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It had been so long he was not sure he would still know the way. But like most things that become habit, the body remembers them, long after the mind has consigned them to distant memory.

Through the center of the valley was a stream that laughed its way over rocks and boulders worn smooth from years of such treatment. The hills that rose on either side, thanks to this stream, stayed lush and green long after the rest of the country had been baked to harsh aridity by the summer sun. 

He paused to drink the cool water, enjoying the clean, crisp taste. They were chanting; he could hear them, even from this great distance. The corner of his mouth curled up in an approximation of a smile.  He stood, stretched and then began to run towards the voices. Increasing his speed, he travelled up the lichen-painted stone steps that wound up from the valley floor. 

He felt the music long before he heard it, a deep thrumming in his core. The drums kept a steady rhythm that his heart heard and threatened to answer. At the edge of the clearing he sat and listened, hidden in the shadows, as the priest began to speak.

“Long ago a great king ruled these lands, and to him were born fifty sons. They were strong and proud, wise and cunning. They built an altar to Zeus and worshipped him faithfully. But the god neglected his people. They grew angry. They wanted a sign of his blessing. Proof of his divinity. 

“The king threw a dinner party in Zeus’ honor. As a test, a human child was sacrificed and baked into a pie. If Zeus was truly a god he would know, and resurrect the child, and if not, then the he would never return to Olympus.

“Upon tasting the pie, Zeus immediately knew what it was. He became enraged. ‘Because you have behaved like an animal, so shall you become!’  Then Zeus spoke the curse that had those gathered at the party shaking in fear. Where once the mighty king stood, sat a great shaggy beast. Wolf. 

“However, because the king had been a faithful follower, Zeus granted him a small reprieve. If the king abstained from eating human flesh for nine years, he would be returned to his human form.

“Then Zeus collected all the pies, but there was not enough left of the sacrificed boy to revive him. And so, the father of all the gods made a memorial to the boy in the heavens. A constellation that the king would see whenever he hunted at night, forever reminding him of his foolishness for attempting to trick a god.

“As the cold light of the constellation filled the night sky, the once great king raised his muzzle and howled mournfully.

“We gather on this mountain, under the dark moon, the providence of Nyx, to offer our worship to Zeus. As is our custom, human entrails have been baked into this pie. Whosoever eats of it will follow in King Lykaonas’ footsteps and become Wolf.”

This made him laugh. His tongue lolled out of his mouth, exposing canines that were white and sharp. A rustling to his left revealed the dark form of his brother. His shiny black coat made him almost impossible to see. Almost, but not quite. 

They rubbed playfully against each other in greeting. Their play became more serious as the younger brother, still trying to topple the elder, bared his teeth. A yelp from the black and a curl of tail ended the game. Hierarchy must be observed, even on this night. 

His attention went back to the clearing and those gathered there. The priest had been bringing people up here every nine years for nearly sixty years. He was old now and smelled of death. The wolf did not like this smell. He much preferred the smell of blood that flowed strong and sure through the hearts of those that knelt in the dew-covered grass around the ancient altar. 

So entranced was he in life’s ebb and flow that he almost missed the words of the priest.  He was calling to them. It was time. As one, they entered the clearing. Their coats shiny, their muscles strong and sure. And again, as one, they shed their lupine form and stood on two legs. Some of his brothers were unused to doing so and swayed, unsteady in human form.

He walked forward and spoke. As the eldest, it was his right and his duty. “You have been told a pretty story. Some of it is true. Most isn’t. We gathered on this mountain long before the idea of Zeus was invented by man in an effort to explain away the things that frighten him.”

“We are the terrors that hunt the night. And we have never been human.” There was screaming then. And blood. So much blood. After he and his brothers had gorged themselves, they sang. Their voices lifting up to the moon who hid her face from view. Contrary to what was believed, she did not rule them. 

The people that lived in the shadow of the mountain heard the singing and locked their doors. Their ancestors had long spoken of a ceremony that occurred on the mountain and the pile of ash that served as an altar. Modern science and technology eschewed such things as folklore. But the part of man that remembered when all that stood between him and the darkness was a roaring fire, could not, would not forget. 

He trotted over to the priest that knelt in the center of the carnage. It was likely the old man would not survive to lead these rites nine years from now when the cycle repeated itself. Truly, it would be a mercy to kill him. But the priest had served a purpose, and because the wolf was fat and sated he gave the priest the gift he had longed for. 

When next they gathered, there would be fifty-one.
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“It’s a boy!” the message said. He kept checking his phone over and over as he drove, just to make sure that he had read it correctly. Each time he looked at the glowing screen those words jumped out at him. and each time he smiled. A big, ear-splitting, wisdom teeth-showing, grin.

He and Lacy were a real family now. Sure, they had been a family before, the two of them, but now they were three. Finally, after trying for so long. All those months when the test showed up negative after they were convinced it would be positive. 

All those months of watching his beautiful wife inject herself with hormones just so she could give him a child. He told her he didn’t need kids to be happy. And at the time that was true. He didn’t, but now as he read those words the world fell away and all that mattered was Lacy, the girl he had loved since the 8th grade, and this little child. 

They had decided to name him William. It was a tradition his grandfather had started when they came to this country. He was the third to bear that name, and his son would be  William James Stanton IV. “It’s a good name,” he said out loud, liking the sound of it. “My son,” he said, liking the sound of that even more.

He read the message again as he slowed for the red light. He was married to a woman he loved, they had a child, and life, it seemed, was perfect. 

 

***

 

My back ached from bending over for so long. An occupational hazard no one had told me about in medical school, but one I was intimately acquainted with. 

“Arthur?” I asked when I heard the door open. It squeaked, and no amount of lubricant seemed to be able to conquer it. Arthur, my intern, was due on duty any minute now. I elbowed the faucet on and rinsed the blood from my hands, watching the crimson dilute to pale pink in the warm water. 

I heard a groan, and stopped mid-rinse. I waited, wondering if I had imagined it, and then, there it was again. A low, drawn-out groan that sent chills dancing down my spine and raised the tiny hairs on the back of my neck. With the water still running, I turned and came face-to-face with my intern. 

My intern, whose skin was deathly gray. A deep gash ran down the side of his face, exposing muscles and bone beneath. 

“A zombie, Arthur?” I asked investigating the rather impressive make-up. 

“What?” he asked, breaking into a huge grin that highlighted the matching dimples on his cheeks; dimples that made him the office favorite among the secretaries and med students alike. 

“You work in a morgue,” I answered, fully expecting this to be all the explanation I would need. 

“Come on. It’s perfect.  Admit it, you were scared,” he said, straightening his wig. 

“I don’t have to admit anything. But for a moment I was…concerned.” And that was all I was willing to concede. “You know, Arthur, if you had really sustained a head wound of that degree, there would be a lot more blood.” I turned and walked over to the second body that lay upon the gurney

I had just finished the autopsy on Michael Weston. Aged 56, and life-long drunk. After several attempts, Mr. Weston had finally succeeded in killing himself. 

Oh, I didn’t think he did it on purpose, but driving and drinking don’t mix. The first two times he wrapped his car around a pole or a tree, managing each time to walk away unscathed. This time he hit another car head on. Sadly, Mr. Weston did not go alone when he left this life. 

“Who do we have?” Arthur asked in all seriousness as he snapped on a pair of latex gloves.

Walking towards the end of the adjacent gurney I read the toe tag, “Stanton, William. Aged 28.” 
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Three hours later, Mr. Stanton and Mr. Weston had been put back in their respective lockers. The bodies would be released to family members, and reports would be filed. Mr. Weston had died of a coronary event that had been completely unrelated to his drinking. It was a congenital defect that no one knew about, a ticking time bomb just waiting to go off.  He was dead before he collided with the unfortunate Mr. Stanton, who, as a result of the accident, died of massive trauma to the head. And, just as I had told Arthur, that type of injury involved a lot of blood. Death had been assured of one. He got lucky, and took two last night. 

Halloween was in full swing by the time I pushed open the door with the squeaking herald. Arthur would keep things under control. Of that I had no doubt. 

The children’s ward that was on the eighth floor always held a party for the long-term residents and their families. The large gathering room in the basement, near the morgue, proved to be an ideal space to celebrate a holiday centered around the dead. 

I side-stepped a horde of princesses, vampires and pop stars and tossed my bloody scrubs, bearing my name, Sophia Katsaros MD, ME, into the bin. 

“See you tomorrow, Dr. Kat,” Arthur said walking down the hall towards the kids and their party. His arrival was hailed by squeals and laughter at his exaggerated zombie groans.  I smiled despite myself and waved goodbye to the night nurse. 

Outside, the air was cool and crisp. Cincinnati had seen its last warm day. From here on out, the weather would turn colder, and the water would turn solid. My breath puffed ahead of me like a locomotive as I plunged my bare hands deep into my pockets. I liked the change in seasons. Just when I thought I would melt from the heat, autumn would drop its colorful veil upon the world. And just when the denuded trees verged on oppressive, crystalline flakes would fall, blanketing everything in icy splendor. And just when I thought that I would freeze solid, crocuses would emerge in my garden, and I would see the first robin. 

I liked order and balance, cause and effect, finding explanations. The seasons had order. I appreciated that about them. I had no room in my life for the unknown, unexplained or unimaginable. To me those things had reasons. They just had not been found yet. 

A small fairy ran past me. Her mother, who was pushing a stroller with a toddler dressed as a strawberry, was right behind her, frazzled but smiling.

I smiled back at her and held open the door. She nodded gratefully and ran to catch up with her daughter, who left a trail of glittering fairy dust behind her. I laughed. The janitorial crew was going to love trying to sweep that up. 

I lived just a few blocks from the hospital. That was intentional. I liked to walk. The time alone and fresh air helped me unwind after a long day. And after years of examining the victims of car accidents, like the ones tonight, I was reluctant to put my life in the hands of other drivers. 

Dusk had come and gone, chasing the day and heralding the night. The street lamps hummed to life, casting puddles of florescent light. I could hear door bells ringing and children laughingly demanding treats and threatening tricks while their parents strolled along the sidewalks. 

The grisly scene from the hospital, while not erased, was mitigated to a bearable level. And like I had so many times before, I put my newest ghosts safely away in that room in my mind where all the rest resided. Every person I had ever examined, regardless of how they died, lived there. The day they became just a toe tag was the day I would retire. 

My building was an old warehouse that had been turned into lofts. I bought it years ago, before I could truly afford it, but having fallen in love at first sight, I couldn’t let it go. Now, I was glad of the sacrifices I had made to have it. All those nights eating frozen pizza and Ramen noodles were worth it as I unlocked the door to my fourth floor, completely modern, floor to ceiling windowed, apartment. 

I sighed in relief as the scent of vanilla, my favorite, wafted from a diffuser, a soft refrain to the harsh disinfectant that clung to me. I flipped on the lamp, flooding the entry-way with light, dropped my keys and phone onto the table, and hit play on my answering machine.

“Hello, dear, It’s your mother.” I was thirty-three years old, and she still thought she needed to identify herself on my machine. As if I wouldn’t know who she was. No one else asked me if I was eating, and when I was going to give them grandchildren. The pool of possible persons was decidedly small. 

“Hello, Mother,” I grumbled to myself as I kicked off my shoes. I padded over towards the sofa, taking a moment to enjoy the sparkling vista of city lights out the huge window. My mother droned on. She would until the machine cut her off. 

Wandering over towards my kitchen with the granite countertops that I had sent the builders on endless searches to find, I picked up two bowls from the floor and filled one with water and the other with dry food.

As if by magic, my little gray tabby cat appeared, winding her way around my ankles. “Hello, Ailuros,” I said bending down to scratch between her ears.  She rubbed against me and purred. 

The answering machine beeped, ending my mother’s lecture about how I wasn’t getting any younger. I had been trying to do that for years. I paused a moment and waited as the next message began to play. 

“Hello, dear. It’s your mother.”  I sighed and opened the massive stainless steel refrigerator. Cool air greeted me, along with the musty smell of leftovers. I bravely opened a small white cardboard box decorated with a red dragon and peered inside. 

“Yikes,” I said, quickly closing it. I dropped the box in the trash silently, despairing at the sad state of my pantry. 

The answering machine beeped, announced the time, and went quiet. I waited to see if my mother’s electronic voice would begin again. It didn’t. After sorting through a pile of take-out menus, I decided to order my favorite, broccoli beef and steamed rice, from The Jade Garden down the street. Just as my hand reached for the phone, it rang. I jumped back in surprise, only just missing my cat, who glared at me in outrage and ran off. 

“Sorry kitty,” I called meekly, grabbing the phone. “Dr. Kat, here…erm… I mean, hello?”

“Is this Sophia Katsaros?” A heavily Greek-accented voice asked.

“Yes, it is. May I ask who this is?” I could speak fluent Greek, but I would wait to see if I needed to before I did. I didn’t want to insult the caller by presuming they could not speak English.

“Yes, this is Mr. Andreas. You have two brothers, Ciro and Dimitri, yes?” he asked.

“Yes,” I agreed, drawing the syllable out. “Why are you asking me this, Mr. Andreas?”

“Eimai o noikokyris twn aderfwn sas," he said in Greek identifying himself as my brothers’ landlord.

“Synevi kati?" “Is something wrong?” I asked, immediately switching to Greek when he did. 

“I don’t know. The rent was due, I hear nothing. A few days later, nothing. Now, another month. I went to check today. No boys, no rent. All their things are there. This is not like them. You are listed as their…umm…how you say.. pli̱siésteros syngení̱s?”

