alpha, he’s just one wolf-”


    “He could upturn this entire train if I asked him.”


    “You mean if Janoah asked him,” Horst grumbled. Reading the Alpha’s angry face he continued, “Besides if we’re left here so is Rafe, and he’s in no fit state to do anything anyway-”


    The carriage door opened and Janoah entered, saluting casually.


    The Alpha saluted back, “How’s Rafe?”


    “Feverish, but recovering,” she claimed guardedly.


    “The fool, why did he run off like that?” Horst derided predictably. “Is he utterly mad now?”


    “Hardly, Grand Prefect, Rafe wished only to protect weaker beasts and uphold the law, as we all should,” Janoah defended with equal punctuality. “He wasn’t to know Ivan Bloodfang isn’t a wolf to trifle with.”


    “How do you know Ivan attacked him?” Horst said, walking over and raising his flabby chin.


    “Because Uther didn’t,” Janoah replied, “which leaves Blade-dancer as the only suspect capable.” She went on, “I know Amael sent him and Uther on a secret mission some months ago. He said it was to counter THORN activities, but I knew it must be something else. It appears he sent them to ambush Vito. Amael must’ve known the rotten old letch would bathe in the springs, as always, and in relative privacy because he likes to invite a ‘guest’ to join him, which just so happened to be Linus Mills.”


    “How do you know all this?”


    “Deduction, Grand Prefect. It’s what I’d have done if I were Amael and wanted to remove Vito.”


    “I see,” Horst mused aloud. “Strange that Linus was with Vito, of all wolves. He seems to be in all the wrong places of late, and you always seem ready to bail him out. What should I deduce from that?”


    “Vito chose Mills; we all saw it,” Janoah dismissed, “no amount of planning by any wolf could make Vito pick his own assassin. No, Mills played no part in this except to run Uther down for which we should be grateful. He put aside personal friendship for justice. Linus Mills is a true Howler and nothing short of a hero.”


    “Hero!”


    “Of the Republic,” Janoah insisted coolly, studiously turning to the Alpha. “About transport, my Alpha-”


    “I’m not finished yet,” Horst growled.


    “I am!” Janoah snarled sharply, continuing before Horst could erupt at her insolence, “My Alpha, if you’re willing to compromise, I think we can still get to the Summit in time and honourably.”


    The Alpha’s brown ears pricked. Raising a paw at a spluttering Horst to silence him he said to Janoah, “Go on.”


    Janoah glanced at Horst then said, “Release Tristan Eisbrand.”


    “What?” Horst woofed at once, then further, “Why?”


    Janoah explained, “Den Father Thorvald loves him as a son. The Eisbrand train is due to pass; no doubt we can flag them down and strike a deal – Tristan’s freedom for a ride to the Summit. Thorvald’s an honourable wolf; he’ll either refuse or comply, not cheat us.”


    Horst spread his paws, “But Tristan’s a conspirator! You went out of your way to arrest him yourself!”


    “A mere worker drone in their busy hive we can step over for the opportunity to squash Amael.” On that brusque retort Janoah implored Adal, “My Alpha, we must attend the Summit at any cost. Whatever happens I assure you Rafe will do what he can to mitigate the loss of life and bring the conspirators to justice, but he can only do that if he’s present.”


    Adal borrowed Horst’s words, “He’s but one wolf, Janoah.”


    “But an Eisenwolf, sir.”


    A pause.


    Janoah huffed, “I signed up to ALPHA to make Lupa a safe, just place. Rafe goes through all his pains for the same. Let’s not give up and let everything we’ve worked for slip away. We must fight, to the bitter end. We must, my Alpha!”


    The Alpha’s white face remained as placid and still as a porcelain mask throughout Janoah’s impromptu speech.


    “Agreed,” he replied. “Though it pains me to lower myself to illegal backdoor dealing like some decrepit Den Father, I’ll do as you ask… for Lupa.”


    “Thank you, my Alpha.”


    Janoah lingered; Adal could see something was on the tip of her tongue.


    “Is there something else I can do for you, Prefect?” he enquired amiably.


    Janoah came out with it. “Give Uther to me, my Alpha.”


    “Give him to you?”


    “Let me interrogate him. In private. As an old comrade I know him better than anyone here. I can persuade him to testify against Amael.”


    The Alpha came across sterner than usual. “There’ll be no deals with an assassin, Janoah. Howler Uther will pay the consequences for his crime whether he helps us or not.”


    “No deals, my Alpha, but Uther will say nothing if I don’t intervene. I know him. He’s too strong.”


    Horst scoffed, “No one is unbreakable.”


    “Yes,” Janoah agreed, “but you won’t beat a fighter like Uther into confessing. He has no family you can threaten to arrest and we’ve no rack back there either.”


    Horst leant close to Janoah’s left ear, “Rack him? We’ll pull out his claws, one by one, like in the good old days.”


    Flicking her ear, Janoah replied, “Grand Prefect, with respect, we know what Uther did and can guess at who told him to do it. What we need from him now is his future malleability so that when this all comes to trial he’ll take the stand and indict Amael. How will it look if he hobbles into the box malnourished and crippled? How will ALPHA look? No, we must use reason and appeal to Uther’s conscience.”


    “Conscience? That foul-mouthed, bed-leaping, murderous guttersnipe doesn’t have one!”


    “If that were so he’d have shot Linus as well, but he spared him over sentiment which Ivan didn’t share because Ivan is not such a fool – Linus saw and heard everything.”


    “So it seems. Perhaps we should pull out Linus’s claws too?”


    With a roll of her eyes, Janoah implored the Alpha, “Let me work on Uther, my Alpha. I’ll get him to sign a confession and more besides.”


    A nod and a salute, “Do as you will. It hardly matters this side of the Summit anyway.”


    “Thank you.”


    Once Janoah had taken her leave for the next carriage, Horst seethed through his fangs, “You give her too much, my Alpha!”


    “I give her no more than her talent requires,” Adal replied, standing up, paws on desk. “My dear friend, I suggest you channel your energies away from nursing your jealousies and redirect them towards our survival, because none of this will matter this time next week if we do not nail Amael and his followers to the wall! We’ll be the ones having our claws pulled out if he succeeds. Do you understand me?”


    Given much jaw-grinding and nostril-flaring, a chided Horst dipped his chin, “Yes, my Alpha.”


    Adal sat back down and loosened his black cloak from around his throat in a rare sign of stress, “Make yourself useful and draw me a hot bath before Amael disconnects us from the engine and leaves us to rot here in the wilderness without even the dignity of imperium power.”


    “Yes, my Alpha.”


    Once Horst had stepped forward into the same carriage as Janoah, the Alpha met eyes with Duncan sitting across the way; the big black wolf appeared as cool and collected as ever. Nothing ruffled him, not murders or politics or Horst’s constant verbal backstabbing and manoeuvring.


    “Mayhaps Ah’d best put the kettle on too, my Alpha?” he winked, standing up with a knee-slap. “Might be our last chance of a brew this side of getting our claws pulled out!”


    *


    It was simple enough to locate the cabin in which Uther was being held; the sounds of a muffled interrogation were as familiar to Janoah as traffic and honking horns beneath her office window. She listened at the door whilst the interrogator asked the prisoner a question; it was impossible to make out what was said over the sound of wheels on the track. Silence followed, then a coughing snarl as a fist was planted into Uther’s stomach.


    “Caaaghfffgh!”


    One would always start small, with threats against family and friends, and work one’s way up through violence and pain to the rack – everyone talked on the rack.


    Just as well Josef didn’t think to bring one, Janoah thought, entering the cabin.


    The cramped space was stuffed with three wolfen bodies. Two were black-cloaked Prefects, one sitting on the bare bed filing his claws, the other standing with a knuckle-duster. The third was Uther, paws tied to the light fixture above his head with Howler-wire, stripped of his cloak, tunic and armour, his breeches and fur matted with blood.


    “That’s enough,” Janoah said. “You’re both dismissed. I’ll take it from here.”


    The Prefects exchanged looks. One said, “He’s a live one, marm, I think we ought to stay.”


    “I’m touched by your concern,” Janoah replied, with a hint of sarcasm. She cast her eyes over the battered Uther, twisting in his cruel bonds as the train rocked to and fro, “But he appears thoroughly… subdued. I would rather you boys guard this carriage. It’s possible whoever’s behind Vito’s murder will try and assassinate this cretin before he incriminates them. Allow no Bloodfangs to pass; can you do that for me?”


    “Yes, marm.”


    Janoah’s beseeching manner instilled the Prefects with a fresh sense of purpose and they eagerly went about their task, unknowingly leaving Uther with one of the few beasts who had reason to kill him.


    This Wild-heart knew.


    Watching Janoah shut the door and lock it, he grunted at her through bloodied teeth, “Just get it over with.”


    Saying nothing, Janoah wet a kerchief under the cabin’s tiny sink and wrung it out. She approached Uther and gently mopped his white muzzle of blood. It was small comfort, and baffling to Uther.


    “What’re you doing?” he growled, twisting his wrists over his head.


    “In trouble again, Wild-heart? What a surprise.”


    “Puh! Thanks to you.”


    “Oh? Then why didn’t you just tell them about me?” Janoah asked.


    “Should I have?”


    “Is it because I’m Rufus’s wife that you’re protecting me, or are you actually loyal to me? Or are you just so pig-headed an alpha male you won’t give up information to anyone without a fight?”


    Uther swallowed, but said nothing.


    “All of the above, perhaps?” Janoah cooed, returning to the sink to wash the cloth. “Unfortunately you’ve been betrayed, my dear Wild-heart. We both have.”


    “Betrayed?”


    “Amael used you, and lied to me.”


    Uther looked on, his white muzzle slightly agape, dark grey ears erect, listening.


    Janoah explained matter-of-factly. “He had Rufus extracted from Gelb weeks ago – the Warden there is in his pocket, you see. Oh it was very cleverly done; had me fooled. I won’t bore you with the details, but sending you boys to kill Vito had nothing to do with Rufus and everything to do with power. Ivan wouldn’t have murdered Vito for any other reason than to save Rufus’s life, certainly not to make Amael Den Father, so Amael spun that yarn about getting Rufus out by some archaic legislation once he became Den Father.”


    Janoah checked her ruddy face in the tiny sink mirror. “Amael only saved Rufus because I asked him to,” she said. “He loves me he says. Then again, perhaps he’s just using me?”


    Uther tipped his head back, blinking under the hot imperium light to which his paws were tied with unbreakable Howler-wire – his arms were numb, yet wracked with pain from the strain.


    “Well, let’s never mind me,” Janoah chuckled, as if this were all a game. “I’ve no doubt Amael intended to eliminate you. There’s probably someone waiting for Ivan at the agreed rendezvous point, though I’m confident Blade-dancer will outwit whatever goons Amael’s hired.”


    “No!” Uther grunted. “That… double-crossing… bastard!”


    “That irks you does it?” Janoah woofed. “You know, Josef suggested injecting you with a taubfene overdose to tidy up any loose ends. A tawdry solution I must say.” Putting aside the cloth, the Prefect turned to the prisoner and said, “No, I can get you out of this… if you sign a confession.”


    “C-c-confession?”


    “Lay Vito’s death at Amael’s door, but you must leave me out of the equation. That’s all ALPHA needs.”


    “Puh! That’s all you need.”


    “Would you prefer that injection?” Janoah threatened. “I’m trying to save your life!”


    Silence.


    “Besides, Rufus wouldn’t forgive me if I let his handsome little Wild-heart die,” Janoah sighed, sitting heavily on the bed. “He didn’t save you from Vito’s clutches all those years ago just to have you throw your life away.”


    “What’re you on about now?” Uther growled.


    Janoah hummed, “Oh it must’ve been very satisfying to finally get revenge on dirty old Vito for all the years of pain and humiliation. I told Amael you’d leap at his offer.”


    Uther gulped.


    “What?” Janoah teased. “Think I didn’t know?” She checked her claws, “Foolish boy, I’ve always known. I know everything there is to know about my old Riddle District crew, every tick and fancy, every skeleton in the cupboard. The mistake you made was conflating Rufus’s two-way affection with the like of Vito’s one-sided lust. You spurned my husband from the day you arrived in Riddle, fresh from the academy, such a strong, handsome wolf by then, not a frightened, wretched boy. I think you enjoyed hurting him, because you could. Rufus was a substitute for the untouchable Vito, a way to hit back at the establishment-”


    “Shut up! You dunno nothing ‘bout me!” Uther snarled, tugging at the wires that held him. “Nothin’!”


    Janoah ignored his outburst. “I dare say Rufus won’t be able to stand the sight of you when he finds out you’re a cold-blooded murderer, even if it was the drooling Vito you done in. Now who’ll be spurned, eh?”


    Uther’s chin dipped to his heaving chest as grief issued forth in fitful bursts.


    “Grrfffggfffghh!”


    “Oh there there, Wild-heart,” Janoah tutted like a mother, standing up and drying the Howler’s hot tears. Cupping her paws to his muzzle she said, “None of us are perfect. I have secrets too, you know. Terrible secrets.”


    Uther looked up from his grief and self-pity like that frightened, cub of yesteryear.


    “Yes,” Janoah insisted. “In fact I’m sitting on the fattest secret of all. Nobody knows as much as I do, not even wily old Vladimir. I have my ears to every wall, waiting, watching. It’s very hard. Sometimes… I forget whose side I’m on, even who I am. It’s enough to drive one mad! But I do it all for Lupa. I really do. All I want is for wolfkind to flourish. The thought of another war terrifies me.”


    The wolfess suddenly turned away, paw to mouth.


    Uther watched, listened, eyes and cheeks wet, mouth agape in fascination. He’d never seen Janoah slip, never seen an emotion rule her mouth.


    “Janoah… I… if it’ll help then I’ll do whatever you want. You know I will.”


    Whipping out her rapier, Janoah whirled round and cut the Howler-wire, sending Uther collapsing about the floor amidst a spray of sparks and pain. Pulling a pen from her cloak, she set it by Uther’s trembling paws.


    “Good,” she sniffed, slapping some paper down, “now get to it, Wild-heart, or I’ll string you back up by your ears!”


    *


    “‘Make yourself useful,’” Horst mocked in a whiney tone, swishing bathwater around in the carriage’s communal washroom. “‘Run me a hot bath.’” Drying his paws he grumbled, “He’s developing such airs and graces, like a regular Den Father.”


    Leaving the washroom to fetch the Alpha, Horst bumped into Janoah as she emerged from the makeshift interrogation room with a piece of crumpled paper in her paws.


    “Any progress?” Horst demanded.


    Janoah wafted the paper about, “A signed confession, Grand Prefect.”


    “Already?”


    “As you said, no one is unbreakable,” Janoah nodded, bowing her head a little.


    Unsure if Janoah was turning him a vague compliment, the rotund Horst grunted noncommittally. He leant forth and peered into the cabin, spying Uther lying on the bed in a foetal position, his broad, dark back shivering and heaving like a wolf waiting for death in a dying ward.


    “Who cut him down?” Horst demanded, pulling back rapidly, as if fearing Uther had the strength to leap up and attack him like a mad wolf.


    “I did,” Janoah said.


    “You? Explain yourself, this instant!”


    “He couldn’t very well write a confession with his paws tied over his head, Grand Prefect,” Janoah patronised. “There’s no need for claw-pulling or further barbarity, Uther’s said all we need him to say, and without a sting he won’t even be able to walk in his condition, let alone escape.”


    Horst cupped his paws behind him. “Sympathy for your old Riddle chums again Janoah?” he smirked. “Typical of a weak-willed wolfess.”


    “I’ve no love for this murderer, sir, but the kinder we are the better he’ll cooperate come the trial. I’ll have him well-guarded of course.”


    Horst huffed officiously, “See that you do!”


    *


    The vote was unanimous, every paw rising from the polished Elder Table in favour of Amael, the last elected Den Father of the Bloodfangs in twenty years.


    “Aye!”


    “Aye!”


    “Aye!”


    For so momentous an event the process felt strangely perfunctory, but a thin varnish of ceremony smoothing over the cracked and pitted edifice of Bloodfang democracy.


    “My first act as Den Father will be to cut away the black rot of ALPHA from this train!” Amael announced, before Vito’s cloak and brooch had even been draped around his shoulders. “Tell the driver to stop at the next station. We’ll leave them there. Let them make their known way to the Summit, if they even can!”


    Much cheering ensued – here was a wolf, at last, willing to stick it to those ALPHA bullies.


    Ah, but how many of you know Amael’s true ambition, to destroy our republic? Vladimir thought, watching proceedings from the corner of the carriage, helpless to change course, to speak out, for to say a word against Amael Balbus would be to mark himself for death in the inevitable purge.


    No, not inevitable. We can still win.


    Nervously twiddling his gold pen, Vladimir looked beyond the windows to the passing lush wilderness of Everdor, territory of Pack Hummel, seat of the Summit. Somewhere out there an underachieving Howler and a mad hyena prince were deciding Lupa’s fate.


    Ulf help us all.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 43


     


    Thoughts of freedom spurred Noss on. The trial of Gelb was behind him. A year of torture, of surviving for his family’s sake, was almost over.


    Still, there was much to do.


    The Prince stared at Rufus and Nurka walking ahead, side by side, wolf and hyena, friends.


    Pity it was a terrible lie.


    “Not far now,” Casimir said, his voice quavering with relief. “Come on!” he gestured furiously, bounding ahead of Noss and the hyenas, lantern in paw.


    “Mind the ants,” Rufus reminded him.


    “Ants?” Helmut snorted worriedly, looking to the Howler for an explanation.


    Rufus spread a paw at the slick, dark walls and endless side-passages. “We stumbled across some eggs on the way in. These tunnels are part of an ant nursery, albeit on the periphery. We should be all right passing through, just don’t agitate them.”


    “Whatcha mean agita-”


    Rufus suddenly grabbed Helmut and pulled the big hog to one side with the augmented strength of an imperium-guzzling Howler.


    “For starters don’t step on their eggs, my good hog,” he advised, pointing at a cluster of ghostly-white, bean-shaped objects which lay just shy of Helmut’s hefty trotter, each one the approximate dimensions of a sleeping mouse. “Kick one of those and they’ll not be best pleased.”


    “Cripes, big ‘en they?”


    Suddenly the oval head and nipping pincers of a giant ant reached out of the inky blackness!


    “Wooagh!”


    Helmut nearly fell backwards in fright, but Rufus held both himself and the hog firm.


    “Don’t panic!” he seethed, holding a paw up to Nurka and the others.


    Everyone from Madou to Themba looked on as the bear-sized ant delicately stroked the eggs with her segmented, baton-like antennae, turning them, licking them, caring for them like a mother. Casimir’s quivering lantern was reflected dozens of times in those two morose-looking compound eyes, yet the ant appeared unperturbed by the intruders.


    “I’ll kill it before it warns the rest,” Themba growled, readying his hammer.


    Tomek grabbed the hyena’s arm, “No don’t!”


    “Get off me, wolf!”


    “Is all right, friend,” Tomek insisted. “She nearly blind and deaf, she probably not even see us.”


    The stocky Madou hiked his unconscious cousin Zozizou, whom he was carrying, further up his muscled shoulders and grumbled at the taller Tomek, “How’d you know?”


    The young wolf tipped his stripy cap, “I worked with my ant every day. I raise her myself, from egg just like those. Ants not fight without reason. They attack only things they recognise as enemy, like centipedes.”


    “Stand down, Themba,” Nurka rasped.


    Meanwhile, Rufus ushered Helmut backwards, paw over paw, trotter over trotter. They and everyone else shuffled backwards, putting some distance between themselves and the ant, who continued her duties.


    Then a second ant appeared from an adjoining passage and greeted the first. They tapped their antennae together, feeling each other’s armoured faces, then the first ant scuttled down the nearest passage, leaving the second with the eggs. It was impossible to know whether they were simply unaware of the intruders or utterly untroubled by them.


    “Like guards relieving each other,” Rufus marvelled from a safe distance. “Heath will be green with envy.”


    Helmut snorted, “Can’t they smell us?”


    “Perhaps the ambient imperium levels interfere with their senses,” Rufus theorised, removing his helmet to scratch his head. “Or maybe we’re just downwind,” he supposed instead, licking a finger and feeling for the airflow within the warm cave. “Either way”, he said, replacing his helmet, “let’s not overstay our welcome. Tomek’s right, but these are wild ants and we’re trespassing in their house. One false move could trigger an attack.”


    Themba held his hammer up. “I’ll take a hundred down before they tear me apart!” he woofed, as if savouring the opportunity to die.


    Prince Noss tiresomely pushed his hammer aside, “Boy, these creatures haven’t the capacity to be impressed by your bluster. Besides there’s a million of them in any given nest; they would not even notice a thousand losses.”


    Noss had been quiet since spectacularly leaping the ravine with Rufus, so everyone looked to him, surprised.


    Unsure if his knowledge was being questioned, the hyena prince flashed a slightly manic, wide-eyed smile at the one beast everyone recognised as an expert in such matters, “Isn’t that right, Red-mist?”


    Returning Noss’s purple-tinged gaze, Rufus confirmed flatly, “Yes,” and turned to Themba, “I mean, what do you suppose the walls of Lupa were built for?”


    Still mortified by his public, princely chiding, Themba said nothing.


    Nurka, on the other paw, rasped confidently, “To pen in the citizens and control them, as slaves.”


    “Not at all, my good hyena,” Rufus cheerily contradicted. “Lupa’s walls were originally thrown up to keep bugs out, not citizens in.”


    The incredulous looks of the hyenas only impelled Rufus to continue.


    “Before the Imperium Revolution reduced Lupa’s surroundings to the polluted Ashfall of today, giant bugs of all sorts roamed about the city’s hinterlands devouring crops and citizens alike. So the Founders built ever longer and higher walls around what was once a modest farming community. Wolves protected the little beasts in exchange for tribute, and the little beasts were our equals. It all began very nobly, I assure you.” The Howler looked to Casimir, the only little beast present, “Of course, the foundations of mutual respect and cooperation have rotted under centuries of greed.” He made a fist and growled, “Ulf willing we’ll soon recapture the old ways with our own brand of ‘revolution’, a social revolution.”


    Rufus’s little audience remained a calm sea of silence and stolen glances.


    “Change is coming, Red-mist,” Nurka promised vaguely, patting the Howler’s shoulder in passing. “We should keep moving,” he said, leading on. “Stay together and be mindful of the ants. Do not provoke them.”


    Tomek came alongside Rufus as they picked their way through the tunnels. “Is it true?” he asked, arms swinging. “Did Lupa really start that way, with everyone equal, even the little beasts?”


    “Yes. The last two times, at least.”


    “Two times?”


    Looking around, a somewhat distracted Rufus patted the youth’s back, “Never mind. Let’s just concentrate on getting out of here in one piece, all right?”


    Tomek scoffed humorously, “You started it.”


    “Yes, well, one day you’ll learn to ignore my waffling like everyone else.”


    “Never,” Tomek said, tugging his cap down, perchance embarrassed to admit it, but admitting it all the same, “I missed your waffling.”


    Throwing Tomek a sideways look, Rufus tugged the young wolf’s nearest ear. “Stop it,” he chided fondly.


    “What?”


    “You know very well what, Usenko.”


    Leaving matters at that, Rufus rejoined Nurka at the head of the group, as if he were as much their leader as the hyena chief himself.


    With every step the humid air grew fresher, the outside world beckoning, teasing, until that much-anticipated light at the end of the caves winked on, dispelling any creeping doubt in Nurka’s map-reading skills. After hours navigating by cold imperium, be it beast-made lanterns or nature’s rock formations, even the distant promise of the hot sun rendered Tomek’s eyes momentarily useless as he hurried for the blinding slither of sky.


    “Hahaaa!” the wolfen youth woofed, twirling with arms outstretched into the sun’s golden embrace, before tossing his cap into the air and catching it again – an impressive feat when he could barely see for the glare. “We made it!”


    Helmut trotted forth to join his mining buddy, not laughing, even less twirling. “I don’t believe it,” he snorted, squinting hot tears from his beady eyes, half from the sun, half from happiness. “Nobody gets out of Gelb. Nobody!”


    “You’re free, my friend.”


    The hog nodded soberly. “Aye… aye,” he said, “but what now, mate?”


    “What?”


    “Where do I go? What do I do? What do you do? You can’t go back home.”


    Tomek slapped the hog’s mighty arm, “Don’t worry about me. I’ve things to do.”


    “Aye, is that right?” Helmut snorted. Glancing back at Nurka and the others as they emerged squinting into the daylight, the hog pulled Tomek to one side whilst he had the brief opportunity. “Mate, we need to talk,” he whispered.


    “Talk?”


    “This ain’t no game. Now I know you’re not thinking of joining these THORN creeps. That’s not you. But whatever’s going down beasts are gonna get hurt soon.”


    Tomek smiled as usual, “I’m Watcher, not you. Is my job to worry about this kind of thing, not you.”


    “Lad-”


    “What’s going on here?” Nurka suddenly rasped.


    “What?” Helmut asked, innocently distancing himself from Tomek. “Whatcha mean?”


    As a matter of fact, the hyena chieftain wasn’t even addressing Helmut or Tomek, but Themba and Casimir who were walking beside him. “Where are they?” Nurka queried them further.


    Big Themba kicked a smouldering campfire with his armoured toes whilst Casimir scanned the rough mountain terrain with his bleary eyes.


    Nurka cupped his paws to his muzzle and called various hyena names.


    “Mustaphaaaa? Tameeeer? Simooo?”


    No reply. The Sunrise Mountains were silent but for a distant rockslide.


    “What’s up?” Helmut asked at last.


    “I left half my warriors out here, at least twenty beasts,” Nurka explained, purple eyes flitting about beneath his skull helmet. “They were supposed to wait until we returned.”


    “Maybe they came in after you?” Tomek supposed.


    Nurka checked the sun and concluded that, “They can’t have. We’ve not been gone that long. They had plenty of supplies too; they wouldn’t need to forage.”


    Casimir bounded over to a strangely dark patch of otherwise grey pebbles. “Blood,” he said, ears erect. “Nurka let’s get-”


    Crack! 


    Crack!


    Crack!


    The ground exploded all around Nurka and Themba in puffs of dust and dirt. The experienced hyenas knew from many a Lupan imperium raid when someone was shooting at them and immediately ducked.


    “Back, back!” Nurka snarled, throwing a paw at Rufus and the others. “Ambush!”


    Casimir zipped inside the caves and hopped behind the rocks, the hyenas hurrying after. Themba retreated backwards, unwilling to turn tail and run like a coward, until Nurka grabbed his arm and pulled him along.


    “Run, Helmut!” Tomek yelped, dashing for safety, head down and zigzagging, just as he’d been taught in the Howler Academy. His bare back burned and tingled, not from the sun’s hot rays, but the expectation that a pellet might tear through his body. Pebbles exploded left and right of Tomek as missiles impacted the ground.


    Ting! Poing!


    Into the cave and throwing himself behind a rock, the wolf landed heavily between Rufus and Madou.


    Rufus checked the youngster for holes, “Are you all right?”


    “Yes,” Tomek panted, flinching from a final pellet exploding nearby. “I’m fine.”


    The shooting died down as quickly as it had begun.


    Tomek looked around the cave mouth, at all his comrades new and old cowering in the shadows, pressed against the dank walls, rifles and pistols drawn if they had them, and that hyena, Nurka, readying his imperium bow.


    Everyone seemed to be intact.


    “Helmut?” Tomek gasped. He peered over the rocks, catching a glimpse of the huge hog lying snout-down in the open, motionless.


    “No! Helmut! Helmut, I’m coming friend.”


    Rufus yanked Tomek back, “Get down you fool!”


    A pellet pinged off the rock, showing them both with colourful imperious sparks.


    “He was right behind me!” Tomek wailed. “Helmuuut! Helmut can you hear me? Helmut!”


    “You can’t help him now!”


    “I have to!”


    “Tomek! Rufus barked, grasping Tomek by both arms. “He’s gone. I saw it.”


    “But-”


    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, but keep your head down, please!”


    Calm ensued. Tomek fell against the rocks and pulled his cap from his head.


    “Schmutz!” he seethed to himself.


    Rufus supposed Tomek had seen many beasts cut down before, being part of a firing squad, Rufus’s firing squad at that, but perhaps he had never lost a friend.


    Patting Tomek’s shoulder, Rufus turned to Madou, “It must be the Warden. He knew where we were going to come out.”


    Madou set the unconscious Zozizou on the ground beside him, then grunted, “You should have killed him when you had the chance back there.”


    Rufus offered only a scornful scoff.


    A few more pellets pinged off the cave walls, impelling everyone to duck and flinch.


    “I know you could’ve!” Madou snarled afterwards. “Why do you always hold back, Red-mist? Why?”


    “Well we’re here now!” Rufus snapped, leaning against the rocks. “Ulf’s fangs, he must have an army out there.”


    “We are army in here too!” a tearful Tomek replied, thumping his chest and tugging at his collar. “My collar is fake. I can fight! They have only two Howlers, three with Warden; the rest are just bullies with pistols.”


    Rufus shook his head, “And how many of us would be cut down by those pistols like Helmut?”


    “I’m not coward!”


    “Nor I, Tomek, but there must be a better way out of this.”


    Rufus peered across at Nurka, who was pressed against the far wall, bow in paws ready to shoot back.


    “Stay here.”


    With that, Rufus scuttled across the cave mouth to join the hyena chief, throwing himself against the uneven wall, arms spread, like a giant starfish braving the tidal zone to eat a mussel.


    Another few pellets pinged around the cave, after which Rufus turned around so his back was to the wall. “Helmut’s down,” he said.


    “Dead,” Nurka corrected, flicking his snout at the motionless body of the hog. “Your friend’s been murdered, along with half my warriors,” he added, referring to those he had left guarding the cave.


    Rufus grimaced, then replied, “Your hyenas might’ve been taken hostage, Nurka-”


    “No, Red-mist,” the hyena chief replied darkly, his purple eyes squinting a little, “they knew what to do in the event of certain capture, we all do.”


    Rufus nearly spat, ‘What’s that, swallow their black-imperium capsules like mad-beasts?’ but somehow refrained.


    Casimir tugged his long white ears down around his cheeks like a bonnet, “Thump me, they’re gonna throw a yellow-imperium bomb in here and then we’ll be done for. Or worse, black-imperium. We’ll be melted alive!”


    To his right, Noss cackled, “How comes you little beasts are always so positive?”


    “Well what’s to stop them, eh?”


    “The Warden needs me alive,” Noss claimed. “Perhaps if I give myself up.”


    “I don’t think we can fool him twice,” Rufus said.


    “I don’t intend to fool him again. He can have me, if it will save lives-”


    “No!” Nurka dismissed at once.


    “No?” Noss growled pompously. “And who’re you to tell me what to do, boy? I’m your prince!”


    “I have lost many hyenas to get you this far; hyenas who believe you can unite the tribes,” Nurka rasped, with the clarity of a beast, no boy. “I am not giving you back so that their lives are wasted, even less so that Amael can dictate terms with our prince in his paws!”


    Silence prevailed, but for air whistling through thick, flaring hyena nostrils.


    As if to change subject, Rufus snatched the map from Nurka’s belt and searched its crinkled passages. “Nurka, is there another way out of here?”


    The chief came-to, “Not on there, Red-mist.”


    “But there must be. Logically, if the ants aren’t using this exit to get to the surface there must be other tunnels, perhaps some they have dug themselves. They need to forage above ground.”


    “I suppose they do, but would not the ants attack us if we tried to get by them?”


    Themba hiked a thumb, “They didn’t even notice us back there.”


    To which Prince Noss huffed, “They are more forgiving on the margins; they’d not take kindly to two dozen beasts traipsing right through their nest. If we provoke the ants too far we may trigger an attack. They could go into a frenzy and comb the mountain, killing anything not of their own scent. If you’ve ever trodden on a little ant hill by accident you’ll know what I mean. Now imagine that, but with great ants. This whole place would become a death trap.”


    Nurka and Themba stared at their prince.


    “If you do not believe your anointed prince, ask Red-mist!” he woofed, arms folding.


    “Yes,” Rufus replied, staring into space. Tapping the claw of his index finger on his helmeted nose to a metallic clink, he hummed rhetorically, “Yes… that might just work.”


    Grabbing a lantern from one of the hyenas, Red-mist precluded any questions with a command, “Keep them busy; if they negotiate draw it out as long as you can.”


    Questions came regardless.


    “What’re you going to do?” Nurka demanded to know.


    “I need to find us a place to hide,” Rufus replied cryptically. “Somewhere the ants won’t go.”


    “What?”


    “Trust me. I’ll be as quick as I can.”


    Seeing Rufus peel off from the hyenas and head back into the cave, Tomek scrabbled to his feet and hurried after him, hugging the wall so as not to be seen or shot at.


    “Rufus!”


    “Tomek, stay there.”


    “Where you going?”


    “To get us out of this,” Rufus explained.


    “I help,” Tomek said, slapping his chest.


    “No-”


    “Please! Whatever it is, I must help. For Helmut. Please!”


    With time of the essence, and Tomek’s face irresistibly forlorn, Rufus caved in and beckoned the Watcher to follow him into the darkness once more, leaving Nurka and the others to hold the cave mouth.


    “Water,” Red-mist panted, as he hurried through the passages, waving his lantern at any dark rents and spaces in the rock as yet unexplored. “We need to find water.”


    “Water?” Tomek repeated.


    “Yes. A pool of water, deep enough to swim in. The caves are running with it, there must be places it collects.”


    Baffled though he was, Tomek trusted Rufus knew what he was about. “Right. We split up, yes?” he suggested, taking in the many passages roundabout. “I search this way. You search that way.”


    The youngster made to dash off into one of many twisting side-passages.


    “Wait! You need a light, you daft cub!”


    “Oh! I go back for one.”


    “No, take mine,” Rufus said, passing Tomek his lantern. “If you had a brain you’d be dangerous.”


    Tomek spread a paw, “What about you?”


    Rufus answered him by running a paw over his mantle-fastening brooch. The tired imperium within the ancient metal rippled into life at the Howler’s behest, shining with a barely useful red light suitable only for a dark room. Rufus had no idea to what pack this stolen armour might’ve once belonged, the circular symbol wasn’t familiar, but it would serve.


    “Don’t go too far,” he advised, grasping Tomek’s shoulder. “Search a little way in and come back here to the start, all right? If you come to a fork in the caves mark the way back with a rock or something. If you find water, shout like mad.”


    Much nodding and a wave of the paw, then Tomek was away like a cub on a treasure hunt.


    “Be careful!” Rufus called after him.


    “I will!”


    Waiting until the caves had swallowed Tomek and his lantern, Rufus picked his own passage to explore – they all looked the same. How easy it would be to get lost.


    The red light of Rufus’s brooch glimmered on the slick walls, making them appear almost visceral, as if he were exploring the innards of some giant creature. He tried not to dwell on what fate might befall Tomek. The eager cub could get lost forever, or fall down a pit never to be seen again, or be dismembered by a ferocious ant and carried off for tea.


    Helmut, Zozizou and half Nurka’s comrades, injured or dead. How many others will follow?


    “If you must have blood, Ulf, take mine instead,” Rufus bargained in the darkness, “All I ask is that you wait a little longer-”


    “Praying, Red-mist?” someone huffed.


    Whirling round, Rufus’s red brooch illuminated the manic toothy grin of Noss Jua-mata, casting the hyena prince in shades of scarlet, save for his purple eyes which somehow resisted.


    “That’s not very scientific,” he tutted, wagging a thick finger.


    “What’s going on back there?” Rufus demanded.


    Noss shrugged, “I’m sure Nurka’s capable of holding our Warden at bay,” then glanced behind him, perhaps checking if someone had followed. “I excused myself from him to come tell you… I’ve kissed the sun.”


    Silence.


    Noss went on theatrically, “I have kissed the sun, felt its warmth on my wings. I have known love with my mate and shared joy at their smile. Oh yes. And yet… there is so much more beyond the horizon, so much yet to see and do! This pond is but a puddle in a great ocean of green. Alas, I cannot go on. My time is done.” He finished with a cackle, “Is that not the password?”


    Rufus’s emerald eyes squinted. “You?” he gasped, looking Noss up and down. “You’re with Janoah? But how? If you’ve been in Gelb all this time, how could you be my contact?”


    “Vladimir, that spider, plans well ahead. He faked my death and sent me to Gelb in secret, so that Amael wouldn’t silence me.”


    “Because you’d testify against him,” Rufus assumed.


    Noss nodded, then dipped his chin, “I didn’t… it was not hatred, that drove me to betray you Red-mist. Amael’s camp came to me first. They offered me money, so much money! I just wanted to be free; free of my responsibilities as a prince, free of watching my people suffer and die and me being unable to do anything!”


    Rufus let the tearful prince gather himself.


    “I am a coward, I know,” Noss self-flagellated. “I even betrayed Amael’s camp by letting you live, but they had betrayed me anyway, arresting Arjana and the cubs. Vladimir saved them, but said if I wanted to see them again I had to survive Gelb, and wait on his word. Only, I never expected his ‘word’ would be this! I thought I would only have to testify against Amael when Vladimir brought him to trial, that was our deal. Now I’m supposed to help you bring THORN down from the inside, they say.”


    “They?”


    “Vladimir’s contacts in Gelb. He has spies everywhere.”


    “Spider indeed,” Rufus agreed. “So then, will you help us?”


    Noss growled, “Believe me, Nurka goes too far! I would stop him whether Vladimir said so or not. THORN’s violent course will only destroy the tribes, not save them.” He spread his paws, “I… I don’t want to fight and kill anymore. I just want to live in a hut and raise my cubs with Arjana. That’s all I have ever wanted.”


    Rufus gulped, his neck bobbing, “I knew you weren’t so far gone that you’d murder innocent beasts. That’s why you didn’t throw a black-imperium grenade in The Warren that day. You couldn’t do it, could you?”


    Noss dipped his chin. “No, but… can you ever forgive me for what I did do?”


    “What’s done is done,” Rufus replied, noncommittally. “Hundreds if not thousands of lives may depend on what we do next, that’s what matters now. Understand?”


    Noss nodded. Clearing his throat of residual grief he asked, “Is it just us, Red-mist?”


    “Casimir’s on our side,” Rufus replied. “I had to convince him, but I think he can be relied upon.”


    “That cowardly rabbit?”


    “Pessimistic, certainly.”


    Noss waited a moment, as if worried of the repercussions of his next sentence. “I… confided in Tomek before we broke out of Gelb. He’s determined to help.”


    “Tomek? I wanted him left out of this!”


    “He’s a Watcher, Rufus, not some innocent cub you need to protect. He’s shot beasts, executed them – you almost, he told me everything. He knows what’s at stake.”


    “Does he?” Rufus scoffed. “Do you even know what’s at stake?”


    Noss said with some confidence, “Nurka’s going to plant a black-imperium bomb at the Pack Summit, killing all the Den Fathers. Amael and his followers will leave before it explodes and head back to Lupa to take control in the power vacuum.”


    Rufus laughed a little, “Says who?”


    “Madou,” Noss said.


    “Well, Madou may think so, and that’s likely what he told Vladimir too, but a black-imperium bomb won’t cut it, and Nurka knows that. He’s read up on imperiology; he knows how black-imperium behaves. No, he’s got something else in mind.”


    “Such as?”


    “I’m… not sure yet, but it can’t be a simple bomb-”


    “Rufuuus! Rufus, I find it! Water!”


    “Tomek?”


    Returning to the main passage with Noss in tow, Rufus spied Tomek hurrying back from the very first cave he had disappeared down. Waving his lantern and a paw, the young wolf declared excitedly, “Is water this way!”


    “Deep?” Rufus stipulated, meeting him at the mouth of the passage.


    “Yes. There is waterfall with pool. Is quite big.”


    “Waterfall?”


    “Yes, listen!”


    Rufus listened, and sure enough detected a faint hiss on the air. “You’re sure about this?” he asked.


    “Come see,” Tomek said, beckoning Rufus.


    “No, I believe you,” Red-mist assured Tomek, patting his shoulders. “Well done.”


    “What now?”


    “Run back and bring Nurka and the others to the water you found,” Rufus instructed. “Be ready to dive in, and I mean everyone, wounded or not.”


    “Right, I go!” Tomek said.


    “Wait; Nurka might not listen to you alone!” Noss barked, chasing after the eager Watcher. He stopped long enough to say, “Good hunting, Red-mist.”


    Snorting, Rufus drew his sword and dashed the opposite way, vanishing into the dark.


    As Tomek hurried through the caves as fast as was sensible by lantern light, he turned to Noss as the hyena caught up. “Do you know what we’re doing, Noss?”


    “Don’t you?”


    “Not really, no.”


    “Hahaaahahaa!” Noss cackled, “I like you, Tomek, you’re an honest beast.” Then he explained, for he knew the workings of Rufus’s mind, as well as the habits of many a bug, “The ants won’t go near water, so we can hide in there whilst the angry lot take care of the Warden and his pigs.”


    “Ants?”


    “Yes, all Rufus need do is provoke them into defending their nest, then we wait out the storm in your pool.”


    “Sounds like it will work.”


    “I’m that convincing?” Noss laughed. “That’s good to know.”


    Suddenly the hyena prince grabbed Tomek’s arm, pulling him to a stop.


    “Hey!” the Watcher yapped.


    For a moment Noss was still and silent. “You know… we could end this now,” he suddenly realised. “We could not tell Nurka. The ants would wipe him and the others out. It’d be an honourable death for a hyena, they wouldn’t begrudge it. Then Amael’s coup would collapse without Nurka completing his side of the bargain. It’d be over. We could all go home. It would be enough, wouldn’t it?”


    Tomek frowned and emitted a tiny scoff. “But… if Amael’s coup is stopped too soon, then the traitors will not reveal themselves. That’s what you told me.”


    Noss agreed with a nod. “I know. But, if we let this continue we risk Nurka and Amael succeeding. We may not get a better chance to end it.”


    Noss and Tomek stared at one another.


    “What would Rufus do?” the latter asked.


    “Rufus? He’s just trying to get everyone through this unscathed. He’s always been too soft. He just forgave me for trying to kill him! Anyone else would’ve run me through. I know his betas would’ve.”


    “His betas?”


    Noss looked Tomek over, “Watch yourself. You’re fast becoming one.”


    Silence and bafflement.


    Noss fondly clipped Tomek’s nearest ear with a paw, “Never mind, boy.”


    Whatever the hyena meant, Tomek moved on. “My mother always say… job worth doing is worth doing well,” he said, in his typically chipper fashion. “We go on, to end, and do this properly. Like we planned.”


    Noss seconded, “To the end then. Hahahaaaahahaaa!”


    *


    Rufus shone his feeble red brooch over the eggs Helmut had nearly trodden on. There was no sign of the nursery ants. They must be attending young elsewhere.


    “Schmutz.”


    There was nothing else for it. Steeling himself for the task at paw, Rufus tentatively entered the passage near the clutch of eggs in search of the ants, kristahl rapier held forth, teeth clenched beneath his scratched and pitted helmet.


    Rufus knew weapons and armour would do little to avail him against the fearsome jaws of countless furious sisters, for that’s what ants were, daughters of the queen, sisters one and all, dedicated to the defence of her and the continuation of their underground realm. They would not take kindly to someone disturbing the peace.


    After something of a steep climb necessitating Rufus crawl on all fours, the passage opened up into a larger atrium. The floor looked paler than the walls. As Rufus got his eye in he realised the whole cave was alive with movement! Fat, glistening, wriggling grubs, devoid of noticeable legs or eyes, lay amongst their un-hatched egg-bound sisters, like obese empresses lounging on piles of silk pillows, and all presided over by giant, six-legged slaves incessantly turning them, feeding them, cleaning them.


    This was the nursery proper, most likely one of many. The eggs down the hall were but the beginnings of an extension for this growing colony.


    Rufus watched, fascinated, wishing he had a camera and a flash, or even a sketchbook, with which to document the amazing sight. How many beasts can have seen the inside of a giant ant colony and lived to tell of it?


    You still have to live, Rufus reminded himself.


    Drawing his pistol, he aimed at one of the ants tending the grubs. Even though it was just a feeble-minded creature, an automaton controlled by pheromones and sensations with no higher thought than the very next thing to do, to wilfully shoot it went against every fibre of Rufus’s being. He felt like a vandal throwing a brick through a hospital window into the baby ward, but it had to be done.


    Lupa and countless lives may depend on it.


    “Sorry, old girl,” Rufus seethed, squeezing the trigger.


    Crack!


    The pistol exploded with a flash of light and sound, turning the whole atrium to day for a fraction of a second, every grub, egg and ant, illuminated. The one Rufus had selected for death fell over and curled into a tangle of legs. In its dying moments it chattered wildly, stridulating with its mouthparts like enormous maracas, while its grape-like abdomen pumped wildly, as if taking some final heaving breaths. The ant was in fact squirting an invisible pheromone into the air, a chemical message that carried a cry for help.


    In seconds the nearest ant responded, rushing over to its dying sister and feeling her with its antennae. Then another came and another, each one chattering and releasing more chemical messages, drawing more and more ants to the fray like panicked mothers rushing from their houses to attend a youngster knocked down in the street. The sisters began to search for the cause of the disturbance; spider, centipede, another invading ant, whatever it was they massed to destroy it, running all over the nursery like creatures possessed.


    Rufus promptly about-faced and slid into the tunnel as the caves thrummed to the chitinous feet of a hundred furious insect warriors.


    The frenzy had begun.


    *


    One of the Warden’s two Howlers hurried up the mountainside to join his superior, who was overlooking the cave entrance from a safe distance. From this vantage point it was possible to see the dozens of Gelb hogs stationed around the rocks and escarpments that surrounded the cave, their pistols aimed at Nurka and the hyenas cowering within. It was also possible to see the bodies of the hyenas they had already dealt with, heaped to one side in a bloody pile.


    The Warden was done with games and deals. Just kill them all was the order.


    “Well?” he demanded of his Howler.


    “They’re… going back in, sir,” the fellow puffed, a little short of breath after the climb.


    “What?”


    “They’re retreating back into the caves, sir.”


    The Warden pondered the news. “They must be looking for another way out. Fools, they’ll never see the light of day again. They’ll expire in there, one way or another.”


    “Yes… sir.”


    For a time nothing more was said. The Howler fidgeted a little, shuffling from foot to gaiter-clad foot.


    “What is it?” the frightening Warden grumbled at him.


    “Nothing, sir.”


    “Out with it, Howler.”


    “Only that, well, Howler Rufus disappeared first sir, him and that cub he likes. Then after a few minutes the hyena prince ran after them both. I was just going to come tell you about it when those last two came back without Rufus and spoke to the hyenas, and then they all upped sticks and left together. They all looked pretty organised, sir, like they knew what they were about and where they were going to.”


    “I see.”


    “Maybe Howler Rufus knows a way out? He’s pretty clever isn’t he? One of the best there is, they say. He must be to leap that gorge sir; I ain’t ever seen the like!”


    The Warden glowered at his awed subordinate.


    The Howler withered under his gaze, “Just a thought, sir.”


    “No… no you’re right,” the Warden admitted, paws on hips. “Maybe he does know a way out… or maybe he’s just trying to draw us inside to ambush us.”


    The Howler waited for his orders.


    “Take half the hogs and investigate,” the Warden decided. “I’ll stay here in case he’s planning to hide somewhere and then double-back as you pass. Whatever he’s thinking I won’t underestimate him again, nor trust that worm Amael. Once this is over I’m going straight to the Den Fathers to inform them of the conspiracy. They’ll have to reward my diligence then.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Watching his two Howlers gather some hogs and enter the caves, the Warden growled to himself. “You’re not going to best me, hyena-lover.”


    *


    Rufus scrabbled down the tunnel into the main passage as fast as his limbs could carry him. He avoided crushing the few ant eggs there, as if unwilling to compound murder with infanticide.


    A mistake.


    In the time it took Rufus to skirt politely around the pallid clutch, a furious ant burst from the tunnel in pursuit of him and in an instant lunged across, nipping his left arm neatly in her vice-like jaws and yanking him to a stop!


    “Gaaaahaagh!” Rufus cried, falling about the place.


    Round came the ant’s abdomen, tucking under her legs, the sting unsheathed and ready to strike – ants had stings like wasps and bees and weren’t shy about using them, but nor was Rufus shy about using his! Clapping his right paw to that rock-hard, armoured head, Rufus let the ant have it, blasting her with an plasmatic shock so potent that it blew her on her back and sent him tumbling across the caves until he slammed into its smooth, slick walls.


    “Oof!”


    Rolling momentarily into a ball of hurt, Rufus checked he had come away with his left arm and that it wasn’t dangling from the jaws of the ant.


    He still had both limbs, but neither was in a good state. With one bleeding and useless, and the other numbed by imperium shock, Rufus dragged himself to his feet and stumbled on with his arms folded to his chest. The adrenaline dulled the pain, but not the fear.


    Dismembered by ants, what a way to go!


    He glanced behind. Where one ant fell, ten others replaced her, filling the caves, antennae waving, searching. Find the intruder, protect the eggs! Whilst some set off to hunt down the enemy, others gathered the eggs in their jaws and ferried them up the tunnel, deeper into the nest, to safety.


    So efficient, so organised, so deadly. Magnificent.


    Rufus hurried on, the hiss of the waterfall and pool Tomek had promised tickling his ears. Tomek had come from the last passage on the right, as memory served, so that’s where safety must lie. Rufus wished he had asked for directions. It’s funny what one overlooks in the heat of the moment, he thought, hoping he had given Tomek and Noss enough time.


    “Awoooo!”


    Tomek? Howling to guide me? It must be!


    Right, into the passage Tomek should have led Nurka, Themba and the others.


    The dull chatter of countless armoured feet thumping on the floor and walls thundered past Rufus as the ants stampeded down the main passage he had only seconds ago left behind. Soon they’d search this tunnel too. They’d search everywhere, above and below, eliminating anything strange, anything not of the queen.


    Keep running, Howler, don’t look back.


    “Awoooo!”


    Definitely Tomek, louder, and with every step the hiss of falling water grew louder too. The tight tunnel opened up into a wide, black atrium, the feeble red light of Rufus’s weary brooch unable to penetrate. He continued on, blind, hurting; he felt he was heading down a slight slope, for his feet were tilted forward. Light! Shapes! The glow of a lantern, the ripple of black water, the white foam of bubbles; slowly a waterfall and a lake crystallised in Rufus’s eyes. Familiar beasts were wading into its depth, Noss, Nurka, Themba, Casimir!


    “Rufus!” Tomek shouted, waving his lamp. “This way!”


    Noss waved furiously too, beckoning Rufus into the water, as if the Howler needed encouragement like some timid bather concerned over temperature.


    Suddenly, the prince snatched a spear from the nearest wading hyena and charged through the pool towards the subterranean shore, kicking up sprays of foam in his desperation, spear held overhead like a rifle.


    “Behind you, Rufus!” he bellowed.


    Something hit Rufus like a sandbag, he stumbled, fell, and tumbled down to the water’s edge.


    “Ofaagh!”


    Then they were on him, several giant ants, a tangle of chitin and hairs, antennae beating him relentlessly like clubs. Their jaws nipped at his extremities, biting his flesh, seizing his limbs, an arm each, a leg each.


    “Gaaahaaaaagh!”


    Up Rufus rose, twisting in agony as the ants pulled in opposing directions, trying to tear him apart in a tug of war. He felt a shoulder crack, dislocate, his spine pop, tendons rip. With a last gasp of effort the Howler blasted them all with his imperious fury, sending waves of plasma rippling up each limb! Shocked right in the mouth by Rufus’s energy the ants relented, dropping him and running in confused circles, their spiked legs kicking and tearing his broken body as they walked over and around him.


    “Red-miiist!” Noss yelled, jamming his spear into one of the bewildered ants and releasing a blast of imperium that lit up the caves from stalagmite to stalactite. The stricken creature fell over sideways, its six legs curling up and antennae jittering as life took leave of its body.


    Prince Noss whirled on the next giant bug fool enough to face him and struck it across the head with a thwack of his spear and a well-timed explosion of plasma. Legs curling in death it rolled down into the water and splashed in the shallows beside Tomek, who was hurrying to help.


    Whilst Themba trudged for the shore, hammer in paws, Nurka calmly raised his imperium bow and shot past him, past Noss, past everyone, deep into the dark. A miss? No, the yellow-imperium arrow exploded in a spectacular flare, killing and confusing several more ants massing in the dark cave beyond.


    “Hurry!” Nurka rasped, drawing another arrow. “Into the water!”


    “Take him!” Noss bellowed at Tomek, jabbing his spear at another ant, and another.


    Nodding and gesturing, Tomek pulled the disturbingly still and bloodied Rufus down to the water by his arms, whereupon the powerful Madou was on station to hoist the wounded wolf onto his shoulders and wade clear.


    Big Themba joined Noss, smashing an ant ‘skull’ here, another there, and relishing it.


    “Come at me!” he laughed wildly. “I am Thembaaaa of the Jua-mataaa! Remember it!”


    Nurka shot another precious yellow-imperium arrow into the swarming ants whilst Casimir and the lesser hyenas fired a volley of pellets, lighting the underground lake with flashes of colour. Their efforts downed many an ant, but reinforcements were swift and ever more numerous. Some crawled on the walls, some even on the ceiling, their feet finding impossible purchases as they searched for the enemy.


    “We’re all gonna die!” someone shrieked – probably Casimir.


    “Just stay in the water!” Nurka shouted over the falls, ushering everyone back. “Themba, stop showing off and get your arrogant tail into the water! Come on!”


    Striking one last intrepid ant and snarling at another as if it had the mind to be intimidated, Themba waded backwards into the lake just ahead of Noss. The prince waved his spear left and right, the imperium tip glowing strongly with the energy he was imparting it. The light seemed to distract the ants, baffle them. Themba followed suit, channelling his energies up the hammer shaft to its brick-like kristahl head, so that it shone white-hot and reflected a million-fold in the compound eyes of a hundred ants.


    To Nurka’s surprise, and relief, the ants ceased their advance on Noss and Themba at the shoreline. They didn’t dare to wade into the water a single inch, but checked its existence with their antennae and refused to go any further. No amount of pheromones could persuade them otherwise, and they instead broke off their advance to trundle around the dry areas of the cave in a vain search for something else to tear asunder.


    “By the Wind, it’s actually working!” Madou woofed, punching the foaming water from the falls that lapped at his waist. “Rufus was right. Hahahaaaa!”


    “Of course I was,” Rufus grunted indignantly atop his shoulders.


    “Rufus!” Tomek yelped with delight, wading over. “How are you?”


    “I’ve been… better.”


    Nurka’s nervous band gathered into a tight circle in the midst of the subterranean lake, weapons presented outwards, lest the hydrophobic ants grew suddenly brave. The water here was cold and set many beasts shivering already. The wounded like Rufus and Zozizou were kept as clear of the icy water as their carriers were able, but there was nothing more anyone could do for them at present.


    “N-n-now what?” the trembling Casimir complained, as the ants lingered on, searching, chattering.


    Noss replied, “We wait for them to clean house.”


    *


    The Warden descended from the escarpment to join his Gelb hogs by the cave mouth. “Remove this,” he said, kicking the body of Helmut in passing. “Stick it with the others and burn it.”


    “But… but he’s a hog, sir,” a fellow hog pointed out.


    “What?”


    “Well, he’s no hyena terrorist-”


    “Sergeant, I’ll stick Rufus himself on that pyre if he shows his face above ground. It makes no bones to me what these treacherous beasts are; they’ve all forfeited any right to a proper service as far as I’m concerned. Dispose of them at once!”


    “Yes, sir.”


    A second hog enquired nervously, “What do we start a fire with, sir?”


    The Warden growled despairingly, “Must I think of everything? Get the spare fuel tank from my car!”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Right away, sir.”


    The two hogs dragged the hefty Helmut away and round some rocks to where the dozen or so bodies of Nurka’s hyena comrades were heaped, then set about dousing them with fuel fetched from the boot of the Warden’s limo. Hyenas at least would not begrudge being returned to the wind and sky, but hogs like Helmut were the burying sort – much better to return to Mother Erde from whence life grew from, or so the old ways went.


    The Warden had no time for the old ways, but hoped Rufus would be happy down there in his labyrinthine tomb. And if he dared come out, well, to the fire with his hyena-loving carcass. The only question remaining was whether to go to the Den Fathers or not. Without Nurka and the hyenas, Amael’s coup was doomed, but was it best to stay silent and plead ignorance when the inevitable investigations began, or claim a conscience and rat on him first?


    Whatever happens I’m the one sitting on Lupa’s white-imperium. Nobody can touch me or I’ll cut them off. I’ll blow it all up, by Ulf!


    It’ll be fine. I’ll be fine. Yes.


    “Eyaaaagh!”


    “Run! Run for your lives!”


    Screams and then hogs burst from the cave, stumbling, arms-flailing into the light.


    “Now what?” the Warden growled. Drawing his sword he seized the first hog that crossed his path. “What in Ulf’s name are you doing?” he demanded.


    The hog squirmed wildly, “Let me go! Let me go!”


    Tickling the guard’s bobbing pink throat with his rapier the Warden snarled, “Who gave you permission to retreat? Where’s my Howlers? Answer me!”


    “Th-th-they’ll kill us all! We have to run!”


    “Pull yourself together; they’re just a bunch of-”


    The blackness of the cave mouth came alive with shiny silhouettes, shifting, waving, like ripples on the water. The cloaked outline of a Howler emerged, hovering above the ground, upside down, arms trailing in the dust, like a deranged ghost.


    No, it was but half a Howler, a dismembered and bloodied piece of flesh held aloft in the jaws of a giant ant. The beast chewed on its prey awhile, then dropped the carcass.


    “Oh, by Ulf!” the Warden howled in horror, paw to mouth.


    “Gaaaagh!” the hog squealed, wriggling free and running for the cliffs.


    The cave erupted, spewing a chattering, living wave of giant ants into the open, clambering over flats and cliffs with equal ease. Gelb hogs fled in all directions, some escaped into the hills, most were run down and set upon by the ferocious ants, screaming, disappearing, dying quickly amidst a tangle of black bodies and legs.


    Turning tail and sprinting for all he was worth, the Warden chanced a glance over the shoulder and immediately wished he hadn’t. The killer ants were everywhere, combing the mountains high and low. So fast! So many! Gelb hogs fired their pistols and rifles in vain before being overcome by the hordes and carried away, some kicking and screaming as a whole, some in pieces and silent.


    By Ulf, what can I do? Where do I go?


    The car! The car!


    Scrabbling madly up a scree-strewn hill towards the tidy black limo that had ferried him here from Gelb, the Warden slipped inside and locked the door behind him.


    Seconds later the last of his two desperate Howlers arrived. Unable to open the door he bashed wildly on the window.


    “Open the door, sir! Let me in! Please!”


    The Warden thought about it, but then the first ants arrived and put paid to that!


    In an instant one snatched the Howler away and carried him aloft kicking and screaming. The rest of the giant bugs clambered up and over limo’s bonnet, their hard feet patting on the metalwork, their jagged jaws biting the windscreen wipers, tasting and feeling this foreign object that was not of their nest, nor even their world.


    It didn’t belong here.


    “Away with you!” the Warden yelled, searching for the keys. “Get away you monsters!”


    The limo rocked side to side as the ants set about attacking it like some great invading beetle that needed to be sent packing; chewing wheel-arches, biting bumpers and stinging tyres until they hissed back. Some of the insects came away with a prize of chrome or rubber and marched off proudly home, but most remained, shifting with every random tug and push this unknown, odd-smelling object away from the nest, away from the precious queen, towards the steep slope opposite the cave mouth.


    “Stop it!” the creature cowering inside the hard shell commanded. “No! Please!”


    The ants cared not, their commands came from a different plane, one of smells and instinct, not sound and reason. By accident or design they pushed the bizarre object and its screaming contents over the crest of the hill.


    From the perspective of the ant sisters, the strange invader appeared to give up the fight and flee. It sped wildly down the loose rocky slope and crashed into a boulder, whereupon it overturned and tumbled wildly out of control, rolling and splashing into a shallow steam on its back, upturned.


    All was still.


    The ants investigated to the water’s edge, then thought better of it and retreated to the caves.


    The nest was safe again.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 44


     


    As Den Father Amael Balbus had promised, the Elder Train stopped at the next station and ALPHA’s carriages were duly shunted into a siding ready to be disconnected. The Alpha remained at his desk throughout, ignoring the view out the window of rusting train hulks and overgrown sheds in favour of writing furiously. Even as the carriage jerked against a buffer and sent his tea sloshing over the cup’s rim he continued stoically penning without error.


    “This is outrageous,” Horst complained, striding up and down the carriage, paws behind back. “Amael will rue the day he took the law into his own paws.”


    From the comfort of a threadbare sofa, the big black Duncan watched his rotund white comrade pace. “There’s nae law that says we have tae be at the Summit,” he pointed out, somehow still smiling and jolly. “The Den Fathers nae want us there, we’re never really welcome-”


    “I know that!” Horst snapped. “But abandoning us in the middle of nowhere is utterly different to simply shunning us once we’re there. It’s not the done thing. Amael’s not like the old Den Fathers. He has no scruples, no honour. He’s a filthy guttersnipe!”


    Duncan swigged from a tiny steel hip flask that was engraved with a bee. “Aye, but giving us a ride was nae Amael’s deal,” he sniffed, patting his chest to help the strong contents go down. “It was Vito’s… and he’s dead now.”


    Horst huffed, “Resigned to your fate are you? Giving up?”


    “That’s enough you two,” the Alpha said, sealing his letter in an ALPHA envelope. “Whining won’t solve anything. Horst, I want you to personally see about flagging down Thorvald.”


    “Me?”


    The Alpha’s white mask of a face scowled. “Yes you! Have someone change the signals. Ulf’s teeth, lie on the tracks if you have to, just stop his train or we really will be resigned to our fate – that being summary execution at Amael’s paws before the year is up.”


    “Yes, my Alpha.”


    “And take this,” the Alpha said, sliding the A-marked envelope across the desk. “It’s for Thorvald’s eyes only, don’t give it to anyone under him. It’s my guarantee in writing that Howler Tristan will be released provided we are escorted safely to the Summit.”


    Taking the letter, Horst looked to Duncan, then back at the Alpha again. “Isn’t that dangerous, my Alpha, to put it in writing?” he asked, flapping the envelope about. “Thorvald could use it against you.”


    “That’d be unwise,” the Alpha dismissed. “It incriminates him as well. If he accepts my terms he’s breaking the law too. I’m sure he will understand that.”


    “Yes, but if he doesn’t accept it he could show everyone the letter!”


    “And doom Tristan to Gelb? That wolf is like a son to Thorvald. No, he’ll deal.”


    “With respect, my Alpha, this gamble is based on Janoah’s assumptions-”


    “On her work, Horst,” Adal corrected, “which has thus far proven exemplary. I trust her judgement.”


    “But-”


    “The matter is closed!”


    As if on cue, the carriage door towards the front end of the train opened and allowed Prefect Janoah to enter. With the prerequisite salutes she breezed past the Alpha’s desk and on towards the back of the train without a word being exchanged. Ignoring Horst’s whispers behind her, she crossed into Josef’s dingy carriage, where Rafe remained in a bad way.


    “The Bloodfangs are leaving us here,” she told Sara and Olivia, the latter springing to her feet from sitting upon one of many crates.


    “Leaving us here?” Olivia scoffed.


    “It’s a long story. In any case you should get back to your train before you’re stranded here with us. We could be stuck here until the end.”


    Sara was quick to declare, “Ah’m staying with Bruno.”


    “Me too,” Olivia breathlessly agreed.


    “Olivia!”


    “I’m not going without you.”


    Sara seethed, “Monty and Penny are expecting you!”


    “Well it won’t hurt if I’m a few days late. We just said we’d arrive soon. They’ll be dead busy preparing for the Summit anyway, Monty won’t even notice.”


    Janoah hiked her brows at both wolves, but addressed Olivia specifically. “My dear, I thought you were trying to escape?”


    “I am,” Olivia asserted, adding, “I was.”


    Janoah waited for more.


    Olivia continued, “But I’m here now. You know who I am, so I may as well stay with Sara and Bruno. I’m probably safer here with you than hiding amongst the Bloodfangs.”


    Janoah said nothing.


    “Well what about Linus?” Sara asked. “He must be in a right state.”


    “I’ve sent word via Vladimir,” Janoah replied, looking around the carriage. “Where’s Josef got to? He’s supposed to be looking after my Eisenwolf.”


    “He went into the van,” Olivia said with a shrug.


    “Ah. Fiddling with the suit, no doubt.”


    “Suit?”


    Janoah said nothing. Joining the girls by the sick Eisenwolf’s side, she stroked Rafe’s fevered brow. “Monty and Penny?” she purred afresh, head cocked. “Who’re they?”


    “Nobody,” Sara said simply, and all too quickly.


    “Nobodies that want to hide a dodger.”


    “They’re just old friends of ours. Farmers.”


    Janoah laughed at Sara’s transparent lies. “My dear, farmers don’t attend Summits,” she said, glaring at Olivia, “Do they? No, I’ve heard those names somewhere before.”


    The girls exchanged looks.


    Suddenly Josef Grau emerged from behind the van, wiping his greasy paws on an oily rag. “Are you talking about Montague Buttle?” he mewed. “That mad ginger cat?”


    Janoah blinked rapidly at the Doctor, “Friend of yours as well, is he?”


    “He’s no friend of mine! He’s that balloonist fool who’s always on the newsreels. Thinks we’re all going to sail about in his ridiculous, bloated contraptions.”


    “Balloonists?” Janoah pondered.


    “They’re nae ridiculous,” Sara defended. “Monty and Penny Buttle are visionaries.”


    Josef spat, “Visionaries? No, no, no, if beasts are ever to fly it is by emulating nature, not fighting it. When was the last time you saw a bee inflate itself and float from flower to flower? Never! They have wings and flap with skill and purpose. Heavier than air flight is the only way to fly effectively, none of this balloon nonsense.”


    “They’ve been very successful Ah’ll have ye know.”


    “Successful? All Monty’s dirigibles do is catch fire and crash! I understand he’s due to fly over the Summit as part of some self-promotional stunt.”


    Janoah repeated “Fly over the Summit?”


    “Yes,” Josef confirmed. “Don’t be surprised if he comes down in flames, as per usual-”


    “By Ulf!” Janoah woofed, slapping her brow. “That’s it! That’s how Amael’s going to do it!” Suddenly she lurched across the table, over the unconscious Rafe, and grasped Sara’s forearm. “Where are they?” she demanded of her.


    Sara squeaked, “Let go of me-”


    “Where do your friends keep this balloon? Answer me!”


    “At their farm. Why?”


    “Where, girl, the address! Spit it out!”


    “What? Ah, Ah don’t know exactly. It’s just called Rumney Farm. It’s… it’s in the middle of nowhere, Monty and Penny usually pick me up.” Sara thought for a moment, “It’s in Grunrose District. Ah can probably show ye on a map-”


    “Grunrose? That’s on the other side of Everdor!” Janoah spat.


    Releasing Sara, she ran for the door.


    “Where are you going now?” Josef demanded.


    Janoah stopped for nobody; there was no time. She strode through the ALPHA train as fast as dignity allowed, passing Prefects Grand and not, saluting the Alpha at his desk, blanking Horst, then on to the next carriage, past where Uther was being held, until she reached the door to the Bloodfang section of the train.


    It was gone!


    “Schmutz!” Janoah seethed.


    Peering through the door’s window, she watched the Bloodfang carriages ease away through the train yard, taking Vladimir and Linus with them. It can only just have decoupled.


    What now? Think Janoah! There must be someone else; someone who can follow your hunch up without raising the alarm and ruining all your careful positioning. Who? Who!


    Maybe. Could he? Yes, yes, maybe!


    Janoah rushed back through the now decoupled and powerless Alpha cars, the lamps lining the corridor flickering either side of her as the gas pressure from the engine faded and the last dregs of imperium energy were burnt off. She came upon Uther’s cell and the two prefects guarding him.


    “Marm,” they saluted.


    “Hello boys,” Janoah replied amiably, tapping the glass of a dying lamp. “Looks like the Alpha’s defaulted on his gas bill.”


    “Puh! The cheek of them Bloodfangs!”


    “Unbelievable that Balbus! He’s a tyrant, marm.”


    “We’ll show him yet,” Janoah assured, heading inside the cabin under a smokescreen of friendly banter – no questions were even asked.


    Once inside, Janoah closed the door and sat on Uther’s bed, causing him to wake in alarm and roll against the wall for fear of being dragged out and beaten senseless again.


    “Janoah,” he gulped, eyes darting. “Whatcha want?”


    No reply.


    “I… I signed me confession. I did what you asked. Just leave me alone. Please.”


    Janoah produced a sting from her cloak pocket. The bloodied, bedraggled Uther eyed it hungrily as the wolfess waved it to and fro.


    “You want to be a hero, Wild-heart?” she whispered. “Then shut up and listen, we’ve little time.”


    *


    Despite Amael’s latest fit of pique, which Linus had heard through his thin cabin door, it had taken a good half hour for the Bloodfangs to gain clearance from the officious Hummel train hogs at the station and actually get underway. To simply manoeuvre onto the main line again as if driving a mere car about town invited disaster by risking a collision with another train.


    Thus, despite dramatically decoupling, the Bloodfang train sat awhile within sight of the abandoned ALPHA carriages, both sides staring at one another through the windows in mutual disgust.


    At last, the Elder Train pulled away from the station, leaving ALPHA behind as Amael so desired.


    Linus fell back on his bed, exhausted. He almost wished Vladimir hadn’t confided in him, that he had instead remained ignorant of the great affairs swirling around him.


    He punched the bed and snarled with frustration, “Uther, you poor fool! How could you?”


    The cabin door opened. Rising from his bed, Linus was met with none other than Vladimir.


    “How are you?” the Grand Howler asked loftily, referring to Linus’s recent interrogation at the paws of Bloodfangs. “Weren’t too rough were they?”


    “They didn’t touch me,” Linus replied.


    “You said nothing?”


    “Not about Amael’s plot, if that’s what you mean.”


    Vladimir nodded appreciatively. “I dare say bringing Uther down saved your life,” he said. “And the Alpha witnessing your actions proves your innocence… for now. Had you stayed whimpering over Vito’s body, Amael could have blamed you for his murder and shot you here and now for expediency. Case closed. As it is, you’re a hero.”


    Gulping, Linus excused himself, “I-I-I need to check on the girls.”


    “Don’t bother,” Vladimir sniffed, subtly locking the door. “They’re gone.”


    “What?”


    “They’re back at the station.”


    “With ALPHA?” Linus woofed, looking out at the retreating station.


    Vladimir raised a paw, urging Linus to keep his voice down, “With Janoah, specifically. They’ll come to no harm, she’s promised to protect them.”


    “And you believed her?”


    “She’s protected you enough times, hasn’t she?”


    That was true, Linus had to admit. “But why?” he asked, at last keeping his voice in check. “What’s in it for her?”


    Vladimir sighed with hefty scepticism, “Janoah has it in her head that Sara can help her.”


    “How?”


    After a passing reluctance, Vladimir explained. “The Eisenwolf; Sara knows him… from before. Usually Janoah relies on Rafe’s nurse to manage him, but she’s back at HQ. Hopefully Sara can do something.”


    Scowling in bafflement, Linus shook his head a little, “W-what do you mean ‘manage him’?”


    It hadn’t escaped Vladimir’s notice that Linus had yet to address him as ‘sir’, but the Grand Howler put it down to the young wolf’s frazzled nerves – he’d had a trying time.


    “Rafe’s a basket-case,” Vladimir chirped. “Eisenwolves always are. The poisons in their blood push them to the edge of sanity, that’s the reason they’re illegal... or one reason. Not that ALPHA cares for that detail, even less does Janoah. In any case Rafe needs constant care. He’s particularly bad after being stung to the eyeballs, which his injuries have necessitated. His body will recover… but his mind is another matter.”


    Linus nodded. “They told me one of ALPHA’s wolves was attacked in the forest. Was that Rafe?”


    “Yes.”


    “I didn’t even know he was aboard.”


    “He was in disguise. We saw him at dinner. I’m not sure how he was able to suppress his corona so effectively, but there is a way, albeit an illegal one. Still, what’s legality to ALPHA?”


    Linus took a sharp breath and faced the cabin window, the trees rushing past like a horizontal green waterfall. “So, you told Janoah all about Sara and Olivia then?”


    “Boy, we’ve been confiding whenever possible; words passed in carriage hallways and coded messages slipped in pockets,” Vladimir sighed, no stranger to espionage. “We’ve built up our communication techniques over the years. Even a shoulder-barge from Janoah disguised as clumsy accident carries meaning to me these days.”


    “I-I-I had no idea, sir.”


    “Coming from a fool like you that’s not surprising and hardly a compliment,” Vladimir snorted. “Still, thanks to Amael’s stunt we’re on our own again for the time being. It’s just me and you until we get to Hummelton, and even then we may not see Janoah again before the curtain falls.”


    Linus looked to Vladimir, “What can we do?”


    “Watch, listen, wait,” he grunted, “and pray beasts elsewhere are faring better than us.”


    *


    It was some hours before Nurka and his hyenas dared emerge from the subterranean pool and hurry through the caves with the wounded upon their shoulders. The ants had dispersed, taking with them any sign of the Warden and his hogs, the area around the cave’s mouth being picked clean, save for discarded weapons and caps.


    “Search the area,” Nurka demanded of his troops.


    Tomek hurried into the orange evening light. To his silent dismay Helmut’s body had vanished. Perhaps the ants had carried him off with the rest of the spoils. Trying not to think about Helmut being carved up and fed to squirming ant grubs, Tomek stood where he had fallen and removed his stripy Gelb prisoner’s cap in respect.


    A recognisably hefty paw clapped on the young wolf’s muscled shoulder. It was Madou. The hyena grunted stoically.


    Tomek said nothing, but nodded.


    With the cave secured, Rufus, Zozizou and the other wounded were laid out by some rocks and seen to despite Red-mist’s insistence that they get clear of the ant nest before a scout discovered them.


    “They’ll keep… checking the area,” he seethed. “Until they’re sure it’s safe.”


    “Shut up and sit still,” Noss chided, removing Rufus’s bloodied mantle and assessing his condition. The jaws of the ants had cut him to ribbons, but Noss sensed a deeper malaise – the rot. The blast Red-mist had administered to the ants to remove them from his wolfen self had left him in serious trouble.


    “You need a sting,” Noss advised.


    “Nurka… only has… chunta.”


    “And what’s wrong with chunta? Never did me any harm! Hahahahaaa!”


    Rufus could but scoff humorously.


    Noss chuckled too. “By the way, Red-mist,” he said, “your left shoulder is dislocated.”


    “I know.”


    “I’ll see to it-”


    “Don’t!” Rufus barked.


    “Relax. I might be mad, but I haven’t forgotten how to reset a put-out shoulder. I’ll be as gentle as a summer breeze.”


    Somehow Noss’s wild purple eyes didn’t fill Rufus with confidence, but his shoulder had to be put back and the sooner the better. A quick nod set matters in motion and Noss to work. Casimir and some nearby hyenas watched curiously as the prince took Rufus’s left arm and manipulated it out to one side and back again with extreme slowness and absolute care. There was nothing fast or brutal about it, no crack of bone or sinew, only a slight growl and flinch from the patient as his shoulder slotted back into its rightful place.


    His work apparently done, Noss lay Rufus’s ruddy arm across his grey chest. “See? It’s no trouble putting right a delicate wolfen body like yours.”


    Rufus huffed back, “This delicate wolfen body could put you through a wall.”


    “Hahahahaaaa! I don’t doubt it.”


    The banter between their prince and Red-mist both alarmed and fascinated the on-looking hyenas. That Noss could be so informal with a wolf, even going so far as to clean and dress his wounds, caused much confusion and whispering. Some turned to their chief for guidance and he gave it, dismissing their concerns.


    “Prince Noss honours our guest,” Nurka explained, “as we all should; he has saved our lives.”


