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  PROLOG


Few among us who don’t know fairy tales. Or at least, we think we do. We’ve heard the stories. We’ve had books read to us on our mother’s laps since infancy. But under the stories we know, there’s more—so much more. 






  
  Chapter 1


“Damnit!” Inside his lab, Harold Pigg jerked his hand back from the beaker when a tiny explosive pop! snapped a hot liquid onto his hand, and a thin tendril of vaporous, greenish smoke rose quickly into the air. He paused, ruminating. 
Outside, as dark as only an old forest can be at the peak of day, but welcoming as a womb of safe haven, great splashes of sunshine dropped down through the canopy, dappling the ground with gold. A fairy tale it is, idyllic and beautiful, with a breathtakingly hushed background. Though light is dim beneath the well-spaced trees, birds punctuate the soft curtain of silence, chirping happily in their branches. Deer stroll, bunnies bounce, skunks scamper, and other small animals scurry amongst the leaves. The day is waning.
Bambi could have stepped out of a thicket. It was that bucolic. That quiet. The murmur of the wood was but a whisper on a breeze.
The sounds of the small creatures’ rustlings are a gentle, nearly forgotten kind of forest music. The rich, earthy smell of the forest is heaven, a balm for the soul. Those fortunate enough to experience that deeply moving smell of the earth teasing their nostrils breathe deeply of the scent.
On the edge of a very broad clearing swathed in deep green grasses, their tips bending gracefully in the gentle breeze, there stands a tidy, sturdily built log cabin, a few wild violets, and some St. John’s Wort volunteers with bountiful blossoms beside its generous porch. Distance makes it appear small, but that’s just a trick of perception. Brown tone on brown tone, it embraces the swell of land on which it stands, a rustic tribute to its owner, Arnold Pigg, ex-military, ex-mercenary, one of the three startlingly good-looking, sandy-haired, and gold-hearted Pigg brothers. 
Two other equally sturdy homes, one straw bale for the more flirtatious charmer of their number, the other brick for the science geek, hugged the edges of the sweeping multi-acre clearing in the midst of the old forest. A forest so old and medieval it seemed perfectly logical to assume trolls and fairies abounded where that forest gently closed in behind each house, leaving only the sun-dappled green sward open before them. Far enough apart for privacy, close enough for brotherly camaraderie, the houses stood. The clearing, multiple football fields in size and all three homes, each a perfect fit to the character of the individual brother who built it, is barely noticeable at its edges. 
The brothers built close and lived hard. Each passionate about life and his pursuits, each strong, all bonded, one to the others. Different but loyal, having each other’s backs. The three Piggs were united as only a strong family could be. Raised by a mother strong-willed and loving after their father had been lost, she had set the bones of their relationships one to the other, from birth. Her pride in them all knew no bounds, and the depths of her love greater than the deepest ocean trench. The Pigg family was united like few others. 
A low, thrumming rumble vibrated through the idyllic forest, softly at first, but growing. It's deep groan loud and distinct, but only mildly threatening to the local wildlife. Their heads come up abruptly, deer, skunk and rabbit, ears pricked and rotating with the look of furry radar dishes. Rabbits and skunks shift and freeze in position, eyes wide, jaws working, ears attuned. 
A doe, jaws moving in contemplative chewing of the delicate stems of moist grass, stood in the clearing’s bright sunshine and stared alert and wide-eyed into the distance. After a moment, she turned her head to focus on the sprawling, also sturdy, brick house with an equally sturdy workshop adjacent, tucked back into the trees an airfield distance away from where she stood. As the rumble subsided, the sounds of the forest returned one after the other: birdsong, a cricket chirp, a bee humming in search of flowers, and settled. The delicate doe resumed her grazing even before the other small critters around her resumed their foraging. The return of peace was like a quiet sigh. A few birds chirped and sang to signal the return of peace.
That gentle calm shuddered softly, destined to last only moments, before a second, low rumble emanated from the direction of the brick house. Specifically, the brick workshop abutting it. The movement of the earth vibrated the ground in a trembling jitter and set the birds shifting in the treetops. Wings fluttered, muted chirps of alarm filled the sun-kissed air amongst the branches. There heaved a new, subtle shudder through the ground, though the sun shone no less brightly overhead. Dust motes filtered between the tree branches and showered small birds with what looked like golden dust. In an instant of precognition common to the wild things of nature, birds fluttered their wings and took to the air in a rush, new cries of alarm rising from their throats.