“Next of kin,” I said translating. My breath left me in a rush. I leaned forward, touching my forehead to the cool granite. “Do you have reason to believe that something has happened to them, Mr. Andreas?”

“I have no reason not to believe this,” he answered, which meant that he did think something was wrong, he just did not want to give voice to it. 

“When was the last time you saw them?”

“They paid September’s rent.”

“You have not seen them for a month? No, wait, it’s nearly November. Two months?”   I asked trying to keep the concern from my voice. They were 21 and 23 respectively, and Mr. Andreas was their landlord, not their babysitter.

“Nai,” he confirmed.

“Ok,” I sighed. “Sas ef̱charistó̱. I will send you a check for the rent,” I said thanking him for calling. I hung up the phone, the blood pounding in my ears. My brothers had gone to Greece for the summer to immerse themselves in our Greek heritage. After the death of our father three years ago, we clung tightly to it in an effort to keep his memory alive. 

I had spoken to Ciro not long ago. ‘When was that?’ I thought. He had been going on and on about how they were going to go camping. They wanted to investigate something. I paused for a moment, thinking back to the conversation. ‘Where did they say they were going?’ Suddenly it came to me. Mount Lykaion.

“Wolf Mountain,” I whispered as a chill ran up my spine. “And no one has seen them since.” 

The phone rang, intruding shrilly upon my racing thoughts. I grabbed it out of habit. 

“Hello, dear. It’s your mother. Have you heard from your brothers?”
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Night had always been a spectrum of grays, various shades of the same value scale. And while colors still fled under the shadow of the moon, nothing that he had ever experienced had prepared him for this new night. A night that teemed with life, brimmed with scents and overflowed with possibilities. 

He slunk through the undergrowth, ferns glistening with pendulant drops of dew as if they had been strung with diamonds. Small rodents scurried for safety under the roots of trees that had stood sentinel upon this mountain for generations.   

He could smell them, their fear making his mouth water. But he was after larger game. He had scented the small herd a while ago and tracked it through the woods, only to lose them at water’s edge. He trotted along the perennial stream. nosing the ground, hoping for a whiff of that elusive odor that would tell him which direction to go. 

Just as he was convinced that all was lost, he found it. There, on a moss-coated stone, was a scrap of hide, a smear of blood. They had come this way and one had been careless.

In an impressive bunch of muscle and sinew he cleared the stream in one leap. Rejoicing in the strength and power of his body, he bounded through the woods. They had a good hour of travel time on him. If he ran he could cover that distance in half that time.

The miles me7lted away in a ground-eating lope. He heard his brothers hunting farther up on the mountain. Occasionally, one would howl, to be answered by another, but he was unconcerned. They were just talking, singing to the night, and serenading the moon. If they needed him the call would be different. Until then, he would find the herd and the female that bled.

The smell was stronger now. He slowed, his ears pivoting. Listening. There, a crack of a branch under hoof. He paused, waiting, blending into the shadows. They would never see him. He had been careful to stay downwind. The treacherous breeze that played through the pines would give him away in an instant if he grew unwary. He was no pup. He would not lose his game so easily. 

They had hidden in the undergrowth. The illusion of safety in numbers allowed them to drift to sleep. He inhaled, searching for her. He knew she was there. That faint metallic smell made him swallow deeply as saliva pooled in his mouth. Crawling on his belly, he moved slowly, inch by inch. If he moved too fast the herd would bolt, and he would lose her. He was too tired to give chase anew. They had rested and could easily out-sprint him in their fear. 

This too was not a mistake he would make. Across the base of a high mountain laurel was the traitor that gave her away. One single drop that shown crimson in the moonlight. There under a shrub she slept, not the sound sleep of predator, but the wary sleep of prey. He moved, a twig snapped. Her eyes sprung open. Large lipid brown eyes. The pupils dilated. Her shoulders bunched to run.

His muscles flexed; he leapt with fluid grace. His teeth closed around her neck, choking her, cutting off her oxygen. She struggled, tried to call out. The others that slept nearby heard the thrashing in the undergrowth and bolted, abandoning her to her fate. She had sealed her doom back at the stream. From that point forward it had been inevitable. This moment had been scripted by a rock worn smooth and painted with lichen.

She stilled eventually. How long it took he did not know. It was not important. He opened his mouth and dropped her. He watched her for a few moments. He had not broken the skin; she looked only as if she slept. But he knew better; the living were never that still. He shook himself, releasing the tension in his muscles that the chase had caused. 

And then he sat back, lifted his face to the heavens, and howled. A single undulating note that echoed through the forest, calling his brothers, and silencing those that scurried. His brothers answered, their calls exuberant, celebrating. They would be there soon to share his meal and rejoice in the bounty that was theirs for the taking. 

In the meantime, he would feast. His powerful jaws ripped into her belly. She was young, her meat tender. The blood, still warm, was sweet and heavy on his tongue. He tore into her and ate. He was hungry, so very hungry; it made him careless.

A low growl was all the warning he would get. The breath left him in a rush as the other wolf hit him. He yelped and tried to get away as teeth sank into his back leg. Pain, sharp and clear, wrenched an agonized cry from him. He supplicated himself and still the pain continued. He whimpered, begged, and pleaded. 

His brothers arrived. They trotted past him and his tormentor.  He cried for them. Their eyes reflected in the moonlight like twin fireflies dancing. And then they looked away. This was pack law. It would be observed. He would be punished. They would not interfere.

Interminable minutes later, he was finally released. One last sharp bite sent him scurrying off to lick his wound. It was deep, but it would heal. The massive wolf that towered over him regarded him with amber eyes. Alpha.

He whimpered again, his tail tucking between his legs. It had been his kill, he was entitled to his portion. But not before the Alpha had his. For his transgression he would eat no more this night. 

From the ferns that now bore his blood, he watched as his brothers devoured the deer. It made him angry. They had gifted him, but he would never truly be one of them. They were Wolf. They were Pack. 

Now that he was thinking, he remembered walking on two legs. He remembered living in a house, not sleeping under the stars. He was Man, and for them that made him less. His lip curled in a silent growl. The Alpha raised his shaggy head and licked his muzzle coated with blood as he regarded him silently, as if reading his thoughts. He could not hold the Alpha’s demanding gaze for long. With a curl of the lip he looked away. Wolf went back to feeding and hatred took root in the heart of Man behind eyes that danced in the dark.
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Harold had decided that their twenty-year marriage “wasn’t working for him” last summer. Since then her friends had been encouraging her to go out, to find someone new. Someone who would appreciate her, they said.

That was easier said than done. She was fifty-two and had not been on a date since 1986.  Big hair and neon colors had been in style then. The Chicago Bears had beaten the New England Patriots in the Superbowl, and gravity had not yet become her sworn enemy.

She sighed, examining herself in the full length mirror. She had chosen a cute black dress that, she hoped, would hide a multitude of sins. “Dear inventor of spandex, may you someday be canonized,” she whispered, taking a quick twirl to ensure that nothing moved. Well, nothing that wasn’t supposed to move at any rate. 

His name was Michael Pennington. Her best friend Sarah worked for him at the animal hospital. He was a veterinarian. “Not quite the doctor that my mother hoped for, but a step in the right direction,” she said to her reflection. 

Harold had been a shoe salesman when she met him.  Now he owned the largest chain of shoe stores in the country. They had built the company together, and then when it was finally time to sit back and enjoy all the hard work, he decided he wanted a newer model. Literally. Evangeline was 19. And a model. She had graced this year’s May cover of French Vogue.  

She and her girlfriends had bought every copy they could find, and then while getting ridiculously drunk, they had burned them in Sarah’s fire pit. It had been great. She still smiled whenever she thought of it.

The doorbell rang at exactly 7 p.m.. He looked very handsome. He held the door open for her and complimented her on her dress. They had sushi at the Blue Oyster. She laughed at his jokes, amazed to find they were genuinely funny. And when the night had ended, he walked her to her door, kissed her softly on the lips and went home. It had been perfect. In fact her lips still tingled 

The following day when Michael called, no one answered. He grew concerned. The day after when he found out that Sarah had not heard from her either, he called 911. 

 

***

 

“So, what do you plan on doing?”

“Well, I thought I would start with a standard “Y” incision. Examine the heart and move on to the rest of the internal organs,” I said to Arthur gesturing with the scalpel in my hand, ready to make my first cut.

“That’s not what I meant,” he said, giving me his patented, one eyebrow raised, look. I was certain he practiced that in the mirror, but had never confronted him about it. I let it go for a moment, and turned back to my patient. 

Carefully, like I had a hundred times, I made my first cut from her clavicle to her pubic bone. And just like so many times, before he handed me the bone saw that I would use to cut through her ribs. 

Mrs. Elizabeth Daniels had been found in her apartment. With no outward signs of trauma, cause of death was unknown. It was my job to determine what had killed her. I examined the body and found, just as the police report had said, there were no signs of foul play. 

Her health records showed that she was of normal weight for her age and did not suffer from any serious health conditions. I cut through the sternum, pushed back the ribs and prepared to remove the heart. It looked pink and healthy, weighing 253 grams. Well within normal parameters.

“You meant, what am I going to do about my brothers?” I said, as I examined the pericardium. 

“Are you going to Greece?” Arthur asked, transcribing what I said onto the autopsy report. 

“Pericardium looks healthy,” I said. “I think I have to. Their landlord has not seen them since they paid September’s rent. It is now November. What choice do I have?” I laid the heart in a stainless steel pan and began my examination of the lungs.

“The local police aren’t giving you any help?” 

“Not much,” I grunted as I removed the lungs. Our right lung has three lobes while the left only has two, in order to make room for the heart. Both lungs looked healthy from the outside. I made an incision examining them both thoroughly. I found no blockages or fluid buildup that would indicate a cause of death.  

“I officially reported them missing. But with no evidence of a crime, they don’t seem to be too concerned.”

“How is your mother taking it?” he asked, holding back the abdominal muscles so I could plunge my hands in.

“Well, she is convinced something is horribly wrong. I have been trying to reassure her that everything is fine. Arcadia is a remote province of Greece. Cell coverage and internet access are dodgy at best. I fully expected to not hear from them very often. They are probably just off having a good time, but she won’t accept that. 

“And it is true that they had been calling and checking in whenever they could, and that has stopped. None of their friends have heard from them. So, all things considered, how can I say she is wrong?” 

I removed the stomach, emptied its contents into a sterile container, put the organ itself in a locking bag and set it all aside to go to the lab. I then moved on to the other organs. Weighing them all, taking tissue samples and looking for something, anything that would give me clues. I found nothing.

“This is frustrating,” I growled.

“Your brothers?” Arthur asked as he helped to clean up afterwards.

“Yes, well, that too. But Mrs. Daniels seems to be keeping secrets.”

“Oh, and we all know how much you like that,” he said rolling his eyes.

“I just don’t like the unexplained. There is an answer here. I intend to find it. When you finish up can you drop this off at the lab and see if they can expedite it?” I handed him the bag that contained the stomach and the container with its contents to him. “Her daughters were pretty devastated. I’d like to be able to solve at least one mystery today.” 

The mystery of my brothers was going to be even harder to solve. I had plenty of leave time from work to go to Greece. Since it was now looking like I had no other choice, I requested to use two weeks of it. I had always wanted to go to my father’s homeland. But not like this. I had not said anything to my mother, but I was concerned.

Over the years I had learned to trust my hunches. It was one of the few areas of life where I did not seek clear-cut explanations. My hunches had always proved true. This time I was hoping they wouldn’t. I had a very bad feeling about my brothers. Aside from my mother, and her two remaining siblings, my brothers were all I had. I did not want to lose them. 

By the time the day ended I had recorded my findings on three other cases. I attended a video conference about intestinal parasites and their results, which I found fascinating. I avoided two calls from my mother and listened to Arthur extol the virtues of his latest girlfriend, who just happened to be the best friend of his last. It did not take a forensic pathologist to know that was going to end badly.

Just as I was about to leave, my phone rang. “Dr. Kat,” I answered. 

“Hey, Doc. This is Jeff from the lab. I have the results of the stomach contents for you.”

“Oh, that was fast,” I said, impressed, as I grabbed Mrs. Daniels’s file.

“Well, we don’t have a lot going on right now. Pufferfish.”

“Excuse me?” I asked

“She had sushi for dinner. Specifically Fugu. It’s sashimi made with pufferfish. We found traces of Tetrodotoxin. Enough to be fatal. Death by pufferfish,” he said wryly.

“Thanks, Jeff,” I said hanging up the phone. I had never had such a case before, but I remembered from medical school the effects of the deadly neurotoxin. Most people who ingested a lethal dose were dead within twenty minutes to four hours. The symptoms started with numbness or tingling of the lips. Then as the poison worked its way through the system, the victim would lay there paralyzed, unable to move or call out. Death was the result of asphyxia. Not a pleasant way to go. 

I had been able to narrow down a time of death, but now I was able to put down the cause. I picked up the phone and called Mrs. Daniels’s daughters. The result would not bring their mother back, but it would provide answers. These calls were never easy, but I was always glad that I could offer some sort of peace to a grieving family.

That night as I walked home, enjoying the brisk air, I hoped that I would be able to find some answers for my brothers. And, for my mother’s sake, that I would have more to offer her than a cause of death. And yet deep down, I could not shake the feeling that what I would find in the sun-bleached hills of Greece would not be comforting. 

 

 


[image: ]

It was cold and dark. The trek through the woods had scared him. The moon was new. The only illumination was the lantern that his father carried. It bobbed drunkenly ahead of him, casting puddles of light tantalizingly close to him. Just as he stepped into the flickering oasis, the lantern would swing, taking the glow with it.