    Rufus clocked everything, every look, every gesture, every word, assessing Noss’s standing amongst the hyenas compared to Nurka – thus far not encouraging, Nurka seemed superior.


    There was more bad news.


    “I’m sorry,” Casimir said, drawing Rufus’s ears and eyes. “He’s slipped away from us.”


    It was to Chakaa Madou whom Casimir spoke.


    They were both crouched over Zozizou, who looked in no way changed, except that he lie utterly and unnaturally still. His wild mane stuck out from his bandaged head at crazy angles in death as in life. All through the caves Madou had bore him on his shoulders, all though Gelb in fact, propping up his weaker cousin with extra imperium rations, embers and food, and all for nought.


    He was dead.


    Reading events from afar, Nurka approached and comforted Madou with a simple paw on the shoulder.


    “He’d become a miserable gazer,” Madou sniffed, wiping his broad nose with a spotty forearm, “but he was still my cousin. We grew up together, you know, on the Reservation. He was my best friend. We did everything together.”


    “I remember, Madou.”


    “I should’ve protected him; I’m a Chakaa!”


    “It’s not your fault-”


    “By the Wind!” Madou seethed, running a despairing paw through his short mane. “I thought he was going to make it. I thought it was just a bump to the head.” He kicked at the pebbles, “Graaagh!”


    Nurka grabbed Madou and took him to one side. Before the chief could administer a pep-talk, as the watching Rufus suspected he would, some hyenas hurried back from patrol with news. Whatever information they carried escaped Rufus’s sharp wolfen ears, but not Tomek’s. The young wolf sped off ahead of everyone, Madou and the other hyenas following behind.


    “What’s going on?” Rufus asked Noss.


    “Nothing good, Red-mist,” the prince replied grimly.


    Directed by what he’d overheard, Tomek rounded some rocky outcrops and came across a scene of devastation. Twenty or so hyena bodies were piled up, their fur and clothes matted with blood. Even from a distance Tomek’s nostrils flared at the acrid, heady fumes of imperium fuel. The bodies had been doused in it and the fuel can itself was lying nearby – as was a familiarly enormous hog.


    “Helmut!” Tomek woofed, skidding to a halt in the dust beside his friend and cradling his bloody, fuel-drenched head. “Helmut! Helmut, is me, Tomek.”


    The big hog’s beady eyes eased open. “Tomek… lad,” he wheezed, blood frothing on his lips and tusks.


    It looked bad.


    “Yes, is me,” Tomek said, smiling. “I’m here.”


    “I thought… you were all goners,” Helmut gulped, looking about with just his eyes. “I heard ‘em. They… they were gonna burn me. My fellow hogs. But yon giant ants came… killed ‘em all.” He frowned, “Didn’t t-t-touch me, though.”


    “Is the fuel; ants not like it,” Tomek beamed, checking Helmut over and wincing. “We get you fixed up now.”


    “Huh! D-d-don’t b-be daft, lad.”


    “Is not daft-”


    “Lad, I c-c-can’t even breathe,” Helmut rasped, grabbing Tomek’s arm. “Just… s-sss-sit with me. Stay… ‘til I go. Quiet like.”


    “Helmut-”


    “Nah… nah… chin up, mate. Smile.”


    At length Tomek nodded, though his smiling lips quavered. The stocky Madou crunched over and loomed behind.


    “You two… look out f-fff-fer each other,” Helmut told them, looking mostly to Tomek. “Don’t… do anything s-sss-silly, Tomek. You get th-through this, fer me.”


    A nod.


    Helmut’s eyes shut a little, then opened, “Rufe?”


    Tomek croaked, “He’s fine, Helmut.”


    “Good… that wolf’s… right good ‘un. S-sss-stick with….”


    Breathing shallow, Helmut turned his eyes to clouds, their undersides lit by the setting sun in shades of red and yellow, their shadows blue and purple.


    “Look, lad…. ‘Tis like… imperium.”


    It was some minutes before Prince Noss slowly rounded the rocks and took in the grim scene of two dozen dead hyenas. Tomek and Madou stood over Helmut, the wolf with his cap in paw.


    Nurka went to his Prince. “They were going to burn them heaped up like logs!” he rasped of the fallen hyenas. Nursing his head a moment, he composed himself, “The hog was able to make his peace, my Prince.”


    “That hog saved my life,” Noss breathed. “I’d be down the bottom of Gelb’s chasms but for him.”


    “I know.”


    “Set out our brothers properly and return them to the Sky,” the prince decreed. “But Helmut goes into the ground, that is the hoggish custom. We will honour it.”


    Nurka nodded, “Of course, my Prince.”


    Some hyenas came up behind Noss. Bowing low in the dust to him, they addressed Nurka foremost, “Chief, it’s the Warden.”


    “Warden?”


    “Themba has found him, down in the stream.”


    They pointed away from the cave – in a trice, the furious Madou heard, saw and was away, tearing across the pebbly erde and scrabbling up and over the grey hills opposite the cave mouth!


    “Madou!” Nurka barked.


    Growling, the chief gave chase. Cresting with difficulty the loose hills he stopped and looked down upon a shallow river in a small valley. Themba and several hyenas were standing around an upturned limo in the midst of the shimmering water; a cloaked wolf lay at spear-point, half in, half out of the misshapen vehicle.


    Battling to stay upright and not tumble head over tail, Nurka started downhill. Half running, half sliding, he descended the pebbly slope, causing something of a landslide – no doubt the loose piles were leftover from mining operations decades ago.


    “Themba, stop!”


    Down in the stream, Themba heard Nurka well enough, but ignored him. “What shall I do with this worm?” he asked Madou, poking the Warden with the butt of his hammer. The broken wolf lay half submerged in the shallows, spitting water and blood, his legs still within the mangled car from which he had crawled.


    Stepping into the stream, the dishevelled Madou glanced behind at Nurka, then said to Themba, “My cousin’s dead.”


    Themba snorted, “Little Zozizou?”


    A tearful nod.


    Silently, Themba offered Madou his hammer, but Madou shook his head. “I might… miss,” he rasped, feeling his collared throat, which was constricting from sheer rage.


    Themba nodded once and raised his hammer. “In the name of the Jua-mata, I sentence you to death!”


    “No… p-p-p-please!” the Warden spluttered.


    “Themba!” Nurka pealed across the waters.


    No. Not this time. In a trice, Themba of the Jua-mata brought his weapon down with a mighty metallic thump and sickening crack; the Warden’s eisenglanz helmet no protection against the blow of a kristahl hammer. Blood seeped into the fast-flowing water from the deformed helmet’s every orifice, whilst imperious sparks played over its surface.


    “Justice is done,” Themba declared simply.


    Then Nurka arrived, his paws latching onto Themba’s labyrinthine cloak and pulling him all about to the metallic tinkle of belt buckles and body-piercings on both sides.


    “By the Wind, must you smash everything?” he bellowed. “Have you no brains at all in that big empty head?”


    He pushed Themba away, lest he punched him out.


    “He killed Zozizou and all the others!” Themba defended, his chin raised proudly. “What else would you have me do? Spare him? This is no time for mercy!”


    Nurka’s purple eyes narrowed. “He knew where the white-imperium cache was. He’s been siphoning it off Gelb shipments and sending it to Amael all this time, so he must have known where to send it, at least.”


    Themba and Madou stood in silence, perhaps unable to grasp Nurka’s point.


    “We could’ve had it!” the latter seethed, his dark fingers gnarling beneath his chin. “We could’ve stolen the white-imperium from under their noses.”


    “But it’s no use to us, Nurka!” Themba dismissed. “It is sacred-”


    “I’d have returned it to Mother Erde and denied Amael using it to fuel his Howlers against the tribes later, you fool! But you… you just had to go and….”


    Unable to continue for his searing rage the chief turned to the setting sun peeping through the rolling mountains. Its calming disc proved no comfort.


    “Chief, I’m sorry,” Madou grunted guiltily. “I didn’t know.”


    “Exactly!” Themba seconded. “Perhaps you should tell us all these plans you have, Nurka! We are not mind-readers. If I had but known the Warden was so important-”


    “If I had,” Nurka interrupted, “Madou here would have told the wolves everything under duress and all would be lost now! Must I carry the burden of your stupidity always? Can you not stop and think for a moment?”


    Nursing his aching head, Nurka stormed through the water towards the bank.


    Prince Noss was waiting there. Eyeing the Warden’s crumpled remains, he said, “Can you blame them?”


    Nurka exhaled in passing, “No, my Prince,” and dejectedly climbed the pebbly bank, leaving Madou and Themba to wallow in the shame of their chief’s contempt.


    *


    “Marm!”


    Lying on her bed in her full regalia, Janoah lowered the book she was reading by brooch-light to peer at the wide-eyed Prefect panting in the cabin doorway. “What?” she urged him.


    “The assassin, marm. He’s gone!”


    Tossing her book aside, Janoah followed the panicked Prefect through the motionless and increasingly dingy ALPHA carriages, for they had no imperium power to light them without an engine and night was fast drawing in.


    They arrived at the cabin where Uther Bloodfang was being held. Or not, as it turned out. Uther’s cabin was instead home to a pair of writhing Prefects, their paws and feet bound by Howler-wire and muzzles tied shut. One of them had been stripped of his mantle, tunic and helmet, the other his greaves, boots and gaiters. Janoah wasn’t sure which wolf looked more embarrassed.


    “Search the surrounding countryside,” she directed the other Prefects calmly. “Use lethal force if need be.”


    Orders given, Janoah moseyed inside and attended to one of the restrained Prefects, removing his gag. “What happened?” she growled, as if she didn’t know.


    “Uther just… c-c-came at us, marm, like lightning!” the young wolf spluttered. “He started groaning so… so I came inside and he’d gone. Then pow! He dropped down from nowhere and blasted me in the chest. The next thing I know we’re both in here. I thought I was a goner!”


    “All right, all right, calm down; nobody’s blaming you,” Janoah soothed. “When did this happen?”


    “Ages ago, marm. It… it was when the Bloodfangs ditched us here, not long after you questioned him again. He’ll be long gone by now.”


    “He can’t get far; he’s wounded.”


    “That’s what I don’t get!” the Prefect whined. “I thought he was messed up bad. How could he jump us like that? Where’d he get the energy? It’s like someone slipped him a sting.”


    “It’s my fault,” Janoah said, as if about to confess, but of course doing no such thing. “I underestimated him,” she sighed. “Horst was right. I should’ve left him bound up like a bug in a meat market. Instead I pitied an old comrade like the soft, foolish wolfess I am. Don’t worry, boys, I’ll take the heat for this.”


    *


    Luckily Grand Prefect Horst was attending to the small matter of flagging down the Eisbrand Elder Train and missed the bad news. Janoah felt she could stand the Alpha’s fury without Horst there to fan the flames, provided Duncan was on paw to dampen them, which he was.


    “By the stars, Janoah!” the Alpha shouted from behind his desk. “Uther was the reason Amael abandoned us here and now we don’t even have him to show for it!”


    “Yes, my Alpha,” Janoah said. “Though… Amael would have seized upon any excuse to get rid of us-”


    “That’s not the point, is it?”


    “No, my Alpha.”


    “He was our star witness against Amael. Now he’s gone!”


    Silence.


    “This is ridiculous,” the Alpha grumbled. “This entire excursion has been one disaster after another!” he went on, his voice rising with every word. “Why do I even bother? Why didn’t I just stay a corrupt, money-grabbing, indolent Howler like everybody else instead of sticking my neck above the parapet and trying to change what Ulf clearly thinks is best for his people; a city of squalor and crime lorded over by droolers like Vito!”


    Slamming his pen down the Alpha buried his white face in his brown paws.


    By Ulf, it’s like watching Amael throw one of his tantrums, Janoah thought; two wolves trying to achieve peace and harmony in Lupa yet somehow worlds apart. Ulf mocks me. If Duncan wasn’t here I could explain my actions, that I set Uther free to chase down my hunch, but Duncan could be a traitor.


    It could be anyone, except the Alpha.


    Traitor or not, Janoah was hoping the amiable Duncan might step in and calm the Alpha down like he always did. However, the intense lights of a huge train beamed through the windows and slewed across the dark carriage, rousing everyone’s attention.


    “That’s them,” Duncan said, recognising the great snowflake crest of the Eisbrands adorning the train’s circular face. And what a train! Painted pale blue and clean as a whistle, the great wheels plated with gold – it put the Bloodfang’s grubby engine to shame.


    For a horrifying moment Thorvald’s fabulous engine appeared to pass by, as if somehow shunning the Alpha on principle – seeing that cretin Horst waving from the trackside would be impetus enough, Janoah supposed. But no, brakes screamed, carriages slowed and bright interiors came into sharp focus as the Eisbrand’s home away from home eased into dock amidst swathes of vented ash.


    “It’s up to Horst to bluster his way through now,” the Alpha said.


    “Aye, he’s the master,” Duncan chuckled, moving to the window to watch. “There he goes. Look at him.”


    Curious, Janoah joined Duncan by the windows and watched Horst stride across the opposite side of the station with several Prefects in tow, helmet on, medals jingling at his chest, venting officiousness. He reached the leading carriage and rapped on the door.


    “Open up! Open up in the name of the Republic! This is an emergency!”


    The door opened up all right, and out tumbled several Eisbrand Den Guards, surrounding Horst and the drab black Prefects in a ring of long, blue surcoats and glittering gold and silver armour. Horst raised his paw to keep his wolves from drawing their swords or anything so foolish.


    A final and most imposing Eisbrand Howler appeared in the door; Horst could sense his powerful corona. “What’s the meaning of this Prefect?” the Howler growled, the word Prefect dripping through his silvery helmet grille with contempt.


    “Grand Prefect, if you will,” Horst corrected.


    “Queen of Butterflies for all I care, now say your piece.”


    Containing his rage, the Prefect raised his chin, “I must speak to Den Father Thorvald.”


    “The Den Father is indisposed and cannot be disturbed. Speak to me or else.”


    Horst raised his ALPHA-marked envelope, as if it were a hall pass. “I carry a letter from the Alpha himself for Thorvald alone. This is a matter of national security. It would not be wise to obstruct me, Howler.”


    The affronted Eisbrand snorted, but said nothing. He secretly looked past Horst to the station, searching for clues as to the nature of this emergency. The ALPHA carriages, being without power and shunted into the siding opposite, were dark and obscure, looking like abandoned carriages amongst the rest of the run-down station’s detritus. It looked for all the world as if Horst had appeared from thin air.


    “I heard a rumour,” the Eisbrand said loftily, “that the Alpha was too poor to run his own engine and had hitched a ride with mad old Vito and his backward Bloodfangs. Is that true, Grand Prefect?”


    Horst lowered the letter. “Den Father Vito is dead, I’ll have you know! Furthermore if we at ALPHA are too poor it’s because the packs, in their infinite wisdom, do not fund us adequately. Ulf knows we do not squander our budget on pretty uniforms and vast banquets like some!”


    The Eisbrand raised a silencing paw. “Vito’s dead?”


    Horst explained, “Assassinated, mere hours ago. Now… are you going to let me through, or do I go back to the Alpha and explain I was unable to convey his correspondence to Thorvald Strom at this most perilous hour because of the petty officiousness of his bureaucrats?”


    Back in the Alpha’s dark carriage, Duncan clapped his paws once. “Och! He’s in.”


    “Naturally,” Adal said.


    Why it was the Alpha couldn’t just go across and solicit Thorvald himself was at once ridiculous and yet completely necessary. It was a matter of front. No Den Father would go begging for an audience; they sent lesser beasts. To be taken seriously the Alpha had to play the same game as the big boys, anything less would reduce him to a laughing stock. Only inside ALPHA’s unassuming halls were such protocols considered outdated.


    This Janoah knew, so it surprised her somewhat when, after a good five minutes, Horst emerged from the Eisbrand carriages with Thorvald Strom himself. The Den Father looked magnificent in his full glittering knight’s panoply, flanked by a shield of ferocious Den Guards.


    They crossed the dark, deserted station platform, Horst chatting and gesturing all the way; Thorvald nothing much.


    “He’s coming over!” Duncan woofed in horror, turning to the Alpha, who remained at his desk.


    “Horst?” Adal asked.


    “Aye, and Thorvald!”


    “What? But Strom can’t see us like this!”


    “Well he’s coming, Adal!”


    “For the love of Ulf, Horst, what’ve you done?” the Alpha complained rhetorically, donning his helmet and tidying his cloak. “This is absurd. Get some lanterns in here. Quickly!”


    Janoah was on it, rushing across into Josef’s carriage and returning with some imperium lanterns from the cat’s ample supplies, she hung them about the Alpha’s mobile office so that Thorvald could at least see where he was going without resorting to his brooch.


    Just in time. The door at the far end opened and Horst clambered inside, followed by Thorvald.


    “Stay here,” the Den Father was heard to tell his guards, refusing them entry. They protested, but Thorvald cut them down without delay. “This is a private matter! You will not insult Den Prefect Adal by questioning my safety in his presence. Stay here!”


    Slamming the door on his contrite followers, Thorvald bade Horst to lead him down the corridor and into the Alpha’s office. As they entered Adal stood up from his desk, whilst Duncan and Janoah looked on from a respectful distance, paws behind their backs. Everyone exchanged nods and salutes, Thorvald fist to chest and out, albeit casually, everyone else the even more casual ALPHA salute.


    Casting those Eisbrand-blue eyes about the lantern-lit carriage in obvious curiosity, Thorvald said nothing disparaging about ALPHA’s predicament whatever his private thoughts – wolves had long said of Strom that he was a class act.


    “Den Father Thorvald,” came the stocky Alpha, walking round his desk to greet the much taller Eisbrand.


    “Den Prefect Adal,” Thorvald replied, clearing his throat and looking back at the others.


    Understanding at once, Adal nodded at Horst.


    Horst leant forward as if hard of hearing, “Yes, my Alpha?”


    “Leave us,” Adal seethed, flicking a paw.


    “Oh!”


    Horst, Duncan and Janoah took their leave. This really was a private matter, distilled right down to the highest office in Lupa. Den Prefect and Den Father were going to hash out a deal without any prying ears – an illegal deal, and everyone knew it.


    The lustre of ALPHA’s self-professed purity was scuffed just a little that night.

  


  
    
  

    Codex: ALPHA


     


    Every pack has Provosts, Howlers that investigate and prosecute their own for crimes such as imperium skimming, murder and general abuse of their rights, but these pack-based internal investigators are open to bribes and bias, and even straight ones are often unable to bring charges against powerful Elders without putting their careers, even their lives, in danger.


    The last Howler war, simply called ‘The War’ by this generation, came about because of the overreaching of the Howlers. Their cruelty towards little beasts in the form of heavy taxation, even downright theft and casual murder, led eventually to an explosion of violence – a rebellion. This rebellion, which began in the once contested Common Ground of Lupa and spread outwards, sparked an inter-pack war which lasted a decade. Lupa’s heart was levelled in the conflict.


    Once peace was restored, the Den Fathers met and agreed to form a multilateral regulatory body overseen and funded by all the packs. Thus ALPHA was born, the Agency for Lupan Peace and Howler Accountability.


    ALPHA’s independent ‘Prefects’ were granted the power to investigate errant Howlers, even Elders, across all packs equally and bring charges against them to a special court comprised of representatives from every pack. To this day ALPHA cannot punish, but they can bring a Howler’s crimes to undoubted light.


    By eliminating self-interested and corrupt courts, it was hoped, and still is by ALPHA’s advocates, that no one Elder will again be allowed to overreach himself, that no Howler shall go unpunished, that no little beast feel wronged without recourse, thus dampening the same simmering resentment that led to the last war.


    As for the devastated Common Ground, or Common, it was given to ALPHA to rebuild and maintain, since no other pack had any undoubted claim to it. Always a lawless place, the Common has since become a truly neutral territory where Howlers of every pack meet and mingle with impunity, leaving their troubles, but not their wallets, at the checkpoints. ALPHA makes little money from the Common, and the grants they rely upon dwindle with each passing Summit as the Den Fathers, under pressure from disgruntled Howlers tired of being investigated, pull ever tighter on the purse strings.


    Unless ALPHA can prove itself, its current administrator, the popular impartialist and renowned recipient of the Imperium Heart, Adal Weiss, may well be the organisation’s first and last Den Prefect to dare self-style himself as ‘The Alpha’.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 45


     


    Grand Prefect Silvermane wandered around the stark interrogation room, flipping through the pages of a file.


    “Tristan Eisbrand Donskoy,” he said, “Born at 422 Radoslav Avenue. Twenty-one years old. Parents deceased. No close family. Ah… but of course there’s your good cousin Ivan, the so-called ‘Blade-dancer’.” Closing the file, Silvermane stood at the head of the rack and looked down on the restrained Tristan. “What epithet do you deserve, ‘Imperium-peddler’, ‘Hyena-lover’, ‘Destroyer of Lupa?’”


    “The Alpha is the one who’ll destroy Lupa,” Tristan seethed from the rack, twisting his bound paws. “Don’t… think wolves can’t see his transparent ambition.”


    “The Alpha’s ambition, traitor, is to root out the likes of you before you plunge our fair city into the chaos of war as we suffered not so very long ago! Your parents died in that war, as did mine and countless other beasts of every race, sex and creed, afflicted or not! Yet you wish to repeat the mistakes of the past and tear things down with violence. I admit Lupa must change, we at ALPHA believe in equality for all, even the belligerent hyenas must eventually be accepted-”


    “Pfff!” Tristan scoffed.


    “But it will come at a well-defined pace, with debate and law guiding citizen and Howler alike, not anarchy!”


    “The hyenas can’t wait!” Tristan growled. “They are being massacred. Whole camps pitched into mass graves and at least some of the Den Fathers must know of it.”


    “Nonsense.”


    “I’ve seen evidence.”


    Reaching into his black cloak Silvermane unfolded a crumpled sheet of paper. “Like this pamphlet?” he snorted, waving it about. “Hyena propaganda, produced by THORN to gain sympathy. It does not convince.”


    Tristan turned his cheek, “I know beasts who have seen it with their own eyes. I believe them-”


    “So you believe our race so vile we could do such things? Is that the state of your faith in wolfkind? What a disillusioned and sad individual you are. You disgust me.”


    Silvermane raised his paw at the ‘doctor’ in a lab coat standing over the same control panel where Josef usually worked the dials. He looked for all the world like Josef, except wolfen. He was even wearing the same tinted glasses – it helped to protect the eyes from the glare of the rack, apparently.


    “Doctor Maher’s new here,” Silvermane claimed. “He’s not as proficient with the rack as Josef. There’s no telling what might go wrong. Isn’t that right Doctor?”


    Maher cleared his throat, “Well I’m actually-”


    “Your eyes could explode out of your head!” Silvermane interrupted, leaning close to Tristan’s ears. “Oh, I’ve seen it happen. I know I’m not much older than you, but I’ve seen many things you wouldn’t believe, Donskoy.”


    Tristan closed his eyes and laughed darkly, “If it means I won’t have to look up your nostrils for another two hours then by all means throw the switch and boil out my eyes!”


    Silvermane huffed, then stood up straight. “For the last time, tell us what you know of Amael’s plot. Name the conspirators. Testify against them. Save innocent lives, Tristan. You know it’s the right thing to do!”


    “I… know… nothing.”


    “You must. You admitted it to Janoah.”


    “That poisonous wolfess will say whatever she needs to garner her career.”


    “You tried to shoot yourself to avoid capture. Rafe stopped you. He corroborated Janoah’s version of events-”


    “You think Janoah can’t school that slobbering monster into saying whatever she wants? He’s her slave. Besides, getting rid of me has been on her to-do list for years. She hates me, always has, and Ivan too. Anyone who turns her husband’s eye away from her for a second she can’t stand.”


    Silvermane was surprised. “Rufus? You mean… you were one of his betas?”


    Tristan’s grey and white muzzle twisted and wrinkled in disgust. “Briefly.”


    “Goodness me. Quite the accolade.”


    “I was a foolish cub, but even I had the sense to know he was just using me. Rufus takes what he wants and moves on, he thinks only of himself! My cousin’s a fool for putting up with him. Still he lingers on at Riddle District, begging for a wink of approval or a pat on the back from his ‘alpha’ when Rufus has no more interest in him these days than he would a dusty vase on his mantelpiece. Perhaps now Rufus is down in Gelb, Ivan will finally wake up and come home to Eisbrand, where he belongs.”


    Silvermane smacked his lips, “Rufus Valerio is no longer down in Gelb, but up in Ulf’s Kingdom.”


    After a moment, Tristan frowned, “What?”


    “He was executed. What’s more your cousin has been implicated in the assassination of Vito Bloodfang and the murder of several Den Guards just this morning. Did you know that was to occur?”


    Silvermane’s news took some time to sink in. “No!” Tristan seethed. “Why in the world would Ivan....” He couldn’t even finish his sentence, starting another instead, “That’s impossible. This can’t be right! You’re lying! You have to be lying-”


    “I do not appreciate being called a liar!” Silvermane interrupted, as loudly as his silky voice could. “Nor do I appreciate the slander of my fellow Prefects. Janoah is an exemplary Prefect and I will take her word over yours any day. She knows you have a spy in the Bloodfangs, she knows they work for THORN. Tell us who they are.”


    “Go cry at the moon, you ALPHA maggot! I’ve nothing to say to lying scum like you!”


    Huffing, Silvermane nodded at Maher.


    The switch was thrown, dials turned, the rack did its terrible work. Tristan twisted and screamed as the imperium in his blood burned.


    “Grrrrrfgh!”


    Silvermane waved a paw, the torture stopped as quickly as it’d begun.


    So soon. Why?


    As the panting Tristan came back down to Erde from his paroxysm of pain he saw someone standing in the doorway to the torture chamber.


    It was Grand Prefect Nikita!


    “Silvermane,” he said, “there is phone call for you.”


    “I’m too busy-”


    “For Adal even?” Nikita insisted in his broken dialect. “He has important news. Go; I take over here.”


    After some time, as if unduly reluctant to leave Tristan in the middle of the interrogation, Silvermane told Doctor Maher to, “Stay here and assist the Grand Prefect, I’ll be back momentarily.”


    Maher nodded.


    Walking briskly past Nikita into the stark ALPHA HQ corridors beyond, Silvermane happened across Nurse Meryl, who was going about her duties in the other direction.


    The demure nurse proffered a lacklustre salute, “Grand Prefect Silver-!”


    Silvermane took her to one side and whispered, “Watch them, Miss Stroud.”


    “I beg your pardon?”


    “I’ll be as fast as I can. Just keep an eye on Nikita, make sure he doesn’t do anything… strange.”


    “Strange?”


    “Please. I trust you.”


    Reading Silvermane’s desperate eyes through his helmet, Meryl nodded, “I understand.”


    The Grand Prefect left her, striding down the hall and out of sight, rushing to his office as fast as dignity allowed.


    The interrogation room door creaked shut. Mind and heart racing, Meryl crept along to the window and peered in on Nikita, Doctor Maher, and the helpless Tristan who was bound to the terrible rack. The glass was mirrored their side so nobody could see the little nurse as she spied on events, unable to hear much, but quite able to see everything.


    What did Silvermane expect might happen?


    Inside, Nikita walked over to Tristan and patted the young wolf’s head – fondly if Meryl didn’t know better. He then glided swiftly to the control panel.


    “You are new here?” he asked Maher. “Doctor Josef send for you, no?”


    “Yes, sir,” Maher replied, tugging proudly at his coat lapels. “I was one of his star pupils at the Ark. We’ve been in close contact for years, ever since-”


    “You know how to rack a beast?” Nikita interrupted.


    “I’ve some experience yes. That’s why Josef sent for me. He doesn’t trust many beasts with his machinery. This new rack is marvellous. It’s far more efficient than the old ones and much less dangerous for the, uhm… ‘patient’.”


    Maher chuckled.


    Nikita didn’t. He shooed the doctor aside and immediately twiddled some dials. “It work the same way, yes?”


    “More or less,” Maher said, adding, “Careful now.”


    Nikita explained himself. “Silvermane has been too long interrogating this traitor. The Summit begins tomorrow. We do not have time to be gentle anymore. I will extract the information where he’s failed.”


    Maher watched the Grand Prefect crank the dials all the way up into the red.


    “Uh, you mustn’t go that high, sir,” Maher advised nervously.


    “No?”


    “That’ll kill him. Immediately.”


    “Good. I do not want him to suffer long.”


    “What?”


    The panting Tristan lifted his head from the rack and twisted to see and hear better what was happening. “Nikita?” he grunted, eyes darting to and fro. “Nikita? What’re doing?”


    “Goodbye, Tristan. I thank you.”


    “What? No… no wait, you can’t! I… I haven’t said anything. They’ve nothing on me. I swear!”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “Nikita! Please! I-Ahhhaaaaghaaaaaagh!”


    The switch was thrown, the rack burst into light, streaks of cruel purple plasma erupted from the rack and struck at Tristan’s writhing body. So fierce were the bolts that they carved burning paths of shrivelled, smouldering fur wherever they struck.


    “Are you insane?” Maher shouted over the cracks and pops of the rack. He barged Nikita aside and went for the dials. “Get away from there-agh!”


    In a flash, Nikita cupped a big paw to the side of Maher’s face and blasted the wolf across the room with a good old-fashioned discharge of natural imperious plasma.


    The doctor slid to a stop by the door, which someone immediately opened, pushing Maher’s quivering carcass aside with shuddering effort.


    Nurse Meryl.


    “Get out, wolfess!” Nikita commanded her.


    Knowing she had no hope of reaching the controls, Meryl ran across to the pipes connecting the rack to the imperium gas mains and simply twisted a big, red lever-shaped valve.


    Within seconds the machinery hissed and shut down, the lights winking out and dials returning to zero. Tristan collapsed about the rack, a quivering mass of smouldering fur.


    Meryl stood protectively by the valve. Nikita held the controls – a standoff.


    Footsteps thundered down the hallway outside.


    “You care about your young Eisenwolf,” the Grand Prefect said – it wasn’t a question.


    Meryl remained stock-still, grey ears pricked.


    “If you want him surviving the coming change you will corroborate my story, Miss Stroud,” Nikita threatened.


    Meryl said nothing for a time. Words formed on her dry tongue but before they could come to anything of meaning several Prefects scrabbled into the interrogation room, boots squeaking on the floor, swords and pistols at the ready.


    “Grand Prefect?” one gasped, glancing between all concerned – Nikita, Meryl and the downed Maher.


    Nikita raised a paw. “Is all right,” he said calmly. “Doctor Maher went mad.”


    “Mad, sir?”


    “We were interrogating suspect when Maher try to kill him with rack. Perhaps he is in league with conspirators and was trying to silence him.” Nikita looked to Meryl. “Nurse Stroud shut down rack just in time.”


    The Prefects believed Nikita regardless of Meryl, who in the end needn’t nod or corroborate a thing. One of the wolves checked Maher’s pulse.


    “He’s dead, sir!”


    Nikita sighed, “Ulf’s fangs. I did not mean to. I just had to stop him as fast as I could.”


    Sensing it was safe to do so, Meryl moved to the trembling Tristan and peeled open the Howler’s eyelids, revealing first his green and then his blue eye; both were dilated.


    “Tristan?” Meryl said. “Howler Tristan, stay with me!”


    No reply. Foam began to form on his lips as his powerful body tensed fitted, tugging at the restraints.


    Looking first at Nikita, then the Prefects, Meryl said, “We have to get him to the infirmary; he’s having a seizure.”


    Silvermane returned to the corridor just as Meryl and the Prefects wheeled Tristan out on a stretcher. The nurse looked meaningfully at Silver in passing but revealed nothing verbally, for Nikita appeared in the doorway behind, watching, listening.


    Silvermane kept walking, until he was beside his fellow Grand Prefect.


    “What happened here?” he asked Nikita.


    “Maher; he try to kill the prisoner,” Nikita replied calmly, pointing at the doctor’s curled-up body.


    To which Silvermane scoffed, “What?”


    “I am unfamiliar with this machinery, Silver. I did not realise Maher was turning up dials too high. Nurse Stroud, she come by just in time. She tried to stop Maher, but he kept on going. So I had to stop him… permanently.”


    “I see. He’s dead, then?”


    A simple nod and shrug – only a war-hardened wolf like Nikita could be so blasé about killing. “He must have been sent by Amael Balbus and the conspirators,” he claimed.


    Silvermane sighed, “We’ll never know now.”


    “Unfortunate, but I had no choice.”


    “Of course, of course.”


    Nikita moved on with shocking speed, “What did Adal want?”


    Silvermane’s mind still reeled like a ship tossed by a hurricane. I need to talk to Miss Stroud. What exactly happened; was it Nikita doing? “He wants us to let Howler Tristan go,” Silver said, with no hint of the turmoil within.


    Another nod, as if Nikita were wholly unsurprised. “I thought he was your prime suspect?”


    “That’s neither here nor there; the Alpha’s managed to strike a deal with Thorvald Strom.”


    “Deal?”


    Silvermane explained, “Tristan’s freedom for a lift to the Summit; they want it done tonight.”


    “That might be difficult, he’s in bad way.”


    “Then Meryl had better be allowed to give him some white-imperium. I’ll make the arrangements immediately.”


    Another nod, and a question, “What are our chances of stopping this conspiracy, Silver?”


    Silvermane looked Nikita in the eye, “Oh, we’re not finished yet. Not by a long shot.”


    *


    Under the cover of night, the hooded Ivan slipped out of the woods like an apparition and crossed the dirt road in a trice, pressing his back to the stone wall opposite. The red-imperium fangs adorning his helmet’s white cheeks had been blotted out with a little sticky mud – one could dull them by suppressing one’s corona, but Ivan hadn’t trusted his concentration to hold all evening.


    Headlights!


    With an imperious bound Ivan silently scaled the wall and vaulted over into the farm complex beyond before the vehicle’s light struck him.


    It drove by, a truck by the sounds; probably nothing more than a civilian about their business. Hummel Howlers hunting assassins would descend on smart thrumming monobikes like any other pack, not dirty great trucks.


    Relieved, Blade-dancer checked his rough map by red brooch light and took in the abandoned smallholding. This must be the place. There were several run-down wooden livestock buildings that must have once housed silkworms or the like and a stone farmhouse that had fallen into ruin, its thatched roof a collection of gaping wounds.


    No lights, no activity, no life.


    Good.


    Ivan stole across the courtyard and cautiously entered the dilapidated farmhouse. The door was stiff with sheets of web, but a quick search by brooch light turned up no obvious spiders, just wispy cobwebs flapping at the windows like ethereal curtains. What little furniture remained was either upturned or broken, save for a kitchen table that was shrouded in dust and a cosy-looking chair by the collapsed fireplace.


    Against his better judgement Ivan allowed himself a moment’s respite. Removing his helmet and setting it on the kitchen table he slumped into the soft chair to rest his aching legs – that final jump back there hadn’t helped. After months on the road, living and sleeping under the stars, come rain or shine, even this draughty ruin was a relief to behold. Yet the fresh air of the wilds had done him good too. Ivan felt somehow renewed between aches, his lungs felt bigger, his eyes and fur cleaner, free of grit and grime, as if he’d been holidaying on the Graumeer Coast. It was always supposed an afflicted beast could live a lot longer freed of the ash that clogged Lupa’s streets. The rot was rarer out here and a single sting stretched a lot further without traces of industrially-produced black-imperium constantly assaulting one’s body.


    Was it worth it? Were the trains, hot baths and other modern conveniences worth the curse of rot? Was the thrill of a Giacomo Valerio G-8 Spider thrumming to one’s corona reward enough for all the suffering? Just maybe. Ivan could hear Rufus now, debating such matters over a cup of tea – debating with himself that is. He always said a cure would change everything. Oh there would still be problems, still pollution and crime and greed, but no more dreaded rot, no more fighting over white-imperium to simply live.


    Well, Ivan thought, you’ve got what you want, Amael. We did it. Now it’s up to you with your newfound powers to get Rufus out of Gelb.


    Ulf help you if you cross me.


    The crunching of gravel in the courtyard sent Ivan ducking silently for cover.


    If this was Lupa, Howlers would’ve locked down the district and combed every building for Vito’s killers, Ivan had no doubt, but Everdor was a vast, empty wilderness overseen by no more Howlers than usual for a pack. The Bloodfangs had to move on and it was unlikely the thinly-spread Hummels were going to muster an army to help a rival pack find an assassin, especially at such a busy and dangerous time.


    Still, Ivan remained hidden, just in case it wasn’t Gunnar or Uther out there.


    A cloaked wolf entered the farmhouse with a rifle in his paws and an ember smouldering at his lips, the orange glow lighting his chin. After a quick sweep of the room he moved to the table and picked up Ivan’s helmet.


    “Uther?” he guessed, looking around.


    “It’s bad luck to touch armour from another pack,” Ivan growled, emerging from the darkness and snatching his helmet from Gunnar’s paws.


    “Bad luck for who?” the Greystone replied with a cheeky smile. “Me or you?”


    Ivan didn’t clarify.


    Gunnar cast his eyes around the farmhouse. “Is the fastest wolf in Lupa here yet?”


    “No.”


    “Huh. And I thought he’d be first.”


    “So did I,” Ivan grunted worriedly, peering outside. “Did you have any trouble slipping away?”


    “Nah. You?”


    Ivan thought back to Rafe, “Not particularly.”


    Puffing on his ember, Gunnar posed the unfortunate question. “Think Uther made it out?”


    “Well if you managed it what’s to stop him?”


    That was a thinly-veiled insult if ever there was one.


    Pulling up a stool, Gunnar sat against the wall nearby and watched the door whilst Ivan took to a window.


    Time passed.


    “I missed,” the Greystone sniffed at last, “I’m sorry.”


    Expecting the usual acerbic comment from Ivan, Gunnar was pleasantly surprised by the great wolf’s magnanimous reply. “It wasn’t your fault. Vito moved. Besides, I couldn’t have done any better. In all probability I’d have taken Linus’s head off instead, though that would’ve been just as well.”


    “Yeah, who was that cub anyway?”


    Ivan waited a moment, then explained simply, “Uther’s partner.”


    “What? You’re kidding.”


    “Ulf knows what he was doing there, but Vito has a penchant for handsome young wolves… or had. You don’t turn down the advances of a Den Father, not if you value your career, and your life. Vito was a rapacious old drooler quite capable abusing anyone, as Uther well-knows.”


    “Whatcha mean?”


    Ivan looked back at Gunnar, then returned his icy gaze to the chilly night. “I did this for Rufus, fool that I am. Uther on the other paw had... better reasons.”


    “Like what?”


    “You’re singularly dense aren’t you, Greystone? Let’s just say it was personal, all right?”


    Gunnar nodded, though he appeared baffled. Whether he grasped Ivan’s nuanced meaning or not he couldn’t press the matter without appearing both obtuse and nosy, so to save face on all fronts he let it go, just as Ivan hoped.


    “You hungry?” the Greystone asked, eyeing up the fireplace and table. “I could whip up some grub.”


    Ivan sighed sarcastically, “Yes, light a fire. That’ll attract attention to this supposedly derelict farm. Go wave a lantern out the window while you’re at it.”


    Gunnar cocked his head to one side. “Mate, I’ve got a disposable yellow-imperium roaster in my satchel. No smoke and hardly any light, but it’ll warm a tin of beans nicely. Whaddaya say?”


    Ivan marvelled, “You carry a lot of toys don’t you?”


    “It’s the Greystone way.”


    Gunnar dived through his backpack and turned out a metal canister about the diameter of a saucer, but much thicker. There was a ring-pull, which Gunnar used to tear off the foil lid and reveal a shallow bed of yellow-imperium nuggets.


    Usually, when exposed to air, raw yellow-imperium would explode in seconds of course, but the secretive Greystone imperiologists had found ways and means of slowing the reaction down to nil and every degree above that. The nuggets in Gunnar’s tin were of the gently smouldering variety, and warmed his and Ivan’s faces like a charcoal grill, only without any smoke or noticeable fumes. Someone might smell the bubbling pan of baked beans Gunnar was soon stirring over the heat, but any search party would have to be so close as to be minded to scour the farm anyway, so that was a risk even Ivan was willing to take.


    “Uther’s gonna miss out,” Gunnar cooed, spooning steaming beans into two new-materials bowls. “Maybe he got lost?” he said, passing one to Ivan.


    “We went over everything a hundred times. Even Wild-heart can memorise a simple map.”


    “But this is the wilds, mate, not Lupa.”


    Ivan couldn’t accept it. “It’s probably a touch of rot slowing him up,” he said, blowing on his beans. “His pins are bad sometimes, far worse than mine.”


    “Legs going already? I thought he was only twenny-odd.”


    Ivan huffed, “Uther’s a fine wolf, but he pushes himself too hard. He’s wearing his body out. He smoulders fifty a day and drinks heavily, amongst other pursuits. He invites the rot at every turn that one. I’d be surprised if he survives to thirty-five.”


    Gunnar stirred his beans thoughtfully, adopting that look Howlers had when confronted with the reality of their condition – Ivan saw it in their eyes all the time, and the mirror.


    “Still,” Ivan said, nibbling some beans, “there’s life in Wild-heart yet. He’ll make it.”


    *


    The night wind buffeted Uther’s coarse fur and tore at his heavy cloak, as if trying to righteously rip the stolen ALPHA mantle from his sinewy shoulders. Clouds of ash billowed along the carriage roof and slammed into his face, but the black ALPHA helmet he’d also ‘borrowed’ for the sake of the Republic did its work and protected his eyes and nose from the imperium engine’s poisonous fumes.


    Janoah what’ve you talked me into now?


    Suddenly the engine’s lights dashed upon a hill and then vanished.


    A tunnel!


    Diving onto the carriage roof, Uther spread his arms and turned his head, embracing cold metal as the train plunged into the erde with a terrible scream. Bricks and mortar blurred past mere inches away, illuminated by the warm cabin lights below.


    Uther tried not to think how any loose brick or projection in the tunnel’s lining might smash his head open or scrape him off into oblivion in a heartbeat.


    Beneath, Howlers and Elders dined unawares of the wind-blown stowaway, Amael Balbus among them, surrounded by a swarm of Den Guards and impossible to get to. He would not make the same mistake as the complacent old Vito and leave himself vulnerable. Oh no. Nor was he a mad, rot-ridden maggot of a wolf squirming uselessly, but a fit, powerful, centipede of a beast.


    “He’d kill you himself if you crossed swords and where would that get anyone?” Janoah had said, cupping a paw to Uther’s white face. “Leave Amael to me; you’ve a greater task, Wild-heart. You might just save the whole Republic.”


    *


    With a final metallic pop, the collar snapped open and slid down Madou’s massive, spot-flecked, hyena neck.


    “There, lad,” Casimir said, pulling the thin iridescent band away and discarding it on the naked pebbly floor of the tent with a wobbly metallic clamour. “Who’s next?” the rabbit gruffed, snipping the air with his cutters.


    Noss gestured graciously at Tomek, “After you.”


    “No, after you,” Tomek replied, adding chirpily. “Is fake anyway.”


    “And yet as fetching as the real deal.”


    With a wide-eyed chuckle, Noss sat on the tiny stool in the midst of the tent, elbows on thighs, and let Casimir do his work. The rabbit was a dab-paw at removing collars, one of many things he had learnt in the resistance.


    “Just a little off the top,” Noss joked, brushing his mane. “I don’t want to look like Madou!” he laughed further, referring to Madou’s pathetic little tuft of a mane which was woeful by hyena standards.


    “You sound like Zozizou, my Prince,” Madou replied, rubbing his freed neck. “He was always teasing me about my mane.”


    A moment’s silence for the fallen Zozizou.


    “Now there was a hyena with a magnificent do,” Noss praised, grimacing as Casimir slipped his cutters up under the prince’s collar and applied the first loud snip. “He’s in a better place than we are, Madou, and no doubt impressing the ancestors with his mane as we speak.”


    Madou humoured Noss with a nod, then slipped through the tent flaps into the earliest feeble rays of clean dawn sunlight. Nobody had slept a wink, for they had been travelling all night to get to THORN’s secret camp, which was a hive of activity. Hyenas were hurriedly packing up tents and piling goods onto trucks – they couldn’t stay here with Gelb in such disarray not so very far away. With the Warden killed and many a hog missing, Howlers would be sent for, the mountains searched, security doubled. Madou felt bad for the prisoners who remained behind, but change was coming.


    The day to strike was almost upon THORN, at last!


    Even so, Madou had no idea what Nurka had in mind, where they were even headed. To the Summit, surely, Madou supposed, to do what had to be done; eliminate the Wolfen oligarchy with black-imperium bombs. We may all die in the assault, Nurka, Themba, me, but the tribes will go on.


    I’m ready. I’ll be with you soon, cousin. We can watch our people thrive together.


    Crossing the camp with purposeful strides, Madou marched towards Nurka’s flapping off-white tent with a mind to at last learn the details of Nurka’s final plan. We’re at the last hurdle. He has to confide in me now. I’ll demand it.


    “Chief?” Madou said, ducking into the tent.


    To his surprise he found Nurka asleep with Themba awake beside him. Hyena beds were always untidy affairs consisting of a thick rug strewn with square pillows and sheets to nestle amongst, but even so it looked as though Nurka had collapsed atop it all from exhaustion, fully clothed – even his skull helmet remained strapped firmly about his chin!


    “Shh,” Themba hushed, standing up. “Give him five minutes, Madou.”


    The stocky Madou allowed himself to be ushered from the tent by the towering Themba.


    “I’m exhausted myself,” Madou admitted, “and starving.”


    “We can rest properly tonight,” Themba replied, squinting in the sun. “We will need it.” He plucked at Madou’s revolting Gelb shirt. “Come on, you should get out of those rags and into something befitting a warrior, you and our Prince both.”


    “Gladly. What’ve you got?”


    With a grunt and a flick of the head, Themba led Madou to another tent that was about to be taken down. Telling his hyena comrades to hold off, Themba ducked inside with Madou and rifled through a big trunk, turning out several neatly folded black and white cloaks. Some were zigzagged like Nurka’s, some labyrinthine like Themba’s own, some swirling, like the cloak Madou had lost when the Bloodfangs had seized him, others were different still. The specific meaning of any one pattern was lost on most wolves, but not a single hyena.


    “May the Wind protect you,” Themba said, reverently passing Madou the folded swirling-patterned cloak.


    “And the Erde you,” Madou replied.


    Spare eisenglanz armour was trickier to come by than imperium-weave mantles. Madou had to settle for some generic plain grey gear instead of the fine matching leg armour and skull helmet of the Jua-mata warrior Nurka and Themba had. Still, it was better than meeting your ancestors in a smelly prison uniform.


    “Any kristahl axes around here?” Madou hoped against hope, pinning his cloak about his powerful frame. “A spear will do. If it’s good enough for Prince Noss, it’s good enough for me-”


    “We don’t need weapons,” Themba interrupted – somewhat bitterly, Madou felt.


    “Come on, Themba. We have to get inside first. You’ll have your chance of glory when we fight our way past the Den Guard.”


    “We won’t have to. Nurka says he has another way.”


    Silence.


    “What do you mean?”


    Themba took out another cloak. “We will not be fighting anyone,” he said, moving to the tent flaps. “Disappointed? I wanted to go down smashing wolfen skulls as well, but I believe in Nurka more than my own vain glory. I always have.”


    “He’s told you then? What we’re going to do exactly?”


    “No,” Themba replied, leaving Madou to finish dressing, “but I still believe in him.”


    Across camp Casimir cut Tomek’s collar off. “You’d never know it was fake,” he whistled, admiring the craft. “Is there no imperium in it at all?”


    “No idea,” Noss dismissed, sounding preoccupied. Peeping outside for a moment, he returned to grab Casimir’s arm and pull him close. “Listen, rabbit, are you with us or are you against us?” he growled.


    “What?”


    “Rufus said you were one of us. Is that right?”


    Casimir looked to Tomek for help. The young wolf appeared in no way willing, even less surprised by Noss’s sudden aggressive turn.


    “I’m on whatever side Rufus is on,” the rabbit claimed, with a firm sniff. “He promised to see Bruno safe and that’s all that matters to me now.”


    Noss’s brow twisted, “Who’s Bruno?”


    “My son. The Howlers took him from me and made him into one their own. I want him back!”


    “What would the Howlers want with a lowly rabbit?”


    Casimir tutted, “Bruno’s a wolf, genius; I adopted him!” Slowly his long ears wilted from shame. “I thought he was dead, see. That’s what they had me believe. It were in the papers ‘en all. I… I had nothing to live for. Nothing! So I paid a visit to the Politzi who arrested him. I was gonna kill him, I swore I was gonna shoot that treacherous, fat hog. But… but he said he was in THORN; said he could get me in too, so we could take Howlers to task together, like in the good old days.” Casimir gnarled his fingers, “One thing led to another and before I knew it I was helping Nurka lift black-imperium. I thought I wanted to help, I thought I wanted this, but now… now I know Bruno’s alive I just want him back and I don’t care what else happens.” Whipping his arm free of Noss, he said pugnaciously, “And if that’s not good enough then you’d better just kill me hadn’t yer?”


    Noss cackled, “You have guts, for a rabbit.” He looked to his partner, “Still, best you go with Tomek. You should be able to slip away at some point.”


    “Slip away?”


    “To Hummelton; you have to find my contact and tell him what’s been achieved… and what hasn’t.”


    “Hummelton?” Casimir yelped. “You mean walk there?”


    “Or better yet run!” Noss woofed, eyes wide for a mad second. “Hummelton isn’t that far and Tomek knows the way. He’s a Watcher like me, you know.”


    “Aye? And I’ve a bad leg you know!”


    “So? I’m mad; never stopped me limping along,” Noss growled through his teeth. “If you want to save your ‘son’, little beast, you’d better make an effort.”


    “Well… well what about you?” Casimir shot back. “What’re you gonna do that’s so important, eh?”


    “Red-mist and I shall remain here and try to stop this madness from within. If we fail, you will at least have warned Vladimir what he can expect from us this end.” Noss waited for a moment, then asked, “Has Nurka told you what he’s planning to do precisely?”


    “No.”


    “Didn’t think so. Does anyone in THORN know?”


    “He’s kept it a secret from everyone, even Themba,” Casimir despaired. “All I know is it involves black-imperium.”


    Noss pondered matters. “Vladimir already knows that,” he grumbled. “Very well… I’ll try to get something out of Nurka before you two leave. I mean, if a hyena can’t confide in his Prince who can he confide in, eh? Hahahaaaaha!”


    “Someone’s coming!” Tomek hissed.


    As Noss’s laughter faded the tent flaps spat Themba inside, fully dressed in his labyrinthine cloak and armour.


    “My Prince, is everything all right?” he asked.


    “Yes, Themba.”


    Nodding and kneeling, Themba offering up a folded cloak. “This is for you.”


    Noss graciously received the heavy cloak and let it unfurl, revealing it to be exactly half black, half white. “Thank you, Themba. It’s beautiful. Very fine work.”


    Themba was pleased to be of service. “There’s armour as well if you want to have a look,” he said standing up, tail flicking, “and some water to wash with.”


    “I will, I will,” Noss insisted, turning the cloak over in his paws. “What about Tomek?”


    “Tomek?”


    “Yes, Tomek. Where’s his cloak?”


    Themba looked to the wolf, still wearing only his stripy yellow trousers and cap.


    “He’s a wolf, my Prince-”


    “By the Wind, Themba!” Noss bellowed. “Tomek fought beside me and found the very waterfall that saved all our lives and this is how you treat him? Where is your honour?”


    Themba instantly prostrated himself before his prince, all four paws on the ground. “Forgive me, my Prince, I wasn’t thinking.”


    “Never was your strong point!” Noss snorted. “How’s Red-mist faring? I hope he’s being cared for better than poor Tomek here.”


    “Nurka saw to it personally.”


    Noss growled something unintelligible, but nodded. “Oh get up, get up,” he gestured furiously. “Where is Nurka, I need to speak to him at once.”


    “He’s asleep.”


    “Asleep? We’ve work to do!”


    “He’s exhausted, my Prince. We all are. We’ll soon be on the road to Hummelton, though.”


    Noss grunted. “All right, but tell Nurka I want to go over his plans sooner rather than later. I might be the most handsome hyena in the tribes, but I didn’t break out of Gelb just to stand around looking pretty. Hahahahaaa!”


    *


    Ivan snorted into wakefulness and quickly came to realise he had dozed off on the farmhouse windowsill. That could’ve been a deadly mistake.


    “Gunnar?”


    “Good morning,” the Greystone acknowledged; he was still sitting on his stool, watching dawn’s light advance across the decaying farmyard. “Sleep well?”


    Embarrassed, Ivan cleared his throat and quickly diverted attention. “Where’s Uther?”


    Gunnar grimaced and shook his head almost imperceptibly.


    Ivan exhaled a quick sigh of exasperation and searched out the window lest Uther should appear at that very moment.


    “It can’t be!” Blade-dancer growled. “Nobody catches him in a straight line, nobody!”


    Gunnar waited a moment. “What now? We can’t stick around here forever.”


    Ivan paced the alleys of his mind for answers, but found dead ends at every turn. To search was hopeless; if Uther was lying wounded or otherwise incapable he could be anywhere, and if he had been captured he was as good as dead; Amael would see to it, or Janoah, whoever got to him first, Ivan had no doubt.


    “Let’s go,” he said, patting the windowsill a few times and donning his helmet.


    Gunnar found his feet and his condolences, “I’m sorry. I know he’s your friend-”


    “Save it. He knew what he was getting into. We all did.”


    “Yeah. Still, he’ll be fine, I’m sure of it.”


    The chipper Gunnar gathered his things, though not his rifle, for that had never once left his ready paws.


    Ivan went to step out into the sunshine.


    “Oi, we should leave a note,” Gunnar said, clicking his fingers.


    Ivan turned to him, “Note?”


    “Well, in case Uther’s just late. Best tell him we’ve gone on ahead and not to wait for us.”


    Nodding, Ivan grunted, “Got a pen and paper in that bottomless satchel of yours?”


    “Nah.”


    Huffing, the Blade-dancer came back inside and searched around the kitchen. As luck would have it he turned up some old paper but no pens or pencils.


    “Use the roaster,” Gunnar suggested, watching Ivan fruitlessly open cupboards and drawers. “The imperium’ll be cold by now; grab a spent nugget and write with it. I do it all the time. Bit of an artist I am, even if I say so myself.”


    “You draw with ash?”


    “Yeah, it’s better than charcoal.”


    ‘Humphing’, Ivan silently took the roaster and upturned the ashes on the kitchen table. They were still hot, but some nuggets were cool enough. Ivan sorted one from the smouldering heaps and with it scrawled the beginnings of a message.


    “Don’t worry, mate,” Gunnar said, stepping out with a fresh ember to his lips. “I’m sure Uther’ll be along any-gagh-ugh!”


    Ivan whirled round just as Gunnar fell back into the farmhouse clutching at his stomach.


    “Gunnar!”


    The Greystone was immediately stepped over by two hefty-looking Howlers in black.


    “Don’t move!” one of the strangers snarled, his pistol aimed at Ivan.


    Ivan froze, assessing the situation. The Howlers were unmarked and anonymous, not members of Bloodfang or Hummel search parties, nor ALPHA by the looks. Whilst one dispassionately wiped his bloody rapier on Gunnar’s yellow cloak and kicked the groaning wolf over to take his weapons, the other goon kept Ivan in his pistol sights.


    “Where’s the other one?” he demanded.


    Ivan said nothing.


    “Amael said there’d be a third one. We waited all night for him. I don’t appreciate having to wait, Howler.”


    Still nothing, only Gunnar’s grunts of pain


    “We can make it quick and easy, or long and painful, it’s up to you,” the assassin said. “I’ll shoot your knees out and work my way up – you’ll talk before you die.”


    Ivan raised his chin a little and obviously looked past the strangers. “Now Uther!” he said to nobody.


    The two assassins looked. It was a split second, a tiny mistake, but a lifetime for Blade-dancer. Snatching a paw of burning ash from the tabletop he cast it at the Howlers.


    “Gaagh!”


    Two imperious flashes from Ivan’s kristahl sword later, he remained standing whilst the strangers fell about, their fur dashed with ash and blood. One of the two assassins stumbled out the door and into the farmyard in a bid to escape Blade-dancer’s wrath.


    Ivan went to the door and drew his pistol. There was nothing to say, not even halt.


    Crack!


    The assassin fell in the dust with a last spasm, his back punched through. The other crawled across the farmhouse a few feet before expiring from his wound – the Blade-dancer’s lethality written in a trail of blood.


    Satisfied nobody was going to run off and tell Amael he was still alive, Ivan attended to Gunnar, gently rolling the youngster over.


    “Where’d they get you?”


    “Gfffgh! They stuck me.” Gunnar whined, lifting a bloody paw from his stomach. “I think it’s bad. Agh!”


    “You’ll live.”


    Ivan searched the bodies of the lowly assassins; lowly assassins just like him. It was nothing personal; they had lost that’s all, and there could be no quarter in this game.


    Amael they’d said.


    Amael!


    Ivan’s searching paws turned up some silver monobike keys, rolls of cash, and a sheet of crumpled paper. He unfurled the already familiar paper to reveal the exact same map of the imperium springs and surrounding countryside that Amael had supplied him. The ruined farmstead was circled.


    Ivan stood up, his paws slowly, unconsciously, crushing the map into a ball.


    To be captured and executed by the Bloodfangs was one thing; that was beyond Amael’s control. To be marked for death from the outset was just plain rude.


    A search along the road turned up two unmarked Springtail monobikes – the assassins’. Gunnar was in no fit state to ride by himself, so Ivan brought just one mono back to the farm, looking always over his shoulder. After injecting Gunnar with a field ration of painkilling taubfene, then disinfecting and sewing up his wound with the Greystone’s own med kit, Ivan helped him limp from farmhouse to Springtail.


    With revs and pops of engine, the chirpy mono and its two riders swerved out the farm and down the road.


    “Lupa’s… the other… way!” Gunnar shouted.


    “We’re not going to Lupa!” Ivan replied. “We’re going to Hummelton!”

  


  
    
  

     


    
Part V: BLACK RAIN
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    Codex: The Jua-mata


     


    The Jua-mata are the strongest of the many hyena tribes that once roamed free across the Lupan Continent. Though the tribes warred amongst themselves, they kept away from wolfen territory and concerns as they travelled place to place, following the seasons and migrating bugs, living in harmony with nature. Wolfkind was happy to tolerate the nomadic hyenas, even trade with them, provided they did not disturb wolfen territory or their little beasts. For centuries there was peace between tribe and pack.


    Then came the second, or new ‘black rain’, as some hyenas call it, the Ashfall, spreading out from Lupa year by year, decade by decade, poisoning the land between the Sunrise and Sunset mountains little by little, until crops would not grow and most useful bugs died out. Wolves and little beasts not only headed to Lupa to earn a living, but also spread outwards, searching for clean land that was not already jealously guarded by Hummel. Soon strangers encroached on hyena migration routes; interests and swords clashed.


    The guerrilla conflict with wolfkind, led by the Jua-mata, continued for decades, peaking at the end of the last Howler War when the hyenas sought to capitalise on the weakened and divided wolves. Ultimately, however, the lack of a structured, imperium-wielding force like the Howlers doomed the hyenas to failure. The Chakaa, those hyenas afflicted with the rot, are invariably powerful, but rare and largely untrained. They are frowned upon, even outcast by the tribes, who believe the plunder of Mother Erde for ‘imperium’, as wolves call it, a great sin.


    Though afflicted hyenas are becoming ever more common as generations are exposed to the Ashfall, a Chakaa army is impossible to create and maintain whilst the tribes remain under close wolfen control on the Reservations. Wolfkind has attempted to co-opt the hyenas this way for over a decade, educating their cubs and even trying to assimilate some Chakaa into Howler Academies, a unique honour not afforded any other conquered race. These programmes have thus far failed and it seems some amongst wolfkind may have lost patience, for there are disturbing rumours that rather more than re-education goes on in the hyena Reservations.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 46


     


    Cora Hummel slipped her sinewy black arms, those of a powerful afflicted wolfess, into the white and gold dressing gown held aloft by her Wolves of the Bedchamber. Rising from her bed she crossed to the sun-bathed half-hexagonal balcony, the railing being festooned with blooming wisteria.


    The Den courtyard below was a bustle of activity as Hummel Howlers marched in neat formations, getting in some last-minute practice before the opening ceremony.


    “Ateeeenchun!” a Grand Howler barked at his uniformed troopers. “Preseeent arms!”


    The tidy block of wolfen warriors in green cloaks and white armour drew their swords and saluted to their mistress above.


    “Long live Den Mother Cora!”


    Den Mother Cora saluted calmly back. “You look very smart, mah handsome Howlers!” she called. “You make us proud tae lead Hummel!”


    The Howlers saluted once more and continued their parade practice, whilst Cora cast her golden honey-like eyes across her domain, over the glistening tiled roofs and smoking chimneys, down the white marbled plaza and colourful awnings strewn with welcoming bunting, to Hummelton Station, columns standing tall, bee-adorned gold and green banners fluttering.


    The first of the Elder Trains had arrived, judging by the ash clouds issuing from the station.


    Cora turned slightly to her cloaked aids, female Howlers both; she needn’t say a word before one of them volunteered the information she sought.


    “The Bloodfangs, lady,” the Howler said.


    “Send them our felicitations.”


    “Eldress Brynn is at the station already, lady.”


    Cora nodded a little. “Any news of Vito’s killers?” she asked at length.


    “Not since the last telegram, lady.”


    Another nod, tinged with a disapproving huff, “Vito’s nae even cold and they’ve already elected his successor.”


    “They cannae afford tae dally with the Summit approaching, lady.”


    “Aye,” Cora agreed. “Ah’d best make ready tae receive this Amael. Fetch my things-”


    Suddenly the bedchamber’s double doors burst open and over half a dozen female cubs scurried inside. They filed up in a row from smallest tot, no older than three, to a fourteen-year-old lass, all in nightgowns.


    “Good morning, mother,” they sung in near-unison.


    “Och! Mah babies!” Cora cooed, spreading her arms and beckoning them into an embrace. “Good morning, good morning tae ye all. Are ye excited for the goings-on?”


    “Aye!” one of the smallest cubs squealed.


    “Ahaahaha, well now, ye all must be on your best behaviour. Wear ye finest clothes and be very polite tae any of the Howlers from the other packs.”


    “Will Sara be coming, mummy?” a mid-sized cub asked.


    Den Mother Cora’s eyes flitted a little, “No dear, she’s busy in Lupa.”


    “Ohhww.”


    “Nae pouting! She’ll visit soon, Ah’m sure.”


    A big, middle-aged black wolf with silver hairs flecking his chin entered the chamber. He was wearing a smart green blazer with a white cravat and a pair of fine bone-white breeches.


    “Good morning, wife,” he beamed cordially, performing a noble bow.


    “Good morning, husband,” Cora replied, standing tall and formal again – as Den Mother of Hummel she needn’t bow to anyone, but her Howler aids respectfully dipped their heads in the presence of her spouse.


    “Ah tried tae stop this wee army here,” he said, referring to his daughters, “but they evaded mah defences.”


    “We’re ever glad tae receive our daughters,” Cora replied, ruffling the perky ears of two of her many cubs.


    Chuckling, Cora’s husband wandered to the window. “Oh aye,” he said, spying the heightened activity at the distant station, “looks like a more terrible invasion is well underway.”


    “And we’re ever glad tae receive our brother and sister Howlers too,” Cora replied, like the politician she was.


    “Even mah no-good brother?”


    The Den Mother huffed, “Duncan’s a fine Prefect.”


    Scoffing, her husband leant on the window, “Who’d have thought jolly old Duncan would be snared by ALPHA’s miserable web of dour killjoys, eh? He’s got a tongue of silver that Adal. Ah’m telling ye, Cora, he’ll nae stop undermining the power of the Den Fathers unless you all strip him of his office and disband his corrupt organisation altogether-”


    “Angus!” Cora seethed. “Nae in front of the cubs!”


    Angus Hummel stood silenced.


    Her mate chastised, Cora looked down at her gathered daughters, “Pay your foolish father nae mind. You’ll treat all our guests with honour, be they Bloodfang, Eisbrand, Greystone or ALPHA. Even the smallest pack from the Bloc that you’ve never before heard of is due our utmost regard, and you’ll say nae a bad word against anyone, nae even in private. Is that clear?”


    The girls all nodded and mumbled their agreement.


    “Pardon? Ah cannae hear ye.”


    “Yes, mama!” they sang dutifully.


    “And that goes double for you, Angus Hummel,” Cora told her husband. “Leave the politics tae me.”


    Angus grunted.


    In the following frosty silence Cora shooed her children and husband away. “Och! Now away with ye, all of you; Ah must dress tae receive our noble guests.”


    Retreating from the window, Angus walked over to Cora and took charge of their cubs, planting a quick assuaging kiss on his wife’s cheek as he did so.


    “You’ll knock ‘em dead.”


    *


    Ash swirled across the platform, the red carpet unfurled and Amael – Den Father Amael – stepped into the clean Hummelton sun resplendent in his ‘new’ red cloak and black armour. The ancient Bloodfang mantle had passed to him in the most literal sense, had been repurposed, the imperium-weave being too valuable to be interred with that old drooler Vito, or any Den Father before him stretching back centuries. The armour didn’t fit Amael quite right; the helmet proved especially awkward and had been hastily re-padded to match his skull, but any formal adjustment would have to wait.


    As Amael and his red-cloaked entourage disembarked the Elder Train, Hummel representatives approached through the last swirls of ash; a single Elder flanked by Howlers, all looking splendid in their green and gold cloaks and unusual white armour. Before Amael could so much as salute them, young wolfesses in white dresses emerged from behind the Hummel reception party, their ears draped with flower garlands and each carrying a wicker basket. Gently casting crocus petals in their wake they transformed a section of the white marbled station into a riot of spring colour, then formed up a line either side of the petal pathway and curtsied synchronously.


    Amael nodded and chuckled at them. To his surprise the waiting Hummel Elder ahead bowed a little, whilst the Howlers got down on their knees.


    Of course, Amael reminded himself, I’m a Den Father now; I bow to none and few equal me.


    Soon no one will.


    Chin high and entourage at his back, Amael stepped forth into his new role. As his pitted black boots kicked up the lush crocus petals, one of the adorable wolfesses lining the floral footpath caught his eye. She smiled bashfully and offered a whole crocus to Amael. He took it graciously.


    In that moment an awful thought drilled its way into the Den Father’s head, the thought that this modest flower maiden might choke along with her corrupt Elders, her youthful, innocent flesh rotting as the black-imperium cloud unpicked the very fabric of her being.


    With a shiver, Amael turned his gaze and walked swiftly on, crocus twiddling in paw a moment before he let it slip discreetly to the ground.


    The Hummel Elder stepped forward from the rest of her staff and saluted. “You and your Bloodfangs are welcome tae Hummelton, Den Father Amael,” she greeted in a soft, feminine Hummel accent – judging by the curving contours of her body-hugging mantle she was indeed a wolfess and therefore an ‘Eldress’ in the strictest parlance. “Den Mother Cora extends both her solemn condolences over the loss of Den Father Vito,” she went on, “and her joyous felicitations tae his successor.”


    “Thank you, Eldress,” Amael replied, wondering what kind of wolfess was hiding beneath that pure white helmet – no Janoah, of that he was sure, probably more country bumpkin, but perhaps a pretty one. “I bear Vito’s mantle with sadness and pride,” Amael ad-libbed, “he was our pack’s light in these dark times.”


    Nodding regardless of what she thought of Vito, which likely wasn’t much for the decades of rumours, the Eldress spread a black paw. “Den Mother Cora will receive you at Hummel Den. Please allow me to escort your party through town. I have cars waiting.”


    Amael rolled a paw, “I would be honoured, Eldress….”


    “Brynn, Eldress Brynn.”


    A nod, then Amael walked with Eldress Brynn. The Den Guard of each party formed up on their respective leader’s side, exclusively male Bloodfangs for Amael and largely female Hummels for Brynn.


    For reasons science couldn’t yet explain, Hummel was the near-reverse of most packs; their ranks teemed with female Howlers whilst afflicted males were infrequent. Something in the pack’s blood, or perhaps the comparatively pure environment, had turned the usual order of the wolfen world on its head. Yet not quite, for Hummel had somehow maintained the cult of respect for Howlers that had all but died in Lupa. Here they were not seen as diseased parasites preying off the labours of the little beasts, but kind benefactors and protectors, as it was in the old times, as it should be.


    As it will be again, Amael promised himself.


    He and Brynn passed through the grand station foyer and under reams of bunting stretched between the columns, coming to a waiting motorcade of open-topped Hummel cars flanked by Howlers riding green and white monobikes marked with a golden bee symbol. Green, gold and white banners depicting the same stylised bee fluttered from the tall town houses that lined the clean cobbled street. The condition of Hummelton was astonishing. There was hardly a streak of ash and not so much as a newspaper flapping in a gutter. Was Hummelton always so spotless, or had they tidied up because half of Lupa’s finest were coming to stay?


    Linus wondered such things as he tagged along with Vladimir, trying, failing, to remain inconspicuous. Amael’s sudden rise had propelled his Howlers to the forefront of Bloodfang, whilst Vito’s loyal staff had instantly faded to obscurity. Indeed, Riddle District would now be at the front of the queue for everything. Amael’s rundown backwater, the slums of Bloodfang Territory, could even become the capital district if he decided not to move shop.


    A moot thought, Linus knew, for Amael had bigger ambitions than that. What if he manages to pull off the unthinkable and rule as a Wolf King? What if he asks me to serve him? Can I refuse? Dare I?


    “Linus,” Vladimir said, beckoning his adjutant from his daydreams and into the chugging motorcar with Den Father Amael and Eldress Brynn.


    Linus glanced round at the worthier Bloodfang Elders climbing into the second and third Hummel-branded cars. Linus, lowly Trooper Linus, was upstaging them all by riding with Amael. Unable to refuse, he climbed aboard the wonderful car and settled uneasily on the smooth green seat beside Vladimir. There was room enough for eight modest-sized beasts, Amael and Brynn sat opposite one another with some Den Guards each. They made polite conversation, Amael commenting on how beautiful Hummelton was and Brynn graciously asking what Riddle was like, for she had never been to Lupa.


    “Dirty,” Amael huffed, “like Lupa in general!”


    Brynn chuckled courteously back.


    Linus tried his own paw at breaking the ice by nodding and smiling at the anonymous Hummel Howler sitting opposite him.


    “B-bbb-beautiful day!” he stammered over the hubbub of rumbling engines and slamming doors.


    “Yes!” the Howler flatly confirmed. No more.


    Awkward.


    Linus blurted, “I’m a-a-a friend of Sara Hummel. Do you know her?”


    A frown, a cock of the head. “Den Mother Cora’s first daughter, ye mean?” the Howler queried, interested now.


    Emboldened, Linus nodded vigorously, “We’ve been seeing each other for some time-”


    Vladimir elbowed him firmly in the ribs.


    Before Linus could fathom what he’d done wrong, the car pulled away under the care of the driver – a hog dressed in white. Beside the hog sat another Howler, male or female Linus couldn’t tell, but they looked alert and ready to defend the motorcade against any would-be assassins.


    The thought occurred to Linus, as he was whisked through sunny Hummelton, that a THORN sympathiser might leap out of the crowds of flag-waving little beasts lining the road and gas them all with a black-imperium bomb.


    No, not with Amael in the car. Besides it was too early. If THORN was going to strike at all it would be during the actual Summit, when they could get everyone. Right?


    Linus felt powerless, like a raft tossed in the current of fast-flowing events. The roar of an approaching waterfall foretold disaster and nobody seemed willing to pluck him from the water, even less dam the river.


    I’m such a coward, sitting here whilst Amael gets away with murder, perhaps even mass murder. But what can I do?


    ‘You could shoot him, mate, as I shot Vito,’ Linus imagined Uther gruffing. ‘He’s sitting right there!’


    The Hummel motorcade trundled swiftly through the welcoming streets, Linus seeing none of the bunting and banners for his fevered thoughts. Within a few minutes the cars left the common folk behind and entered the exclusive courtyard of a great wedding-cake-like fortress. It resembled nothing so much as one of the countless castles the cats of Felicia were so fond of building for their extended royal dynasty – the royalist cats, unlike the republican wolves, hadn’t lost their ancient buildings in civil wars past nor voluntarily knocked them down to make way for progress. Hummel’s capital den, as Linus assumed it must be, looked a rare survivor of the old wolfen world, constructed not of brick and steel, but pale yellow stone. The many turrets and towers seemed to be hexagonal, their corners reinforced with handsome white masonry. Ivy and wisteria huddled in clusters around windows and balconies that were, again, hexagonal.


    Pack Hummel certainly takes this whole bee thing seriously, Linus thought, as the car doors were opened and everyone spilled out. Amael and Brynn took the lead, climbing the steps to the Den’s gaping main entrance even before the following cars had parked.


    “Don’t mention Sara again,” Vladimir advised Linus, as they slowly climbed the steps, momentarily alone and out of earshot.


    “Why not?”


    “Because Den Mother Cora thinks Lupa is a sewer. She won’t look kindly on a Bloodfang associating with her daughter. Howlers still behave like royalty here.”


    “Oh.”


    “By Ulf,” Vladimir went on, “if they knew you’d helped Sara sneak a dodger out of Lupa into Hummel territory they’d lock you up themselves.”


    Linus’s temper flared, “Oh what in Ulf’s name does that matter now? The republic’s in mortal danger!”


    “Shh! Shut up.”


    “Sir we have to warn someone. Please. I… I can’t sit idly by knowing Amael is-”


    Grabbing Linus by the gathered neck of his cloak Vladimir snarled into his face, “You will not destroy everything I’ve worked for! Do you hear me? You’ll shut up and sit on this, as I’ve done so for over a year!”


    Vladimir released Linus just as rest of the Bloodfang guests, Elders, Howlers and all, climbed the broad stairs. Linus stood unmoving and undisturbed by their curious glances and muffled comments as they passed. They had seen enough to gather he was being told off by Vladimir, but had no idea why.


    Linus wanted to scream.


    Once they were alone again, Vladimir gently tidied Linus’s cloak, father-like. “It’s not long now, Mills,” he said, suddenly so reasonable. “Amael and the conspirators will reveal themselves and the plot halted once they do, not before. Remember, I’m not acting alone. Trust me.”


    Linus breathed, “I’m trying, sir. I really am.”


    “Humph!”


    On Vladimir’s discordant huff they hurried inside to rejoin the main group.


    Hummelton Den’s doorway was a hexagon, naturally, and the glazed yellow tiles underfoot resembled, no doubt purposely, a sticky honeycomb. Remarkably, the vaulted ceiling of the hallway ahead was fashioned to mimic the twisting stems of plants, with sprouting leaves and flowers and the occasional petrified insect, all painted with pastel hues that penetrated the very stone, like a fresco.


    Linus noticed beasts lurking in the dark recesses between the buttresses running down each side of the hall. Statues? No, two rows of huge, grim-looking Howlers. They were exceedingly large, heavily armoured wolves, somewhat like Eisbrands, but wearing green surcoats marked with an oak tree, and with black fur to a wolf, not the typical Eisbrand whites and greys. Each was armed with a kristahl halberd held rigid and upright, whilst their glowing bee brooches reflected many-fold in the contours of their magnificently polished armour.


    “Halberdiers,” Vladimir whispered to Linus, “Hummel’s elite unit.”


    “I’ve heard something about them, sir.”


    “Good. Then you know to behave around them.”


    They walked forth, passing the silent ‘Halberdiers’ either side, wading through their frightfully strong coronas. It was like swimming in pins and treacle. That was the idea, to intimidate visitors and project Hummel power; country bumpkins we are not, silly little city wolves. The Bloodfangs that had preceded Linus and Vladimir certainly looked subdued.


    After the oppressive Halberdier-lined corridor the Den opened up into a high, vaulted atrium where stained glass windows and priceless white-imperium crystal chandeliers conspired to set the continuing theme of honeycomb tiles and floral buttresses ablaze with light. Hummel banners hung from a second floor walkway, which ran completely around the hexagonal atrium. The ceiling was a mosaic of the Hummel bee, its wings and six legs spread over a great single hexagonal cell. Though it looked a plump, friendly creature its abdomen bore a bright red sting. The message was plain; the Hummels loved peace but were not defenceless.