In the same stilled moment in time, the deer danced, tiny hooves en pointe upon the trembling earth, then crouched back on muscular haunches and bounded away. Rabbits bounced in uncertain patterns and skunks, tails raised, raced for shelter as a new, growling rumble rose like the grumble of the troll beneath the bridge just before...
The third explosion, much more powerful than the first two, pounded the ears and heaved the ground, hurling the few birds still in the treetops into panicked flight. Golden dust shed from their wings in a shimmer as they took to the air ahead of the black plume of smoke that belched, then swirled high into the sky from the brick workshop. The heavy, particle-laden smoke curled like black and gritty fingers up through the branches and into the treetops and beyond as it pumped through the brick workshop’s ventilation system and blasted out windows to a beat all its own. The passing breeze caught it and swirled the boiling cloud of smoke ever higher into the sky. 
Staggering and coughing hard enough to retch, Harold Pigg, clad in a button-down shirt, jeans, and a heavy canvas lab apron, reeled out through the brick workshop’s door. He stumbled away from the squat building to gracefully collapse in the grass gasping and wheezing. His black-streaked face went red with the revolt of his heaving lungs. Tears flooded his eyes. More black smoke belched thick and acrid overhead while Harold half rolled and buried his face in the sweet-smelling meadow grasses. He sucked deep breaths using the grasses as a filter to calm his hitching lungs while a few wild red poppies ducked and bobbed before his eyes.
“Shit,” Harold said, nearly spat the word with feeling into the grass, “Just needed another thirty seconds!” The words were raw and clipped with his inability currently to draw a decent breath. “Shit, shit, shit,” his passion knew no bounds. He thumped the earth with a fist. A ladybug flew to land on his nose. His eyes nearly crossed in his reflexive attempt to see her better.
Battered and disheveled, he sucked in another ragged breath through slender grass stems, coughed like a man about to die, then rolled over in the grass now onto his back to stare up at the azure sky beyond the treetops with eyes that matched the color. Sandy colored hair was plastered across his eyes and in his eyes. Soot streaked his face and dusted that golden hair with grayish streaks. The ladybug was still there.
“Sorry,” Harold muttered to the little black-dotted, orange-winged bug and frantic birds flying high overhead wheeling and squawking as well as to his general surroundings.
Inventor by calling and curious by nature, it wasn’t the first time Harold had brought things together that ended in a bang and a choking cloud or flying debris or both. It was indeed part of the reason his home and workshop were built of brick. A couple of small windows may be casualties, but it wasn’t often he worked on something that could bring a brick building down. Not often, but well, sometimes…and at least not this time.
Harold found he could breathe a bit better, so he gathered himself and heaved up onto his knees, then to his feet, but remained bent over, hands braced on his knees and coughed some more. This time with less gagging gusto. His already much reddened, normally ruddy face, turned even redder with the effort. Shaking his head in an attempt to induce some clarity, he tried to stagger a few feet, found he could, and altered course to return to his workshop. As if it just occurred to him, he belatedly and gently brushed the little ladybug from his face.
“Damn,” Harold muttered in a choked gasp, “I mean damn!”
His mother’s oft-repeated admonition to stand up straight rolling over his search for more serious expletives in his mind, he tried to straighten some more and continued his reel to get back to his workshop and assess the damage.
Far across the clearing, Norman, one of Harold’s two brothers, the youngest in fact, threw the door open on the chaos of design straw bale house he’d created and ran outside only half dressed. Shirtless, his ripped physique and party-boy good looks were on full display for any deer, mouse, skunk, or bear who cared to look. A shame there was no one, or even an animal friend there to see it. Plainly irate, he leaned on the elegant wood porch railing and bellowed in his brother’s direction, fist pounding the railing in unknowing sympathy with the fist pounding his brother had already done in the grass.
“You damn well better not have started a fire in this forest, Harold!” Drawing a deep breath, the sort of which Harold at that moment could only wish he was capable, Norman bellowed again. “I mean it, Harold! Shit hell, Fred, what are you playing at now?”
“Who knew? Harold wasn’t in the habit of giving his brothers updates on what he was working on. It usually ended up being a surprise to them all, whether mellow or explosive. While Norman loved his brother and would be the first on the scene with a fire extinguisher, there were times when he just flat out wanted to punch him out for the risks he was willing to take, and frequently did take, in the name of science.