He was not sure how long he had walked, just that it seemed endless to his eight-year-old mind. The trail they followed had been trod by animal, not man, for decades. And because they had four legs to give them balance, the trail wound and meandered its way over uneven ground and  exposed roots, around decaying logs that had once been towering sentinels.

An owl hooted at him from its perch, the sound echoing in the night. He looked up and saw the massive eyes that regarded him. And then, in a flap of wing, the great predator took flight in a silent, graceful motion. Scant seconds later a rodent screamed its last.

“Stavros, keep up!” his father barked in the quiet, when he paused to watch the owl feast.

“Coming father,” he called, his heart beating fast as he ran to catch up. He did not want to get lost in the dark cold woods. His childish mind created all sorts of monsters that would enjoy eating a little boy. 

The house seemed to have been built from the mountain itself. It was two stories high with a deeply pitched roof. Rough-hewn stones were stacked on top of each other, seemingly without benefit of mortar, almost as if they dared not move, dared not defy the lord that lived there.

Massive cedars and hardy deciduous trees embraced the house, adding camouflage and protection from any that dared tread too close. He did not want to go, and dug his heels into the dirt. “Stavros!” his father said, the word a whispered warning. He did not need to elaborate. The boy knew that tone, knew the fight was over before it truly began, and so with feet made of lead he followed his father up the stone steps and through the solid oak doors that closed with a resounding thud behind him.  

The house had been dark and foreboding from the outside. The boy had expected the same on the inside, but that was not the case. Dark slate tiles in a variety of deep grays and greens swirled with brown were laid out in an interlocking design. Mellow pine paneling, gleaming and smelling of wood soap, covered the walls, reaching to his father’s shoulders. From there, white plaster stretched up towards the ceiling that was lost to shadows in the vault of beams that supported the structure and the floor overhead.

Down the hall, he could see a great room with a huge fireplace, stacked with stone as the house was, blazing away with a roaring fire. To his left was a wooden staircase that reached up towards the second floor, questing like a lover. On his right was a set of double doors, cracked just enough to give him a glimpse of a library brimming with books.  

Stavros loved books, a fact for which his brothers and classmates teased him mercilessly. His fingers itched to push open the door, to breathe in the scent of the leather chairs that were clustered around the fireplace, to crack open a book, run his fingers down the words printed there, and escape. Escape to a world that held laughter and joy, not pain and fear. A world where the blue sky welcomed him, and the sun warmed him, not scorched him, as was its wont. 

Again, he was called in that same unyielding voice, and again, he followed. They walked towards the stairs, but they did not go up them.  His father reached up, pushed the corner of a gleaming panel that opened with a click. A set of stairs led down into the darkness. The boy looked and gasped. He did not want to go and pleaded with his father not to make him. A cuff on the side of his head made his ears ring and his resistance melt. There had never been any doubt he would go. He should have saved himself the effort and spared himself the pain. But his spirit would not let him go quietly.

His father went first, taking the lantern with him. The boy followed, one step at a time, holding tightly to the rail. His knuckles shone white from the effort. 

The main floor had been merry and warm. As he descended the temperature dropped. A scent tickled his nose. It smelt damp, musty, like a dog just let in from the rain. He stepped off the stairs, almost crashing into his father, who had stopped. The lantern swayed, the flame flickered, the oil within sloshed, and little eight-year-old Stavros screamed. 

 

 


[image: ]

The room, floor to ceiling, was the same unrelenting stone, all save the back wall. That was chiseled granite. Carved out of the mountain itself, it glistened with rivulets of water that trickled down its face, disappearing into the cracks of the floor, to be absorbed by the thirsty soil below.

A fireplace at the end of the room, yards away, blazed in a hearth seven feet high. And before that hearth, backlit by the flames, sat a man. But that is not what wrung the scream from the boy. It was the wolf that regarded him with gleaming canines and fetid breath. The biggest wolf that Stavros had ever seen. And though his experience was limited to books, this wolf seemed larger than any wolf should be.

His father glared at Stavros and walked around the wolf, leaving the boy to stand confused, numb with terror, and rooted to the spot with shock. The wolf rose, his fur so black that it seemed as though Nyx, goddess of midnight, had blessed him.  His nails clicking on the stone floor, he nuzzled Stavros in the stomach, the neck, and groin, taking his scent, breathing it in, as if remembering him, naming him, claiming him.

A scream bubbled up in Stavros, threatened to escape, but deep inside he knew he should not. His father would not look kindly on him for screaming again. And so he bit his lip. Bit it so hard it bled, the taste of iron coating his tongue. The wolf smelled it and licked Stavros across the mouth, taking the crimson drops with him. And then he turned, cocking his head like dogs do. Only this was no dog. He was a wolf. 

“Our family has tended this pack since the time of the Romans and before. We were here when they came, and we have been here since they left. It is our sacred duty,” his father said. The boy listened. It was what was expected of him. He always did as he was expected, as he was told. The choice had never been left to him.

He swallowed and stole a glance at the man he had seen earlier. He sat, or more accurately, sprawled, over the massive chair. Stavros would have called it a throne, had anyone asked. No one did. 

The man had one leg draped over the arm of the chair. Brown leather pants covered him from ankle to waist. His chest was bare. On his shoulder and down his right arm was an intricate tattoo. The boy was fascinated by the swirls and designs and imagined, for an instant, that within the dark vines a wolf peered at him.

“Stavros!” his father yelled, drawing back an arm. The boy flinched; the man growled, a low, menacing growl that reverberated in his chest. The black wolf trotted over and sat next to the boy, between him and his father. He sat on his haunches, his golden eyes level with the boy’s. His father paused, let his arm drop. 

“Discipline must be measured, not enjoyed, Yannis,” the man said from his throne. His father said nothing. The boy was amazed, and for the first time, he met the eyes of the man. The fire light cast him in stark relief, highlighting every inch of sculpted chest and muscled arm. This was a man that commanded attention. Demanded respect. A leader. Alpha.

The man leaned forward, beckoning to the boy. Stavros went, taking cautious steps forward. The black wolf at his side went with him, nuzzling the hand of the man who buried his fingers into the inky fur. “Hello, brother,” he whispered. The wolf whined, tilting his head so that his ears might be scratched. 

“He will not hurt you,” the man said, indicating to Stavros to touch the wolf. 

His hand stretched towards the wolf, who, seeing his intent, leaned into him, brushing the boy’s slight body with his massive one. His tongue lolled out of his mouth in a wolfish grin. The boy, enchanted, smiled back and wrapped his arms around his neck, burying his face in the ebony fur. As the wolf had done, so too did the boy; he inhaled, capturing the scent, holding it to him, striving to remember it, though his nose was not meant for such things.

“This is Orchomenus,” the man said. “He is the youngest of my brothers.” The wolf leaned against the boy. Having been named, he seemed happier, and nearly knocked the boy over.

Stavros laughed. His father cleared his throat. It was all he needed to do. The boy let go of the wolf and stepped back, head bowed. Chastised by a sound, cowed like a beaten pup. Because he was not looking, he did not see the strike, but he heard it. And when he looked up, he saw his father on the ground, his nose streaming blood like a river. The man stood over him, his face like a thundercloud.

“I am Alpha. This boy that you brought is now part of my pack. I will discipline him if need be. Not you. Not again. You would do well to remember my words. I do not enjoy repeating them.”

Orchomenus brushed up against Stavros in a silken slide of fur. His tail wrapped around Stavros’ feet. The smile was gone. A snarl curled his lip. Silent, but no less menacing.  

“Shhhh…it’s ok, boy,” Stavros said, hugging the wolf again. He could see his father lying on the floor, unmoving, his hands raised as if to fend off another blow. 

The man and his father simply looked at each other. His father looked away first. The man smiled and walked towards the boy. “I am Meleanus. This is my pack. Here I am king. Your family has served me well. Will you do as they have done? Will you serve us, Stavros?”

No one had ever asked him if he would do anything before. He had always been told. To an eight-year-old boy, the wolf king was a hero. He had done what the boy had always wanted to do, defeat his father. The cinder-colored wolf whined, imploring the boy to answer. And so he did. 

“Yes, I will serve you.” 
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Twelve hours, two connecting flights and one very long bus ride later, I was finally in Greece, in the province of Arcadia. 

As the bus ambled its way from the capital of Tripolis to Megalopoli, I had time to take in my surroundings, to reflect on what I was here to do, and to finally allow myself to acknowledge the fact that both my brothers were missing, and had been missing for nearly two months.

I worked around law enforcement enough to know that the first 48 hours were crucial. If a person was not found then, the likelihood of them being found was reduced exponentially as the hours, days and weeks went on. 

I had spent the last few days convincing my mother that everything was alright. That they had just been distracted. Or that they went hiking in an area that did not get cell phone service. Somewhere along the way I had almost managed to convince myself. Almost. 

That small voice that championed reason also insisted that something was very wrong. I had refused to listen to it, if only so it would not show on my face when I talked to my mother. She would know in an instant and my doubt would encourage the growth of hers like water to a thirsty plant. I had to stay convinced. 

But now that I was here, I could let that go, to think, to consider that what I would find might not be good. The pain that gripped my heart was sudden and fierce. My breath left me in a rush, and my vision swam as tears pooled.

Grateful I was not driving, I let my head fall forward against the seat in front of me. My tears fell silently, as all the fear and stress that I had been holding back, finally given free reign, burst forward like a swollen mountain stream after the spring thaw.

I don’t know how long I sat that way, my forehead resting against the seat as we bounced and jostled our way over the long highway that had only seen pavement within the last couple of decades. 

Eventually, my fear subsided to a manageable level and that other voice, the one that enabled me to do my job without breaking down, demanded that I set these emotions aside. And because it seemed the only possible solution, that is what I did.

I swiped my hand across my eyes, ignoring the look of concern from an elderly woman across from me, and beheld for the first time, Megalopoli. This is where my brothers shared an apartment. This is where they were last seen. And so, this is where I went. 

I heard it said that Americans think 100 years is a long time, and Europeans think 100 miles is a long way. I had covered both space and time in one leap and was left reeling from the transition. Thousands of miles across land and ocean had taken me back in time to a city that had existed over a thousand years before Christ. Ruins of Roman roads, graceful arches of a once mighty aqueduct and scattered blocks of marble that had once been a great theater littered the countryside. 

Megalopoli literally meant “great city”. It is believed that this is where Zeus defeated the Titans with his mighty lightening bolts. This is where the Spartans saw one of their few defeats. And there on the mountain that rose majestically in the background is where a once proud king was said to have angered the father of the gods and become the first ever lycanthrope.

I knew my Greek history. My father had seen to that. After he passed I made an effort to learn more. Who knew when a small piece of information would prove useful? The lynchpin that would solve the puzzle, supply the answer to a conundrum. I liked answers. Questions bothered me. 

As we crested the hill, the city stretched out before me. The sun, once believed to be the fiery chariot of the god, Helios, was making its descent. Golden light filtered through the clouds, painting everything in gilt. The olive groves and fields just recently harvested covered the valley floor like a patchwork quilt. White houses with red clay-tiled roofs were dotted about. 

Once the god and his mythical chariot went behind the mountains, the transition from day to night ended abruptly. Dusk was short-lived, defeated by night that stripped the color from the land and bequeathed a spectrum of gray that only the sporadic appearance of headlights from oncoming cars relieved. 

I had finally come home to Greece. And despite the reason for my trip, I allowed myself a small smile. 
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Medical school taught me a lot of important things, not the least of which was the ability to sleep anywhere and anytime. When you are an intern and then resident the shifts are brutal. And sometimes you go for more than 24 hours without sleep. So, when the opportunity to sleep presents itself, you learn to seize it. 

I checked into my hotel room around 10 p.m., walked in the door, tipped the bellman for bringing up my luggage, brushed my teeth and passed out on the king-sized bed. 

The following morning the sunrise peered around the heavy drapes and found me still sprawled on the bed. Over the years I had also learned to wake up instantly. When you were on ER rotation, sneaking a nap in the backroom, there was no adjustment time. You had to be on your feet and running. Gunshot wounds, heart attacks and pregnant women in labor did not wait for groggy med students to finish their coffee.

Thankfully, I did have the luxury of taking time for coffee and breakfast. My room had a small terrace with a wrought-iron bistro set that overlooked the mountains. I savored my drink, black, no milk or sugar, inhaled the delicious aroma and surveyed the vista spread before me. It is said that Zeus was born in these mountains. I could certainly see why it was thought that. They were beautiful.

Rolling hills flirted around the base of the peaks before making the climb upwards. A blanket of verdant growth, so lush and green a haze floated over it, almost as if a vapor layer had descended for a foggy kiss, spread out before the mountains.

An hour later, I was dressed and on my way towards my brothers’ apartment. The bus ride had not endeared me to Greek drivers any more than I embraced Ohio drivers. And so I walked.

Mr. Andreas, their landlord, remembered me, and my money, no doubt, from our phone call. He handed me the key.  A cryptic “good luck” was all he said before disappearing down the hall. 

I had with me my evidence kit. If my brothers had left any clues, I would find them. 

Investigators always brushed doorknobs, even though they were notorious for smudged, partial, and overlain prints. I wasn’t dusting for prints; even still, I snapped on a pair of latex gloves before I touched the doorknob.

Locard’s Exchange Principle explained that where there is contact between two items, there will be an exchange. I would pack up my brothers’ belongings later, but for this initial search, I wanted to keep any further transfer of evidence to a minimum. 