    Vladimir and Linus tardily joined the Bloodfang party gathered in the middle of the hall. The mood had come over very quiet and solemn after the Halberdier hall and their boots clacked noticeably in the quiet, turning a few heads. Instead of rudely manoeuvring their way to the front, Vladimir decided he and Linus should remain at the back. Amael and Brynn were at the front.


    Two of those scary Halberdiers stood either side of magnificent hexagonal door ahead. After an unbearable half minute or so, they tapped their mighty halberds on the ground three times, turned towards one another and pulled the doors wide with ceremonial precision.


    “The Den Mother comes!” they declared.


    “The ‘queen bee’ herself,” Vladimir huffed under his breath.


    Linus stood on his toes and craned his neck this way and that, searching for a clear view through the rolling landscape of wolfen heads and ears, until Vladimir clapped a paw on his shoulder and pushed his heels flat again.


    Oh to be taller.


    The familiar clink and squeak of armour and belts disturbed the silence as several Hummel Howlers entered the hall in a neat line. They parted and knelt in two rows. Eldress Brynn knelt too, then all the Bloodfangs, Elder and Howler alike, in a wave of reverence rolling back to Vladimir and Linus.


    Only two wolves remained standing; Amael in striking red, white and black, and his only present equal, Cora, the Hummel Den Mother, resplendent in white, green and gold.


    “Den Father Amael,” she greeted.


    “Den Mother Cora,” he replied.


    With his head dipped Linus dared to peep from under his helmet – he could see now with everyone kneeling. Cora looked splendid. Her white armour was inlaid with green-imperium swirls, depicting the tendrils of a climbing plant. It was neither a feminine nor masculine design, but rather gender-neutral, Linus thought. Cora’s Howler mantle was white, bordered with a sage green trim, and a subtle golden honeycomb pattern was woven throughout the white portion of the cloth. Her brooch and helmet were gold and inlaid with a white-imperium bee.


    Cora’s mantle may have been a sermon to bees, but Amael’s striking red and black outfit made him look more like the venomous insect; a parasitic wasp that had come amongst the Hummel to wreck havoc.


    And so he had.


    Linus wanted to leap up and denounce him, but knew he would succeed only in appearing a swivel-eyed loon. He would be dismissed as deranged, duly arrested, then done in by Amael on the quiet. So, this is why Vladimir says nothing, because he can’t. It would be suicide. I see now.


    “Please accept mah condolences regarding Den Father Vito,” Cora said sombrely.


    “Thank you, Den Mother,” Amael nodded, simple, gruff.


    “Ah’m utterly ashamed that this could happen on Hummel land. Rest assured our Watchers are combing Everdor as we speak; they’ll find the assassins.”


    “I’m most grateful, but this seems to have been an internal job perpetrated by disaffected Bloodfang youths. Hummel bears no responsibility.”


    “Then you know who was behind it?”


    “One of the assassins, Uther Wild-heart, has a sordid history with our late Den Father. It seems likely to have been nothing more than… petty revenge.”


    Linus’s ears pricked from afar. Was that just another Amael-brand lie or had Uther been in it for revenge? Please be true, I could forgive him if it was. I could. Oh but what does it matter now, Linus?


    Uther’s as good as dead.


    Cora looked around the hall. Not seeing any black-cloaked wolves kneeling, she hazarded, “I understood ALPHA were on your train?”


    “Were being the operative the word,” Amael huffed. “Adal and I came to a… constitutional impasse. I was forced to expel his party from Bloodfang territory, as is my right as Den Father. Our train is sovereign Bloodfang land and he was no longer welcome, you understand.”


    “Of course, but what kind of ‘impasse’?”


    Amael explained, “Prefect Adal stuck his nose in where it was not needed and seized Vito’s assassin. He then refused to give the scum up for interrogation, despite our entreaties to do so.” The Den Father shrugged his cloaked shoulders, “His implication, of course, is that we Bloodfangs are incapable of conducting a thorough and fair investigation. I could not tolerate such an insult. So, as my first act, I shunted ALPHA’s carriages into the nearest siding somewhere along the tracks and left them there. Don’t ask me where. They can hitch a lift on a passing ash train for all I care.”


    Cora digested the surprising news, “Ah see.”


    “You’re shocked?” Amael asked, continuing before Cora could confirm or deny it. “However, I have to tell you, Den Mother, that unlike Vito I will not tolerate ALPHA’s naked power grab, and nor will my Elders. We must work to put Adal’s bullies in their place this year. I will be putting forth a motion to restrict their powers and I hope I can count on the votes of you and the Hummel Elders.”


    Cora made no clear commitment, but nodded politely.


    “Och! Rise, please,” she said afresh, gesturing at her still-kneeling guests. “You’re welcome tae mah home. What’s Hummel’s is yours, mah Bloodfang brothers.”


    Everyone rose at their own pace, young Howlers springing up as if in defiance of authority, older, more respectful Elders taking their time, afraid standing too fast might be taken as an insult to the great Cora Hummel.


    Whatever Cora thought of Amael’s hasty dealings with ALPHA, the Den Mother remained gracious. “Would ye care tae walk with me awhile, Amael?” she asked, slipping her golden helmet from her black, bright-eyed face and passing it to one of her aides; a gesture of friendship and trust. “Ah would be glad tae show you and your fine wolves around whilst we wait for the rest of the packs tae arrive.”


    Amael also removed his helmet, revealing his tough, steel-grey features. “I take it we’re the first?” he asked, walking with Cora through the main doors, Hummels and Bloodfangs mingling in tow.


    “That ye are,” Cora confirmed. “We didnae expect anyone until the afternoon.”


    Amael explained the blunder, “Our train departed Lupa early so that Den Father Vito could visit the springs. We planned to stay there some time before moving on. Naturally we didn’t linger longer than necessary after….” Amael grimaced and sniffed, “That place will forever hold bad memories for me now.”


    Cora shook her head. “It’s a tragedy,” she sighed. “But life goes on; the fir makes way for the sapling. What we must do tae honour Vito is work tae keep such happenings rare, and nae let murder and intrigue become commonplace as it was when we were young.”


    Time and pawsteps passed.


    “You know,” Amael began afresh, “I’m eager to see where you keep your famous bees, Den Mother.”


    “Have ye nae seen the Den Apiary before?”


    “No; too busy arguing and voting last time I came here.”


    Cora chuckled, “Aye, there’ll be plenty of time for that come tomorrow. This way then, follow me.”


    *


    “Unnngh.”


    Sara heard a groan, but balanced somewhere between dreams and reality she put it down to imagination and unconsciously elected to remain where she was, her head resting on her folded arms.


    The next she knew a great hefty paw clapped on the back of her neck!


    “Meryl?” it said.


    “Bruno!” Sara gasped, sitting bolt upright and grabbing that big paw in both of hers. “You’re awake.”


    Bruno’s muscled torso crumpled like an accordion as he levered himself into a half-sitting-up posture. He was wearing a blindfold, yet seemed to look right at Sara.


    “You’re… not Meryl,” he croaked.


    Sara shook her head, “Nae, it’s me, Sara.”


    No reply.


    “Do you nae remember me? Sara Hummel. We used tae be best friends.”


    Bruno dipped his chin a little.


    “Look at me,” Sara said. “Take off your blindfold-”


    “No it’ll burn!” Bruno yelped, pushing her paws away. He then explained, “My eyes are bad.”


    “Aye. Sorry.”


    Bruno groped blindly in front of him whilst trying to slip his legs from the table. “Where’s Meryl?”


    “She’s nae here,” Sara explained. “Bruno, you cannae get up! Bruno, no!”


    “Meryl! Jan? Unnnghfffgh!”


    “There now you’ve hurt yourself!” Sara scolded, pushing Bruno back onto the table. “Lay down, for Ulf’s sake. Lay down before you split your stitches.”


    “It’s all right,” Bruno growled. “I’m not like you… I’m not normal.”


    “Oh aye? Nothing’s changed there then, ye great useless lump!”


    “What?”


    “Look, Ah don’t care if ye are a big shot Eisenwolf these days, you were run through by a sword, mister! You’re in nae fit state tae stand. Now lay down and be still; Ah’ll go fetch someone.”


    Clasping at his bandaged body, Bruno allowed Sara to lift his hefty legs back onto the table and generally reorientate him in the manner of a patient. Coughing and clearing his throat he lay under the glow of the feeble imperium lamp, his eyes protected by his blindfold.


    “You’re from before,” he rasped – it wasn’t a question.


    Sara froze for a moment. She cocked her head to one side and stood over Bruno again. “Before?” she urged, wondering if she should.


    “Before I changed,” Bruno clarified. He frowned, then smiled with amusement, “Small… small and dark… and kinda bossy. Yeah, that’s you, ‘en it?”


    “Oh aye, and you’re perfect Ah suppose?”


    Laughing a little, Bruno reached up and felt Sara’s cheek with a big scarred thumb, as if trying to see with touch. “I can’t feel you; you’ve got no corona.”


    “Ah’m nae afflicted,” Sara explained.


    “I can see Meryl, though. Don’t tell anyone, but I can feel her and she’s not ill. I daren’t tell her, in case it scares her. I don’t like to scare her. I wouldn’t want her to get the rot, but she’s not invisible like you are. Must be something going on.”


    Bruno’s rambling died off and he let his paw flop down. With a tiny gasp, Sara blurted, “Bruno Ah’m so sorry. Ah’m sorry Ah never asked after you.”


    “Whatcha mean?”


    “When they took you away. Ah should’ve done more, Ah should’ve said something tae someone! Instead Ah kept quiet and pretended you were dead, like they wanted. Ah went along with it and I shouldn’t have. Och, Ah’m so ashamed-”


    “Hey hey hey, shhh!” Bruno soothed. “Don’t get upset, yeah? I hate it when Meryl cries. It’s like I tell her, this all happened for a reason. Jan found me… she made me into something. I-I-I was nothing before she came along, just a nobody cook. I remember… s-sss-standing over a griddle… and… making waffles all day. And there was this white rabbit in an apron always telling me what to do. Cor he was bossy-”


    “Och! That’s ye dad, Bruno. That’s Casimir!”


    “Casimir?”


    “Aye, he adopted ye,” Sara explained. “Do you remember when he found you? He told me the story a hundred times. You were trapped in rubble, whimpering away and he dug ye out. It was back during the war, do ye nae remember?”


    Bruno pondered matters, big dark brow twisting this way and that. “It doesn’t matter,” he seethed, writhing free of the memories. “None of that does. What matters is that I can make a difference now, me and Janoah. I got to get well again. Get Josef, I need another sting.”


    “More?”


    “Jan needs me to be strong for her. I can’t let her down, she’s counting on me-”


    “Jan, Jan, Jan, is she all you care about?” Sara huffed with frustration. “Don’t you understand? She’s the one who ruined your life! She took ye from me, from Casimir, from everyone who loved ye and had you pumped with imperium until you forgot us. She’s killing you-”


    “Such shocking ignorance!” Janoah barked, emerging from the shadows of the windowless carriage. “And you a university-educated wolf? What is the world coming to when the best and brightest in Lupa do not even understand basic biology? Fact is, girl, Rafe was dying, Josef and I saved him, and more besides.”


    Had Janoah been listening in the whole time, could she have heard everything? Indeed she could’ve, for Sara at last realised the carriage was as still and silent as a tomb.


    The train’s stopped! We must be in Hummelton. I’m home. Mum and Dad are near.


    I’m safe now.


    Emboldened Sara stood up straight. “Ah’m nae afraid of you,” she told Janoah, walking round Bruno’s makeshift bed and pointing back at him. “Ah’m going tae expose what you did tae Bruno.”


    “Aww, deedums. Going to tell your mummy and daddy about the nasty Prefect?” Janoah mocked. “Your parents can’t touch me, girl, I have no case to answer. Eisenwolves are a legally grey area. Besides, they’d as likely kill Rafe as not. Is that what you want?”


    “Kill him?”


    “Your ignorance knows no bounds does it?” Janoah huffed at Sara, brushing past her to stand over Rafe and stroke his ears. “I’m here, Stenton.”


    “Jan,” Rafe croaked, grabbing her arm, “I need more imperium.”


    “No, you can’t have any more. No more taubfene either.”


    “But I have to-”


    “Josef’s stung you up to the eyeballs already! Your body’s used the imperium to heal itself, but you’re full of ash now. You won’t be able to see for weeks… but you’ll live.”


    “I can’t f-fff-fight like this!”


    “You may not have to,” Janoah said. “When the time comes all you need do is stand behind me. You can do that, can’t you?”


    Rafe was baffled, “S-sss-stand behind you?”


    “Amael and the others won’t know the difference; they won’t know you’re ill. They just have to see you at my back, my Eisenwolf, invincible in his suit! They won’t dare raise a paw against us… whatever we decide.”


    “Decide?”


    “Shh! Rest. Don’t worry yourself with the details, leave that to me. I’ll get you some food from the catering carriage.”


    “I’m not hungry.”


    “You must eat. Besides, we’re on the Eisbrand train now; you wouldn’t believe the food. Even their leftovers are better than ALPHA rations.”


    Rafe laughed.


    Janoah turned to Sara and looked the little wolfess up and down.


    “You can stop playing dress-up now,” she derided. “Take Olivia and go. Nobody will stop you.”


    “Ah’m staying here.”


    “I thought you were going to go tell on me?”


    “Well there’s nae point if it’ll do nae good!” Sara admitted angrily. She looked down at her feet, “Look, Ah just… Ah just want Bruno tae be all right. Ah know what’s happening is bigger than any one wolf, but promise me you’ll do your best for him. Please… be a good ‘un.”


    “Good ‘un?” Janoah chirped with amusement. “Well you’re a bold ‘un all right, I’ll give you that.”


    Glancing at Rafe, Janoah ushered Sara out through the carriage door, which she closed. Standing with Sara on the ledge between the sunbathed stationary carriages she continued, “If being a ‘good ‘un’ means I won’t let Lupa sink into hyena-ruled chaos then I am that, I promise you,” she said, “but understand this: Rafe is what he is, not what he was. He has Meryl and his new life now. Whatever sentimental mush you fill his head with won’t make a blind bit difference, except to confuse and upset him. If you love him, my dear, you’ll let him go. I don’t say you can’t see him, but don’t try and change him.”


    Sara closed her eyes and squeezed a tear out.


    “It’s your other friend you should cry for,” Janoah said, wiping Sara’s dark cheek with a finger. “You went through all this nonsense to protect her, didn’t you?”


    “Olivia?”


    Casting her eyes over sunny Hummelton, Janoah nodded and explained. “I can’t keep Josef away from her forever. The moment my back is turned he’s going to go after her.”


    Sara growled afresh, “Ah won’t let him take her!”


    “Oh but he won’t; she’ll go willingly.”


    “Never!”


    “Are you sure about that?” Janoah cooed. “Josef will offer her the Eisenwolf mantle, the chance to be like Rafe, a God amongst beasts! I think she’ll take it. I see it in her eyes, the greed, the ambition. She’s not like my Rafe.”


    “God amongst beasts? Bruno’s as good as bed-bound!”


    Janoah sighed. “Poor, healthy wolfess, you really don’t get what it is to be a Howler do you? We afflicted all endure suffering; strong or weak we rot just the same. But Rafe? Oh, he may suffer, but he could turn this train over if the mood stuck! He can shape wolfen destiny with a flick of his paw. By Ulf, if he only had a brain he’d be dangerous! As it is this rare power has fallen to a… dim lamp, shall we say.” Janoah paused for a fond chuckle, then said soberly, “What would young Olivia Blake choose, a slow decline like a dying fire, or a shooting star that is an Eisenwolf?”


    Silence.


    “See?” Janoah said. “Not so sure are you?”


    “But she’ll die young!” Sara argued, searching Janoah’s face for a denial. “Won’t she?”


    Janoah opened the next carriage door, but lingered long enough to say, “You’re fond of my husband aren’t you? You should heed his favourite fable. It’s Rafe’s too, you know… and mine.”


    With that Janoah crossed into the Alpha’s carriage and shut the door.


    Sara squinted at the familiar sunny townscape of Hummelton, banners and bunting fluttering, little beasts milling to and fro, and the yellow, hexagonal towers of Hummel’s capital den standing over the rolling rooftops like pencils in a colossal desk tidy. Sara remembered playing in the Den’s endless corridors as a cub, a privileged princess in all but name. She had dreamt of bringing Bruno here for years, to walk the clean streets, breathe the fresh air and sup the sweet water. Now here he was. Too late.


    Sara returned to Bruno’s side. After the sunshine and fresh air it took some time to adjust to the gloom of Josef’s awful carriage, to the gloom and the heady fumes of engine oil.


    “You’d better find Olivia,” Rafe grunted. “Jan’s right, Josef’s dying for a new patient. He’s bored of me.”


    Sara’s little jaw dropped open. “You heard us?”


    “I might be blind, but my ears can hear a pin drop,” Rafe boasted, with a smile. “Oi listen, Jan says a lot of stuff she don’t mean, but you can believe her when she says she’s a good ‘un. She’s… she’s always tried to protect me from myself. She thinks I’m too thick to take the truth, but I just don’t tell her what I remember about… old me. Bruno, en it? I try not to think about him too much. It’s better this way. It’s better for me, better for Meryl, better for Lupa to let him die. I’m Rafe now.”


    Sara waited a moment. “Can’t you be both?”


    “Eh?”


    “We all forget things, you know, not just you. Only the odd memory stays with me from day tae day; Ah forget what Ah say tae beasts and what Ah had for breakfast! You’re nae different, nae really; Bruno is still there. He’s still you.”


    Rafe raised his brow, “You know… I never forgot you, nor Dad. The names faded, but not the faces. I mean that.”


    Heartened by Bruno’s words, Sara took his paw and held it tight. “And Ah never gave up hope you were alive. Ah thought you were in a Howler Academy somewhere. Ah hoped one day you’d turn up at the university, like you used tae, only looking all handsome in a Howler mantle.”


    “Weren’t far wrong,” Bruno seethed.


    Suddenly he arched his back and growled in pain.


    “Bruno!” Sara yelped. “Bruno ye all right?”


    “Agh… sssfff… it’s fine. You go get Olivia, yeah? I can’t f-fff-feel her; she must be up the train somewhere. Bring her back here so you can keep an eye on her.”


    “You’ll be all right alone?”


    “Yeah. Go on.”


    With some misgivings, Sara hurried out to search the train, leaving Bruno to pant and seethe through a resurgence of bone-burning rot.


    *


    The Den Apiary was a marvel to behold. For some reason Linus expected Cora’s famous bees to live in great wooden huts out in the open, but they actually lived underground, within the Den’s foundations.


    The Den’s cellars harboured ancient observation corridors, dim subterranean passages cut eons ago and pocked with small, glazed hexagonal windows that allowed Linus and the other Bloodfang guests to peep into the domain of Hummel’s great bees. The light was poor, and the windows smeared with wax, but Linus could see the floor and walls beyond the windows were a rolling landscape of golden honeycombs watched over by countless hairy bees just like Toggle all jostling for space. Some of them trundled from cell to hexagonal cell, regurgitating nectar. Others fanned said cells with their wings, drying the nectar, thickening it into honey. Others capped the cells with beeswax, or built new cells, both by using their skilful mouthparts. Still others danced in circles like wild hyena warriors round a campfire, shaking their bodies and buzzing. They were communicating, as far as Linus understood from his private studies, telling other bees where to find flowers in a language of gesture and sound beyond the understanding of ‘higher’ beasts.


    It was wonderful, but even this marvel of nature couldn’t distract Linus from the torment coiling in his guts.


    Amael seemed perfectly at ease.


    “Where’s the queen?” he asked the white-cloaked Cora.


    “She’s drowsy at present,” she replied. “‘Tis early in the season, the colony has only just awoken after winter.”


    “Slacking, eh?” Amael joked, tapping the window with a finger. “They’d best get on, Lupa needs sweet honey almost as much as it needs venom.”


    Cora frowned a moment, then explained, “We don’t take honey from these bees anymore. Once, long ago now, the honey was used by our ancestors tae ease the rot. It was thought tae be a cure, but it was later discovered it merely contains white-imperium.”


    “There’s imperium in that honey?”


    “Aye, but a little. The plants the bees visit grow near imperium aquifers, so the nectar contains small amounts, which is then concentrated in the honey and wax – that’s why our bees grow so big. Of course, we have superior methods of obtaining white-imperium these days... albeit less elegant.”


    “What’s the point of keeping them then?” Amael snorted.


    Den Mother Cora patiently bore Amael’s metropolitan ignorance. “We don’t keep them; we simply co-exist. Bees are the sacred symbol of our pack going back generations. It’s said as long as they thrive, Hummel will stand.”


    Amael tipped his head back a little. “This… boorish city-beast has offended you, Den Mother,” he sniffed. “Please accept my apologies, I didn’t mean any disrespect.”


    Cora nodded a little, “None taken, Amael. Ah appreciate your curiosity, in fact.”


    A brief, awkward silence.


    Thankfully some Hummel Howlers emerged from the gloomy tunnels and whispered in their mistress’ dark ears. Nodding and dismissing them, Cora announced, “Ah’m afraid we’ll have tae end the tour here, Howlers. The Eisbrands have arrived, as have ALPHA.”


    “ALPHA?” Amael snorted at once


    “It seems so, yes.”


    Amael chuckled caustically, “Ridden Thorvald’s cloak to Everdor have they? I can’t believe he’d allow it!”


    Cora frowned, “What do you mean?”


    “ALPHA arrested one of Thorvald’s best Howlers just the other day, compounding the insult they dealt by taking Rufus at the Arkady Symposium. Adal’s impertinence knows no bounds, Den Mother. We must stop him, together.”


    Cora nodded, “Maybe so, but Ah must extend Den Prefect Adal the same courtesy as you for now-”


    “You should bar your gates to him and his thugs!”


    “That would nae be wise!” Cora said firmly. “If ye’ll excuse me, Den Father Amael, Ah must greet our guests.”


    Amael backed off a step, “Not at all, Den Mother. I’ve kept you long enough. My Howlers and I need to head back to our train and unpack in any case.”


    “Our cars are at your disposal.”


    “Thank you. We’ll walk back however. I wish to take in the sights before the Summit.”


    Cora nodded graciously and took her leave.


    Flicking a paw, Amael led his Bloodfangs from the viewing tunnels too.


    Vladimir lingered with Linus by a hexagonal window. “I underestimated him,” the Grand Howler murmured.


    “Sir?” Linus urged, baffled.


    The lofty Vladimir looked down at Linus as if he had only just noticed his presence. “Amael,” he grunted, “even though he plans for Cora and all the rest of the Den Fathers to be dead come the opening ceremony he still behaves as if the Summit will happen, as if this back-door dealing matters.” The Grand Howler sighed and shook his head, “I knew he was a degenerate, but the wolf seems to have buried what remained of his conscience along with Vito. Not a fleck of guilt, not a nervous moment. You’d never know what he was up to. And I thought Janoah was a consummate actor.”


    Linus held out one last hope for Amael’s soul. “Is he mad with rot, do you think?”


    Vladimir walked on, “I wish that he were. I think, however, he knows exactly what he’s doing, which makes him the worst kind of villain – a sane one.”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 47


     


    Taking her pocket watch in one paw and Tristan’s wrist in the other, Meryl measured the wounded Howler’s pulse.


    Slow, but steady.


    The door to the ward opened and Silvermane crept over in his black Alpha gear. “How is he?” he asked, as Meryl adjusted the air flow of Tristan’s respirator.


    “Stable,” the nurse replied, casting her eyes over Tristan. His heaving body was dressed in long, rambling bandages, like white centipedes with tape legs. Each one covered a river-like plasma burn that had been carved into his hide by the rack, and there were many more tiny wounds and strips of burnt fur.


    “He should be dead,” Meryl went on. “I was a good ten seconds shutting the machine off.”


    Silvermane nodded and glanced over his cloaked shoulder, before continuing, “Was it on purpose?”


    Meryl dipped her delicate chin over her collar until it touched her cravat, “Yes.”


    “Nikita?”


    Another, smaller nod.


    Silvermane took a sharp breath, “He tried to silence a fellow conspirator and make it look like Maher did it. So… Nikita is one of them. The Alpha will be devastated.”


    “He threatened me,” Meryl revealed. “He said if I didn’t corroborate his story he would see to it Rafe died, or words to that effect.”


    “He’s in no position to threaten Rafe, nor will he ever be,” Silvermane assured. “But… corroborate is what you’ll do for now. I’ll pretend I believe your account.”


    Meryl turned to Silvermane and seethed, “You have to tell the Alpha.”


    “No. Nikita must have spies everywhere; Horst and Duncan could be against us too. I shall carry on as before. Things will come to a head soon enough.”


    “But what about me? What about Tristan?”


    “You’ll be fine, just let Nikita believe he’s got you over a barrel. It’s Tristan we must protect. I believe he’ll be in the mood to talk after Nikita tried to cook him.”


    Meryl pointed out to her superior that, “The Eisbrands want him released immediately; that was the deal the Alpha stuck with Thorvald, you can’t keep him here any longer.”


    “Surely he’s too sick to be moved?”


    “Perhaps, but-”


    “Then I’ll explain to our Eisbrand brothers that Tristan must stay here for the sake of his own health,” Silvermane sniffed. “Besides, if he’s returned to the Eisbrands now the collaborators amidst their ranks will likely kill him before sundown. His best chance is to stay here.”


    “And how will you explain his wounds?”


    “I’ll tell them he resisted arrest.”


    “You can say what you like, Grand Prefect, but Thorvald will know he was racked in the end. ALPHA can’t hide it this time; he’ll be scarred for life you know.”


    “Let’s not pretend the Eisbrands don’t rack anyone.”


    “I don’t deny it, Grand Prefect, but ALPHA shouldn’t!”


    “They all do it-”


    “To maintain the moral high ground ALPHA should obey the Lupan Laws, not flout them!” Meryl dared, looking Silvermane up and down like a proper madam. “Every day we go on behaving as the other packs do we undermine the reason for our inception and invite more wolves like Amael Balbus to rise up. We’re supposed to set an example, not sink to their level.”


    Silvermane stared at the bold little nurse a moment. “Stay with him,” he instructed with a smack of the lips, neatly side-stepping Meryl’s dangerous words. “Don’t let anyone take Tristan, not even Nikita. I’ll say my orders come down from the Alpha.”


    Meryl visibly recoiled at Silvermane’s refusal to engage her grievances. Perhaps now was not the time, but there never seemed to be a time! Step by step, act by act, ALPHA was becoming that which it hated. Even Rafe, bless his heart, was a symptom of ALPHA’s rot, his eisenpelz a forbidden weapon that the packs could and would match if need be. If ALPHA’s allowed an Eisenwolf so are we, they might say, dusting off their suits and scouring their ranks for candidates once more. It’ll be an arms-race.


    “I’ll be in touch,” Silvermane assured. “If he wakes up send for me immediately and don’t let Nikita know.”


    Meryl didn’t nod.


    Regardless, Silvermane took his leave, lingering at the ward door a moment, watching as Meryl mopped the brow of that traitorous Tristan with as much care and diligence as she would Rafe.


    *


    The trucks rolled to a stop in the woods, dappled sunlight rolling across metal and canvas, wheels pushing aside great mounds of mud like chocolate biscuit dough. The hyenas disembarked, Nurka, Themba, the newly rescued Madou and their loyal followers.


    THORN had arrived in Everdor.


    Where in Everdor the feverish Rufus had no idea. His squinting eyes swivelled this way and that, absorbing everything as Nurka’s hyenas ferried him through the woods on a stretcher. Hummelton must be within striking distance, what with the Summit being tomorrow and all, yet this looked to be the deepest darkest wilderness, far from the Hummel capital district. We must be in the wilds; how else could the hyenas have a camp here and yet go unnoticed?


    Rufus’s mental ramblings were derailed as the hyenas set his stretcher down on a table in a large circular tent.


    The skull-mask and muscled shoulders of Nurka loomed over him, purple eyes gleaming as ever. “How are you, Red-mist?” he rasped.


    “Never better,” Rufus lied. “Where am I?”


    “Everdor, but you knew that. This is our chief THORN encampment. I’ve never allowed outsiders here before. Not even Amael knows where we are.”


    “And… y-you didn’t make me wear a blindfold?” Rufus chuckled drily, seething in pain.


    “We’re past that, I think,” Nurka cackled, with a tiny scoff and nod. “You’re no outsider. I owe you Themba’s life, my Prince’s freedom… many things.” The hyena chief added soberly, “Besides, even were you a spy you’re not going anywhere in your condition, and even if you could we’re a long way from a telephone. You’re no threat to us.”


    “Very reassuring.”


    “It’s not me that needs reassuring; I’m just voicing my arguments aloud.”


    “Well if it helps, I’m convinced of my own impotence.”


    “Humph.”


    “Since I’m no threat, where are we exactly?”


    Nurka unpinned his zigzagged cloak, “What Hummels call Grunrose District.”


    Rufus lifted his head. “Grunrose?” he said, piecing his Lupan geography together. “But… that’s on the northern edge of Hummel territory. We’re hundreds of miles away from Hummelton.”


    “Yes,” Nurka confirmed, beating clouds of brown Gelb dust from his cloak. “It’s very quiet up here on the borders of civilisation. For over a year now we’ve been travelling the Sunrise Mountains, past Gelb and down the river to Lupa, then back again to Everdor, each time adding to our cache.”


    “Cache?” Rufus repeated. “You mean… the black-imperium?”


    Nurka nodded.


    By Ulf, Rufus thought, all THORN’s labours are stowed in a tent or buried underground somewhere around here. He laid back down with some unease, as if this very tent might be pitched above a secret hoard of lethal black-imperium. If it could be found and destroyed, the canisters split open out here far from civilisation, that’d end Nurka’s venture, and Amael’s with him, yet cause minimal harm. However, breaking open the canisters like barrels of beer would be suicide for the beast wielding the axe.


    It’ll have to be me. I can’t ask Noss, even less Tomek.


    “So, how are you planning to get to the Summit?” Rufus asked, somehow maintaining conversation even whilst his mind explored every path. Arriving always at his own demise his heart sank. I’ll never go on my expedition now; never see the Dead Cities. “We’re… h-half a day away by truck and you’ll be stopped by Howlers,” he struggled on. “The security around Hummelton will be tight. They won’t let a fly pass, let alone truckload of hyenas and black-imperium.”


    Donning his cloak again Nurka huffed, “Do you think I spent years planning the downfall of Lupa’s corrupt regime and yet overlooked such things?”


    Rufus grimaced, “I’m merely concerned, my good hyena.”


    His good hyena grunted, “Prince Noss is equally concerned. Forgive me, but I must explain my plans to him before anyone, even Themba and Madou. It would be an affront to Prince Noss’s rank to overlook him. He is our prince, after all and you’re a… well a….”


    “An outsider, yes.”


    Nurka bowed a little, “I’m glad you understand. I’ll return as soon as I’ve put the prince’s mind at ease.” He made to leave, but lingered, “My hyenas will tend to your needs, but is there anything specific I can do for you?”


    “No, no I’m quite alright just lying here.”


    “Very well-”


    “Wait, uh… send Tomek in, would you?”


    “Tomek?”


    Rufus explained, “I just want to make sure he’s all right after… everything. He’s the sort to bottle things up, you see. Proud chap. He’s only a cub, you know.”


    A nod, then Nurka slipped through the tent flaps.


    Within no time at all the grey Tomek burst inside, anxiety pasted across those dark, caterpillar-like brows, as if Nurka had informed him Rufus was dying and about to cross the eternal plains and sit with his ancestors, as hyena beliefs maintained.


    “Rufus!” he woofed, rushing to his friend’s side and looking him over. “You all right?”


    “As can be,” Rufus replied, taking Tomek all in. He was wearing a stripy hyena cloak and greaves, no less! “Well, well look at you. Defected have we, Usenko?”


    Tomek looked down at himself. “No no, is not like that. I-I-I had nothing to wear and-”


    “Calm down, Tomek, I’m only pulling your leg. It’s much better than those rank Gelb rags.”


    A nod, a shrug, a handsome wink – the rogue. “Black and white suits me, no?”


    “Most becoming. You’re a regular hyena warrior now.”


    “Hahaha!”


    Checking the tent flaps for real hyena warriors, Rufus suddenly grabbed Tomek and pulled him close. “Listen, whatever happens next keep your head down,” he seethed, his rough voice resembling car tyres rolling slowly down a gravel drive. Weathering resurgent rot pains he soldiered on, “I-I-I didn’t want you involved in all this… but you’re here now… I know that.”


    “Rufus, I have to tell you-”


    “You’ve been a great help, Tomek. Really! Just don’t do anything foolish. You can’t fight Nurka, you can’t do anything. They’re too strong. Leave this to Noss and myself.”


    “You?” Tomek scoffed. “But your wounds-”


    “I’ll be fine,” Rufus dismissed. “It’ll pass.”


    “Pass? The ants cut you up, Rufus!”


    “Look, just sit quietly and ride this out and you’ll be back in Lupa in no time. All right? I’ll get your record cleared in a heartbeat… and Helmut’s too.”


    “Helmut?”


    “He deserves to be pardoned. It’s not much good now, but there it is. Perhaps his family will appreciate a posthumous medal. But I’m not losing you as well, so stay out of it-”


    “I can’t, I’m Janoah’s agent!” Tomek growled.


    Rufus’s eyes darted all over the Watcher, “What?”


    Glancing behind, Tomek leant close and seethed through his fangs, “Rufus I’m sorry, but I am… I am ALPHA agent.”


    *


    Nurka shepherded Noss through the forested camp. Hyenas cooking over fires and sharpening imperium spears looked up and, upon recognising their prince, dropped everything to grovel in the erde.


    Noss hoped it was for him they bowed, not Nurka.


    “After you, my Prince,” the chief said, stopping by a larger and finer tent than the rest.


    Noss ducked inside. To his surprise the interior was magnificent, the floor-level bed being piled high with plush white pillows and velvety black blankets, whilst thick rugs bearing patterns of insects and plants knotted in red and gold covered every square inch with no bare erde to be seen. In the corner, by the bed, was a small, beautifully-carved wooden table housing a hookah pipe full of purple-imperium, and fine crystal decanters containing colourful translucent drinks, ready to pour into equally fine tumblers. There was a bigger albeit very low table in the middle of the room on which papers could be spread and plans made no doubt – hyenas didn’t wander around gesticulating like wolves, nor even sit, they knelt respectfully and humbly. Even so, Nurka seemed to enjoy the good life.


    “It’s like a matriarch’s hut in here!” Noss cackled at him, taking it all in. “Very nice, Nurka.”


    Nurka didn’t react, save to silently spread a paw at the mattresses – sleeping and seating were one and the same to hyenas.


    Sighing loudly, Noss gladly fell amidst the soft pillows, paws behind his head – after a year in Gelb it was paradise. With a start, he sat up again.


    “Forgive me, Nurka,” he chuckled. “My privations have been… long.”


    “Not at all my Prince,” Nurka replied simply, kneeling beside him. “Drink?”


    “Please.”


    Removing his helmet, as Noss did his, Nurka poured them both a stiff-smelling drink.


    By the Wind he’s still so young, Noss realised, taking in Nurka’s handsome, unblemished face again for the first time in over a year. He had the mind of a beast twice his age and the extraordinarily muscular physique of a Chakaa to back his assertions up; it was so easy to forget just how young he was when disguised by that ferocious Jua-mata skull helmet.


    “To THORN,” Nurka said, raising his glass.


    Noss raised his in kind, “To the Jua-mata.”


    Chinking their glasses they knocked back their drinks in a single gulp.


    “Not bad,” Noss said. “Hummel liquor, isn’t it?”


    “Yes. I believe so.”


    “A filthy wolfen beverage? You surprise me, Nurka.”


    The youngster allowed a rare chuckle, “My Prince, it’s not wolves I hate, but the regime. An ally like Rufus wouldn’t be alive if I was so simple.”


    “Simple like Themba?” Noss goaded, slapping Nurka on his nearest massive spotty arm and adding quickly, “I’m teasing! He’s come on leaps and bounds.”


    Nurka forced a quick, polite laugh, and set his empty glass aside. “Wolfkind is enslaved by Lupa’s corruption as much as anyone,” he said, gravely. “There are good and bad in all, even hyenas. I haven’t forgotten what you taught me, nor allowed Themba and Madou to forget. One must see beneath the hide, beneath the colours, spots, shapes and manners that separate us hardly at all… to the soul that does.”


    Noss nodded, “I am relieved to hear that.” He took a sharp breath and asked, “How goes the affliction with you three?”


    “Well, my Prince.”


    “Are you in pain?”


    “It comes and goes.”


    Noss tapped his skull and flashed a manic smile, “And what of the mind, Nurka? Does that come and go too?”


    With a twitch of a purple eye, the chief spread a paw at the low tabletop. “You wanted to know what we’re to do; I’ll show you,” he said, changing subject.


    “What about Madou and Themba-”


    “I must confide in you first, my Prince, as is your right. They will understand,” Nurka said, all but interrupting.


    Noss dipped his chin and grunted.


    Shuffling to the table, the prince watched the chieftain roll out some paper and quickly sketch the beginnings of a simple map using a traditional reed dipped in ink. One could add drafting to Nurka’s list of abilities, as the young hyena swiftly laid ink lines hither and thither with quick and daring strokes that a master cat calligrapher of the east would envy. A bushy forest took shape, then a river in a single broad wavy stroke; farmland dotted with sprigs of grass appeared and what looked like a farm. Then, far across the other side, a quick collection of blocks, houses; a castle and a city wall – Hummelton?


    “We are here,” Nurka said, placing a tent in the forest.


    “I gathered that,” Noss cackled.


    Nurka smiled and shuffled a little, he seemed nervous for the first time Noss had seen.


    Strange.


    The chief scratched an X elsewhere in the forest, north of the camp, by a rocky outcrop.


    “This is the black-imperium cache,” he revealed, adding a mouth to the rock. “It’s in a cave north of here. Of the hyenas that went on raids only I know where the cache is, just in case anyone was captured. Not even Madou knows, yet.”


    Noss nodded, “I’m honoured by your trust, Nurka.”


    “You’re our Prince,” Nurka explained simply, moving the tip of his reed down to the farm he had sketched. “This is Rumney Farm. It’s not far from here on the inside border of Grunrose, an hour or so by road.”


    “What’s there, more imperium?” Noss guessed.


    Nurka waited a moment, then looked up at the slightly taller Noss kneeling across the table from him and said, “A dirigible, my Prince.”


    Silence prevailed.


    “What?”


    “A dirigible; a balloon, a lighter-than-air flying machine, call it what you will-”


    “I know what a dirigible is!” Noss said sharply, his dark hyena brow furrowing as he tried to fathom what was going through Nurka’s mind. “We’re to fly to Hummelton?”


    “Yes.”


    “At night?”


    “Daytime, my Prince.”


    Nurka’s Prince could but laugh and scoff, “In broad daylight, in front of the whole world?”


    “Doubtless.”


    His smile fading, Noss supposed he was missing something. “You know how to pilot a balloon?”


    “No, but Montague Buttle does.”


    “Who?”


    “The famous cat pilot, him and his wife. Forgive me, you’ve been indisposed of late.”


    Noss cast his mind back, “The names ring a bell.”


    Grunting, Nurka continued, “The farm is theirs. They have converted one of the silkworm barns into a secret hanger for their latest dirigible. They’ve been building it for over a year now. From the blueprints I’ve seen, it is enormous.”


    “All the better for a grand entrance!” Noss joked.


    Unsmiling, Nurka calmly pointed to Hummelton with his ink-stained reed. “The Summit opening ceremony is tomorrow. It begins at midday and ends two hours later. It’s a small window of opportunity, but it is the only time the Den Fathers of every pack and all their officers will be together… and yet out in the open.”


    Noss’s bafflement only grew as Nurka slowly revealed his cards. “Out in the open?” the prince said. “What good is that? Black-imperium’s best used in confined spaces, same as any bomb. When they asked me to kill Rufus I made sure he was in a café for a reason.”


    “We are not going to use bombs, my Prince. We never were. If the Lupans assume we are all the better; they’ll be looking under benches and searching bags when they should be looking up.”


    Noss sat in silence.


    Nurka patiently returned his reed to the forest and the cave therein. “The black-imperium rests in temporary holding flasks. Such flasks are not meant to leave the refinery; they’re pressurised and highly dangerous. All one has to do, my Prince, is turn a valve and black-imperium will be released.” The chief traced a path from the cave and out of the forest, terminating at Rumney Farm. “Tomorrow morning we will drive to the Buttle’s farm and load the flasks onto their dirigible, as many as it can carry. Montague Buttle will then fly it to Hummelton.”


    “He’s one of us, then?” Noss assumed.


    “No, my Prince. The cat may be a Felician and Lupa’s old enemy, but he relies on Lupa for sponsorship since the Queen of Felicia has forbidden his balloons. He has nothing to gain by helping us.”


    Noss spread a paw, “Then why should he fly you anywhere, Nurka?”


    “Because to protect his wife he will do whatever we ask!” the chief rasped suddenly, looking to Noss with narrowed purple eyes burning. “Besides,” he continued calmer, “the cats will not be told what we are to do. They will believe we are merely dropping propaganda leaflets from their balloon.”


    Noss frowned. “But you won’t,” he said, wiping his dry lips.


    “We shall, my Prince, but not over the Summit; the dead have no use for propaganda. No, the leaflets are to be dropped over Lupa, for the citizens there to digest.”


    A pause, a nod, a question, “The dead, Nurka?”


    With his Prince’s undivided attention, Nurka slowly, painfully scratched his inky reed across to Hummelton. “The dirigible is due to fly over Hummelton during the opening ceremony bearing the flags of all the packs as an expression of Lupa’s forward-thinking, enlightened people,” he spat, the words sticking in his throat. “The Den Fathers are expecting a show. They will think nothing amiss as we pass over, until we loosen the imperium flasks in the balloon’s hold and the sky turns black with ashen rain the like of which has never been seen! They’ll all rot where they stand!”


    Nurka’s reed snapped on Hummelton’s ink walls. He cast it aside with a trembling paw and looked at the silent, still Prince Noss across the table.


    “Then… all that remains is Amael,” Nurka sniffed, flexing and massaging his writing paw, dark fingers clenching and spreading. “He plans to leave the ceremony long before we arrive – there’s nothing I can do about that. He knows what’s coming. That’s why when I heard you were alive I had to get you out, my Prince. In the struggle to come you’ll be there to inspire the tribes and pull them together. They’ll follow you. If Amael still had you he could’ve held you hostage. As it is our people will have a fair chance now. With Hummel destroyed and polluted beyond repair there’ll be no food imports for Lupa, no Hummel Watchers to attack us from behind as we lay siege to the city’s arteries of rail and road. Amael may have venom coming out his ears, but he’ll starve. Our people know how to live off the land, and our Chakaa have plenty of purple-imperium. We will outlast him. Lupa will fall.”


    Noss stared, unflinching.


    “It’s… good to finally tell someone,” Nurka heaved weightily, emitting a quick laugh and cupping a paw to his aching head. “To keep it from everyone, e-even Themba and Madou, and organising everything without revealing to anyone my entire thinking. It’s been… trying.”


    Reaching across the low table, Noss cupped a paw to Nurka’s thick neck. “It’s a grand plan, Chakaa Nurka,” he assured, shaking him fondly. “You really are the clever one. I’m proud of you.”


    “Proud?”


    A nod, a smile... a gulp.


    *


    “Tomeeeek,” Rufus growled, cupping his paws to his face as he lay on the stretcher still. “Why did you let Janoah talk you into it?” he growled. “Why?”


    Tomek could but stand with his paws behind his back, shrugging and shuffling as Rufus chided him. In the end the young Watcher whispered, “She worried for you. I am happy do it, for Lupa. I help you for Lupa.”


    “I felt so guilty. You wouldn’t believe how awful I felt thinking I’d gotten you in trouble. All this time you made me suffer when you were a mere actor?”


    “Not always!” Tomek defended indignantly, checking the tent flaps for stray hyenas before subduing his voice. “I not act when I stop Madou; that was real. Janoah not speak to me until after that day. I am no more actor than you. My story, it just fit. I had upset Elder Watcher by helping you and he had punished me; that’s what we decided. Janoah arrange everything and I was sent down, just like you. It was all pretend, yes; I lied, yes; but I still mean what I say and do.”


    Rufus turned his cheek and sighed, “Well… you’re here now. You’re a grown up, I suppose. Like Noss said you’ve shot beasts; nearly shot me back at the wall that time.”


    Tomek shrugged and dipped his chin, “I not aim at you. I aimed over your head.”


    “Grateful, I’m sure.”


    “No. I always aim above prisoners. I have… never shot anyone before.”


    Rufus chuckled, “And I thought I was special for a moment there. What if you boys had all aimed over my head, what’d happen then, a pardon perhaps?”


    “It not happened so far.”


    Rufus grunted, changed subject. “In any case you’ve done your bit. You’re a Watcher so you know how to survive out here in Everdor, don’t you?


    A nod, “I can survive in Ashfall. This place? Looks easy.”


    “Right. First opportunity you get you slip away and head back to civilisation. I mean it.”


    Expecting resistance, Rufus was surprised when Tomek replied, “That’s our plan.”


    “Oh. Well, good,” Red-mist sniffed officiously, settling down. “Who’s plan?” he snorted, sitting up a little.


    “Noss.”


    “You’ve been talking. What’s he up to?”


    The tent flaps parted and Casimir limped inside. The white rabbit nodded and saluted at Rufus, then looked to Tomek and hiked his thumb over his shoulder. “Can I borrow you, lad?” he asked simply.


    Tomek hurried out at once, stopping only to look back at Rufus and salute him roguishly as ever.


    “Tomek!” the wounded Rufus yelped, trying, failing to get up and give chase. “Tomek, wait a minute-agh!”


    It was no good; Rufus was out of the loop.


    Slipping across the THORN camp with Casimir, Tomek went unhindered by the hyenas. Those that had accompanied Nurka into the mines knew Tomek had been instrumental in getting Prince Noss and everyone else out, whilst those that didn’t know of him yet at least recognised Casimir as Nurka’s trusted ally – he wouldn’t be up to no good with any treacherous, untrustworthy wolfen agent.


    So, they went about their business. Even the pugnacious Themba paid no heed, save to look up from a quickly stolen meal by a campfire and sniff, “Welcome to Kambi Mata, little Casimir. You’re one of us now.”


    “Aye, what a let down,” the little beast gruffed in passing. “Just a lot of tents ‘en it!”


    Themba frowned, then laughed.


    “Kambi Mata?” Tomek whispered, as he and Casimir walked swiftly on.


    “Never mind, just keep moving,” the rabbit hissed.


    Into a tent, Noss was waiting inside, pacing on a rug. He whirled on Casimir and Tomek, looked beyond them. “Rufus?” he inquired.


    “Still laid up bad,” Casimir replied. “I couldn’t risk him hobbling across camp for all to see.”


    Noss nodded, “It’s probably for the best, he’ll only disapprove. I’ll speak to him if I get a chance.” The hyena spread a paw about, gesturing to a pillow-strewn hyena bed and a low table complete with drinks. “My quarters,” he cackled, “Nurka wanted to give me his luxurious pad; I refused.”


    “Should’ve accepted and asserted your authority,” Casimir snorted, snatching a drink from the table and knocking it back – he needed it. “Shouldn’t yer?” he added.


    “By refusing him I have asserted my authority,” Noss explained. He checked outside for any listening ears, then returned. “You’ve lived amongst my kind all this time and yet learnt nothing of our ways, rabbit.”


    Casimir defended, “I’m not as cosy with THORN as you think ‘hyena’. I’ve never been here before.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “This camp; Kambi Mata. This is THORN’s main HQ, you realise that?”


    “Camp of the dead?” Noss said, with a curious frown.


    Tomek repeated, “Camp of the dead?”


    “In our tongue, that’s what Kambi Mata means.”


    “Reassuring, eh lad?” Casimir chucked at Tomek, pouring another drink. “Told yer not to ask.”


    “Then… Jua-mata means?”


    “Dead Sun.”


    Tomek snorted at Noss, “That is your tribe’s name?”


    “And what of it, boy?”


    “Nothing. Well, is not very....”


    “Friendly?” the prince cackled. “And ‘Bloodfang’ is, I suppose? It’s no good calling yourselves the Fluffy Wuffy Bees; well, unless you’re Hummel!”


    Tomek smiled and dipped his chin – Hummel’s bee symbol always had been a bit of a giggle amongst the city packs.


    Knocking his second drink back, Casimir said, “Nurka’s never let me come this far in before. Usually I’m dumped in the outer camps with the other raiders whilst he and Themba carry on deeper into the forest with the black-imperium flasks. Aside from them, the only hyenas allowed into Kambi Mata were the ones who never went on raids and so would never be captured. I dunno why he’s so lax now. I mean, you’re his Prince ‘en all so it makes sense fer you, but Rufus and Tomek? Nurka’s usually paranoid about outsiders.”


    “He’s getting careless,” Noss theorised, peering outside again at distant hyenas milling about – he could feel no coronas, save Tomek’s. “He was desperate to tell me his plan, you know; it was a relief for him. He feels safe now. He thinks nobody can stop him. He’s right – we’re in the middle of nowhere, miles from a phone, and nobody can get word out before the Summit tomorrow-”


    “No, he’s wrong!” Tomek growled, clenching a fist. “We will stop him. We have to.”


    Noss agreed with a hearty nod, “You two have to get away and warn the Howlers.”


    “I stay with you, no?” Tomek offered. “Back you up in case of a fight?”


    “No, Tomek, you and Casimir will have to split up and search for help – you’ll cover more ground that way. Slip away as soon as you can. Find a road, a house, a farm, even a Howler; there’ll be something out here, there must be. Get word to Hummelton, specifically Vladimir – he alone will take you seriously.”


    Tomek reluctantly agreed.


    Looking between the wolf and hyena, Casimir threw his pale paws wide, “What do we say to this ‘Vladimir’?”


    For once not smiling, Noss raised his dark chin a little, and his purple, imperium-laden eyes searched the stained canvas ceiling, “Tell him to look up.”


    *


    They were in the tent for some time, chatting, gesticulating, then the flaps parted, spitting Tomek and Casimir into the open. Madou kept a wary eye on the wolf and rabbit as they took a seat by the fire with Themba and partook of some food.


    Madou remained discreet until Nurka fetched Noss from his tent and led the prince across the camp.


    “Chief!” Madou puffed, running over, hefty arms swaying.


    “Yes, Madou?” Nurka sighed with forced patience, whirling on his comrade, paws behind back.


    “My Prince,” Madou added, bowing.


    “Madou,” Noss acknowledged.


    After an extended awkward silence, the stocky Madou clumsily articulated to his chief, “What’s happening now?”


    “Happening?” he replied.


    “What’s everyone doing?”


    “Resting?” Nurka suggested, nodding at Themba by the fire. The big hyena was stirring a small pot emitting purple fumes. “Go and sit down, Madou, drink some chunta with Themba. You need to regain your strength after your time in Gelb.”


    Madou glanced between Noss and Nurka, “Haven’t we got to discuss the plan?”


    “When I’m ready.”


    “But the Summit’s tomorrow-”


    “When I’m ready,” Nurka re-iterated sternly. He slapped Madou on the shoulder and gestured to the best tent in the camp. “I know this camp’s new to you too, but the Qu-… my tent’s just over there; you’re welcome to it.”


    Madou accepted his lot, “Chief,” and watched Nurka lead Noss through the forest. Noss was the centre of Nurka’s world now it seemed.


    He’s our Prince, Madou told himself. It’s only right.


    Crossing the camp, leg armour rattling, Madou went to Nurka’s rather grand-looking tent. It was even grander on the inside, rugs, pillows and other fineries jostling for Madou’s attention. He didn’t think too much of it as he sat amongst the pillows, only that this wasn’t very Nurka. The chief had always been a hard, if learned hyena, surrounding himself with books rather than pillows. Perhaps power is going to his head? Perhaps he’s starting to think he’s some kind of prince himself after leading THORN so long? He had spoken to Noss out of turn at times, even contempt back in the caves. That sort of attitude would get a hyena in trouble, usually.


    Madou lay back and allowed himself to relax, even sleep, despite his feverish thoughts.


    *


    It proved a long, winding walk into the deepest darkest Everdor woodland before Nurka stopped at no place in particular and veered off to the left. Noss had tried to memorise the route, eyes searching secretly for landmarks; rocks, strange trees, anything. The only real standout feature for Noss, apart from a giant, black millipede trundling through the ferns nearby like an Elder Train, was the very cave he now found himself standing before. Nurka parted the thick thorn bushes obscuring its mouth and pushed through them into the gaping limestone maw.


    “My Prince,” he urged, parting the foliage from the other side like a beast peeping out from behind a green stage curtain to check the mood of the audience. “This way.”


    Looking over this low, moss-cloaked collection of stones that could barely be called a cave, Noss pushed through the thorn bushes. The usually sessile wall of spiked branches tore at his fur like things suddenly motile, almost pulling the prince’s dazzling duotone mantle clean from his shoulders as he twisted his body to freedom on the other side; his legs and face were armoured, but his arms suffered many scratches.


    “By the Wind, Nurka,” Noss complained, rubbing at his stinging arms. “You must be red-raw coming in and out of here after an imperium raid.”


    “You grow accustomed to it, my Prince.”


    Lighting the way with their brooches, chieftain and prince dared the pale, glistening, limestone cave; Noss hoped this one didn’t twist as deeply into Mother Erde as Gelb, he’d had quite enough of all that.


    “It’s not far,” Nurka reassured, as if reading his Prince’s mind.


    “Lead on,” Noss replied amiably.


    I could kill you now, he thought, looking at the back of Nurka’s helmet-clad head, but that won’t stop you; Themba and Madou will carry on your mad mission. I must either challenge you openly, or else destroy your imperium cache in secret tonight. I won’t get a chance to do both, but Tomek and Casimir will be on their way and one of them will succeed in warning the Howlers.


    Someone must.


    Nurka stopped by a small cavity in the side of the otherwise smooth cave passage. He stood to one side, rasping, “Here, my Prince.”


    Suppressing a primeval gulp of fear for what he was about to look upon, Noss peered into the side atrium.


    There they were, dozens of spherical canisters marked with the deadly ‘X’ denoting black-imperium, all stacked neatly together. They resembled the tanks of anaesthetic gas Noss had seen used in Lupa’s hospitals to soothe the moans of the wounded, but a whiff from one of these would do rather more than put a beast under.


    There looked enough to douse Hummelton good and proper and then a fair portion of Lupa beyond – Nurka had casually mentioned, as he and Noss had traipsed through the woods as if engaged in an afternoon stroll, attempting a second gas attack against Lupa itself if all went well regards Hummelton tomorrow, perhaps eliminating Amael. Noss had but nodded and grunted, even as his guts twisted with horror.


    Did Nurka truly understand what he was proposing? Elder, Howler and citizen; healthy, rotten, guilty or innocent; wolf, hyena and little beast; the poisonous rain would make no nice distinctions. Everything it touched would rot and any infrastructure so contaminated would remain unusable for millennia.


    Nurka was out to make his very own Dead City, to create utter desolation and call it victory.


    *


    Madou awoke with a snort and glanced about the tent. How long have I been asleep? Not long, I think.


    Extracting himself from the pillows, Madou went to the tent flaps and looked blinkingly to the campfire where Themba sat tending his pot of sacred chunta.


    With a quick glance up and down the camp, Madou hurried over. “Where’d they go?”


    Themba looked up from the heady purple fumes, “Who?”


    “Tomek and Casimir?”


    The big hyena frowned slowly. “They went to rest. You should be resting too; we’ve a big day tomorrow. Come, sit and drink with me, Madou. It could be the last time we ever do in this life.”


    Madou glanced about, “Where’d they go exactly?”


    “Who?”


    “Ragh! Tomek and Casimir, you chunta-drunk fool!”


    “I don’t know!” Themba growled, looking the short Madou up and down. “What’s wrong with you?” He ladled out some rich, purple chunta into a bowl. “Drink, Madou.”


    Rejecting the offer, Madou continued his search, half-walking, half-jogging about the camp, glancing in tents at sleeping hyenas and checking every fire, asking beasts if the grey wolf and the white rabbit had passed this way until he was directed to the edge of the camp and the dirt track that the trucks had trundled down to get here. No sign of Tomek or Casimir, just a winding dirt road cutting an arboreal tunnel through the ferny woodland.


    Madou hurried down the muddy road, puddles splashing underfoot, until some fearsome, skull-painted THORN hyenas leapt out of the ferns and barred his path with their imperium spears.


    Madou expected nothing less. In his native hyena tongue he asked them if a wolf and a rabbit passed though here, Casimir – you all know Casimir the white rabbit.


    Yes, the hyenas replied in kind, Casimir had passed through with a Chakaa wolf honoured with our colours.


    Where were they going? Madou pressed.


    To the outer camp, where Casimir’s old tent was; he was going to fetch his things here now that he was allowed into Kambi Mata.


    Thanking his THORN brothers, Madou sped down the road towards the second camp.


    *


    The outer camp was a mile down the track; running would look suspicious so Casimir checked his and Tomek’s pace. The forest either side was crawling with watching THORN terrorists and booby traps had been laid all over; spike pits, tripwires attached to yellow-imperium bombs, ash grenades and falling logs, the list was comprehensive. The only safe way out of THORN territory was down the road and through the camp, preferably on wheels if they could get some.


    “I’m one of the few experienced drivers and I’ve driven the black-imperium trucks before,” Casimir explained to Tomek, as he limped nervously along. “They shouldn’t think it unusual that Nurka’s asked me to drive something somewhere.”


    “Uh huh,” Tomek breathed.


    “We’ll have to go back if they stop us, and try again later.”


    “Yeah.”


    Casimir glanced up at the taller Tomek. “You remind me of my lad,” he said fondly. “Wolf of few words, Bruno, and brave as could be. I like to think if he’s one of you now he’s a good ‘un, even if he is an Eisenwolf.”


    Tomek smiled; Casimir could not see it beneath the wolf’s helmet, but his eyes squinted at least.


    “Airship,” Casimir said, looking up at the sky through the branches, perhaps eager to change subject. “Nurka’s a genius, but thumping mad.”


    “You really did not know of Nurka’s plan?”


    “No, lad. Nobody did.”


    “Would you have helped THORN if you did?”


    Casimir stayed silent for a time, “At the time… maybe. Now I know Bruno’s alive it’s different. I got him to fight for again.”


    Tomek said nothing.


    “You must despise me,” Casimir grunted.


    “You make mistake,” Tomek reasoned, looking all around. “Is natural. I make many mistakes in life also. But we make good now, both of us.”


    The outer camp appeared through the trees; tents, wooden fences, some tree houses. Hyenas emerged from the forest to check what Casimir was up to; he got past them speaking in their native tongue which Tomek didn’t understand. Satisfied with Casimir’s story, the hyenas let him and his wolfen guest pass before melting into the trees again.


    So far so good.


    Into the camp, past hyenas milling about; Tomek always on the receiving end of funny looks, but he was with the white rabbit so all must be well. These were the raiders, Casimir told Tomek, those that had accompanied him and Nurka to Lupa time and again, stockpiling black-imperium without knowing exactly why. They didn’t know its location or what Chakaa Nurka had in mind, only that their chief had a grand plan to smash wolfkind using the cursed blood of Mother Erde, her black, imperious fury. Tomorrow the plan would be revealed to them and the end of their trials was near. Excitement was running high. Hyenas danced and drank, laughed and whooped, more so tonight than any other night before a planned raid that Casimir could remember. There were no females though; a filthy camp in the middle of Everdor was no place for even the lowliest hyeness.


    An unusually dark, drunk hyena painted like a skeleton stumbled into Tomek with a gourd sloshing in his paws. He looked the wide-eyed wolf up and down, said something Tomek didn’t understand, then slapping his cloaked shoulders staggered away again.


    “What did he say?” Tomek asked Casimir, craning his neck to follow the stumbling hyena visually.


    “It was complimentary,” the rabbit assured, tugging the wolf along. “Sort of.”


    As Casimir led him through the camp towards lines of trucks and bikes – some monos but mostly ordinary two-wheelers – Tomek passed many more hyenas drinking and laughing, drowning their sorrows and fears. Some sat quietly twiddling their thumbs or sharpening weapons, others cried whilst looking at photos or fondling trinkets. They weren’t monsters or idiots, but beasts, each as complex and whole as Madou or Noss. Even Nurka was no mad beast, he was as erudite and measured as Rufus. What has Lupa done to drive Nurka to this desperate act? Were the Reservations and re-education camps so bad? Maybe, but poisoning thousands and starting another war is no way to solve anything.


    Tomek remembered that day, not long after Rufus had passed through the Lupan Wall on his way to Gelb, being called into the Elder Watcher’s office to meet ALPHA Prefect Janoah Valerio, leaving his loyal ant Scuttle outside.


    “What do you think of hyenas?” Janoah had asked him, looking out the window at the passing trains.


    “I… think they… well… uh….” Tomek had stumbled, standing to attention.


    “Pity they can’t just fall into line, isn’t it?” Janoah had urged mischievously.


    Relieved to be directed, Tomek had agreed, “It better for them to do so, Prefect.”


    “Better than being wiped out?” Janoah had suggested further. “Because that’s what’ll happen if THORN succeeds, you know. If hyenas are ever to be tolerated, as my husband desires, we must first save them from themselves, and from Amael.” She had turned to Tomek, looked him up and down with her marvellous green eyes. “You’re quite a wolf… for a cub. You’ve been of great assistance to me and my husband, but you could do more. You could be a wolfen hero and save our great Republic. Does that interest you, Usenko?”


    “Lad!”


    Tomek came back to the present, to the truck that Casimir was climbing inside.


    “Stop daydreaming and crank the engine!” the gruff rabbit commanded, wiggling an S-shaped crank-shaft down at him from the cabin. “Hurry before we’re seen.”


    “Right,” Tomek nodded, dashing round front and inserting the dirty old truck’s manual crank into the hole just beneath the grille – there weren’t many vehicles like this anymore, it was an antique! Nonetheless, with a few vigorous rotations the engine rumbled into tremulous life, spluttering clouds of choking ash into the once-pristine undergrowth.


    A tent nearby parted and an ash-stained hyena with goggles on his head dashed over to Tomek. He waved his oily paws and spluttered hyena syllables that were nonsensical to Tomek’s pricked ears.


    The young wolf shrugged and spread his paws as the hyena berated him. “Sorry, I not speak hyena.”


    Rapping on the truck window to gain the goggled hyena’s attention, Casimir beckoned him round to the open door. The hyena stormed over and had it out with the rabbit, exchanging heated words for a good minute, wasting precious time.


    This won’t do.


    Tomek came up behind the hyena and, with a glance about, tapped the crankshaft to his goggled head.


    Pfzzzt!


    Channelling a blast of plasma down the shaft, Tomek sent the fellow down, catching him before he hit the ground – the rumbling truck and rowdy party veiled the violent action.


    “What’ve you done?” Casimir yelped, tugging on his ears.


    “Is fine,” Tomek excused, dragging the unconscious fellow away and dumping him in the damp ferns. He climbed inside the trembling truck and slammed its rusty door, “Let’s go.”


    “I had everything under control.”


    “Go! Come on!”


    Adrenaline pumping, Casimir revved the engine and directed the gurgling, ash-billowing, open-backed truck through the camp and onto the anonymous Everdor road. Nobody stopped them.


    “We’re on our way, lad.”


    Tomek watched the THORN camp’s entrance retreat rapidly in the mirror.


    As the road bent and obscured the camp from view, Tomek thought he caught a glimpse a familiarly hefty, stocky hyena standing at the gate.


    Madou?


    *


    The sunny platforms of Hummelton Station darkened under rolling clouds of ash as the magnificent Greystone Elder Train eased into dock, huffing and puffing to a controlled halt between the polished blue Eisbrand and black Bloodfang engines parked either side. The enormous Greystone contrivance dwarfed them, with its twelve gigantic sets of driving wheels as oppose to the eight and six of the Eisbrand and Bloodfang machines respectively, and sporting an imperium tender as large as a normal carriage to boot. Its sooty flanks were slashed by great gills that spurted ribbons of ash like an industrial shark choking on embers, and so tangled with pipes, valves and rivets was it that the engine appeared naked, as if the outer hull had been stripped away to reveal its secret inner workings. The Greystones were a practical pack, less concerned by the beauty of their trains and cars than being able to quickly access and fix problems. The Bloodfang train, no sleek beauty itself, looked fancy by comparison, whilst the contoured Eisbrand engine looked a positive dandy.


    Linus made such comparisons as he stood at the Bloodfang dining car windows, watching the Greystones disembarking and being greeted by the same Hummel Eldress that had escorted Amael that very morning. Den Father Flaid, recently elected, stepped down from his carriage in a dour dark Grey cloak and light grey armour with yellow-imperium highlights. A tall, very powerful brown wolf whose muscular arms were flecked with scars, Flaid cut an imposing and vigorous figure indeed. He and Eldress Brynn shook paws and hugged – it was nothing personal, the Greystones were a tactile lot, a family pack, and Hummel simply accommodated. Thorvald had been welcomed by Cora with stiff Eisbrand protocol and ALPHA their simple salutes, before driving to the Den together. Linus had noted everything whilst helping cheerful Hummel little beasts sort the Bloodfang luggage and load it onto cars for the short drive to Hummelton’s Den.


    It wasn’t so much the Elders Linus was interested in, but Sara. He looked up and down the station platforms, searching, always searching. If ALPHA were here then Sara should be too, somewhere.


    Perhaps she’s slipped back to Hummel, to her mother, and taken Olivia with her. Perhaps Den Mother Cora would sort everything out now, for Sara’s sake.


    Maybe they’d be safe.


    “Gelb’s been raided,” huffed Vladimir, entering the dining car and shutting the door.


    Linus peeled his eyes from the goings-on outside, “Sir?”


    His superior walked over and ducked to peer through the windows at the Greystones himself. “THORN has attacked the prison for some reason, perhaps to rescue dissidents. The Warden was found in a river with his head caved in and half the hog guards are missing, and those they did find have been horrifically dismembered, torn into pieces they say.”


    Linus scoffed, “By hyenas?”


    “Unlikely,” Vladimir dismissed. “Most likely it was the ants that live around Gelb scavenging their bodies, but the papers won’t let facts like that get in the way of blackening hyenas further. As I’ve said, every action THORN takes backfires against their own people. The worst is yet to come.”


    Vladimir heaved a sigh. He continued.


    “Cora, Thorvald and Amael have agreed there’s to be a curfew tonight – I’m sure Flaid will agree to it as well.”


    “Curfew, sir?”


    “Yes, Mills. We’re to pack our bags and head back to our assigned rooms at the Den; only Hummel Howlers and beasts with the correct papers will be allowed to roam about after dark, no outsiders.” Vladimir pondered further, “I’m surprised Amael didn’t protest the idea. Perhaps that means his fellow conspirators have already planted a bomb.”


    “Or they’re crooked Hummel Howlers, sir, or just beasts with the correct papers.”


    A considered Vladimir nod.


    Linus dipped his chin, “I… I feel so out of my depth.”


    “Oh?” Vladimir said, taking his leave. “That’s how I’ve felt every day for months.”


    Linus worked his way through the dining saloon and many a specialised carriage; a lounge car with plush sofas, a library car with bureaus for writing, even a bathing car which, Linus was ashamed to say, he hadn’t utilised; the water was rationed anyway, a minute of hot water, thirty seconds to soap, thirty to rinse, it was better to just use Glimmer and a comb.


    Arriving in the sleeper car Linus ducked into his cabin. The door closed rapidly behind him.


    The wind?


    Linus turned in time to see an all-black Howler slap him in the side of the head with a rapier and a spark of imperious plasma.


    Bzz-tack!

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 48


     


    “Noss?”


    The kneeling hyena Prince looked up from his prayers to see a Howler peer into his tent. For a second Noss thought it was Tomek. Had he failed to get away? Had Casimir? Am I rumbled?


    “Red-mist,” Noss realised, chuckling, “You’re walking!”


    Glancing over his shoulder, Rufus slipped inside the prince’s tent. His cloak and helm obscured any sign of wounds and bandages, but his limp and slight sideways stoop gave the pain away.


    “What’s going on?” he demanded. “Where’s Tomek?”


    Noss smiled a little and dipped his chin; he was rumbled, albeit in a different way. “Gone, I hope,” he whispered.


    “Gone?”


    “I sent him and the rabbit to warn the Howlers of THORN’s intentions whilst I try and talk Nurka down. I know what he’s going to do; he’s told me… everything.”


    Noss didn’t get any further before Rufus dived on him, grabbing his cloak and pulling the massive hyena to his feet in defiance of his injuries.


    “You had no right to put Tomek in danger!” Rufus seethed furiously. “You’re not even a Howler; you’re nothing but a criminal!”


    Noss weathered the storm, then replied calmly, “Tomek wants to help protect your precious Republic. He’s not a boy, he’s an ALPHA agent. Janoah got to him, or didn’t you know-”


    “She had no right either; he’s sixteen for Ulf’s sake!”


    “So? Will you sacrifice thousands of innocent lives just to keep one of your handsome betas safe? Are you that self-indulgent? Tomek for one would rather fight than cower. I admire his bravery as much as I do Nurka’s.”


    Rufus frowned beneath his helm.


    “Yes, Red-mist,” Noss grunted, “Nurka, Themba and Madou are as dear to me as your betas, and every bit the warriors I hoped they would be. Yet I must save my people from them. If we are seen to kill thousands of innocents it’s not just wolfkind that will never forgive us, but every other race too. The cats of Felicia will not be seen to deal with such a degenerate regime, save to cross the sea with half their Valours to destroy it! And no little beast will ever turn a wheel or sew a field for us, not if we stoop so low. Amael; he knows this. He’ll blame my people for everything, pin it all on Nurka, and make himself out to be Lupa’s saviour. When all other Den Fathers died, he alone survived and brought Lupa back together – that’s his sick dream. There is no other way for him to commit genocide and yet remain in power.”


    Rufus slowly removed his paws from Noss, “Yes… I know,” and nursing his wounds grunted, “What is Nurka’s plan?”


    Tidying his duotone cloak about his great chest, Noss glanced at the tent flaps and growled as soberly as Rufus had ever heard a hyena, “He’s going to drop black-imperium on Hummelton, tomorrow, during the opening ceremony.”


    Silence reigned.


    “Drop?”


    “From the sky,” Noss said, eyes looking up, “from an… airship.”


    Rufus scoffed in amazement, then clapped a paw to his helmeted head with a metallic ding. “By Ulf that’s it! Why didn’t I see it? Not a bomb, but a chemical rain!” He turned away, ashamed of his own dim-wittedness, “Heath and I once discussed using dirigibles to spray farmland with white-imperium to increase crop yield. Heath pointed out that all you’d need do is swap out white for black and you could kill thousands and desolate hundreds of square miles of land for centuries. How did it not occur to me that someone else would think of the very same thing?”


    “Because you’re a benign fool, Red-mist. What matters is what we do about it, you and I.”


    “You know what to do!” Red-mist asserted. “You have to face Nurka down. Use your position as the prince to pull rank on him. That’s why I helped him get you out, because you can end this without a shot being fired. You and only you, Noss.”


    Noss turned away, “A sound theory, but… I’m nothing to them now.”


    “Don’t be absurd!” Rufus woofed. “Nurka got you out of Gelb because you’re the most important hyena alive. He thinks you’ll help provide him with authority, but you’ll do the exact opposite. Even if he doesn’t obey you, the others will. They have to.”


    “Maybe.”


    “Are you blind? They all bow to you as you pass; Madou scrapes his nose in the mud for you and he’s no pushover. You have to try, Noss.”


    Noss paced to and fro, “I fully intend to, but… I also know where the black-imperium is hidden.”


    “Nurka showed you,” Rufus said; it wasn’t so much a question as a statement.


    “Yes.”


    “Where is it?”


    Noss ceased pacing. “In a small cave north of here, hidden behind some thorn bushes; I broke fern fronds and scuffed my feet in the mud to leave tracks.”


    Rufus chirped, “Good thinking.”


    “Now I don’t know what to do; destroy the imperium or face Nurka. I cannot do both, if I shoot my bolt it can only be one or the other.”


    “Why?”


    A toothy, Noss-brand grin, “Because breaking one of the canisters will not only pollute the cave and the whole cache beyond retrieval, but kill whoever does it. I cannot face Nurka if I’m dead, Red-mist.”


    “That has occurred to me.”


    Noss spread his big paws, “What should I do?”


    Rufus looked into nowhere, into the thinking space between worlds. “The hyenas will need you when this is all over. Forget the cache; face Nurka. The worst he can do is refuse to listen. He can’t harm you – you’re sacrosanct.”


    “I’m no coward,” Noss growled.


    “Talking Nurka down from this madness is a braver thing than betraying him, believe me.”


    After some foot-shuffles and nods, Noss said, “I’ll have to make my move soon, before Tomek and Casimir are missed. My people won’t appreciate a wolf interfering, not even one honoured by our colours. You had best stay out of it. Go whilst you can.”


    Rufus beamed, “I’ll make myself scarce, but I’ll not abandon you.” He held out a paw, “Whatever happens, I’ll be with you, Noss of the Jua-mata.”


    The massive hyena eventually grasped the svelte wolf’s ruddy paw and pulled him into a firm embrace, “Thank you, Red-mist. I do not deserve such trust, not after… I betrayed you-”


    “Oh don’t get all soppy, you big spotty flannel!”


    “Grrfghahahahaaaaa!”


    Rufus winced for his wounds, and the private knowledge that he would never see Noss again whatever happened, nor Janoah, Ivan or anyone else.


    *


    The late afternoon sun glittered sideways through regiments of rapidly-passing trees, painting Casimir’s truck in flickering veins of gold and blue. The fact the setting sun was even visible meant the forest was thinning – the open plains of Everdor were near.


    We’re going to make it, Tomek thought.


    The truck’s engine began to pop and thrum, quietly at first, but with growing strength until Tomek could feel the vibrations in his cloaked chest.


    It wasn’t the truck at all.


    “That’s a mono engine,” the young wolf realised, his wolfen heart leaping into his fangs.


    “I hear it,” Casimir said shakily, peering in the nearest wing mirror.


    Doing the same, Tomek spied a fluttering cloaked figure coming up fast, the glint of a monobike’s polished shell nestled between his armoured legs. The flicker of sunlight and shadow made the rider’s colour and form hard to discern.


    “Maybe is Hummel Watcher?” Tomek Bloodfang hoped against hope.


    With one eye on the road and another on the mono, Casimir fondled for his pistol, “I don’t think so, lad. That’s one of the Chakaa. Rest of the hyenas won’t be far behind, I bet.”


    Tomek didn’t have a weapon, but was never without the corona of a Howler. He raised a paw and clenched his fingers several times, bracing himself for the necessary pain.


    There came a sudden surge from monobike engine – the rider was attempting to overtake!


    “Block him, Casimir!” Tomek advised.


    “I’ll thumping try, lad!”


    The truck swerved this way and that as Casimir attempted to thwart the rider from getting ahead, but the mono was as the nimble ant to a ponderous beetle and whipped past on the inside of a turn.


    “Sneaky maggot!” Casimir cursed, readying his pistol.


    The now obviously hyena rider manoeuvred in front like a Howler pulling over a speeding vehicle. With a long straight in the road ahead he matched the truck’s speed, twisted his body with a pistol in his paw, and took aim at the cabin.


    “That’s Madou!” Tomek woofed, recognising that stocky build. He wound down the window and shouted, “Madou stop! Please! Hear us out!”


    Casimir pulled Tomek back, “Get down, lad!”


    At the last second Madou changed his mind and lowered his aim to the wheels.


    Crack!