“I’m fine. It’s fine…everything’s fine…” Harold’s voice drifted faintly back over the distance. Sounds carried well across their clearing.
Norman squeezed his porch banister in frustration hard enough to leave dents in the wood. He ground his teeth and muttered, “Yeah, fine, just fine,” but kept his attention focused on his brother’s place, watching the smoke dissipate, still focused on the possibility of flames. 
At another point to the southeast, far across that clearing, at a much more sedate pace, the front door of the sturdy, clean-lined, log cabin swung open, and Arnold, Harold’s older, militaristic brother, strolled out onto the porch armed to the teeth. Shotgun in hand, very large knife strapped at his hip, and dressed in fatigues, his sun-streaked blonde hair was shaggy and rumpled. His heavy boots thumped on the solid wood decking of his front porch, and he tossed a careless midnight-blue-eyed glance in the direction of his younger brother’s brick house. The place was partly obscured by thick, black smoke still pouring from Harold’s workshop, curling around it and reaching for the sky like something a dragon would have belched out.
Shaking his head, Arnold smiled broadly, then chuckled. “Damn, Harold, I’ve got to get me some of that!” A sudden breeze kicked up tousling his over-the-ear long hair further.
While Arnold did appreciate his younger brother Harold’s experiments, he also shared his youngest brother’s fire concerns. Sauntering a few more steps down his porch steps in the direction of Harold’s brick house, Arnold flipped his shotgun up so the barrel lay over his shoulder, pointing at the sky, and stared across the distance separating them, assessing the bilious smoke that spiraled skyward. He could see the tiny, distant figure of his brother careening back toward the workshop, so it didn’t stand to reason anything serious was on fire. Harold did have an emergency alarm he could activate, as did they all, but it was quiet. Arnold heard his brother Norman’s frustrated bellow and Harold’s faint, indistinct reply. Sound carried well across their meadow, he reflected.
Okay, then, all was well. Nothing out of the usual. Arnold swung the shotgun down and went back into the cabin, closing the heavy hand-hewn plank door behind him with a solid thunk.  






  
  Chapter 2


Bright and glowing in the setting sun, a fortress of buff and gray stones thick with moss was set defensively into the steep, green hillside behind it. Its twisting spires stabbed high enough to touch clouds. A blackwater moat encircled it like a tarpit snare. An oily sheen drifted on top, with subtle motion below. Before the castle’s heavy drawbridge and around the moat’s edge unfurled an immense green sward, grass tall but no trees near the walls. 
Another defensive strategy for the hereditary home of the werewolf clans. They were powerful, to the point of considering themselves god-like, but they were not reckless. There were plenty who would wish them ill, including the possibility of other werewolf packs willing to challenge for such a choice, defendable bit of real estate. The current residents would not welcome a savage war should it come to that, though neither would they cower before a challenge. Best to have it appear so solid, so defensible, so impregnable that others would pass it by in search of an easier mark. 
Then there were villagers with pitchforks and torches, though not so much these days. Of course, that was no doubt because the wolves were finding their prey a bit further from the castle and in a variety of small towns and villages. Stirring things up a bit so they didn’t hit any one village exclusively. Since the majority actually enjoyed the run, it seemed like good planning to hunt a bit further afield mostly and let the locals continue to believe they didn’t really exist. So close by village raids were rare, but the wolves weren’t above picking off a few of the more outlying residents or travelers when the mood took them, or the bitch queen decided it for them. The life of the powerful predator was fun, the bitch queen said, and all would agree that playing with prey was the best kind of fun.
At the edge of the forest, a phantom form, lithe and slender, black leather-clad and bristling with weapons, many of them pure silver, dropped close to the ground amid the shadows. It paused, then made its way closer to the castle as daylight edged into twilight. Fingers of darkness of the fading day lengthened, and the last rays of the sun glinted and gleamed off the castle ramparts. The phantom at the forest’s edge stopped and hunkered down to wait. Coiled strength. Contained energy. Almost perfectly, it blended with the surroundings. Absolute stillness was its disguise. It was she. And she had the determination to make some plans, understand her enemy, and when the time was right, wipe out the scourge of werewolves. The castle was the key.