I put the key in the lock, heard the tumblers fall into place, and opened the door. I knew immediately that someone had been there. Nothing was out of place, at least not any more than my brothers had left it, but the sense that another presence had been there was strong.

The windows were bare. Only metal blinds afforded the possibility of privacy. They had been pulled up, allowing light to stream in. Red terra cotta tiled floors spread out before me, unmolested by rug or carpet. 

To my left was a small kitchen that spilled into a modest living area. On my right were three doors. Two turned out to be the bedrooms, with the bathroom in between. Closing the door to the apartment behind me, I stood for a moment imagining my brothers there. 

Dimitri was 23, tall, about 6 feet. Taller than my father, but almost the spitting image of him. Dark curling hair, deep brown eyes, and lashes that any girl, including myself, would envy. He had just graduated college with a degree in archaeology, with an emphasis in Greek history.

Ciro was 21 and a musician. And where Dimitri went, Ciro followed. My youngest brother, the artist. Girls loved him, and he loved them. He had the same dark curling hair and height his older brother had. But where Dimitri had brown eyes, Ciro’s were pale blue. A gift from my mother.

I was 10 years old when Dimitri was born. My mother had almost given up hope of having more children, and then along came a son. A couple of years later Ciro arrived. I was fascinated with them. I would rush home from school just so I could be with them. 

When I went to medical school, I did not see them as much, but we always kept in touch. When they went to Greece they said they’d be back in time for Thanksgiving. I knew they wouldn’t be in constant contact. So, when I hadn’t heard from them, I honestly didn’t think anything of it. 

Whoever had been here had searched the cabinets, making sure to shut everything and keep it all in its place, and still I could tell things had been moved. A fraction of an inch here, a door slightly ajar there. Someone had searched. For what I had no idea.

Ciro’s room was first. Clothes littered the floor, but knowing my youngest brother, this was probably his doing, not the unknown visitor’s. A double bed flanked by matching nightstands, each with an earthen-ware lamp, was the only furniture in the room. I opened the closet, found his suitcase and the charging pad he used for his electronics.  He must have taken his phone and iPod with him. Their cases and such were here. They weren’t. But his laptop was.

“That’s strange,” I whispered to the empty room. I opened the laptop and powered it on. The password page immediately showed. I closed it, deciding to mess with it once I was back at my hotel. For the time being, I gathered Ciro’s empty suitcase and started putting things in it.

I collected his passport, a few random pieces of jewelry that he would wear when he went out, and a t-shirt. But only because I could smell my brother on it, and it comforted me.

Dimitri’s room was next. Just as before, I found his laptop and travel documents. No phone or mp3 player. I was hoping that they had their phones with them. If they did, there was a chance we could trace the location.

I also took some notebooks that Dimitri had made meticulous notes in, as well as a camera that sat by his bedside.

Other then that, I found very little that would help. Hopefully, the laptops would give me more than the apartment had. I sighed and blew my hair out of my face, taking one last look around. Just then a piece of paper drifted off a table, onto the floor

I walked over and saw that it was a menu for the restaurant down the street. As I bent to retrieve it, I felt a draft and looked up. The window above the table was cracked just a bit, and there on the tile floor was a footprint.

Just like Locard said, whenever two things touch, there is always a transfer. I took out a plastic film and collected the dirty foot print on the sticky side and then carefully put it back in my case. I took photos of all the rooms with my phone and then went back to the window.

Being careful not to touch the footprint, I slid open the window and stepped out onto the fire escape. An alley down below was scattered with litter and floating papers. A dilapidated dumpster was crowned with a yellow cat sleeping the day away in a random sun beam. Other than that, nothing.

I had almost missed the footprint; I didn’t want to miss more. Whoever had broken into my brothers’ apartment had presumably entered and exited through this fire escape. So, I dusted it for prints and checked the seal of the window. In the corner, I found a handful of black hairs. I collected them and put them into a baggie.

It was possible they belonged to my brothers, but it was also possible they didn’t.  I wasn’t going to take the chance. Stepping back into the room, I closed and locked the windows, all of them, and pulled the blinds. I then grabbed the suitcase and locked the door. 

As I was leaving, I saw the landlord in the lobby. “Excuse me, sir,” I said addressing him in English. He seemed proud that he could speak it. I didn’t want to insult him.

He stopped, removed his hat and acknowledged me with a look. 

“Have you seen anyone go into my brothers’ apartment recently?” I asked.

“Just you.” 

“Has anyone come by asking questions or looking for them? Have the police come by, anything like that?”

“No, no,” he said meeting my eyes directly.

I frowned. I could almost swear that he was trying to tell me something, but I was missing what it was, and so I asked. “Should I know anything, Mr. Andreas?”

“There are things you may need to know, but whether you should, that remains to be seen.”

“What does that mean?” I asked confused

“This is not America, Miss. Katsaros. This is Arcadia. Not everything that is lost should be found.”

“But they are my brothers.  I have to look for them.”

“I understand this,” he said patting my shoulder. “How well do you know the history of this place?”

“Arcadia? A passing amount. I am a doctor,” I said shrugging.

“Well, I would suggest you start there. The answers to the future lie in the past.” And with that he turned and left. No farewell, no wave, just gone.

Shaking my head, I stepped out into the blinding sunlight, lugging Ciro’s suitcase. It was now midday. If Greece was anything like the U.S., the best place for local information would be at a diner. People liked to talk when they ate. 

I reached into my pocket and took out the menu that I had found. If my brothers had eaten there, I was willing to bet someone remembered them. After dropping the suitcase and my evidence kit off at the hotel, I decided to go out for lunch. 
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They did not go home that night. Instead he and his father stayed at the big house. He had been given a room and told that it was his. The boy had so few things that he could call his own. To be given a room that he was not required to share awed him.

When the door closed, he stood still, listening, waiting for the bolt to drop, the scrape of metal that told him this is where he would stay. It never came. Cautiously, he inched towards the door, the pine planks smooth beneath his feet. 

His small hand turned the knob and slowly opened the door. The flickering light of the hall sconces crept into the room he had been given and chased the shadows back to the corners.

He let out a breath he did not realize he had been holding and, leaving the door ajar, he walked back toward the bedroom window. The moon horded her light like a miser with his gold. The forest was black. With the mountain to his back, he had a view of the city that lay below like a twinkling earthbound constellation.

He yawned, covering his mouth with a grubby hand, and leaned forward, resting his forehead against the cool glass pane of the window. He must have dozed, for he woke with a start when the bedroom door creaked further open.

A denial of guilt died upon his lips when he turned and saw the shadow that stood at the threshold. The black wolf, the one that had sat between him and his father, and bared his teeth.

Orchomenus, the youngest of the brothers, the man had called him. It was a big name for a small boy to manage. “Come here, boy,” he whispered coaxing the wolf into the room. “Can I call you, Orcho?”

The black wolf whined and inched forward. Stavros imagined that the wolf was as frightened as he was. That thought instantly calmed him, and so with a stronger voice he called the wolf again, this time while walking over to the bed.

“Do you want to sleep in here with me?” the boy asked, patting the big bed draped with a colorful quilt. 

The wolf’s ears perked up, and cautiously, his tail began to wag.

The boy laughed. “You are just a silly doggy after all. Aren’t you?” The wolf cocked his head in inquiry, seeming to understand the dog reference and finding it wanting.

“Oh, sorry,” the boy said hiding a smile. “You aren’t a dog. No, you are a wolf. A wolf prince, I bet!”

The wolf regarded him intently, as if considering if his elevation to prince was one he would accept. After a moment his mouth fell open, flashing white canines that gleamed in the dark. 

The boy swallowed, suddenly reminded that this was most definitely not a dog. He had been foolish to think so. A spurt of fear caught him like a rabbit in a snare, speeding his heart and making his palms sweat. 

The wolf sensed the change and whimpered, lowering his head. His tail drooped. Slowly he padded over to the boy, his nails tapping on the wood floor. His nose was on level with the boy’s chest. 

Carefully, he nudged the boy. When the boy did not respond, he nudged him again, this time rubbing his flank along the boy, as if to reassure him that he did not mean to harm him. 

Once again the boy felt foolish for doubting his new friend. His moment of fear quickly passed. As he had in the basement, he wrapped his arms around the wolf’s neck, enjoying the silken feel of his fur and the warmth that clung to him. 

Grabbing a handful of fur he led the wolf over to the bed. The boy climbed in under the covers and patted the spot next to him in invitation.

The wolf wagged his tail in imitation of his domestic cousin and gave a cheerful bark that had the boy laughing joyously. In a graceful bound the wolf jumped on the bed, nearly dislodging the boy in his exuberance.

Stavros laughed again and hugged the wolf once more. Finally, the beast settled himself, after turning around three times and curling his tail over his nose. The boy snuggled under the covers, getting as close to the wolf as he could.

And so, boy and wolf slept in a little room, in a big sprawling house, under the dark of the moon, with the golden light of the hallway lamps trickling in around the door. 
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The Greek Isles Restaurant lured the tourist in with classic Corinthian columns and grand arches that separated the interior rooms, reminiscent of an ancient temple. Deep blue drapes floated in the breeze coming in off the portico, where diners could eat al fresco.

But it was the food that lured the locals in and enticed them to stay. It was just the sort of place my brothers would have loved. And, I will admit, I did too. 

Along the back wall was a long bar made from colorful tiles that were cool to the touch. The shelves that held the alcohol were backed by a window. Golden sunlight streamed in, diffused by the colors of the liquors, which caused prisms to dance across the room. ‘Yes, this is a wonderful place,’ I thought, ‘and one that the owners obviously take pride in.’

I took a seat at the bar, ordered tea, and sat back with the menu, to observe the room. I saw her flitting about, taking orders and chatting with the customers. She laughed and pulled her dark curling hair behind her ears. White teeth flashed, contrasted with tan skin and cherry lipstick. She was just the kind of girl Ciro would have been attracted to. 

I wanted to talk to her, to show her the photos of my brothers and see if she knew them. The bartender took my order of a gyro with baklava and went about his business. I let my mind wander as I gazed through the sparkling blue liquid of some unknown spirits. I could see the mountains beyond and wondered if my brothers were out there even now. 

I’m a forensic pathologist. The dead are my province. It’s my job to wrest the secrets of their lives from them when they can no longer reveal them for themselves. I am always aware that they were once living people who had others who loved them. Even the humblest of beggars had once been someone’s child, friend, lover. I make an effort to never forget that, but while I work, the mystery of their deaths holds me, allowing me to suspend my emotions and do my job.

I had been detached as I searched my brothers’ apartment. Any cop, fireman or ER doctor will tell you that if you are going to be effective at your job you have to set your emotions aside. I was finding it hard to maintain that detachment. I was searching for my brothers. Babies that I had held, cared for, and protected. 

I exhaled and took a drink of my tea. If I was going to be effective in discovering what happened to my brothers, I’d have to get myself under control. 

I swiped a curl out of my face. The waitress that I saw had perfect raven ringlets. My curls were dark, but they never behaved. I often scraped my hair back in a tight ponytail in an effort to tame it. When the humidity rose, I ended up with a black nimbus around my head that defied gravity and darkened my mood. 

Like Ciro, I had inherited my mother’s blue eyes. I had not inherited her gossamer blond hair. My food arrived, distracting me from my thoughts. Authentic Greek food…there was truly nothing like it. 

The bartender wandered back by, an older man who I suspected might be the owner, and asked in English if everything was to my satisfaction. 

“It is wonderful,” I said answering in Greek.

He raised an eyebrow and switched to Greek as well. My accent would give me away as American, but aside from that I spoke it fluently. “I wonder if I can ask you a few questions?” I said, taking out my phone. When he nodded, I pulled up the photos of my brothers.

“Have you seen either of these two men?”

He frowned, “Illyanna,” he called, summoning the waitress. “My daughter knows them.”

“Yes, Papa?” she asked as she walked over.

“This woman is looking for…”

“My brothers,” I supplied.

“Ah, her brothers. I believe you know them. If you could help her.” And then he walked away to tend to his other customers.

I showed her the photos, watching her expression as I did so. She blanched and sat down heavily on the stool next to me. “You have not heard from him either?” she asked, looking intently at Ciro’s photo.

“I have not heard from either of them,” I answered softly. “My mother is very worried, as it’s not like them. I came here to find out what happened.”

“He and Dimitri came here almost every day. Papa says we aren’t supposed to fraternize with the customers, especially the tourist, but…well,” she paused then, her shoulders drooping as a slight flush crept up her neck under her tan. “We hit it off.”

“I understand. Ciro is very personable,” I said trying to comfort her. It was obvious that she really liked my brother. I let her sit there for a moment feeling the grief that I would not allow myself to feel. “When was the last time you saw either of them?”

“Me and a few of my girlfriends met up with them after the Lykaia games. That was the end of August.”

“What are the Lykaia games?” I asked scribbling the name on a napkin. 

“They are similar to the Olympic games. Smaller, but just as old.”

“Where are they held?”

“At the peak of Mt. Lykaion. The games were the public rites that were supposed to take place before the private rites. Do you know the story of King Lykaonas?”

“Yes,” I said, accidentally switching to English. There seemed to be a theme here that was puzzling me. “The king that was turned into a wolf. The term ‘lycanthropy’ comes from his name.”

“Yes, that’s right,” she said, also in English. “Well, the games were for the people. The private rights were held by the temple of Zeus that used to be there. Supposedly there was cannibalism. They believed the ceremony could turn you into a werewolf.”