    Its left tyre deflating fast, the truck veered wildly, threatening to tumble into a muddy ditch running parallel to the road. Casimir dropped his pistol in his lap and with both paws on the wheel skilfully wrestled back control, even as the tyre beneath him collapsed hopelessly, churning up mud and pebbles. Teeth clenched, the rabbit changed down a gear or two and returned to the road. Tossing his pistol to Tomek he shouted with conviction and bloodlust no little beast was supposed to possess, “Take him out, lad, I got my paws full!”


    Nodding, panting, his throat dry with adrenaline, Tomek leant out the window and aimed at Madou’s cloaked back. He hesitated, his mind flitting back to the day Madou had saved him in Gelb’s infamous Pit.


    Madou’s not an unfortunate prisoner tied to a stake anymore, he’s a free terrorist out to help THORN murder thousands. This is no time to aim high, Tomek Usenko, nobody else will shoot him if you do not.


    It’s up to you.


    Tomek fired, he was certain, yet heard nothing. The ash from his pistol was instantly whipped away by the rushing wind and Madou jolted forward, swerved wildly in front of the truck, nearly going under its deadly wheels altogether.


    Recovering, he accelerated to safety and glared back at Tomek with wide, purple eyes.


    With a gulp Tomek ducked inside again. Before he could inquire after a reload, Madou and his monobike slowed down and came alongside Casimir at the driver-side door. The rabbit dared not ram the hyena, for to do so would be to consign the barely driveable truck to a ditch, or a tree trunk. Rather than risk it Casimir tried to speed up, pressing his paw to the imperium gas, but Madou stayed with him easily.


    Suddenly the burly hyena stood up on his bike, which stayed right and steady as only a gyroscopic mono could, and like a circus performer he leapt bravely, if not madly, from saddle to cabin door!


    “Jua-mataaaa!”


    Madou slammed into the truck door, latching on, and with all his imperium-fuelled might put a spotty elbow though the window, showering Casimir with glass and residual bolts of plasma. The little rabbit imagined he would be pulled from his seat and tossed into the woods like a rag doll; instead a determined Madou leant in and grabbed the top of the steering wheel in a big paw.


    He pulled.


    The truck lurched to the left, leaving the road and rolling to the right. The cabin instantly transformed into a tumbling cacophony of breaking glass and crumpling metal. Dirt, stones and fern leaves flew past the yelping Tomek, with no up or down, no rhyme or reason. Light, dark, light… dark.


    Motionless.


    The engine crackled and smoked, choked and died.


    Silence.


    Dazed and hurting, Tomek blinked hot stinging blood from his eyes and twisted in the cabin, trying to right himself even though he knew not which way was up. Piecing the world together he came to realise he was lying on the mangled passenger door, which was flush to the ferny ground – the way out was the driver-side door above.


    Casimir was nowhere to be seen, nor was Madou. Had they been thrown clear?


    Tomek had more sense than to call out for help. Grunting and panting, the strong young wolf pulled his way through the twisted cabin, much like the awful Gelb caves he had endured for months, only sharper. Up over the wheel he climbed to the broken driver door window and freedom.


    He leapt down into the ferns, looked about – the trees ended sharply just feet away, the open fields of Everdor, and perhaps some scant hint of civilisation, began.


    Run for it.


    What about Casimir?


    Leave him, the Republic comes first.


    No.


    Quelling the debate in his head, Tomek searched around the truck, the ditch, the road, staying always in the ferns.


    Madou’s monobike chugged by, the gyroscope within keeping it upright as it rolled to a halt like a giant penny; it sat there, trembling, inviting Tomek to leap on its back and go.


    “Tomek!”


    Casimir rolled out of the ferns into the ditch, his white fur muddied and bloodied.


    “Go, lad! Hurry!”


    As quickly as Tomek ran towards Casimir an imperious presence grew, butting up against Tomek’s own like two ethereal barges on a canal. The Watcher stopped halfway to the citizen rabbit, expecting trouble, which sure enough emerged from the ferns in the cloaked form of Chakaa Madou.


    The thickset hyena was dripping blood, his leg armour stained with rivulets of red.


    “I… was starting to think I could trust you, like Rufus,” he seethed. “After everything we’ve been through I thought maybe I was wrong to look sideways at you.”


    Tomek said nothing; he just stared, taking in Madou’s obvious wounds.


    Did I hit him?


    “Our own Prince is a traitor,” Madou growled, laughing for a moment. “Don’t deny it! I saw you all whispering in the tent with him. You took advantage of his madness, didn’t you? You twisted his mind whilst I was in the Pit, even after I saved your life down there. Filthy backstabbing wolf!”


    “Madou… Nurka is going to kill many thousands,” Tomek breathed, stepping backwards as Madou advanced on him, step by metallic, armoured step. “He is the mad one, not Noss. Nurka want to drop black-imperium from a balloon; spray it onto Hummelton and the fields. Everyone will die. Innocent beasts will die, not just Howlers. And all the bees that pollinate crops too! Without Hummel to run plantations everyone in Lupa will starve. Even the Hyenas will starve-”


    “Lies!”


    “Is truth!” Tomek barked. “Yes, Noss is here to stop Nurka, but that his decision, not mine. THORN goes to far, even for you. I know you’d not want to kill innocent citizens.”


    “What do you know about me?”


    “I know you’re good beast! I know wolfkind has wronged your people, I know this, I see it every day at Lupan Wall, but more killing will not fix it-”


    A snarling Madou lunged to the attack. Tomek scrabbled away onto the road and skidded into a wrestling pose, hunched down, tail flicking, paws spread, ready to deal imperious blows.


    “Hahahaaa! Let’s see what you’re made of, Chakaa Tomek!” Madou laughed, stepping onto the pebbly road in the same manner and circling his prey, like a crab. “We’ll fight like true warriors, then. Only a fool trusts his life to a weapon, that’s what Prince Noss taught us before you sneaky wolves turned him!”


    Tomek replied, “What about Rufus? Did he turn him too?”


    “Red-mist is one of us!”


    “You really think so? I feel sorry for you if you think Rufus is murderer like Nurka!”


    “Shut uuup!”


    The fight was on, Madou closing the distance in a cloak-billowing bound and striking Tomek in the ribs as the young wolf tried to duck sideways and evade him.


    Tomek yelped as Madou’s imperious blast tore through even his tough Howler body, sending him rolling across the road. He righted himself neatly, staggered back in pain, and only just recovered his wherewithal in time to receive Madou’s follow-up assault. The hyena barrelled into the wolf and together they tumbled off the road into the ditch near Casimir, exchanging kicks and punches all the way.


    The rabbit looked on in horror as Madou laid into Tomek, punching him with flashing plasmatic fists, knocking his helmeted head left then right and paying no mind to his own bleeding, smouldering knuckles.


    Casimir climbed up the ditch in a bid to escape whilst he could. At the lip of the ditch he hunched his back.


    It was no use.


    Bounding over in defiance of his gammy leg, Casimir Claybourne planted his white paws on a baffled Madou’s shoulders.


    “Get off him!” he cried, his arms channelling a bolt of plasma worthy of any Howler or Chakaa.


    Bffzzzt!


    Now it was Madou’s turn to fly, leaving the ground and Tomek behind he slid backwards through the slick stinking mud of the ditch.


    “Come on, lad, get up!” Casimir begged, tugging on Tomek’s cloak, dragging the dazed wolf along a little. “There’s his mono. I can ride it, just hop on with me. Come on!”


    “Go!” Tomek spluttered, levering himself up, blood dribbling out from under his helmet grille. “I stay.”


    “He’ll kill yer, Tomek!”


    “No. I stay… finish this; is what I must… do. You go, quickly.”


    As Madou rolled on all fours, Casimir looked between Tomek and the monobike. The pops and cracks of approaching bikes filled the forest – more hyenas? Sure enough Casimir could see them approaching on normal two-wheeled bikes, with Themba at their head on his own mono.


    “Lad-”


    “Go!” Tomek snarled, pushing the rabbit away. “Get away from here!”


    Nodding, Casimir hurried across the road to Madou’s plain-looking monobike and clambered aboard. To Tomek’s relief and amazement, the little beast twisted the accelerator and sped down the road. He wobbled wildly for a stretch, but soon regained control and sped away.


    Thank Ulf.


    The moment Casimir crossed into the fields was the moment Tomek felt Madou’s huge spotty-furred forearm lock around his neck and pull him back into the one-sided fight.


    “It’s over, Tomeeek!” Madou declared.


    With a last plasmatic blast to his spine, the outmatched Tomek flew head over tail and collapsed in the ditch, smoke rising from his trembling, heaving body.


    It was indeed over.


    “M-Madou….” Tomek spluttered, as the stocky hyena stood over him shaking a smoking paw. “Let C-C-Casimir go. Please. He just… little beast; he can’t do anything. But I am right. You will see. Ask Nurka… I am telling truth.”


    The panting Madou said nothing.


    Themba and several hyenas arrived, pulling up by the overturned truck. “Madou!” Themba called, running over and jumping into the ditch with a tinkle of piercings. “What is this?”


    “I took care of it,” Madou sniffed, kicking Tomek in the ribs and levering the paralysed Howler onto his front. “He won’t be getting up.”


    “Traitor?”


    A nod, “I knew something was up. I’ve been watching him ever since Gelb.” Looking left and right and nursing his wounds, Madou eventually added, “Casimir’s dead, Themba.”


    “Dead? Where?”


    “He… was dragged under the truck when it rolled over, along with my bike.”


    Themba made to check.


    “Don’t bother,” Madou grimaced, “it’ll be a mess.”


    Themba grunted, “Humph. I cannot believe it; Casimir was with us so long. Nurka will be very upset.”


    Madou nodded.


    “I’d better finish this one,” Themba said of Tomek, wielding his hammer.


    Madou stayed his brother hyena’s paw. “No, let’s bring him back with us. We can execute him later; if he’s lying I’ll do it myself.”


    “Lying?”


    “Prince Noss needs to explain a few things to me, or maybe Nurka does. Depends.”


    Themba frowned, “Madou, what is all this?”


    “Did Nurka tell you his final plan whilst I was in Gelb?”


    “Yes.”


    “All of it?” Madou pressed.


    “Well… no,” Themba admitted, squirming under his cloak and claims. “Not all of it,” he rowed back, adding with cub-like eagerness, “but he will tonight. We will all know.”


    Madou nodded, dipped his chin, sniffed back blood. He looked up at the lesser hyenas lingering at the edge of the ditch, peering in on him and Tomek like curious beasts after a playground brawl.


    “You’re wounded,” Themba observed.


    Madou lifted his cloak enough to check the graze torn in his hip. “A scratch,” he grunted, “the wolf missed more or less. He fought well though, for a treacherous Howler.”


     


    Themba silently shepherded the wounded Madou away. “Tie the wolf up,” he growled at the others.


    The hyenas dutifully jumped in the ditch and wired Tomek paw and foot.


    *


    Linus lifted his heavy, helmet-clad head and shook the stars from his eyes. Slowly the dim cabin returned to focus, as did an a dark wolf with a ghost-white face.


    “Uther?”


    As Linus made to rise, Wild-heart used a rapier to push him back onto the bed. “Ah ah ah.”


    Linus twisted his arms, quickly discovering they were bound behind his back with a belt, one from his own wardrobe perhaps. Anything short of Howler-wire would hardly hold a Linus a minute, but that was long enough to leave him at another’s mercy.


    As he lay back, he contemplated shouting for help, but the cabin was in near-darkness and the station quiet. Evening had come, everyone else was probably settled at Hummelton Den since a curfew would soon be in effect; shouting for help with an unhinged murderer holding a rapier to one’s throat was perhaps less than wise even in a crowd.


    “What do you want?” Linus asked instead, looking Uther over and adding, “Come for revenge, is that it?”


    “Puh!” the Wild-heart snorted, whipping his obviously stolen sword away – his whole kit was stolen, an ALPHA Prefect’s mantle to be sure. “Listen to you! Think very well of yerself, doncha? High n’ mighty Linus, hanging out on the Elder Train with all his important new friends. It’s gone to your head already.”


    “How’d you even get here?”


    “It weren’t easy, I tell you that-”


    “Kill someone else to acquire that kit did you?” Linus accused, sitting up a little.


    Uther’s nostrils flared, “Oi! I stopped Ivan killing you back at the springs. I’m not a murderer like him.”


    “Not a murderer? You shot Den Father Vito!”


    “He deserved it!” Uther snarled, pushing Linus down with his sword tip again. “He had it comin’… he did,” the Wild-heart sniffed quietly. “I never thought it’d be me, never thought I’d get that chance, but I’d do it again for what he did to me and who knows how many others! Rufus saved me from that life and I had to do something. I had to get him out of Gelb. You’ve no right to judge me, Linus. No thumping right! You’ve had it all good, you have, not like me. Not like me.”


    Linus frowned, “I’ve had it all good?” he repeated. “My parents died of rot when I was a cub and my whole hometown got sick and withered before my eyes! Oh, yes all good here Uther. Ideal childhood for me!”


    Surprised at Linus’s sarcastic wallop, Uther withdrew his sword and looked at his feet like a contrite cub, “I… I didn’t mean it like that. You don’t understand.”


    Sighing, Linus flicked his chin, “Then tell me. What did Vito do? Tell me why you and Ivan did what you did. If it wasn’t for Amael then what was it all for?”


    Uther looked away, then back again, “Rufus.”


    “Rufus?”


    “He’s alive, mate.”


    “What?”


    “He’s with the hyenas, with Nurka n’ THORN, him and that Prince that tried to kill him. Noss was it?”


    “But… but Rufus was executed, and Noss too-”


    “No, no, no, it’s all fake, mate. All of it.”


    “Fake?”


    Wild-heart sat on the cabin bed. “Rufus was sent down as part of Janoah’s plan. THORN had to think he was gonna turn, didn’t they? So ALPHA faked his arrest and everything, made it look like he had nothing to lose so he’d be willing to join THORN. Vladimir sent that mad Noss down the same way; Josef didn’t kill him, they packed him off to Gelb to keep him from Amael so he could testify against the conspirators later. It was all kept secret, see?”


    Linus scoffed, “But Vladimir told me you and Ivan were in league with Amael!”


    “Aye, we were! We helped him get into power so he could pardon Rufus; that was the deal. Only he got Rufus out of Gelb early and didn’t even send word. Jan didn’t plan that. She tried to have us recalled, but Amael didn’t wanna know. He let us kill Vito anyway so he could become Den Father. The sneaky git used us, mate.”


    Linus waited; a captive audience in every sense.


    Uther suddenly stood up and swished the air with his rapier. “I wanted Vito dead, aye, but I thought I was getting Rufus out too. That’s what Jan thought, and Ivan – that’s the only reason Blade-dancer said yes.” Wild-heart shook his head and marvelled, “All I’ve really done is make Amael stronger. Still, ALPHA’s just waiting to bring the whole lot down; Amael, THORN, all the conspirators. Jan’s got everything covered.” Pinching the air, Uther added, “‘Cept one thing. Me and you Linus, we got to go help Rufus. That’s what Jan told me. We could be Lupa’s only chance, you know that? Me ‘n you, heroes she said. Hahahahaaaa!”


    Linus’s brow twisted this way and that as he tried to make sense of Uther’s rant. Whatever his score with Vito, Wild-heart wasn’t telling – his pride wouldn’t allow it.


    Shoulders rolling with chuckles Uther turned, presenting his back and with it a chance to escape. Linus’s own pride wouldn’t allow him to lay here bound a moment longer.


    “Grrrragh!”


    Simultaneously kicking Uther in the rump with both feet, Linus blew apart the belt restraining his wrists with a snap of paw-scorching, bed-burning plasma.


    Pffzzzat!


    His blood up, he bodily dived on Uther, dragging him to the floor of the cabin. With ingrained wrestling skills honed in the Howler Academy and the strength gained from a year of all but living in Riddle Den’s gym, Linus twisted Wild-heart into a hold, forearm locked to throat, rapier prised out of paw, snarling and grunting all the way down.


    “I should snap your neck!” Linus seethed in Uther’s twitching ear.


    “Go on then… Woodlouse,” he croaked. “But I could’ve killed you three times over lately. I didn’t though, did I?”


    After much nostril-flaring, Linus released Uther with a push and stood over him.


    “Two times, at most,” he corrected, chin raised.


    “Hahaha! You keep telling yerself that if it makes you feel better.”


    Linus angrily snatched the rapier from the floor and pointed it at the criminal kneeling at his feet. “All right, Uther, I’m listening,” he said. “Start from the top and tell me exactly what’s going on. Take it slow.”


    “There’s no time.”


    “Make time-”


    “Linus! For Ulf’s sake if I just wanted to escape I’d be halfway across the Teich by now. I got a mission to do. I came to you because nobody else is gonna believe me. Janoah can’t come back me up; she can’t take off across Everdor, she’s gotta keep up appearances or Amael might get spooked. I’m her only chance. You’ve gotta trust me, mate.”


    Linus heaved his chest, “What is this mission?”


    Uther stood up, determined. “Find Rumney Farm. Find the balloon. Take it out.” He spread his paws, “That’s all Janoah could give me; it’s just a hunch, but it’s what she’d do if she were Nurka, she said.”


    Linus had stopped listening at balloon. “Balloon?” he woofed. “What balloon?”


    “Monty Buttle’s balloon. Remember him?”


    Linus was at once aghast and confused, his baby-blue eyes searching Uther’s white face for clues.


    “I don’t understand, what’s that to do with anything?”


    Uther took his stolen ALPHA helmet from the bed, strapped it in place and grunted, “Look I’ll explain on the way, but we need to find the way first. Like most wolfesses, Jan don’t give proper directions; all we got to go on is a district and the name of this thumping farm-”


    “I never said I was going to let you go!” Linus said, raising the rapier again. “Let alone help.”


    “No? Then stab me… again,” Uther said, nursing the last wound Linus had dealt him; it had healed somewhat thanks to Janoah’s sting. “But be it on your head when Amael steps over thousands of bodies to become king of Lupa. That what you want?”


    Sniffing and turning slowly away, Uther exited the cabin and stole down the deserted carriage hall, passing through shafts of light from the station lanterns outside.


    Ulf almighty, Linus whined in his head, rapier drooping like his tail. Grabbing his Bloodfang sword and shield, he started after his one-time partner.


    “Uther wait!”


    Uther stopped. Catching up to him, Linus said, “All right, but I’d better tell Vladimir all this.”


    “No time fer that.”


    “I can’t just go-”


    “Vlad can’t do anything! He can’t send Howlers to go investigate, Amael will know, and if Amael knows he’s been rumbled he’ll call the whole thing off and kill us. He’s the Den Father now; ALPHA can’t touch him. If we don’t catch him red-pawed he’ll have Janoah killed, Vladimir killed, you killed; anyone who got in his way is dead. Then when the air is clear he’ll try again, they all will. Understand?”


    Linus could but scoff.


    “It’s up to us,” Uther said, raising a paw. “Now are you with me, Woodlouse?”


    Linus, eventually, clasped Uther’s paw, “Wild-heart.”


    *


    Puffing ember vapour from her lips like one of the many engines lined up in the station, Janoah crossed the platform and located the front of the sleek blue Eisbrand train – ALPHA’s carriages were tacked on the end still, as was Rafe therefore.


    Janoah started her way down.


    “Who goes there?”


    Sighing, the Prefect flashed her brooch at the white-cloaked Hummel Howlers speeding across the station to intercept her. “Prefect Captain Janoah Valerio,” she said, saluting.


    “There’s a curfew in effect, Prefect,” the Hummels replied. “Return to the Den, at once.”


    “I intend to, but the Alpha forgot his papers and sent me to collect them.” Janoah slowly produced a letter from her black cloak, one sealed with the A of ALPHA. “You’ll find this is signed by him.”


    The Howlers checked it out and exchanged looks.


    “Arrest me if you must,” Janoah said curtly, “but the Alpha wants those papers and if I don’t get them he’ll only have to disturb Den Mother Cora in the middle of the reception banquet-”


    “Just hurry up,” the Hummels said, returning the letter.


    A nod.


    Janoah continued, passing twenty or so magnificent Eisbrand carriages on her way to the drab and rusty ALPHA hulks clinging to the end like the crinkled, dry, shed skin on the posterior of a colourful caterpillar. She climbed not into the Alpha’s office car to see about those phantom papers, but went straight into Josef’s lair to see about her Eisenwolf.


    They were all there, Sara, Olivia and Rafe – Josef could be heard tinkering inside his van.


    “How is he?” Janoah enquired, stepping into the glow of the single overhead light.


    “Sleeping,” Sara whispered.


    Janoah checked Rafe for herself, stroked his brow. The giant wolf frowned and licked his lips. He said something about Meryl, as usual, but Janoah couldn’t decipher it.


    “You should go home,” she told Sara, without even looking at her. “You should be with Den Mother Cora and your little sisters. You hardly see them these days.”


    How it was Janoah knew such things Sara daren’t guess, but the Prefect seemed to know all.


    “Ah’m staying here with Bruno,” the little Hummel wolfess replied with Meryl-like primness.


    “And I,” Olivia matched, hopping off a crate to stand with Sara.


    “Don’t care for your family much?” Janoah needled.


    “Ah’m staying here because Ah care. Bruno needs tae be better tae help stop this, doesn’t he?”


    The Prefect conceded a nod.


    “Well then. Anyway, mum n’ dad can manage. They got all of Hummel tae worry about, they don’t need little old me getting under their feet. They never have.”


    Janoah cocked her head a little, “Thank you… for sitting with him.”


    Sara looked up, blinking amazement from her eyes.


    Regretting her words immediately, Janoah huffed, “Don’t expect anything from me in return,” and sauntered round the back of the black van.


    A bright white light flashed from the seams in the van doors as Josef welded something to something else.


    Janoah tried the doors, they were locked. “Doctor?”


    “Go away!” came a tinny reply.


    “It’s me!”


    “I’m busy!”


    “Open up!”


    With a feline growl one door opened, revealing Josef covered in grease and ash, with a welding mask strapped about his frowning face. Janoah worriedly peered past him to discover Rafe’s suit in pieces on the floor; the torso here, the arms there, the backpack an unrecognisable heap of parts!


    “What’re you doing?” Janoah all but shrieked, stepping aboard.


    “Making adjustments-”


    “Adjustments? It’s in pieces! Put it back together at once!”


    “Do you want him to take on Amael and win, or die trying?” Josef mewed. “Rafe’s not going up against some nothing hyenas with pop-guns, but a dozen of Lupa’s most talented Howlers. In his state he won’t be able to fight effectively as it is. He needs a boost.”


    “Boost?”


    Josef’s whiskers hiked with glee. Like a professor of anatomy he went to the arms and pointed out some metallic tendons running down the inside. “I am increasing the plasma output, which means the arms need more conductors, or they will melt under the extra load,” he explained. “I’ve ran some extra ones down, as you can see.”


    “Right.”


    “I’ve also added an coronal field scabbard to the backpack.”


    “A what?” Janoah huffed.


    Josef hefted Rafe’s massive sword, just about, and held it gently over the backpack lying on the floor. Suddenly the sword was pulled down, mating with a slot in the backpack amidst sparks of plasma! Josef leapt back in shock, then adjusted his spectacles and laughed. Rubbing his paws and raising a finger at Janoah, he tried to pull the sword away - it would not budge.


    “You try,” he said, gesturing politely.


    Janoah looked wary.


    “It’s quite safe.”


    Steeling herself, Janoah picked her way through the pieces of Rafe’s deconstructed suit like a mother stepping through her child’s toys, and grasped the hilt of the sword.


    “A good tug,” Josef stipulated.


    Janoah pulled – the sword came away without complaint, save for an arc of plasma or two and a kind of stickiness, like invisible treacle.


    “How?” the Prefect marvelled.


    Josef spread a paw, “Your corona counteracts the backpack’s attractive field. Only a Howler can remove the sword, if the backpack is turned on. I was considering for some time how to conveniently hitch such a long sword to Rafe’s back without ungainly belts. I think it’s an elegant solution.”


    Thrusting the sword at Josef, Janoah raised her paws as if washing her hands of it all. “Look, do whatever you have to do, Grau, but get it back together by morning! It’d better be working or Ulf help you.”


    As Janoah about-faced, she found Olivia peering inside the secretive van, like a cub at a sweet shop window. Stepping down, Janoah pushed Olivia aside and slammed the door firmly behind her.


    Josef locked it.


    Janoah walked wordlessly on, leaving Olivia transfixed by the pops and flashes of Josef’s unabated welding. The white light beamed through the door cracks lighting up half her gaping face.


    On her way out, Janoah stopped beside Sara and threw a green-eyed glance back at the van. “You should keep your friend away from there, if you know what’s good for her.”


    Suddenly, Rafe spluttered into wakefulness.


    “Jan!”


    “Rafe?” Janoah said, coming over. “I’m here. It’s all right.”


    “Someone’s… outside,” the blindfolded Rafe grunted, twisting on the table. “Powerful… familiar. Yeah, yeah, he was at the refinery.”


    “One of the Chakaa hyenas?”


    “Dunno… can’t remember. It’s getting stronger.”


    Janoah drew her rapier and hurried to the carriage’s coupling doors.


    She scanned the station.


    Yes, someone was out here; two someone’s, their cloaked shapes stealing across the platform. Janoah hopped across and hid against the opposite carriage. She waited for the strangers to pass her, then jumped down with her pistol.


    “Hold it right there,” she said.


    The figures froze.


    “Paws up. Slowly, mind. Turn around-”


    “Jan, it’s me.”


    A frown, a scoff, “Uther?”


    “Aye.”


    Both wolves turned around.


    “Linus?” Janoah seethed in further incredulity.


    “Marm,” replied the blonde Howler; his red cloak appeared almost black in the feeble light, and his build resembled a hyena more than the average wolf.


    Janoah looked about for Hummels, then beckoned her ex-comrades over into the shadows. “By Ulf you should be halfway across Everdor by now!” she hissed at Uther. “The farm’s in Grunrose, you fool, not Hummelton. What’re you still doing here?”


    “I couldn’t waltz about in plain sight; the station was crawling with beasts. I had to wait for nightfall.”


    “You’re in disguise!”


    “Puh! ALPHA uniform is like a beacon out here, not a disguise. This is Hummelton, not Lupa, even I know that.”


    Exasperated, Janoah turned to Linus, “And what do you want, Mills?”


    “To help,” he replied.


    “Help? You?”


    “If what Uther says is true, then I’d rather do something than sit here waiting to be gassed from the sky.”


    “Then you know,” Janoah breathed. “It’s just a theory. I could be wrong, but it’s-”


    “What you’d do,” Linus finished. “Sounds logical.”


    The Prefect nodded, glanced around, moved on. “Grunrose is on the other side of Everdor; you’ll need transport to make it before dawn. I don’t care who you have to clonk over the head, just get on a mono and get going, now!”


    “W-www-we need a map,” Linus stammered for the first time in a while; it was Janoah, she was simply too intimidating for words!


    “Map?” she spat, looking at Linus as if he were a perfect idiot.


    “Well d-d-directions, m-mmm-marm. Anything.”


    “By Ulf’s fangs ask someone when you get to Grunrose. Stop at a village. Use your brains, Howlers-”


    “Ah can help.”


    Everyone looked up at Sara, peering down at them from the carriage door.


    “Ah can get ye a bike,” she claimed boldly, “and Ah know the way tae Rumney Farm, more or less.”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 49


     


    Noss paced Nurka’s tent, steeling himself for the task at paw, planning his words. Suddenly he was disturbed by hyena snarls and whoops filling the cold night air of Kambi Mata. Peering through the tent flaps, the prince was horrified to see Madou and Themba at the head of a gang of hyenas dragging a muddied, bound Howler after them.


    Tomek!


    Noss emerged at once, striding towards Madou. “What’s going on here?”


    “You tell me, my Prince,” Madou replied, his voice tinged with a caustic, sarcastic sting well above his rank.


    Big Themba bowed and grumbled, “This… traitor stole a truck, my Prince, him and Casimir.”


    Tomek was duly dropped to the ground and kicked.


    “Touch him again and I’ll kill you!” Noss barked at the lesser hyenas, making them bow and scrape at once. He could see no sign of Casimir, which meant he was either dead, or on his way to Hummelton. “Stole a truck?” the prince mocked his fellow Chakaa. “For what purpose?”


    “To escape and warn the Howlers of our intention to attack tomorrow,” Themba explained, or just assumed.


    “But the Howlers surely know we’re to attack the Summit.”


    “They know when,” Madou corrected, “but not how.”


    “None of us know Nurka’s plan, certainly not Tomek.”


    “Not even you, my Prince?” Madou asked.


    Noss dodged the question, “Madou, Themba, this must be a misunderstanding. Nurka obviously sent Casimir to fulfil some task and Tomek joined him.”


    “I don’t think so, my Prince.”


    “Well I do, Madou!” Noss said, flashing his teeth. “This wolf saved all our lives, including mine, and this is how you repay him, with doubt and brutality?”


    Madou said soberly, “It’s because he did those things in the caves that he’s not already dead.”


    Noss growled, “And where’s the rabbit, Casimir?”


    “He is dead.”


    “By your paw, Chakaa Madou?”


    Chakaa Madou said nothing, but averted his purple eyes to the camp. “Where’s Nurka? Find him someone; we must have this out with him here to listen-”


    “We’ll have this out now!” Noss snarled. “Untie this wolf at once.”


    “No.”


    “Madou… do you defy me, your anointed Prince?”


    A sharp breath, a raised chin, “I do.”


    Noss nodded, grunted, then suddenly reached out with a big paw, slapping it to Madou’s chest with a spectacular blast of plasma.


    Pfffzaack!


    “Gahaaagh-gah!” Madou somersaulted through the night air and thudded on his back. Sitting up at once he coughed and kicked his way back a few feet, grasping at his throbbing chest all the way, his cloak blackened and smouldering in the shape of Noss’s paw.


    “My Prince!” Themba snarled indignantly, turning on Noss with his hammer in paws.


    “You too?” Noss enquired, focussing his furious eyes on Themba. “Usurper are we, Chakaa Themba?”


    The big hyena withered before the prince’s glare. “Tomek was… he was trying to escape-”


    Grasping Themba’s hammer in one paw, Noss channelled an imperious bolt down the shaft, shocking Themba into letting go with a painful yelp.


    “Yowffgh!”


    The Prince swung the hefty hammer away with contempt, flinging it across the camp like a champion athlete, which he was, an imperium-fuelled one. “Wave your hammer at me again, boy, and I’ll kill you!” he bellowed. He looked at Themba, Madou and the lesser hyenas cowering roundabout, most of them with their noses touching mud by now. “Be glad a Prince rules you. When my ferocious grandmother ruled the Jua-mata, she had hyenas staked out in the sun for so much as a curt word against our royal blood! How soft we’ve grown. How fat. No wonder we’re reduced to such cowardly acts as gassing beasts with black-imperium to get our own way! It disgusts me that you stoop even this low, but Nurka… he would have you crawl lower yet, on your bellies, like worms!”


    At that moment Nurka himself strode into the camp at the head of a swarm of hyenas, a hundred or more by the looks. With black and white banners tied to glowing imperium spears like an army of old, they filed into Kambi Mata.


    One of the banners depicted a black circle ringed by tight, eye-watering zigzags that bent one’s vision. Looking out from the centre of this dazzling, sun-like halo was the painted white face of a hyena, eyeless like a skull, yet furred, as if half rotted, the dry hide still clinging to the bleached bones. It resembled the living hyenas standing beneath, only far more terrifying. The flag was effective not for its fangs, but for its haunting, dead-eyed gaze.


    Upon meeting said gaze, Prince Noss felt he was looking upon an old friend. This was the flag of his once mighty tribe, the Jua-mata, banned from the Reservations and not seen flying for years. What a glorious sight!


    And yet how wretched, Noss thought, flying under THORN.


    Nurka stopped some yards distant from the transfixed Noss, and raising his right paw halted his hyena army behind him. The column ceased their advance and stood in silence.


    “What’s going on here?” Nurka rasped, paws tucked behind back as usual. He looked between Themba and Madou, then to Noss, drawing his eyes from the flag at last, “I step out for five minutes and you’re all at each other’s throats, even you my Prince.”


    Madou scrabbled to his feet and clasping his aching chest stumbled over to Nurka. “Chief,” he said.


    “Madou, you’re wounded.”


    “Chief… Tomek and Casimir-”


    “Yes, I know,” Nurka cut him short, clapping a paw to Madou’s burly shoulder and shaking him. “Well done running them down, not that it matters.” He looked to Noss, “Amael’s conspirators have infiltrated Hummel as completely as the rest of the packs; Howlers, Watchers, Politzi, there are sympathisers posted at all key positions. Any warning will be intercepted and not passed to their Den Mother Cora, or anyone else.” Brushing past Madou, Nurka spread a reasonable paw at Noss, “My Prince, the rot must be bad with you today. I propose we go to your tent and speak privately-”


    “My mind has never been clearer!” Noss replied, with a menacing tooth-flash. “The white-imperium I was necessitated to take in Gelb, may the Sky forgive me, has… reinvigorated my mind. I swear, I’m like a new hyena. Hahahahaaa!”


    Nurka’s nostrils flared beneath his skull helm. “As you must be, my Prince, to laugh at such a sacrilegious act!”


    “Do you judge me, Nurka, your Prince?”


    “As I would any traitor!”


    With audible gasps reverberating about the camp, Noss gestured at the muttering hyenas all around, “Why don’t you tell them, Nurka? Why don’t you tell them what it is our noble race is to do tomorrow, what they have been working towards all this time?”


    Nurka agreed with a nod, “That is precisely why I’ve gathered everybody here. I confided in you first, Prince Noss, as is your right, but you have betrayed us by sending Tomek and Casimir on an errand for your Lupan masters – I had you watched, so do not deny it.” The chief nodded at Tomek, lying in the mud, “I can respect the wolf’s decision, it’s his kind at stake, and Casimir was but a flighty little beast, but you, a noble hyena prince, siding with those who keep us in bondage? I prayed to the Wind I was mistaken, or that you might even admit to me the circumstances you had been forced into. Regrettably you have failed my test of trust.”


    Noss raised his chin, “Nobody is my judge, boy.”


    “Oh? Not even Vladimir of the Bloodfangs? Doesn’t he have you under his paw? Doesn’t he claim to have Princess Arjana and her sacred cubs at his mercy? Does he not control you through them?”


    Silence.


    “Mantis got your tongue, I see,” Nurka scoffed. “When I learnt from my sources you were alive I also learnt who stood to gain by sparing your life – Vladimir Bloodfang.”


    Noss’s eyes twitched.


    Emboldened, Nurka went on, “You struck a bargain with this Vladimir to spare your family and testify against Amael when he was brought down. He later asked you to betray THORN. He knew I would rescue you and is relying on you to provide him with intelligence, is that not so? That is why you live, because Vladimir needs you.” Nurka spread a paw, “Still, I understand your predicament. Come, let’s go to my tent and talk this over in private. There’s something you must know-”


    “Touch me and I’ll shoot a bolt of plasma through your body so hearty your eyes will boil out your pretty face,” Noss said – he just said it, no raised voice.


    Nurka withdrew his paw, tucked it behind him. He cleared his throat. “I wish only to make peace here, my Prince.”


    “Peace? You and Amael would make a desolation,” Noss replied steadily. He gestured at the banners, “You shame the Jua-mata, flying our flag under the name of THORN, as if you have the backing of the Matriarchs.”


    “My Prince, you do not understand-”


    “Do not ‘my Prince’ me and then call me an idiot!” Noss barked. He took a sharp, calming breath, “I understand, Nurka, what you clearly do not, that I am your Prince, regardless of all other considerations. That is the law of our people punishable by the gods with damnation.” He pointed above, at the Wind and Sky, then down at Mother Erde, “They command me, and I you, whether I be mad, or sane or somewhere in-between, as we Chakaa all are.” He cackled a little, casting his unnatural purple eyes about the camp, at the sea of hyena faces, their combined gaze averted down in respect. “Jua-mata, members of THORN, you will lay down your arms, all of you. There is to be no final plan, no stealing of an airship, no abuse of black-imperium; none of the madness Nurka described to me in that tent! He speaks to me of sickness, yet he’s the beast who plans to indiscriminately gas thousands of innocent citizens. It’s true! He plans to drop black-imperium on Hummelton, from the sacred Sky, killing not only the oppressive Howlers but the whole city and no doubt the land itself for a hundred miles around. He plans on doing the same to Lupa, killing millions! This is the work of a sick mind consumed by hatred and fear. It is the work of a coward and mad beast that you will not follow a day longer. Yes… wolfkind oppresses us, I feel your pain, but Nurka’s plan would destroy our whole people and bring ruin on us for generations! What race would deal with us after we had betrayed decency itself? None! We would be outcast from civilisation, hunted down and destroyed, like locusts. Amael knows this and will blame us and us alone for the war to come.” Noss growled finally, “As your anointed Prince my word is law and I utterly reject and forbid this venture. We will find another way out; an honourable way.”


    Only the fluttering skull banner of the Jua-mata disturbed the peace.


    As the dust of Noss’s pitch settled, Madou limped over to Nurka. “Is it true?” he grunted. “Is that your plan?”


    Nurka said nothing.


    “Chief!” Madou snarled, grabbing his leader’s arm. “Tell me he’s lying. That Tomek’s lying too. Please!”


    The chief’s burning eyes flitted to Madou, like a beast waking up from a trance. He turned away and gestured to his equally dazed followers to bring something forward.


    Madou demanded again, “Chief!”


    Nurka ignored him but for a glance and the words, “Shut up and bow, Madou.”


    Then, to Madou’s bewilderment, Nurka faced his army and prostrated himself in the mud. Had he given in to Prince Noss’s authority? If so, he was facing the wrong way. How strange.


    “Chief?” Madou piped in confusion.


    Noss, meanwhile, looked on as the gathered THORN hyenas parted ways, shuffling aside as someone or something nestled in the midst of Nurka’s army came to the fore.


    Slowly, the apex of a small, black and white tent emerged from the forest of imperium spears – a royal litter.


    It couldn’t be.


    The striped litter was carried aloft on ornate wooden poles by a team of muscled hyenas in traditional garb, their necks and arms rattling with necklaces and bracelets made of insect wings, fangs and carapaces. They walked slowly and reverently into the open and, without the slightest wobble, set the litter down somewhat shy of Nurka and Madou. They then bowed on all fours.


    Madou’s legs inevitably gave way under the crushing weight of hyena custom as it dawned upon him what this must be. He fell to his knees beside Nurka, equals before a greater authority. Themba and the rest of the hyenas followed suit, bending like stalks of corn under a gust of wind.


    Only Prince Noss remained standing.


    The litter stirred, the flaps parted, and a marvellous beast stepped elegantly into the open – no hyena, but a hyeness. She was wreathed in magnificent, flowing garbs of pure black that devoured the sunlight falling upon her, like so much black-imperium. Her face, conversely, was painted gold, fur, nose and lips, all sparkling as the sun on wet sand. Perched upon her head stood a tall cylindrical crown marked with swirling patterns of black and white depicting, as all here well-knew, the sacred wind.


    Her face was the sun, her robes the black erde, her crown the wind and sky; in this sacred hyeness were embodied all the Gods, not just one or two, for she was above Princes, Chiefs and Matriarchs, she was a Hyena Queen.


    To Noss she was yet more. Even with a face of gold he recognised her features, her poise.


    “Arjana?”


    Queen Arjana said nothing as she approached Noss, foot over bejewelled sandalled foot, calm and self-possessed, her golden face unmoving even as she looked upon her mate for the first time in a year, even as Noss’s hefty brow twisted and quivered in unbelieving comprehension.


    “You’re free?” he articulated at last.


    “Yes, my husband,” Arjana replied, detachedly. “And a Queen, as I was destined to become.”


    “Our cubs?”


    Arjana’s golden eyelids flitted. “Taken from me, by the guards.”


    “Taken?”


    “They tore them from my arms in the re-education camp as punishment for refusing to raise them as… citizens,” Arjana choked on the word citizen. “My servants too. Everyone. The hogs locked me away, beat me and starved me. They enjoyed it. I suffered great indignities unbefitting even the lowliest rank before our Nurka was were able to find and extract me. He lost many good hyenas doing so.” She turned a little, looking down on her saviour with her golden face, “We are grateful to Chief Nurka for our deliverance, and yours. When I learned you were alive I sent for him to save you at any cost, which he did without question.” Arjana raised her chin a little, looking Noss over, “I am grieved to hear the poisonous words of the wolf Vladimir and the cursed imperium in your veins have both turned your wits against us, but it is no fault of your own. How could you know he lied to you? That I was free? But I know you will do what is right now that you too are free to act upon your own wishes again.”


    Noss’s mouth moved, but no words came forward.


    Arjana continued, “I am Queen; the last hyeness of royal blood, and you the last true prince. When Lupa falls we will process into the wolfen capital together and found a new dynasty. The hyenas will become the prime race on this continent, and a great tribe again-”


    “Process into a capital made desolate by black-imperium?” Noss spluttered at once. “Arjana, my love, Nurka’s mad, don’t you see?”


    “Mad?”


    “He’s going to gas thousands with black-imperium! Not just the Summit, but everyone for miles around-”


    “With a balloon, yes.”


    Noss’s eyes narrowed, “You know?”


    “Of course I know my husband; I planned it,” Arjana revealed, adding, “I commanded Nurka to make it so.”


    “What?”


    “Part of our cubs’ re-education were classes on the benefits of imperium science and technology – the justification for the rape of Mother Erde as told by Howlers.” Arjana looked across to Tomek like a spider might upon her prey, bound up in silk and waiting to be finished off. She turned back to Noss, “They let the children visit me, hoping it would turn my wits as they turned yours, but I was stronger than that – my mind is not clouded by the rot. I listened as my children described the ‘dirigible’ they had seen on the moving pictures. Zuma was especially excited.” The Queen smiled a moment, he composure crumpling under sweet memories. “He was so like you. If you could’ve seen him, Noss; such a fool, but so handsome and strong already.” Her golden countenance hardened, “It was the last time I saw them, but I remembered their lesson well. When Nurka brought me here to safety and told me his plan to kill the Den Fathers with a black-imperium bomb I knew it would not be enough. I knew we must go further, further even than the traitor Amael. He must die too. He thinks we will stop at Hummelton, but we will go on to Lupa with the balloon and finish him with the rest. Every Howler Den will be showered with our black rain. No wolf of rank must survive. They will all rot and their city stand empty forever more, like the Dead Cities of old.” Arjana stepped closer to Noss, “You are right we will not process into Lupa, my husband, that was a figure of speech. We will return to the wilds and live as beasts were meant to, healthy and free. All beasts will live that way again.”


    Noss shook his head. He raised his paws as if to grasp his wife by the shoulders and shake sense into her, but refrained at the last inch. “Arjanaaaa,” he seethed, his paws flopping to his sides, “don’t you understand? We cannot turn back the clock. We cannot go back to the wilds. How would we defend ourselves? The next race that came across the waters wielding imperium spears would conquer us in a heartbeat! The wolves have kept peace for centuries, as the cats have on their continent, both using imperium. They conquered us with it. Without it we are nothing as well. What are we without Chakaa? Mere little beasts without power. What you and Nurka propose is madness. Killing the Den Fathers… I could see that through. But to murder every living thing between here and Lupa, and in such a manner, should be beneath our contempt! If we go through with this we are no better than the cowards who daily bully and murder our brothers and sisters in the Reservations, who killed Themba’s family, and Madou’s and Nurka’s.”


    The three Chakaa looked up a little.


    “If we do this act,” Noss said to all, “we will become the barbarians they say we are, and justify everything they have done to us up to this day. And we will not survive a year longer, let alone found a dynasty, because no race who commits such a crime as mass black-imperium poisoning will be allowed to exist lest we did the same to another.” The prince then implored his wife, “Arjana, think of our cubs. Their future.”


    “Their future?” she replied. “Did you not understand me? They’re dead, my love.”


    One could almost hear the wind being sucked from Noss’s lungs as Arjana’s words punched him in the gut, his muscle-packed belly no defence against the crippling blow.


    “Dead?” he rasped at Arjana. “Our little Zuma and Anjali?”


    “Your Howler, Vladimir, he came to me. When I begged for help, on my knees, he told me he could do nothing. The re-education camp the wolves had made for the moving pictures had been dismantled, the houses and roads and schools knocked down and every hyena in it… ‘disposed of’.” Arjana’s glittering, golden cheek was wetted by a single tear, “He apologised and left me, promising he would work for my release if you kept to your end of his bargain. I should have killed myself, freeing you sooner. But then he would have killed you. I lived for you, my Prince. Only you.”


    “Heheheheeee,” Noss chuckled. “Hahahahahaahaheehee!” He collapsed on his knees, his laugher dissolving into vents of anguish, “Hahahaaahohohoow! By the Wind, no! Nohohooo!”


    Forgoing all protocol and etiquette expected of a female hyena of such unassailable rank, Arjana knelt with Noss and embraced his heaving shoulders. “We are young and you are still healthy, my sweet, mad Chakaa,” she whispered in his ear, leaving a streak of gold where her nose touched his fur. “We will have more cubs. I’ll bring them into a world where the wolves are not even reduced to our slaves, but gone.” She finished with a growl, “I swear it!”


    The Queen let her Prince cry into her black robes, before grasping his tear-streaked cheeks and making him look into her golden visage.


    “See now? Do you understand the searing pain? You sided with the wolves for years and look what it’s got you!” She stood up, the comforting wife no longer, but the hard Queen again, “No more doubts, Prince Noss of the Four Winds. I declare the Howler in you dead, and your love for that vile race with it. You will help Chakaa Nurka complete his task. I command you, as Queen. Kneel and swear you will.”


    Already kneeling, Noss remained so, tears rolling down his thick black muzzle and over his broad nose that bubbled with the mucous of grief.


    “I swear,” he croaked. “I swear it.”


    Nurka and Themba exchanged looks of relief.


    Arjana, however, glanced sideways, “Now… kill the wolfen spy you conspired with, my husband.”


    Noss emitted a snort. He looked slowly up that black robe, to that golden face crowned with white. Beneath the guise of power was a hyeness once so beautiful to him, now she was barely recognisable for her bloodlust.


    “Prove yourself,” she said.


    “Tomek… he s-sss-saved my life,” Noss excused. “He saved all our lives. It would be dishonourable to-”


    “If you are such a coward that you cannot kill one wolf you cannot kill a thousand!” Arjana blasted, huffing like a disappointed teacher. “You could not even kill Rufus Red-mist, I hear. Are you a hyena or a mouse?”


    Noss dipped his chin with shame.


    The Queen grunted, “I see.” She turned slightly, “You, Chakaa Madou, isn’t it?”


    The blood-stained Madou stumbled forward, then knelt again, head low, “Yes, my Queen?”


    “Show our soft-minded Prince how a warrior is meant to behave. Execute the wolfen spy.”


    A pause, an uncertain, “As you command, my Queen-”


    “Madou!” Noss snapped, rising up. “Don’t. I beg you, as your teacher and friend. Help me.”


    Madou stared for an age, but for all his power and supposed infallibility, Noss was merely a Prince; as with the ants and bees and wasps there were no kings amongst hyenas, only male consorts. Slowly turning and taking an imperium spear from a hyena, Madou walked over to the wounded Tomek – a quick thrust to the heart and his suffering would be over. It would be an honourable end for a wolf. Madou felt he would be glad of such a death. Besides, it was Queen Arjana’s will. She could not be denied.


    Madou raised his spear, hesitated, steeled himself again and made to strike.


    Suddenly a paw on the shoulder turned him around. A second paw, a fist to be exact, struck him in the stomach whilst the first relieved him of his spear. Prince Noss then blasted the young hyena away with an imperious shock to his helmeted face, knocking him out cold, or worse.


    Nurka and Themba leapt up as one, “Madou!”


    “There will be no murder here today as long as I stand!” Noss snarled. Spear held forth he stood over Tomek and pointed at the hyenas, “I do not envy your choice brothers, your insane Queen, or your mad Prince, but at least I have the excuse of being a Chakaa. Hahahaaaahaha!”


    “Noss, you fool!” Arjana cried, her litter bearers moving to protect her. “Bow to me, or I will end you, I swear it! I will not let even you destroy THORN’S dream!”


    “The dream is over already, Arjana! The black-imperium is gone! It has been destroyed!”


    Nurka rasped for all, “What?”


    Noss grinned broadly, “Forgotten Red-mist, Nurka? I was merely a distraction! He fooled you all along, at every step, and yet you are so clever?” Swinging his spear overhead the prince laughed, “Hahahahahaaaaahaha! Now come at me, boy! End my suffering once and for all!”


    Themba grunted, “Go Nurka. Quickly!”


    Nurka nodded and said with strange calm, “Protect the Queen.”


    The chief then hurried into the woods with some hyenas in tow, leaving Themba and the others to trap a hysterical Noss in a closing circle of spears.


    “Hahahaaahahaaaa!”


    *


    Rufus pushed through the thorn bushes, and staggered into the cave’s mouth – his already wounded frame totting up a few more scratches.


    It won’t matter soon, Red-mist.


    Running a paw over his faded old brooch to light the path, the Howler picked his way gingerly along the passage. Left, Noss had said, on the left. Does he know what I’m going to do? Has he guessed? If he manages to turn things around back at Kambi Mata I’ll be doing this for nought. But if he doesn’t, then this is for all. Even if we both fail, Tomek will get word out and give them a chance back at Hummelton.


    Stay safe, dear Jan. And goodbye.


    A slit in the cave wall; Rufus stopped thinking, stopped moving, rooted by fear. Steeling himself, he edged over, his brooch light revealing them; dozens of black canisters, all marked with red X’s and warnings. Each one contained a million drops of black-imperium, a million deadly doses, in theory enough to kill the entire population of Lupa.


    The great taboo had been broken by the hyenas, of all the races they have been pushed here first, and by my own arrogant kind. War waged by black-imperium, chemical warfare, the end of civilisation, was knocking at the world’s gate. It will start here today if I don’t stop it. I have to save us from ourselves.


    Rufus marched into the cave and seized one of the canisters by its bright red valve. Just do it, Howler. Do it now!


    “Forgive me, Jan,” Rufus whined, attacking the stiff valve with both paws. Flecks of rust fell away from the canister and arcs of plasma sparked off Rufus’s powerful arms as he summoned all his imperious might to overcome both years of corrosion and the phobia of eons.


    Pffffsssssssss!


    The black cloud issued forth, the air went opaque, poisoning everything in the cave forever. Rufus kept twisting the valve, eyes closed, lungs held, resisting the will to take flight a moment longer even as every muscle in his legs turned to jelly.


    Enough!


    He whirled away, his breath held still, and staggered through the cave. His arms were blackened, though he dare not look close and witness them decomposing before his eyes. It would start there and work its way through, you know it’s true. There’s no escape. None. If I can just see the stars again.


    Into the moonlight, through the thorn bushes, Rufus fell, rolled, trembling into a ball, his paws tucked close as if to try and shore them up against disintegration.


    It doesn’t hurt. That’s good. Perhaps it doesn’t hurt? Must be the adrenaline. Thank Ulf.


    Time passed. Rufus panted. Shook.


    He came to realise he was still here, still feeling, and apart from his old wounds no worse for wear. He slowly unravelled his arms and inspected his quivering paws before the light of his brooch.


    They were black, but intact, fur and flesh still clinging to bone. How could it be?


    “Don’t worry, Red-mist,” Nurka rasped – his voice was unmistakable even at a distance. “You’ll live. Perhaps long enough to see Lupa fall.”


    Rufus remained where he lay as panting hyenas surrounded him with glowing imperious spear tips. Nurka stepped to the fore, paws behind back with outward calm, purple eyes shimmering with inner fury.


    “They’re just canisters of ash,” he stated simply.


    “A decoy,” Rufus realised, falling back on the soil, relieved and yet appalled at his own gullibility.


    “Correct,” Nurka confirmed, reaching down and rubbing his fingers on a length of Rufus’s blackened cloak, then tasting the acrid ash on his tongue, as if to prove it harmless. “I showed our prince this place. I see he told you where to find it. Ironic that I long-expected him, a hyena, to betray us, but not you, a wolf. I thought you were our only true friend amongst your kind. Live and learn.”


    “I’m a friend of justice,” Rufus replied, a spear tickling his chin, “but this isn’t the way, Nurka. Please… think of what you’re embarking upon-”


    “I’ve thought ten years about it!” Nurka blasted, shaking a plasmatic fist. “Since I watched your people pitch my family into their graves I’ve thought about nothing else!”


    “My family was murdered too!”


    Nurka paused a moment. “In your Wolfen Wars, in great combat between packs, as hyena tribes warring! What’s that honourable end compared to being swept up and squashed like lice?”


    Rufus shot back, “No, Nurka! No. My family was murdered. It was before the war, back when I was just a cub. My mother was killed for being a Howler, my father for being married to a Howler, and my siblings for being the offspring of Howlers. It didn’t matter how guilty my mother was, or my father, or how innocent my brothers and sisters, they were all lumped in together as the enemy. And do you know who rounded them up and shot them as I hid in the loft like a coward?”


    Silence.


    “A mob of little beasts, just like Casimir, driven to hate by misery and oppression, as he was. But I do not hold it against his whole people. That way madness lies.”


    Nurka’s nostrils flared.


    “Drop your black death on Lupa,” Rufus said, “and you will open the door to the end of civilisation. The Dead Cities stand as testament to that! Do you want to set us back a thousand years, or do you want to help find the answer?”


    “Answer?”


    “A cure, Nurka, for the rot. If anyone knew it, or was even close, our ancestors were. The technology that lies out there may hold the key to ending all our suffering-”


    “Enough of your wolfen lies!” Nurka spat, snatching a spear and ramming the blunt butt into Rufus’s raw belly, causing the Howler to curl up in pain.


    “Gaaagffrrgh!”


    “The answer is an end to your vile technology and of the rape of Mother Erde!” the chief decreed, throwing the spear down. “Wire him!” he sniffed at his hyenas. “Let our Queen decide what’s to be done with him.”


    *


    It was a good fight, but even Noss was no match for an army. For a time none dared look at him, let alone strike him, their infallible, untouchable Prince, but Arjana was Queen and if she decreed her husband was no longer fit to rule then that was as certain as the sun rising tomorrow. He was sick in his mind, she said. For his own protection he had to be taken down. We are doing him a favour. They attacked tentatively at first, their timid spears knocked aside by Noss’s ferocious swings. Urged on by their Queen they grew bolder, until the dam of sanity broke all out fighting ensued with hyenas coming at Noss from all around. He sent them on their way with swift spear-blows to the head and neck, twisting, turning, spinning, plasma arcing down the shaft and ejecting challengers from the living arena. With every hyena that was felled Noss grew weaker, his paws burning, his soul sapping, until Big Themba himself overcame his last dregs of lingering respect and entered the fray with a great hammer-blow out of left field, breaking Noss’s spear in two and diving on him.


    “Hahahaaaahaha!” Noss bellowed as they rolled in the mud. “Come on then, Thembaaahahahaaaa!”


    They wrestled with Themba’s hammer, itself sparking with plasma. The head glowed red-hot, then the whole shaft became unbearable to hold and the two Chakaa had to let it fall sizzling in a puddle.


    After a brief exchange of plasmatic thumps and blows to the snout, ribs and belly each, Themba kicked Noss away. They separated, circled one another, panting, paws smouldering, noses bleeding. Tomek lay forgotten, lost to Noss amongst the tumult of bodies, smell of gore and singed fur.


    “My Prince!” Themba begged. “Stop this!”


    “Stop?” Noss laughed. “My wife is mad, my pupils murderers and my children dead, there is nothing left to do now but die!” he seethed at Themba, thumping his mighty chest with both fists. “Come on, cub, you can do iiiit!”


    As Themba steeled himself for a second bout, someone pushed through the hyenas and grabbed the hammer, now cooled in the puddle.


    It was Madou!


    In the noise and violence, Noss failed to notice the stocky hyena coming up behind him until the hammer struck him square in the back with a mighty blast. Amidst a distinctly hyena yelp, Noss flew forward and tumbled across the impromptu arena, hyenas retreating from his sacred body as he rolled to a stop, his back smoking from the blow. He tried to rise, chuckled a moment, then fell flat on his chin, his tongue lolling.


    It was over.


    Madou dropped the hammer with a start and looked at his offending paws.


    “I struck… a prince!” he wailed. “What’ve I done? Themba, I’ve killed our Prince!”


    Themba hurried over and held Madou’s wrists firm, lest he used them to injure himself in retribution. “Calm yourself, Madou!”


    “But-”


    “It is the Queen’s will! It is her will. You are absolved of any crime.”


    Madou both nodded and shook his head all at once.


    The silent sea of shocked hyenas parted in a wave and bowed as Queen Arjana herself approached. Themba and Madou fell on their knees, grovelling at her black-robed passing. She glided over to the downed Noss and, after a considerable pause, knelt and placed a tentative paw on his back.


    “The Prince lives,” she declared, standing up and raising her paws to the sacred Sky in thanks. “Tend to him,” she commanded, stepping back and allowing her hyenas to carry him away whilst she followed. “Take him to our tent. His madness will pass and he will see. When all is done, he will understand.”


    *


    Hummelton was under curfew and security around castle-like Den was tight, but Sara Hummel not only knew all the back alleys and passages of her humble home town, but also how to spin a convincing yarn as an accoutrement to her evidently formidable status around here.


    “Who goes there?” a Hummel Howler growled – a Halberdier in fact, dripping with armour and looking ferocious indeed. “Sara?” he gasped, raising his kristahl halberd as the distinctively dinky daughter of Den Mother Cora crossed the gloomy courtyard and approached the Den’s garage. An athletic Alpha Prefect and a barrel-chested Bloodfang accompanied Sara.


    A strange trio to be sure.


    “You’re back,” the Hummel Halberdier scoffed, eying up the competition, “and with company Ah see.”


    Sara beamed, “Aye, Grant, Ah’m back again,” and flapped a paw about. “Ah’m just showing some friends around, is that all right?”


    “Does yer mum know?” asked this big Grant chap, scowling at the two obvious city-slickers.


    “Aye, of course! Anything tae get me out of her fur. Ah have nae been here fer five minutes and she’s already full tae the back teeth with mah ‘daft opinions’.”


    Big Grant woofed, “Ah’m sure that’s nae true. Ah missed ye. We all have.”


    “Och, away with ye, charmer!”


    “‘Tis the truth! Us Halberdiers nae tell fibs.”


    Whilst Sara took Grant’s keys from his belt and opened a small door built into the larger garage door, Grant tapped his halberd on the cobbles and said, “You know there’s a curfew.”


    “Aye, but on the streets only, nae in here.”


    “Aye, but-”


    “We’ll be five minutes,” Sara claimed, returning the keys. “Mah friends like bikes, is all. They’ve nae seen our quaint Hummel monos before.”


    “What, our tracked bikes you mean?”


    “Aye, the funny tracked sort.”


    “They’re duo’s, Sara, nae monos. Got two wheels. And they’re nae ‘quaint’ at all or ‘funny’.”


    “Aye, alright, whatever,” Sara shrugged. “Ah’m nae into them like you are.”


    “Puh!” Uther tutted at Grant, “Wolfesses, eh mate?”


    Snorting, Halberdier Grant looked Uther over with obvious disdain, but Sara drew his ire away with easy charm and distracting words, until, before the Halberdier knew it, she and the two strangers had disappeared inside the garage.


    “Smooth ‘en yer,” Uther gruffed, once inside the dark, heady-smelling space.


    “Smoother than you, you nearly blew it,” Sara hissed back.


    “Me?”


    “Keep yer chauvinism fer Lupa, Howler, this is Hummel.”


    Linus kept the peace, paws raised, voice lowered, “What now, Sara?”


    Sara answered by reaching for the imperium gas lamp dial, turning the lights up until two rows of white-bodied bikes emerged from the gloom.


    “There’s yer ride,” she said, gesturing at them. “Ah’ll distract Grant; Ah can get him away from the door for ten minutes whilst you slip out. We’re… old friends.”


    Linus had to ask, “Old friends?”


    Sara didn’t answer, not the question at least. “Go slow n’ quiet out the Den,” she said, tidying her fur. “Nobody will stop ye, they only really care about those coming in, nae out. At night ye Howlers all look the same anyway-”


    “Where’s the keys?” Uther asked, jingling an invisible set in front of Sara’s button nose.


    “Keys?”


    “Aye! For the monos.”


    “Oh, no, you just turn them on here.”


    “Puh! Whatcha mean?”


    “This is Hummelton, nae Lupa,” Sara explained. She showed Uther to the nearest vehicle and the big red button on the right-paw side of the kristahl steering bars. “Just press start. Alright?”


    “Hah!” the street-wise Uther marvelled. “You Hummel lot wouldn’t last five minutes in Lupa.”


    “Says more about Lupa than us,” Sara countered deftly.


    Grunting his acknowledgement, Uther knelt down and felt the Hummel bike’s main wheel. The rubber tyre was absent, replaced by a caterpillar track slung between the large, dominant wheel and a small subsidiary wheel trailing behind, altogether forming a rounded-off triangle in profile. Possessed of two wheels, this was strictly speaking a duo in wolfen parlance, not a mono.


    “Well, it sure ain’t a Valerio,” Uther said, grabbing a sloshing can of imperium fuel, “but it’ll have to do. We got a long ride ahead of us, Linus, best top up, mate.”


    “Shouldn’t we take the normal ones?” Linus argued, standing by a ‘normal one’, by which he meant a familiar, Giacomo Springtail mono.


    “Not over rough terrain, mate. This is Everdor. We might need to go off-road and tracks are best.”


    “Right. Good thinking.”


    Sara said, “Give me a few minutes tae take care of Grant,” before tugging on Linus’s red hood. “Ye got the map?”


    Linus delved into his cloak pocket and unfurled the map Sara had scrawled on a piece of paper earlier. Janoah had provided said paper from the Alpha’s office and it was watermarked with their infamous ‘A’, as well as some discarded thoughts by the Alpha himself written in near-illegible doctor’s script – the mark of a genius Janoah had insisted. Something about hyenas, camps, new age and coming together, Linus hadn’t time to decipher it through Sara’s road lines and landmarks.


    “It’s only a rough guide,” Sara sighed. “It’s all Ah can remember from out Monty’s car window.”


    “It’s fine,” Linus assured, tucking it away.


    “Ah could guide you if Ah came with you-”


    “No! No it’s too dangerous.”


    “For a wolfess?” Sara huffed.


    Taking one of those black paws in his golden digits, Linus grunted soberly, “For anyone but a Howler.”


    A nod, a smile, a “Good luck,” then Sara was away.


    “And you,” Linus replied.


    Sara Hummel nodded, then stepped out via the small door nestled within the main door – Linus decided that he and Uther should squeeze their monos, or duos, through that same door instead of noisily opening the large garage door and disturbing half the Den.


    Sara’s muffled words were at first impossible to interpret, but Linus tuned in well enough to get the jist of things.


    “Come on, let’s snuggle,” Sara chirped.


    “What, now?” Grant replied.


    “Aye. Just fer a minute. Ah’ve missed ye.”


    “Ah’m on duty.”


    “And Ah’m going back tae Lupa straight after the Summit.”


    A long silence.


    “It’s now or never, Grant.”


    “All right, but just a minute. I can’t get caught again.”


    Sara giggled in a way Linus had never heard before, “Nae here, silly, come on, round the corner.”


    Their chatter and giggling faded into the distance, along with the Halberdier’s hefty armoured footsteps. The wolfess had successfully coaxed the wolf away from his duties.


    Uther chuckled drily and shook his head. Linus was not remotely amused, but consoled himself with the thought that Sara didn’t mean it.


    By Ulf, why do I care so much? We’re just friends.


    “You know,” Linus grunted, mounting his bike, “when this is over, I’ll have to arrest you again.”


    “You can try,” Uther replied, pulling his hood up.


    “You should slip away and leave this to me.”


    “What? And let you get pummelled by hyenas? I’d never forgive myself.”


    Linus dipped his chin and snorted with mirth; Uther laughed and then started his bike with a kick. “These duos are a bit different to monos, Woodlouse, but I’ll go slow for ya until you stop wobbling, you still being a learner ‘en all.”


    Linus started his own ‘duo’, “You just try and keep up with me.”


    “Haha-haaa! Woodlouse! Seems like only yesterday you were a right timid little louse.”


    Linus’s ears drooped, “I was never that timid, was I?”


    Uther thought back to the day he and Linus had faced down that Howler-killer. “No. No I guess you weren’t. Heh.”


    Outside, in the pretty Hummelton Den gardens, beside a fountain decorated with stone insects, Sara kept Halberdier Grant busy with stolen affection. The thrum of bike engines was subdued by the clinking of glass and bawdy laughter from within the nearby great hall as Cora Hummel threw a welcoming feast for her fellow Howlers.


    Out the corner of her eyes, Sara spied Linus and Uther ride sedately through the courtyard, engines popping. Their passing drew Halberdier Grant’s attention for a moment, before Sara pulled him back into her embrace.


    “Never mind them, ye daft beast,” she said, kissing him firmly.


    “Och! Sara.”


    Through the main gates Linus rode, Uther following, the Hummel Halberdiers there paying little heed. Sara was right, leaving the den was obviously still allowed for now. Even with a curfew, Hummel Howlers were still about their business. The quaint Hummelton roads were otherwise devoid of activity, no cars, no citizens, just the streetlights and stars for company, and the occasional Howler pair doing the rounds. Few were perturbed by the passing of two wolves on bikes – at a glance, and by intermittent yellowish imperium streetlamps, nobody could rightly tell Hummel from Bloodfang, or even a supposed Prefect. Besides, no doubt everyone had been instructed to look out for hyenas.


    More fool them.


    Linus ground to a halt in the midst of a road. Uther came alongside him. “What’s the matter, Woodlouse?”


    “Checkpoint,” Linus breathed, nodding ahead.


    Sure enough the road was barred by a kiosk and a simple arm-gate. Three Howlers were milling about, bored and smouldering various embers. The road was closed in by walls, but beyond lay nothing, only blackness – the Everdor countryside.


    “They’ll stop us,” Linus said, plucking at his Bloodfang cloak. “If we only had Hummel cloaks.”


    “Just run it, mate,” Uther replied.


    “Run it?”


    “Aye! Thump ‘em!”


    “But the gate, Uther!” Linus seethed.


    “Duck.”


    “Duck?”


    “Lean and duck, mate. Get down right low, yeah?”


    Linus stared wide-eyed at Uther, horrified at the words tumbling from his helmet grille.


    “Your instructor never taught you that?” Wild-heart scoffed.


    “No.”


    “Schmutz!”


    The Howlers at the checkpoint had noticed the strangers parked in the middle of the road. One beckoned them over with a wave, suspicious already. There was no going back now.


    “Look, just do what I do,” Uther growled.


    “Uther!”


    “You can do it, Woodlouse! ‘Tis easy!”


    “I c-c-can’t!”


    “You thumping can!”


    With that, Wild-heart took off down the street, his tracked bike popping and churning heartily, though it was no match for his Giacomo Dragonfly, even less Ivan’s purring Spider.


    Linus hurriedly stepped on the gas and followed as closely as he dared, his eyes locked on Uther’s flapping cloaked shoulders. As he approached the checkpoint at ramming speed, Uther suddenly ducked down and leant steeply to the right, his body in line with the bike’s, itself remaining upright whilst the rider almost dismounted altogether, his right knee and elbow an inch from scraping on the cobbles!


    Under the gate! He was through!


    One of the Howlers raised a pistol and shot into the night, but Uther kept on going.


    Before Linus had time to think the gate was upon him, the Howlers too, paws raised, pistols too, shouting their warnings for him to stop. Heart pounding, Linus raised his left foot and slipped sideways off the deafening, quivering bike. The mono, duo, whatever it was, remained defiantly upright as Linus leant lower and lower, as far as he dared, the cobbles a blur – if he fell now he was a dead wolf. He caught sight of a pistol flash, of sparks pinging off the bike’s white bodywork and flying at his helmet-clad face like shooting stars.


    The gate thrummed by overhead, an inch from Linus’s blonde ears if that.


    I’m through! I did it!


    Behind, two of the Howlers leapt on their bikes and the third picked up a telephone – the race was on.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 50


     


    The Alpha swirled his drink – apple juice – and watched the city packs stuff themselves on the back of Hummel hospitality. The freshest food, the finest wine, a roaring fire and plenty of bunting strung between the hexagonal pillars and balconies; the reception was a magnificent do as always. The Den Fathers of each pack sat with the white-cloaked Cora at the head of the U-shaped table, with the ranks diminishing in prestige the further one ventured away, through Elders, Grand Howlers, Howlers, right down to the puny ALPHA contingent, stuck disrespectfully at the end of the U on a hastily-set extra table. The excuse went that they had not been expected to even attend back when the plans had been made and nobody had corrected the oversight since.


    A blatant lie.


    Den Mother Cora had offered a hasty change-around, but Adal, playing up the injury dealt him, and highlighting his own humility in the face of it, refused to displace anyone else of their rightful position, much to Horst’s dismay.


    “Look at them all,” he complained. “Bunch of pigs. They did this on purpose.”


    “Mind your tongue, that’s mah sister-in-law you’re calling a pig!” Duncan growled.


    “I didn’t mean her,” Horst insisted, tugging his cloak and setting his medals jingling.


    Duncan made his excuses again, “Mah Alpha, Ah’m sure it’s just an oversight. Ah know how Hummel works, ‘tis run behind the scenes by wee beasts, they do all the clerical box-ticking. Cora’s nae concerned with seating arrangements.”


    “Indeed,” Adal seconded. “No matter, Duncan, this makes us look good.”


    “Good, my Alpha?”


    “Humble; as indeed we are. Are we not, Horst?”


    “Of course, but this is ridiculous,” Horst blustered, peering across at some yellow-cloaked Greystones opposite, snickering and elbowing each other. “Look at them lot over there, laughing at us. It’s a big joke.”


    The Alpha sipped his juice, “Let them laugh.”


    An elegant feminine Prefect crossed the hall and joined the ALPHA table, sitting in the empty space along from Duncan.


    “Janoaaah!” the latter roared, raising his glass – the Hummel brandy was taking hold by the sounds. “You’ve joined us at last.”


    “Grand Prefect,” Janoah saluted, and again, “My Alpha.”


    The white-faced Adal raised a brown paw accordingly. “Where’ve you been, Prefect?”


    “Checking on Stenton.”


    A nod.


    “That useless lump of yours?” Horst scoffed, tearing some bread for his second course; soup. “Josef ought to put him out of his misery. It would be a kindness.”


    Janoah caught a passing rabbit waiter and demanded some soup also, then, and only then, replied, “You will change your mind if Stenton is all that stands between a Republic and Amael’s dictatorship, Grand Prefect.”


    Horst spluttered through his bread, “Fat chance! Where is he then? He should be here, protecting the Alpha, lest hyenas descend from the rafters. Instead he is bedridden, as per usual.”


    “Rafe has time, sir. THORN will not attack tonight.”


    “You know that for a fact, do you?”


    Janoah explained patiently, “If Nurka plans to use black-imperium, as all evidence suggests, he will not move until Amael and the other conspirators are clear of danger. It must all have been planned most carefully. We must watch Amael’s movements tomorrow. His leaving is the signal.”


    “For what?”


    Janoah tore her own bread, “Hopefully nothing, provided the Alpha and I have outmanoeuvred him.”


    Horst looked to his leader. “My Alpha, have you confided in Prefect Janoah before me?”


    “Not now, Horst.”


    “She knows your intentions more than I, clearly-”


    “Whatever is being done is now beyond my control, let alone Prefect Janoah’s machinations,” Adal said. “It is up to agents put in place weeks ago to fulfil their duties and avert disaster. Nothing I say or do can change our fate, except to alert Amael and the conspirators to our knowledge of their plot and allow them to evade justice, and that I will not do. Loose tongues lose wars, remember the old propaganda?” The Alpha sipped his apple juice. “Now shut up and eat your soup. For all we know it could be our last meal.”


    “My Alpha, how can you joke at a time like this?”


    Adal Weiss went further and allowed a rare laugh, which could not be pinned on alcohol-free apple juice.


    Over at the head of the table, Cora Hummel entertained her fellow Den Fathers, Thorvald Eisbrand, Flaid Greystone, Amael Bloodfang and the two Bloc representatives sent this year whose names escaped many, their packs being so puny and obscure as to be drowned in the greater eddies of Lupan politics, not that the diplomatic Cora let on. Her husband, Angus, was relegated to sitting some seats over, supplanted by even the lowly posteriors of the Bloc Den Fathers who, even in their obscurity, were more important than some spouse. Angus Hummel was merely the ‘Queen Bee’s’ drone, kept around to provide Cora with company and cubs, and to nurture them whilst she got on and ran the vast Hummel territory of Everdor, everyone knew that. He did have her ear though, everyone knew that too, and thus took great heed of him despite his total inability to wield imperium, a rare thing in Howler circles.


    Angus himself took heed of one Den Father in-particular. “Good for you, Amael!” he said, shouting across more than a few faces and raising his glass. “Sticking it tae ALPHA. That’s what Ah like tae see.”


    “I’ve no intention of being bullied,” the stone-grey Amael replied cordially.


    “They will be suitably chastised,” said the big, grey-cloaked Flaid, nestled between Amael and Cora. “Some form of cross-pack regulation is necessary, of course, but ALPHA’s wings must be… clipped.”


    “Pulled off more like,” Angus said.


    Thorvald stayed out of the debate, thrumming his fingers on the tabletop and picking at his food, whilst Cora’s lips remained sealed by well-timed sips of Hummel brandy. Did they disagree or were they just being gracious? It won’t matter come this time tomorrow, Amael thought, none of this will.


    Some Hummel Howlers approached, both female; one whispered in Cora’s pricked black ears.


    The Den Mother looked up with a start and mopping her mouth excused herself.


    “What’s wrong, Cora?” Thorvald asked with a familiarity bred from decades.


    “Mah daughter’s here,” she replied, adding, “Aye, that daughter.”


    “Your eldest?”


    “Aye. Ah was nae expecting her.” The Den Mother threw aside her napkin. “If you’ll excuse me gentlebeasts, Ah’ll return shortly.”


    Angus also made to rise.


    “Stay, Angus,” his wife commanded, marching off with her fellow Howlers.


    Sipping his brandy, Amael watched her go and looked to Flaid. “Where’s she going?”


    “Sounds like her eldest daughter is in town,” Flaid grunted. “They don’t get on, I hear.”


    *


    Glancing back at the ward doors, Meryl slapped Tristan on the cheek, gently, if rapidly.


    “Tristan. Tristan wake up. Tristan!”


    “Ungh… grrfffgh!” he snorted. “Meryl? What… w-www-where am I?”


    “Sit up. Come on. Up you get, Howler.”


    “I can’t. I feel so… tired.”


    “I’ve given you a little taubfene, enough to stop the pain but not knock you out. You’ll feel odd, but you should be able to walk. Now get up. Come on!”


    At length, little Meryl levered the huge, languid Howler upright; on top of her medical training she’d had a lot of practise of late shifting Rafe’s unmanageable bulk.


    The numbed Tristan noticed himself. “W-w-what’ve they done to me?” he yelped, horrified eyes searching his bandaged arms and scorched fur. “What happened? I… I remember-”


    “Tristan, listen to me!” Meryl snapped, grasping his face. “Nikita tried to kill you. He tried to rack you to death to cover his tracks, do you understand? Do not go back to him or anyone else involved in the conspiracy, and stay away from the Eisbrands too, at least until things blow over and Thorvald returns… if he ever does.”


    Tristan shook his head, “Thorvald’s not to be harmed, Meryl. I’d never put his life in-”


    “I don’t want to hear about it!” Meryl hissed, paws raised. “I don’t care what you’ve done, just get dressed. I’ll slip you out of ALPHA HQ, for old times’ sake.”


    Tears streaked from Tristan’s duotone eyes, “Oh, Meryl… I….”


    “Save it, you foolish wolf. Now hurry, before the nightshift takes over.”


    *


    “Sara.”


    “Mum.”


    Mother and daughter met in a quiet side atrium, with Halberdier Grant and a few other Howlers, including the ones who had summoned the Den Mother hither.