She eased down to lie on her belly, crushing the grass beneath the heavy oxblood to black leathers she wore, watching, appraising, learning. 
There was a midden heap to the west of the castle’s entrance. She watched as werewolves in human form went in and out of the castle’s small gate, carrying refuse to the heap. She didn’t want to think about what might be in the tubs that were emptied there, but she did. The wolves hunted. Sometimes game, more often, humans, are their preferred prey. Some of the humans were brought into the pack, willing or notThey were tormented  and played with until they became a true part of the pack. That or they proved unwilling or unable to adjust, and were destroyed. Some were brought to the castle to serve as a main course if they hadn’t been killed outright in the first assault. A few were brought and kept as slaves…for a while. Some of those carrying out refuse could still be human, but that wasn’t something she could ponder now. She would prefer to save them all, but she could not risk her mission to completely destroy the werewolf packs for just one human. It was a guilt she must bear that she could not try now to end them. Their numbers were many, and her goal was to end them, not die herself in a futile attempt to eliminate a few. She was prepared to sacrifice her life, but in the service of their total demise, or at the very least, take the bitch queen with her. 
She stared at the castle and the movement to and fro, but her mind was firmly fixed on the past, the horror that had brought her here. The motivation to continue onward. She, and no one in her family, had ever thought about or even imagined creatures such as these. Filled with the lust for human blood, able to, in fact, compelled to move between human form, which had become little more than a shell, a disguise, and wolf form, that which would shred flesh. The memory, unbidden, made her shudder.
It had been the season of the harvest, a happy time as it had been a bountiful one. Celebration had filled her village. It would be a comfortable Samhain, an easy time spent before the fire reading with the wonderful hot apple brew her mother made in the cold months. She had left the celebration at the village square to tend to the pride of her then sixteen years, her golden stallion, Sundance. He was indeed, even the pride of the village. The young colt, abandoned by its mother, who She hand-raised, was powerful, drawing heavy carts and plows and seeding mares to produce more like him. She’d gone to their small stable to feed and pamper him, a juicy, ripe apple in hand. It was the first horrible rend in her heart. She found him down, thrashing in his large stall, shredded, crimson-streaked, and gasping his last bloodied breaths when she’d dropped to her knees beside him in the straw, the sounds of revelry drifting in from the village. She touched him and held him as he breathed his last labored breaths, and then she’d heard the screams.
From the direction of the village square, a cacophony of shrieks, wails, and cries had risen as a gathering wave. The horrible din carried upon it terror, panic, and pain. She jumped up and ran for the square because her family was still there. Her mother, father, younger brother, and sister. All were at the celebration of the harvest on the square. Her legs had never before pumped so hard, nor had she run so fast. Before she even reached the square, she could smell the coppery taint of blood. When she reached it, the chaos was almost overwhelming. People were bloodied, dead, and dismembered in the streets. Friends and neighbors are horribly, cruelly dead. Entrails spilled into the dirt, blood splattered and stained surfaces wherever her gaze fell. Her parents torn and dead, nearly unrecognizable. No sign of her Uncle Malik. Her younger brother tossed in the dirt, and no sign of her sister. Her heart pounded so hard inside her chest she thought her ribs would burst with the power of it. She spun in place where she stood, and she saw then what her mind had trouble grasping.
Wolves, huge and powerful, upright like a man, on rear legs swept through the village slaughtering any still alive they encountered. A few from the village, struggling and alive, were slung over hairy shoulders, shrieking like the insane, being carried off. One of the wolves, still empty-handed, spotted her, and she froze, eyes locked with the fiery gaze of the slavering wolf thing. Her breath left her in a rush, only for her to draw another in a deep gasp. 
Then it came for her. Fast. She turned to run, but she spotted the pitchfork outside the smith’s. She knew she couldn’t outrun the thing. On impulse, she grabbed it and spun as the upright wolf sprang. Sheer luck and determination had been her only weapons. She crouched, swung the tines upward, slammed the butt of the thing into the ground, and caught the wolf right under the jaw, two of the tines driving upward into the brain as he was unable to check his forward momentum and met the shining tines. The tines speared all the way through the thing’s skull, spraying its blood down the front of her hot and slick, and then She saw it happen. The wolfman thing died without a sound and changed before her eyes. Impaled on the tines, it shifted to human; a large, brown-haired man with thick, dark brows and a snarl frozen on his face, points of the tines extending above the top of his head. Others had not seen them, and She slipped back against a wall in a corner as the attack ended with the fading screams of those carried off beyond the north edge of the village into the distance.