“Do they still have the private rites?” I asked

She glanced over at her father, before lowering her voice. “I can’t say anymore here. Can we talk somewhere else? My shift ends at 8 p.m.”

I frowned, following her look over to her dad, who glanced at her, shaking his head, just once. But it was enough. She nodded and rose. “I need to get back to work. Where can I reach you?”

I wrote my cell phone number and then my hotel information on another napkin and gave it to her. “Illyanna…” I began but she shushed me.

“Not here. I’ll call you tonight. We will talk then.”

I paid my bill, took my dessert to go, and left. I had hoped that I would find some answers, but what I had were more questions. Questions and wolves. 
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“Hello, Dr. Kat.”

“How did you know it was me?” I asked

“Caller ID,” Arthur said, noisily chewing his food.

“You aren’t eating around the patients are you?” I asked frowning.

“No. Why? Do think that would be rude?”

“Very funny, Arthur,” I said smiling. I tended to take things very seriously. Arthur was the polar opposite. In the year that we had worked together I had come to enjoy his sense of humor, letting it compensate for what I lacked.

“So, what’s up? Have you found anything?” he asked, all traces of joking gone.

“A whole lot of nothing, to be honest,” I said, sighing. “Listen, I am sending you some hair samples via Fed Ex. Can you see to it that they get down to the lab? Have them expedite it for me. Just make sure they set up a separate docket so it gets billed to me, not the city.” I was not above calling in a few favors, but I drew the line at what I deemed to be stealing from the city.

“Sure thing, Doc. I’ll watch for them.”

“How is everything going? Anything I should know about?” I asked.

“Oh, it’s fine. We have routed things to the other hospitals. As for if there is anything you should know about ...”

“Arthur…” I warned.

“Oh, don’t worry. You haven’t missed the zombie apocalypse or anything.”

I rolled my eyes before I remembered he couldn’t see me. “Just watch for the delivery and call me when you find out the results, ok?”  He said he would, and we hung up. I had not expected there to be a problem back home. I was the medical examiner for the county, but in my absence there were others that could fill in. Like Arthur said, barring the zombie apocalypse, it wasn’t like the dead couldn’t, or wouldn’t, wait for me to return.

I sat back in the overstuffed sofa and pondered the cryptic conversation I had had with Illyanna. I wondered what she had to tell me that she wouldn’t say around her father. I had seen the barest shake of his head that silenced our conversation.  So far my list of questions was much longer than my list of answers.

My brother’s suitcase sat where I left had it. I stared at it, willing it to tell me something. “I just wish someone would tell me something, anything,” I said, frustrated. 

I had several hours before Illyanna’s shift ended. I decided to spend them searching my brothers’ laptops. I grabbed Ciro’s first. It was covered in stickers from his favorite bands and one from the pediatrician’s office that said “I’m not afraid of shots.” I snorted. Knowing the way my brother thought, I doubted that vaccinations were the type of shots he meant. 

I flipped the laptop open, powered it on and was immediately challenged by the password page. I had practically raised my brothers. It did not take me long to figure out the password. In the end it was the name of his favorite band and the year he was born.

I checked his e-mails. I deleted all the ones that were spam, leaving me with over fifty that were from friends. Several were from my mom. I couldn’t read those. I found a few from Illyanna. They started off flirty, grew concerned, and then hostile when she continued not to hear from him. And then eventually they swung back to concern, with her pleading with him just to let her know if he was ok. 

I sighed as I read them. I knew my brother could check his e-mail on his phone. The fact that he hadn’t responded was just another drop in my worry pool.  I pulled up his browser and checked his Facebook and Twitter pages. They had the same number of messages waiting. Both showed a last date of login as September 1st. 

I found pictures of Ciro and Illyanna, smiling and happy. My heart clenched, and I rubbed at my eyes, which had started to puddle with tears. 

Taking a deep breath, I set the machine aside and looked at Dimitri’s computer. It was a big laptop with a 17 inch screen and full keyboard. He used it for school. It was meant to work. 

There were seven, single subject, 100 page notebooks that I had also taken from my brothers’ apartment. Each was covered with meticulous notes. I decided to read those before I looked through Dimitri’s computer. 

My brother was as organized as I was. The notebooks were numbered. I started with the first one. A heading of “Sons of Lykaonas” was at the top of the page in red ink. The myth of King Lykaonas was written, along with reference notations and alternate versions. Under that were the names of the fifty sons. 

I flipped through the pages. Each son was detailed. His lineage was traced. Each one had a city named after him. Details about the cities were included, along with every myth that was relevant. 

I frowned. Obviously, my brother took these men to be more than just myths. The fact that each had an eponymous city did not make them real. Otherwise, Athena, having Athens named after her, would be real as well. But what caught my attention were notes that he made, tracing the men down through the ages. Actual historical events were noted, along with newspaper clips and photos, some showing the men dressed in the fashions of decades, if not centuries, after they should have died. 

There were no photos of the youngest brother, Orchomenus, but there were details about the city that bore his name. Pausanias, Theophillus and Homer all made mention of the kingdom of Orchomenus. And yet there was no mention of its founder. Instead Dimitri had written one word, “Omega.” A photo of a black wolf trotting through the countryside had been stapled to the page.

I set that notebook aside and picked up the second one. “Lycanthropy” was the heading and under that the definition, “Lycanthropy is the study of the professed ability or power of a human being to undergo transformation into a werewolf, or to gain wolf-like characteristics. The term comes from Greek Lykànthropos. Lykos ("wolf") +  ànthrōpos ("human").”

I skimmed through his notes, which covered cases of lycanthropy from the time of the Inquisition to the modern day. 

After that were notes on “sirenomella,” or mermaid syndrome, which I remembered vaguely from medical school as a congenital condition where a person was born with the legs fused together. 

He also had notes about Cyclopes syndrome, where the fetus failed to divide the ocular orbit in two. Dimitri even had photos of embryos with Cyclopes syndrome that were kept in medical museums. 

I read on, fascinated by his notes. I could easily follow his line of thinking and so was not surprised when he arrived at porphyria. The term basically meant “purple pigment.” It was an enzyme imbalance that caused the urine to turn purple during an attack.

My brother had highlighted known cases, concentrating on those that had symptoms of increased hair growth, light sensitivity and animalistic behaviors. 

“What on earth are you driving at, Dimitri?” I asked myself.  The amount of research that he had done was impressive. His notes were concise and well-documented, with a list of references.

I tossed that notebook aside and grabbed another. This one was all about wolves: their physicality, their social structure, and their known packs. 

Another book was about an excavation. This one caught my interest for several reasons. Dimitri had a degree in archeology. Anything he wrote about the topic would likely be well-researched and documented. 

But what really interested me was that the dig was on Mt. Lykaion. Wolf Mountain. I stood and walked over to the balcony. Flinging open the French doors, I looked at the mountain and narrowed my eyes in thought. All the signs pointed to it. I realized that I was going to have to make a trip there. 

I rested my head against the doorjamb. The sun had started its decline. The shadows had lengthened, and the breeze that flirted with my curls had a hint of the cooler night time temperatures. I had spent most of the day pouring over my brother’s notes. Illyanna should be here in just a couple of hours. 

I unwrapped the baklava that I had ordered to go and flipped open Dimitri’s computer. After licking the honey off my fingers, I powered the laptop on. Like Ciro’s, the password wasn’t hard to figure out. 

I checked his e-mails, finding the same messages from our mother. I skipped over them, as well as some from several random girls. My brothers were both tall and good looking. Girls liked them. I knew that, and yet no matter how old they or I grew, I never wanted to hear about their sex lives. I shuddered at the thought and moved on to his Facebook page. Just like Ciro’s the last day of log on was September 1st. It was the same with his Twitter page. 

I pulled up his browser, finding all the sites he had taken the notes from. As I had already read through his notes, I did not need to read the sites. Closing both machines I stood and stretched. 

Dimitri’s camera sat on the table. I grabbed it and flipped through the pictures. There were a few from when they first arrived. Photos of my brothers in front of various places. A few with an assortment of girls. Sending a silent prayer up to not find any naked pictures, I continued to scroll on. 

The next photo was of a wolf with golden eyes staring straight at the camera. It was so unexpected that I gasped when I saw it and let go of the camera. I grabbed the strap, catching it before it hit the floor. 

Taking a deep breath, I turned the camera around and looked at the picture again. Even in the photo, I could tell he was massive. With mottled gray and black fur, he was well-muscled. In peak condition. An apex predator secure with his position in life.

I continued on, finding more pictures of various wolves. The same large gray wolf was in several of them, leading me to believe that this was his pack. The next photo was of a man. The photo captured him midstride as he walked down a drive towards a car. The keys that he twirled looked like a silver blur in his hand. The last photo was a close-up of him. It was obvious that he had not been aware he was being photographed, even though he was looking straight at the camera.

My breath left me in a rush. There was something about him. I could feel the magnetism of him even through a few pixels. Like the wolf, he was muscled and in his prime. And like the wolf he was confident of his place in life.

Something about the picture bothered me, and I frowned. I knew I was missing something, but I could not put my finger on what it was. A knock at the door startled me, and for the second time, I almost dropped the camera. 

With a hand over my heart, I went to the door. It was Illyanna 

“Hello,” she said shyly, handing me some food wrapped in tinfoil. “We always have leftovers. It just seems a shame to throw it out.”

“Thank you,” I said, inhaling the aroma of gyro meat. “So, Illyanna, what did you want to tell me that you couldn’t tell me at the restaurant?”

“Well, it’s not so much that I wanted to tell you something, as it is that I wanted to ask you something.”

“Ok, then. What did you want to ask me?”

She looked at me intently for a moment. I could tell that she was weighing her words carefully and wondering how I would react to them. Finally she came to a decision and asked me what she came to ask. 

“Tell me, Sophia, do you believe in werewolves?”
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“You must pay close attention,” his father said, bending down so that he was on a level with the boy. “This is important. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Father,” the boy answered solemnly. 

His father looked at him intently and then motioned for him to follow. The boy lived at the mountain house, for that is what it seemed like, and hardly saw his father anymore. But eight years of his father’s stern parenting could not be undone in the span of a few months. And so he followed along obediently, out the back door, into the dark woods.

They walked along a dirt trail that was more used to hooves and paws than feet. From there they ascended a set of stairs made from huge blocks of granite liberally painted with lichen. 

The mist had fallen with the night, shrouding the land in opalescent luster, muting sound and making the stones slippery. He fell once and skinned his knee. His father looked at him and then kept moving. There were no words of sympathy or a kiss on the wound. Just an appraising look and a turned back. Again the boy followed.

The stairs were numerous, and the boy’s legs began to ache. He wanted to stop but did not dare to do so. Suddenly, from out of the mist came his companion. Orcho, the black wolf. He nudged Stavros in the back in encouragement. 

His father turned, saw the wolf, and turned back without comment. The boy’s legs trembled. The wolf whimpered, brushing against the boy. The boy wrapped his arms around the massive neck of the wolf, enjoying the silken feel of the fur and the nose-wrinkling smell of him. 

With the aide of the wolf they gained the top stair. His father stood there, waiting for him, a look of displeasure upon his face. The boy looked away in shame; the wolf growled, low and menacing.

“I am in control this night, Omega. Keep your growls to yourself,” his father said, and with that turned and walked into the center of the clearing. His father raised his arms and then dropped them suddenly. It was a signal. The base of a large drum began to thrum, beating out a tempo that reverberated in the boy’s core.

The boy looked around and saw eight others in deep cowled robes. They held before them ceramic jars, of what the boy could not discern. One by one they moved towards his father, who stood next to a raging fire enclosed by a wall of stone as high as the boy’s waist. 

Each one threw his jar into the flames, and each time, for a second or two, the flames would change their hue. No two caused the same reaction. Despite himself, the boy was enchanted by the magical flames. 

He saw a few more people huddled around the perimeter, watching.

When the priests stood empty-handed, his father began to speak. He told the story of King Lykaonas. Stavros knew that story well. All boys his age knew it and whispered of it, searching the heavens for the constellation of the sacrificed boy, and wondering if the king roamed still. 

When his father finished speaking, the man came forward. Stavros knew his name to be Meleanus, but to the boy he would always be the Wolf King. No other name suited him. 

Meleanus did not say much, and Stavros had not been listening. The thrumming of the music, the chanting of the men and the pungent aroma coming from the dancing flames lulled him. He swayed on his feet, leaning up against his wolf. 

The wolf pushed back, taking a step away. The boy looked at him in confusion. Golden eyes regarded him. And then, like the retreating tide, the black fur rippled back, revealing the face and then body of a man. 

He stood looking intently at the boy, who could not comprehend what he was seeing. Other wolves had come out of the woods, and they shook off their lupine form as well, standing on two legs. 

‘How can this be?’ the boy thought, as he turned to look at the man that wore the eyes of his black wolf. The man reached for him, turning him back towards the stairs. He did not speak, merely indicated that Stavros should go.

“Orcho?” The boy asked. The man nodded and gestured urgently once more towards the stairs. When the boy did not move the man began to push him, forcing his feet to move.

He pointed to the stairs and motioned with his fingers that Stavros should go. The boy nodded. Nothing he saw made sense, but Orcho would never hurt him. He trusted him. So he went. His legs began to tremble as he walked down the stairs. 

The first howl sent shivers down his back. He looked back but he could no longer see the clearing. He turned to go back up the stairs, but the man, his wolf, Orcho, was at the top. He shook his head and gestured again for the boy to go.

When he heard the first scream, he almost fell on the slippery steps, and then there was more screaming. Long pain-ridden, terrified screams. The boy ran then and didn’t look back. 
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“Do you?” I asked, staring at Illyanna.