    “What’s this Ah’m told?” Cora demanded sharply, looking between Sara and a shame-faced Grant. “Helping perfect strangers steal bikes tae go joy-riding, is that what you get up tae these days?”


    “No!”


    “Then what? Explain yourself, daughter, before Ah banish ye from Everdor forever!”


    Sara looked about at Grant and the Howlers. “Can we have some privacy here?”


    Cora replied, “Whatever need be said, can be said in front of our loyal Howlers-”


    “Mum!” Sara piped. “This is the present day, nae the Dark Age. Speak tae me normally, all right?”


    At length, Cora dismissed her followers. “Go on, now.”


    With salutes and heel-clicks, the Howlers exited. Grant also attempted to slink away.


    “Don’t go far, Halberdier, Ah’ll speak tae ye after!” Cora growled dangerously, making Grant’s shoulders hunch.


    “Aye, marm.”


    Once they were alone, Cora took a sharp breath and brushed past her daughter to an antique sofa nestled between silken yellow curtains. Sitting with a hefty armoured clink, she patted the plush Hummel-themed upholstery, complete with a honeycomb pattern.


    “All right, mah first born. Say your piece.”


    “Call off your Howlers,” Sara implored instantly, stepping closer but not sitting down, as if her mother were a poisonous bug. “Let mah friends pass the checkpoints.”


    “The thieves that stole the bikes?” the Den Mother enquired, in a rising, incredulous tone.


    Sara huffed, “Borrowed, Mum.”


    “Borrowed? Tae borrow means tae ask.”


    “We could nae ask, there was nae time. This is an emergency!”


    “Och! Ye had time tae deceive Grant,” Cora observed. “A daughter of mine, wielding her feminine charms like a weapon. Is this what life in Lupa has taught ye? Tae behave like all those Common Ground, Lupanar harlots-”


    “Mum! Grant’s an old friend, nae a perfect stranger.”


    “And that makes it all right then?”


    Sara folded her arms. “See? This is why Ah went around ye, everything’s always a gigantic fuss.”


    “Sara, Ah want tae help ye, just talk tae me-”


    “If ye want tae help, Mum, telephone the checkpoints from here tae Grunrose and tell them tae let mah friends pass. They’ll fight if they have tae!”


    Cora scowled, “Oh aye, will they now? Then is it treason you’re about, daughter?”


    “Do you think Ah’d betray mah own family?”


    “No, but these ‘friends’ might’ve taken ye for a fool.”


    Sara whirled away, calmed herself, then turned back with her paws to her muzzle. “There’s something else,” she began furtively.


    “By Ulf, there’s more?”


    Parting her paws, Sara whispered, “Ah need some royal jelly.”


    Silence, but for the distant bustle of banqueting.


    Cora looked to the exit, then seethed as loudly as she dared, “Out of the question!”


    “It’s for a close friend. He’s dying from rot.”


    “Who isn’t these days?”


    “This is different! He’s gone blind and everything! Ah can’t stand tae see him this way, Ah just can’t.”


    Cora shot to her feet, “Ah cannae give out jelly on a whim, it does nae grow on trees!” she hissed. “Wolves would kill tae know our secret. You only know of it at all because you were given it that day and remembered. Ah had nae choice, Ah could nae see mah first born die.”


    “Ah feel the same way about Bruno!”


    “Bruno? Nae that cook you used tae write me about, the one who disappeared.”


    “Aye, the very wolf.” Sara dipped her chin, then raised it, tears on her cheek. “Ah missed him so much, Mum. Ah didnae even realise until now.”


    “Och, Sara dear.”


    “He’s nae the same wolf. He’s… ill and… and changed in his mind.” Choosing her words carefully, Sara wiped her eyes, “Maybe the jelly will bring him back. Even if it doesn’t he’ll be better. Ah cannae see him suffer. Please, ye have tae help.”


    Drawing an exasperated breath, the hard Den Mother of Hummel dissolved before her daughter’s tears. “Ah’ll nae give ye a drop of jelly,” she said, pointing at the sofa, “nae pick up any phone, until you sit down and tell me what you’ve got mixed up in this time, Sara Hummel.”


    Cora slowly, regally, sat again.


    “Nae word for months and now suddenly all this stuff and nonsense. First Tristan Eisbrand is arrested and then you disappear. Even Professor Heath has vanished! They say you had a paw in it. Is that true?”


    Silence.


    “Your father’s been fretting over it all,” Cora went on, trying to tease forth the truth. “You know what he thinks of ALPHA. Ah told him there must be evidence against Tristan for him tae be taken in; Adal’s nae a fool. Ah said you’d be all right; they would nae dare touch you for fear of me. But still, Ah’ve been concerned. If you’re in trouble, if you need me tae talk tae Adal and get ALPHA tae back down, Ah will. Whatever you did it cannae be all that.”


    Sara took a deep breath, “Ah’ll tell ye everything, but call off your Howlers first.”


    “With THORN threatening tae sneak into the Summit, are ye mad? Ah cannae lax security-”


    “It makes nae difference. THORN won’t sneak through checkpoints, Mum. They’ll nae even come by road.”


    “Och! Will hyenas just fall from the sky then?”


    “Aye,” Sara claimed, “that they will!”


    Cora blinked, frowned.


    “Phone the checkpoints yourself,” Sara instructed. “Don’t go through anyone else. There could be a spy anywhere and if they find out what we’re doing they’ll… well… Ah dunno what they’d do, but you can bet it’ll nae help us win!”


    Cora made huffing noises and plucked at her cloak.


    Suddenly Angus rounded the corner. “Ah’ll see tae it,” he grunted; he had evidently been listening in long enough. “Ah’ll telephone ahead and clear the checkpoints for your two friends, just give me their names.”


    “Angus!” Cora chided.


    “Thanks, Dad, you’re a lifesaver,” Sara breathed, cocking her head. “It’s Uther and Linus; they’re Bloodfangs, though one is in disguise as a Prefect.”


    “Disguise?”


    “Aye.”


    Sighing, Angus grunted, “All right, but Ah expect you’ll have explained yourself tae yer mother in the meantime,” he warned, lingering long enough to add, “We’ll talk about your behaviour later. Is that clear young lady?”


    Sara offered a contrite, “Aye.”


    Once her peace-making father had departed, Sara approached and sat on the sofa with her exasperated mother, who was tugging furiously at her white cloak.


    “Mum….” Sara began, faltering.


    “You and your father will be the death of me, Ah swear tae Ulf. He’s like putty in your paws!”


    A pause, as Sara found courage and words. “What Ah have tae say cannae leave here. You cannae make a fuss, or tell anyone. Promise me. There could be spies anywhere, even amongst your closest Howlers and if anything were tae happen tae you because of me.”


    “Saraaa-”


    “Ah’m nae crazy or been taken in, this is real!” Sara insisted, taking Cora’s nearest paw and glancing about, lest anyone were lingering nearby. “If ye do nothing else, if ye nae even believe me, fine, but at least send mah sisters somewhere safe. Don’t let them die too, nae like that!”


    Perceiving the terror in Sara’s watery eyes, Cora overcame stately protocol long enough to hug her daughter to her cloaked body. “Hush, child, hush now. Ah’ll nae let anyone die, you daft wee thing.” Offering Sara a kerchief, Cora raised that little chin with a finger and beamed, “Now, speak as daughter tae mother. The truth now. All of it.”


    *


    Brrrrrrrrrr-rrrrrrr-rrrrrup! Ppp-ppp-p-p-p!


    Engines thrumming and tracked wheels whirring between their gaitered legs, Linus and Uther sped across the black Everdor countryside, the stony road surface glittering by the twin beams of their fierce headlamps. They were the only light sources around, but for the stars and the occasional roadside establishment passing at speed, the glow of Hummelton being now firmly in the rear-view mirror.


    One, then two, headlamps winked independently into existence – bikes.


    Deafened by engines, Uther drew alongside Linus and gestured with a thumb over his shoulder. Linus signalled back, acknowledging he had spotted the company; no doubt Hummels from the checkpoint they had run, or others parked unseen elsewhere.


    There was no choice but to keep going, the Howlers mutually, tacitly consented, simultaneously twisting their accelerators. Try as he might, Linus squeezed no more speed from his duo. The lights behind advanced, growing ever brighter. Uther pulled away at first, either because he was somehow a better rider or had, by chance, picked a better-tuned bike. However, seeing Linus lag behind, Wild-heart fell back, unwilling to abandon his friend.


    Linus waved him forward, shouting, “Go! Go!”


    To which Uther shook his head, drew a sword, and prepared to make stand.


    Stomach churning at the prospect of fighting fellow Howlers, Linus readied his pistol and clung to reason and necessity to salve his conscience. There was no choice. To be arrested now was to doom any chance of making Rumney Farm in time and stopping THORN. If the conspiracy ran as deeply as Janoah and Vladimir claimed then even the very Howlers coming up fast could be traitors, sent to silence any bearers of bad tidings.


    Life had been much simpler in the Academy.


    A flash! Linus’s right wing mirror exploded with all the colours of the imperionic spectrum. Someone back there had fired and meant to hit him!


    “Come on then!” Uther snarled – at least Linus could swear that’s what he heard over the throbbing engines.


    Uther braked, falling rapidly back towards the first upcoming mono; Linus glanced over his shoulder to see the black-cloaked Wild-heart and a predominantly white Hummel Howler meet swords, slashing, thrusting, veering away on their bikes and then returning for a second bout as fierce as the first.


    It was madness! One false move and Uther would be dismounted at breakneck speed, his flesh torn away on the road, bones shattered, winding up a mangled heap, just like those fresh young Howlers who went too fast in pursuit of justice on their shiny new Springtails and slammed into an oncoming bus or tram – Linus had read many a sad obituary.


    The young Bloodfang readied his pistol and took aim, yet the thought occurred that he might simply kill an innocent Hummel instead, a wolf or wolfess just doing their job.


    Suddenly the second pursuing Hummel advanced on Uther’s flank, sword raised to strike!


    In an instant of sheer instinct Linus aimed and fired.


    Crack!


    The second Hummel careened away into the night and disappeared, lost to grassy fields and darkness.


    Linus flinched in horror. Did I kill them? Ulf forgive me.


    Uther dispatched the other fellow by slashing down at his bike’s tracked wheel with a great plasmatic strike. His acquired ALPHA rapier was sacrificed to the whirring mechanism, pinched by the tracks and dragged under, before pinging off into the night a twisted, imperiously-glowing parody of its former self. The blow did its work and the Hummel’s tracked wheel disassembled, flinging pieces of itself in all directions until the anonymous Howler thought it wiser to drop out of the race, then out of sight, coming to a juddering stop.


    Triumphant, Uther stuck his finger up at his vanquished foe and rejoined Linus. Cloak fluttering about him he saluted his partner and laughed.


    Linus, despite his misgivings, felt that wave of euphoria only battle provided.


    It was strangely addictive.


    *


    Angus swung aside a small painting located on the wall beside Cora’s huge four-poster bed. The painting depicted the last Den Mother to serve before Cora, a severe-looking wolfess dressed in the same armour and cloak of the incumbent Den Mother, it being passed down for centuries now. Sara would never inherit the Hummel mantle, or any other, being too healthy to wield imperium and all. She never knew how to feel about that. At least Mum always knew what she had to be; a Howler, Sara had to make her own way, take her own decisions.


    Not that there was any choice now.


    Behind the painting was a safe which Sara’s smartly-attired father deftly twiddled his way into. He retrieved a tiny jewel-encrusted golden phial from within. Holding the pretty heirloom back from Sara’s eager grasp a moment longer, he asked one last time, “Do you really know what you’re about, mah girl?”


    “Ah’m nae a fool, Dad.”


    “No… but you’ve put your mother in a bind, tae be sure. Ah know you’d nae do it lightly, nae make stories up, but this is ALPHA’s word against the integrity of a Den Father. Can ye nae see how that slimy worm Adal stands tae gain by Amael’s fall. Showing the Den Fathers up as corrupt is a sure way tae make ALPHA stronger.”


    “Amael is corrupt,” Sara replied curtly. “Would ye rather he gassed us all and ruled as king?”


    Angus hadn’t the words to speak.


    Sara looked to the door, “Ah believe Prefect Janoah’s story, Ah really do.”


    “But she’s a well-known schemer, lass!”


    “Maybe, but she’s dealt fair with me and Olivia. Besides, if Bruno says she’s a good ‘un, then she’s a good ‘un. He was never a wolf tae mince his words.”


    Grumbling, Angus Hummel slowly, reluctantly, surrendered the tiny golden phial to his daughter. “‘Tis the nearest thing tae a cure in this world,” he said. “Your mother was saving it for herself; Ah told her to. There’s nae telling when the Queen Bee will make more.”


    Sara beamed, “Ah know, but mum’s strong. You’ll have tae put up with her for years tae come.”


    “Aye,” Angus chuckled back. “Ah hope this Bruno’s worth it.”


    Taking the phial, tiny Sara kissed her towering father on the cheek, “You’d better believe it.”


    Given a silent moment, Angus went to the bedroom door and gestured for someone to approach. A Hummel Howler walked in, saluted.


    “Eldress Brynn?” Sara gasped, as if betrayed.


    “Hallo, Miss Sara,” Brynn replied with a nod.


    “Brynn will escort ye through town,” Angus explained.


    “Dad, Ah said tell nobody-”


    “Yer mother insisted, as do I. She’ll be discreet, won’t you Brynn?”


    “Of course, sir.”


    Sara huffed, but accepted the compromise. At least nobody would stop her on account of the curfew with an Eldress by her side. Pocketing her precious cargo, she said her farewells to father and took her leave with Brynn.


    *


    Den Mother Cora returned to her place at the reception dinner and, forgoing her usual dignified composure, nabbed a gulp of brandy.


    “How’s Sara?” Thorvald asked cordially.


    “Och! That daughter of mine,” Cora bristled back. “Nought but trouble that one.”


    “Nonsense. She’s a star pupil at the Ark, I understand.”


    “She’s been too long in the city, Thorvald, surrounded by addicts and troublemakers! Ah’m only aggrieved she’s caused you such harm of late.”


    “Me, Cora?”


    “Aye. Your Howler Tristan.”


    Thorvald still didn’t entirely follow.


    “It’s because of Sara’s dodger friend that he was arrested, is it not?” Cora explained. “He was only trying tae serve Sara, as he was instructed by you through me, but she has abused her position as mah daughter and taken advantage of him. Tristan must’ve been put in an impossible position, for which Ah’m truly sorry.”


    Nodding, Thorvald grunted, “Tristan’s erred, as I’m sure Sara has, but naïve, well-meaning wolves will be taken in by Lupa’s desperate addicts. It’s all gotten out of paw, somewhat. I have already advised Den Prefect Adal to release Tristan with a warning, which he will, and drop all charges regarding this matter, which he has.” The oldest Den Father leant forth to meet eyes with the youngest a few seats along, “You see, I also refuse to be bullied.”


    Amael nodded and raised his glass, “I’m gratified to hear that, Den Father Thorvald.”


    Cora raised her glass also, then looking to all, but resting mostly on Amael, said somewhat out of the blue, “Do you gentlebeasts realise there’s tae be a great balloon flying over us tomorrow?”


    “Balloon?” said Flaid, appearing genuinely surprised.


    Amael gulped his drink and looked elsewhere with feigned disinterest.


    “The famous Buttle cats have built a new flying machine, their biggest yet,” Cora explained. “Ah’d almost forgotten, but seeing mah daughter reminded me; she’s befriended them of late. Their balloons are one of the few healthy interests she has outside of bugs.”


    “Perhaps she should take it up as a career?” Thorvald laughed, joking, “Up, up and up some more!”


    Cora cocked her head, “You laugh, Den Father, but it could well be the way of the future.”


    “Elder Trains replaced by Elder dirigibles, perchance?”


    “Indeed. That’s why we at Hummel have backed the enterprise, despite intense Felician pressure to banish Montague Buttle from our territory; they nae mention banishing his wife but she is, of course, royalty.”


    “Decadent and backward race,” Amael gruffed.


    “Cats will be proud, Amael,” Thorvald said, noncommittally.


    Flaid sat forward, apparently interested in where the discussion was suddenly headed, “Our finest Greystone engineers envisage heavier than air flight being more likely than these... unwieldy balloons the cats and others have dreamt up. Winged vehicles emulating insects, fast and nimble, will win out, not some gasbag at the mercy of the wind. Nature is ever our guide.”


    “And have your finest engineers produced such a machine to date, Flaid?” Thorvald needled – the old Howler enjoyed a good wind up.


    Flaid smiled, “Don’t confuse lack of success with lack of progress, Thorvald.”


    “Lack of evidence is my point.”


    Cora joined in the ribbing. “Of course, clouds are mere gas at the mercy of the wind, but they do travel further than any insect, and for free,” she said artfully, asking, “What do you think Den Father Amael, balloons or wings?”


    Amael Balbus spread a steel-grey paw. “Unlike Flaid and yourself I don’t pretend to know much about these new machines, but I’m sure this ‘flyover’ of yours will be an historic event regardless.”


    Cora’s bright eyes narrowed in her dark face, “Then we must none of us miss the occasion, must we?”


    Amael squinted in bafflement, but nodded. “Not for the world, Den Mother.”


    “Ah’m glad tae hear it.”


    Elsewhere, Vladimir was eating his meal and sharing tales of administrative woe with fellow long-suffering Grand Howlers, when a Bloodfang approached and reported surreptitiously, “We’re missing a Howler, sir.”


    “Mm?” Vladimir urged.


    “Howler Linus, sir. He seems to have… disappeared. The Hummels have had some bikes stolen and one of the thieves was described as a Bloodfang, sir. Not confirmed, but that’s what I’ve got out of ‘em.”


    Vladimir nodded throughout, pondering the news with seeming calm. “Have you searched his room?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “The pubs and Lupanars?”


    “Would do sir, but for the curfew. The Hummels said they’re taking care of it.”


    “Then that’s all there is to it, Howler. No doubt Linus will turn up drunk in a bar sooner or later, or a bed. What happened at the hot springs has quite affected him.”


    “Aye, sir.”


    The Howler saluted and left Vladimir to knock back some brandy – he needed it.


    *


    “Schmutz!”


    It was a rare thing to hear Linus curse, and Uther missed the momentous event on account of his ears being assaulted by clamouring engines and whistling wind.


    The approaching cause of Linus’s consternation was an elegant stone bridge arcing over a river, specifically the checkpoint kiosks and stripy arm-barriers barring both the near and far side.


    From the gentle hill he and Uther were speeding down towards the river, Linus enjoyed a good view of the surroundings. Eddies of black water swirled beneath the bridge like octopus tentacles, reflecting the lights of a sleepy Everdor town nestled on the far side. Linus spied a turning watermill and a busy pub. The Diving Beetle, said the latter’s illuminated sign, complete with an appropriate picture of a beetle swimming amongst weeds. Linus recalled these landmarks from Sara’s map and was glad to be on track, albeit dismayed there was no way of avoiding the checkpoint without going into the deadly-looking river.


    Well, there was one way.


    Coming alongside Linus, Uther pointed ahead at the checkpoint and calmly motioned his paw as if to dive, like a diving beetle. Go under, he was saying. Despite his misgivings, Linus thumbed-up.


    You’ve ducked a barrier once, Linus told himself, you can do it once more.


    Twice more, even.


    Uther pulled ahead, engine thrumming, leading the way. Expecting the bikes to slow down, the Hummel Howlers at the checkpoint looked up from their hot chocolates just in time to be blinded by Uther’s headlamp.


    Vrrrum!


    Pulling the same stunt as before, Uther ducked under the barrier; Linus followed mere seconds later, a little more sedately.


    Vrrrrrrrum!


    Cresting the bridge and down the other side to the second barrier. The Howlers there waved and hollered, but did not raise their weapons like those back at Hummelton. Uther ducked, defying them and their barrier.


    Vrrrum!


    Righting himself he zoomed past the pub, leaving the little beast patrons standing outside smouldering and drinking on this fairly clement night scratching their heads at the commotion.


    A young miller mouse in flour-dusted dungarees and a cap left his table and ran into the road to catch a glimpse of the speeding bike.


    “Cor! Did you see-”


    Vrrrrrr!


    A second bike was on him in a flash, lighting-up his terror-stricken face.


    Screee! Kfff-ffff-f-f-fgh!


    Desperate to avoid a collision, the bike and its rider twisted away and fell to one side, sliding past an inch from the cringing mouse. The bike spiralled wildly away across the street whilst its rider rolled to a fleshy stop on the cobbles. He came to rest flat on his back, blonde arms spread wide.


    It was over in a moment.


    The pub patrons hurried to the mouse and pulled him back into anonymity, lest he was set upon by the Howlers for causing an accident.


    The first bike returned and its wolfen rider hopped off to attend his stricken comrade.


    “Linus!” he cried, lifting his bloodied head. “Mate!”


    The Hummel Howlers from the checkpoint soon surrounded them, rifles aimed and ready.


    *


    Driven to the station with Eldress Brynn, Sara crossed the deserted platforms unchallenged and climbed aboard the last carriage of the Eisbrand Train.


    “Ye must keep this under your cloak, Eldress,” she told the white-cloaked Brynn, barring the doorway. “Nobody knows what’s in this carriage.”


    “Ah’m only here tae protect ye, Sara,” replied she.


    “Stay here then.”


    “Ah cannae do that. Mah orders were specific.”


    Nodding, for there could be no arguing, Sara entered, Brynn just behind, the latter casting her gaze all around the boxes and barrels.


    Sara hurried straight to Bruno, who was still lying on the metal table under the lamp, his eyes blindfolded against the light that was so painful to his rotten eyes.


    “Sara?” Olivia said, emerging tiredly from the gloom.


    “How is he?”


    “Not too good, I think,” was the disappointing reply, with a chirpier, “How’d it go with your mum?”


    Sara puffed uneasily, “As well as can be expected. Mum knows now; Ah dunno if she believes half of what Ah said, but Ah could nae keep a lid on things for trying.” She gestured at Brynn, “Don’t worry, she’s only here tae baby-sit me.”


    Olivia nodded at Brynn, who approached the prostrate Bruno laden with suspicion.


    “This is Bruno,” Sara explained, reading Brynn’s bafflement. “He’s… well….”


    “ALPHA’s Eisenwolf,” Brynn guessed. “So it’s true, they found a pure-blood.” She held out a black paw. “His corona… by Ulf’s fangs, it burns.”


    “Yes,” Olivia agreed, smiling fondly. “He’s quite something.”


    Brynn suddenly backed away and drew her rapier, threatening the darkness by the van. “Who goes there?”


    Slowly a grey cat in a black coat stepped into the stark light whilst rubbing his paws on an oily cloth. “Put your sword away, Hummel, I’m on your side.”


    Brynn lowered her blade, “Doctor Josef Grau, right?”


    “My name precedes me, as usual.”


    Reaching into her pocket, Sara turned to the cat and showed him the bejewelled phial. “Ah’ve brought Bruno something. It should help tae sort him out.”


    Josef peered witheringly over his spectacles. “White-imperium can’t help him now,” he scoffed. “He’s already overdosed. The best we can do, short of my patented imperium shock therapy, is to leave him alone. If he can stand by tomorrow morning it’ll be a marvel.”


    “It’s nae white-imperium, doctor,” Sara claimed flatly.


    Unscrewing the sapphire-topped phial, the little Hummel wolfess pulled the lid away, revealing a delicate glass dipstick attached to the underside, like a perfume dabber. A waxy, golden substance clung to the dabber, and a sweet smell pervaded the dingy carriage, like incense.


    Josef flew over. “Royal jelly?” he hissed, looking between Sara and the phial.


    Sara laughed falsely, “Aye! Somehow Ah thought someone like you would recognise it.”


    “Where did you get it?” the doctor demanded, answering immediately, “Den Mother Cora no doubt. Yes, I bet she’s sitting on a pretty stockpile of the stuff all for herself whilst the rest of the Den Fathers rot.”


    “Ah wish,” Sara said. “This is the last.”


    Like a pupil at class, Olivia raised a finger, “Excuse me, but what’s royal jelly?”


    Sara tried to explain, but Josef pompously took over. “It’s a waxy substance produced by a great queen bee when she wants to make daughter queens. She secretes it from glands on her head and feeds it to selected grubs.”


    “Lovely,” Olivia said, sarcastically.


    “It’s remarkable stuff,” Josef insisted. “It induces grubs to form into new queens, instead of mere workers,” he lectured, peering longingly at the phial. “Ancient hyena stories tell of its restorative properties, that it’s a cure for the rot, an aphrodisiac and more. I’ve tried for years to get hold of some to test its veracity, but since only great bees like those under Hummelton Den produce this particular brand of royal jelly, and even then only when the old queen is good and ready, it’s rarer than worm’s teeth!” The doctor smiled one of his menacing smiles, “Still, the Hummel Den Fathers and Mothers are renown for their longevity and unusual good fortune. Cora’s not so old, but she has produced quite the brood when a Howler’s cubs ought to die at a rate of at least a quarter, even with a healthy partner.” Josef looked at Sara meaningfully, as if inspecting her health, and demanded, “Does it work then? How is it taken, orally or topically? Perhaps you’d best give it to me to administer.”


    Sara tucked the phial close to her chest, lest the frantic cat tried to snatch it from her. “Ah know what Ah’m doing, all right?” she growled. She looked down at the glittering phial in her paws, “Ah remember how it’s used. Mah mum gave me some when Ah was a wee lass. Ah was in a fever for weeks and weeks. Ah was dying, everyone was sure. Dad sat with me for days, whilst Mum disappeared. Then one day, she came running in all muddy and messy, like… like from a battle, and rubbed this stuff tae mah lips.” Sara touched her mouth, recalling the childhood memory, “Ah can remember the cold glass of the bottle, the sticky jelly, and… and just licking mah lips. Mum begged me tae swallow. It tasted a little sweet, but oily, like beeswax. The next Ah knew Ah woke up feeling grand again.” She looked to Eldress Brynn, “Ah reckon Mum raided a great bee’s nest in the wilds tae find some jelly. Pillaging nature; it goes against everything Hummel stands fer. Howlers probably died for me. Mum always denied it, but Ah know what’s what happened. Ah’m nae a fool.”


    Eldress Brynn remained silent on the matter.


    “So, you take it orally then,” Josef surmised, quite unmoved. “I would suggest a small dose.”


    Sara scoffed, “Aye, because you want tae keep some tae study!”


    “No, not at all!” the cat spat, whiskers hiked. “Though that would be expedient. There could be a cure in that very bottle. Wouldn’t have to raid nests in future if the active ingredient was isolated and reproduced, would you?”


    “Maybe not, but Bruno needs it all,” Sara said. “Ah told mum he’s a big lad. She said tae either give him all of it, or not tae bother. So, there it is.”


    “You might kill him, meddling with things you do not understand.”


    “It’ll work!”


    “Yes, it will,” Brynn said, drawing her pistol. “That’s why I cannot allow this monster tae have it.”


    “What?”


    “Give me the jelly, Sara.”


    “But Eldress-”


    “This… abomination is the same breed of horror that wreaked havoc during the Wolfen Wars. When an Eisenwolf goes mad, and they often do, there’s nae a force in the land that can stop them. Their kind is nae fit tae walk Erde again, do you understand?” Brynn held out a dark paw, “Now give me the jelly.”


    Sara stood dumbfounded. Clutching the phial close she instinctively backed away.


    “Sara!” Brynn growled. “These are my orders.”


    “Orders?”


    “Your mother is nae so foolish as you think. She knew ALPHA had something tae hide. Now, give me the phial and come with me.”


    “No! You’re lying! She’d nae trick me!”


    “Give it here!” the Eldress growled, pressing her pistol to Bruno’s temple, pushing his head to one side. “Give it over or Ah’ll kill him this instant!”


    “No! Please!”


    “Give me the phial!”


    “Ah will, Ah will, just don’t hurt him.”


    Slowly, shakily, watched in shocked silence by Josef and Olivia, Sara passed Brynn the phial. The moment the royal jelly was in her paw, Brynn pocketed it safely in her cloak.


    “Ah’m sorry,” she said.


    “Sorry?”


    Brynn cocked her pistol and aimed at Bruno’s head.


    Olivia raised a paw, “No!”


    Bvvsssstt!


    With a blinding flash, Eldress Brynn was punched across the carriage and slammed into the far wall with a fleshy metallic thud, streaks of white-hot plasma coils following her all the way to her final resting place.


    All fell silent as the grave.


    Plasma trickled over Olivia’s trembling, steaming paw. She turned it about and looked at her palm.


    “By Ulf,” she gasped.


    “Olivia?” Sara said.


    “Hahahahaaaahaha!” Josef burst out laughing, clapping his paws at Olivia. “Magnificent! I knew it. You just decked an Elder and you’ve not even had a day’s training in your life; that, my wolfen girl, is raw talent!”


    “I had to!” Olivia excused. “You all saw it. She was going to kill him.”


    Josef shrugged, paws wide, “By all means, do it whenever the mood strikes. I shan’t complain.”


    Gathering her wits, and checking Bruno for holes, Sara fell upon the still form of Eldress Brynn and turned her cloak out for the phial. It was still in once piece. She then kicked away Brynn’s pistol and removed her sword, dropping it into some box like it was diseased.


    “Is she dead?” Olivia asked, with more curiosity than horror.


    “Probably,” Josef mewed.


    “She’s fine,” Sara claimed, whether she knew that to be the case or not.


    Acting quickly, lest more Hummels should seize upon the commotion in the carriage and stop proceedings within, Sara scuttled back to Bruno with the jewelled phial and removed the lid. Turning Bruno’s thick jaws towards her, she dabbed the royal jelly on his lips, rather like a naughty cub applying makeup to a dozing father.


    At once Bruno licked it away in his sleep and swallowed it.


    Sara emitted a sharp breath and, scraping out the last of the jelly, dabbed his lips a second time.


    Again he took it in.


    Josef stood back a little, expecting a violent reaction. But nothing happened, no fit, no eruption of coronal energy, just steady breathing.


    “It really isn’t venom,” he marvelled, snatching the phial before Sara could stop him.


    “Oi!”


    “What’s in it? I must know!”


    “Keep it then, ‘tis all gone anyway,” Sara woofed. She stroked Bruno’s feverish brow and whispered in his ear. “It’s up tae you now, Bruno. Fight, mah friend. Fight.”


    *


    The sharp aroma of smelling salts attacking his flaring nostrils brought Linus back into the world. He sat up on a bed with a start, then a growl as bone-deep bruises wracked his arms and back.


    “Agh! Fssss!”


    “Easy, mate,” Uther said, beaming, “By Ulf you scared me for a minute.”


    Looking past Uther’s white face, Linus judged he was upstairs in some house or tavern or somewhere. Hummel Howlers were lingering about the periphery, whilst a rabbit doctor in a bowler hat kept up the revolting smelling-salts until Linus pushed his paw away.


    “That’s enough,” he said, adding, “Thank you, sir.”


    The rabbit was gently dismissed by a Hummel Grand Howler, who stood over Linus.


    “You’re lucky you weren’t killed, Bloodfang,” he said, in a distinctly unimpressed manner.


    Rubbing his sore (and bandaged) head, Linus wondered why he wasn’t wired up like an uncommon criminal. He looked to Uther, who seemed chirpier than he ought to be for a wolf under arrest, and freer too.


    “Our Den Mother has sent word you’re tae be allowed tae pass unhindered,” the Hummel explained. “They weren’t specific on the matter at paw, but… we understand it is a matter of territorial security.”


    “We need to get to Rumney Farm, sir, and fast.”


    “Aye, so your friend here said,” the Hummel replied, looking to his wolves. “Ah’ve nae heard of it.”


    “It’s in Grunrose,” Linus grunted, swinging his armoured legs off the bed.


    The Hummel woofed, “Grunrose! ‘Tis miles away.


    “We know,” Uther acknowledged. “Look, just give us some bikes and tell everyone to get out of our way, mate.”


    The Grand Howler shook his head. “Why don’t Ah just ring through to this farm?”


    “I told yer, there’s no phone near it for fifty thumping miles! It’s on the edge of the wilds.”


    “Ah could have some Howlers sent there tae investigate or whatever’s needed.”


    Linus asked pertly, “Do you run the District?”


    “Well… no, of course not, Ah’m nae an Elder-”


    “Then don’t lift a finger, sir. The Elder there could be a traitor. In fact I’m almost certain he or she must be for THORN to have come and gone unimpeded for the last year.”


    The Hummel scowled, “THORN?”


    “Yes sir, and if they’re warned, someone may lie in wait for us, or worse they might bring their attack forward a few hours, or change tactics altogether. Our best chance lies in surprising them in the act.”


    The Hummel nodded sagely, yet worriedly.


    Linus stood up, shoulders back. “Now, if you could show us to a fresh bike I would be most grateful.”


    The Hummel was amazed that Linus could stand.


    “Is the mouse all right, by the way?” the youth asked, his blue eyes wide. “I-I-I didn’t hit him, did I?”


    Uther cackled and slapped Linus on the hollow of his broad back, making him wince. “Don’t worry, Woodlouse, you only nearly killed yourself instead, is all.”


    Linus exhaled gratefully.


    After some thought, the Grand Howler declared, “Ah’ll escort you tae Grunrose; it will be safer that way. Name’s Lachlan, pleased tae meet yer.”


    “And I you,” Linus said, shaking paws. “Thank you.”


    *


    As the midnight hour drew near, Meryl stole across the ALPHA grounds with big Tristan in tow. He was cloaked in a Prefect’s mantle and helmet so nobody would stop him. In fact, at a glance, any observers might’ve easily mistaken him for the resident Eisenwolf, since Rafe was often seen shadowing the prim little Miss Stroud, and Tristan’s stature was similar – in the dark none could easily discern his colouration, nor the bandages.


    Keys rattling, Meryl opened the rusty side gate with an uncomfortably loud squeak and Tristan slipped through onto the streets of the Common Ground.


    “Thank you,” he whispered, lingering dangerously. “I know you’re an impartialist too, like Rufus,” he added, nursing a bandaged arm. “You must understand why I-”


    “I’m a pacifist first!” Meryl seethed. “I do not condone your violent actions, or THORN’s, though I pity the hyenas.”


    Tristan huffed, “Pacifist? What about that monster you tend? How many has he killed in your name, Meryl?”


    The nurse suddenly shut the gate and about-faced, “Goodbye, Tristan Donskoy!”


    *


    Queen Arjana Jua-mata sat nobly enthroned in Nurka’s fine tent, a tent that had always stood ready to receive her with all its regal splendour; it never had been the austere Nurka’s after all.


    Arjana gently stroked a white pepper moth nestled beside her; the very same moth Nurka had used to communicate back at the mines. He, Themba and the freshly-bandaged Madou knelt before their Queen, the low table between them and her strewn with the rolled papers and inky reeds of their final council.


    All was in paw.


    “Take him,” Arjana declared, picking up her trembling messenger moth and placing it on her black, velvety lap.


    Nurka stood, chin dipped to avoid eye-contact with his golden-faced Queen, and coaxed the beautiful moth onto his forearm, where it hung neatly, like a fine white tribal shield of ancient hyena origin.


    “Send word to me when it is done,” Arjana said, passing Nurka two message canisters, adding, “or not done.”


    Nurka bowed, fist to cloaked chest, “My Queen,” and retreated from her presence.


    “You are the last hope of the Jua-mata,” Arjana told the three Chakaa. “Make the Black Rain fall again; cleanse the land of the wicked, as the Sky did once before, and we shall return the world to its wild heritage.”


    The Chakaa listened well to the Queen’s latest tirade. Their old teacher, Noss, remained unconscious throughout proceedings. Madou dared look upon his Prince, lying off to the left, his mighty body nestled amongst the plethora of dichotomously-coloured pillows that constituted Arjana’s bed. Noss had been stripped of his cloak and his paws bound at the Queen’s command – for his own safety.


    The madness would pass, Arjana claimed, the curse of the gods visited upon her Prince for years of drinking chunta rose and fell as the tides. During the affliction’s next low ebb, Noss would see above the waves and realise THORN’s actions were just.


    Rufus and Tomek’s prospects were bleaker; Madou could glimpse them through the wafting tent flaps. Each sat tied to a separate stake out in the camp, awaiting execution at Arjana’s pleasure. A lingering death at the nibbling jaws of the forest denizens, or perhaps a merciful beheading; the Queen had yet to decide.


    They had saved many lives. Was death for them just?


    More doubts, like buzzing, biting mosquitoes, assaulted Madou’s fevered mind. Was it right to kill so many innocents? This is a war, war is about killing the enemy, is it not? Am I going mad too? Am I weak, like Prince Noss?


    “Madou!” Nurka hissed, as he and Themba made the tent flaps – they were leaving.


    Gathering his wits, Madou got up and backed out, bowing and supplicating his way into the night.


    Once clear of Arjana’s majesty Nurka took his brother Chakaa to one side, like a naughty cub. “You’re wounded,” he reasoned. “Perhaps you should stay here and-”


    “No!” Madou woofed, standing up straight. “I’m ready.”


    Nurka inspected Madou’s thick hyena face for the longest time, then nodded, slapped his arm, and led the way with Themba following loyally. Chakaa Madou lingered long enough to notice Rufus and Tomek staring silently, judgingly, before he fled to the safety of Nurka’s charisma.


    “What now?” the bloody-nosed Tomek grunted, twisting his painfully-wired wrists and looking across to Rufus, tied in a similar fashion to the stake next-door.


    “It’s out of our paws, dear boy,” Rufus replied, watching the Chakaa go. “We’ve done all we can.”


    Glancing about, young Watcher Usenko leant as close as he could and whispered, “Casimir… he get away. I see it. Madou lied to Themba.”


    Rufus frowned. “Then….” he snorted, getting no further.


    Tomek nodded. “As you say, is out of our paws.”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 51


     


    Morning’s light poured down the valley, sloshed between the trees and outbuildings of Rumney Farm, and filtered through the dusty windows of the hanger.


    Big old rusty barn was a more apt description, Penny felt, for unless one was blind it was painfully obvious the hanger had been a silk worm house in a previous life. However, Penelope Buttle knew the power of shameless self-promotion, and outright fibs. Rumney Farm was sequestered away in the sticks, miles from civilisation, and few strangers happened across it, even fewer had glimpsed its secretive contents. Well-staged newspaper photographs and articles were all the distant folks of Lupa and Felicia knew, thus the illusion of total professionalism was maintained.


    Just about.


    Pffffffshhhh!


    “Oh my! Pleh! Gagh! Turn it off! Turn it off, Sweetpea! I’m drowning down here!”


    “Oh!”


    Penny twisted the big red valve; the connected hosepipe ceased whipping around the hanger, though not before drenching everything high and low. Water ran down the side of the vast, bulging flank of the dirigible in rippling sheets, clinging to the taut grey fabric until the under hang reached about forty-five degrees, whereupon it dripped off onto Monty’s sodden, capped head.


    Penny hurried down the ladder, her steel-toed boots clinking on the rusty metal rungs. “Sorry, Monty dear,” she excused, stifling a spontaneous giggle.


    “I know you said I needed a bath before the flyover, but this is the limit.”


    “It’s about time we got changed anyway,” Penny said, plucking at her oily coveralls. “We can’t fly over Hummelton dressed like this.”


    “You go; I’ll be right there.”


    “Don’t leave it until the last minute. At least wash your face, we could be meeting all the Den Fathers later.”


    “Yes, dear.”


    Leaving her husband to wring out his cap, Penny headed for the hanger’s huge double-doors – certainly a new addition to the silk worm barn. It was a fair trot, more than half a dirigible’s distance, and this was a big dirigible, Monty’s biggest yet. Penny reckoned if it was stood on end it would be about height of the Arkady University’s mighty clock tower, and probably broader.


    The name of the ship was stencilled near her bright red nose cone.


    ‘RF-4 Nimbus’


    Nimbus was the catchy name for the pubic; the rest meant something only to the Buttles. The R signified rigid, for unlike the modest balloon Penny had waved from at the Science Exhibition, the Nimbus contained an internal skeleton. The light yet sturdy durametal ribs pressing against its grey canvas gave the Nimbus the segmented appearance of a giant, anonymous grub.


    F stood for felitium, Penny’s secret lifting gas. The Nimbus’ internal bladders had been inflated just last night and without mishap, save for Monty squeaking like a baby mouse when he was necessitated to fix a leak. Felitium was harmless, but it did raise one’s voice comically if so inhaled.


    Finally, the 4 in RF-4 Nimbus stood for the current generation of Buttle-made balloon, three other rigid balloon designs had gone before this one, and many a soft balloon too, some more successful than others.


    Monty had a good feeling about the Nimbus, but then he always did. He was the optimist, the partner with his head in the clouds, literally. The practical side was left to Penny, managing finances, sponsorship, inventing new lifting gases, even making sure Monty turned up to an event on time instead of tinkering until the last desperate minute.


    In that spirit, Penny decided to open the great double doors now and generally get a move on.


    “Reg, get the doors will you?” she called, passing under the conical nose of the ship and plucking her pocket watch from one of her countless coverall pockets. “It’s nearly six ‘o’ clock already.”


    At Penny’s word, a brown rat abseiled down the canvas flank of the Nimbus on a wire harness and peered across at her. “What if there’s press outside?” he asked, lowering himself slowly to the ground on a thin steel wire, like a furry spider.


    “It hardly matters now,” the grey catess replied. “If anyone’s snooping about waiting to catch a sneaky photo they couldn’t even get their plate developed before the flyover, let alone to an editor and a printing press.”


    “That’s true,” Reg agreed, unclipping himself. “I’ll get to it, then.”


    “Thank you,” Penny chirped, slipping through a small side door. She came back, “You are going to come up with us this time, aren’t you? Only you’ve worked for nothing these past months. We want you to be in the photographs with us.”


    “What? A little beast like me?”


    “Of course! Everyone else left, but you stayed on, Reg. Besides, with a ship this size we might need more paws on deck!”


    After a pause, Reg beamed, “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


    “Splendid,” Penny replied. “I’m going to get ready.”


    “Aye.”


    Spitting on his pink paws, Reg sighed heavily, then began turning a crank on the wall. The hanger’s metal doors slowly rattled open, throwing sunlight on the RF-4’s nose, as if it were a giant metallic mole tentatively sniffing the air outside its subterranean home. Penny stopped for a moment to take in the grand sight. History was being made, she supposed, but then she and Monty had launched enough balloons now that it felt almost routine. Still, Penny would have liked to take Sara up over her home town. Where had that girl gotten to?


    Thinking her thoughts, Penny crossed the farm, passing between the burgeoning mulberry field, which would be harvested for silkworms, and the sugar cane plantation where wild aphids would be encouraged to set up a colony. The cane plants were but seedlings; soon they would be twenty feet high and infested with aphids as big as one’s fist. Penny had spent many a happy afternoon with Sara walking between the mighty stalks tickling aphids and collecting the sugary nectar they produced. Every bottle sold helped raise funds and keep the infant Buttle Skyways aloft. Perhaps after today’s publicity stunt the money woes would finally be over. A licence to fly from Hummelton to Lupa would be a start; Queens Town to Felicia would come later, when Penny’s dear cousin the Queen and her Privy Council came round. If the wolves could be persuaded the cats would cave in as well, they would have to or else be left behind by the march of technological progress.


    Penny emerged from the fields and crossed to the farm itself, a large, L-shaped house in the frontier style, with blue-painted wooden slatted walls and a roof made of tin tiles. Pretty wisteria and ivy clambered all over it. The house had been modernised as far as possible, Monty installing central heating and plumbing, but it remained a quaint throwback to a simpler, romantic, if dangerous time, when Grunrose District had been a wild place, with outlaws and danger abound. The Frontier had been pushed back over the last century, so that now, though still fairly isolated, the house was safely within the laws and protections afforded by Lupan civilisation.


    Penny went inside, through the reception, the kitchen, upstairs to the bedroom and dressing room, passing heirlooms and knickknacks, vases, antique pistols and swords, paintings of great cats, some of them Penny’s noble ancestors; she had taken half of Felicia with her, or so Monty never tired of joking to guests.


    Penny had soon groomed and changed into her best frilly white dress and wide-brimmed hat, complete with lilac ribbons and gloves. She took a matching silk scarf to help wave to the public, as usual. Despite her chemical knowledge she knew her role today; she was the gentle, reassuring face. If a mere catess in a dress can stomach a ride on airship so can you, so don’t be afraid, you big hairy Howlers. Penny wasn’t sure if Den Mother Cora qualified as a big hairy Howler, she had heard she was very regal, almost queen-like.


    Thinking her thoughts and setting her hat just so in the dressing room mirror, Penny hummed a little tune and descended the stairs, twirling a parasol and nodding at her ancestors.


    At the foot of the stairs she noticed the front door was open. Monty must have come in to get changed; a small miracle.


    “Monty?” Penny chirped, searching about the kitchen, then returning and calling upstairs, “Monty? Monty, dear, are you in the bathroo-?”


    It was the burly, wild-looking figure filling in the door to the front room that caused Penny’s tongue to stick.


    A hyena!


    He was tall, as hyenas went, and wore a marvellous cloak with labyrinthine patterns of black and white. Penny stood staring at the stranger for a time, her mind fathoming what this was; a harmless passing traveller, a thief, or a murderer?


    Remain calm Penelope; let’s not jump to conclusions, the noble catess told herself.


    “How do you do, sir?” she hazarded. “Can I help you?”


    The big hyena’s fierce purple eyes widened in surprise; perhaps he had expected Penny to run and scream, or at the very least scream. He looked past her to another, shorter hyena, who appeared at the opposite doorway, dressed in a similar, if zigzagged cloak. His face was covered by a skull-shaped helmet.


    “Mrs Buttle,” the second fellow presumed, cordially enough. He removed his ferocious helm like a gentlebeast, revealing a young and dashing hyena beneath. “I am Chief Nurka of the Jua-mata tribe,” he continued in his rough, sandpaper voice. “Themba and I mean you no harm. Please, come with us.”


    “Come with you, sir?” Penny scoffed.


    Nurka smiled briefly. “We want to ride in your flying machine,” he explained, gesturing at the distant hanger with his helmet. “You will take us up, you and your husband.”


    “Is that right?” Penny said, cocking her head, “I… take it we don’t have a choice in the matter?”


    Nurka shrugged, “I’m afraid not. Please, do not make this more difficult than it need be, for your sake.”


    Penny nodded, smiled. Then she turned and dashed up the stairs. “Monnnnty!”


    “Themba, grab her!” Nurka grunted, flicking a paw.


    Themba rushed after the catess and snatched the hem of her dress, pulling her to a stop. Shrieking, Penny whipped her parasol backwards, hitting the hyena in the face, the metal spike catching his right eye.


    “Gaaagh! You bitch!”


    Snarling and cursing, Themba fell about the stairs nursing his eye.


    Another hyena replaced him.


    “Don’t hurt her, Madou!” Nurka warned.


    “Chief,” the stocky Madou acknowledged, clambering over the seething Themba.


    Reaching the top of the stairs, Penny grabbed a priceless vase from a whatnot and threw it down at the second attacker, then pulled the whatnot down for good measure.


    “Oof!” Madou wheezed, as the vase broke over his back and rained porcelain down on Nurka and Themba. The whatnot tumbled after, blocking the stairs. By the time Madou looked up, Penny had gone. He heard a door slam and lock. No real matter for an afflicted beast.


    Madou traversed the whatnot and located the door that Penny had locked.


    Whereupon he waited.


    And waited.


    “Madou?” Nurka barked, climbing the stairs.


    “Locked chief,” Madou excused, suddenly and furiously twisting the doorknob.


    “Blow it then!”


    “I’m trying, chief,” Madou assured. “I’m… I’m still a bit weak, that’s all.”


    Nurka brushed the floundering Madou aside and grasped the doorknob.


    Pfffzzt! Bang!


    The lock exploded in molten sparks and Nurka, shaking his smouldering paw, kicked in the door to a cloud of smoke. He saw Penny glance back at him through the haze, then drop out the window.


    There was a feline yelp, then much complaining below.


    “Get off me you brute! Let me go this instant, I say! Monnnty!”


    Nurka and Madou ran to the window and saw Themba in the garden below with Mrs Buttle over one shoulder, her punches and kicks availing her nothing.


    “Well done,” Nurka said, flicking his snout in approval.


    Themba squinted back at his chief with one good eye, the other being bruised half-shut and weeping. “You’re quite the little warrior,” he complimented Penny.


    “Monnnt-mmph!”


    Gagging the fairer half of the Buttle couple, Themba ferried her round to Nurka, Madou and the others exiting the house, whereupon they set out towards the hanger to find her husband and persuade him.


    *


    Checkpoints had been few and far between since Hummelton, occurring only at district borders, and with a Grand Howler escorting Linus and Uther, interfering busybodies, hogs in the main, had proved no impediment to progress. But after riding all night Linus was exhausted, and his body ached terribly from his fall. He felt so stupid, but then again it had perhaps been a blessing in disguise. There was nothing to do but put the pain to the back of his mind. Uther was likely as weary.


    Linus just hoped Grand Howler Lachlan and his dozen Hummel escorts were still fresh, for there could be a fight at Rumney Farm, a fight for the future of all Lupa.


    A fight we must win, Linus thought.


    The last barrier between here and Rumney Farm appeared; the entrance to Grunrose District itself. The Hummel banners fluttered, along with the smaller district flag depicting a pale-green rose. The hogs operating the checkpoint were surprisingly numerous and alert, comprising a veritable army, as if someone in this far-flung district was expecting trouble. With THORN afoot that didn’t seem too unreasonable.


    Grand Howler Lachlan slowed his bike and hailed the two-dozen hogs, speaking to one over the barrier arm and flashing his Hummel brooch.


    Linus and Uther stopped behind with the rest of the Hummels. They could not hear what was said over the thrum of their stationary bikes let alone everyone else’s; a chorus of twelve or so rumbling mono engines was hard on the ears even at rest.


    Whilst Lachlan had it out with the officious hog, one of the bike’s exhausts backfired loudly, making Linus jump.


    Crack!


    No, it was not the bike; Lachlan bent double and fell on his side, shot by the hog at the gate!


    Then all the hogs stationed nearby produced pistols and rifles, the Hummels too.


    Crack! Crack! Crack!


    “Ulf Almighty!” Uther roared, falling off his bike and twisting it sideways, using it for cover. “Linus!”


    Wild-heart dragged his stunned partner off his bike and to the floor with him before the young wolf was torn to shreds by the insane, close-quarters fire fight. Some Hummels fell wounded, as did some hogs, but it was the latter that miscalculated. Once the first volley had been expended the hogs had no redress save to retreat into nearby offices and reload; the furious Howlers, on the other paw, had their kristahl weapons. Some drew swords, others unfolded spears that Watchers, used to dealing with centipedes, were fond of carrying for that extra stabbing range. Either way they leapt over the barrier in defence of Grand Howler Lachlan and set about the fumbling hogs.


    Uther joined in the battle; Linus stayed out of the ensuing slaughter, hurrying instead to Lachlan and dragging him behind a bike amidst sparks of pistol fire.


    “Grrrfgh!” the Grand Howler groaned, clutching his bloodied cloak. “Traitors!” he declared.


    “Are you all right?” Linus asked, feeling an idiot, but he didn’t know how else to express concern.


    “I’ll live,” Lachlan growled, checking his ribs. “He… agh… he said nobody could pass. Nobody, on order of the Elder. Then he shot me! Since when are hogs permitted tae carry such weapons let alone use them against a Howler?”


    Linus had a theory. “As I said, the Elder of Grunrose must be helping THORN. Amael’s got many beasts on-side, from the lowest little beast to the highest Elder.”


    “Aye, Ah can believe it now!”


    “You didn’t before?”


    “Ah was nae sure, but… but this clinches it. Something’s a brewin’, lad. Och!”


    Uther returned with the others, their imperium weaponry bloodied, slain hogs lying on the road behind them. Linus supposed his comrades had had no choice and all, but he also imagined if he and Uther failed now they would be branded murderers by Amael’s regime. He would skew events according to his needs, just as the packs had always done in the newspapers.


    Now there really was no going back.


    Despite protests from his wolves, Lachlan mounted his bike, insisting he push forward with his Bloodfang guests. The wounded were hastily patched up, Lachlan being the worst off as it happened, and the barrier was raised.


    Checking Sara’s map, Linus and Uther rode on with Lachlan, into the rolling hills of Grunrose.


    It wasn’t far now.


    *


    “An amazing machine, you’ve built,” Nurka praised, peering inside the gondola’s windows at all the controls that commanded the Nimbus; buttons, levers, steel cables, even an old-fashioned ship’s wheel, albeit one made of light brushed-effect durametal instead of wood. “I’ve followed her progress closely,” the hyena claimed.


    “Not closely enough, sir,” Monty sniffed, chin raised. Two hyenas were standing menacingly either side of him, their paws clapped on his shoulders. “She’s not yet airworthy, I’ll have you know-”


    “Spare me your lies!” Nurka rasped back. “I know today’s the day you fly over Hummelton. You’ve already filled her with gas, and your wife here was getting ready for the occasion when we unexpectedly… dropped in. Though not entirely unexpectedly, right Reg?”


    Reg the rat appeared amongst the hyenas, his cap doffed in shame, yet his long brown face looked determined.


    Nurka explained, “Your trusted employees have kept us up to speed with the Nimbus. So, do not lie.”


    “Reg!” Monty mewed, as did Penny, through her gag. “Mmph!”


    Reg seethed at them both, “Sorry Monty, but we’ve all had enough.”


    “Enough old chap? Enough of what?”


    “Of being trodden on by the Howlers! Us and the hyenas and everyone else. It’s not you, you’re good ‘un’s, it’s them. Time for a change and the hyenas are the beasts to do it.”


    “Hyenas? Since when are they friends of the wee beasts?”


    “Since the wolves started massacring ‘em, like they massacred my family in the war.”


    “Reg, I know what happened, but innocent wolves were murdered too. It was a bally war and-”


    “You dunno nothing, Monty! You dunno the half of it-”


    “That’s enough!” Nurka barked, before patting Reg on the shoulder. “Let’s not have a debate, my little friend, time is short. Get her ready to fly,” he instructed gently, to which the rat nodded and went about his work. “Help him,” Nurka told some of his followers.


    The chief turned to another hyena and grabbed a pile of papers from his paws; there were several of the spotted chaps about with stacks of paper, Monty observed.


    Nurka approached Montague with the papers; leaflets the cat saw, with photographs and text.


    “We will drop these over the Summit,” Nurka said. “We have mountains of evidence; the wolves cannot cover it all up with their lies. We will drop them on Lupa too, every town and city that we can. The world will see what wolfkind means by ‘re-educate’. They do not educate, they torture, and murder, by the thousand.”


    “But that’s impossible-”


    “Look at them!” Nurka bellowed, thrusting some papers into Monty’s paws. “Look at the faces of my dead brothers and sisters and deny it, I dare you! I dare you.”


    Monty took hold of the leaflets, some dropping to the floor at his feet. They were all the same, a grainy photo of hyena corpses being shunted into a pit, but Nurka quickly snatched leaflets from other stacks and slapped them furiously into Monty’s paws; destroyed villages, firing squads, hyenas reduced to walking skeletons for want of something to eat, it was all there, and all convincing.


    “We mean you no ill will,” Nurka assured the Buttle couple, looking between Monty and Penny, then to Themba and Madou, who looked sideways at each other. “All you have to do is fly,” the chief went on. “Nobody will blame you; we held you against your will. Once it is done we will let you go and… give ourselves up.”


    “Give up?” Monty said, blinking the awful imagery from his eyes.


    Nurka spread a paw. “The wolves won’t be able to quietly murder us once this gets out. Even if they do, we are ready to die for the cause. But, with help from sympathetic Elders, we hope to precipitate a change of government. THORN stands for The Hyena organisation for Recognition of Nationhood, nothing more. All we want is our land returned, our people freed, and we will live side by side with wolfkind. For all they say about us we haven’t the strength to fight them openly. So, we must live in peace and let bygones be bygones. Our Queen will see to that; she will decree what hyenas must do and they will do it. It’s our way.”


    Monty nodded absently. “I see, old chap. I see.” He licked his lips, “What about Reg?”


    “Reg?”


    “Well, what’s he getting for all this, him and all the wee beasts? He sounded rather frantic.”


    Nurka smiled and nodded. “As little beasts will be. The wolves will treat his people kinder once the world sees their true colours; they will have to. Besides, the Elders sympathetic to our cause love the little beasts as much as… as Rufus Bloodfang himself! Red-mist is with us, you realise.”


    “Really?” Monty marvelled. “Rufus Valerio?”


    “Yes. He helped us get to this point. Without him we’d have been killed to a beast in the Gelb mines.”


    “He’s here then?”


    Nurka waved a paw, “He was wounded and had to remain behind, but he will be in the new government.”


    “I see, well that is something. So… so there’s not going to be any ballyhoo then?”


    “Ballyhoo?”


    “Fighting and whatnot. Just these leaflets.”


    Nurka bowed a little, “No fighting,” he said. “No blood will be spilt by us, on my honour as a chief. May the ancestors curse me if I lie to you.”


    Themba raised his chin; Madou breathed a deep breath; an oath to the ancestors was a very serious thing to a hyena.


    Monty still faltered.


    “If you do not wish to help us I can sympathise,” Nurka said, looking to Penny, “but we may be forced to take more drastic measures. Beasts may die. I hope you understand that, compared to the murder of hundreds of my kin, a few strangers here and there are… as nothing.”


    Monty gulped and nodded, “Absolutely. I quite see your point. Can’t really argue with the facts when the beasts with the facts also have pistols.”


    Nurka cocked his head to one side, “You’ll fly us?”


    Monty could but acquiesce with a nod.


    “Then we are friends. Come.”


    The hyena chief ordered Themba to remove Penny’s gag and set her down, then he led them outside into the morning sunshine, Penny holding Monty’s paw. They passed the trucks that had ferried the hyenas from Kambi Mata to the farm. Nurka’s followers set about the trucks, gingerly unloading a wooden crate from each.


    “That’s a lot of leaflets!” Monty observed, trying to remain chipper for Penny’s sake.


    “Yes,” Nurka agreed, ushering them out of sight. “We’ve a lot of eyes to open.”


    “She can’t carry more than fifty tonnes, you know, the old Nimbus.”


    “Monty!” Penny seethed.


    “Sweetpea, we have no choice, we have to get them off the ground. It’ll be all right. It’s just a… a propaganda coup.”


    Nurka assured the frightened Penny that it was, and that Reg had supplied all the specifications needed regardless of any further cooperation. The hyenas had no more than ten tonnes of cargo to load, plus themselves; there would be no problem lifting off. Nurka did not need to consult the cats to calculate that ten tonnes of black-imperium weighed the same as ten tonnes of paper, and nor did they need to know.


    “Nurka!” Themba panted, rounding the towering hanger.


    “Yes, Themba?”


    “Howlers, chief, coming down the road, fast.”


    “What?”


    Themba lifted his Jua-mata helmet a moment to rub the eye Penny had poked. “There’s a lot of them… at least ten… and I do not need to remind you there’s only three Chakaa amongst us.”


    Nurka assessed the dire situation, running his purple eyes over the hanger and the windows. “Inside,” he said. “We’ll be able to hold them off long enough to launch. Come along my good cats, it seems we’ll be leaving a little earlier than scheduled.”


    “They’ll shoot us down!” Penny asserted, as Themba dragged her along; a cloud of ash on the horizon signified the approach of monobikes. “The Nimbus will explode, don’t you see?”


    “Explode, by the Wind!” Nurka rasped sarcastically, ushering Monty along. “How strange. I was under the impression your wondrous new felitium was inert, Mrs Buttle. Aren’t you something of an imperiologist?”


    It seemed Nurka had done his homework.


    “It’s not as inert as all that,” Penny claimed, as she was pushed inside, passing under the Nimbus’ red nose cone and into the silver gondola. “In any case, they’ll shoot the airbags and we’ll sink. You’re already lost, sir!”


    “The ship has hundreds of small gas bags, one or two being punctured will not hurt,” Nurka replied, stepping aboard with Monty. “I commend your bravery in trying to fool me, but please cooperate.”


    Silence.


    “I have seen the blueprints!” Nurka rasped, the whine of approaching monobikes pushing him into a rage. He squared up to Monty, dwarfing the slender cat in mass though not height. “Now get this machine started, Mr. Buttle, or I will have your rat walk me through the procedure regardless. Mark my words, if we start sinking, the first ballast overboard will be two uncooperative cats. Fly and you’re of use to me. Refuse and you are not. Do I make myself clear?”


    Monty nodded and tipped his cap. “Jolly clear, sir.”


    “Excellent.”


    Penny pressed her pink nose to the gondola window, trying to see what was being loaded into the Nimbus’ cargo bay – not leaflets, she was sure. Themba pulled her back from the cold glass and growled menacingly.


    “Penny, be a dear and help me,” Monty quavered.


    “But Monty-”


    “Please!” Monty mewed desperately. “Please, Sweetpea, just do as they say. It’ll be all right.”


    Whilst the Buttles began to pull levers and cables, watched always by Themba and some lesser hyenas, Madou climbed aboard with a speckled white moth hanging off on an arm. He passed it to Nurka.


    “Chief.”


    “Thank you, Madou,” Nurka replied, the moth taking up residence on his shoulder. He looked his stocky companion over, “How are you feeling?”


    Madou’s eyes flitted, “Fine, chief.”


    “Good, good.”


    “Shall I stay and see to the Howlers?”


    “No, you and Themba must come with me. You’ve earned this. The others know what to do. They are ready to die, as are we all.”


    Nurka patted Madou on the neck, then went to Themba and pulled him into a three-way conference.


    “This is it,” the chief rasped. “All we have worked for. Today we set things right!”


    Madou could but smile, nod, dip his chin.


    Crack! Ka-crack!


    The Howlers arrived, pistols and rifles blazing. The battle had begun!


    *


    “We’re too late!” Linus shouted, ducking with Uther behind a silkworm trough.


    “Not yet, mate,” Uther gruffed. “Not yet.”


    The dusty hanger windows were quickly smashed by spotted elbows and the hyenas within began shooting out at Lachlan’s Howlers. The farmhouse too harboured a couple of hyena snipers upstairs, one of whom took a well-aimed rifle-shot at the Bloodfangs.


    Ka-crack!


    The mighty pellet punched through the trough, sending splinters flying.


    “Ulf damn it!” Uther snarled, shaking a paw.


    “You hit?”


    Wild-heart checked his trembling, bleeding paw. “Just a graze, mate,” he laughed, giving it another shake. “Bit of wood or something. Bastard’s got a Greystone rifle; must have to go through wood this thick and be that accurate.”


    “Where’d he get that?”


    “Ulf knows, but he’s dangerous. I gotta take him out. Stay here, Woodlouse, won’t be a minute.”


    “Uther!”


    Too late, Uther was already tearing through the obscuring fields of mulberry and towards the Buttle farmhouse. Linus was about to follow when Lachlan grasped his shoulder and pulled him back behind the trough.


    “Where’s this airship?” the white-cloaked Hummel asked, flicking his head at the hanger. “In there?”


    “I can only presume so,” the red-cloaked Linus responded.


    Lachlan checked his wound, then chanced a peek at the hanger and all the hyenas stationed at the windows taking pot-shots at his wolves, and them back.


    “Well we’re nae getting in easy,” the Grand Howler judged. “Perhaps we should keep them pinned down and send for help?”


    “Most likely help won’t come in this district, sir,” Linus said. “Besides, the hyenas must be about to take off in order to make the opening ceremony. There’s no time.”


    “Can we nae shoot the thing down?”


    Linus shook his head, “No, I don’t think so.”


    “But, did nae one explode over Felicia? Aye, Ah read about it in the papers-”


    “Yes it did, sir!” Linus snapped, frustrated and trying to think. “But that’s been fixed since. The lifting gas is inert, it won’t catch fire now.”


    Lachlan looked Linus over and asked, “And how do you know so much about it, lad?”


    “The inventors are friends of mine,” was the youth’s reply. He dipped his chin and gulped, “In fact I should have seen this coming. I should have thought of it myself. It’s so obvious now it’s painful. I could have warned Monty and Penny. I could have stopped this before it even begun!”


    He punched the floor with a spark of plasma.


    “It’s nae your fault lad,” Lachlan soothed. “You’ve nae got a wicked mind, is all.”


    Linus shook his head, and his paw. “An imperium cannon might do the trick,” he sniffed afresh.


    “Och! Ah left it in mah other breeches.”


    The two guffawed nervously at the joke, knowing that they had no options open to them save rushing the hanger and seizing control of the airship by force. Many, if not all the Howlers would die in such an attempt, but far better than all of Hummelton and beyond.


    “Ah’ll tell the lads what’s about,” Lachlan said, scurrying to his Howlers.


    Time passed, shots were fired, orders given.


    Before Lachlan could organise the final assault, Uther returned, skidding behind the trough with an enormous rifle in his paws.


    “Got him,” he said.


    Linus checked the farmhouse – the hyena sniper was draped out the window, brained or worse. “That was quick.”


    “Fastest wolf in Lupa, Woodlouse, you know that.”


    Linus hated to ask, lest his friends were dead. “Did you see Penny or Monty in the house?”


    “No, mate.”


    “They must be in the hanger. Hostages, do you think?”


    “Maybe. I saw a sneaky way in back there.”


    “What? Where? How?”


    Whilst tearing open a cartridge to reload his rifle, Uther explained, “There’s a water tower round back. I reckon I can climb up that and get on the roof; there’s probably a skylight for ventilation. I’ll drop in and surprise ‘em, know what I mean? Oi, has Lachlan got any imperium bombs?”


    “I don’t know; it’s not standard gear, Uther.”


    “Ah well, neither’s this,” Uther cackled, slapping his massive rifle. “This’ll put a big hole in Nurka’s balloon.”


    “Not big enough, I fear,” Linus woofed. “It won’t just explode you know.”


    “I know, but it’ll leak won’t it?”


    “There’ll be cylinders of felitium on board to refill the bags at the pull of a lever. It won’t pop and deflate like a football, Uther, it’s like… like putting a… a pinprick in a bucket of water, it will take hours to empty.”


    Uther growled, “Worth a try though!”


    “By all means, I’ll try anything. Lachlan’s going to assault the place any minute.”


    “Aye, well, so am I – from the inside tell him.”


    Uther made to sneak away, but Linus grabbed him, “Wait!”


    “Oi!”


    “I’m coming too.”


    “Woodlouse, you ain’t built for sneaking-”


    “I’m coming, Uther, and that’s an end to it! I’m not a cub, I’m your partner.” Linus paused a moment; Uther was very much a criminal now, not his partner, but what did any of that matter in the light of THORN’S planned mass-murder? “We’ll attack from within,” Linus finished, “Lachlan from the outside.”


    The Wild-heart gave in and slapped Linus on the arm, “All right, partner.”


    Hurrying for cover behind an outbuilding, Linus and Uther informed Lachlan of their plan.


    “Good luck,” Lachlan replied, saluting, “For the Republic!”


    Linus saluted firmly back, Uther just barely.


    The Bloodfangs set off on their mission, stealing around the farm under the cover of fences and bushes, even piles of rusting machinery. The rising sun helped blind the hyenas to their presence.


    Uther ducked behind a flapping sheet of tarpaulin that was stretched over some kind of large machine, like a pitched tent. Linus joined him shortly after.


    Poing!


    An imperium pellet pinged off a nearby barrel.


    “Someone’s seen us,” Uther said. “I’ll get him, hang on.”


    Whilst he waited, Linus, overcome by curiosity, peered under the tight tarpaulin and discovered a tiny red dirigible that had seen better days. Four large wings protruded from its corroded shell in a squashed X-shape. There was a propeller on the back.


    Wait, it’s not a dirigible at all, Linus realised, but a heavier-than-air craft!


    “Uther, look! It’s a aeroplane! I had no idea Monty was making these-”


    “Not now, Linus!” Uther snarled, taking aim at the hyena who aiming back at him from the hanger. “Ulf’s teeth, like I give a schmutz.”


    Ka-crack!


    “Got him!” Wild-heart woofed. “Move, Linus! Come on, come on, come on!”


    Leaving the aeroplane, Linus scrabbled after Uther, following his guidance, however mad, however reckless. Jumping a fence, tearing across the farm and dashing headlong for the hanger. Uther then Linus ducked along its sunny, east-facing wall, slipped round the narrower north face into the vast, cold shade of its west side.


    Somehow it felt safer here – indeed there were no hyenas at the windows; Lachlan and his Howlers were keeping them occupied on the sunny side, pistols blazing.


    Panting beneath his white-cheeked helmet, red fangs glowing in the relative darkness, Linus looked up at the promised water tower. It was a good few feet from the hanger and was connected to it by a pipe.


    As Linus snuck along the wall with Uther, the shield at his back scraped over the corrugated metal. Uther glared at his clumsy cohort and jerked a paw; Linus duly stood proud of the wall a little.


    They soon made the water tower. Checking the windows were clear of rifle-toting hyenas, Uther wasted no time latching onto the tower’s rust-flecked ladder and racing up, paw over paw, Greystone rifle dancing at his shoulder. Linus followed suit, shield at his back, boots clinking on the metal. It had not occurred to him how high the hanger was until he was halfway up the adjacent water tower’s flimsy ladder. Rosalina would not approve, Linus thought.


    Uther made the water tank and helped Linus aboard. They stood atop the tower, cloaks fluttering, a whole world of green rolling around them. The hanger roof was glaring in the strengthening dawn sunshine, like wet cobbles on a Riddle District street the morning after rain, when the ash had been freshly rinsed from the air.


    “Climb across, right?” Linus panted, looking at the connecting pipe.


    “Nah, jump mate.”


    “Jump!”


    “I don’t trust that flimsy plumbing, especially you, you’re no lightweight.”


    “Uther I-I-I can’t! It’s too far!”


    “You can do it,” Uther encouraged. “Standing jump, mate


    “Standing! That’s impossible.”


    Looking the hefty Linus over, Uther craned his gaze to the top of the tower’s water tank. “Come on, up there; there’s a bit of room for a run-up,” he said, clambering up a pipe to the tank’s roof and helping Linus up after him. “Cor, you weigh a ton, Woodlouse.”


    “That’s not helpful, Uther.”


    “Hahaha!”


    They were even higher now, the hanger roof being a good ten feet lower than the water tower’s shallow apex.


    “It’s not far,” Uther puffed. “Watch me. Easy peasy.”


    Wild-heart clapped his paws, rolled his shoulders, rocked back and forth.


    Then he sped across the tank’s roof in a few steps, like a mad beast, and kicked off its lip! Sailing through the air he landed on the hanger roof and rolled once, before springing to his feet, paws spread, as if expecting an audience to applaud him.


    “Come on!” he beckoned.


    Linus backed up to the far edge of the tower, as near as he dared – his legs and feet tingling with primeval fear, or was it the rot? Not now, by Ulf, not now. Young Mills prepared himself as Uther had, shoulder rolling and all that, even clapping for what it was worth. He tried to imagine there was not deadly chasm ahead, but a benign sand pit, like the one back in the Academy Linus had practised coronal-assisted long-jumps in. It didn’t help.


    Poing!


    An imperium pellet twanged off the tower, then another and another, making Linus flinch.


    Poing! Ting!


    The hyenas had spotted him! Spurred on by necessity, Linus dashed those few steps to the lip, then kicked off with all his might. The yawning gap passed in an instant, replaced by glaring metal, and he landed, rubber-soled boots gripping the roof all too well and friction catapulting him over onto his back. Linus scraped along on his shield, spinning like an upturned dung beetle on a tabletop, before rolling over and grasping the roof with his paws.


    He was alive.


    “See?” Uther cackled, pulling him up and slapping his arm. “Cleared it by miles, mate.”


    Linus looked – he had too – and he emitted a giddy laugh for it. By Ulf, this was exhilarating!


    Knowing they had been seen, Uther quickly found a ventilation hatch and lifted it open. Linus hurried to peer inside as well. Beneath them was a bulging sheet of grey, ribbed fabric, stretching as far as the eye could see. It was unmistakably the top of a dirigible, even though its scale was beyond anything Linus had expected.


    “It’s enormous!”


    “Aye, and it’s moving.”


    “Moving?”


    Sure enough the ribbed canvas was sliding by, slowly but surely. Linus could hear the roar of propellers, smell the imperium ash.


    “They’re launching,” he surmised. “What do we do?”


    Uther looked all about for another hatch, a different solution, but concluded. “Jump!”


    “Jump? Jump where?”


    “Down!”


    Uther tucked his armoured legs into the hatch and lowered himself down. He hung by his arms a moment, winked at Linus, then dropped some twenty feet onto the canvas below! Uther softened his landing with an imperious blast of will that billowed the canvas in circular ripple, like a pebble dropped into a pond. He didn’t even stumble. As the balloon moved ever more rapidly, so was Uther swept away from the hatch like driftwood. He walked along, beckoning Linus, his boots stretching the silvery material over the ribs below.


    “Come on!” he seethed.


    With every passing second the dirigible grew slimmer, pointier, as the tail end approached, and the fall grew longer, more dangerous.


    It was now or never.


    With a prayer to Ulf, Linus levered himself into the hatch as Uther had done. Even when hanging by his arms the dirigible seemed awfully far below.


    Somehow, Linus commanded his fingers to release. He dropped, bounced on his rump and rolled. There was no purchase, just a sea of sloping canvas.


    I’m going to die!


    A strong paw latched onto Linus’s hood, staying his uncontrolled slide. It was Uther of course, with one black paw grasping a durametal rib through the stretchy canvas, the other Linus.


    “Come on, mate!” he barked through his helmet.


    With tremulous, adrenaline-boosted limbs, Linus flailed over and gained a purchase on the dirigible skeleton that he could see pressed against the fabric, his boots rested on a horizontal rib, his paws a vertical. Nodding at Uther that he was all right now and not daring to look back, he clambered up the gentle, if treacherously smooth slope. Despite the nod, Uther kept a hold of Linus’s hood until he was safely on the back of the vast flying machine.


    And flying it was, faster and faster, higher and higher. The relative gloom of the hanger passed over, replaced by an infinite blue sky and a blast of cross-wind that sent the Howlers’ cloaks fluttering and the canvas wobbling, slapping the skeleton beneath. To the right was a hill of grey, to the left the four fins that made up the airships tail, each pinned upright with steel wires.


    Uther stood up and confidently advanced along the ship’s spine like the fearless maniac he was; Linus followed, albeit low, almost on all fours. Uther crouched, allowing Linus to catch up and assess the predicament he had gotten himself into. All around was blue sky and green horizon, behind was the silvery silk worm barn that had served as hanger, its roof shining bright in the sun.


    The airship tipped back a little and rapidly gained height, sending Linus clawing at the canvas. He looked back and saw the smoky battle continuing below between Lachlan’s Howlers and the THORN hyenas.


    “We’re on our own now!” Uther shouted over the wind and propellers churning somewhere below.


    Linus could but nod.


    Were Nurka and the other Chakaa aboard? Were Monty and Penny? How do we even get to them? All Linus saw from nose to fin was a sea of shimmering, rippling silver canvas with not a hatch or hole of any kind.


    “How long will it take to get to there?” Uther shouted in Linus’s ear.


    “What?”


    “To Hummelton?”


    “I… I don’t know!” Linus replied, calculating, or trying to calculate in any case, roughly how fast a dirigible could fly and how far away Hummelton was, and not how fast a wolf would fall and how far away the ground was. “We need to get inside!”


    “Hatch?”


    “Can’t see any!”


    Uther looked about, nodded, then pushed on the stretchy lozenge-shaped world of fabric. “Cut through?”


    “The inside is just bladders of felitium! The gondola is at the very bottom!”


    “Aye! So?”


    “So we… we might suffocate inside the balloon, you can’t breathe felitium.”


    “Poisonous is it?”


    “No, but it’s not air, Uther!”


    Uther slung his rifle round and plucked the bayonet from the muzzle. With this he cut a long slit in the fabric and peered inside, looked about a bit, then withdrew. He gestured for his comrade to have a go. Like a maggot squirming into an open wound, Linus pushed his masked face into the fluttering incision and looked around. It was dark, but he could see huge, white, rectangular bladders, dozens of them stretching as far as was visible, all squashed neatly together like plant cells under a microscope. They were secured to the durametal skeleton by wires running through eyelets.