Wolfman. 
Werewolf. 
Most humans still did not believe werewolves were real. Their kind beggared the imagination for those who had not seen what She had seen. Most people were taken by surprise. That was the big advantage for the beasts, though they believed themselves to be invincible. She learned differently then, and she had learned much since. They had weaknesses, some had to do with sheer strength, and others had to do with silver and other materials, and they could be killed despite their unusual strength and savagery. 
The leather-armored, prone human on the slope in the deep grass overlooking the castle knew the truth. What they were was sharp and clear in her experience, bloody in her memory, and she was going to put a stop to it no matter the cost. She had lost much. Her family, friends, and even her prized stallion, Sundance. Through it and because of it, she had learned a great deal as she’d trained herself over the years to face the monsters who all too freely roamed the land. The monsters of imagination who were all too real. She was strength and power, tightly coiled and waiting. She would not be forestalled in her vengeance. She would find the way. And she was close.
Nearly invisible in the darkness and the deep grass, She elbowed her way forward, thick, braided club of her black hair sliding over one shoulder to settle between the hilts of crisscrossed short swords on her back. The soft gray shadows of the night’s embrace were enveloping, and she was aware of the fresh-crushed grass scent that rose around her. She breathed it in deeply, allowed it to ground her, to soothe memories, and refocused her attention. There was something different about this night near the castle, something different about the inhabitants, and her senses thrummed with the anticipation of learning more. But that anticipation was tempered by the cold sweat of fear that prickled its way up her spine, knowing what they were capable of, afraid of what they might be planning now. And though she didn’t know the exact number of the murderous lycanthropes who populated the castle, she knew there were too many.

      [image: ]Within the massive castle walls, werewolves, some in human form, others transformed from wolf and still partially hairy, coats in a rich variety of colors, and still others in some twisted, partial transition, streamed down long, roughly hewn stone hallways to converge on the cavernous meeting hall. Huge as an indoor tennis court, the hall was brilliantly lit and opulently furnished. Thick, heavy tapestries in jewel tone colors depicting the hunt from werewolf perspective adorned the wall behind the raised dais on the concaved end of the room. Heavy upholstered benches lined the walls, though none sat. Paintings by the masters, a passion of the Countess, lined more walls and were spotlighted with brilliant lighting. 
The great hall was also crowded with werewolves, big and small. Several packs shared the castle in a continually uneasy peace, and none declined the invitation to attend such a gathering called by the Countess Lucinda, or simply didn’t show up. It just wasn’t done. Why it wasn’t done was the volatile temper of the she bitch who ran the place. More than one lesser wolf had had its throat torn out for minor offense.
Excitement rippled through the air as more and more of the unholy beasts packed the grand hall. Those in wolf form changed to human to enable clear speech and murmured or sometimes snapped among themselves, voices still rough from the transition. Combined, the voices male and female set up a low and rumbling growl that rolled off the walls in a growing cacophony. All stood in tense expectation, none daring to claim a seat in the presence of blood royalty unless invited to do so.
The elegant council table of scorched and blackened wood at the far end of the room was raised above those gathered, leaving no doubt as to who was in charge. Behind the council table, Countess Lucinda Blackwater, alpha female of the dominant pack, lounged in a suitably royal-appearing maroon upholstered chair with six close pack mates, all male, all aggressively buff and half hairy, occupying lesser chairs to either side. Her companions gave forth with low, subtle, threatening growls from human throats even as Lucinda maintained her position, glacial-lake blue eyes hooded and sliding over the room. One slender fingernail tapped irritably on the table before her. She appeared somewhat bored, but the singular tap-tapping of that perfectly manicured fingernail signaled her disgust and impatience. Her place in the hierarchy needed to be reaffirmed with each gathering of the packs. Her relaxed pose, save the tapping of her fingernail on the wood, and the drape of her purple robes – she liked the obvious color of royalty – concealed the power of her form and the sheer rapacious violence she was capable of and so enjoyed. It was a subtle reminder to the gathered packs that she had no need to put on a show of strength. She could rip out the throat of one who displeased her faster than any of the werewolf pack could act to try to stop her, if they dared. And her mate, Galon, occupying the seat to her right, would back any move she chose to make. 