“I asked you first,” she said, and then laughed nervously. “You know what I mean.”

I nodded and put the food she had brought on the table, indicating she should sit. “Maybe you should tell me why you are asking me that question.”

“Your brothers believed in them,” she said.

I frowned. “Both of them? Are you sure?”

“When I first met Ciro he talked about it. But Dimitri really believed it. Like, really believed it. He had all this research and photos. He had been here on a dig and was really interested in what was found. He talked about it a lot. So, I ask you again. Do you believe in werewolves?”

“No,” I said, and I meant it.

She sighed. “Neither do I. But there are a lot of people who do.”

“Like who?” I asked

“I think my father does.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Well, after Ciro disappeared, I asked my father about the private rites on Wolf Mountain. He laughed and brushed me off. He said it was all a myth. But a few weeks later when I told him that my boyfriend had not been seen since about that time, his demeanor changed. He wouldn’t talk about it anymore. And today, after you came, he insisted that I not come to see you. And if you came back, I was to tell you that I had not heard from Ciro because we had broken up.”

“So you are defying your father by coming here.”

She leaned back in her chair then. The muscles in her jaw flexed as she regarded me. “I am not a child.  I loved Ciro. Something has happened to him. I just know it.”

I had the same feeling, but would not concede to knowing for sure until I had proof. Something that was surprisingly scarce. “I want to know what happened also.”

“I think I know someone who might talk to you,” she whispered.

“Who?”

“His name is Nicolas Andreas.”

Now it was my turn to lean back in my chair. “I know him. He owns the apartment building that my brothers lived in.”

“He is a friend of my father’s. His family has lived here a long time. I am sure he will have answers.”

“But will he tell me?” I asked

“I think so,” she said nodding, though I could tell she was not entirely certain.

I sighed. “Well, it can’t hurt to ask,” I said.

“So, you will go then? You will talk to him?” She gripped my hand and looked intently at me as tears swam in her eyes. “Please.” She begged.

I covered her hand with mine. “I will. How can I not?”

She sighed and laid her forehead down on the table. “It’s been so awful….not knowing.” She looked up, her tears flowing freely. “I am pregnant,” she whispered, and then she sobbed like the world was ending. 

I had fought against crying since that first phone call, not always successfully I had to set my fears aside, or I was never going to be able to accomplish what I came here to do. “We will find them,” I whispered into her hair, letting her cry for both of us. 
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“Did you bring it?” Ciro asked, as he flung open the door. 

“You know, I bet there is a twelve-step program that can help you,” I said, handing him the plate wrapped in tinfoil. He grinned. I ducked under his arm and entered the apartment that my brothers shared. 

“It’s not an addiction, just an appreciation,” Ciro said, pulling the wrap off the plate of baklava that I had brought along. 

“He says the same thing about girls,” Dimitri said, walking towards me. I hugged him and took the beer that he offered, raising an eyebrow at the label. A friend of theirs worked at the microbrewery down the street,  so I never knew from one visit to the next what I’d be drinking, but so far it had all been good. 

I held the bottle to my lips and drank, enjoying the flavor of it on my tongue. This one was fruitier than the others. “Apple?” I asked. 

“Yep,” Dimitri said, clinking his bottle to mine. “I didn’t think I’d like it, but it’s pretty good.” I agreed and took another drink. 

Their apartment was sparsely decorated. They had my old sofa, a couple of chairs from Mom’s basement and some old end tables. As I turned the corner into the dining area, I noticed that they had upgraded from a folding card table. “Dimitri, this is patio furniture,” I said, looking at the wrought iron table and chairs. 

“I know, but I like it,” he said with a shrug. “Ciro, you gonna share any of that?” he asked, reaching for the plate of baklava. Ciro grinned and stepped away. “Get your own,” he laughed. 

“I’ll make you some more,” I said, laughing. “Or you could just call Mom. She’d be happy to make you some.”

“Yeah, but it’s just easier to get it from you,” Dimitri said as he walked off into his bedroom. He came back a few minutes later carrying a stack of books. 

“What are those?” I asked, immediately curious. 

“Speaking of Mom, she asked if I could scan some pictures for Aunt Agnes.” He set the books in the middle of the table. I recognized a dark green one from when I was a child and reached for it. 

“Aunt Agnes, the nun?” I said, flipping the book open. “What would she want with pictures?” I smiled at a picture of me grinning like a loon, displaying my lack of front teeth. 

“I didn’t ask,” Dimitri said, sitting next to me. “She wanted me to show her how to scan all of this, but I figured it would be faster if I just did it.”

“Wow, Sophie,” Ciro said, sitting down on the other side of me. “That’s some out of control hair you had there.” My mom had tried to straighten it. It hadn’t ended well. Dimitri grabbed for the plate. Ciro slid it away. Dimitri reached behind me and smacked Ciro on the back of the head. 

“Hey,” he yelled, preparing to smack Dimitri back. I was used to their antics, but I was sitting the middle, and I didn’t want to be caught in the crossfire. 

“Watch it,” I said, flipping another page. Ciro laughed and crammed the last baklava in his mouth, licking the honey off his fingers with relish. Dimitri shook his head and went back to looking at the pictures with me. 

I closed the book and grabbed one of the more recent ones, flipping it open to a picture of the boys playing with dad. We all paused and sat there for a moment, lost in thought. 

“Did you tell her yet?” Ciro asked, leaning back in his chair, beer in hand. 

“Tell me what?” I asked, looking at Dimitri. I didn’t even try to figure out what they hadn’t told me. Experience had taught me, it could be anything. It was easier to just ask. 

“Ciro and I are going to Greece for a few months,” Dimitri said with a smile. 

“Really?” I asked. “That sounds great. How did you manage that?”

“I got a study grant from school. They will pay for my travel and room. I figure I can work a bit when I get there, and the amount of money they gave me is more than I need to live on, so Ciro is coming with me.”

I smiled. My brothers were loud and rowdy, but they loved each other. I knew that the money probably wasn’t as great as Dimitri made it sound, but he wanted his brother with him. And Ciro would follow Dimitri no matter where he went. “I think it’s great you’ll get to go together. I’m a little jealous,” I said. Dimitri smiled, pleased with his upcoming trip. 

“So what are you going to do while you are there?” I asked, reaching for another book. This one was full of our parents before they had kids. I smiled and traced my fingers over a picture of them laughing. They were on a boat having a good time. They looked so young and in love. 

“Well, I have to write a paper to satisfy the grant. I’m going to research our heritage. There are some sites I want to explore.” 

“Sites?” Ciro asked, leaning over my arm to look at the pictures. “That’s a funny word for girls.” He laughed and hopped up out of his chair. I rolled my eyes and wandered into the kitchen, looking for more beer. 

Their refrigerator was better stocked than mine was, but there still wasn’t any food in it. I found bottles and bottles of beer, a jar of mayo, a block of cheese and something in the back with a penicillin culture growing on it. I grabbed a beer and wandered back to the living room. They were laughing and harassing each other. I sat down on the sofa, and they sat down on either side of me again. 

“I want to go hiking, take some pictures, check out the music scene,” Ciro said, laughing when he came across a Halloween photo of us. 

“How long will you be gone?” I asked, grimacing at the pictures of me at thirteen. I was all long legs, knobby knees and braces. 

“We leave in a couple of weeks and should be back by Thanksgiving,” Dimitri said. Knowing him, he’d have it well planned out. He was like me that way. It was the middle of May, which meant that they would be leaving at the start of June. 

“We are going to be in some remote locations, so we won’t be able to call or e-mail part of the time,” he said, stretching his legs out onto the chair across from him. 

“You could write,” I said. “Send a postcard.” Ciro seemed to think that was hysterical and cracked up 

“He’s just laughing because he doesn’t understand the word ‘write.’” Dimitri said. “It’s why there are only four letters in his name. Mom felt sorry for him.”

Ciro stopped laughing. “Says the man whose name starts with ‘Dim.’” 

“Hey, now,” I said, before they could start again. “I thought I came over here for dinner, not a cage match.” The doorbell rang. Dimitri hopped up. 

“Dinner is served,” he said, opening the door to the pizza delivery man. We spent the rest of the night looking at photos and laughing. It was late, or early morning to be honest, by the time I made it home. I could have stayed there, but I liked my bed and wanted to fall into it, so I called a cab. 

I saw them once more, when I dropped them off at the airport. They both promised to call when they could and, if they had a chance, to send a postcard. I never got the card, but they had called a couple of times. 

I gnawed my lip as I sat on the balcony of my hotel room after Illyanna left, surveying the Greek mountains that spread out before me. “Where are you?” I whispered to the ancient mountains. Unconcerned with the affairs of man, they offered no answer. 
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The next day, I paid a visit to Mr. Andreas. I didn’t call him. I just went over to the apartment building and knocked on his office door. He looked up, saw me standing there, and motioned me to come in. The look on his face said he had been waiting for me.

“Close the door behind you,” he said, sitting down behind his desk.

I did and sat down in a ratty old chair that had seen better days. But oh was it comfortable. Now I knew why he kept it. 

“Do you know why I am here?” I asked

“Perhaps…”

I raised an eyebrow in question. “Perhaps? I don’t believe that.”

“What we believe is like water, always changing, ever flowing. I suspect you will soon discover this, if you haven’t already.”

“I’m looking for my brothers.”

“This, I know,” he said, nodding.

“From what I can figure out, they disappeared the first or second of September.” 

I was watching his face, looking for a reaction. If I hadn’t been looking for it, I would have missed it. It came and went so fast, ebbing and flowing like the tide: a slight widening of the eyes, a flexing of the hands. He shook it off quickly, clasping his hands together in front of him. But I had seen it, and he knew that. 

“Can I ask you a question?” he said.

“Yes, of course,” I replied.

“Pistév̱ete se lykánthro̱pous ?”

“You are the second person in as many days that has asked me that question.” 

“And what answer to this other person did you give?”

“I told them no. That’s the truth. I don’t believe in werewolves. I’m a doctor.”

“Ah, I see. Is there no room in your life for magic, Miss Katsaros?”

“There is no such thing as magic,” I said.

He just laughed and leaned back in his chair, the metal springs creaking in protest. “I asked you if you knew the story of King Lykaonas.”

“Yes, you did. I do. And?”

“Do you know of the Lykaia as well?”

“I know that they are similar to the Olympic games.”

“Those are the public rites,” he said, waving his hand in dismissal. “Do you know about the private rites?”

Illyanna had mentioned them, but I wanted him to tell me. I did not want to assume that she had all the facts. “No,” I said crossing my arms and leaning back. Two could play this game.

He smiled, seeing my resolve. “The private rites are held every nine years. They are dedicated to Zeus. It is said that young men coming of age take part in a ceremony that can change them from man to wolf.”

“What happens at these rites?” I asked

He lifted his hands, palms up, and shrugged. 

“You expect me to believe that you don’t know?”

“That is neither here nor there. You are not asking the right questions. Skefteíte. Ro̱tí̱ste ton állo.”

He told me to think. To ask another question. So I did. “When are the private rites held?”

“The first new moon after the games,” he said, smiling in satisfaction at my question.

I grabbed my phone and pulled up the lunar calendar. Scrolling through August, I found the date of the games. My breath left me in a rush. The new moon was on September 2nd.  The date my brothers went missing.

“This does not make any sense,” I said looking up at him.

“Most things do not.”

“Oh yes, they do. There are answers to everything. I may not have found it yet, but there is one to this question as well.”

“If you insist.”

“I do! What would you have me believe? That my brothers participated in some arcane ritual and are now roaming the countryside as werewolves?”

“I cannot say,” he said, shaking his head sadly.

“What happens at this ceremony?” I asked again.

“That I do not know.”

“But you know someone who does?”

“No,” he said dashing my hopes. “But I know where you might be able to find someone who does.”

“Where?”

“Ano Karyes. It is a small town on the side of Mt. Lykaion. The locals there know all about the rites, both private and public. You might find someone there who will tell you what you want to know.”

“How do you know?”

“My mother. She was from there. She left to marry my father. She forbade me to ever set foot on that mountain.”

“And have you?”

“No,” he said intently. “She was most adamant about it.”

I realized that this was as much as I was likely to get from him. “Thank you for your time.”

“Save your thanks for later. You may not be so grateful then. I will offer you a warning Miss Katsaros. Take the bus up there. Do not go on foot. Leave before night falls.”

“Ok,” I said, shaking his hand. I tried to let go, but he held on.

“One more thing.”

“Yes?”

“Do you have a weapon of any sort?”

“I’m a doctor. I took an oath to do no harm.”

He snorted. “That’s unfortunate. I cannot let you go into the mountains unarmed.” He let go of my hand and turned to rummage through a file cabinet. “Aha!” he exclaimed, having found what he was looking for. Then he laid an ancient-looking leather scabbard in my hand. “Take this. You are going to need it.”

I opened the leather flap, grasped the hilt and pulled out a shining blade. Along the cutting edge were runes, ancient writing that no one alive knew how to speak. The hilt was plain silver with a leather banding wrapped around it for grip. When I turned the blade over, the light caught it and reflected off the shiny surface. There, inscribed, was an image of a wolf in mid-leap, landing as man with a single word in ancient Greek. Metaschi̱matismós.  “Transformation.”

“Very good,” he said in approval. “That was my mother’s blade. She gave it to me when she died.”

“Oh, I cannot take this. It is a family heirloom,” I said, trying to give it back.

“No, no. Take it. When you come back alive you can return it to me.”