    “I’m going in!” Uther shouted, as Linus pulled his head back into daylight.


    “Uther-”


    “Got a better idea?”


    No, Linus did not.


    “If I get the angle right,” Uther said, “one shot from this rifle could go through half them bags. What you reckon?”


    A nod, “Worth a try!”


    “Chop the rest open, aye?”


    “If we lose too much lift we’ll crash!”


    “That’s the idea!” Uther replied with a laugh.


    Linus thought about it, and supposed crashing here in the countryside was better than at Hummelton, but he also supposed the black-imperium canisters might burst upon any violent impact and melt everyone inside. Worse, if the fuel tanks exploded and sent the wreck up in flames, the black-imperium would be carried aloft in the smoke to rain down over many tens if not hundreds of square miles. It would be a lesser disaster that what the hyenas had in mind, but a disaster nonetheless.


    Linus put his argument to Uther, who shouted defensively back, “What do you wanna do then?”


    “Take them out?” Linus said.


    “The hyenas?”


    “If there’s not too many! We should at least look! It’s a few hours to Hummelton, I’m sure!”


    After some time, Uther nodded his agreement.


    Without further ado Wild-heart split the fabric further and slipped inside, dropping onto the nearest bladder and grasping one of the steel wires for support. Linus lowered his legs in and with half as much grace joined Uther within the strange world of the dirigible, with bulging white bladders for a floor, an arcing grey ceiling above, and the thrum of propellers constantly assaulting the ears. The bladders were unexpectedly firm underfoot, but it was still difficult to walk with any kind of sure-footed grace, even Uther struggled to move about as he searched for an obvious way down through the tightly-packed bags of felitium. Cutting one open was an obvious solution and Wild-heart readied his bayonet knife again.


    Linus came alongside him and hung on a steel wire.


    “I think-”


    Choing!


    The wire snapped, slashing Linus in the right arm and tearing the bladder beneath him wide open.


    With a cloak-billowing blast of felitium, and a wolfen yelp of surprise, Linus fell straight through the sagging canvas of the bladder and plunged into blackness.


    “Linus!” he heard Uther bark, but Wild-heart could not save him this time.


    Tumbling in free space for a split-second, Linus bounced off another bladder and slammed back-first into some horizontal supporting strut – his shield took the blow, but he then fell forward onto another structural support just below that, raking if not breaking some ribs. Winded and unable to cling on for pain he fell again, landing on some metallic platform to an awful, somewhat fleshy clamour.


    “Gahaaaghfffgh!”


    Linus rolled agonisingly over, grasping at his slashed and profusely bleeding arm. He had landed on a walkway that he judged ran from nose to tail of the airship. All around were bladders, struts, pipes and wires.


    There was no sign of Uther.


    Suddenly the walkway rattled beneath Linus’s back, alerting him to several guttural-sounding hyenas bearing down on him from both ends with rifles and pistols ready.


    Not good.


    Linus scrabbled to his feet and lurched over the walkway’s railings – more durametal framework and bladders lay beneath, but what lay below that, mere flimsy canvas stretched over skeletal struts?


    The desperate Howler contemplated throwing himself over; contemplated too long.


    Crack! Crack! Crack!


    Poing! Ting! Pang!


    Pellets ricocheted off the walkway, piercing bladders and then the cringing, flinching Linus.


    The Howler collapsed silently about the metal walkway, his left leg hit, his shoulder torn. They went numb and useless, then stung like fire, as if Linus had been whipped by burning hot plasmatic cables. Unable to stand for the pain but with a plan of escape to paw, Linus rolled blindly off into space amidst a shower of colourful sparks. One pellet deflected off his impervious Bloodfang shield, stripping some paint off just as its owner fell bravely into oblivion.


    The attacking Hyenas gathered excitedly at the railing and aimed down.


    “No!” Madou barked, pushing them all away. “You’ll burst all the air sacks!”


    The stocky Chakaa looked down at the white ‘air sacks’ and saw two were smeared with rich, dark blood where the enemy had slid over one and then between them both.


    “Get back to work!” Madou ordered, climbing over the railing. “Tell Nurka I’ll find him.”


    The lesser hyenas waited, uncertain.


    “Go on! I can manage!”


    With his followers dismissed, Madou lowered himself carefully into the belly of the ship.


    High above, Uther watched helplessly as everything unravelled. Wild-heart was unable to reveal himself, not even for Linus; there was too much at stake.


    Shouldering his rifle, Uther picked his way down the dirigible’s framework, hoping against hope his friend and comrade might still be alive down there somewhere, but accepting it might not matter.


    One way or another, this crate is going down.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 52


     


    Werner looked at the ticking clock above the dusty, long-since abandoned bar; it was approaching eight.


    The clock was one of the few things still functioning, water and imperium gas being cut off a year ago when Casimir and Bruno had disappeared and stopped paying the bills. The windows had been daubed inside with white paint and the door boarded up, but the clock’s precious white-imperium battery would last decades yet. For the imperium alone it would have been looted long ago had not Werner taken special charge of The Warren for his own needs, and the needs of the cause. Condemned and locked down by the Politzi Chief it served now as a secret rebel enclave.


    Casimir could have the premises back when the great deed was done, clock included.


    “Not long now,” one of Werner’s fellow conspirators said – to any passer-by just another rat Politzi, but underneath he was one of many such officials that had joined the cause.


    “Aye,” Werner replied, casting his beady eyes over everyone lounging around the tables. Some tried to play cards by imperium lantern, pitting paper bees, wasps, ants and termites against one another in an attempt to stay calm, but most sat nervously clock-watching, nursing fears and pistols alike.


    There came a creak on the stairs as Professor Heath joined the conspirators nestled around the café tables. The old bear didn’t really belong, he was no rebel, but Werner had agreed to take the befuddled fellow in until his problems blew over.


    “Any news?” he whispered, as if he had a clue.


    “No,” the rotund Werner replied. “You should stay upstairs, Professor.”


    “I can’t sit all day. I need to move about.”


    “If a Howler sees you that’ll be the end of it! I can explain us lot away as a secret knees-up, but you’re a wanted beast.”


    Heath hiked his brows. “A secret knees-up,” he observed, casting an eye over Werner’s armed Politzi, “with no beer and illegal pistols? That’ll wash.”


    “Just stay upstairs,” Werner snorted. “You can jump out the bedroom window if we’re rumbled.”


    “I wouldn’t fit,” Heath dismissed, wandering round the back of the bar. He noticed the time. “The Pack Summit will be getting under way soon.”


    “Aye and THORN will be dropping our evidence.”


    “Humph! Lot of good some pamphleteering will do, even if it is from a balloon or whatnot.”


    Werner looked to his fellow conspirators then gruffed at the sceptical Professor, “You’ll see what good it’ll do, mate.”


    Heath checked the cupboards for a drink or some morsel, turning up nothing but a small and quite inedible spider. “Pictures are strong evidence, Werner, but hyena-sympathisers have been giving them out for years and it’s changed nothing,” the Professor sighed, ferrying the delicate long-legged spider to a safe place and watching it to crawl up into the rafters. “If the Den Fathers know of the Reservation abuses, they will deny it; if not they will dismiss it as propaganda.”


    Werner claimed, “Aye, well, we’ve got more than leaflets. That’s just the beginning of our Impartialist movement.”


    Heath folded his arms, “So I gather.”


    “Oh yeah?”


    “I know a rebellion when I see one. I’ve lived through a few. I want no part in any violence.”


    “Aye! You’re neutral. ‘Tis fine, I can respect that. But like I said, stay out the way.”


    Letting his arms fall loose, Heath rowed back a little, “It’s not that I don’t agree with Impartialism, Werner. Of course I want Lupa to be a city for all, but it’s very often intellectuals like me who are targeted in the inevitable purges!”


    “Not under Nikita, mate,” Werner revealed.


    “Nikita?” Heath said, recoiling. “Nikita of ALPHA?”


    “Aye.”


    “So… he’s your leader?”


    “That’s right. He’s gonna throw Adal and all the rest over. Hah! Nikita’s a real Impartialist. He’s not like Adal; he won’t tell beasts what to think and when to think it.”


    “You’re convinced of that, are you Constable, when Nikita himself arrested Rufus for ‘dissenting remarks’?”


    “It were Adal’s orders! But he’s in Hummelton now. Nikita is in charge and soon he’ll have the whole city, with our help.”


    All was set, Werner explained to Heath. When word came from Nikita, Werner would seize Riddle Den and instruct the Politzi to lock down the district. The same would happen at many Dens across the great city as rebel Politzi and Howlers emerged. Control would be wrestled from the grasp of Boris and other weak placeholders left to watch over Lupa by the absent Den Fathers. ALPHA would assume control and run Lupa as a united single pack headed by Grand Prefect Nikita. Now there’s a wolf Werner could get behind! A rabid impartialist raised on the wild Steppes amongst beasts of all kinds, Nikita had released countless dissidents from ALPHA’s cells and turned the other cheek to venom smugglers and hyena-sympathisers alike. Nikita would rule, aye, but as an impartialist he would do so with the help of the pigs and the rabbits! Train hogs and Politzi hogs, rabbit clerks and tax collectors, the hogs and long-ears were everywhere, running everything, trade and civil service relied on them; whoever ruled needed the humble pigs and rabbits.


    Heath sighed, “And what of the Den Fathers, Werner, are they just going to roll over?”


    “Oh, don’t you worry about them, sir.”


    “I’m not, I’m more worried this is the start of another war!”


    Suddenly the front door burst open, the bell ringing overhead, and a big grey and white wolf in a black Prefect’s uniform tumbled inside The Warren and fell about the place, knocking over a chair.


    “It’s me!” he panted, removing his helmet. “It’s me, don’t shoot!”


    His face was bloodied and covered in dressings, but Heath quickly recognised the wolf. “Tristan!” he woofed, hurrying to his aid.


    “He tried… to kill me!” the Howler exhaled, as Heath picked him up and led him to a bench. Werner peered down the street and shut the door.


    Tristan rambled, desperate and afraid, “I-I-I didn’t know where else to go. Not home; the Eisbrands would question me too. She let me get away, Meryl Stroud that is, the ALPHA nurse. She gave me this uniform and led me out and-”


    “Slow down, lad, slow down,” Werner said. “Were you followed?”


    “No.”


    “Sure?”


    “Yes! Yes! I waited round corners and everything.”


    “All right. Fine. Now, who tried to kill yer?”


    “Nikita!” the bloodied Tristan yelped, collapsing on a green wall-bench. “He sent Silvermane out, then threw the switch and tried to cook me alive. He killed Josef’s assistant to do it! Meryl… she saved my life. She risked everything for me. I don’t think she’s really with us… but…. Oh, I don’t know what to think anymore!”


    Tristan rocked on the bench, arms folded close.


    Heath turned to Werner with exemplary sarcasm, “What a reasonable fellow, this ‘Nikita’, murdering his own comrades. Not at all like nasty Adal or the Den Fathers, oh no-”


    “Shut up!” Werner snorted, turning to Tristan. “It must’ve been a mistake, lad.”


    “No mistake!” the wolf seethed, shaking his head. “No mistake, Werner. Nikita threw the switch right beside me. I begged him not to do it, I begged him-”


    “It were a mistake!” the hog reiterated, laughing and patting Tristan’s shoulder, looking reassuringly at everyone else’s worried faces. “Probably wasn’t even Nikita you saw. You all look the same you wolves in your cloaks ‘n’ helmets, eh? You were probably confused from all the racking, lad.”


    “Not with his accent, Werner!” Tristan snarled, standing up to his full height, his raw, bandaged features suddenly filled with a terrible fury. “Do you take me for a fool?”


    “No, lad of course not-”


    “I tell you as I’m standing here, Grand Prefect Nikita tried to kill me! He did this to me!” Tristan spread his bandaged arms and paws. “I’ll be scarred for life, Werner!”


    “I believe yer! I do!”


    Silence.


    “I’m… I’m not sure of anything now,” Tristan said, dipping his chin and collapsing onto the seat again, paws clasped and thumbs twiddling. “If Nikita will dispose of me like an insect after all I did for the cause, how will he treat the Den Fathers? I… I know beasts will die, as in any great change there will be violence, I accept that. But I was told we would work with the Den Fathers for change, holding the white-imperium as leverage so Thorvald and the others would have to come to Nikita’s table.”


    Werner trotted across to the dusty bar and leant on it a moment. Checking the time again he whirled round. “Look, Tristan, you may as well know the truth. All of yer may as well know, now it’s too late to stop it.”


    “Stop what?” Heath said, pushing up his specs.


    “I didn’t want to tell yer,” Werner excused, looking to all, “I didn’t want yer to know in case things went south, see? You lads can’t be held responsible if you know nothing; you can deny everything with a conscience at any future trial. So, if you don’t wanna know what I know, if you wanna be able to live a quiet life and not have troubled sleep, leave now.” The Politzi Chief looked Heath over, “That goes double fer you, Professor Heath.”


    “I’ll stay, thank you,” the bear said.


    “Aye, as you will.”


    Everyone else stayed put; rats, hogs and all.


    “Well?” Tristan growled. “What is it?”


    Werner heaved a sigh and rubbed his jaw, “I’m one of the few that knows, outside of the inner circle. See, Nurka had to tell me, he needed my help to get proper maps of the Gelb mines so he could spring Prince Noss out. I wanted to know the truth. I forced it outta him. The truth I said, or I’m-”


    “Stop bragging and get to the point, hog!” Tristan growled, rising up, stepping forward. “I understood Nurka was to disrupt the Summit and keep the Den Fathers away long enough for Lupa to fall to Nikita, whereupon negotiations for an Impartialist government and a free hyena state would begin. Now what is it I’ve not been told?”


    “The black-imperium, mate.”


    Tristan scoffed, “Is to contaminate the Elder Trains and cars. It’s to keep the Den Fathers trapped at Hummelton-”


    “No, they’re gonna use the balloon!”


    Tristan’s eyes squinted, “Yes, to drop the propaganda-”


    “No! Well, not just that.”


    “Then what, Werner? Spit it out, pig before I hit you!”


    Heath’s jaw dropped. “Ye gods,” he gasped, removing his spectacles, “they’re going to make black rain.”


    *


    “Euuugh,” Sara stirred.


    Despite everything, tiredness had overcome Sara last night and sent her off beside Bruno; she awoke now in the near-darkness of Josef Grau’s oppressive carriage to find her old friend’s metal operating bed empty.


    “Bruno?” the little wolfess gasped, spreading her clammy black paws on the bloodied steel. “Bruno, where are ye!”


    “They’re in the van,” said Eldress Brynn, down to the right.


    Sara stood and looked at her. Someone had wired the noble Eldress to the van, her paws being now attached to the bumper in front of her. Ulf knows when she had awoken after the almighty blast Olivia had delivered.


    To think Olivia had such power and without the slightest training to temper her. It was frightening.


    “Let me go, Sara,” Brynn whispered, squirming and looking over her shoulder. “Quickly!”


    Sara shook her head a little. “Ah cannae do that yet.”


    “You must! Your Father will wonder where I am-”


    “Ah don’t believe he sent yer, nae Mum. You did this by yerself. You could even be a conspirator.”


    “Conspirator!”


    “Maybe. Maybe ye think Bruno can stop them.”


    “He’s a monster, Sara-”


    “Ah’ll let you go soon enough, but you’ll nae hurt him, nae tell anyone where we are.”


    “They know where I am.”


    “Oh aye? If anyone did they’d have come straight here,” Sara countered. “Now be quiet, Eldress, or Ah’ll have Olivia zap ye again!”


    “You wouldn’t dare!”


    “After ye tried tae kill Bruno Ah would nae care if she killed ye, and that’s a fact. So shut up!”


    Sara wasn’t sure herself if she was blustering or not, but it sounded pretty good, so she left things at that and hurried round the van.


    “Bruno?”


    The doors were shut; she tugged them open.


    “Brun-och!”


    A huge metal wolf loomed large beneath a dim overhead light, taller and broader than any Sara had seen, with lensed eyes of gold and a black Prefect’s mantle set with a brooch of shining white-imperium. Sticking up from his back was a dirty great ash-stained exhaust pipe and the shining hilt of a huge black sword that was somehow very familiar. His nose was a grille, as with any Howler, only larger, and he looked to be sealed inside his armour completely, chin, neck and all.


    Olivia and Josef stood either side, like squires dressing a wolf knight of old, only they were twisting valves and checking pipes rather than tightening belts and buckles.


    “Bruno?” Sara hazarded


    The giant’s metallic ears swivelled and his blank eyes focused on Sara, as if he had been daydreaming and just that second noticed the doors had been thrown open.


    “HEY,” he said, his voice tinny, augmented, coming through a speaker perhaps, and yet with all Sara recognised it at once, that carefree, light, yet deep back of the throat knell that was Bruno. “YOU ALL RIGHT, YEAH?”


    “By Ulf it’s you,” Sara gasped, paw rising to her neck. She stepped backwards, eyes roving, face twisting and frowning, baffled and afraid, relieved and appalled. “This is the Eisenwolf mantle?”


    “An eisenpelz; isn’t it magnificent?” Olivia said excitedly. “I helped Josef put it back together.”


    “Indeed, Olivia was most helpful,” Josef mewed at Sara, his face as smug as it was triumphant. “I believe we three have come to the conclusion I have been much maligned. I am not a heartless butcher; ask Rafe yourself! I help him cope with his affliction daily. He would be dead without my help!”


    Olivia walked over to Josef, “It’s all right, Sara. Everything will be all right for me now. You’ll see.”


    Sara looked between them, and knew at that moment something terrible had come to pass whilst she had been asleep.


    I’ve lost her, Sara realised.


    Stepping forward, her paws resting on the van’s chrome back bumper, Sara Hummel looked to the only cause left to her in this van. “Ye all right in there?” she asked. “Is it you in there Bruno, or is it Rafe Ah’m talking to?”


    The Eisenwolf said nothing for a time. “I FEEL… ALL RIGHT, ACTUALLY,” he sniffed, noncommittally. “WHAT WAS IT YOU GAVE ME LAST NIGHT?”


    “A family secret,” Sara said.


    Bruno rolled his mighty shoulders, “WHATEVER IT WAS, THANKS FOR GETTING IT.”


    “Just use this second chance wisely. Don’t get in trouble again. All right?”


    The Eisenwolf said nothing.


    “Promise me?”


    “I… I CAN’T DO THAT. I HAVE TO PROTECT LUPA. THAT’S WHAT I’M HERE FOR, WHAT I WAS GIVEN THIS GIFT FOR! YOU DON’T HAVE TO UNDERSTAND… BUT DON’T GET IN MY WAY.”


    Sara backed away at the rebuff. “Ah didn’t mean tae get in the way; Ah know what you have tae do, Ah do,” she claimed, meekly at first, but coming back to the van with growing confidence. “Just remember, Bruno… Rafe… whoever ye are in there, that you’re nae a monster for what beasts say ye are, but what ye actually do. There are beasts that care for you out here, even if ye cannae remember us so well. Even if ye nae even remember our names, we remember yours, and we’re watching you. You fight for Lupa, aye, but do right by us; don’t do anything we’d be ashamed of! That’s all we powerless beasts ask.”


    Rafe’s ears twitched and swivelled. “JUST CALL ME BRUNO, YEAH? SINCE YOU KNEW ME BEFORE.”


    Sara guffawed and dipped her chin, “Aye, that Ah will, ye great lump.”


    Rafe looked to Josef, “DOC, I CAN HEAR A TRAIN STARTING UP.”


    Josef checked his pocket watch, “That’ll be the Bloodfang’s imperium engine warming up. Amael is planning to leave before the hyenas choke everyone.”


    Rafe somehow looked alarmed, even through an unmoving helmet – it was all in the ears.


    “Oh don’t worry,” Josef assured him, “Janoah’s going with him. She’ll have this carriage attached to the Bloodfang train before they leave. Amael trusts her, and will be too busy to check inside. He’ll have no idea that his fate has been sealed until you walk through the door and arrest him and all the conspirators, or kill them if they resist.” The cat sighed, “Either way it’ll be quite… quite glorious.”


    Rafe looked to Sara, then back to Josef.


    “I’LL ARREST THEM,” he asserted, “SO THAT THEY GO TO TRIAL. NOT KILL.”


    “You’ll do whatever’s expedient-”


    “I’LL DO WHATEVER’S RIGHT, MATE,” Rafe asserted, “RIGHT BY ALL LUPANS.”


    Sara chuckled, “Aye, now that’s mah Bruno.”


    “We’ll see,” Josef huffed. “Now stop fidgeting and let me finish preparations.”


    *


    “No!” Tristan howled. “This is insane!”


    “It’s the way it has to be, lad!” Werner replied. “War is about killing the enemy any way you can; the winner can sort the history books out and make a nice story later. Believe me, the Howlers have done it enough times now. When Nurka flies over Hummelton all the Den Fathers, and I mean all of ‘em, will be dead and gone. Lupa can start afresh under a true Impartialist regime-”


    “But all the innocent beasts! There’ll be cubs and-”


    “Casualties of war, mate! Casualties of war. Like my family; murdered by Howlers, and my pal Casimir’s too and Bruno’s no doubt. Aye, and they came back too, the Howlers, and took Bruno from Casimir, as if taking everything else from them two weren’t enough already.” Werner shook his jowls. “And I helped ‘em do it, to my shame. I helped ‘em. Janoah thinks she’s made it, thinks she’s all that. She’s clueless! Aye, she’s had it now, along with all the rest of ‘em. They’ve all had it this time.”


    “This isn’t going to happen. Not in my name!”


    “Aye? Well too late now, Donskoy! You knew what you were getting into when-”


    “I knew nothing of this!” Tristan bellowed, grabbing Werner and shaking him by his jacket lapels. “By Ulf, what do you take me for? Sara’s there you fool, her whole family, all her little sisters. I love her!” The wolf shook his teary face, “This ends now, do you hear me? It’s not too late to warn Thorvald. I suggest you get out of town, Werner, because I’m calling time on this conspiracy and when I return I will kill you myself if you’re not gone-”


    Crack!


    In a flash of imperium and puff of ash, Werner fired from the hip, hitting Tristan in the stomach. The already wounded Howler fell silently, bending-double at the pig’s trotters.


    “Tristan?” Heath shouted, kneeling and cradling the groaning wolf. “Tristan!”


    “Anyone else got any funny ideas?” the quivering Werner shouted, stepping backwards and grabbing a second pistol from a pitted table. “Eh? Eh?”


    “No chief,” one of his rat followers said, paws up. “We’re with yer all the way.”


    Others voiced their approval.


    “The hyenas can do as they like!”


    “Aye, down with the Howlers!”


    “Kill ‘em all!”


    “Good lads,” Werner approved. “I knew you were with me. We’ll take this city, and our revenge, you’ll see!”


    *


    “Janoah?”


    The wolfess turned from the window overlooking Hummelton.


    “Come in!”


    Amael stepped in. “Time to go,” he said, crossing the generous Hummelton quarters, complete with four-poster bed and an en-suite.


    Baffled, Janoah glanced out the window at the quiet early-morning town. “The Summit’s not even begun yet.”


    “We’re not attending the Summit,” Amael whispered.


    “I thought we were going to put in an appearance and then leave on some pretence-”


    “That’s what Nurka’s been led to believe, but I do not trust that he will not come early to get rid of me as well as the rest. So we’re leaving now.” Before Janoah could say anything, Amael raised a paw, “It makes no difference to the Summit, it will go on regardless. And even if it doesn’t everyone will be here when THORN strikes and… well… that’s that.”


    Janoah moved close to Amael and whispered, “What exactly are the hyenas going to do anyway? Are they hiding around here waiting to leap out with black-imperium gas bombs?”


    “Humph! Always so clever, yet you haven’t worked it… out?”


    Amael trailed off somewhat and looked to his right, at the bedroom’s en-suite.


    “Do you feel that?”


    Janoah wrenched Amael’s attention back with both a paw to that chin and some accompanying flattery, “You’re too devious even for me, Balbus.”


    “Indeed,” the Den Father cackled, the en-suite forgotten in favour of Janoah’s ruddy visage. “I’m glad I can still surprise you. Grab your things and meet me out front, my love. If anyone asks there’s been an emergency in Riddle-”


    “And we’re going home to sort it, I know, I know.”


    A nod, a smile, Amael kissed Janoah and made to take his leave.


    “Oh, the Alpha’s carriage!” Janoah hissed, grabbing Amael’s arm and leading him to one side.


    “Carriage?”


    The Prefect explained, “On the end of the Eisbrand train, the last ALPHA carriage. We should take it. I can have it moved; I have the authority, just as long as you say it can be shunted onto your train, of course.”


    Amael woofed, “Whatever for, wolfess?”


    “It’s full of millions of lupas and white-imperium, my dear,” Janoah said, tidying Amael’s cloak. “All of Adal’s worldly possessions. He’ll shortly be dead and shan’t need them. It would be a shame not to take a lasting souvenir of my employment under him.”


    “Hahahaha, Janoaaah!” Amael cooed, stroking her lovely chin. “And yet you say I am more devious?”


    After a kiss the Den Father took his leave, saying, “My car’s out front. Hurry, and be discreet, the fewer eyebrows raised the better.”


    A nod.


    Once she was ‘alone’ and quite sure Amael’s corona had receded down the Hummel corridors, Janoah turned to the window. “You can come out now.”


    The en-suite door to her right creaked open and Vladimir emerged.


    “You kept your corona about as dampened as a roaring Greystone furnace,” Janoah scoffed. “He must’ve thought it was Duncan or Horst next door that he could feel, definitely not that ‘weak pen-pusher’ Oromov.”


    Vladimir grunted and bowed a little, “I’ve carefully cultivated that reputation for just such times as now. He doesn’t see me, even under his nose.”


    “Nor me,” Janoah replied, turning and adding, “I hope.”


    “I didn’t hear him say what THORN is going to do.”


    “No.”


    “But… you suppose it is the dirigible?”


    “That’s where I sent our boys, so it had better be.”


    Vladimir spread his paws and growled. “How could you not get it out of Amael? He was right here and yet-”


    “It would have been pushy and suspicious. I don’t try him too hard, Vladimir.”


    “You did to save Rufus!”


    “Because Amael knows I love him. That was genuine.”


    Vladimir paced around, armour clinking. “That’s a fine thing, but what am I supposed to do if the balloon appears on the horizon? How will I know if Uther and Linus failed, or if it’s even a threat at all? If I advise Cora to shoot it down and all that rolls out of the burning wreckage are two dead cats of royal blood I will be as good as ant-food and Lupa at risk of war with Felicia!”


    “Do as you will,” Janoah said, grabbing her rapier, her pistol and her helm from the bed. “Word may yet come from Rufus and the boys, if not… do as your conscience dictates. I’ll do as mine does; a wolf can do no more.”


    “You, a conscience? With that Eisenwolf monster you and Josef keep under the stairs? Don’t make me laugh.” Vladimir came up behind Janoah. “You know… I wouldn’t be surprised if you know exactly where the attack will come from and that you plan to go all the way with Amael, leaving me and everyone else to rot here-”


    Janoah whipped round and slapped him.


    Vladimir weathered the blow, wiped his nose, sniffed, whilst Janoah donned her helmet and trotted out the door, leaving the Grand Howler unsure whether he had merely insulted the Prefect, or sailed too close to the truth.


    *


    Janoah exited Hummelton Den and, with a last glance back at the ancient castle, joined Amael in the back of his car. The Elder Trains always packed a car and some monos in an engineering carriage so the Den Father could venture abroad; Vito had brought his gorgeous Bloodfang-emblazoned, smooth-seated, luxurious private car – now it was Amael’s.


    Soon all of Lupa would be, for keeps.


    Several other presumably conspiratorial Bloodfang Elders were in the car with Amael already.


    “Janoah?” one spluttered, recognising her from her years as a Bloodfang.


    “Elder Duval,” Janoah replied.


    “What is the meaning-”


    “She’s with us, Elder Duval,” Amael replied, raising a paw but not his voice, not yet.


    “But she’s with ALPHA, Den Father.”


    Now the thunderous voice was raised, “As is Grand Prefect Nikita! But he is one of us also, as are hundreds of others across Lupa and beyond; ALPHA, Greystone, Bloodfang and Eisbrand, even Hummel. Today is the day the righteous Howlers put aside their petty differences and rise up as one pack of the just, putting an end to the stinking corruption!”


    Much nodding and chest-thumping and hear-hearing.


    “Where’s Flaid’s car?” another asked, a very young-looking ‘Elder’.


    “Flaid is not coming, Elder Cohen.”


    “But I thought he was with us, Den Father.”


    Amael explained patiently, “He is a Den Father, and two Den Fathers is one too many. I cannot share power.”


    “Well then what about Nikita?” Cohen pressed.


    With a glance at Amael, Janoah stepped in, “Even as the new ‘Alpha’, Nikita will be legally beneath Amael and controllable. Flaid would be an equal partner and a legal complication we do not need.”


    “As Prefect Janoah says,” Amael seconded.


    “But I thought-”


    “Calm yourself Elders, all is in paw.”


    As her door was closed by the Den Guards, Janoah wasn’t so sure that everything was in paw. “Won’t Flaid try and follow as soon as he finds out we’re gone?” she asked.


    Amael looked to his partner in crime and bed and said fondly, “He does not know what I know. Besides, he will find his Elder Train mysteriously… temperamental this morning.”


    “Sabotage?”


    A wink.


    “Devious Amael,” Janoah cooed, much to the confusion and vexation of the other Elders. They looked on in silent disgust as this lowly Prefect removed her helm and then the Den Father’s and kissed him with the obvious familiarity of a seasoned lover.


    The rumours were true.


    Amael’s followers dared say nothing as the car pulled away, flanked by Den Guards and Howlers on monos.


    Janoah judged that not even half the Bloodfang away-team was present, just a smattering of Elders, Grand Howlers and Howlers, some traitors, some simply obliviously following their Den Father.


    The rest were to die with the all other flotsam, it seemed to Janoah, dear Vladimir included. Amael had no love for his pen-pusher and never had; he had been a rival once.


    A rival for me.


    Through the gates, passing two mighty Hummel Halberdiers, their saluting forms reflecting comically in the car’s polished bodywork. If they were concerned by Amael’s sudden departure they were ultimately powerless to stop it; a Den Father’s business was not to be curtailed by anyone, not even during last night’s curfew. If Amael wanted to leave that was his concern. Just another reason why old Vito had to die, Janoah realised; even something as easy to overlook as escaping Hummelton, which would have been difficult a few days ago, was simple now that Amael was a Den Father, answerable to nobody.


    By Ulf, he’s worked it all out; every detail, every facet, and I didn’t even help him with half of it. He’s handsome, strong, ambitious and young enough. He’s so like Rufus; by rights I should love such a wolf the same.


    Could I learn to be happy with him?


    Parting lips with Amael and smiling, Janoah peered sadly out the window as the daylight rose higher over the happy little town of Hummelton.


    Perhaps its last happy day.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 53


     


    Propellers thrumming outside, Madou followed the blood trail through the dark bowels of the Nimbus, squeezing his muscled frame between churning imperium pipes and bulging sacks of air, or whatever special gas was in them. Sometimes he was necessitated to step across yawning gaps in the durametal skeleton with only flapping canvas beneath. One false step and Madou might rip right through the flimsy-looking material and plunge a thousand feet to his death.


    At last the Chakaa reached some kind of terra firma, a metal corridor, with a door ahead, an alcove to the left, and a window to the right – the beginnings of the gondola slung beneath the main balloon perhaps, Madou hadn’t gotten a good look of the layout.


    The blood smeared its way along and to the left.


    Madou went to the corridor’s edge. He thought twice about stepping round, lest the Howler lay in wait. He instead tore a strip from his cloak and waved it.


    “I’m a friend!” he shouted over the propellers. “I want no part of this!”


    No reply.


    “I’m stepping out! Don’t shoot!”


    Still nothing, but Madou was no coward. Dropping the strip of cloak and removing his helmet, he slowly edged out into the open, his paws clearly raised, a vast hyena silhouette against the wobbling, new-materials window behind.


    Tucked in a corner ahead of him, pistol raised in a quivering, bloodied paw, was the Howler, his golden fur matted with crusty gore, one leg limp and useless, one arm tucked close.


    “Stay there!” he woofed, as Madou took a step forward.


    Madou stayed his advance. “I’m on your side,” he said, as loudly as he dared. Even as the words left his lips he felt his guts twist for the betrayal of his Chakaa brothers, for all the work they had done and all they had been through to get here.


    The blue-eyed Howler squinted through his helmet. “You’re… one of the Chakaa hyenas. From the refinery; the one… the one that was bitten, aren’t you?”


    Madou chuckled. “A wolf that doesn’t pretend he can’t tell two hyenas apart!” he grunted. “I like you already.”


    “I thought Amael had you… agh… executed.”


    “No, I was sent to Gelb. I met Rufus there, perhaps you know him, Bloodfang?”


    A cautious nod; the Bloodfang Howler flicked his pistol, beckoning Madou closer so they could discourse easier.


    “Go on.”


    “We’re friends,” Madou explained, paws still up. “I don’t know if Red-mist is still alive. When I left the camp he was in trouble.”


    “Trouble?”


    “My chief, Nurka, he discovered Rufus’s betrayal, and my Prince’s too, a-and Tomek’s. You won’t know them, but they were all working against THORN. I didn’t know who to believe, or what to do, but I… I had no choice but to follow my Queen. I had to obey Queen Arjana’s word, it is hyena law. So, I struck Noss down because she said so, though I despise myself for it now!” Twisting in the galling chains of conflicting loyalties, Madou seethed and shook his head, “None of that matters to you, Howler, what matters is stopping this madness. I want my people to be free, but not like this. You have to help me. Please.”


    The blonde wolf listened well, then scoffed, “You want my help? By Ulf, you came this far, hyena. You knew about the black-imperium, you helped steal it!”


    Madou nodded slowly, “I knew we were to use black-imperium, of course, but I thought we were to bomb the Den Fathers at the Summit and then attack the Howlers, dying in honourable battle, not… not this!” Madou gestured at the walls. “They say we will kill thousands, all of this Hummelton place and then on to Lupa, all the citizens wolf to mouse. It’s not honourable! We will all be damned by our ancestors. Nurka… he’s not well. It must be the purple-imperium; the chunta must’ve clouded his mind! He is a noble hyena, but you wolves killed his family, and Themba’s. I… I never really knew mine, it’s true. My cousin’s family took me in, then Prince Noss himself trained me. Perhaps I am less touched by the pain of our people’s suffering, or perhaps I’m just a coward.”


    The wolf shook his head. “No. If you stand up for right… that is not… cowardice.”


    He lowered his pistol.


    “Well, if this is a trick, hyena, now’s the time to… to finish me off. Not that I’m much of a threat to anyone.”


    Madou smiled and lowered his paws, “No trick, friend. If I wanted you dead I’d have done it by now.”


    “Indeed,” said the wolf, holding out a bloody paw. “I’m Linus.”


    Madou’s hefty brow rose in surprise, but he went over and bent down to shake paws. “Chakaa Madou.”


    “Honoured, friend.”


    A wave of shame washed over Madou’s soul. How many more wolves were there in Lupa’s ranks like this one, like Rufus, Tomek, wolves of substance? Yet THORN wished to kill all and sundry without discrimination, without honour!


    “Are you alone, Howler Linus?” Madou asked, kneeling before him.


    “Yes,” Linus lied, his eyes flitting upwards. “I-I-I leapt onto the balloon and cut my way in. Madness really, but… I had to do something.”


    A nod.


    “What do you propose we do, Madou?” Linus asked.


    “I was hoping you could tell me, Howler,” Madou replied, glancing around. “I do not know where to begin, but if there are two of us that’s already better than one.”


    “One and a half,” the crippled Linus seethed. “Grrfgh! All right, how… how many hyenas are there aboard?”


    “Maybe two dozen, including Nurka and Themba and me.”


    “And who’s flying the ship; Monty and Penny?”


    “Who?”


    “The cats, yes?”


    “Oh! Yes, the cat and his wife. Nurka has forced them to, they didn’t want to.”


    Linus nodded, “Does anyone else know how to fly?”


    Madou shrugged his mighty shoulders, “Nurka seems to know a lot about this machine. I know nothing and Themba can’t do. None of us even knew about it, save Queen Arjana I presume.”


    Another nod, a grunt, a plan.


    “Then… what we need to do, Madou,” Linus said, “is take Nurka and Themba down… them being the only other Chakaa.” He dipped his chin and looked at Madou, “They are the only ones, right?”


    “Yes,” he replied with certainty.


    “Right. Good. The rest of the hyenas you and I should be able to keep out of the gondola whilst Monty lands the ship… or at least crashes it gently enough not to cause a fire. Once she’s down we can sabotage it.”


    Madou sat forward, “Could we not just sabotage it now, break some imperium pipes perhaps? Isn’t that what you were doing up in the roof, cutting the air out of the bags?”


    “No… no I-I fell, Madou, a cable snapped,” Linus said, somewhat embarrassed; unsure if bad luck or stupidity had caused his tumble. “If we go down too hard… there could be an imperium fuel fire… and that would be very bad, believe me. Pure black-imperium will not travel far, but bound to smoke particles it might carry for hundreds of miles. I think the wind is blowing towards Lupa today. The poisonous cloud could reach there; it would certainly reach Hummelton… and the miles of farmland before. How many would die, if not immediately then at least prematurely from eating and drinking black-imperium? Even a teaspoon can kill thousands. The cases of rot would be incalculable.”


    Madou took a sharp breath.


    “I doubt your Chief Nurka truly appreciates what he’s got back there,” Linus said. “Black-imperium is a thing hardly seen in nature. We… create it in quantities that do not belong on the surface of this planet.”


    “Nurka would agree with you there,” Madou insisted. “We all would, us hyenas.”


    “You’d have us go back to the pre-imperium era, I suppose?”


    “I would.”


    “I prefer to believe in a post-imperium era,” Linus chuckled, wincing further, “Some kind of clean energy, from the wind or the water, even the sun. Fanciful perhaps, but, so was flying once.” The Howler sobered up with a sniff, “Madou, we’d better think of something. With the wind behind us we can’t be more than an hour or two from Hummelton, and I’m bound to become more useless to you by the minute.”


    Madou nodded, “I’ll bind your wounds.”


    “No… no, leave them. I… I might have an idea.”


    A break, but for the propellers and wind, as Linus put it together in his mind.


    “Wire,” he said. “We need wire.”


    “Wire?” Madou replied, looking all about and passage and overhead. “Why?”


    “To look like Howler-wire; it will seem like you’ve caught me, when you haven’t. You see where I’m going?”


    “I think so.”


    Linus felt his wounded arm, cut by wire. “The air bags?” he suggested. “They’re held by wire.”


    Madou was on it, stepping round the corner and drawing his imperium short sword he cut a wire holding the corner of the nearest air bag. The wire sprung back viciously and slashed open the bag just as it had with Linus, releasing a rising cloud of felitium gas that betrayed its presence only by the way it set the air wobbling fitfully, as above a flame.


    Whilst Madou wrestled with the wire, Linus made a heroic effort to stand. Limping on one leg and dragging the other, and with one arm rendered useless at the shoulder and the other cut deeply, he hobbled to the flimsy new-materials window and leant his cut arm on it, imprinting a bloody smear like the first daub of paint on a new canvas.


    Wincing and grunting, he took a moment to observe the fields and forests of Everdor passing miles below, the trees resembling tufts of moss, the fields of worked arable land a patchwork quilt. Linus swore he could see little beasts standing outside farmhouses and by the roadside, waving. Such a glorious sight, and one Linus had dreamt of ever since that day in the cinema.


    So long ago, it seemed.


    With every passing house and station, every road and mark of civilisation, the dirigible drew nearer Hummelton, hub of Everdor, breadbasket of Lupa.


    Linus rolled round to face Madou, “Well?”


    The hyena ripped the wire down and felt it. “It’s springy, but maybe it will look right.”


    The wolf offered up his paws, “Make it look convincing.”


    *


    Cora Hummel sat slowly behind her ornate office desk; she was dressed for the Summit and appeared as magnificent as any, more so for her stunning white armour and cloak. She looked up at the Grand Howler standing smartly, yet nervously before her, his striking Bloodfang colours resembling a poisonous caterpillar to Cora’s pastel butterfly.


    “You’re the third beast tae come tae me with this, Howler Vladimir,” she said, spreading her black paws over the desk.


    “Third, Den Mother?”


    “Mah daughter warned me yesterday; she’s nae a fool but she moves in... dissident circles. Mah Howlers also arrested a lunatic rabbit on a mono during the curfew last night. They would have paid him nae mind, but because he was on a mono word got round tae me.”


    Vladimir stood equally astonished, “A little beast riding a monobike?”


    “Aye, and well apparently! He claims tae have been spying on THORN for some time.” Cora leant back in her chair. “Now you come before me with the same tall tale; that this dirigible is loaded with black-imperium.”


    “Perhaps, Den Mother,” Vladimir stipulated. “It is merely supposition from evidence, but-”


    “Nae to the rabbit, he’s adamant.”


    “Who is he, if I may ask?”


    “Funny you should; he’s been asking for you!”


    Leaving Vladimir baffled, Cora picked up a beautiful mahogany telephone, the base of which was inlaid with lighter wood depicting bees, flowers and honeycombs. “Send the rabbit up. The mad one. Aye, on the mono. Quickly now.”


    She hung up, twiddled her thumbs. Similarly, Vladimir fondled his golden pen behind his back; it was scant comfort. He had revealed his knowledge and allegiance at last, he was no longer invisible; now if Amael succeeded he was a dead wolf regardless of survival here.


    Brrring! Brrring!


    Cora gently put her phone to an ear and listened; Vladimir watched her fine, dark-furred face twist, her ears flick.


    “What do you mean?” she said. “When?”


    Vladimir looked on; he knew what this must be.


    Cora stood up with her phone and strode went to the window, cable trailing after her. “Is his train still here?” she asked the caller, craning to see Hummelton Station. “Well go find out, Howler, and make sure he doesn’t leave!”


    A pause.


    “Ah don’t care if Ulf himself is on that train; hold it until Ah get down there!”


    Slamming the phone on the desk, Cora declared, “It seems Amael’s trying tae sneak away.”


    “Escaping,” Vladimir stated, not even feigning surprise.


    “Maybe,” Cora replied, still guarded. “Ah’m going tae have this out with the wolf himself, Den Father tae Den Mother-”


    “That wouldn’t be wise, Den Mother.”


    “Would nae be wise? And who’re you tae tell me-”


    “Amael will be stopped, Den Mother, by my fellow agents,” Vladimir revealed, chin up, trying to appear confident despite himself. “There are wolves planted amongst his inner circle who will… arrest him. If you confront him personally your life could be in danger. There are conspirators all around us; anybody could strike you down.”


    “Would the traitors nae be on Amael’s train by now?”


    “Some, certainly, but he has left far too early. I believe he may be attempting to divest himself of the competition by leaving many of his fellow conspirators here to choke; Den Father Flaid amongst others.”


    “Flaid… a traitor?” Cora scowled, looking Vladimir up and down with sudden suspicion. “By Ulf, you accuse your superiors too readily, Howler!”


    “I speak as evidence finds, marm!” Vladimir maintained perilously. “If you do not believe me, or your own daughter, I suggest you speak to Adal Weiss as well!”


    Cora waited, baffled, but listening.


    Though he hated to give away credit for his work, Vladimir felt he had no choice but to cite the powerful Adal.


    “The Alpha has been instrumental in allowing me and my agents to investigate this plot,” he said. “He will corroborate all I’ve said. I did not turn to ALPHA lightly, I am not fond of their constant bullying of the Howlers, but I could turn nowhere else when my own Elder was a traitor. If I had come to our pack’s Provosts with my knowledge, Amael would have found out and I would have been disposed of. For a year now I have kept silent to all but my closest confidants, waiting for this day.”


    “So you knew and said nothing?” Cora hissed.


    “Den Mother, it was decided, by all involved, including the Alpha, that the only way to catch the conspirators red-pawed and make the charges stick was watch and see who attempted to leave the Summit on the day of THORN’s planned attack. It stands to reason that any beasts who leave must have prior knowledge of an attack, whatever the manner of it, and must be with Amael. Whoever the wolf, Howler, Elder, even Den Father, they will all prove their guilt without question the moment they get up. However, those who remain in their seats, ignorant of any concrete knowledge of danger, must be presumed innocent. Therefore, our duty, marm, is to maintain the Summit as if nothing is amiss. We should continue as before, with or without Amael, yet be prepared to fend off any THORN attack. I pray to Ulf this poisonous dirigible will not materialise on the horizon, but we must make ready to shoot it down as discreetly as possible and as far from Hummelton as we can. I’m not entirely sure shooting it down won’t simply spread a black-imperium cloud far and wide, but at least it shan’t work as THORN and Amael intended.”


    Cora stood still for an age, assessing Vladimir’s face, considering his words. “This is… incredible,” she said.


    Vladimir mopped his brow. “So it must seem,” he replied, with a slight chuckle. “I fear I’ve grown accustomed to Amael’s despicable plot, having had knowledge of it for so long. But my conscience is clear, Den Mother. Do as you will, I can do no more than I have.”


    There was a knock at the office door and Cora bade two Hummel Howlers to enter. They were escorting a white rabbit in a jacket. The rabbit’s paws were wired – if he could ride a mono he should also be able to wield imperium.


    Vladimir looked at the little beast and immediately frowned, “I’ve seen your face before.”


    The rabbit said nothing as he glanced nervously about.


    “What’s his name?” Vladimir asked in general.


    “Casimir Claybourne, sir,” a Hummel replied.


    “Yes, that’s it. Your nephew Borce works for us, under Constable Werner.”


    Casimir dipped his chin, “Dunno what you’re on about-”


    Vladimir slapped him quite casually, “Liar!” and continued, his remarkable memory on form. “You used to run The Warren down in Riddle District a while back. You’re the rabbit who adopted...” he broke off and chuckled. “Oh I see! Humph! Of course you would join them after that. Ah, but too monstrous was it? Haven’t the stomach for the terrorist agenda? No I don’t blame you. So now you come crawling back to wolfkind, how pathetic-”


    “I need to speak to Vladimir!” Casimir barked. “Please! I have a message for Vladimir Oromov-”


    “You’re speaking to him!” Oromov growled.


    After a pause for breath, his eyes darting over Vladimir, Casimir blurted, “Noss sent me!”


    “Noss?”


    “Aye. He says that he’s doing all he can from within THORN, him and Rufus. They told me to warn you about the… the balloon. It’s gonna fly over Hummelton and Nurka’s gonna spray everyone with black-imperium. It’ll be genocide. I’ve said it a hundred times to your Howlers, but they aren’t listening!” He looked back at his captors. “I rode all night to get here, dodged checkpoints, got shot at, everything. I’ve done all I can do, now it’s down to you lot, so Briar help you if you don’t believe me!”


    Silence.


    “Well, don’t you believe me?” Casimir gruffed.


    “Forgive us, citizen, if we don’t look surprised,” Vladimir said. “It’s because we suspected this was THORN’s plan. You have confirmed it.”


    Cora stepped forward, “You’re sure this is how THORN’s tae attack mah fair city, citizen?”


    “Aye, Prince Noss is certain as can be, marm,” Casimir replied, with a tiny bow, unsure just how to act in front of so noble-a-looking wolfess. “Nurka confided in him, all the plans, everything.”


    “But Prince Noss is dead, is he not?”


    Vladimir raised a paw, “That’s a long story, Den Mother, and we have little time. I suggest we procure an imperium cannon or two and set them up to the East of town, and some distance from it. It can be excused as a gun salute.”


    “Aye,” Cora agreed weightily. “The Consort Angus will help ye arrange that, Howler. Ah’ll stay here and keep the Summit in order, as you say.” She turned to one of the Howlers escorting Casimir, “Someone find Eldress Brynn, Ah need tae speak tae her, and summon Adal Weiss as well.”


    “Brynn’s missing, Den Mother,” the Howler in Cora’s sights blurted back.


    “Missing?”


    “Since last night, Den Mother. Under the Consort Angus’ instruction she escorted Sara from the Den and nobody’s seen them since.”


    “Well find her! And find Sara! And gather mah daughters, they must be taken somewhere safe, do y’hear? Do it discreetly, mind, Ah want nae panic.”


    “Yes, Den Mother.”


    “And fetch Angus here, Ulf help him!”


    “Yes, marm.”


    One of the two Hummel Howlers left to attend her mistress’s wishes; Vladimir hoped that particular wolfess was no traitor, just about anyone could be.


    Even Janoah, Ulf help me.


    Cora turned to the Grand Howler, “If we survive Amael’s bid tae overturn the Republic, Vladimir Oromov, Ah’ll be sure tae recommend you tae whatever new Bloodfang Den Father is elected in his place.”


    Vladimir bowed, “I merely serve this great Republic, Den Mother.”


    “Aye, as do we all.”


    *


    The Bloodfang Elder train whistled and bellowed, spurting clouds of acrid ash tumbling across the sunny platform. She had been turned around and was ready to go.


    As was Amael.


    “After you,” he told Janoah, leading her to the nearest carriage door, his queen.


    “Oh!” Janoah chirped airily, as if the matter had quite slipped her mind, “Amael, we need to get the Alpha’s carriage.”


    “I’ll take care of it, Jan.”


    “Be sure you do, it’s important.”


    “I know.”


    Smiling, Janoah reluctantly boarded the train – she could urge Amael no more without seeming irregular.


    Moving through the sumptuous lounge carriage at the head of Amael’s band of conspiratorial comrades, Janoah sat in a plush red chair facing a window and peered anxiously across the station platforms and parked trains. She could see the end of the Eisbrand train poking out beyond the others thanks to the extra ALPHA carriages tacked on.


    He’s right there, inside Josef’s carriage. Is he ready? Can he even stand up?


    It’s time to choose a side, Rafe. You promised to stand with me, whatever happens.


    Suddenly Janoah felt a disturbance in her corona, so familiar, but then it vanished. She looked up and saw the back of a rather tall Bloodfang Howler as he glided past, with pure white arms and tail.


    Before Janoah could think to call him over, the Elders drew her attention with some commotion.


    “Hummels!” one shouted.


    “Looks like trouble,” came another, pressing his nose to the windows on the opposite side to Janoah.


    “We should call this whole thing off.”


    “Don’t be a fool! It’s begun; we’ll do better to fight!”


    Janoah got up, “Calm yourselves, my Elders,” and crossed the carriage to observe the goings-on herself.


    Amael and two Den Guards were facing down some officious-looking Hummel Howlers that had obviously rushed to the station; their monos were still ticking over on the platform behind. Muffled, if clearly heated words followed as Amael explained his unexpected departure; some unspecified, but vital emergency demanded his presence in Bloodfang territory. He was leaving half his Elders here to vote whilst he returned to Lupa to see to the matter. In any case, if I want to go for a picnic in the woods, I’m a Den Father now and it’s none of Cora Hummel’s business!


    Or words to that effect, Janoah couldn’t quite make it out.


    Regardless, the flummoxed Hummels were powerless and dared not press a Den Father further.


    Turning his back on the Hummels, Amael flicked his paw ahead, signalling to someone. He then entered the lounge carriage and walked amongst his fellow conspirators.


    “We’re leaving,” he grunted soberly.


    Janoah pushed off the window, “What about the carriage?”


    “Carriage?”


    “The Alpha’s. We need to couple it to us.”


    “Forget it, Jan.”


    “But Amael it’s worth millions-”


    “I said forget it! Cora’s on her way over and if she knows I’ve gone already that means Flaid could be next. We can’t have a scene with him, it’ll be war.”


    Amael passed Janoah, heading deeper into the train, his followers in tow.


    Left alone, Janoah went to the opposite window and looked upon Josef’s carriage, her mind racing, heart pumping. She contemplated dashing across and fetching Rafe, or simply slipping off the train and letting Amael go.


    Suddenly the floor jolted beneath Janoah’s feet sending her stumbling her into a chair.


    We’re moving. Time’s up.


    Amael returned, smiling reassuringly; Janoah was rooted by his gaze, her paws kneading the arms of her chair.


    “Nervous?” Amael asked, sitting opposite.


    Janoah could but shrug and smile back. She felt sick to her stomach as Rafe’s carriage slowly passed, as if she were abandoning her own cub on a doorstep.


    She placed a paw on the window.


    Ignorant of the truth, Amael joked, “There goes a few million lupas.” Chuckling, he leant forward and grasped Janoah’s paws in his. “Don’t worry, my love, you’ll not want for anything once I’m your Emperor.”


    He leant across and kissed her; it felt empty, oh so empty.


    *


    “It’s going!”


    “NO IT’LL COME BACK. IT HAS TO COME BACK.”


    “It’s going, Rafe, I’m telling you.”


    Josef joined Olivia and Rafe at the carriage door. He removed his spectacles and watched the Bloodfang Elder Train chug away. “It is going,” he gasped. “Janoah, you treacherous maggot. She’s deserting us!”


    “NO SHE AIN’T!”


    “She’s left us to choke, Rafe! I knew she was with Amael. I should never have trusted her!”


    “SHUT UP!” Rafe bellowed at Josef, his voice echoing and distorting like a wolf in a giant steel pipe. His backpack exhaust ejected a tiny puff of ash. Breathing heavily the Eisenwolf thought a moment, ears swivelling. “SOMETHING MUST BE WRONG. SHE MUST BE IN TROUBLE. WE HAVE TO GO AFTER HER, JOSEF.”


    The cat spread his grey paws, “How? Can you drive a train? No!”


    “The van?” Olivia suggested, paws spread. “Well can’t we chase them in that?”


    “AYE!” Rafe said. “AYE, THE VAN. COME ON!”


    By the time Sara thought to join the commotion at the door everyone was dashing back inside the gloomy carriage, though it did not remain gloomy for long. Josef pulled a lever, chains and gears whirred, and the right wall of the carriage fell open like a drawbridge, gaping onto the platform and allowing light to flood in.


    “What on Erde?” Sara gasped, squinting. “Bruno, what’s going on?”


    “I GOTTA GO, SARA; THE ELDER TRAIN’S LEAVING WITHOUT ME.”


    Eldress Brynn was still tied to the van, so Bruno burnt through her supposedly Howler-proof bonds with a continuous snap of plasma from a single finger, like a blow-torch.


    “What’re you doing?” Brynn yelped.


    Picking the astonished Eldress up, Bruno set her aside.


    “TAKE HER,” he told Sara, “AND GO BACK TO YOUR MUM.”


    “Bruno-”


    “PLEASE! STAY SAFE, YEAH?”


    “Get away from her, you abomination!” Brynn growled, throwing aside what was left of the wire. “Sara, run! Ah’ll hold him off.”


    “Och, shut up!”


    “He could kill you with a touch!”


    “Aye, and you any time, but he didn’t!”


    Bruno looked to Brynn, then cupped an enormous iron-clad paw to Sara’s little cheek. “EVERYTHING’LL BE ALL RIGHT.”


    Despite her trepidation, Sara wrapped her arms around Bruno’s unyielding metallic body. “Be careful, Eisenwolf.”


    “I WILL.”


    Tossing aside the last securing chains, Josef started the ALPHA van with a shudder and a honk. “Rafe, get in!” he hissed out the window.


    With a casual salute at Sara and Brynn, Rafe clomped round to the back of the van and leapt inside with surprising grace. The moment the van doors slammed, Josef turned the steering wheel hard over and shunted straight through the boxes and barrels that had served mostly as a disguise.


    As the van passed Sara, she saw Olivia rise up in the passenger seat and wave!


    “Olivia!” Sara called, giving chase. “Oliviaaa!”


    The van screeched down the carriage’s ramp and pulled away amidst a pall of ash, leaving Sara coughing in its wake. It sped across the station and down a cobblestone ramp onto the road, pursuing the fleeing Elder Train via the nearest street through Hummelton.


    “Don’t forget me, Bruno Claybourne,” Sara said, watching the van disappear over a bridge. “Nae yourself.”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 54


     


    Chakaa Nurka stroked the white moth hanging on his shoulder as he scrutinised Montague and Penny Buttle working the Nimbus’ controls. Monty gently turned the wheel, increasing thrust to the left or right engine as appropriate to maintain course; Penny, meanwhile, played the controls like a strange musical instrument, pulling wire cords that in their turn inflated felitium bags or dropped ballast.


    Nurka had studied the blueprints and felt he had a grasp of the workings, enough to spot signs of sabotage. “Why are you dropping so much ballast?” he rasped, grabbing Penny’s paw.


    She turned to him and replied primly, “Because, Mr. Nurka, we’re losing lift. The Howlers probably put some holes in us as we took off.”


    “Is it serious?” Nurka interrogated further.


    Monty took that one. “No,” he said proudly, turning the shining durametal wheel; the rolling Everdor landscape beyond the tremulous windows shifted as the ship turned. “In previous ships maybe, they had just a dozen or so big lifting bags, but Nimbus here has over a hundred. Takes a lot longer to pop a hundred balloons than twelve, eh? Haha!” The hostage winked at his captor, “Don’t worry, sir, we’ll drop your bally leaflets, though not if you stop me wife from keeping us airborne! Paws off the merchandise, if you please.”


    Nurka looked sideways at the semi-jolly and always polite Monty. It was almost as if the cat was on side! His wife’s face, however, was remained thunderous.


    “Reg?” Nurka said, turning to the rat.


    “Sounds right to me,” he replied.


    Satisfied he was not being tricked, Nurka released his iron grasp and Penny continued her work.


    “Held hostage by a hyena twice in twelve months,” she complained, tugging a cord and watching a dial spin. The airship noticeably rose, Nurka could feel it. “If this is how you hyenas conduct yourselves, Mister Nurka,” Penny went on, “you’ll receive no sympathy from me.”


    “I do not expect sympathy from a spoilt catess raised in luxury, nor do I seek it.”


    Monty huffed, “This ‘spoilt catess’ could help you; she has influence with her cousin the Queen of Felicia, after all.”


    “Does she?” Nurka said, incredulous. “Yet your Queen does not let you fly your ‘infernal contraptions’ over her city.”


    “Well no.”


    “So not very much influence!” Nurka surmised.


    Penny asked, “You hyenas have leaders too, don’t you?”


    “Yes. The Matriarchs, and our Queen.”


    “And sometimes they are swayed by misguided council from jealous and ambitious sorts, are they not?”


    Nurka sighed, “Perhaps.”


    “Well, the same has occurred to my cousin regarding Monty’s balloons. But as Queen, and what’s more Empress of many foreign lands and races who are not cats, she’s well-used to local customs and complex territorial issues. She’s always sympathetic to the plight of the natives.”


    “Natives, Madam?” Nurka growled in offence.


    “Yes, local conquered folk.”


    “Oh I see! Spear-chucking barbarians like me, is that it?”


    Penny wouldn’t be drawn on semantics. “Sir, if the hyenas had sent a delegation to Felicia with such evidence as you have shown me, my cousin would have pressured Lupa to treat your people fairly. If such… such appalling things as is on those papers are truly occurring then I do sympathise, and wholly, but kidnapping and terrorism and all that THORN has done is no way to go about winning hearts and minds-”


    “By the Wind, just fly your ship, madam!”


    “We could end this now and sensibly. We’ll turn right around and fly straight to Queens Town. You’ll be under Felician law there and quite safe. We can then sail to Felicia and present a case-”


    “Madam cat, do I look like a fool?” Nurka rasped, his purple eyes alight. “Your cousin and her council would not interfere in Wolfen affairs even if I took them on a tour of the disgusting conditions in the Reservations myself! The trade links between Lupa and Felicia are too valuable to disturb over some ‘natives’. Now I will not say it again; be silent and fly, or you will shortly be put out a window and I will pull those cords myself!”


    “If you believe that then why are we dropping your pamphlets at all? What good will they do?”


    “Just do as he says, Sweetpea,” Monty advised calmly.


    “But Monty-”


    “Penelope Buttle, be quiet! Please!”


    Penny tugged on a cable extra hard, venting both gas and her fury. “Humph!”


    The mighty, labyrinthine-cloaked Themba trudged into the gondola with his kristahl hammer. “Chief.”


    “Themba, have you prepared the… the leaflets?” Nurka asked, sliding a paw under his hyena-skull-shaped helmet to nurse his head.


    A nod, as Themba equated leaflets as code for black-imperium. “You all right, chief?” he whispered, glancing at the cats, then at his fellow hyenas standing guard. “I heard shouting.”


    “Fine. Fine. Just… tired.”


    After a moment’s thought, Themba leant close. “You should rest. Let me take over.”


    Nurka grunted negatively and clapped a paw on Themba’s huge spotty arm. “The Howler,” he said, focusing. “Did they find him?”


    “That’s what I came for; Madou’s got him.”


    “Dead?”


    Themba shook his head and beckoned through the door.


    The stocky Madou escorted a similarly-built, blonde-furred Howler down the main walkway. The wolf’s arms were bound with wire, and so infirm was he from his many grievous injuries that Madou had to help him stumble painfully into the Gondola, whereupon he balanced on one leg, his other foot barely touching the floor. Despite his lack of stature and crippling wounds, the Howler stood chin up and chest out, as nobly and proudly as he could.


    Before Nurka could say a word, Penny whirled round and gasped, “Linus!” She tugged on her husband’s sleeve. “Monty, it’s Howler Linus!”


    “Linus? What do you mean? Oh!”


    “Monty, Penny,” Linus replied. “Don’t be afraid.”


    “Oh Linus, what’ve they done to you?” Penny mewed, her gloved paws finding her cheeks.


    “Acquainted are we?” Nurka rasped, looking between all concerned. “Small world.”


    “Brute!” Penny scolded him. “Brutes, all of you!”


    “Be quiet and fly, madam!”


    “I will not! Not if this is how you carry on!” Penny insisted, clutching at her dress, “I’ll… I’ll… why I’ll not pull another cord, and nor will my husband! I absolutely will not stand for this.”


    “Sweetpea-”


    “Shut up, Monty!” Penny hissed, then to the hyenas, “If you’re going to hurt anyone you might as well make good your threat and throw me overboard!”


    “Now Penny-”


    “Stand up for yourself, Monty! Really, I mean it!”


    Glancing at Nurka, Themba stomped over to the cats and grabbed Penny by the arm. “As you wish!”


    “Let me go, you brute! Let me go!”


    “I say, paws off!” Monty said. “Let her go-oof!”


    Themba shoved him away and holding Penny fast dragged her towards the gondola’s left side door. “We had best lighten the load, Madam. Out you go!”


    “No!” Linus barked. “Please, leave her, be!”


    “Themba!” Nurka snapped, the white moth fluttering at his shoulder. “That’s enough.”


    Grinning broadly, as if this were all an exhilarating game, Themba indicated to Reg. “The rat can fly us, Chief, him and yourself. We do not need these insufferable cats, even less the Howler weighing us down.”


    Nurka reiterated, “Behave yourself.”


    At length, Themba released Penny back to Monty’s care with a flick of the paws and a menacing growl.


    The cats embraced each other.


    “This Howler might matter to somebody,” Nurka said, looking to Linus. “He certainly matters to our pilots. Another hostage cannot hurt.”


    Themba pushed the cats back towards the controls. “Get back to work! Go on!”


    Monty led Penny back to the controls and they corrected course, engines revving and cords tugging. As the landscape shifted like a painted theatre backdrop being rolled onto set, a distinctly grey smudge panned into centre stage, like a distant, low-lying cloud.


    No cloud, but surely a town– Hummelton Town.


    “That’s it!” Nurka woofed, walking to the window. “That’s Hummelton.” He looked to the cats. “How far away is it?”


    Silence.


    “How far, cat!”


    “Not sure,” Monty replied at length, tapping the altimeter. “At this height we can see maybe… fifty miles.”


    Nurka searched the sea of twirling dials himself. “What’s our speed?”


    Monty glared at him, but said, “Faster than it says. The wind is at our tail. I’d say we’re about half hour out from Hummelton.”


    “Good. Good.”


    A brief quiet.


    “We’re rather early, wouldn’t you say?” Monty hazarded, chin up. “We’re not expected to fly over until noon. Might they not think something amiss-”


    “Hah! Good! Let the wolves be surprised!” Nurka laughed, turning to Themba. “Check on the others, make sure the bl… that everything is in order.”


    “Chief.”


    Staring at Linus and shoulder-barging him on the way past, Themba tramped out the gondola and down the walkway, passing under the gas balloons arcing overhead, like a triumphal arch made of marshmallows.


    Stroking his quivering moth to calm it, Nurka addressed the similarly quivering cats. “If you do not want to incur Themba’s temper again, leave the politics to me and speak only when spoken to.”


    “He’s a brute, sir, as are you!” Penny snuffled from the control panels.


    “And these Howlers who kill hyena cubs, Madam,” Nurka replied, gesturing at Linus, “are they brutes too?”


    Linus frowned under his helmet, but kept his tongue.


    “Yes, if true, then they are,” Penny admitted.


    “Then you see, Themba and I have merely risen to the occasion.”


    “Lowered yourselves, you mean. Two wrongs do not make right, Mister Nurka, and Linus here is a good wolf, he is no killer of anyone let alone cubs.”


    Linus’s frown abated somewhat.


    “He is a Bloodfang, madam, amongst the most fearful and brutal of the packs, do not doubt it,” Nurka argued, walking over to Linus, paws behind his back. He stepped left and right, inspecting the intruder, “Your pack seems to have given us the most trouble of all, Howler Linus, from Red-mist to our own Prince Noss, yours is a nest of traitors and deceivers-”


    “The Bloodfangs are loyal to the Republic.”


    “Even Amael?” Nurka seethed triumphantly, purple eyes widening deep in the sockets of his helmet. “You must know of his treachery to have even come here, Howler, there is no other way you can have known where to come.”


    “Not at all. Many know by now and they are ready. Amael will fail, as will you-”


    Madou grabbed the scruff of the wolf’s neck and pulled his head back, “Silence, scum!”


    “No, no, Madou, let’s have none of that,” Nurka said, glancing at Penny. “We hyenas are not ‘brutes’.”


    “No, Chief,” Madou replied, releasing Linus. The wolf glanced at him.


    “You’re strong,” Nurka observed, leaning close. “I can feel your corona, Linus; it crackles like… Red-mist’s.”


    “As does yours, Chakaa.”


    “A compliment?” Nurka woofed, surprised.


    “No,” Linus denied. “Truth.”


    “Truth? Then whilst we’re about ‘truth’ are you alone?”


    “Yes.”


    “Liar! Howlers always work in pairs.”


    “My partner didn’t make it aboard.”


    “Then how did you?”


    “I jumped on the roof.”


    “And your partner?”


    “He was… too afraid,” Linus maintained.


    Nurka laughed hoarsely. “Too afraid. Hahahaaahaha!”


    Somewhat bemused by Nurka’s mirth, a thing he was not known for, Madou spoke up, “He’s telling the truth, Chief.”


    “How do you know, Madou?” Nurka snapped.


    “Because… because if there was anyone up there they’d be cutting air bags open to sink us, like this one was trying to before he fell. Our warriors did more damage by shooting at him; they put holes in everything. Luckily I stopped them or we would be crashing into the ground by now.”


    “Indeed.”


    Madou licked his lips and suggested, “You should let me take their rifles away, Chief. They don’t need them.”


    Nurka glanced at the two indignant-looking hyenas standing guard, then turned to the windows and the growing smudge that was Hummelton. “I think we can trust them now there’s nobody to shoot at, Madou.”


    Madou breathed deep, “Yes, Chief.” He looked at Linus, and drew his sword a little.


    Linus shook his head subtly.


    Reluctantly, Madou slid the sword back.


    “Nurka, this is beneath the noble hyenas,” Linus said.


    “Noble are we?”


    “Yes! Rufus, Red-mist, taught me many things about you. He always said the hyenas were wronged and I agree. Think about what you’re doing-”


    “By the Wind, Howler, I’ve thought about nothing else these past moons,” Nurka replied tiresomely. “Do you honestly think you’re going to change my mind?”


    “And how is your mind, Chakaa, flooded with purple-imperium?” Linus said. “Do you even know what you’re about anymore?”


    “I have never been more lucid.”


    “Then listen! The Den Fathers have been warned, nobody will even be down there. Hummelton will be evacuated. You’ll look like a mad fool and nothing more.”


    “Oh? Yet here you are trying, failing, to stop me.”


    Linus had no answer to that, save, “I’m merely the insurance policy; others are working below. Amael Balbus will not get away. It’s over.”


    Nurka strode back and forth, stroking his moth, snorting, tail flicking, then in a fit of temper turned and thrust his skull-face into Linus. “Amael is nothing to me!” he seethed furiously. “And even if Hummelton is deserted, the point is it will remain so, uninhabitable forever. The plantations too will be rendered toxic as we pass over, just as the land in the hyena reservations has been by centuries of ashen rain, only this will be a thousand times worse. Where will your Den Fathers go, hmm? Back to Lupa? Let them scurry away! They will starve soon enough. Forget white-imperium shortages, Howler, your kind will squabble over mere food come the winter. The desperate little beasts will no longer be cowed when their bellies are growling. They will rise up against you, and Amael and Nikita, or even your Den Fathers, whoever is victorious, will preside over a warring wasteland. Wolfkind will live as roaches on a pile of ash whilst we hyenas return to the wilds where we belong!”


    Silence, but for the propellers.


    “By Ulf, Nurka, just listen to yourself,” Linus spat in disgust. “Like a cub throwing a tantrum.”


    Nurka stepped back, blinking at the rebuke.


    Linus looked past him. “Did you hear that, Monty and Penny?” he called. “Rendered uninhabitable, he said! We’ll all starve to death! I know you wouldn’t help him do such a thing for all the honey in Hummelton. What’s he told you, that they’re dropping silly propaganda leaflets? All these years of planning for some door-to-door sales pitch, don’t make me laugh-offaaagh!”


    Furious, Nurka silenced Linus with a plasmatic punch to the gut, bending him double.


    “They’ve… got… black… imperi-gagh-aaagh!” Linus wheezed, as Nurka kicked him in the side with a second plasmatic blast, sending him flying against the wall. “Gaagh! Cagh! Pleh!”


    Madou stood by, one paw fondling his sword hilt, sweat dripping off his nose. He was a moment from acting when Penny stepped in.


    “Mister Linus!” she shrieked, running over and falling upon the squirming, smouldering Howler. “Stop it, you brute!” she scolded Nurka. “Stop it this instant! We’ll do whatever you want, just leave him be!”


    The furious, panting Nurka whirled away. “See… see how they lie, madam?” he rasped, pointing and laughing. “Black-imperium, he says! This wolf is so confounded by Lupan propaganda he believes us to be the monsters, not they who slaughter us like silkworms! You saw the leaflets. You saw them, didn’t you? Say you saw them!”


    “Yes! Yes I did!”


    “And do you think we’d print out a million leaflets of lies just to deceive two puny cats?”


    “No!”


    “Then you will fly this ship?”


    “Yes, of course! I’ll do whatever you want, just don’t kill him! Please! No more violence.”


    Nurka looked to a gulping Madou then down on the weeping Penny. “Nobody need die, Madam, as long as you cooperate. Now back to your post.”


    Leaving the groaning Linus where he lay, Penny slunk reluctantly back to the controls, her dress stained with Linus’s blood. She looked at Monty, unable to speak for tears and shock but conveying her wide-eyed horror.


    “Don’t try anything,” Reg warned them. “I’m watching you.”


    “Is it true, Reg old boy?” Monty sniffed. “Are we carrying the black stuff?”


    “Look, just stay on course, Monty. It’ll be over soon.”


    “Answer me, sir!”


    “It’s just leaflets! That’s all it is. The Howler’s a filthy liar. They all are.”


    “Not Howler Linus,” Monty maintained stiffly, reaching across and taking Penny’s paw. “Right, Sweetpea?”


    “Right you are, dear.”


    “Ready?”


    “If you are Monty.”


    With a nod from each cat, Monty turned the wheel as fast he could and Penny tugged every cable in reach.


    “What’re you doing?” Reg piped. “Stop it! Get off the controls! Nurkaaaa!”


    Monty shoved the rat away and continued to spin the wheel until it was hard over. The Nimbus trembled, lurched, its engines whining in pain as the outside world rolled and tipped at a crazy angle. Nurka, Madou and the two other hyenas stumbled across the gondola, clinging to poles and cables, whilst Linus slid to the far side and into the wall.


    The ship groaned metallic groans, cables snapped and felitium bags split, but Monty clung to the wheel with Penny.


    “I love you Monty!”


    “Hold on, Sweetpea. Hold on!”


    *


    A white, open-topped Hummel car pulled up in a green field. Inside were Grand Howler Vladimir Oromov and the Consort Angus, husband of Cora.


    “There it is,” Vladimir said, standing up in the open car and shielding his eyes.


    Angus stood up as well.


    Together he and Vladimir watched a distant silver lozenge twist and dip alarmingly.


    “It’s going down!” Angus woofed excitedly. “Hahaaa your boys did it!”


    “Maybe, sir,” Vladimir replied guardedly.


    Several trucks rumbled across the grass, passing the white car and parking nearby. Each one drew an artillery piece behind it; handsome green and white-painted imperium cannons that resembled antiques compared to the modern vehicles that towed them.


    Crews hopped from the back of the trucks, little beasts one and all. Rats, mice, rabbits and more, dressed in smart white military uniforms with tall hats. They were not Politzi, as far as Vladimir understood matters, but rather members of Hummel’s little beast army; the Everdor Guard. Hummel always was a little different to the Lupan packs, but with such a large territory to police they needed lesser beasts to behave, even participate. What better way than to make them feel valued and included by allowing them to fight for their own country?


    The idea had merit.


    One day they might even give their little beasts a vote, Vladimir chuckled in his head.


    Some of the wee beasts were armed with ram-rods, others carried imperium charges and cannon balls. They set about decoupling the artillery from the trucks and lining them up at Angus’ instruction, each pointing at the distant dirigible. The charges of imperium and cannon balls were piled up and rammed down the barrels, in that order.


    “Stand ready, lads!” Angus commanded, peering through some silver binoculars. “She’s still well out of range.”


    Vladimir looked behind at the walls of Hummelton and the ancient Den towering at its heart. He could hear distant music and fanfare.


    The opening ceremony had begun.


    *


    “Yes it’s all true,” Adal said, his white face all but glowing in the dark alcove, like a disembodied theatre mask.


    Even as Howlers passed behind, busily heading to and from the Opening Ceremony, Cora was unable to keep herself from spluttering, “Adal, this is outrageous even for you!”


    “I had no choice but to stay silent, Cora.”


    “You could have come tae me! We’re old friends-”


    “And you’d have sat on it, would you?” Adal derided quickly, and with uncompromising gall. “Not investigated, arrested, nor breathed a word to any beast?”


    Silence.


    “No, thought not.”


    The tall, black Cora loomed over the short, brown and white Adal, “Ah could have cancelled the flyover, or set an ambush for THORN at the Buttle’s farm. Anything!”


    Adal smirked, “Cora, you forget I didn’t know about THORN’s method of delivering our deaths, only the date. All that was known is that they had black-imperium and would use it today; everything else was a mystery. The rabbit you arrested has confirmed what Prefect Janoah only presumed. She’s very clever that Janoah. She and Vladimir between them cracked this case wide open; ALPHA will not forget or forsake them, nor should the Republic at large.”


    Cora was unable to find fault with Adal’s smooth reasoning, except to say, “If the Republic even survives your reckless gamble, Adal.”


    “Everything’s in paw, Cora,” he assured her.


    Their clandestine meeting concluded, Cora and Adal swept back into the sunlight, climbing the wooden steps and rejoining the Den Fathers; Thorvald, Flaid and the Bloc pair, along with their ever-present Den Guard.


    Amael was conspicuously absent.


    The remaining leaders were seated in the highest tier of a grandstand, one of many erected in a rectangle within Hummelton Den’s extensive grounds. The many lesser Elders, Howlers and other relative riffraff sat in the tiers below. Then came Freiwolves, then little beasts, swarms of them, clustering like so many bees. After the ceremony, the Howlers would go about amusing themselves in town whilst the Den Fathers and Elders would take their place inside the Den’s great hall and get down to serious business – debating motions and voting.