The din inside the castle’s great hall grew; voices demanded to be heard. A couple of werewolves partially shifted heads and shoulders to wolf form to snap at each other. Others around them moved aside to give them space and began to shift in their turn, wolfen teeth bared at the intrusion on personal space. Werewolves did not share the close-knit family ties of the wolves of the forest. This was an entirely different breed.
Though there was agreement and truce among the packs of Blackwater Castle, there was never truly peace. Werewolves, even the lower-ranked, were a testy bunch and always seeking ways to increase their standing and power. Hackles raised. Lips peeled back from sharp, white teeth. The packs were always one misstep, one furious snap, away from an all-out brawl, one bonded crew against another, or a one-on-one challenge for leadership. 
Lucinda raised a sable, wing-shaped eyebrow and squared her shoulders, chin elevated, eyes glittering in a power display as a tall, male werewolf approached her dais. He sidled up close, and she smirked when he paused to make a point of coming not too close. 
The werewolf was red-headed in human form, bulky and stern. He offered expected deference with a short bow to Lucinda, but his words were delivered in a disgusted growl. “I am Thurston of the West Pack. Things have changed since we came here to join forces. Our prey is not so close at hand. Now, we have to leave the castle and cover great distances to be closer to the humans we hunt. We all like a good run and a good hunt, but we see no reason not to exploit what is close to hand. Flesh of the defenseless is sweet, and that of those who resist gives power and spice to the chase.”
A female werewolf, Amazon-like in her human form, brown hair brush-cut short with a thick tail that fell down her back, moved forward and hovered near Thurston. She nearly pressed shoulder to shoulder with him and did not offer Lucinda the deferential bow. Lucinda looked down her nose at the female, arched her brow higher, and the dark shadow of the wolf slid across her face. This one could definitely become a threat, though in Lucinda’s estimate, not a particularly strong one.
In fact, the female wolf’s tone was challenging as she faced Lucinda squarely. “Thurston is right. The peasants and shopkeepers have abandoned their villages and moved further and further away. What other answer can there be? We have to range further afield just to find our prey, leaving the village nearby untouched. And when we range far from the castle, we're more vulnerable to their stupid attacks. You're the alpha, what do YOU suggest?”
Lucinda’s calm demeanor didn’t change, but her expression shifted into what would give any thoughtful werewolf pause. A curl of her lip signaled her displeasure, and she straightened slightly to look pointedly down on the other young female werewolf who plainly was willing to take risks.
“Run,” Blue eyes sparking like glacial ice, Lucinda dropped the single syllable with a moist snarl and a laconic shrug. She drew a long, slow breath and exhaled upon it her power and authority.
The great hall fell silent in a wave rolling out from the dais at the alpha female’s single word of quiet command. Werewolves all around the hall froze in their tracks. Some stilled in mid-shift, head and shoulders wolfen, the rest remaining human as a heavy air of expectation descended over the gathering. Slime dripped from exposed teeth, as lips curled and trembled, and eyes shone flat like dark marbles. The air grew instantly heavy and still.
“Run? What kind of idiotic…” the young female werewolf’s words sliced that stillness when she drew herself to her full height and spat them. Rigid, chin lifted, and shoulders back, she was ready for a more brutal confrontation than that of words. The young were often very foolish.
Lucinda collected herself, raised one eyebrow very high, and regally rose slowly from her chair. She placed her hands on the blackened table before her and leaned forward. Her face was human, but it bore the darkening shadow of the wolf she could easily and most swiftly release in a nearly instant shift. And that wolf, clawing at her insides, wasn’t happy. As short-tempered as Werewolves were, their bitch queen was even more so. 
Her pack mates on either side leaned slightly away from the alpha in a mockery of Da Vinci’s Last Supper. Their faces froze in very neutral expressions. In the tattered silence, they waited, heads turned toward Lucinda, unmoving. Her alpha mate, Galon, shifted in his chair, brow furrowed in a deep frown. Stiff wolf fur rose in chin and cheeks. He did not rise, leaving the stage to Lucinda.