I nodded, slid the blade into my bag and left. My mind was reeling. It was not until I was halfway down the street that I realized what he had said about returning the blade. 

“When you come back alive…”  
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Evidentially, there was not a daily bus to Ano Karyes. The next one was in two days. So, I spent the time reading through the rest of Dimitri’s notes. I loaded the photos from his camera onto my laptop. Every now and then I would scroll through them. And each time I felt I was missing something. 

At 4:30 in the morning the phone rang. I snatched it up and out of habit answered. “Dr. Kat.”

“You know most people just say hello.”

“Most people don’t call other people at 4:30 in the morning.”

“Oh, man! Is it that late, erm...early? Sorry Dr. Kat.”

“It’s ok, Arthur. What’s going on? I don’t hear screaming. So, I presume it’s not the zombie apocalypse.”

“No,” he laughed. “I got the results back from the lab. I thought you would want to know. I didn’t even think of the time difference.”

“It’s ok. What did you find out?”

“Well, it’s not hair.”

“It’s not? Then what is it?”

“It’s fur.”

“Fur?” I asked

“Yeah, specifically the guard hairs of canis lupus.”

I sat up in bed and swore under my breath. “So, you are telling me it’s from a wolf?” I asked just to clarify, and because I couldn’t help myself.

“That’s what the report said. Do you want to have it run again?”

“No. No, there’s no point.” I sat gnawing my lip, trying to avoid going in the direction that my mind told me I needed to go.

“Dr. Kat? Are you still there?” Arthur asked.

“Yes, Arthur. Can I ask you a question?”

“Shoot”

“Do you believe in werewolves?”

“Sure,” he said, without even pausing to think about it.

“You do? But you are a med student. How can you?”

“Well, why not? We see some crazy stuff that comes through here. Why not werewolves?”

“But Arthur,” I sputtered. “It’s not physically possible. I mean, where would the mass go? If you have a 200 lb man, and he shifts into a wolf, you’d have a 200 lb wolf. Wolves in general weigh about half that.” I didn’t give him a chance to answer before I went on. 

“And the fur, the follicle is completely different. The person would have to have huge pores.  They would have to have nail beds that produced claws as opposed to fingernails. It’s all completely different. They have a different number of teeth than we do. Their digestive system has different ratios than ours.”

“It takes nine months to form a human. And you expect me to believe that in the span of a few minutes a person can completely re-write their DNA and become a wolf? Then there is the transformation back.  Does the body reabsorb the proteins that grew the hair and claws? And on and on. It’s just not possible.”

“You sound like you are trying to convince yourself,” he said. I snorted but said nothing. 

“Come on. Doc. Just because you cannot explain it away, that doesn’t make it any less real. Honestly, I have no idea how it would work. But I am willing to concede that there are things out there that can’t be explained.”

“I don’t accept that. There is an explanation for everything.”

“And if you could explain it, would you believe in it then?”

He had me there. Would I accept the impossible if an explanation that made it possible was provided? “I don’t know,” I said. And I truly didn’t. It wasn’t something I was comfortable with. 

“What’s going on over there anyway? Where did you find wolf fur?”

“On the window sill of my brothers’ 3rd floor apartment.”  I sighed and waited. It took a second as he processed it and then…

“Holy shit!”

“Yes, that about sums it up.”

“Occam’s razor.”

“The simplest explanation is often the correct one,” I said as I rubbed my hand across my eyes. “But Arthur, if the simplest explanation implies that my brothers transformed into werewolves and jumped out the window…. Well, I cannot accept that.”

“Then find a different explanation.”

“That’s what I am trying to do,” I sighed. We said goodbye and hung up. 

The bus to Ano Karyes left at 7 a.m. It was now 5. There was no way I was going to go back to sleep. So I got up and packed a bag.  “Time to find some answers,” I said to myself. “Hopefully,” I added a moment later.
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It felt like he had a bird trapped in his chest, fluttering against his ribs, threatening to escape. Blood from the wound on his knee trickled down his shin and soaked his sock. His chest heaved and his side ached. His stomach turned, forcing him to stop his headlong dash in order to empty its contents in the ferns along the steps.

Nothing he had seen made sense. His beloved Orcho had transformed into a man. Had anyone told him such a thing were possible, he would have denied it, insisted that it was something relegated to story books, or a tale to frighten small children into behaving. But he had seen it. He had seen the others transform as well, the wolves who had come out of the woods 

It was not unusual to have wolves around the mountain house. They would arrive randomly and stay in the lower level.  None of them would ever try to hurt him. They would simply trot past him and curl up in front of the hearth. When Meleanus spoke, they listened. Tonight he had found out why. 

The wolves were men.Stavros recognized some of them in their human form, the men who had arrived at the mountain house during the week. Meleanus’s brothers. Meleanus truly was the Wolf King. 

Stavros pushed open the huge cedar door to the mountain house, running up the stairs on shaking legs. Forcing himself on, he made it to his room, slammed the door behind him and hid under the covers. He did not bother to take off his muddy shoes, or worry about the blood that he smeared over the sheets. He thought only to hide, to drown out the sounds of men screaming, and wolves howling. 

Eventually, sheer physical exhaustion demanded he sleep. His mind forced what he had seen away, as his body shut down. He slept, deep dreamless sleep. The slamming of the heavy cedar doors roused him hours later.

Night was fading. The sky began to lighten as color trickled up from the horizon, hiding the stars and heralding the dawn. He could hear men speaking in raised voices, his father among them. Rubbing his eyes, he crept out from under the covers and walked towards the bedroom door. Slowly he opened it, inched down the hallway and peered through the railing at the top of the stairs.

They gathered below, the king, his father, the ones who said they were the king’s brothers, and there, near the door, Orcho. No longer a man, but a wolf once more. The boy swallowed and wondered if he had dreamed it. As he knelt, the scab that had formed on his knee cracked and began to bleed again. It had not been a dream.

The black wolf raised his muzzle and scented the air. Eerily his eyes raised and met those of the boy. For a moment they stared at the other. Each wondering if what had been could be retrieved. Could they ever be friends again? Or had too much changed?

The wolf whimpered and edged around the crowd of men that spoke with loud voices, creeping up the stairs to where the boy knelt. Slowly, the wolf lowered himself in supplication, inching forward on his belly, a low plaintive sound dripping from his mouth, begging the boy not to reject him. 

The boy spared a glance towards his father. No one had noticed him yet, or noticed that the wolf had joined him. He held his hand out in invitation and was rewarded with a cold nose. The wolf crept closer still, nuzzling the boy. He sniffed his knee, and then began to clean the blood away.

The boy sat there staring at his friend, still unable to reconcile that he was so much more than what he saw. In the span of one night the whole world had changed. Nothing would ever be the same again.

“Stavros!” His father barked, startling the boy and wringing a low growl from the wolf. “Come here. We need to speak to you.” And with that his father turned and walked into the library. The king and a few others followed along lazily, leaving the door open for him.

The wolf whimpered, stood, and then trotted towards the stairs. He looked back once before making the descent. The boy followed him.

When he reached the library doors, he paused. He peered in, saw the men gathered around the fire. No one smiled, but they did not seem angry. Content would have been the word he would have picked to describe them, had they been more relaxed. Instead it seemed as though they waited. 

“Come over here, Stavros,” his father said, beckoning to him.

The boy entered the room and went to stand beside his father. He intentionally avoided looking at any of the men. They frightened him, and instinctively he knew that to show that fear would be a bad thing.

The black wolf sidled up to him, brushing along his side in support. He sat and leaned his weight against the boy, who had to brace himself in order to keep from falling.

“Tell us what you saw last night,” the king said. It was a question, but it was not phrased as such.

“I saw men where wolves had been,” the boy stuttered. He did not even try to pretend that he did not see anything. His father had taken him there to show him. He knew that. They knew that. Lying about it would go badly for him.

“And..” the king asked.

“And what, sir?”

“Do you have any questions as to how Man can become Wolf and back again?”

He did have several questions, in fact. But he was not used to people taking his questions into consideration. To have anyone bother to ask him his thoughts was so foreign that for a moment he forgot himself and looked up, meeting the eyes of the Wolf King. He gasped then, shocked, his mouth making a silent “o.”

They were human eyes. The same shape of iris and pupil. But the color was not one that humans normally wore. Like the black wolf that sat at his feet, leaning his bulk against him, the king’s eyes were golden. A mellow color that looked like the lump of amber his father kept on his desk with an insect caught forever inside it. 

He felt a lot like that insect as the king regarded him. He could not move, nor could he look away, though he very much wanted to. The king smiled and chuckled deep in his chest. “Yes, you will do, little pup.” He turned to Stavros’s father and nodded. 

Stavros’s father smiled, not a smile of joy, but one of relief. Stavros could count on one hand the number of times he had seen either expression cross his father’s face. Each moment was emblazoned on his mind, just as this one was, would be. Cataloged, filed away, to be taken out and re-examined later.  For now he looked at the king and waited.

“Ask your questions.”

“How?” The boy asked.

And odd expression crossed the king’s face, and for a moment the boy thought he would not answer. “Magic,” he said, holding the eyes of the boy until he looked away. That was all the answer he was to get that night. 

“The next ceremony will see him aged eighteen years. Will he be ready to lead the rites?” the king asked his father.

“Of course,” his father said.

“Very well.” He turned to the man next to him. Stavros noticed that the men all shared a similarity of looks. All tall, dark-haired, muscled. Their features were different enough to distinguish them from one another, but as they had declared themselves to be, so it seemed they were. Brothers.

The man the king had nodded to reached behind him and drew a knife. It was long, about eight inches, and gleamed in the firelight. The boy swallowed looking at it. A sense of dread began to fill his belly. The black wolf, smelling his fear, whined and nosed him in the chest.

Stavros wrapped his arms around the wolf’s neck and clenched his teeth to keep them from rattling.

“Bring the boy,” the king commanded. The men obeyed. To do otherwise was unthinkable.

He would have looked to his father for help if he thought he would receive it. Instead he clung to the wolf. The great beast moved with him as hands slid under his arms and moved him towards the king who held the blade.

“The rites you saw have been performed every nine years for nearly 5000 years. The next rites, nine years hence will be led by you. Do you accept this task?” The king questioned.

The boy swallowed and nodded. He had no real idea what he agreed to. He just knew that if he said no, he would likely never leave this room. What he had seen had bound him to them. Even his eight-year-old mind could comprehend that. He was being asked a question, but he was never given a choice.

“Very well, then,” the king said. The men pried one of Stavros’s hands from the wolf and held it outstretched. The king spoke some words in a language that had no name, and then pain hot and fast flashed across his palm. The boy gasped, determined not to cry, and grasped the wolf with his free hand.

Then, as he watched, humanity fell away from the men like a discarded shoe, and before him stood several wolves. They were deeply furred, deeply muscled, and huge. Larger than any wolf should be. The king regarded him with his amber eyes, now from the face of a giant gray wolf with striations of black and a white underbelly.

Stavros looked away from the amber eyes to the blade christened with his blood. It had fallen to the floor during the change and lay there, winking at him, reflecting the fire that crackled in the hearth.  

The boy swallowed. The blood pooled in his hand, trickled down his fingers and began to drip onto the floor. The cut was deep. Deeper than he had first realized. His vision began to swim. The last thing he saw as oblivion came for him was the wolves moving towards him. He fell headlong into the abyss, as they lapped up the first drop of blood. 
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I hung up the phone, put on a pot of coffee, and wandered out to the terrace. The wrought iron was cold from the night, but I didn’t care. I relished the chill, allowing it to chase away the fogginess of sleep.

The new day was about to debut. Along the horizon the sun lightened the sky, hiding the cold light of distant stars. I leaned forward, resting my elbow on the table and propping my chin on my hand, as I replayed the conversation with Arthur in my mind. 

If the simplest explanation was that my brothers were werewolves, could I set aside logic, for no other reason than that the explanation fit the facts? I frowned at the thought. I liked answers. If I were going to believe that werewolves existed, I would need more. 

Arthur said he had seen some unexplainable things. Anyone working in the medical or emergency services field would say the same. I had to concede that I had seen my fair share of the unexplainable. There had been a mother who assured me that her daughter appeared to her just minutes after she was killed in a car accident states away. And wives who claimed that they knew the minute their husbands had died. I had even met a few mediums that had accompanied homicide officers in efforts to find killers. 

All of these things I had observed and filed away. Some may call them unexplainable. I simply added a ’yet’ to the end of that description. After all, science had come a long way in explaining things that centuries ago would have been labeled as witchcraft. But would I be able to explain away lycanthropy?

I sat on the balcony watching the sun paint the sky scarlet with the smell of percolating coffee drifting on the breeze, and I let my thoughts go where they wanted.

How did wolf fur become stuck in my brothers’ window three stories up? And the footprint, was that made by one of them, who, after flinging open the window, transformed and then ran out into the night? Did they both transform? I knew that where Dimitri went, Ciro followed. So, using that logic, wherever they were, they were together. 

Even that presented so many more questions. Where were their phones? Wolves would have no use for them, which would explain why they hadn’t been used. But where were they now? And their mp3 players, where were they? I had a mental image of a wolf with white ear buds and snorted. Shoving the thought aside, I made a note to call their cell phone providers when I returned. 

The coffee pot beeped, and I rose to pour myself a cup. As I wandered back to the terrace, I blew on the steaming cup, still turning all the facts over. There were very few, to be honest. My brothers were missing. They had mounds of research on wolves and werewolves. They disappeared just after a ceremony that was reported to transform Man into Wolf. There was wolf fur, in a country with no wolves, stuck in my brothers’ window, three stories up.