    Unless we’re all gassed, Cora thought.


    As she sat amongst her equals, watching the uniformed Everdor Guard blissfully parading and trumpeting down below, Cora’s mind and heart secretly raced. She scanned the sky for the balloon and kept looking to Den Father Flaid seated nearby – the big wolf was still here and outwardly perfectly at ease.


    If Adal was to be believed, Flaid numbered among the conspirators. Yet he had not fled like Amael. Was he innocent, outwitted, or suicidal?


    “Now we watch,” Adal whispered to Cora.


    “And pray,” she growled out the side of her mouth.


    “If you must,” Adal sighed. “To the Wind god perhaps? He might blow THORN’s dirigible off course, though you can bet the hyenas aboard are praying just the opposite and the Wind is their god, not ours.”


    Cora prayed to Ulf – as she did so a paw clapped on her shoulder. The Den Mother looked round and up, as if expecting Ulf himself to have appeared, a shining saviour.


    Not Ulf, just a short black wolfess in a green blazer.


    “Sara?”


    “Mum.”


    “Where’ve you been all this time? Where’s Brynn?”


    “Around,” Sara said vaguely, and not a little angrily. “Mum can we talk?”


    Cora glanced about. “Nae now. Sara, you have tae leave town. Your sisters have already been sent away. Ah want you tae look after them.”


    “But-”


    “Behave and obey me for once in your life!” Cora hissed, pulling Sara down onto her seat.


    Adal leant over, “Why if it isn’t the young reporter!”


    “Reporter?” Cora said.


    Sara excused, “Long story, Mum.”


    “Tall story,” Adal corrected. Raising his snout at the horizon, he added surreptitiously, “Don’t look now, but I spy a balloon.”


    *


    As the world beyond the gondola windows spiralled and dipped like a mad fairground ride, Nurka pushed off a metal pole and climbed the sloping floor, defying the twisting forces that would have sent any lesser beast tumbling. In a few imperium-charged steps he was on the wheel and peeling first Penny and then Monty from it.


    “Get off you fools!” he snarled.


    Penny reeled across the gondola, but Monty snatched a pole and immediately came to wrestle with Nurka.


    “No!” he mewed. “I won’t… let… you!”


    Pfzzt!


    Nurka simply ejected the cat across the gondola with a blast of plasma.


    “Monty!” Penny cried, as her husband fell smouldering to the deck and rolled limply into a support pole.


    Nurka watched the fallen cat a moment, before turning the wheel back, paw over paw, to its default position. The airship slowly stopped spiralling, but the dials were still dropping.


    “Reg!” Nurka called, casting his eyes over the confusing controls and whirring dials. “Reg, help me!”


    The nimble rat scurried to the helm, whereupon he tugged levers, pulled cables and generally restored order. Most of the dials stopped spinning rapidly anticlockwise and reversed to a sedate clockwise motion.


    Once the ship had calmed down, the rat breathed, “Turn us west, Nurka.”


    Panting beneath his skull helm more from fear than effort, Nurka picked out the compass from the many indicators and gently turned the wheel until ‘W’ wobbled into view. Outside, Hummelton swung round, and it was closer than ever. Nurka could see smoke rising from chimneys and distant glistening windows catching the sun. Even when locked in a mad death-spiral the wind had still been blowing the Nimbus rapidly closer to the countryside conurbation, like a boat caught inexorably in a current.


    “Hahahahaaahaha!” Nurka laughed. It was the freest laugh to ever escape the uncommonly reserved hyena’s throat; it disturbed even his own sensibilities. Rubbing his face under his helmet and sobering up, he glanced behind and located Madou, who was pulling himself to his feet after the mad tumble.


    “Madou!” Nurka called. “Go check on Themba and the others. Make sure they’re all right. I’ll stay here.”


    The chief tugged the cable he had seen Penny use to dump water and thus increase lift, the ship noticeably rose.


    “Madou?” he urged.


    Nurka looked round just as Madou pressed his kristahl sword against his chieftain’s broad zigzag-cloaked back.


    “Sorry, Chief,” he said.


    “Madou, what is this?”


    Howler Linus, meanwhile, had slipped his no doubt ineffectual bonds. Sitting by the wall, he held Nurka’s other two hyenas at bay with his pistol.


    “Don’t move,” the Howler advised them. He threw them his wire bonds, “One of you tie the other with that, please.”


    The two hyenas stood defiantly still.


    “Do it!” Madou barked at them. “Or I’ll kill Nurka!”


    “Nobody move!” Nurka commanded over all. “Madou… Madou, listen to me-”


    “Shut up, Chief!” Madou replied.


    He shoved Reg stumbling away – the puny rat could do nothing to help, as was ever a little beast’s lot.


    “It’s over, Chief,” Madou continued. “Come on. Step away from the wheel.”


    Nurka only gripped the wheel more firmly. “When did they turn you? Was it when they tortured you?”


    “No Chief.”


    “You cannot believe their promises, Madou.”


    “Nobody made any promises, Chief.”


    “Was it money?”


    “Not money, not promises… just my own conscience. I’m listening to it, at last. So should you-”


    “Conscience? You’re a traitor, turncloak!”


    Madou pushed his sword closer. “You’re the one betraying our people! Prince Noss is right; no civilised race would do what we’re about to do! Noss raised us, made us what we are, and you have betrayed his teachings! We all have.”


    “Perhaps,” Nurka admitted. “But you’re the one who struck him down, Madou.”


    “I wish I hadn’t! I wish I’d struck Arjana instead!”


    “By the Wind! Do you even know what you’re saying?”


    Madou took a sharp breath. “I was with you, Nurka. Every raid, every battle, every… every burning second on the rack; I suffered for our cause. The wolfen Den Fathers can all rot, I’d be happy to kill them myself, with my own paws, because they know what goes on in the Reservations! They must know.”


    Linus’s ears twisted, but he said nothing.


    “But not everyone is guilty, Chief,” Madou sniffed, “not Rufus, or Tomek, or Linus there, and the Wind knows the little beasts are innocent. They suffer as we do. If we kill every mother and cub and harmless old beast, along with a guilty few, our people will be exiles from civilisation itself. Even the ancestors will turn their backs on us!”


    Purple eyes flitting, Nurka cooed, “Madoouuu, there is no other way. No other way! By the Wind, brother, do you think I have not considered all this a thousand times? I’ve not slept easy for months!”


    “Well maybe you should’ve asked for a second opinion! Like mine! Maybe if you had trusted me, told me from the beginning what you and Arjana had in mind, we wouldn’t be here now because I would have said what I am saying now!”


    “And then where would we be now? Twiddling our thumbs on the Reservation?”


    “We’d have found another way. We’ll find another way. There’s still time.”


    “Wake up Madou!”


    “No, Nurka, I’m the one awake; it’s you who you needs wake up, you and Themba. The chunta is clouding your minds, you know it’s true! I’ve been off it for some months. I feel… better. I see and think clearer. I’m a changed beast-”


    “Hahahahaaaahahah!” Nurka laughed.


    “It’s true!”


    “So you defile your body with white-imperium and now you’re better than us? What shall we do, blasphemer, land and give up? Say we’re sorry? We will be executed on the spot if we’re lucky or fed to the ants if we’re not! Now put that sword down, Chakaa, or else run me though!”


    “So be it, Nurka! So be it!”


    “No!” Penny shouted. “No more! I won’t stand for it!”


    Both Nurka and Madou’s rounded hyena ears pricked, as did Linus’s triangular set.


    “Drop your leaflets, Mister Nurka,” Penny said. “Drop your leaflets and only the leaflets, as you said to Monty. Make this a peaceful protest, an honourable one. No killing, no fighting, rise above it all. You can do it, all of you, and you’ll be remembered as heroes, not villains.” She looked down on the unconscious Monty and stroked his whiskered face. “My dear Monty fought in many wars you know, subduing the native races of the Feline continent. He used to be a warrior, just like you all, a soldier of Felicia, of our Queen. But he gave it all up to fight for truth and reason and… and progress. That’s why I fell in love with him, he wasn’t like everyone else. You don’t have to be like everyone else either. You can be better than them. Show them all up. You can!”


    The longest time passed, Nurka studied Linus, Madou, and especially Penny as she cradled her husband.


    Running his paws up inside his helmet Nurka clutched his aching head. “Grrraaaaagh!” he groaned. “Madooou… Madou, do you think that… perhaps I… that we….”


    The chief’s voice trailed curiously off as he focused on several puffs of ash erupting from the fields ahead. From the direction of the silent explosions came several blurred streaks of yellow, racing towards the gondola in all of a few seconds.


    “Artillery?” said Reg.


    Then the window in front of the hapless rat exploded inwards.


    Ka-fssssfgh!


    Reg instantly disappeared amidst a metallic cacophony of carnage, as did the two hyenas Linus was holding at bay. Ears and eyes momentarily overwhelmed from the ferocious blast and rush of whistling air, Linus didn’t even see or hear what exactly happened to the three, all he saw now was a gaping hole in the gondola where once they had been.


    In the chaos, Nurka ducked round and blasted Madou away, thumping both plasmatic fists to his gut. The stocky hyena flew across the deck and slammed into the wall.


    “Oaaghagh!”


    As Madou fell unconscious, the damaged right side of the gondola collapsed further, the metal bending away, as if being peeled open from below by a curious giant.


    Linus scrabbled backwards as the floor beneath him gave way to deadly a slope of oblivion. It advanced faster than the Howler’s wounded body allowed him to move! Thinking fast, the crippled wolf limped and lurched across to a pole and latched on with his half-useful arms, overcoming the agony to cling on as the flimsy floor deserted him.


    “Gaagh!”


    Beneath Linus’s flailing boots the green fields of Everdor rolled by; roads, houses, a sparkling river; his pistol slipped through his fumbling bloodied fingers and spiralled away.


    “Madou!” he yelped, slipping. “Help me! Madou!”


    “Linus!” Penny shouted, pulling the unconscious Monty away. “Linus, hold on!”


    Calming his loyal pepper moth fluttering worriedly at his shoulder, Nurka seized the wheel and turned the Nimbus firmly towards Hummelton.


    More puffs of smoke; shells rumbled by, most missing, but a glancing blow was struck to the left underside of the balloon, tearing the fabric and smashing one of the durametal ribs. The whole skeleton of the ship quivered, the wheel vibrating in Nurka’s hefty hyena paws. Sparks rained down over the fields and thick support cables flopped out through the flapping canvas, trailing like the tentacles of a black jellyfish.


    Very quickly smoke began to billow from the burning hole torn in the Nimbus.


    Fire!


    Breathing hard and fast, Nurka pulled cables and pushed levers, upping the lift and thrust; despite the damage the Nimbus responded, gaining speed and height. Shells screamed by below, missing entirely this time. Hummelton grew ever larger and dominated the horizon; town houses, bridges, and the Den rising at its heart, all took shape.


    It was time.


    Glancing back at the groaning Madou and wondering what to do with him, Nurka saw Themba enter the Gondola, hammer in paw. The big hyena took in the devastation, the gaping hole in the floor being most disconcerting.


    “Chief?” he shouted worriedly, the wind whistling through the floor and up his cloak.


    “Everything ready back there?” Nurka replied.


    “Yes!”


    Nodding, Nurka gestured with his paws. “Give me your hammer!”


    Themba silently obeyed; Nurka passed him his fluttering moth for safekeeping.


    Then the chief turned and unceremoniously smashed the wheel up, bending and warping it with several blows. He tried to turn it – it was jammed fast.


    Good, nobody could alter course now.


    Satisfied, Nurka swapped the hammer for the moth. Then he disarmed Madou, flicking his sword into the gulf – it passed within inches of Linus flailing below.


    “Stay here and… and watch Madou, he’s not well,” Nurka told Themba. “Don’t let him or anyone else touch the controls.” He went to said controls and tugged one of the cables, “Pull this cord to raise us if we get too low. All right?”


    Themba nodded.


    “It’s time, Themba,” Nurka said, walking over to him.


    Another nod, a gulp. “You should let me do it,” Themba said, looking slightly away. “The tribe will need you. What good am I to anyone without you?”


    Nurka grasped both Themba’s arms, “Don’t worry, Themba. I’m not going anywhere.”


    “But… but the black-imperium. I thought you said-”


    “You’ll see. Stay here.”


    “Help him!” Penny screamed, gesturing at Linus scrabbling uselessly below. With all his wounds the Howler was unable to gain a purchase, his bloodied boots slipping on the metal, his strength failing fast.


    Nurka stared, eyes narrowing in contemplation.


    “Please!” the cat begged of Nurka. “He could have shot you where you stood, but he didn’t! Please!”


    “Themba… pull the Howler up,” Nurka commanded.


    “Chief?”


    “Don’t argue, just do it!”


    “By the Wind, what-”


    “If you love me you’ll do as I command!” Nurka said, cupping a paw to Themba’s helmet-clad cheek. “And… you will forgive me.”


    Exiting the gondola, Nurka dashed down the main walkway towards the tail of the now smoke-filled interior of Nimbus, his striking zigzagged cloak being the last thing to vanish in the thickening haze.


    Baffled, worried, but obedient, Themba walked gingerly over to Penny and the hole torn in the gondola.


    “Down there!” she told the massive hyena, as cannon fire rushed by once again.


    Another strike sent the Nimbus trembling and rocking.


    “Oh!” Penny mewed. “It may not matter soon! She won’t hold together much longer!”


    Silently grasping a support pole, Themba peered into the breach and spied the wolf Nurka had sent him to rescue; the Howler looked back with desperate baby-blue eyes.


    “Quickly!” Penny urged, shouting. “Linus! Linus, he’s going to help you!”


    Themba leant down and extended his kristahl hammer towards this Linus. Unable to hear a thing for the whistling wind, the wolf fully expected to be poked or blasted off to his doom. All he could see was Penny’s mouth moving and a giant hyena looming over him, those purple eyes alight with menace and hatred.


    Yet the hammer stayed put. Was this a lifeline?


    Taking his chances, Linus extricated his best arm from the pole first and latched onto the hammerhead, then his rather weaker arm followed.


    “Gahffffgh!”


    All the hours in the Riddle Den’s gym, all the pain and sacrifices combined with the mixed blessings of imperium, granted Linus Mills the strength to cling on despite such fatigue and agony as he had never before known. Pushing with his good leg he scaled the wobbling metal slope with Themba’s aid and collapsed about the deck.


    “Thank… you!” he panted.


    Themba backed off, cut the air with a paw, and turned away. “I do not understand what Nurka is doing, but-”


    Ka-crack!


    Themba whirled round, his blood spattering against the gondola windows. The big beast fell upon the crooked wheel, then to the floor, chest heaving, paw clutching his body.


    Penny screamed.


    The exhausted Linus looked up and saw Uther standing in the entrance to the gondola, the barrel of his Greystone rifle smouldering. With Themba downed he calmly turned to the stirring Madou and went to unceremoniously bayonet him where he sat!


    “No!” Penny shrieked, throwing herself in the way. “No, Howler! Don’t!”


    “Out the way, marm!”


    “Uther?” the cat squeaked. “Uther is that you?”


    “Aye! Now step aside, marm!”


    “I absolutely will not, sir. He’s a friend of Linus!”


    Uther looked to Linus, who nodded, then collapsed about the deck. Puzzled beyond words, the Wild-heart lowered his rifle and went to him.


    “Mate?”


    “Uther,” Linus grunted, as his partner cradled him. He looked to Themba. “He… he saved my life. They… both did. Don’t kill them, Uther.”


    “What’re you on about?” Uther squawked. “They’re the ones from the refinery!”


    “I know. I know, but… grrrffgh! I think… agh….”


    “Don’t talk,” Uther chided. “Shut up and lay still. You look like krap, mate, and that’s no joke.”


    Linus grabbed Uther’s sinewy black arm, “The other one, Nurka,” he spluttered, “he w-www-went to the back of the s-sss-ship. The black-imperium is down that way.”


    “Aye, but it looks like we’re going down, mate. Someone’s shooting us up bad. THORN’s already lost.”


    “No! No, we may s-sss-still pass over Hummelton.”


    “He’s right, Uther,” Penny agreed, crawling over. “The cannons seem to have stopped as well.”


    “They can’t aim… straight up,” Linus panted. “Cannon are not designed to shoot up at the sky. Nothing so dangerous ever flew… until today.”


    He laughed a little.


    “Where’s Nurka gone exactly?” Uther asked.


    “There’s a cargo hatch on the bottom deck, towards the back of the ship,” Penny said. “If he’s going to drop anything, it’ll be from there.”


    “Right.”


    The catess stood up and brushed down her dirty dress, “I’ll show you, Uther.”


    “No chance, marm, it’s too dangerous in there. Stay here, look after Linus and Monty.”


    “But-”


    “Please! I’ll find it. I always find my way.”


    Penny nodded.


    With that, Uther reloaded his rifle and made to leave, but Linus pulled him back.


    “Uther wait! Wait a m-mmm-minute.”


    “Yeah, mate?”


    “Just… think,” Linus spluttered, his body trembling as shock set in, shock from being shot, blasted and nearly falling to his death. “Think b-bbb-before… you… you act. But act… if you must.”


    “What?”


    “Just… I don’t quite know… I… Hahaha!”


    Frowning, Uther picked the delirious Linus up and set him down by the door. He removed his black Prefect’s cloak and laid it over him. “Rest mate. Penny’s here.”


    Grabbing his rifle, Wild-heart hurried into the smoky bowels of the Nimbus.


    *


    Vladimir watched the burning airship approach; the Hummel artillery pieces were now useless, being unable to aim higher than forty degrees or so, but they had made their mark on the dirigible.


    Was it enough?


    The little beasts turned their cannon around, ready to fire once the ship had passed overhead and into range on the other side, but Angus put paid to that idea.


    “Och, no! You’ll hit the town you fools!”


    Thus everyone stood helpless, heads craned skyward, as the airship passed overhead at surprising speed, like a great mechanical fish, belching smoke, propellers thrumming.


    Vladimir unconsciously covered his already grille-clad nose with a kerchief, as if that might guard against any cloud of deadly black-imperium – it would not. But there was as yet no such cloud, just light, hot, rising smoke that, to an experienced imperiologist like Vladimir, in no way resembled cold, dense, black-imperium vapours.


    Something strange did catch Vladimir’s eye. Fluttering white squares, like confetti, were raining down overhead.


    Paper?


    “What do you reckon?” Angus asked.


    “I think it’s going to make it,” Vladimir replied.


    “Aye, me too.”


    “It’s not dropping black-imperium, though.”


    “Aye, not yet anyway,” Angus puffed worriedly.


    After a few minutes, some of the mysterious papers made landfall and rolled across the fields, catching on the long grass.


    Vladimir chased one down and grabbed it.


    “Ah’m going back tae town,” Angus declared, climbing in the driving seat of the Hummel car. “You all stay here!” he told his bemused little beasts, some of whom were inspecting the tumbling papers for themselves.


    Against his better judgement, Vladimir hurried over and joined Angus in the car just as he was pulling away.


    “What’s that?” the Consort asked, glancing at the sheet in Vladimir’s paws.


    “Propaganda.”


    “Aye? Is that good news or bad news?”


    As the car turned onto the road, Vladimir looked up at the dirigible, “I’m not sure.”


    *


    “Hahaaaa!” old Thorvald gruffed, patting Den Father Flaid’s shoulder. “Look at that, young Flaid, a marvel of the modern age. Not even you Greystones have such a device.”


    “Indeed,” Flaid grunted, shuffling in his seat.


    A panicked Greystone Howler whispered something in his Den Father’s twitching brown ear, but Flaid irritably waved them away.


    The Howler backed slowly away, then ran down the steps.


    “What’s up with him, Flaid?” Thorvald asked.


    “Toilet.”


    “Hah! Indeed.” Old Thorvald checked his silver pocket watch. “Yes, I thought so; it’s early by an hour. Did you change the flyover time, Den Mother Cora?”


    “Nae,” Cora replied sharply, her fingers clawing at her seat.


    “Hmm, must be the wind behind her. Still, I would’ve thought Monty had taken that into account. Got chatting to him at the symposium, you know. Fascinating beast, ex-soldier, been to all sorts of places. Made me feel quite sheltered-”


    As Thorvald blathered on, ignorant of any danger, so the similarly uninformed crowds enthusiastically turned to witness the approaching spectacle.


    Not all were so ignorant.


    Cora and Adal watched tens of Howlers and Elders in the seating below begin to stand up and leave, pushing through the crowds with unseemly haste.


    By Ulf it’s true, Cora knew then. It’s all true. Thank Ulf I sent the girls away.


    Thorvald was right too, the balloon had come unexpectedly early even for the conspirators themselves. Did they know what it was carrying, that it was going to choke everyone, or was its arrival merely understood as a general signal for a THORN attack of some kind?


    Either way, Adal noted the faces and the names of all the Elders that dared to leave, consigning them to his mind – he knew every last one of them by heart. Den Father Flaid remained stoically seated and calm. Was he too proud to run, or simply not involved at all?


    To Adal’s frustration Flaid stoically remained unreadable.


    The Alpha looked down over the railing, watching Horst and Duncan most carefully. Neither moved a muscle, save to knock back beer and chat cheerfully to his neighbour in Duncan’s case, or, in the event of Horst, to bluster and tug pompously at his medals.


    All was well with them.


    Adal sat back, mind whirring. So, it’s just you, Nikita? Or has Silver played us all for fools. Maybe he’s in with Janoah and her pet Eisenwolf. Maybe Rafe will run the world once we’ve all rotted!


    The Alpha burst out laughing.


    “What’s so funny, Adal?” Cora hissed, as the balloon bore down on Hummelton, propellers fighting to be heard over the cheers of the crowds.


    “Nervous laughter, Cora,” the Alpha dismissed drily, looking up as the enormous sleek balloon eclipsed the morning sun. “Just nervous laughter.”


    Cora chuckled as well, “You’re nae gonna run then?”


    Adal just huffed and pulled down his ALPHA helmet, hoping against hope its white-imperium filter might yet protect him.


    *


    The smoke inside Nimbus was getting thicker as her canvas shell burnt away. Hurrying along, Uther spotted wind-fanned flames glowing to the right of the main walkway, just beyond the felitium bags.


    Suddenly one of the bags caught fire ahead of him, burst and deflated, falling limply on the walkway and staying Uther’s advance. However, the felitium within didn’t explode or even burn particularly, it was just the canvas on fire.


    Penny knew her stuff.


    Uther wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. Better these hyenas go down in flames! But, then again, Linus had said if the dirigible burned-up with black-imperium aboard it would be carried far and wide.


    Leaping over the burning canvas, Uther kept going.


    Wild-heart’s helmet filter guarded his lungs from the swirling smoke. However, unlike the three Chakaa and their modified Howler helmets, the ordinary hyenas aboard had no such protection, not even gas masks. But, even as they spluttered and choked in the smoky atmosphere, the THORN zealots fought on, some firing up at Uther from stairways with pistols and rifles, others charging wildly at him with their spears.


    Saving his last pellet for Nurka, Wild-heart engaged his lesser hyenas paw-to-paw, or rather rifle to spear. Parrying thrusts and then clubbing or plasmatically blasting them aside as they came at him, the THORN fanatics proved no match for a well-trained Howler.


    Twisting a final terrorist over the railing and not even stopping to watch him bounce off the gas bags below, Uther descended a compact spiralling staircase into the deepest reaches of the Nimbus.


    It was suddenly quieter, and, as with any fire, the air was clearer down low. It was easier to breathe, but easier to be seen as well. Uther kept his rifle ready as he crept speedily along the narrow walkways beneath the lowest gas bags, ready to stab, parry, club or even shoot, depending on who emerged to challenge him next.


    He felt nobody, but of course the un-afflicted hyenas had no auras to give them away.


    In the end Uther made a clear run. There was nobody back here. Why not? ‘Black-imperium’, Uther’s mind cheerfully replied, ‘Nurka’s sent everyone else far away so they don’t rot when he opens up the canisters… like you will.’


    Puh! Thank you brain.


    Parking his worries, Uther approached a silvery door. It was shut. Locked; there was no obvious locking mechanism, but the door felt wedged.


    Casting his eyes about for another way round, Uther quickly concluded there wasn’t. If the door was barred Nurka must be behind it.


    Slinging his rifle, Uther took a run up and shoulder-barged the door with all his might. To his yelp of surprise the door proved extremely light and flimsy. Breaking clean off its hinges it fell in two and Uther tumbled over the wreckage, flailing ungracefully into the dark space beyond.


    Rolling once, he immediately sprang to his feet with his rifle up and ready.


    The room was large, dark and with taping U-shaped walls consisting of the dirigible’s ribs and stretched canvas shell. There was a blinding, rectangular blue light in the middle of the floor.


    Not a light, but an opening to the sky beneath!


    Standing courageously by this heavenly abyss, bathed in blue and green light like some god, was Chakaa Nurka. He was armed only with stacks of paper in his paws. A speckled a white moth clung to his shoulder, like a suckling infant, its lovely wings ruffled by the wind.


    “Halt!” Uther barked, emerging from the gloom and taking aim at Nurka’s head.


    Nurka looked at him.


    “Don’t thumping move!” Wild-heart reiterated.


    Taking a deep breath, Nurka simply parted his paws and let the papers slip through his dark fingers. The majority fell through as a solid stack, but the top and bottom leaves instantly peeled away and fluttered about the room.


    Nurka stood, waiting for the end, paws trembling.


    Uther’s finger tickled the trigger, the immensely powerful Greystone rifle in his steady paws coming to within a whisker of blowing Nurka’s head clean off.


    No, something stayed Uther, the paw of Ulf, or Linus’s words, he was not quite sure what it was.


    “Paws up!” he commanded.


    Nurka remained quite still, watching the town of Hummelton pan below him, the crowds, the mighty towers of the Den, all passing within a few brief seconds, and with it went his last chance.


    He closed his eyes, “Thembaaaa… forgive me.”


    “I said paws up!” Uther reiterated. “Don’t think I’m gonna miss at this range, mate!”


    Suddenly, Nurka’s unnervingly bright purple irises focused on Uther. “If you will not kill me, Howler,” he pleaded, tears dripping out from under his helmeted chin, “then for the love of Mother Erde help me!”


    Uther’s brow twisted. His rifle lowered just a little and he heard himself utter, “What?”


    Nurka carefully gestured left and right, and the ominous canisters standing in the darkness, their spherical sides marked with single black X’s


    “Help me! Please!”


    *


    The dirigible thrummed over, low, fast and, the crowd at large came to realise, on fire!


    “By Ulf’s fangs!” Thorvald thundered.


    Gasping, pointing, screaming even fainting, Howlers and little beasts alike stood in their droves and watched flames and debris erupting from the airship’s left flank. The canvas skin peeled away in cinders like a newspaper tossed in a fire, slowly revealing a metal skeleton and releasing a great billowing pall of black smoke.


    Black smoke, or perhaps something worse.


    Adal and Cora, almost alone amongst a thousand, remained seated, even visibly shrinking into their chairs as the black clouds streaming from the dying dirigible played across the face of the sun and loomed large over Hummelton.


    The airship vanished over the Den’s towers, out of sight; the smoke continued to tumble and swirl in its wake, hanging forever. It floated west with the wind and gradually thinned out, dispersing, and certainly not raining down as it should have were it something more than smoke.


    Slowly, but surely, Adal Weiss stood up. “That’s just smoke,” he said.


    Cora followed suit. “You’re sure?” she dared hope.


    “Yes.”


    Flaid heard them and loosened his cloak a little.


    Breathing a secret sigh of relief himself, Adal’s eyes came to rest on a sheet of paper tumbling down from the smoky sky. There were hundreds of papers, thousands, rolling and twisting in the breeze, landing gently all across the fields, the town, the Den and the crowds gathered within, like so much litter.


    One leaf fluttered within Adal’s reach. He leant over the grandstand banister and snatched it.


    Cora came over. “What is it?”


    Adal passed it to her. “Not black-imperium, just black propaganda.” Whilst Cora inspected the leaflet, the Alpha nursed the banister. “Or perhaps it’s not so black?”


    *


    The Nimbus was losing height as the fire spread, the ground rising to meet her; Nurka just hoped his memory of Everdor geography served.


    “There’s a lake to the west of Hummelton!” he called over the wind. “We can drop the imperium into it!”


    “Puh!” Uther scoffed, rifle up. “So you wanna secretly pollute the water, then? Kill Hummelton that way?”


    “No! The flasks can be retrieved intact, Howler.”


    “Give over!”


    “By the Wind, use your brain! If I wanted to rot everyone I would have twisted open every canister I could before my flesh fell off. That was the plan. The black-imperium should be pouring into this room and blowing out through the hatch by now. You should have rotted the second you broke through that door. You didn’t!”


    Uther squinted, unsure. Was this some hyena trick?


    Nurka went on, “If we throw the imperium onto land, or if we crash and burn with it aboard, it will be much worse for you, for all of us. The canisters should survive falling into water. But the lake is small. I cannot move all the flasks by myself in time. You must help me, Howler. Please!”


    Uther’s eyes explored the dark, checking the canisters, looking for some hidden hyena, or trap.


    “I… apologise for what I did to you at the refinery,” Nurka rasped over the howling wind, recognising that distinctive black and white coat. “Uther, is it? The Wild-heart?”


    A nod.


    “You’re a great warrior, even Themba says so, and he’s the greatest warrior I know!” Nurka cackled fondly. “He’s killed more hundred-legs than anyone.”


    Uther declined to reveal he had shot that great warrior Themba a few minutes ago.


    Nurka dipped his chin, stared beyond the hatch, at passing fields and woodland. “I… I have come to realise, too late perhaps, that we great warriors must not stoop to murdering helpless beasts, lest we become those that oppress us. Madam cat back there is right. Prince Noss, Red-mist, Tomek… Madou, all of them fought so hard to stop me. I outwitted and outfought all them and yet… and yet they were right and I was wrong. I should have listened. I should have asked others what they thought, not wrapped myself up in my own bed of hatred, as Arjana and so many others have done! I should have been better.” He returned his gaze to Uther, “I will not disgrace my people any further. I have delivered THORN’s message. It is enough. Now help me dispose of my mistake, Wild-heart. I ask you, as warrior to warrior. Help me.”


    Uther’s rifle quivered slowly to one side, his trust fighting his prejudice all the way, until the rifle clacked to the metal floor.


    “All right, mate. You got it.”


    Nurka nodded and stroked his moth, calming its nerves and perchance his own.


    Suddenly the ground beneath the hatch transitioned from rolling hills of green to a flat calm of blue water.


    “The lake!” Nurka barked. “Hurry!”


    The hyena led the way, grasping the nearest, hefty, X-emblazoned canister and hurling it into the gulf like a mad beast. The lethal, round container tumbled silently for a few seconds, before splashing into the water.


    No sooner had Nurka rid Nimbus of one unit of black-imperium than he threw another overboard, and another and another! His strength was phenomenal and Uther could not match him, even less fully overcome the primal fear in his gut that, at any moment, a canister might leak or even burst altogether, rotting them both where they stood.


    Grabbing a canister on the opposite side of the hatch to Nurka, Uther rolled it towards the opening like a barrel of beer into a cellar, sending it overboard. After a few seconds spiralling and shrinking before Uther’s eyes it splashed into the lake. Had it survived, or split open, poisoning the lake? There was no way to tell, Uther just had to trust Nurka’s judgement.


    Just another twenty to go.


    As wolf and hyena ran back and forth, dumping the deadly cargo flask by flask by their own chosen method, Nurka suddenly stumbled to the right, canister in paws, and fell against one of the durametal ribs.


    The canister, a sphere but for its feet, rolled away from his grasp, past Uther, and into a dark corner.


    Uther hadn’t noticed until now, but the dirigible was listing heavily to the left and nose-down, thus making his job of rolling flasks uphill harder. Just like water weighing down a sea ship on one side and capsizing her, so this air ship was losing felitium on one side faster than the other.


    And with the felitium went altitude.


    And time.


    Realising Uther was struggling, Nurka offered to swap sides. The usually proud wolf didn’t protest for once and set to work rolling flasks effortlessly downhill; all they needed was guidance so they did not miss the hatch. Nurka hefted the others up hill and threw them in, tireless.


    Smoke began to fill the room, rising from nose to tail as the Nimbus sank. Uther’s mind strayed to Linus, Penny and Monty back in the gondola; it seemed to him that the nose was the worst place to be.


    “If we’re going down nose-first they’ll be killed!” Uther told Nurka.


    “It will not… matter where… they are!” Nurka panted back. “Not if a black-imperium flask splits open…. Keep going, Wild-heart!”


    Uther did, and soon he and Nurka had cleared the room but for the lone stray canister that had rolled away into the far corner of the cargo hold. With the Nimbus’ growing list making things difficult, Uther and Nurka tackled the last flask together and as one ferried it towards the hatch.


    “Chief!” someone bellowed.


    Nurka froze, Uther too. “Themba?” the former replied.


    Themba stood in the cargo hold’s mangled doorway, blood staining his cloak. He staggered inside and looked about.


    “Nurka. What’re you doing? Where’s the imperium? What is this?”


    “Themba. Themba, listen to me!”


    “Traitor! You’re with them! They’ve turned you!”


    “No, Themba!”


    Themba charged across the hold like a beast possessed, barging Nurka aside and sweeping Uther up into a bear-hug. The black-imperium rolled away, back to the corner where it hit the wall with a loud metallic clang.


    Uther’s ALPHA helmet emitted a barely lesser clang as Themba threw him to the floor and set about punishing his body with both fists, punching him left and right, breaking ribs with gusto. Wild-heart didn’t stand a chance and was quickly beaten into submission.


    “Gaaghfffgah!


    Nurka dived on Themba’s back. “Stop it! Themba!”


    Themba flicked his head back, chinning Nurka and shoving him away. The disturbed pepper moth took flight in a flurry of scales as Nurka stumbled and rolled across the deck, only to settle on him again once he came to a rest.


    “Don’t worry, Nurka!” Themba claimed furiously. “You’re next! We’ll open that canister together! Haahahaaaaahaha!”


    Grabbing the spluttering Uther under the nose of his helmet, Themba dragged him to the hatch. The chin-strap choked the already winded Wild-heart as he kicked and struggled to right himself, to fight back, get away, anything. He could see the bright blue of the sky through the hatch, the odd tall tree passing miles away. Soon he would have a fine view of the lake racing to meet him, and unlike a solid steel imperium flask he would break, even on water.


    “Aaaagh!” he roared, the wind whipping at his ears. He looked up and saw the bloodied Themba looming over him, his wide eyes full of terrible, imperium-fuelled mania.


    “Stop!” someone called over the windy tumult. “Stop, I say, or I’ll shoot!”


    Deaf to reason, Themba didn’t even look up.


    Ka-crack!


    “Ungh!”


    From down below, Uther witnessed Themba’s marvellous black and white cloak explode in red blood. The hyena fell instantly and heavily to his knees, his armoured legs rendered suddenly powerless.


    Uther was free!


    Making good his escape, the Howler rolled aside and searched the hold with his eyes, eventually spotting, of all the beasts gracing Ulf’s green Erde, Montague Buttle across the way with the Greystone rifle held firmly in his ginger paws.


    Nurka stood up, stepped forward. “Themba?” he gasped.


    Holding his mangled torso together, Themba looked across at Nurka and managed a toothy, red-tinged hyena cackle.


    Slowly, he fell forwards.


    “No!” Nurka rasped. “Themba!”


    Closing the distance in a few short bounds, Nurka grabbed the back of Themba’s cloak. It was too much. Themba’s dead weight and Nurka’s momentum pulled them both off balance and into the blue void.


    They disappeared, together, and in silence.


    Everything happened so fast that Uther could scarce contemplate it. He and Monty peered into the hatch, the cat falling on all fours. Neither saw evidence of Nurka or Themba, only their pepper moth fluttering over the water, shedding scales that caught the sunlight like a shower of snow.


    One thing was plain – the Nimbus was perilously low.


    “The black-imperium!” Uther shouted at Monty, pointing to the corner. “We got to throw it overboard!”


    Monty remained still, numb, long whiskers whipped by the ferocious wind.


    Uther grabbed him, “Oi, wake up, Monty! Help me!”


    “What? Yes! Right, right!”


    Uther staggered over to the imperium and with Monty’s help rolled it to the hatch and into oblivion. Uther nearly fell out with it he was so bruised and exhausted, but Monty grabbed him firmly and pulled him back.


    “Come on, Uther,” the cat said, tugging him along.


    “Eh?”


    “There’s a way off the old Nimbus yet. The others are waiting. Quickly now!”


    Monty led Uther along the lowest level of the ship, down to the belly some way forward. The creaking and groaning was deafening, the smoke thick and choking. It was dark and baffling, but Monty knew the way by heart and led his Howler friend to another, smaller hatch.


    Peering down, Uther saw a red, four-winged flying machine with a propeller in the tail, like the one Linus had found on the farm. It was attached to the underside of the Nimbus with a scaffold. There were two seats, one behind the other. Penny sat in the front, her paws on some control sticks; Madou was crammed in the back, holding Linus. Below them the waters and forests of Everdor passed, ever larger, ever closer.


    “What in the name of Ulf is that?”


    “A plane, me good ‘Owler. Penny was gonna drop it over Hummelton and whiz about in it for a surprise. Haha!”


    “Monty, Uther!” a goggled Penny cried, starting the engine and beckoning. “Quick!”


    “Coming, Sweetpea!” Monty hollered. “I’ll send him down!”


    Uther looked at Monty, “We can’t all fit in that tiny thing!”


    “You go!”


    “Me?”


    Monty pulled on a big beige backpack with countless strings and buckles rattling about. “Don’t worry, I’ve got this!”


    Now Uther was utterly confused.


    Monty winked. “Trust me! Down you go; squeeze in with the wife!”


    Reluctant, but knowing there was no time, Uther descended the wind-whipped ladder and manoeuvred into the front seat with Penny. It was a very snug fit.


    No sooner had Uther glanced suspiciously back at Madou and Linus than Penny shouted, “Get the lever Mister Uther!”


    “Lever?”


    “That one above you. Give it a good hard tug!”


    Uther located the lever, reached up and pulled. His stomach trailed behind as the flying machine nose-dived and dropped like a stone.


    “Woooooooagh!”

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 55


     


    The Elder Train was picking up speed, perhaps from a slight decline in the gradient, or perhaps Amael had ordered the firebox stoked with more imperium to put distance between himself, Hummelton and any repercussions; Josef did not know the lay of the land, even less the lay of Amael’s mind.


    Or was it the twisted geography of Janoah’s unfathomable mind everyone needed to worry about? What game was she playing now?


    “It’s getting away!”


    At Olivia’s urging, Josef changed up a gear and accelerated. Suddenly, the track and road that had run parallel since leaving Hummelton veered away from one another, thus did train and van part company. Olivia watched the Bloodfang Elder Train skew away across the fields of Everdor and through a forest, trailing plumes of ash.


    “Does this road go back to the track?”


    “I don’t know.”


    Olivia turned in her seat and shunted aside a square flap in the partition between the driver cabin and the rear. “Bruno!” she called, then, “Rafe?”


    The Eisenwolf’s grey metallic face appeared in at the face-sized aperture. “YEAH?”


    “What do you need us to do?”


    “WHATCHA MEAN? GET ME NEAR THE TRAIN.”


    “Do you mean alongside it or what?”


    Rafe paused, metal ears swivelling a bit.


    “STOP ON A BRIDGE?” he suggested at length. “I CAN JUMP ON THE ROOF.”


    “It’s going awfully fast.”


    “I’LL BE FINE.”


    Josef hissed, “I don’t think we can get far enough ahead, I’m having enough trouble staying with it as it is.”


    “WELL PUT YOUR FOOT DOWN, THEN!”


    “If we’re seen going too fast we’ll be stopped by Howlers and then what? They’ll see you!”


    “SO WHAT? NOW COME ON, JAN NEEDS ME!”


    “You assume, Rafe.”


    “SHUT UP! I KNOW SHE DOES! NOW GET MOVING OR I’LL DRIVE!”


    Josef scoffed, “You can’t drive, you fool!”


    “I CAN! I USED TO… I THINK.”


    “You did,” Olivia said, grasping the flap. “You used to drive your dad’s little truck.”


    “MY DAD?”


    Olivia chuckled, “Well… a sort of dad anyway.” She leant closer, “We used to know each other, you and I. Do you remember? You used to come to the Arkady University all the time to see Sar… to see me.”


    “YOU?”


    “Oh yes. It was getting serious-”


    A violent swerve threw Rafe and Olivia about and put paid to their trip down memory lane.


    “Pothole,” Josef excused, clearing his throat. He popped open the glove box and threw Olivia a hefty book. “Make yourself useful and find us a bridge.”


    Olivia read the book cover; it was a detailed roadmap of Lupa. “This is for Lupa.”


    “It has a Hummelton pullout in the back.”


    “Right.”


    Whilst Josef swung the ALPHA van round ever more quaint country lanes, forcing Rafe back there to sit down on his bench before he fell down, Olivia flicked through to the pullout of Hummelton. It was a small scale, charting only the main thoroughfares. Even so, roads splayed in all directions from Hummelton, resembling the legs of a spider squashed between the pages. Olivia quickly located the railway line and followed it east towards the edge of the paper. The railway shunted suddenly south and a road intersected it.


    Olivia excitedly tapped the page, “Got one.”


    “Where?” Josef demanded.


    After a quick survey, his passenger nodded ahead, “Keep going straight on. The railway turns back into us in a few miles.”


    “A turn? Good, the train will slow down a bit.”


    Rafe came back to the hatch. “YOU GOT ONE?”


    “Yes,” Olivia confirmed proudly.


    As the van rounded a corner, Josef was presented with a long, if hilly, straight road, at the end of which was trouble.


    “Checkpoint.”


    “RAM IT,” Rafe said flatly.


    “Are you mad? They’ll send Howlers after us! No, we’ll talk our way through.”


    “THAT’LL TAKE AGES. JUST KEEP GOING.”


    “I’m not getting arrested, thank you!”


    Suddenly Rafe’s right arm burst through the hatch and grabbed the Doctor’s coat lapels. “IF JAN IS HURT BECAUSE WE LOSE THAT TRAIN I’LL THUMPING STRANGLE YOU! I KNOW YOU HATE HER! I’M NOT AS THICK YOU THINK, YOU KNOW!”


    “Strangle me? Without my expertise you’d die! Killing your saviour, that’s a pretty thick move.”


    Rafe shook his doctor, “DON’T YOU STOP!”


    “All right, all right!” the cat huffed. “Just let go!”


    No sooner had Rafe withdrawn back into his cell like some circus monster than Josef put his foot down. The enormous ALPHA van accelerated along the lane, bearing down on the checkpoint and gushing a thick plume of ash. The pig in the little booth didn’t even look up from his novel and packed lunch until the barrier exploded!


    Olivia flinched as bits of stripy wood flew over the windscreen; she looked in the mirror and saw the pig in the booth drop his sandwich in favour of a telephone.


    “We’ve gone and done it now,” she laughed, turning to Josef. “Is it always like this in ALPHA?”


    “More or less,” the cat said.


    After another mile or so racing along the hilly straight road and feeling quite sick on the sudden dips, the ALPHA party spotted the promised bridge. It was a modest brick and mortar affair spanning a narrow chalk gully, the white rocks stained with telltale streaks of ash.


    Suddenly a great plume of ash raced by, punching the trees and bushes that clung desperately to the rocks, their branches waving like rail side spectators.


    “The train!” Olivia gasped.


    Skidding to a halt atop the bridge, Josef almost fell out the van and scrambled round to open the back door; Rafe clomped down and round to the apex of the bridge. He stepped up on the low wall and crouched with surprising, sure-footed grace. The carriages of the Elder Train rumbled beneath him as he quickly reached for the red valve on his backpack.


    “Bruno!” Olivia said, hurrying over and twisting it for him. “There.”


    “THANKS.”


    Backpack exhaust puffing merrily away, Rafe glanced back, gave a metallic thumbs-up, then pushed off the wall with an almighty, air-warping punch of imperious power that knocked Olivia back a step.


    “Agh!”


    Recovering her balance, the wolfess ran to the wall with Josef and saw Rafe land neatly on the very last carriage. He didn’t stumble, or even crouch; he just stood tall, arms down, cloak fluttering, tail ribbon trailing. Shortly he was lost to sight, vanishing amidst a sun-dappled collage of ash clouds and leafy branches.


    “Magnificent!” Olivia heard herself blurt. “He’s like a… a jumping spider. How can someone that big and heavy move like that?”


    Josef adjusted his tinted specs. “Because… he is a pureblood phenotype in an eisenpelz,” he said logically, turning to the wolfess. “You could be every bit as magnificent, perhaps even more so.”


    Olivia looked to the cat, then beyond him, to some approaching bikes. Two Hummel Watchers sped to the bridge on tracked duos and hopped off with pistols drawn.


    “Halt!”


    Josef and Olivia turned around and raised their paws accordingly. The Doctor immediately set about explaining away the situation. “Don’t get excited, Howlers. We’re ALPHA agents on a mission of Republic security.”


    “Aye! Like smashing up Howler property?” one replied.


    “It was an emergency,” Olivia excused, turning a little and pointing below. “We had to get to the bridge and-”


    “Shhshssh!” Josef hissed.


    “ALPHA agents on a mission you say?” came the other, walking round to the back and pulling out some pipes and strange tools. “What’s all this?”


    Josef raised a finger and went to move, “Don’t touch that!”


    “Stay where you are!” said the first Watcher. “Turn around, paws on the wall!”


    The Hummel pair set about frisking the criminals.


    “Spread your legs!”


    “No!” Olivia protested.


    “Spread ‘em!”


    “I don’t have anything to hide!”


    “Och!” the Hummel cooed, leaning close and pinching Olivia on the rump. “Then you won’t mind me looking, will you mah lovely wolfess? Hahaha-gagh!”


    Pfzzzt!


    Pffzaack!


    Josef flinched and ducked, thinking the bangs and flashes were shots were being fired. He soon gathered the truth, that the Hummels were lying about the road with Olivia Blake standing over them, her paws smoking and quivering.


    Standing up and looking about, Josef said, “Now you really have done it.” He grabbed Olivia by the arm, “Come on-”


    The frightened wolfess whipped her limb away.


    Fearing the same fate as the Hummels, Josef raised his paws and backed off. “I get it; you don’t like to be touched,” he deduced, looking at the smouldering Watchers. “But I can help you. That’s all I ever wanted to do, you must see that now. Sara and that do-gooder Linus and kept getting the way, but they have me all wrong.”


    Olivia dipped her chin and looked at her burning paws. “Can… can you stop the pain, Doctor?”


    A nod, “Somewhat. In ALPHA, under my supervision, you will have all the venom you will ever need. And besides, you’re female, you will cope with the rot much better than Rafe.”


    “I will?”


    “You’re a trained imperiologist aren’t you? You know how it works. I taught you the latest theories myself.”


    Olivia laughed a little, “Yes, I-I suppose you did.”


    Beaming broadly, Josef Grau slowly, gently, placed a paw on Olivia’s back and marshalled his prize towards the ALPHA van. “Come along, my dear. We’re going to do great things you and I; great things.”


    *


    The embers and brandy were already out in the plush and distinctly Bloodfang-themed lounge car. Passing Janoah her drink, Amael sat opposite and knocked his back in a heartbeat.


    It was not a celebratory drink, but a nerve-calming drink, and Janoah needed it just as much as Amael.


    As everyone drank and smouldered in awkward, tense silence, the Everdor scenery rolling by, Janoah wondered if the other Elders, Den Guard and Howlers on the train knew what was being done in their name. I’m not even supposed to know the extent of it; rotting the Den Fathers and then taking control of Lupa during the subsequent confusion and power vacuum was all Amael had voluntarily revealed. When is he going to admit he’s having all of Hummelton gassed by a balloon? Indeed, has Nurka succeeded? Did he even take off? There’s no way of knowing until we come to a station with telephone or a telegraph.


    “It must be nearly time,” Janoah said, fishing for info.


    Amael broke from a trance and checking a clock on the carriage wall replied, “Soon, unless Nurka came early to eliminate me, in which case our hyena friend will be in for a shock come future negotiations.”


    Janoah laughed a little, “My clever Amael.”


    He smiled.


    More fishing. “What’s to be done with Hummelton anyway?” Janoah asked.


    “Done?”


    “Who gets it?”


    Amael smiled, “Why? Do you want it?”


    “Hah! I’m no bumpkin.”


    “Just as well,” the Den Father said, pointing with his ember. “The hyenas will turn the place over; probably loot everything. It’ll be a mess. They might even claim it for themselves, but they will be dislodged in due course.”


    Janoah sat astonished by Amael’s consummate acting. Not a twitch, not a pause for thought, just a smooth, plausible response from this now seasoned liar who knew Hummelton would be a dead zone within the hour.


    Or maybe I’m wrong. Maybe Linus and Uther are twiddling their thumbs in a farmyard, thinking what an idiot I am for sending them halfway across the country over some crazy hunch, whilst a mad hyena unimaginatively drives a truckload of black-imperium into Hummelton’s capital den and explodes, killing just the Den Fathers and their immediate entourage.


    Perhaps Amael’s not what I thought he was.


    Either way I’m helpless. I can’t even arrest anyone, not without Rafe. I’m trapped.


    Screeeeee-e-e-e-e-e!


    The breaks squealed, sending brandy slopping over tumblers onto waxed tabletops. Conspiratorial Elders clutched at the arms of their chairs and looked to one another in panic.


    “We’re stopping!”


    “Why?”


    “Maybe it’s a Hummel blockade?”


    Amael shot to his feet. “Shut up you cowards!” he snarled at them all, throwing his empty glass to the floor. “Probably a red signal, that’s all. There’s another train ahead that we’ve had to stop for.”


    “There are no services to and from Hummelton today,” said Elder Duval. “It’s the Summit’s opening day, there’s no freight or passenger services allowed for security’s sake.”


    Amael grunted, “Humph! Leaves on the line then.”


    The train stopped entirely, then began to slowly reverse.


    “Do we need to reverse for leaves?” Duval scoffed, standing up. “Something’s wrong, Amael!”


    The door leading forward opened and a Howler entered the lounge carriage, his rapier drawn.


    Janoah recognised him, tall, white, icy-eyed.


    It can’t be, can it?


    Elder Duval approached the newcomer. “Howler, what’s going on up there? Why are we revers-”


    Kffssst!


    Casually flicking his sword against Duval’s head, the Howler administered an effortless blast of imperious energy, sending the Elder down at a stroke. The Den Guards stationed about the carriage drew their swords, but the Howler drew a pistol and aimed it squarely at Amael.


    “I won’t shoot our Den Father unless you give me an excuse!” he bellowed, specifically to the Den Guards, staying their action. “Though by all means try me!”


    Amael woofed incredulously, “Donskoy?”


    “Surprised to see me, Elder?” Ivan Donskoy replied. “I’m sorry, ‘Den Father’. You do move unseemly fast. Vito’s not even cold yet.”


    A second Howler limped into the carriage. He was brown-furred and armed with a rifle. He leant heavily against the doorway and took aim at Amael.


    “Keep the Den Father in your sight, Gunnar,” Ivan said.


    “He’s going nowhere, mate.”


    Amael growled, “What is this?”


    With Gunnar backing him up, Ivan relaxed his aim a little and responded, “You tell me, you seem to be in a terrible hurry to go somewhere.”


    “We’re on our way to Lupa,” Amael maintained, adding triumphantly, “to take the city.”


    “Are you, by Ulf? Your appetite for power only grows with the eating.” Ivan gestured at the passing scenery, “As you can see, sir, there’s been a change of schedule. We’re going back to Hummelton, where you will be arrested for the murder of Den Father Vito.”


    “Humph!” Amael woofed. “You fool, Ivan, Uther was the one who killed him.”


    “At your command; Gunnar and I will testify to that.”


    “And convict yourselves?”


    “We have no choice. You have no intention of allowing us to live so we’ll at least take you with us. Tell me, Den Father, would you have sent assassins after our assassins, and then more after them? Where would it have ended?”


    Janoah leant forward, “What’s he talking about, Amael?”


    “Nothing. He’s deranged!”


    Ivan continued, unfazed, “Since you tried to kill us you must have no wish to get Rufus out of Gelb. You never had. You want him gone so you can have his wife. Well take her by Ulf! He never wanted her anyway!”


    Janoah scowled, but remained silent.


    Amael laughed, “Rufus is already out of Gelb! I had him extracted myself.”


    “Liar.”


    “Jan, tell the wolf before he bursts a blood vessel.”


    Janoah dipped her chin, “It’s true, Ivan. Amael had the hyenas rescue Rufus.”


    Silence. Ivan’s icy eyes twitched.


    “He did it for me,” Janoah added, standing up. “He did it before you boys even killed Vito. I told him to recall you, but he didn’t. Getting rid of Vito had nothing to do with Rufus, that was a ploy to get you and Uther-”


    “I rescued Rufus all the same, didn’t I?” Amael interrupted. “I could have left him to rot!”


    Janoah could not deny it.


    Amael continued, “He can have his expedition, everything! Once things settle down, that is.”


    With that, the Den Father addressed Ivan. “Blade-dancer, listen to me. If we go back to Hummelton we’re all dead, including you! One whiff of the air back there and you’ll rot. It’s a dead city now, full of dead beasts! Nobody will be arresting anyone.”


    “What do you mean, ‘dead city’?” Ivan seethed.


    Confident he had Blade-dancer’s full attention; Amael slowly turned around and sat calmly in a red chair, as if it were his throne. “I’m the last Den Father,” he sniffed pompously, spreading his paws. “THORN has taken care of the others; gassed them all with black-imperium dropped from a, how do you say, ‘dirigible’.”


    Even as her brain reeled from confirmation of her hunch, Janoah remembered to play the part, “Dirigible?”


    The ‘last Den Father’ waved a paw, “Details, my love, details.” He looked to Ivan, Gunnar, the others Elders, everyone, “What matters is that I am the most powerful, legitimately elected wolf left alive. Not only that, but the Warden of Gelb and I have been stockpiling venom in a secret location for years now. Unfortunately for the Warden he’s dead. No fault of mine; the hyenas did that all by themselves! Happily that means I am now also the only beast who knows where to find the white-imperium necessary to feed the insatiable Howlers over the next few months. Gelb is in total disarray and you can bet THORN will try and cut off imperium and food supplies completely and lay siege to Lupa to get their way. I know Nurka’s mind; he wants to overthrow wolfkind, rule Lupa. But I shan’t let him, nor will I let ALPHA take over Lupa from within! Nikita thinks he’ll be in charge now Adal’s dead, but he must either bow to me, or bow out of existence. They all must. The packs will hold out for a moon or two under newly elected Den Fathers, but they’ll all rot without venom. Howlers will defect to the Bloodfangs in droves; we will be the only pack in town giving out imperium. Then our pack will rule, a one-pack Lupa. Just think of the possibilities, Ivan! No more petty fighting over scraps of that stinking city. No more civil wars. We’ll project Wolfen power outwards, into the wilds, across the sea, spread our influence across the whole world! This is a difficult birth and many will die, and… I regret that, but it’ll be worth it. I promise you.”


    Amael offered a stone-grey paw.


    “Now, Ivan, for Ulf’s sake, wolf, let’s not fall out over a little housekeeping! You can have any district you like, any territory even. Elder Ivan! Has a nice ring to it.”


    Silence.


    “Rufus is with us,” Amael claimed afresh. “He’s safe with the hyenas, which I’m sure you’ll agree is to his liking. He’ll have his expedition, as I’ve said. You wouldn’t go against Rufus would you? Of course not. Now, put that pistol down and have a drink.”


    Pistol quivering in paw, Blade-dancer looked desperately to Janoah. “Is it true?” he asked. “Are you and Rufus in with this… this mad wolf?”


    “Ivan I….”


    Janoah’s brow twitched.


    There came a new, coiling corona, reaching invisibly and yet ever more powerfully into the carriage. It stayed Janoah’s heart, her lips, her very mind.


    “Stenton?” she whispered.


    Strange sounds erupting from the aft carriages put everyone on edge. There was a battle taking place back there; swords clashing, plasma snapping, wolves yelping.


    The aft carriage door slid open and a smouldering Howler staggered inside. “Mon-ster!” he coughed, collapsing.


    Then the huge, grey form of Janoah’s Eisenwolf ducked inside, chest heaving, backpack puffing ash.


    “JAN?”


    “Rafe!”


    Everyone, Elders, Den Guard, Amael and Janoah, all turned from lowly Ivan to face this new outrage. Most could scarce believe their eyes.


    Gunnar lowered his rifle. “The Eisenwolf who killed the sewer centipede,” he said. “They said I dreamt it. I knew I hadn’t. I knew!”


    Ivan slowly backed up.


    “So it’s true!” Amael growled. “ALPHA’s resurrected the Eisenwolves. That meddling mad cat Josef!”


    Janoah huffed, “He’s mine, actually, Josef just… helped.”


    “Yours, Jan?”


    Fearlessly, Janoah hurried around the chairs and over to Rafe, as if greeting her cub at the school gate.


    “YOU ALL RIGHT?” he asked, shielding her at once.


    “I am now,” Janoah replied, standing with him. “How did you get aboard?”


    “I JUMPED.”


    A nod, a chuckle, then Janoah slowly manoeuvred herself behind her towering Eisenwolf. “I’m… sorry, Amael.”


    “Sorry?”


    “I can’t go any further with you. You’re right; nobody will be arresting anyone. It’s better this way.”


    “What’re you talking about, wolfess?” Amael demanded.


    “Rafe they’ve killed everyone,” Janoah said, turning to her champion. “Your little friend Sara; she’s dead.”


    Rafe’s blank lensed gaze stared down at Janoah, ears pricked. “WHATCHA MEAN? I-I JUST LEFT HER-”


    “All of Hummelton’s dead, Rafe! THORN has just this minute dumped black-imperium on the whole town using a balloon. All the Den Fathers, the Alpha, Sara, everyone. They’re all gone.”


    Whilst Rafe fathomed the depths of this horrific news, Janoah nodded at Amael and the conspirators, “These wolves arranged it. They cannot be allowed to live, or they will take over Lupa. Do you understand what I’m saying? You must eliminate them.”


    “You bitch!” Amael seethed.


    “OI!” Rafe snarled ferociously. “MIND YER MOUTH!”


    “Don’t you talk to me like that! I’m a Den Father! You lay a finger on me and you’ll be executed!”


    Ignoring Amael, Rafe asked Janoah, “IF YOU’RE RIGHT, SHOULDN’T WE TRY AND ARREST ‘EM?”


    “For who?” Janoah woofed. “There’s nobody left to pass sentence against them! There’s only you and me standing between the Republic and a dictatorship.”


    “BUT-”


    “You said you’d trust me whatever happens, whoever stood against me. Remember? Don’t forsake me now, Stenton!”


    Shaking his head, then nodding his head, Rafe raised a gloved paw. Plasma began to snap and arc between his metallic fingers, seemingly without effort.


    “IN THE NAME OF THE REPUBLIC,” he said, “I SENTENCE YOU ALL TO… TO….”


    “To death,” Janoah finished. “Get ‘em, Stenton!”


    Amael raised his paws, “Wait! Wait a minute! I can give you anything you want. Anything!”


    “GRRRAAAGH!”


    Rafe cast his paw forward. The air rippled and warped as a wave of coronal energy twisted along the carriage in a heartbeat. Chairs overturned, tables tumbled, windows smashed and wood panels splintered. The wolves standing nearer than Amael were knocked on their backs, but the Den Father stood firm. As imperium gas lamps flared and exploded all around him, Amael pulled his pistol and fired; the pellet bounced off Rafe’s chest.


    “Kill him!” Amael commanded. “He’s only one wolf!”


    Everyone grabbed their pistols and opened fire in kind, peppering Rafe and the carriage behind.


    “GET DOWN, JAN!”


    Janoah, sword drawn, scrabbled into a corner, whilst Rafe advanced, foot over metal booted foot. Before he got near the Elders, the loyal Den Guard barred his path, a wall of cloaks and blades. Rafe reached behind and drew his sword, the blade disconnecting with a snap and spark of plasma that caused everyone to flinch. He brought the sword round in both paws and said, “YOU’RE JUST DEN GUARD, DOING YOUR JOB. YOUR LEADERS ARE CROOKS; YOU DON’T HAVE TO FIGHT FOR THEM.”


    Silence.


    “PLEASE!”


    With everyone’s attention drawn aft, Ivan grabbed Gunnar and slipped away to the next carriage. “Come on.”


    “Shouldn’t we do something?” Gunnar grunted, as he hobbled through the dining car with Ivan’s help.


    “Against that monster? I ran him through and he’s still alive. And don’t think we’re not on Janoah’s hit list too. We know too much.”


    “Oh.”


    “She’s right, though,” Blade-dancer said, looking for viable escape options. “It’s better this way.”


    He noticed the trees and fields fall away outside, replaced by the placid, flat calm of Lake Hummel. The train was crossing an arm of the lake on its way back to Hummelton, the track being raised above the water on thick wooden stilts.


    “You have to get off,” Ivan said, peering out the windows. “I trust you can swim.”


    “With a hole in my gut? Sure! No problem, mate.”


    “You’ll be fine. It’s shallow enough.”


    “Wait… what about you?”


    Declining to answer, Ivan opened a door and looked down at the shimmering marshlands blurring by beneath him.


    In that instant, he saw something utterly bizarre reflected in the waters – a fiery, smoke-billowing, silvery fish!


    What?


    Baffled, Ivan looked to the sky and witnessed the very moment a burning, skeletal airship silently nose-dived into a forest on the far side of the lake, perhaps a mile or two distant. It collapsed and disappeared behind the tree line amidst flames and smoke.


    “Schmutz!” Gunnar whistled.


    On that expletive, Ivan pushed the young Greystone out the door.


    “Woaaaagh!”


    Gunnar aquaplaned across the marshes and rolled to a stop in some muddy reeds.


    Ivan shut the door and dashed through the dining car, then the catering car and on through an empty service car. He ducked through the dark, tunnel-like tender, passing bunkers of glittering green-imperium ore, then stepped into the noisy cabin of the clunking, hissing, ash-bellowing imperium engine.


    The train this way was deserted but for a stripy badger driver in orange coveralls.


    “You again, Howler?” said the stout, blinking creature, turning to Ivan and pushing up his ash-stained goggles. “Everything all right back there?”


    Ivan ran his icy eyes along the complex mass of levers, valves and pipes over which the badger had dominion. “Can we go backwards faster, citizen?”


    “Faster? Yes, Howler. The engine runs as quickly in reverse as forwards.”


    “How? Show me.”


    “Hooohoo, an enthusiast are we?” the friendly badger whistled.


    “Absolutely,” Ivan maintained.


    Touching an anonymous-looking lever with one hefty paw and pointing at a red valve with the other, the badger explained. “This lever here, sir Howler, controls the direction of the imperium flow, that is backwards an’ forward. An’ that big valve there opens up the flow; more means faster.”


    A nod. “Open it up.”


    The badger hesitated, “Oh. Well, w-www-we mustn’t go too fast, sir, we’re coming up on Hummelton. Don’t wanna crash into the station now do we. Hohooo!”


    Ivan clapped a paw on the badger’s shoulder, “If you’ll forgive me, citizen.”


    “Forgive you? What for-wooooooh!”


    The Howler grabbed the driver and forcibly ejected him from the cabin. Not even waiting to see him splash down in the marshland below like Gunnar before him, Ivan returned to the controls and opened the ‘big red valve’.


    The engine began to accelerate backwards, Hummelton looming larger with every more rapid chug.


    Satisfied, Ivan touched his kristahl rapier to the valve.


    Pffzack-k-k-k!


    With long, stuttering snaps of plasma, he welded the valve in place. He did the same to the lever, melting the very steel with bolts of energy – live or die, nobody was going to undo his work.


    Meanwhile, the lounge car had degenerated into chaos.


    “Die monster!” a Den Guard hollered, throwing himself at Rafe Stenton, only to be swept aside by that great sword and sent slamming into the wall.


    Immediately, a second Guard attacked, taking advantage of Rafe’s clumsy over-swing and jabbing at the Eisenwolf with his rapier. The tip stuck fast in the metal cuirass, but did not penetrate.


    Rafe grasped the rapier’s tip in his metal paw and bending it away channelled plasma through it, into his attacker. The shocked Den Guard staggered away, arm numbed and burning, his rapier falling smouldering and warped onto the carpet and quickly setting it aflame.


    Smoke mixed with Rafe’s ash-belching exhaust and spiralled around the carriage ceiling, before being sucked out the broken windows. The whistling wind cleared the air but fuelled the flames, which licked up heavy red curtains and across the splintered wood panelling.


    Still the fight continued. Janoah watched as Den Guards and Howlers presented themselves to her champion as space allowed, loyally offering up their lives to keep the monstrous Eisenwolf from the Elders and Den Father Amael. One by one brave wolves fell against the walls and furniture, slashed, burnt and broken, a terrible sight, a terrible waste. Rafe’s heaving armour became streaked with blood and ash as he cut down all in his path like a whirling imperium-powered farm implement that had careened out of control.


    One of the Den Guard threw himself at Rafe, barging him into the growing conflagration that was consuming the right wall. If anyone thought fire would stop an Eisenwolf they were sorely mistaken, the only part of Rafe that suffered any damage was his black Howler mantle. The cloak quickly went up in flames, melting like wax and emitting a dense vapour that rolled unnaturally down across the floor.


    Strange, Janoah thought.


    “Rafe!” she gasped. “Rafe, run! Get out of there!”


    Not waiting, Janoah recoiled across the carriage and shut the door behind her. Tuned to Janoah’s voice, Amael heard her warning and slipped quietly into the dining car.


    Both parties watched through the door windows as Rafe leapt free of the fire in fear of his life even though it could not hurt him. The heavy black gas coming from his cloak swirled in his wake, the tattered material falling away in smouldering, molten shreds. The Eisenwolf looked around, expecting to be set upon by the Den Guard, but found instead the remaining Bloodfangs falling about the place, coughing and spluttering beneath their helmets.


    What in the world?


    One of the Elders removed his Helmet in a desperate attempt to breathe. He fell upon Rafe, clinging to him with blackened fingers, his mouth, nostrils, tongue and eyes black and bleeding, the flesh falling away in decaying strips.


    “Haaaaagh! Help meeheeee!”


    Rafe stood rooted with fear, metal chest heaving rapidly, adrenaline reeking on his breath, unable to move or think as the spluttering creature before him fell rotting and gurgling at his feet. The mighty Eisenwolf dropped his sword and fell backwards over a burning chair, tumbling, yelping, head over backpack into the thick of the dense black cloud pouring across the carriage like an evil fog.


    I’m dead, he thought. I’m a dead wolf!


    Meanwhile, Amael about-faced and hurried through the dining carriage, upsetting the beautifully-set tables and chairs as he rushed between them, fleeing the sight of his fellow conspirators melting alive.


    Ivan stepped into the car from the other side, his magnificent bluish rapier at the ready. “Den Father? You look perturbed.”


    Amael stumbled to a halt. “Ivan! Ivan they melted!”


    “Melted, sir?” Blade-dancer huffed.


    “Black-imperium! I saw it. The Eisenwolf; he made it. It came from him. He killed them all in seconds. They just… fell apart at his feet, like rotting corpses!”


    Ivan nodded slowly, “Ah. Like everyone at Hummelton, then?”


    “What?”


    “Don’t worry, sir, at this speed we’ll arrive shortly. If the crash doesn’t kill us, the black-imperium will. You can go the same way as all the wolves you have murdered. There’ll be no Den Fathers at all then. What will Lupa do?”


    “No,” Amael mouthed, then loudly, “No! Turn the train around. We’ll decouple the carriages and leave him here.”


    “I’d rather not.”


    Amael strode forward, “Out of my way-”


    With a forceful twist of his corona, Ivan both physically and intangibly shoved his Den Father stumbling backwards. Falling into a table, Amael stood dumbfounded for a moment, checking his body, as if shocked Ivan should violate him so.


    “How dare you touch me!” he snarled. “I am your anointed-”


    “Shut up and draw your sword ‘Den Father’,” Ivan interjected.


    Back in the devastated lounge car, the black cloud slowly dispersed, sucked out the broken windows, leaving only the hot smoke of the fire rolling overhead.


    Time passed. The train rattled along. Rafe checked his shaking paws, breathed longer, deeper.


    He was alive. The suit worked. It really worked.


    “Rafe! Rafe!”


    The Eisenwolf turned, looked to the door behind. Janoah was there, peering inside. She beckoned him. He clomped over, still somewhat unsure of his own continued existence.


    “JAN. WHAT DID I DO WRONG? WHAT HAPPENED?”


    “It was the cloak!” Janoah shouted through the window, her voice muffled. “It was black-imperium weave. Josef said not to burn it!”


    Rafe felt for his cloak, it was completely gone.


    “I can’t come in!” Janoah said. “And don’t you come near me! You’re contaminated!”


    “I KNOW.”


    “Stay in your suit, it’ll protect you! We’ll hose you down you later! All right? Don’t panic!”


    A nod. “I’M ALL RIGHT.”


    Janoah pointed ahead. “Rafe, you have to check the engine! We’re going far too fast; something must be wrong! Go! Quickly!”


    Rafe nodded, then about-faced and hurried through the smoke. As he retrieved his sword he tried not to glimpse the semi-skeletal bodies littering the carriage, tried to tell himself that their horrible deaths from black-imperium were not his fault. It was a mistake.


    Rafe slid open one door and entered the connecting passage between carriages. There he stood, peering through the decorated window at two wolves in the next car, one with a rapier drawn, a pure-white wolf, tall and lofty.


    Something made Rafe pause, a memory of a green forest. Pain. Such pain!


    Inside, Amael flicked his rapier from its sheath. “Fine, I’ll put you out of your misery. To be honest I’ve wanted to do this for years, you lowly, back-combing, beta of a wolf! It’s limp-wristed wolves like you and Rufus that have corrupted Lupa and made us all weak. When I’m in charge, I’ll outlaw your like. Round them up, like hyenas, and re-educate you all with a pellet to the head!”


    Ivan remained stock still, rapier held loose and slightly to one side, his feet spread just-so.


    He said nothing; there was nothing he had say to one such as Amael.


    The Den Father bounced on his feet, tested Ivan, feigned an attack, withdrew, then another. Ivan barely flinched.


    “Come on, beta!” Amael goaded. “Scared, eh?”


    Silence, patience.


    “I’ll gut you!”


    Snarling, Amael struck forward in a flurry of rapier thrusts and slashes, plasma and sparks flew as Ivan parried them all in a blinding display of skill.


    Blade-dancer retaliated, jabbing his blade forth once, and only once.


    “Gugh!” Amael yelped, staggering back with a paw to his throat.


    He fell upon a table, his rapier clattering aside, blood pouring liberally from his neck, staining the tablecloth onto which he grasped for life. Lingering there for a few seconds, perhaps as many as ten, he emitted a gurgling laugh and fell, dragging the bloody tablecloth, a vase of flowers and all the plates and cutlery on top of him.


    The brief reign of Amael Balbus had ended.


    Ivan flicked his rapier tip dry on another tabletop. As he made to sheath his weapon, he noticed Rafe had entered the carriage.


    “YOU!” the giant woofed metallically, striding forth, Amael’s body and growing pool of blood of no interest to him whatever.


    Ivan said nothing.


    “YOU TRIED TO KILL ME. I REMEMBER.”


    “I did, and I now I’ll finish the job.”


    “WHY?” Rafe growled. “WHAT’VE I DONE?”


    Ivan grunted, “You just killed half of my pack’s leaders and you ask me why?”


    “BUT THEY WERE TRAITORS! THUMP ME, YOU JUST KILLED YOUR DEN FATHER-”


    “He was a monster and so are you, an abomination of nature, one that Rufus should never have drawn Janoah’s attention to!”


    “I’M NOT A MONSTER!”


    “Humph!”


    “I FIGHT FOR THE REPUBLIC, NOT AGAINST IT. I FIGHT FOR PEACE.”


    Ivan pointed with his rapier, “Cease your whining, pup, and come at me.”


    Rafe stood still, “I NEED TO STOP THE TRAIN.”


    “Kill me first, if you even can! Come on, Eisenwolf!”


    “NO! I’VE KILLED ENOUGH TODAY. NO MORE.”


    “I tried to kill you. You must have your revenge. Come on, boy! You can do better than Amael!”


    Rafe shook his head, “SORRY MATE, I’M NOT INTERESTED IN ALL THAT SCHMUTZ. NOW STEP ASIDE AND LET ME SAVE LIVES. PLEASE.”


    Slowly, indiscernibly, Ivan’s rapier lowered.


    Suddenly buildings panned past the window, lampposts, cars, streets, citizens, living citizens, standing and pointing, aghast at the runaway train.


    How was Hummelton still alive? Had the hyenas failed?


    “LET ME STOP THE TRAIN, YEAH?” Rafe urged.


    Ivan nodded, then conversely shook his head. “I welded the engine’s controls in place!” he despaired.


    “WHAT?”


    “So Amael couldn’t reverse them! I thought… I thought….”


    With a nod, Rafe hurried past. Ivan made to follow, until the Eisenwolf raised his metal paws, “I’M COVERED IN BLACK-IMPERIUM, MATE.”


    Ivan instinctively recoiled. “Josef’s cloak?” he guessed, noticing its disappearance from Rafe’s shoulders.


    “YEAH, SO STAY BACK.”


    Given a moment’s thought, Ivan scoffed, “It hardly matters if we’re going to crash; at this speed we’re finished. Come on, I’ll show you the controls. Perhaps you can shift them.”


    “I’LL TRY ANYTHING.”


    Ivan led Rafe through dining car, catering car and service car, to the front of the train and the wind-swept cabin from whence he had ejected the badger driver minutes earlier. Rafe only just fit through the low and oppressive tender, stray nuggets of green-imperium crunching beneath his eisenglanz-soled boots.


    Blade-dancer tried the forward-reverse lever first, then the flow valve; both were stuck fast and still hot from being welded by his own reckless actions.


    “Throw that!” Ivan said of the lever, shaking his scorched paws.


    Nodding, Rafe pushed on the lever with all his might; he succeeded only in bending the solid length of iron into a banana.


    “OOPS.”


    “The valve!” Ivan instructed next, touching it. “Turn it clockwise to cut off the imperium flow.”


    Nodding, Rafe attacked the valve with both paws.


    “GRRRR-FFFFFGH!”


    As he struggled, Rafe’s backpack began churning out great clouds of ash, which were instantly sucked forwards and out of the cabin to join the exhaust from the reversing imperium engine. In his desperate throes, accidental arcs of plasma shot down Rafe’s gauntlet-clad arms and into the engine controls.


    Ivan stood back as energy bolts danced over the face of the dials and played between pipes. For a second the engine stuttered and whined, he was sure.


    Choink!


    Away came the valve, breaking clean off in Rafe’s impossible grasp. “AWW, SCHMUTZ!” he cursed, tossing it away. “IS THERE A BRAKE?”


    “Yes, in the tender, but brakes won’t stop a running engine,” Ivan explained. “They’ll just melt.”


    Rafe spread his paws, at a loss.


    At length, Ivan gestured at the engine’s controls, “It stuttered.”


    “WHAT?”


    “When you shocked it with your plasma, the engine stuttered. I saw the dials drop, I swear. Perhaps you damaged it.”


    Rafe stood thinking. He looked to the engine, then back to Ivan, then back to the engine again, the cogs of his mind whirring. Slowly, he raised his armoured paws over the profusion of pipes, levers, switches and dials.


    “GET OUT.”


    Ivan understood at once. He retreated from cabin to adjoining tender, but remained within sight, standing amidst the bunkers of glittering imperium. To his dismay he noticed the castle-like towers of Hummel’s capital den panning into view; Hummelton station was not even a mile down the line. Blade-dancer entertained the vain hope that some diligent train hog would change the points and send the runaway Bloodfang Train on towards Queens Town, buying time, but in all likelihood she remained on course for the termination from whence she had departed.


