Blowin' Smoke

"Are you sure this is the right place?" Regan rolled her eyes. "It's so grungy."
Toledo recalled the fear-tinted memory in Luna's eye and surveyed the street strewn with limbs, both wolf and human. A gaunt creature hunched against a wall, sucking on a human femur. Man-wolves grappled with pasty-skinned humans. Even from her perch, she saw the human eyes were soulless. "It's the place." The place, but much worse. 

"Where's your wolf friend?" Hanover asked.

Toledo searched the sea of snarling brown for a single splash of silver. Her friend Luna, possibly the last True Blood. "I hope she made it back. Realm-hopping is hard on True Bloods."

"Like it's not hard on us," Regan moaned. "I mean, have you looked in the mirror? Because I have and I've got wrinkles."

"Focus, Regan." Mary took her friend's hand. "Look at those things. If it happened in this realm, who's to say it won't happen in ours. I remember reading somewhere..."
"This isn't a book, Mary. Those things are real and they smell." Regan pushed Mary's hand away and started to climb up the ladder. "I don't know about you guys, but I'm going home."
"If you go back, we're stuck," Mary said.
"You can realm hop without me. You've done it before."

"Sure we have," Hanover stroked Regan's arm gently. "But I'm too old to hop through random realms. I need my seer."

A grey shape leaped over them and landed in the midst of battle. Regan nearly lost her balance.
"There she is," Toledo said. "In her war form."

"So what now?" Mary asked.

"I say we shoot 'em." Hanover pulled his gun from his shoulder holster and aimed it at a lurching form.

"No," Toledo said.
"What do you mean, no? We came here to kill the zombies."

" We came here to stop the zombies."

"Stop, kill. Same thing." Hanover pulled the trigger. The gunshot was followed immediately by a communal howl. A hundred different notes, each howl the same duration.
"I told you, No!" Toledo screamed.

The howling stopped.

"I killed it, didn't I?" All four looked at the still shape on the street. Green liquid pooled around its head. "Dead shot, if I do say so myself."

"You dishonored them, Hanover," Mary said. "Gunfire is outlawed here. Didn't you read my third book? I explained all about the Realm of Outcasts."

"When would I find time to read a book the size of an elephant?" Hanover grumbled.
"Put the gun away, Hanover." Toledo's voice was urgent. 

Hanover looked up and saw three man-wolves moving toward them, led by the silver she-wolf. "I thought they were on our side."

"Now!" The three woman shouted.

Hanover tucked his gun inside his coat.

"The situation is much worse," Luna spoke in a low growl. "A young cub changed after being bitten. We had to chain him."

"How are your cubs?"
"In war form, fighting. All except Silvertip. She has not shifted."

"Where is she?" Toledo looked into her friend's yellow eyes and saw the young cub nestled in darkness between rocks. "Is she safe?"

"I hope so. Ruthor guards her." Luna snapped at an approaching zombie. The zombie didn't pause. A brown wolf snarled and pounced, tearing the zombie's throat. The zombie clawed the wolf's eyes even as emerald blood gushed from its neck.
"Does anything kill them?" Toledo asked.

"Not that we've found. Our best warriors only slow them down."

"I killed one," Hanover said. "A silver bullet."

"Did you?" Luna squinted. "Where is its body?"
Hanover pointed to where the zombie had fallen. Only a pool of green remained. "What the..."

"They regenerate," Luna said.

"Is there precedence in the ancient scrolls?" Toledo asked Mary.
"Not that I remember."

"Then we have to find the cause ourselves," Toledo said. "The cause first, then the cure. Take us to your chained one."

Luna nodded. "Climb down. Stay close so my scent covers yours. We've noticed their sense of smell is strong."

Toledo started down the ladder. Hanover followed close behind. As Mary turned to climb down, Regan grabbed her arm. "You're not going with them, are you? Stay here with me."
"We're all going," Mary said.

"No way. Not me. It's smelly enough up here. I can't even imagine how awful it stinks down there."

"Stay then, but I'm going." Mary yanked her arm away and stepped down. "Just hope one of them doesn't figure out how to climb a ladder."

"Whatever." Regan watched them follow the grey wolf around the corner of the building. She huddled against the wall. Smugness turned to loneliness and then to fear. "Damn it! I didn't think you would leave me." She scrambled down the ladder and ran around the corner of the building. Something grabbed her arm. Pain shot through it. She turned and saw a zombie's face buried in her shoulder. She screamed and broke away, running faster than she'd ever run until she caught up with the silvery she-wolf.
"What happened to you?" Hanover's eyes grew wide when he saw the oozing wound on her shoulder. "You were bit."

"You think I don't know that? Give me a smoke. I left my purse at home."

Hanover stared at the wound and watched as red blood turned to green. "You're changing into one of them."

"Whatever, Hanover. Give me a smoke."

She lurched toward him. He backed away, but not before she could reach into his pocket and pull out a pack of smokes. Her hand trembled as she tried to light up. "Light me."

Hanover shook his head.
She struck the lighter again and this time kept the cigarette still long enough for its end to glow. She took a deep puff and another.

Hanover watched the green ooze retreat. Bright red blood poured from her open wound. "That's it!" he called. "Toledo! I've figured it out."

But Toledo and Mary had disappeared. Fortunately, Hanover always carried an extra pack of smokes. 
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