“Run. Away from me,” Lucinda spat the words. “Run to them, to the prey you seek.” Her voice conveyed a deep freeze with a snarling edge. “A good long run is part of the sport, isn’t it? Is the chase as invigorating as the struggle and the kill? Or don’t you feel that way? Could it be you might be better off as a lone wolf, little girl, wandering where you see fit, foraging as you may?” The implied threat in Lucinda’s questions hung in the air.
A lone werewolf would find the going rough. Prey would more easily turn on a lone wolf. Pitchforks and torches weren’t out of the question. Others would arm themselves further and come after it, hunting it until they ran it to ground. Other packs would be unlikely to accept a lone werewolf into their pack. The more common wolf of the forest would turn on her in a killing frenzy, recognizing the abomination of their kind. It could well be a death sentence if the singular werewolf did not leave the territory quickly.
Every head in the great hall snapped in the young female wolf’s direction. Thurston of the West Pack looked a bit wary, dropped back a step from the female, and chose silence with a slightly bowed head. Other members of West Pack followed his example. Among the other packs, there was silence. 
The younger female werewolf stood her ground. She straightened a bit taller and met Lucinda’s glittering, glacial blue eyes directly in an act of defiance when a more submissive posture would have been the safer course. A faint snarl curled her lip, but she held it in check before Lucinda could take full notice and consider it a bold challenge. A challenge to the Alpha now would not be wise. One could press only so far. Patience, the young female counseled herself. She was already planning on how she would choose her own time and place. She would have her day. Few Alphas lived into old age. She would make it her project to ensure Lucinda did not set a new precedent to become a silver-haired alpha. Her day to force the so-called Countess to submission or face death and lead the packs of Blackwater Castle would come, and that day would be soon.
Around the dais, the crowd of werewolves drew in a bit tighter around their speakers. Wolves from other packs drew away from the West Pack, and a murmur of discord thrummed to grow louder throughout the hall. Tight groups formed as packs fell into subtle, defensive postures.
With growing heat and the moist snarl of the wild, the female werewolf, pale eyes flashing, responded to the castle’s alpha now with stiff and guarded words. “A good run, a hard run is all a part of the game, the chase, it’s true. When we have a worthy prey, but running for the sake of running is pointless and drains our energy. You know, as few do, that no pack purposely puts distance between themselves and their potential prey. That direction lies in exhaustion and failure.”
Throughout the hall, snarls of subdued agreement with the young female were abundant. It was apparent she had voiced what many others had already been thinking. She stood a little taller. Her amber eyes met Lucinda’s without blinking. She walked a razor’s edge, so very close to challenge. 
Lucinda leaned her weight on tented fingers braced on the table surface, but kept her regal height. Fierce blue eyes scanned the crowd. This was what she’d called them all here for, and she was going to remind them who was alpha. She would have preferred to tear the throat out of the young challenger, vault the table, and shift in one movement; she could see and smell the spray of blood, but this was not the time. There was a time for violence and slaughter and a time to exert dominance. 
Lucinda actually laughed. “These peasants are sheep. How far are they going to go? They always have tales of one of their own disappearing into the woods, never to be seen again. They move here, they move there, but they always come back. The land is good, and they cherish their crops. This is not a matter for discussion. It is what it is.”
Thurston was a bit more conciliatory than his female counterpart and made more of an effort to be diplomatic, his words clear but deferential. “They have never moved like this. Never just slipped away, leaving all behind to begin anew farther afield. Perhaps they have found good land elsewhere. Perhaps they have decided the land is no longer worth the price.”
Clearly losing patience, Lucinda snapped at them both. “By Fenrir, what would you have us do?! Speak clearly. Plainly, you wish a position of advisor to the Alpha.”
Proceeding like the alpha bitch had actually meant the sharp question she’d delivered, the female standing before the dais tucked in her chin and allowed wolf fur to bristle down the back of her head and neck and flow swiftly over her shoulders. Her show suggested a position of readiness for the possibility of challenging for alpha. She edged closer to that challenge. 
Smoothly, the challenging female offered, “I’d suggest we move our base closer to them. Let them understand there is no escape, just sacrifice. Better to lose one or two than many. We are the superior ones. We will not be denied.” Eyes glittering amber in the brilliant lighting of the great hall, the female stood tall before the dais and waited. The fur of her change rippled and rolled across her shoulders. 
All around her, the other werewolves waited as well, breathless, tense. Eyes slewed in Lucinda’s direction. The soft scuffing of feet sounded like a hushed breeze across the hall.