    Without delay, Rafe called upon his internal fires. The imperium in his bones, his blood and the eisenpelz worked as one great well of energy to give life to blinding bolts of plasma the like of which Ivan had never seen! The engine’s dials went wild as Rafe’s power surged through him and into the system, overwhelming it, disrupting the imperium flow. His invisible corona reached out too, coiling through the air, twisting the very fabric of reality; Ivan could feel it slicing through him even from a safe distance. The cabin walls and roof, solid sheets of metal, began to buckle and twist around Rafe. Pipes split and exploded, venting burning ash and gases which would have killed stone-dead anyone but the amazing iron-clad Eisenwolf.


    Groaning and whining, the imperium engine’s chugs mistimed, then backfired and eventually died altogether! The ash from the funnels ceased to billow and instead vented gently, like so many giant embers.


    Quiet, but for the tearing wind and clack of wheels.


    His backpack expelling a continuous, audible jet of ash like a boiling kettle, Rafe lowered his shaking, smouldering paws and fell back against the cabin wall.


    Ivan dashed in, “You did it; she’s rolling-stock!”


    He returned to the tender and pulled on what he hoped was the brake lever.


    Screeeeeeeee!


    The train jolted and began slowing. Was it enough?


    Ivan went to the twisted cabin window and looked out, then turned to Rafe. “We need to get away from the engine; it’ll crush these carriages like paper. Come on.”


    “ARE… WE… WE STILL GONNA CRASH?”


    “Maybe.”


    Nodding, panting, Rafe lumbered after the nimble Ivan, into the service car, through the catering car and on to dining car. Halfway along the latter he fell over a nicely-set table, exhausted and dizzy.


    Ivan dashed back and wrapping his paw in his cloak tugged on the contaminated Rafe. “Come on, boy!”


    “AYE!”


    Rafe staggered as far as the dining carriage door before the Elder Train reached the end of the line. Hummelton station blurred by; pillars, tiles, the rear carriages of other trains.


    “Honoured to have known you, Bruno Claybourne,” Ivan said.


    The Eisenwolf took a shaky, tinny breath, “AND YOU… WHOEVER YOU ARE.”


    Blade-dancer emitted an amused scoff.


    With a thunderous explosion everything not bolted down jolted violently forwards, tables, chairs, glass, cutlery, Amael, Ivan and Eisenwolf. The carriage shook and crumpled, catapulted violently upwards and over, like a log in a caber toss. The roof became the wall and the broken windows scraped along the ground, sparks flying, fires setting.


    The last thing Rafe saw in his mind’s eye before all sensation was beaten from him was Meryl.


    Sweet Meryl.


    *


    Vladimir and Angus pulled up in the white Hummel car as the enormous durametal skeleton of the Nimbus collapsed in a heap of flames. They had trailed it past town and across the lake, watching it burn and shed debris all the way.


    Getting as close as they dared, Vladimir stepped out the car and walked cautiously across the fields, circling the crash site and searching for any signs of life, or black-imperium. Thankfully there was none of the latter, but alas none of the former either.


    “Nobody’s getting out of that alive,” Angus said, shielding his eyes from the heat.


    Vladimir could but grunt and sigh.


    “I say! Over here!”


    A ginger cat in coveralls and a cap came traipsing through the long grass towards the wolves. He was rolling up a mass of silk sheeting in his arms; the sheet was connected to his backpack via two dozen strings or so. What in the world it was Vladimir had no idea, but he recognised the cat even before he opened his mouth.


    “Montague Buttle!” he declared. “How’d you do?”


    “Grand Howler Vladimir.”


    “What a waste, eh?” said the cat, looking upon the sad sight. “Me balloon doncha know. Years of work gone up in smoke… again.”


    “Indeed.”


    Monty licked his lips, “We uh… we had a bit of trouble, ‘Owler. Hijacked we were. Held hostage-”


    “Where are the hyenas?” Vladimir asked directly.


    Monty blinked, “You know what happened?”


    “I’ve an inkling.”


    “Oh, well… the THORN chaps all bought it I’m afraid, one way or another,” Monty sniffed, matter-of-factly. “Except that Madou.”


    “Madou?”


    “Yes,” Monty clucked, “nothing we could do for the others. Things just… got out of paw up there. Thought my fighting days were over. Terrible business. Had to do it, left me no choice. None.”


    Vladimir looked to Angus, then back to Monty again. “What about my Howlers?”


    “‘Owlers?”


    “Linus and Uther,” Vladimir clarified, with a nod at the flaming wreck of Nimbus. “Are they in that?”


    “No, no,” Monty mewed, scanning the sunny sky. “They’re still up in the big blue yonder somewhere. Penny’s just looking for a nice spot to land.”


    Vladimir and Angus looked up as well, then exchanged bewildered shrugs.


    *


    Brrrrrr-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-p-p-p-p-p-p-p!


    It was not a monobike, nor a car, but a propeller, Sara reckoned, yet higher pitched than a dirigible’s, like a hoverfly was to a bee.


    She looked up and out the car window and saw a huge winged silhouette swoop overhead.


    “Och!” Sara cooed, following the machine across the windscreen and down in a field.


    Sara’s many little sisters all clambered across the back of the Hummel limo and fought to press their faces to the window, with much gasping, pointing and giggling.


    “Stop the car!” Sara told Eldress Brynn, who was driving.


    “Mah orders were tae get you away from here.”


    “Stop the car!”


    “Sara-”


    “That’s one of Monty Buttle’s planes. It must be them!”


    “Or a hyena!”


    “Oh aye, Brynn, because hyenas can fly planes and all. Pull over for Ulf’s sake!”


    Reluctantly, Eldress Brynn drew to a stop and Sara flew out the car and across the fields. Her sisters tried to follow, but Brynn barked at them to stay where they were – unlike their disobedient big sister, they stayed put. Brynn hurried after Sara, eager to protect the daughter of Hummel’s long-standing Den Mother.


    The plane bounced to stop on its flimsy-looking wheels and turned slightly to one side. The engine and propeller choked to a halt. Beasts moved inside, Sara recognising some of them, others a mystery, Penny was up front with some Howler, and a hyena was squeezed into the back with another wolf wrapped in a bundle of black cloak.


    Sara stopped, unsure. Was the hyena holding Penny hostage? Was Brynn right?


    Penny and the Howler climbed out, the latter throwing off his helmet and falling on his knees to kiss the grass – it was Linus’s friend Uther, and no mistake. Sara was further reassured when Penny waved enthusiastically. The cat’s dress was covered in ash and Ulf knows what, but she did not look like a beast under duress.


    Sara hurried over and embraced Penny, then eyes searching the plane asked her, “Where’s Monty? We saw the balloon go down over by the lake.”


    “He took the parachute,” Penny replied. “Always a gentlebeast, my Monty.”


    “And the black-imperium?”


    “Gone, dear.”


    “Gone?”


    Uther stood up and said to Sara, “We took care of it, sweetheart. Should be fine.”


    A nod, a smile.


    Eldress Brynn arrived, rapier brandished as usual. Sara expected her to threaten the hefty hyena in the back seat, but she stood aloof, quiet, waiting, but ready to step in.


    The silent hyena passed his wolfen bundle down to Uther.


    “Linus!” Sara yelped.


    “Sara?” he replied groggily, blinking in the sun. “Did… did we s-sss-stop Nurka?”


    She nodded, “Aye, Ah think so.”


    “No,” Uther replied, looking to Madou and saying, “Nurka stopped himself.”


    *


    Prince Noss awoke to a cool, damp cloth mopping his brow and the beautiful visage of Arjana looking down upon him, her face devoid of golden makeup and more beautiful for it.


    “Arjana?”


    “Noss.”


    Twisting his bound wrists, Noss made to rise from the piles of pillows, but Arjana pushed him down. “Rest.”


    Noss looked down at himself; he was dressed in traditional attire, just a black and white sarong.


    “My paws are tied, wife,” he observed.


    “Yes, husband. For your own safety.”


    “Hahaahah! Of course!” the prince chortled, then grunted in pain. “My back feels like… a bear stepped on me.”


    Arjana wetted the cloth and wrung it out. “Chakaa Madou had to hit you. I commanded him to. You were out of your wits.”


    Noss almost disagreed, but mentally trod on his tongue. “I was?” he said instead, playing along.


    “You said terrible things against me. You tried to incite everyone to abandon me. They almost listened, you being a Prince.”


    Noss looked away a little.


    Arjana smiled briefly, “It’s all right. It was just the madness. I forgive you, Noss; as always I must forgive and forget your antics. It is a wife’s duty, even a queen’s.”


    A grunt.


    Arjana slowly lay on the pillows beside Noss and placed an arm across him. “I missed you,” she whispered.


    Noss blinked his purple eyes slowly, “And I you.”


    “Truly?”


    “It’s what got me through Gelb, why I did not throw myself down a pit. All I thought of was you and the….”


    There was a long painful silence as Noss avoided mentioning his cubs. The tent fluttered overhead. Campfires crackled. It was peaceful.


    So peaceful.


    “They took our cubs,” Arjana reminded him.


    “Vladimir promised me. He promised me!”


    “His promises were lies, this wolf, as always they are. But now their rule is destroyed we will have more cubs. We will have many fine Princes and Princesses and marry them to the other tribes. We are still young.”


    “I’m rotting, wife.”


    “No. Not for many years.”


    “My mind burns. I… I….” Noss grimaced and breathed deep, trying not to weep. “Perhaps you should find someone with a clearer mind than I? Take Chakaa Nurka, since you two seem to agree on what’s to be done. He’s young and strong and… not nearly as useless as I.”


    “He is a great hyena, but no Prince of the blood,” Arjana dismissed, sitting up and looking down on Noss, a finger playing on his chest. “Besides, he’s gone.”


    “Gone?” Noss scoffed.


    “He will have rotted with the black rain over Hummelton.”


    The Prince frowned, “What? But why?”


    “It was the only way, Noss. Nurka always knew that was his fate. After him Themba will do the same over Lupa; Nurka will have instructed him what to do. As Chakaa they can survive the poison long enough to open the canisters, longer than those weakling Howlers who cannot even stomach the chunta. Just one of our afflicted is worth three of theirs. And you, my Prince, are worth a hundred more. We are the superior race. That is why they keep us in bondage still when all others they have conquered walk among them. They fear us.”


    Noss closed his eyes. “It’s… it’s all over then?”


    “Yes. The sun is setting, my Prince, you slept all day. The sun sets not only out here, but on wolfkind’s empire. I await Nurka’s message to confirm the fact. Then we will make our next move.”


    “And go where? Do what?”


    Arjana beamed, “To the Reservations, to free the tribes and leave for the wilds, as I have said. Once the Matriarchs know Lupa is finished they will sanction a revolt. It is assured. It is that or starve, the wolves will not be able to feed us.”


    It was all so plausible, so sensible, so clever, and yet Noss felt sick to his stomach. The cold-hearted murder of all wolfkind and countless innocents besides; was it a fair bargain for hyena freedom, would the ancestors look well on the achievements of THORN?


    Noss licked his lips as he remembered a friend. “What happened to Red-mist?”


    Arjana huffed and turned her face, “Your wolfen obsession? I knew you would not be long without mentioning the teacher who poisoned your mind against us.”


    “He made me, Arjana. He saved my life-”


    “Spare me your moaning, he is alive!” the Queen roared, then spoke softer, “Nurka begged me to spare him. Red-mist assisted you in the mines, I understand. You would be dead but for him, though it was all a ruse and not for our benefit.”


    “Can you blame him?”


    “No, he is cunning.” Arjana tapped Noss’s nose, “Perhaps, if you behave, my foolish Prince, I will find it possible to let him go. One wolf, however cunning, will be no threat to the Jua-mata in a post-Lupa world. Though without the blood of the Erde in his veins he will quickly rot.”


    “As will I,” Noss pointed out.


    Arjana shook her head, “Unlike the wolves we will take from Mother Erde only what we must, not more than we deserve. I will enforce our laws.”


    “I’m sure that’s how the wolves started, Arjana. We will become like them and grow with the eating. We will have to build a great city too, then an army of Chakaa, and enslave the little beasts to sustain us just the same, or be defeated by greater powers. It is the way of this cruel world.”


    Sighing, Arjana sweetly kissed Noss’s neck, “Do not talk of death and the past, but life and the future!”


    “I was.”


    “Everything is in paw, husband. You will see.”


    Noss nuzzled into his wife, savouring her warmth, her familiar scent, so long denied him.


    Can I go on? Can I love her, despite all?


    “Untie me,” he said, twisting his spotty arms. “Let me touch you, wife. Let us make love and cubs anew.”


    Arjana laughed, Queen no longer, but a girl again.


    Bvvvvvvpt!


    The white moth fluttered softly into the tent and settled gently on the Queen’s back, interrupting affairs.


    “Soon, my Prince,” Arjana said, extracting herself from Noss and the pillows. “Rest your poor back whist you can. We will soon be on the move again.”


    She leant down and kissed him firmly, parted slowly. He smiled a toothy grin.


    Falling back, the aching Noss watched his beautiful wife take the moth from her back and hang the trembling creature on the tent’s central pole. She removed the message box it was carrying and knelt before the low table where Nurka had shown Noss his maps and plans not more than a day ago.


    Arjana upturned the tiny message box in her paw and something small and shiny fell heavily into her palm; Noss didn’t catch what it was.


    The Queen stared at her palm for the longest time. Suddenly she emitted a snort of anguish and held whatever was close in both paws.


    Noss levered himself painfully upright, “Arjana?”


    “It is… over,” she snuffled, fighting to maintain her composure. “You have won, my mad, mad Noss.”


    “Won? Arjana, what-”


    “Guards!”


    Arjana’s four mighty litter bearers entered the tent and bowed low.


    “Escort our Prince from my presence,” she commanded them. “When I am gone, you will obey him. He is the best equipped to lead you in this wolfen world; he… knows them as I never did. Love him, as you have loved me. That is my wish.”


    “My Queen, please-” one rasped.


    “Silence! Go. Do not return, you must not gaze upon what is left. Leave me here… for the wind and… the rain.”


    Arjana placed something in her mouth.


    “No!” Noss snarled in realisation, tugging on his bonds as the guards descended upon him, pulling him away. “Spit it out! Spit it out, Arjana!”


    “Goodbye my sweet, mad Prince.”


    As Noss was barely dragged from the tent by the strength of four hyenas, he heard the terrible crack of glass, the fizzle of flesh and glimpsed through the flaps Arjana collapsing over the table amidst a hint of black vapours.


    “Arjanaaaaahahahaaaa!” Noss cried, falling to his knees in the mud. “Graaaaaghagh!”


    The white pepper moth burst from the polluted tent and over the prince’s head, thrumming into the twilight firmament.


    “Her spirit flies!” one of the guards wailed, drawing the attention of all who remained at Kambi Mata. “The Queen goes to the Sky!”


    Hyenas raised their spears and uttered their terrible war-cry, resembling mad laughter, at least to ignorant Wolfen ears like Tomek’s.


    “What they doing?” the youth whispered, twisting in his bonds to look at Rufus, bound to the next stake along.


    “Seeing off their Queen,” Rufus replied.


    “She is dead?”


    “That moth carried Nurka’s news, dear boy. I think it was bad news.”


    Time passed, tears fell, until the Prince of the Four Winds felt his paws being untwined. Arjana’s guards then prostrated themselves before him, fully expecting death for the insult they had dealt Noss, even though it had been a queen’s command.


    Noss remained kneeling, without the will to stand, nor pass judgment. Everything was lost, Arjana, Nurka, Themba, Madou, the cubs, every last beast he cared about.


    Almost.


    Rising slowly to his feet, Noss said numbly, “Release the Howlers.”


    Surprised but obedient, his hyenas hurried to do their master’s bidding, untying the prisoners. Rufus and Tomek were starving, thirsty, filthy and battered, but they knew they were safe with Noss in charge. They shuffled slowly over to the prince, rubbing their wrists all the way.


    Rufus prevented the ever-curious Tomek from going anywhere near Arjana’s tent, both out of respect and because it was a death-trap.


    “I’m truly sorry, Noss,” he said.


    His cheeks and muzzle wetted, Noss smiled. “You have won, Red-mist. THORN is finished.”


    Rufus disagreed, “Nobody’s in any position to gloat, Noss. We’re all of us losers today.”


    *


    Brrrring! Brr-


    Werner snatched the phone from the bar, the only device still working in The Warren. The others watched his face twist as he listened, every rat, rabbit, hog and other conspirator, hanging on his word, to strike, or not.


    Werner shakily put the phone down. “Get out of here, lads,” he said. “It’s all over.”


    “What?”


    “It’s over! They’re coming. Get out whilst you can.”


    After a moment’s pause, the conspirators, with surprising calm and dignity, scraped chairs under the tables, grabbed their coats and filed for the door. Once on the dark Lupan streets they shook paws and split in all directions. The Politzi amongst them would not report for duty come tomorrow morning, or ever turn up in Riddle District again. They would disappear into Lupa’s underbelly, gain new papers, new names, new lives, whatever it took to escape the net and fight on for another day, for another little beast plot.


    Professor Heath remained, cradling the weak and wounded Howler Tristan.


    “Go on!” Werner snorted at him. “Take the cub with yer.”


    “I’m staying. I have nowhere to go.”


    “Puh! Suit yerself.”


    “What about you? Shouldn’t you go?”


    “I’m tired of running,” Werner sighed, leaning on the bar and inspecting his pistol. “Been running since the war, one way or another. I’m done with it.”


    Heath cleared his throat. “Does this mean the black-imperium wasn’t dropped on Hummelton?”


    Werner nodded, “Aye.”


    “It was no fit way to start a revolution. You would have regretted it, all of you.”


    “Maybe you’re right. Maybe, but I doubt it.”


    Shortly, a Politzi car pulled up outside The Warren. A uniformed brown rabbit hopped out and timidly opened the door to the dark, boarded-up property.


    “Chief?”


    “Borce?”


    “Yes, sir. It’s me, sir.”


    Werner gruffed, “Too late, lad, they’ve all gone! Come in, I won’t shoot yer.”


    “No, chief,” Borce replied, stepping nervously inside.


    “You found me fast.”


    “They’re arresting everyone back at HQ, sir, one of ‘em talked and said this was your hideout.” Borce looked to Heath and Tristan, then back to Werner. “I’m afraid I’ve got to take you all in, Chief. There’s some Howlers on the way.”


    “I know. It’s all over. I shan’t resist.”


    “I dunno what it is you got involved in and I-I-I don’t wanna know. Only, I thought you might want five minutes to, you know, hop out a window, like. You’ve always been really good to me and my uncle.”


    “Aye. Thanks Borce, I appreciate that.” Werner gestured at Heath and Tristan, “These two are innocent; they tried to stop me. They’re heroes. Put that in your report.”


    “Oh. Yes, sir. I will.”


    “Now scram before someone sees you. Go on.”


    Nodding, Constable Borce made to leave, but Werner kept him a moment longer.


    “Oh! Be sure to take The Warren back; you or Casimir are welcome to it. I’ve had it wrapped up in Politzi red tape since it got bombed out. I uh… I shan’t be needing it anymore. Files are in my desk, you can sort it out on the quiet.”


    “Thanks, sir, will do,” Borce said, with insipid cheer. “Good luck then.”


    “Aye, and you.”


    The Politzi rabbit shut the front door and climbed into his car, ostensibly to wait for backup. One puny rabbit couldn’t make such an arrest by himself – that was the excuse Borce had dreamt up anyway.


    The youngster looked to The Warren, took a deep, shaky breath and checked his pocket watch. Howlers would be here any minute. Grand Howler Boris had already been arrested by ALPHA agents swooping on Riddle, and the district itself put under temporary ALPHA control. Whatever was going down, it was massive.


    Bang! 


    Blades of light cut through the gaps in the boarded up windows, partitioning the street for a moment.


    Overcoming his natural rabbit timidity, Borce burst inside The Warren just in time to witness Werner Schwartz drop his pistol on the bar and collapse heavily behind it, trotters clutching at his chest.


    It was indeed all over, for him.

  


  
    
  

    Chapter 56


     


    The stiff-collared Meryl Stroud clopped through the shafts of morning sunlight in her practical footwear, breakfast tray in paws, flight-challenged bee trundling after her. ALPHA HQ never looked particularly marvellous, even with the lavender and spring sunshine, but with Rafe back everything was a little brighter again in the eyes of Meryl.


    “Miss Stroud!”


    Silvermane’s voice stopped the nurse, and Toggle, in their tracks.


    “Yes, Grand Prefect?”


    Silvermane stole across the hallway, “Miss Str-”


    Bvvvt!


    Almost stepping on the bee and being duly told off, Silvermane tugged his cloak and continued, “Miss Stroud, I’m just going to question Grand Prefect Nikita.”


    “Again?”


    “Yes… and again and again, until the Alpha is satisfied I’ve wrung every last name from him! Now, I need you to write down your statement, about the racking incident with Tristan and Maher.”


    “What for?”


    “To show Nikita we have him on something, even if it’s just murder. Something to make him deal.”


    “To break him, you mean.”


    “Yes, if you will.”


    Meryl grimaced and looked away. “I want no part of it if you’re going to rack him.”


    “Need I remind you,” Silvermane said meaningfully, “that Tristan escaped ALPHA custody under your watch?”


    “It was nothing to do with me! I went to the loo and when I came back he was gone. I’m not a guard, I’m a nurse! What difference does it make? He was being released anyway-”


    “To the Eisbrands, wolfess, not out the back door! Sign a statement and I will forget your lapse of judgement-”


    “Fine!” Meryl barked. “Fine, I’ll do whatever you want. Just let me take this to Rafe before it gets cold.”


    Silvermane saluted, ALPHA-style.


    Meryl had her paws full – a good excuse – and thus took her leave with only a nod, and Toggle.


    Whilst Silvermane went to the stark holding cells, Meryl made her way to ALPHA’s almost equally depressing infirmary wing and Rafe’s permanent private ward, with its tiny window, single lamp, and meagre accoutrements. Meryl had set spring flowers in the window to brighten the dingy atmosphere; Rafe could appreciate them, for despite his exertions his eyes were healthy. In fact he was doing very well.


    “Hey,” said the giant, sitting up in bed with a small blue book in his big brown paws.


    “Good morning,” Meryl replied. “Reading?” she chirped, most impressed. She glanced around, “Do you need more light? I can get another lamp.”


    Rafe set aside his book, making room for breakfast. “Nah, I’m done,” he said, rubbing his thighs.


    Meryl slid the tray onto Rafe’s blanketed lap and unfurled a napkin. “What is it?”


    “What?”


    “The book.”


    Rafe adopted a mock-scholarly air, “Ashes of the Gods, by Giacomo Valerio.”


    Meryl paused in mid-napkin-flick, then tied it around Rafe’s thick neck. “Where’d you get that from?”


    “You left it here on the table last night.”


    “I did?”


    “Yeah. Don’t you remember?”


    “Oh, I’m all over the shop at present,” Meryl sighed.


    “It’s really good, ‘en it?” Rafe said. “Well-written. Not too difficult to read.”


    “Yes, well, that’s because it’s Giacomo Valerio. He was an engineer who wrote for the common beast. The vocabulary is simple, but his writing is still magical. I must’ve read it… oh, ten times.”


    “Common beast, am I?” Rafe joked.


    “Most uncommon,” Meryl cooed, “as well you know.”


    “You’re rarer still, Miss Stroud.”


    Rafe pulled the giggling Meryl close. They kissed briefly.


    “I wonder what they’re like,” Rafe said, looking into nowhere.


    “What?”


    “Those Dead Cities, where Giacomo found the first monobike parts. Must be all kinds of things buried there. I know my eisenpelz comes from there too.”


    Meryl primly extricated herself from Rafe and picked up the book, slipping in into her apron pocket.


    “What’re you doing?” he complained. “Can’t I borrow it?”


    “No.”


    “I thought you’d read it ten times-”


    “You shouldn’t be seen reading this sort of thing!”


    Surprised, Rafe snorted, “Why not?”


    Glancing at the door, Meryl whispered, “Because it’s impartialist material. It’ll give you ideas, ideas that, knowing your big mouth, you’ll spout at the wrong wolf, like Horst. After what’s just happened it’s best to keep quiet awhile.”


    Rafe spread a paw, “It’s your book, Meryl.”


    “Yes, well… everyone around here already knows what I think; no point hiding it now. But you’re different. You frighten them, you know, Horst and all that.”


    “Eh?”


    “Your power, Rafe; I-I mean a wolf like you could….” Meryl checked herself. “Well, never you mind. Peaceful change is the right way to go. Just take THORN! Their pamphlets have done more damage than any amount of black-imperium. Even Silvermane’s convinced and Rufus says he didn’t believe a word of the rumours coming out of the Reservations before. Now whether the Den Fathers were even aware of the atrocities or not, the whole world’s seen those pictures. Things have to change. They’ve got to, by Ulf!”


    Rafe sat listening throughout, mighty arms folded. “I love it when you get all political,” he said cheekily.


    Meryl blushed and cleared her throat. “Your porridge is getting cold, mister.”


    No sooner had Rafe popped open a jar of honey and spooned some onto said porridge than up reared a giant bee, its spiky front legs snagging the sheets like fishhooks.


    Bvvvt!


    “All right, Toggle?”


    Bvvt! Bvvvvv!”


    “Whatcha want, mate? Honey?”


    “Of course she does; it’s all she has eyes for,” Meryl huffed. “She had her head in my lavenders whilst you were away, which is right and proper for a bee, only she’s so clumsy she ended up trampling them all down!”


    “She’s a big girl,” Rafe maintained, pushing the jar within reach of Toggle’s searching proboscis. Upon locating the jar she rapidly lapped up its contents. Rafe, meanwhile, lapped up his porridge in great big spoonfuls.


    Meryl pulled up Rafe’s chair and sat, watching the outsized duo eating in harmony together. “You look so well. I can’t believe it.”


    Rafe flexed an arm, “I feel well, like a new wolf.”


    “I don’t understand it, but I’m not going to complain.”


    The Eisenwolf munched away, then said through a raised chin and mouthful of porridge, “Oi, how’s Jan?”


    Meryl looked down and away. “Same,” she sighed, tugging her apron. “Broken bones and a bad temper. She can’t stand missing out on the arrests. Rufus visited yesterday and I heard her tell him that Silvermane’s going to ‘steal her glory’ by rounding up the conspirators. He told her that’s nonsense; she was there on the train with you, stopping Amael. Silvermane was here, shuffling papers and likely waiting to see how the wind blew – the Alpha’s no fool, he knows Janoah’s worth.”


    At length, Meryl enquired delicately, “Rufus wanted me to ask you; are you sure it was Ivan you saw on the train?”


    “Yeah! It must’ve been.”


    Meryl looked incredulous.


    “Jan saw him too!” Rafe woofed at her.


    “That’s not what she’s saying, Rafe, not even to Rufus.”


    “Look, he was right in front of me; a tall white wolf. He killed Amael in a single stroke! Gotta be Blade-dancer, right?”


    “Well, according to Janoah, Amael saw his plan had failed, then went mad and crashed the train on purpose. She says he cut his own throat, though not before throwing a black-imperium bomb at his allies. She only just escaped death leaping from the train.”


    Rafe dropped his spoon in his breakfast with a splodge. “Who’s gonna believe that schmutz?”


    Meryl exhaled, “Who’s to question it? Everyone’s dead.”


    Rafe tugged his napkin off and threw it down. “Aww, she’s making me look like an idiot, Meryl! I remember it clear as day. I remember everything this time. I dunno why, but I can picture the whole thing. There’s no fuzzy wall. I was fighting ‘em all, then my cloak set fire and… and….” Rafe trailed off at some awful memory Meryl was not privy to. “For once I wish I couldn’t remember,” he said, staring into the face of that wolf, rotting alive.


    “Rafe,” Meryl said gently, brining him back, “have you considered Janoah might be protecting you?”


    “Protecting me?”


    “Yes. It’s no small matter to have killed those Elders, even if they were conspirators, and even if it was an accident. You could get in trouble.”


    “But… I had to fight. For the Republic, Meryl. Jan said so. We thought everyone back in Hummelton was dead and Amael was gonna take over.”


    A nod.


    Clinging to the hope that Rafe really was just confused and Janoah’s unlikely story was the correct one, Meryl took Rafe’s nearest paw and said noncommittally. “Just talk to her first before you make any more statements to Silvermane and the others. Get your story straight between you. Janoah’s many things, but she does care about you.”


    “Yeah, I know that Meryl.”


    “Yes,” the nurse said, “I was perhaps just reminding myself.”


    Bvvvt!


    Clink!


    Down went Toggle, and down went the jar, falling off the bed and breaking.


    “Toggle!” Meryl scolded, to no discernable effect.


    Whilst Toggle trundled off to clean her shiny face, Meryl snatched Rafe’s napkin and set about cleaning up the sticky mess, complaining mildly. “For Ulf’s sake, what kind of stupid beast adopts a giant bee anyway?”


    Rafe innocently poured some tea and tucked into his breakfast apple.


    As Meryl collected sticky glass shards and placed them on the napkin, the sounds of shouting and pistol fire echoed across ALPHA HQ.


    “Halt!”


    Crack! Crack!


    Glancing at Rafe, Meryl hurried to the door and peered outside just as boots squeaked loudly along the corridor towards her.


    Right into her!


    “Oh! Rafe!” Meryl screamed, as a big mottled in bundled her into the room.


    It was Grand Prefect Nikita!


    Rafe pushed the tray aside and threw the sheets from his legs.


    “Don’t move, or I kill her!” Nikita barked at him, then at the Prefects arriving at the door to Rafe’s room. Swinging Meryl round and holding her close to him with both paws pressed to her face as if trying to crush a melon, the fallen Grand Prefect backed into a corner and snarled. “I will bake her brain if anyone move!”


    Silvermane pushed to the front of the Prefects. “It’s over Nikita.”


    “Stay back!”


    “There’s nowhere to go.”


    “Get rid of them!” Nikita said, looking to the other Prefects. “You know I will do it, Silver! You know it! I have nothing to lose!”


    “Do as he says,” Rafe said, shouting, “Do it!”


    Raising his paws to calm everyone, Silvermane dismissed the other Prefects from the doorway, leaving just himself and Rafe inside. “Now what, Nikita?” he scoffed. “You’re only making this harder than it needs to be. Confess and-”


    “Shut up, maggot!” Nikita bellowed, plasma playing on his fingers.


    Meryl squirmed, “Aaagh! Rafe!”


    “Stop it!” Rafe begged. “I’ll do whatever you want!”


    Now he had everyone’s attention, Nikita set out his desperate stall. “Then get your suit, Eisenwolf.”


    “What?”


    “Someone fetch Josef!” Nikita snarled. “You will wear your mantle and escort me out of Lupa and kill anyone who gets in our way. If not… I roast your little wench’s head like baked potato. Do you understand?”


    “Yeah, mate. I understand. Just calm down. Don’t hurt her. Please.”


    Silvermane snorted, “You’re out of your mind, Nikita.”


    “Shut up and get the suit, Ulf damn you!”


    Rafe glared at Silvermane, thus Silvermane told his Prefects, “Get Josef Grau. Tell him it’s an emergency.”


    Shaking the helpless Meryl, Nikita snapped, “The suit!”


    “Rafe can’t pop it on like a hat, you fool,” Silvermane explained. “You will have to let him go to where it’s stored and wait for Josef to dress him. It takes time.”


    Nikita nodded. “Then I will go with him to where it is stored.” He flicked his muzzle, “Now get out and go down the corridor. Leave your pistols on the floor, all of you. Leave me a loaded one.”


    Silvermane shook his head, “I will not arm you.”


    “Do it! Or you will be responsible for her death. Do you hear that Rafe? It is his fault if Miss Stroud dies. You know who to blame, who to kill when you go mad with grief. I know you will. You are already insane, Eisenwolf.”


    Whatever he thought, Rafe nodded at Silvermane. “Do as he says, sir. I got this.”


    “Stenton-”


    “Please!”


    Sighing, Silvermane drew his pistol and placed it on the floor, then backed out the room and down the way with his Prefects.


    Once they were some distance away, Nikita flicked his head. “You first, Eisenwolf.”


    Rafe stood up from the bed, a tall brown tower of muscle and sinew. Intimidating now as always.


    “Slowly!” Nikita warned, backing off. “Paws up!”


    “Yeah. Yeah. No problem, mate.”


    Rafe went to the door, stepped over Silvermane’s pistol and out into the hall, his paws up, feet patting on the floor.


    “Stop!” Nikita instructed. “Stay there.”


    A nod.


    Nikita shuffled Meryl towards the door and grabbed the pistol. He checked it was loaded and with one paw grasping the scruff of Meryl’s neck aimed at Rafe. Now he had them both in his power.


    “Lead the way, Eisenwolf. Try anything and I shoot you and kill her after.”


    Rafe started to walk towards Silvermane and the others.


    “Back off!” Nikita threatened them, pistol wagging. “Get away, all of you!”


    Silvermane and the Prefects did as bidden, retreating as quickly as Rafe advanced.


    As he walked backwards, Silver read Rafe’s furious features, watched his brow twist, his tongue lick his nose. One could almost see the gears of his mind whirring. Would Rafe chance turning and blasting Nikita? He might kill Meryl along with him. Even knocking them both down might give Nikita time to retaliate. One thing felt assured; this situation would not hold, someone or something was going to snap.


    Oblivious to the drama, Toggle traipsed merrily after Meryl in pursuit of her endless quest for honey. She bumped into the back of Nikita.


    Bvvt! Bvvvvt!


    “Eugh!”


    Nikita booted the bee savagely away, sending it spinning across the hall on its back.


    “Don’t!” Meryl said. “She won’t hurt you-”


    “Shut up, wolfess!”


    Confused, Toggle flipped to her feet no worse for wear and came back. Her clawed front feet grasped both at Meryl’s dress and Nikita’s legs, like a needy child.


    Bvvvvbvv!


    Disturbed by the quivering creature’s many needle-like claws tugging at him, the Grand Prefect turned and administered a more powerful, plasmatically-charged kick, ejecting Toggle down the hall.


    “Get away!”


    Bvvv-vvvvv-v-v-vvvvv!


    Toggle flailed around, useless wings buzzing, legs kicking, sting protruding from her heaving abdomen.


    Then something snapped.


    Amidst the momentary distraction, Meryl elbowed Nikita and twisted herself away.


    “Oof!”


    Head down she ran for all she was worth. “Rafe!”


    The Eisenwolf whirled round and sweeping Meryl into one arm raised his other paw.


    Crack!


    The desperate Nikita fired at them, the pistol pellet streaking down the hall, hot and glowing.


    It slowed unnaturally, impossibly, as if the wobbling, transparent coils of imperious power leaving Rafe’s corona affected even it. The missile hit neither him nor Meryl, but exploded in sparks against the wall to their right.


    Rafe’s furious will tore down the hall, crossing the distance to Nikita in all of a heartbeat, cracking plaster and windows and thumping into the Grand Prefect like the fist of Ulf.


    “Gaaagh!”


    By a twist of fate, Nikita landed square on top of the flailing Toggle.


    Bzzzbzvvvbt!


    “Ahaagh!” Nikita yelped, rolling aside, his back arched in apparent pain.


    Free, Toggle righted herself and hurriedly climbed the wall to safety, whilst Silvermane and the Prefects thundered past Rafe and over to Nikita. They descended upon him, but soon they realised his gasps and wheezes were not of someone winded or protesting their arrest, but those of someone in greater trouble.


    Meryl peered past Rafe’s protective embrace and watched the Grand Prefect fit and twist and gasp for air.


    “Something’s wrong,” she told Rafe.


    “Meryl.”


    “Let me go. It’s all right.”


    Telling the baffled Prefects to give Nikita air, Meryl asked them to roll him over onto his front.


    “What’s wrong with him?” Silvermane demanded.


    “I don’t know.”


    “Do something! If he dies we’ll lose vital information. I’d have shot him myself otherwise.”


    “I can’t do anything here,” Meryl replied. “Carry him to the ward. Quickly now!”


    The Prefects picked Nikita up and ferried him down the hall. Meryl glanced back at Rafe, who nodded and let her go about her work. Once she and Silvermane had gone, Rafe fell on his knees and nursed the arm he had used to project his imperious might. His bones and muscles ached and burned, as always; it was worse without the Eisenwolf mantle to help channel and enhance the energy.


    Rafe looked at the pellet in the wall, then his shaking paw, incredulous.


    “Your power grows, Stenton,” someone said behind.


    Rafe turned round and saw a stocky brown wolf with a pleasing white face standing over him.


    “Alpha, sir,” Rafe said, standing to salute with the modest ALPHA salute. “My Alpha, I mean.”


    Adal waved in kind then touched the pellet in the wall. “I saw everything,” he said, quickly withdrawing his finger and licking it; the pellet was still hot. “Very impressive, even for a wolf of your… imperious stature.”


    “Thank you, sir.”


    “Yes. We’ll be sad to see you go.”


    “Go, sir?” Rafe replied, worriedly.


    Adal nodded, “Don’t you know? Janoah and Rufus came to some arrangement months ago.”


    Rafe just looked blank.


    “Typical of Janoah to keep it to herself,” the Alpha sighed, waving a paw. “Some deal Rufus struck on your behalf; his price for going into Gelb and all that. You’re to receive an imperium pension, in any case.”


    “Pension?” Rafe grunted, nursing and twisting his aching arm. “What’s that, sir?”


    “Sting rations, for life, without having to lift a finger ever again. You’ve earned it. Few do.”


    Rafe emitted a surprised snort.


    “Doesn’t that please you, Prefect?”


    “I… I haven’t thought about it, my Alpha.”


    “You can stay on of course; we at ALPHA will gladly have you. But we also keep our word, as Thorvald knows. I let Tristan off the hook, though he shall always be carefully watched that one. Once a stray, always a stray.”


    A nod – Rafe thought it best to nod despite his ignorance.


    Adal walked over to Toggle and stood beneath her, “This is your bee?”


    “Yes sir. Well, not mine exactly she just kind of… hangs around.”


    “I can see that.”


    Rafe said nothing, but smiled.


    Adal leant close, inspecting Toggle’s hairy, heaving abdomen. “Bees are supposed to die when they sting, aren’t they?”


    “I dunno, sir.”


    “Unless they’re a queen, of course. They can sting all they like.”


    Another shrug and surreptitious nurse of the arm; Rafe was no biologist. “She’s got a broken wing, sir,” he said, trying to spark conversation so as to not appear such a dunce in front of the great Alpha.


    “Yes. Just a small bit missing, isn’t there?”


    “She can’t fly, though.”


    “How sad. Perhaps there’s something Josef Grau can do about that. I’ll have to mention it, when he’s not too busy with that new wolfess.”


    Rafe frowned, but said nothing.


    After a thoughtful pause, Adal turned to Rafe and said afresh, “Apologies, I really must go. I need to speak to Prefect Janoah, or rather Grand Prefect Janoah, should she accept.” He looked at Toggle, “We’ve just had a position open up.”


    “Sir.”


    Saluting, the Alpha walked on, saying, “Have a good think about what you want to do. Whatever you decide, I’ll see to it the matter is closed.”


    *


    The Bloodfang car bumped across the Ashfall, passing through another chain-link fence guarded by Watchers, then on through the endless grey shanty towns that made up the Reservations. Hyenas peered out of tents and corrugated shelters, old and young, curious and fearful.


    What was a Howler limo doing here?


    Some cubs followed the car, running alongside it, waving and begging with paws cupped. The wolf inside eventually rolled down his window and tossed a chocolate bar to the nearest cub.


    “Share it!” he stipulated, rolling up the window.


    Within a few twists and turns, the car pulled up outside a nicer tent than the rest. It was one half black and the other white, as dichotomous as the beast lurking within.


    “This it?” the wolf asked, surprised.


    “Should be, Elder Oromov,” the hog driver replied.


    A Den Guard climbed out the passenger seat and went round to open Vladimir’s door – one couldn’t be seen dead opening his one’s door anymore.


    “The cubs, sir?” said the driver.


    Vladimir waved a dismissive paw and walked round the front of the car, heading for the tent. Two huge, grim-faced hyenas ducked out of the flaps and barred his path.


    “I need to see Prince Noss,” Vladimir declared. “I’m told this is his... abode.”


    No reply.


    “I’ve come to close our bargain-”


    “Close our bargain!” someone snarled inside. Noss burst from the tent flaps, as impressive in a mere sarong as he was when equipped in Howler attire, if not more so. “By the Wind, it is you! Get out of my sight, Vladimir. Get off my land before I have my hyenas tear you apart!”


    “Noss, now listen to me-”


    The Prince grabbed Vladimir and lifting him physically by his cloak, slammed him against the side of the car. “I said go! Go before I kill you! You who tortured me, who used me!”


    The Den Guard jumped to Vladimir’s defence, rapier drawn.


    “No!” Vladimir snapped, raising his paw. “Stand down! Stand down. It’s all right.”


    The Den Guard backed off.


    Noss waited, chest heaving, lips curling; fighting tears, expletives and the urge to kill Oromov.


    Vladimir gulped, “I’ve come to tell you, no to thank you, and to-”


    “Keep your empty words. I have nothing left. Nothing!”


    “And to return these to you,” Vladimir finished, tapping on the window.


    Noss looked down. Two hyena cubs were staring up at him through the tinted glass, a boy and a girl.


    The Prince dropped Vladimir like a poker and staggered backwards. Paw to mouth he glanced at the wolf, then back at the cubs, unwilling to believe his eyes.


    “I was able to locate them,” Vladimir explained, tugging his mantle back into shape. “Taking them from Arjana was not my doing. I thought they were safe in the re-education camps. I thought they were the best accommodation available. By the time I found out the camps had been razed, the cubs had disappeared and Arjana had escaped.”


    Hardly listening, Noss went for the car door and almost pulled it off its hinges.


    He knelt. “Children, it’s me, your father,” he said.


    The male cub slid out and embraced Noss, rasping and crying in his rough little hyena voice, “Father!”


    “Zuma! My boy!”


    The hyeness slipped out with such grace and dignity, standing before Noss with her chin held high. “I am glad to see you again, my noble father.”


    “Anjali,” Noss marvelled, shaking his head, tears pouring from his eyes, “my proud little queen. How like your mother you already are! You have her noble bearing.”


    The hyenas at the tent flaps and within sight of the goings-on all bowed low before Princess Anjali, and even Prince Noss dipped his head before this most regal cub. Then he embraced his daughter as a father and together all three rocked to and fro, weeping with grief and joy. They had lost much, but gained one another.


    Vladimir silently walked around to the car’s opposite side, the Den Guard following and opening the door.


    Hearing the car start, Noss shot up and looked across the top of its shiny roof, catching Vladimir just before he slipped inside.


    “Thank you, Vladimir.”


    “Our business is concluded,” Elder Vladimir sniffed. Sliding across the smooth back seat he reached for the opposite door and winding down its window a little, said, “Keep the tribes quiet for five minutes and you might be surprised by what can be achieved back in Lupa. There’s talk of dissolving the Reservations and all sorts. Have patience, Noss.”


    The prince nodded once.


    “Oh, and Rufus sends his regards.”


    With that, Vladimir shut the window and his car U-turned, heading back towards the grey blotch on the already blasted landscape that was Lupa.


    The mighty Noss beamed toothily down at his cubs, “Come children; let’s go surprise your Uncle Madou!”


    *


    The sun was ducking behind the smoke stacks of Lupa, casting long, sinister shadows across the lavender-filled courtyard. Janoah’s shadow looked especially monstrous, with crutches making her silhouette resemble some many legged mechanical spider.


    Minding the fractured leg she’d picked up in the train crash, she eased onto the bench beside Rafe. “You should be in bed resting, Stenton,” she scolded, casting her eyes over him. “You look tired.”


    Rafe looked Janoah over, with her crutches, bandages and unflattering bed gown. “Yeah? Well you’re a right state.”


    “Mind your trap! I’m a Grand Prefect now.”


    “Yeah, I heard.”


    “How? Nobody knows yet!”


    Rafe spread a big paw over his huge cloaked chest, “The Alpha and I had a chat.”


    “I see! Looks like we’re both moving up in the world.”


    After a moment’s mirth, Rafe’s face sank. “Whatcha you lie for, Jan?”


    “Lie?”


    “About what happened on the train.”


    Blinking once, Janoah explained gently, “I had to; you can’t be seen to have killed all those Elders, let alone a Den Father, however corrupt.”


    “But you-”


    “It’s bad enough you’re an Eisenwolf at all! Let’s not frighten the Den Fathers into closing our operation down.”


    Rafe dipped his chin. “Aye, Meryl said as much.”


    “Then she’s a wise wolfess.”


    Silence, but for distant traffic.


    Breaking out an ember, Janoah looked across the grim ALPHA HQ and puffed, “Nikita’s snuffed it, by the way.”


    Rafe sat up, big ears pricked in alarm.


    “Meryl’s not sure why,” Janoah huffed. “Some kind of fit or heart attack. He might’ve taken poison. Josef was going to do an autopsy, but the Alpha doesn’t seem bothered. So that’s that.”


    “Well I didn’t do anything, I just-”


    Janoah waved a paw; “It’s a kindness. He would’ve been executed anyway. He and Amael have both escaped the noose. Nurka too, it seems.”


    Rafe took a deep, shaky breath, “Jan I….”


    “Mm?” Janoah sat forward, leant on a crutch and patted her champion’s knee. “What?”


    “Is it over?”


    “Over?”


    “Is Lupa safe now? I mean, THORN and all that. That’s all gone, ‘en it?”


    “I don’t know,” Janoah shrugged. “Besides, there’s always someone out to cause trouble-”


    “Then I’ll stay,” Rafe blurted.


    After working out what her Eisenwolf was referring to, Janoah licked her lips, “You don’t have to on my account.”


    “I want to. I want to make Lupa safe… for Meryl.”


    “She won’t thank you for it.”


    “She’ll understand. I can’t go sit on the Graumeer coast and stare at the sea like an old wolf yet. I’m not even twenny! Maybe when the rot really starts to bite, but not yet. I have to use what Ulf gave me whilst I still have it.”


    Nodding, Janoah asked, “But are you happy here, Rafe?”


    “Happy?”


    “Yes. I’m sure Meryl only wants you to be happy. It’s what Rufus wants too.”


    Frowning, Rafe glanced across the HQ and caught Meryl’s sweet face. She was standing at the door to the courtyard, watching, waiting.


    “Yeah,” Rafe said, waving at her until she waved back, “I’m happy, Jan.”


    Janoah shrugged, “Then it’s settled.”


    Looking into the trembling sun, she took Rafe’s paw in hers. She could feel his fire, the imperium burning in his blood, the blessed curse.


    “We’ve proven ourselves to the Alpha,” Janoah said. “He’s seen us. Now we must help him forge Lupa anew, not just for wolfkind, but for everyone who depends on us to sleep soundly in their beds.”


    “Yeah? Sounds like a plan, Jan.”


    “Amael had the right idea; to reform. He just had the grace of a hyena with a sledgehammer. ALPHA can do better. We can all do better. We must.”
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    It has been two months since the strange events at Hummelton and I am back in Riddle at last. As you can see I have dug out my diary from its hiding place, though of course I have made small entries on paper in Hummelton Hospital in the interim – I must remember to paste those in here.


    After much rest and recuperation my right arm feels as good as new, but my left leg remains weak at the knee. Riddle’s staff surgeon says the Hummel doctors did an excellent job patching me up, though when it comes to pellets shattering bones and tendons Rufus says things are never quite the same again, however talented one’s surgeon. He would know; that wolf is peppered with shrapnel. I hope he’s wrong on this occasion and my leg improves. Regardless, I am able to perform my duties again, albeit the duties of a Howler Captain since my promotion. I am not sure what the rank entails, but Rufus says I’ll get the hang of it. I will try my best to meet his and Elder Vladimir’s expectations.


    I am staring at the Imperium Heart the Den Fathers awarded me. I feel a fraud, for Uther was the wolf who carried me that day, urging me on, as always. He deserves this more than me. It’s enough, I am reliably told by Elder Vladimir, that Vito’s assassination was quietly put down to ‘unknown agents hired by Amael’ and Uther allowed to go shot-free. Well, almost. He has been dishonourably discharged from the Bloodfangs and joined ALPHA; Grand Prefect Janoah collected him herself just yesterday. He has nowhere else to go. I hate to say it, but I think Uther will fit in well; taking errant Howlers to task sounds right up his street. Though, Rufus reckons he will have great difficulty saying ‘my Alpha’.


    Uther did not act alone, Ivan and an unknown Greystone took part in Vito’s murder. I was the only witness and I will not contest the findings of the inquiry. I owe Uther that, especially since Elder Vladimir further informs me, though cautions me to keep it quiet, that Uther was abused as a cub by the late Vito. He was just one of many street cubs swept up in the Bloodfang Den Father’s mad indulgences. I realise now that Uther tried to tell me this, even to warn me against such wolves as Vito. I’m sure he wanted me to guess, saving him the agony of telling me, but I was too dense to grasp his pain. This goes some way, in my mind, towards excusing his actions. As for Ivan, nobody knows where he’s gone. He was not in the wreckage of the Elder Train, though the driver of the train claims a white wolf of Ivan’s stature threw him from the engine’s cabin and set the train to crash into Hummelton Station. It could be Ivan was amongst the unidentifiable corpses in the contaminated lounge car, but Janoah insists otherwise and Rufus is inclined to believe her. Olivia Blake has also disappeared, albeit into the paws of ALPHA. If she has gone by choice, as Janoah claims, then there is nothing more to be said. Sara’s efforts were not for nought; she may have lost one friend, but she saved another, and perhaps through him all of Lupa.


    Is Lupa worth saving? Yes, but she must adapt. Den Father Vito was a symptom of our diseased and corrupt social structure, which allows abuses to go unchallenged and unpunished, since a Den Father is above scrutiny. Amael saw himself as the cure, but a cure that kills the patient is no cure at all.


    Whilst most of the conspirators have been rounded up, Den Father Flaid of the Greystones has not been confronted. Janoah says he colluded in Amael’s plan, but there is little evidence. The Den Fathers all say he did not even attempt to leave the Summit as the dirigible passed over, when surely a guilty wolf would have. Perhaps Amael did not reveal to Flaid his full intentions; certainly Tristan Eisbrand was unaware of the full extent of Amael’s lupicidal ambitions. I understand from Sara he has been pardoned by Thorvald Strom, albeit severely chastised and sent to police some lesser district than Arkady as penance.


    Perhaps we can afford to forgive; the white-imperium shortage is over and tensions are easing. Not only had Amael been siphoning off shipments for his cache (as yet still missing), but the Warden had closed the richest Gelb caves upon Grand Prefect Nikita’s secret instructions, choking Lupa and seeding unrest for years. According to Silvermane, who interrogated Nikita shortly before his strange death, Gelb was to enter full commercial production again once Nikita was in control of Lupa, so that he would be seen as the hero who brought stability, whilst Amael was to be blamed for the atrocity at Hummelton and executed. Each conspirator was only out for themselves, it seems. It makes me sick.


    However, there is a ray of hope. Since the revelations of maltreatment and outright murder in the hyena camps there is an appetite for change sweeping Lupa that cannot be sated, not least since our powerful feline neighbours across the Teich in Felicia have launched a formal complaint, delivered from their Lupan embassy in a speech that could not be silenced. The bold action was taken thanks in no small part to Penny Buttle having a word with her cousin the Queen, or so rumour has it.


    The Den Fathers are making noises towards easing restrictions on the tribes. From what they hear, Vladimir and Rufus believe the current Reservations located cruelly on the Ashfall will be entirely dissolved and the hyenas allowed to move south to a new, healthier territory. A likely candidate for resettlement is South Rostsonne, beyond the canyons, where I myself was born. It’s a hard country, dry and cruel, with few inhabitants, but paradise compared to the deadly Ashfall. The hyenas may even be allowed to create a nation of sorts, which is all The Hyena Organisation for the Recognition of Nationhood, and Nurka, wanted.


    I still wonder what would have happened had Nurka followed through with the conspiracy and dropped black-imperium on Hummelton, instead of mere photographs. Some have tried to dismiss THORN’s evidence, but few believe they would have gone to such length as to commandeer a dirigible to deliver false propaganda. Indeed they did not; Nurka had the opportunity to go down in infamy as a mass murderer. He stepped back from the abyss, and for that alone shares this Imperium Heart with me, for all beastkind. The same cannot be said of Queen Arjana, but if I had been treated as abominably as she, perhaps I would have sanctioned the slaughter of thousands too. I cannot condemn her; I have no right.


    Nurka’s body was never found and officially the stolen black-imperium was never aboard the Nimbus, nor was it thrown into Lake Hummel despite Uther’s statement to ALPHA. All has been denied. Rufus has heard from Sara that Lake Hummel has been dredged on the quiet and the canisters recovered and buried deep in the belly of Gelb’s lesser-known chasms, returned, as it were to, Mother Erde. Indeed, the disposal of black-imperium, and the security of refineries and other such places, is under review across the packs. Never again can any one beast come into possession of so much dangerous material, not now there is a means of delivering it across such broad areas as to prove catastrophic. This is a new age, a more complex age, innocence and naivety are passing.


    If we want to drive our cars and read by night, be whisked across continents by trains and airships, even live at all in the case of the afflicted, white-imperium, black-imperium and every grade on the spectrum in-between, remain a necessary evil. There are no easy answers to this or any other problem beasts face, even a cure for the rot itself would not banish the need for imperium fuel and the resulting ashen rain that desolates not only Lupa’s hinterlands, but that of Felicia and every great conurbation growing upon the face of the world, like so many bleeding sores. The Dead Cities that stand forgotten and overcome by sand, forest and sea in the great wild places of the world are testament to our past failures. Rufus, Heath and others, even Adal Weiss if Janoah is to be believed, theorise that great civilisations once flourished all across the world, civilisations where all beasts were equal, and none went hungry – the power of Rafe’s Eisenwolf suit only confirms how advanced these civilisations must have been, we are only just beginning to grasp their ideas. Those cities and those ideas died many millennia ago, poisoned by black-imperium, either slowly over time, or by a great war. Perhaps the ‘black rain’, as the hyenas call it in their legends, came from an army of airships, or planes, or even a thousand artillery shells. Then again, perhaps it was delivered by some contrivance of destruction as yet unimagined, something that makes even Rafe Stenton’s remarkable eisenpelz look like a plaything.


    If Rufus gains the permission and funds to go on his expedition to these long-lost cities, then perhaps he will not only find the answers to our past, but to our future.


    I must leave it there. Sara and Heath are due any minute and I’m not remotely groomed. Rufus is taking us down to Citizen Casimir’s newly renovated ‘Warren’ to discuss his latest expedition pitch. That young Steppes wolf, Tomek, is supposed to be there with his pet ant. Rufus is full of praises for him and Sara says he’s rather dashing, especially in a hat.


     


    Captain Linus Bloodfang Mills

  


  
    
  

     


     


    THIS MATTER IS CLOSED
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    ALPHA: The Agency for Lupan Peace and Howler Accountability. An organisation set up by the packs after the last Howler war to independently police the Howlers.


     


    Alpha: In the context of a wolfen culture, a natural leader and/or dominant partner, male or female.


     


    The Alpha: The current administrator of ALPHA. Few know the origins of the self-styled title.


     


    Arkady University: Colloquially the ‘Ark’, the oldest and most prestigious centre of learning still standing in Lupa, located in the eponymous Arkady District of Eisbrand territory.


     


    Ash: Waste imperium, a glittering grey powder, very soft and somewhat cohesive, it blankets Lupa and the surrounding land, smothering plant life. When Howlers use imperium to create plasma or bend their corona, ash is produced in the bloodstream, which can cause great discomfort before being excreted in sweat and urea.


     


    Ashfall: The area immediately around Lupa rendered dead and lifeless by the pollution.


     


    The Beehive: A famous saloon on the Common where Howlers go to relieve their woes, classier than most.


     


    Beta: In the context of wolfen culture, a natural follower and/or subservient partner, male or female.


     


    Black-imperium: The lowest state of imperium, yet the most fearsome. Black-imperium devours not only other states of imperium in an effort to regain energy, but also living matter. This is what causes the rot. Any creature that ingests or inhales black-imperium will either immediately die, or develop rot symptoms. Prognosis is dependent on dose; trace levels are survivable. Howlers develop the rot when the imperium in their blood decays into minute quantities of black, a phenomenon accelerated by using the imperium stored in one’s bones and blood to bend one’s corona or generate plasma. In nature, black-imperium sinks back into the Erde, where forces as yet unknown are thought to re-energise it back to white.


     


    Black Rain: The hyena name for the catastrophe that befell all the races eons ago. Scholars believe it may have some truth, perhaps referring to a previous gradual pollution of the world from ashen rain, or worse, some manner of disaster involving black-imperium. Some hyenas call today’s Ashfall the second black rain.


     


    The Bloc: The jumbled territory north of the river over which many small packs contest dominion. It is a very dangerous and tough place to live or do business; wolves from the main packs rarely venture there.


     


    Bloodfang: The oldest pack on record. They dominate the east of Lupa and have monopolised most imperium and food imports; a worrying situation for the other packs.


     


    Blue-imperium: Highly prized and quite rare, blue-imperium contains almost as much energy as purple, but without the psychotic effects. However it is seldom ingested on purpose, since it is more useful stabilised and melded with steel to create extremely hard and durable kristahl. The Eisbrands make much use of blue-imperium in their mighty swords.


     


    Centipede: A predatory invertebrate with thirty to over a hundred legs, dependant on species. The imperial, or colloquially sewer centipede, is a giant species that actively seeks imperium any way it can, often devouring imperium addicts living in the Wall Slums, but also tackling Watchers, Howlers and anyone else with a corona, or anything that threatens it. In the wild it feasts on giant millipedes, woodlice and other harmless browsers.


     


    Chakaa: The hyena answer to the Howlers, they are forbidden to use white-imperium by their beliefs, but unlike wolves they cope well with the psychotic side effects of purple-imperium. Even so, Chakaa are often unstable and are sidelined by the exacting standards set by noble-born hyena society, and only tolerated at all for their great strength and usefulness in battle.


     


    Chunta: A bitter drink laced with purple-imperium, which Chakaa quaff to replenish their strength and stave off the rot.


     


    Citizen: Any beast, little or great, that is not a Howler, but has the right to live and work in Lupa.


     


    The Common Ground: Colloquially called the Common, this contested ground left over from the war was gifted to ALPHA to administrate.


     


    Corona: The invisible field of energy that pervades and surrounds imperium, especially in the context of Howlers, who can often sense one another’s presence.


     


    Dayfly: A waterborne insect with a long, two or three-pronged tail. Hatching in the spring, they take a year to reach maturity, whereupon they grow wings and take flight in great nuptial swarms over the water. The adults die within a day or two, the females laying their eggs upstream of where they hatched before they expire.


     


    Dead Cities: The evidence of previous great civilisations are said to still stand in long-forgotten parts of the world, though few beasts venture there for fear of their lives.


     


    Dead Zone: An area of Lupa sealed off to the citizens as a result of an industrial accident, usually a black-imperium spill. It is thought by some archaeologists that the Dead Cities were made uninhabitable by a similar, if catastrophic accident.


     


    Den: Typically one per district, a Den is where Howlers work, train and live. If married, a Howler’s family will usually live nearby, since Dens do not generally have excess accommodation, though Hummelton Den is a famously notable exception, being able to house all the Den Fathers, Elders and their retinues when it is their turn to host the Pack Summit.


     


    Den Father: The ‘father’ of an entire pack, very often an old and potent Howler. They are voted into power by the Elders of the pack they serve, but once seated they cannot be removed save through death, abdication, or impeachment. Den Mothers are much rarer owing to the scarcity of female Howlers, though Pack Hummel currently enjoys the leadership of Den Mother Cora.


     


    Den Guard: Elite Howlers who are sworn to guard the Elders and Den Father of their pack. They wear longer mantles than the average Howler.


     


    Dirigible: A rigid balloon filled with lighter-than-air gas. Many companies are exploring flight, but none have yet devised a lifting gas that is not explosive.


     


    District: An area of Lupa, or Hummel territory, governed by an Elder; there are rarely physical barriers between districts, only lines drawn on maps.


     


    Donskoy: One of the great Eisbrand lines. Most Eisbrands are related to one of just a pawful of sprawling, extended families.


     


    Eisbrand: The richest pack. Their territory is kept fairly clean by the coastal wind. They make their money importing fine silks and other luxury goods from across the water.


     


    Eisenglanz: An alloy created by infusing imperium ash with steel or other metals, making it more durable and more able to resist plasmatic attacks. It cannot be lifted by a Howler’s corona, nor easily melted.


     


    Eisenpelz: The suit worn by Eisenwolves. The recipe for eisenpelz metal is unknown, but it is almost indestructible. Melting down an eisenpelz and recasting it compromises its strength, thus its durability is at least in part due to the manner by which it was originally moulded.


     


    Eisenwolf: The name given to wolves of exceptional imperious power who don the ancient eisenpelz suits found in the Dead Cities. They have been outlawed under the Lupan Laws, though loopholes exist and few packs, if any, have destroyed their collection.


     


    Elder: The wolfen governor of a district and its Den; usually a powerful Howler. There are traditionally thirteen per pack.


     


    Ember: Self-combusting tubes of lung-rotting poison that serve as a stopgap between stings. Embers self-ignite with a yellow-imperium tip, which is not to be inhaled, and contain a further cocktail of low-grade imperium, fruit or menthol flavourings, plus a few minims of taubfene. The last ingredient offers relief from rot pains but makes them highly addictive.


     


    Erde: The green world beasts and bug inhabit. The word is capitalised when referring to the planet, and not when referring to the soil under a beast’s paws.


     


    Far Ashfall: The polluted land stretching eastwards to the Sunrise Mountains, very few plants can survive here. Held by the Bloodfangs, it remains the only practical rail and road route between Lupa and Hummelton.


     


    Felicia: The capital of the cats across the Teich. It is a sprawling city not unlike Lupa, with similar mounting problems of imperium pollution. Felicia is governed by a constitutional monarchy.


     


    Founders: The six wolves who founded Lupa some time after the great calamity that destroyed civilisation. Most packs claim some of their own were amongst them, if not all. Their statues stand, amongst other places, in Petra Square.


     


    Freiwolf: Usually a healthy wolf who does not adhere to any one pack, having no pack name, nor loyalties, therefore. In the past, if a Howler wished to have healthy cubs, he or she would often seek a Freiwolf, since two Howlers rarely produce viable offspring, though some used to try regardless. However, since the Lupan laws outlawed Howlers marrying and breeding with each other, the only option for amorous Howlers now is to marry a Freiwolf. The ancient quandary facing Freiwolves and their families has not changed. To accept a Howler’s advances brings not only the protection and prestige of a pack name, but also the restrictions of loyalty and the danger of becoming a target in any future dispute between packs.


     


    Gelb: An ancient, semi-natural mine complex in the Sunrise Mountains that has been exploited for imperium time and again over the centuries. Its tunnels extend for hundreds of miles and most of the passages now lie abandoned and uncharted. The entire region around Gelb is situated on an imperium plume, which continuously heats and replenishes the water table with imperium. Mineral-saturated groundwater percolates through porous limestone rock, depositing raw imperium. Today, Gelb is a specialist prison camp where errant Howlers, Watchers and other dangerous criminals are sent to work off their debt to Lupan society.


     


    Giacomo Valerio Monocycles: The famous monobike manufacturer founded by the long-dead Giacomo Valerio, a pioneer of imperium technology. Giacomo supply most packs direct with all their monocycle needs, though the proud Greystones stubbornly use their own brand. The GVM-12 ‘Springtail’ is the mono of choice in Lupa, being cheap, reliable and easy to control. Other extant models include the more powerful GVM-20 ‘Dragonfly’ and special-order GVM-8 ‘Spider’, the latter a legend in Howler circles, as only the most skilful riders can tame it.


     


    Grand Howler: One rank down from Elder, there are typically two to four Grand Howlers per district.


     


    Grand Prefect: There are five Grand Prefects in ALPHA including the Alpha himself. They are nominally equal, beneath the Alpha.


     


    Graumeer: The sea to the east, often grey and stormy.


     


    Green-imperium: The most common variety of useful and naturally-occurring imperium, forms green ore and semi-stable crystals which can be combusted raw from the Erde. Used in industrial processes and in the fireboxes of imperium engines.


     


    Greystone: The largest pack by number, they dominate the south and control the importing of many raw materials, such as iron, which they smelt and turn into all Lupa’s wares.


     


    Howler: Wolves who have contracted the rot and serve a pack in return for a ration of white-imperium. Howlers are usually found and trained in their teens.


     


    Howler Codex: The voluminous manual that describes a Howler’s duty, memorised in detail by few.


     


    Howler Cub: Howler recruits, accepted but still in training at one of the many academies.


     


    Hummel: The only serious pack that lives apart from Lupa, they grow the food that keeps the great city ticking over.


     


    Hummelton: Everdor’s capital, yet it is only the size of a large Lupan district. The burning of imperium is strictly limited to protect the environment.


     


    Induction: The process by which a candidate Howler’s bloodstream is saturated with white-imperium for the first time. Once undertaken induction cannot be reversed, and a Howler becomes reliant on stings to survive for the rest of their lives even should they stop using their abilities altogether.


     


    Imperium: A powerful, often beautiful mineral with many diverse properties still doubtless undiscovered. Imperium is both a blessing and a curse. Without it beasts would still live in mud huts, yet with it they suffer ill health and barren landscapes. Left to its own devices, imperium naturally grows into many forms, decays over time and returns to the Erde without causing much ill effect, even enhancing local flora and fauna. It is the meddling of beasts that upsets nature’s delicate balance.


     


    The Imperium Heart: A heart-shaped medal of pure red-imperium crystal. Though not intrinsically valuable, this highest and rarest accolade is awarded by the Den Fathers only to those Howlers who have performed some exceptional deed in the name of the Republic Lupi. The word ‘EXALT’ is inscribed above the heart, and Howlers are expected to stand whenever a bearer of the Imperium Heart enters a room.


     


    Jua-mata: The most powerful hyena tribe, now reduced to prisoners on the Reservations, but for a few THORN rebels.


     


    Kristahl: Steel melded with imperium, which renders it stronger and more conductive. There are many recipes for kristahl and new discoveries are made every year, but the two most popular alloys are blue and red kristahl, created with blue and red-imperium respectively. The colours of the metal are almost indistinguishable, though when compared the eye can tell the cold sheen of an expensive blue-kristahl blade from the warm tones of a cheaper red-kristahl one.


     


    Little Beasts: The encompassing term used by wolves and cats for creatures who are meek; rats, rabbits, mice etc. Some races fall into grey areas, like the surly hogs and free otters, but a simple test is ask yourself whether you have been conquered and have any territory or country still ruled by your kind. If not, you are probably a little beast. This is not a foolproof assessment, since the hyenas have been conquered and nobody in their right mind regards them as little. As with most things in life, it is not as simple as all that.


     


    Lupa1: The sprawling capital city of wolfkind and the whole Lupine Continent. It is home to millions of beasts descended from those races the wolves have conquered and co-opted over the centuries. The tonnes of imperium burnt here every day rains down as ash, clogging the streets and killing most plant life.


     


    Lupa2: The recognised currency of Lupa, consisting of colourful imperium-weave notes and kristahl coins. One lupa is one-hundred pennies.


     


    Lupan Laws: The basic laws of wolfkind that cross pack boundaries and districts, sometimes overriding pack by-laws, sometimes not - as always in matters of litigation things are complex. However, if no pack can point to a territory as theirs, then the law there will always revert to Lupan Law. Large swathes of the Lupine Continent fall under these rules, including South Rostsonne, the Sunrise and Sunset Mountains, and parts of Everdor.


     


    Lupan Wall: Lupa’s city wall, which has shifted and grown several times over the centuries to encompass the expanding city. Sections have also been laid tangentially across the city to separate pack territories, whilst other interior arms have been raised to contain the dangerously polluted Dead Zones.


     


    Mantle: The poncho-like cloak that Howlers wear, complete with a hood to guard from the ash and rain.


     


    Matriarchs: The female hyenas that rule the tribes through council and advise the Queen. They are rarely seen, protected as they are by the fighting males. Chieftains, even Princes, must defer to the decisions of the Matriarchs, but can appeal to the Queen directly, who can overrule all.


     


    Monobike: The prime transport of Howlers, ‘monos’ are one-wheeled bikes stabilised by gyroscopes. They are able to navigate the narrowest alleys and turn on a penny. Only Howlers can ride them so they are rarely stolen, save for their precious imperium components. Grand Howlers and up often ride in cars, though some still prefer the thrill of a monobike.


     


    New Materials: The blanket term for the ever-growing range of cheap, imperium-based substances coming to market. New materials are produced by melding various metals and other compounds with imperium, and even its ash. They are often used to make moulded modern furniture and fireproof interiors.


     


    New Tharona: Properly ‘New T’arona’, in Lutran dialect, an otter colony on the Graumeer coast named for T’arona, the capital city of otterkind located far to the south. New Tharona is not sovereign otter territory, but managed under Eisbrand law. Many Eisbrand families live there, and Howlers often visit to take in the clean sea air and bawdy pubs.


     


    Pack Summit: The annual meeting of the Den Fathers and their Elders, cyclically held in each pack’s capital territory. When it is Hummel’s turn to host the Summit, once every four years, Lupa is, for a few days, emptied of authority above that of Elder.


     


    Plasma: The energy released by a Howler when tapping into his or her imperium reserves. The actual visual phenomena – the arcing coils, flashes and explosions – are merely a result of the air heating up and glowing at temperatures of many thousands of degrees.


     


    The Politzi: Lupa’s police force, consisting largely of hogs, rats, rabbits and other lesser beasts who are for the most part unable to wield imperium directly.


     


    Prefect: Members of ALPHA, Howlers in all but name granted the authority to investigate other Howlers for illegal activity.


     


    Purple-imperium: Considered the next down from white, purple or violet imperium is slightly more common and its energy is easily tapped. However, it is undesirable for Howler consumption since it tends to accumulate in the brain where it can cause headaches, blackouts, fitting and even psychosis.


     


    Queens Town: Cat colony on the east coast, independent of Lupan Law. It was allowed to remain sovereign Felician territory as part of an ancient peace settlement between Felicia and Lupa. It is the first port of entry for any cats, or other beasts, coming to the Lupine Continent from across the Teich.


     


    Red-imperium: Similar to blue-imperium in its properties, red makes good kristahl, but is much cheaper since it is much more easily found. It is less conductive than blue-imperium, however, and takes greater energy on the part of the wielder to use.


     


    The Reservations: After their final defeat by wolfkind, the hyena tribes were forcibly relocated to fenced-in territories near Lupa, where some claim they are not only being purposely starved to death, but actively murdered. This is vehemently denied by the officials overseeing the Reservations.


     


    Riddle District: A rough border district that polices the Bloodfang-Greystone arm of the interior Lupan Wall. Riddle suffers from a high crime rate and is famous for recruiting and maintaining a retinue of exceptionally tough Howlers.


     


    River Lupa: The filthy river than serves Lupa; no one is sure whether the city is named for the river, or the river for the city.


     


    The Rot: A degenerative disease caused chiefly by black-imperium. The constant ingestion and inhalation of ash, which contains traces of black-imperium, will eventually induce the rot in any beast. Howlers paradoxically enhance and damage their bodies by purposely stinging themselves with imperium. This extra energy source encourages muscle growth, promotes faster wound-healing and maintains a corona that, whilst a scientifically understood phenomenon in Lupa and Felicia, is to some cultures indistinguishable from magic. The use of any imperium creates more ash and black-imperium in the bloodstream than accidental inhalation and ingestion alone, leading to rot symptoms such as shooting pains in the bones and muscles, poor vision, amnesia, nausea and, eventually, renal failure and death. To live a long life as a Howler it is best to practise self-restraint.


     


    Royal Jelly: Mysterious waxy substance rarely produced by great bee queens that is said to have medicinal properties.


     


    Sun Spider: Not a true spider, the sun spider, or solifugae, is a predatory arachnid that lives in dry desert conditions. It has long hairy legs, an armoured head and two vicious sets of pincer-like mouthparts. The abdomen is softer and Watchers know to attack the beasts there, not front-on.


     


    Sting: Usually white-imperium, purified, measured and packaged for Howler use alone, but on the street can mean any imperium sealed in a glass phial for injection.


     


    Taubfene: A potent painkiller derived from Everdor poppies; it is addictive and best used sparingly. Overdosing is an effective means of euthanasia sometimes employed to save a dying Howler the pain and indignity of slowly rotting.


     


    The Teich: The sea to the east, separating Felicia and the Feline Continent from Lupa and Lupine Continent.


     


    Territory: In the context of a pack, the entirety of their land over which they have dominion to apply taxes and by-laws which do not contravene any overriding Lupan Laws agreed at the Pack Summit.


     


    THORN: The Hyena Organisation for the Recognition of Nationhood are what wolves would call a terrorist cell; they would call themselves freedom fighters.


     


    Ulf: The old god of wolfkind, mostly forgotten but for expletives, though some still adhere to the old religion. Those who study history believe he is a semi-mythical figure, a beast who existed and did great things. They attribute Ulf’s supposed magical powers and impossible deeds to an early case of the rot. Other races tell similar stories, the rabbits believing in Briar, a trickster; the bears and hogs in the overarching Gaia, spirit of the whole world; whilst hyenas see the Erde, Sun, Wind and Sky as separate deities, and even revere bugs as lowly as dung beetles.


     


    Valerio: One of the few wolfen families with ancient links to the Feline Continent. Traditionally red furred and graceful, it is thought they brought rapiers to the Lupine Continent, which the artful Bloodfangs adopted. Some say they are the original Bloodfangs, before the waters were muddied by interbreeding.


     


    Valours: The cat equivalent of Howlers, almost unseen on the Lupan Continent, save in Queens Town.


     


    Venom: In the context of imperium a slang term for the contents of a sting, usually meaning white-imperium, but can refer to the lesser blue and purple.


     


    Wall Slums: The shanty towns clinging to the outside of Lupa like parasites. Beasts who are not true citizens gather here waiting for a chance to enter the city, either legitimately by interviews and work permits, or by paying smugglers to slip them through the gates and set them up with forged papers.


     


    Watchers: Most packs have one Watcher District managed by a single Elder Watcher, though the Eisbrands have two, simply because they alone own two city gates. Watchers oversee all imports and exports of goods and beasts through the Lupan Wall. They are necessarily tough wolves, having to deal not only with ruthless smugglers and Wall Slum gangs, but the imperial centipedes that stalk the Ashfall. Den Fathers who started as Watchers are rare, though Thorvald Strom is one such wolf.


     


    White-imperium: The rarest naturally occurring form of imperium known, it contains plentiful energy and has minor negative effects whilst residing in the bloodstream, provided one does not overdose. The initial rush of white-imperium entering the blood and combining with black-imperium and other contaminants can cause a release of energy, even going so far as to make a Howler’s corona briefly coil out of control.


     


    Wolfkind: The race of wolves as a whole. Also Lupans, though this often refers to non-wolfen citizens of Lupa.


     


    Yellow-imperium: Poisonous and unstable, yellow-imperium reacts and explodes even as you dig it up from the ground. Pure crystals form only in airless environments, such as bogs and river clays, but ores are plentiful. The Greystones alone have devised means of manipulating and even stabilising this most fickle state of imperium and thus process and sell it to the other packs in many forms, including powder for guns, shrapnel grenades and, most important of all, supplying the self-lighting tips for millions upon millions of embers.

  


  
    
  

    Contact Us


     


    Website:


    http://imperiumlupi.com/


     


    If you have any queries, please email:


    toggle@imperiumlupi.net


     


    For business propositions:


    dayfly@imperiumlupi.net


     


    Cover artist:


    www.mike-nash.com


     

  


  
    
  

    About the Author


     


    Adam Browne lives and works with his partner in Kent, England. Besides writing, his other pursuits include natural history, human history, futurism, and blocky old video games.
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