“You’d have us move a castle?” Lucinda queried, taking her hands from the table and straightening completely.
Beside Lucinda, Galon, alpha male and her mate, came to his feet and waved an all-encompassing arm. He was much less intense than Lucinda, but plainly he’d had enough. He held his human form save for the bristles along his chin and jaw, but the wolf was close to the surface despite the deceivingly warm glow of hazel eyes. He cast his gaze slowly over the room, commanding a return to utter silence. 
“You'd have us follow sheep?” he demanded of those below the dais. “You don't follow them, you herd them!” His voice rumbled like the roll of distant thunder. “We will go beyond those villages that have moved and create such slaughter there that it will drive them in our direction to be free of it. They will be relieved to return to the simple loss of one or two in the forest as a sacrifice to us!”
An ice chill rolled through the hall. In moments, Galon transformed to a full auburn shaggy wolf, threw his arms wide and his head back to issue a room-rocking howl. It happened so quickly many in the hall did a double take, falling back a step as he jumped up on the table with astounding agility. 
Lucinda thrust one arm into the air and let the wolf fur ripple down her arm. “We came here tonight to gather for the hunt! It will not be one to be forgotten!”
For a moment, Galon paused, then faced the gathered werewolves and bellowed through werewolf vocal cords in a rough, rumbling command, “Come! The Countess Lucinda leads. The hunt is on!”
He sprang lightly off the table, fangs already dripping in anticipation of the kill, and bounded for the door without a backward glance for his pack. 
Lucinda took up her mate’s cue perfectly. Claws gouged the wooden table top as she shifted in mid-leap, face elongating, canines springing into view, fur rushing the length of her body as arms became powerful forelegs. She hit the floor and caught up to Galon, then bounded into the lead within two lunging strides. The five other powerful werewolves from the dais who’d flanked Lucinda and Galon made the transition in mid-leap and raced after their alpha pair, throwing up ululating howls as they ran. 
The abrupt change sent the transformation through the great hall in a wave of fur, claws, and fangs. Wolf fur of many colors spread through the hall as human skin rippled into thick pelts of brown, black, buff, and gold. Joints smoothly transformed in the blink of an eye. Powerful builds inexplicably concealed by frailer human forms emerged, betraying just what they could do. Organized chaos spread with the grunts, howls, and roars of humans to werewolf shifting. The power of the vocalizations overwhelmed, vibrating the walls. The wild scent of the sudden shift triggered the packs to follow suit. Dropping to all fours, fur sprouting, teeth emerging, and bones cracking with the rearranging of sinews and the flow of strength, those transformed followed the alphas. 
From the great chamber and into the halls, Lucinda and Galon, eyes ablaze with excitement, lead their council pack members, claws clattering on the stone floor in a race through castle fortress hallways for the great gate and beyond to the exit that led onto the green sward at the front of the castle. In a tight group, they plunged between stone walls, fur-pelted shoulder to fur-pelted shoulder, nails screeching against stone floors, a bristling pack ready for the hunt and the taste of blood. Craving it. Unstoppable.
Other werewolves still in human form jumped aside at their passing, then begin to shift. Wolf call rose in volume throughout the castle, and more wolves answered the wild call to hunt. Teeth bared, tongues lolling, they fell into formation behind the alphas, the powerful pull of the pack impossible to deny. Only those few left behind to tend the castle did not shift, remaining at their posts, staring after the swelling pack with great longing. 
Out at the front of the surging pack, Galon and Lucinda exchanged savage, exhilarated glances. Lucinda stretched out at a full run. She’d always been faster than Galon. Her thick gold-laced sable fur ripped in the breeze of her passage, and she gave Galon a shoulder push. With a wolfish grin, the alpha female directed the pack as it streamed out of the castle gate and strung out a bit across the vast open space between castle and woodlands. Both Galon and Lucinda plunged across the lush green grasses at top speed, paws digging deep into soft soil and divoting the deep grasses. The rest of the pack pressed hard on their heels, the lure of





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
The Three Piggs

— <

T —
——

RAight Of The Wolf =— — =%






OEBPS/images/8b1a3ba5-2f2d-436d-98e5-c6c0f9dc1e91.png





OEBPS/images/7190df09-de3b-46e3-be8a-8ef26c1bd580.png