It was all pretty circumstantial. I needed more. A lot more. My alarm beeped at me. It was time to go. I had my backpack ready. As I left the room, I grabbed Dimitri’s camera and threw it in. It would take better photos than my phone would. And it had a zoom lens that might prove useful.

The bus station was just a few blocks away. In truth, everything was just a few blocks away. Megalopoli may have once been a grand city, but now it was little more than a small town.

I was going with a tour group. Keeping in mind Mr. Andreas’s remarks about going alone, I thought that this would be my best option. Safety in numbers. A lone woman asking questions would be conspicuous. I planned to play the tourist.

I boarded the bus emblazoned with the logo of the tour company and settled into a seat. The bus trudged its way up the hillside into the mountains with the chirpy tour guide pointing out things she thought interesting in broken English. I put on my earphones, pulled up my current favorite playlist and made notes in a spiral that I had brought along. 

Flipping through Dimitri’s notebook, I was again impressed with how thorough he was. I learned that the University of Pennsylvania, Dimitri’s alma mater, had performed an excavation on Wolf Mountain. Dimitri did not take part in it, but he was part of the examination team. It seemed logical that Dimitri had found something in the discovery portion of the dig to trigger his interest, to the point where he would come to Greece to examine it. In fact, I’m sure that was the basis for his grant application.

I had thought that my brothers came to Greece to enjoy our heritage. In light of what I had discovered, that would simply be too big of a coincidence. Dimitri knew about the ritual and the wolves. Did he want to become a wolf? Or did he simply want to learn more about it, because the mystery of the site fascinated him?  Ciro would have followed along regardless. That was no mystery. 

I sighed. The reason why did not matter so much really. What I needed to know is what happened once they arrived. They were here for three months before they disappeared. What were they doing until then?

An image of Illyanna popped into my head. I snorted. I knew what Ciro had been doing. What had Dimitri been doing? Besides taking pictures of wolves and some unknown man? That was another thing I wrote down. I needed to know who that man was. Perhaps he knew about my brothers. Or did he factor into their disappearance? Until I knew for sure, I would be wary.

 

***

 

The bus continued up the mountain. There were a few areas of dense forest, but for the most part the mountain was blanketed with hardy grasses, stout shrubs and determined pine trees. When we turned the last corner, I was expecting to see a town made of pine log cabins and wooden porches. But this was not America. It was Greece.

Ano Karyes was comprised of a handful of buildings: a two story inn with a restaurant in the lower level, a couple of government buildings, a goods store and a tavern. Several people milled about, watching the ancient bus trundle through the town on a white gravel road, to a clearing about a hundred feet away. Where two large pillars had stood now all that remained were the bases. The tour guide informed us that there were once gilt clad eagles that perched atop each column. As our little group filed out of the bus, I grabbed the camera and my brother’s notebook. 

 

***

 

Down the hill was a hippodrome that could seat twenty-thousand. The guide informed us that it was the largest to be found in the whole of Greece, and if we looked closely, we could see the termai that were at either end of the track. I looked, snapped a few pictures and moved on. 

Normally, I would have found the history fascinating, but I had bigger issues. The ruins would be around for a little longer; I could always look at them later. Right now, I needed to find my brothers. Dimitri had made great mention of the ash altar in his notes. That’s what I most needed to see.

The rest of the group was admiring a hunk of rock that I was sure had once been something important, but was now…well, a hunk of rock. While they were distracted, I wandered over to the altar.

The ash altar was literally a pile of ash, surrounded by a stacked stone wall about three feet high. The interior of the wall was blackened by centuries of raging fires. Here is where offerings to Zeus were incinerated. I sat down on the side of the altar and leaned over. I wanted to take a sample of the ash. I could see bone fragments. It would be interesting to see what animals had been favored. 

Just as I reached forward, a hand shot out and grabbed my arm. “What are you doing?” the guide asked. 

I swallowed hard and tried to calm my racing heart. “I just wanted to take a sample of the ash.” 

“I can’t let you do that.”

“Which is why I didn’t ask.” I pried her fingers off my arm and scooped up a sample, dumping it into a zip lock baggie. 

“Anídeoi Amerikanós,” she exclaimed, trying to take the baggie from me.

“I am American, but I am not ignorant,” I said, arching an eyebrow. She blanched when she realized that I had understood her. 

“You cannot remove anything from the site. It is protected. If you don’t give that to me right now. I will summon the police and have you arrested.”

Heaven help me, but I considered testing her. I was fairly certain that a pile of ash was not classified as an artifact. But I wasn’t certain enough to risk it. 

I sighed and handed her the baggie. She smiled smugly, dumped the contents out and walked away. I was tempted to try it again, but I could tell that she was watching me. There wouldn’t be a warning next time. I grumbled under my breath and walked to the edge of the clearing.

The land fell away in a rock strewn decline ending in a copse of pine trees. Layers of needles blanketed the ground, creating a quilt of detritus. I saw movement in the shadows and grabbled the camera that I had hanging around my neck. Focusing the lens, I tried to pierce the dense undergrowth, to see what lurked within.

Slowly, I panned from one side of the grove to the other, tightened the zoom and looked again. There, in the gloom, was a large brown wolf, looking right back at me. I gasped and, by reflex, hit the button. The camera snapped off several photos before it fell from my fingers. The strap was the only thing that saved it from destruction. With trembling hands, I brought the camera back up to my eye; the wolf was gone.

I looked around to see if anyone else had seen it, but they were all still on the other side of the clearing, looking at the ruins of the Roman baths. I turned so that the sun was behind me and scrolled through the pictures I had taken. Several were just blurs of trees, but as I scanned back, I found the first photo I had taken. He stood at the base of an old pine tree, partially concealed in the brush, staring straight at me with clear blue eyes. I knew those eyes well. I saw them in the mirror every morning.
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For days the boy slept, fighting off the fever that raged within him. The black wolf never left his side, save for when he must. He lay in the big bed atop the colorful comforter with his tail wrapped over his nose, watching the boy with golden eyes far too intelligent for a mere animal.

The boy’s father came and went, feeding him vile smelling concoctions and chanting softly over him. This was the way it was. The way it had been for generations. 

The number nine was sacred to them. The books chronicling their heritage made sure that the number was always observed. The boy was on the cusp of this ninth year when the ceremony took place. It was seen as auspicious that his birthday coincided with the ceremony. But his father knew it was planned.

He wanted his son to be the strongest yet. And so he had been hard on him. He worked tirelessly to stamp out any softness in the boy. If what he planned came to fruition, the clan of man and beast would finally merge, and a new day would dawn.

His father was most intent upon this plan. He saw to it that the boy underwent nine days of spells and brews that would make him stronger and hopefully encourage the magic to take root.

Every nine years they performed the ceremony. And every time he watched for the magic, hoped to feel it. And every time, just when he thought he could feel it on the edge of his consciousness, it would flee. He knew it was there. He just needed to lure it out of hiding. 

At the ceremony they read aloud the story of the king who angered a god by offering up a human sacrifice. In punishment the god had turned the king into a wolf and set the boy in the heavens as a constellation. It had been told so long that the world embraced the story and adopted the term lycanthropy. 

The wolves, being animals, had no recollection of the time when they lived only as beasts. But the wolves were not the only things that lived in the kingdom. The villagers of Ano Karyes whispered of a queen that had been a daughter of the woods. The mother before her had lived among them for as long as anyone dared remember. It was rumored she was Dryad, though if anyone knew for sure, they never said.

And then there were the priests of the old gods. The gods that existed before the Olympians displaced them. Their priests led the rites each year. They left offerings in the woods, cast charms into the sea and revered the trees. These priests knew of the woman and her daughter that lived in the woods. They knew them to be “other” and coveted the magic that flowed within them.

The eldest priest had courted the mother. She had rebuffed his advances year after year. As he grew older, she stayed perpetually young. And then one spring, the woman was seen with a child. Who the father was, no one knew, though the priest, in his vitriolic jealousy, endeavored to discover her parentage.

When the daughter grew into a beauty to rival her mother, the priest watched. And so when the king arrived, it came as no surprise to the priest that he chose for his queen the maiden of the forest.

What he could not have foreseen was the result of that union, when the maiden was betrayed and took her revenge. But finally having access to the magic he had long coveted, he seized the opportunity and made himself invaluable to the wolves that now walked on two legs. He made sure these new gods needed him to lead their rites, that they would rely upon him to maintain their human natures.  

 

That very first priest had been named Stavros, and his namesake was about to wake up and take his place among the priests of the Sons of Lykaonas.  
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The first time she saw him, she had been out in the woods gathering herbs just as the sun began its descent. Certain plants had to be collected and dried at specific times of the year, else their potency would be lost. She was crouched amongst the feathering ferns, searching for a pale blue flower that liked to grow among them, when she heard them.

They were riding silent. No one spoke. It was a tactical maneuver that most seasoned soldiers employed when on the march. Of course, there was a limit to how quiet a host of nearly a thousand men could be. 

The creak of leather saddles, the jingle of metal clinking against mail and armor, a soft exhalation from a horse whose breath puffed in the gloaming twilight of dusk. The standard bearer rode ahead of the group, carrying the colors. Navy blue, trimmed in silver, with a black wolf baying at the moon. 

They called him Lykaonas, and he was to be their king. Their old king had been weak and corrupt, caring more for his own desires than those of his people. She stood and slipped behind a giant cedar to watch the procession unnoticed. A lone girl in the woods within reach of a passing army was not a good thing to be. She had learned caution at her mother’s knee. It served her well now.

As she peered through the pines she saw him astride his massive black destrier. Chain mail gleamed in what was left of the sunlight. A long sword was strapped to the horse, encased in a black leather sheath inscribed with an ornate design edged in silver. His hair was long and shaggy and black. like the wolf on his standard. His mouth was set in a straight line above a strong jaw. Formidable. The word came to her unbidden. He was too far away to see his eyes, but she imagined them to be just as dark as his hair.

Behind him creaked several carts that had been turned into cages. And within the cages, wolves. The first cart carried the Alpha pair, a large grey wolf with black streaks and a white underbelly. His female lay at his feet watching the scenery pass by with keen eyes. She was pale and glowed like a phantom in the retreating light. 

The girl slunk farther into the woods as the carts trundled past. She had no comprehension of numbers and so could not say how many there were. But she did know that it was several times the number of normal wolf packs. For that is what she surmised this was. A pack. The Alpha pair at the lead, with the Beta pair next. The following carts carried the offspring of those two pairs. 

The last cart contained a single wolf. Omega. Generally, the runt of the litter was the Omega. But this pack was strong and healthy. Even the least of them was impressive. He was solid unrelieved black. In truth most of the pack was. The Betas had been a matched pair of mahogany colored wolves. The intervening carts contained variations on that theme from solid black, to brown and gray. 

She shivered as she watched them. Here was a king that traveled with his own wolf pack, surrounded by seasoned warriors, riding to claim the land he had won. And for the girl that watched, nothing would ever be the same.
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I stood there staring at the photo of the blue-eyed wolf in profound disbelief. Earlier that morning I had said I would need more if I was going to believe that werewolves existed. Was this that proof? “No,” I whispered as my mind screamed at me that what I was seeing simply could not be. And yet the scientist in me said that I had to accept the facts for what they were, not try to bend them to fit my presumption of what should be.  

The guide was calling us to move along with her. I looked up and met her eyes. She was watching me. My irritation at that helped to calm my racing pulse. I cocked an eyebrow to let her know I knew I was under surveillance and was not particularly concerned by it. Her eyes narrowed in a silent challenge. I smiled. It was not a pretty smile.

She blinked and looked away first. I snorted in satisfaction and strolled after the group that headed down the hill towards the village. My stomach growled, letting me know it was midday just as effectively as the blazing sun overhead.

The largest building was the two-story inn with the restaurant in the lower level. Like all the others, it was white stucco with a red-clay tile roof. Blue shutters stood open over the windows. I sighed in relief as I entered, grateful for the late season and elevation that offered cooler temperatures than there would have been just a few months past. 

The rest of the group scattered out amongst the tables. I took a place at the bar and hoped the lightning would strike twice. As I waited for my order, I took the opportunity to look around.

The bar was surrounded by the same wall of liquors that was standard. But in and amongst the bottles were statues of wolves. They varied from intricately carved, nearly life-like, renderings to abstract approximations.

Over the bar, on the wall itself, was a mural depicting a dense forest. And there among the ferns was a wolf, blending in with the shadows. His amber eyes peered back, penetrating the gloom with an intelligence that a wolf shouldn’t have. Couldn’t have.  I stared at his eyes, and again that feeling of missing something obvious nagged at me.

“Edó̱ eínai i̱ seirá sas . Parakaló̱ epitrépste mou na xéro̱ an chreiázeste típota állo,” the bartender said as he set my food down before me. I offered my thanks and assured him that I would let him know if I needed anything else.

As I spread the cheese and vegetable mixture over the flat bread, I watched the rest of the group in the mirror behind the bar. The guide had finally quit watching me, for the time being at least, and was enjoying her lunch. I let my gaze wander around the room and noticed that the wolf motif was carried out in a tile design on the floor. A black wolf baying beneath a full moon. 

I frowned and looked up to see the bartender looking at me. He wasn’t staring at me as a man would a woman, but rather gazing at me in speculation. I held up my glass, and he walked over. 

“Thank you,” I said as he refilled my tea. I wanted to get him talking and had found that the easiest way to do that was ask a person about something I knew they liked. “This is a beautiful restaurant you have here. The food is delicious.” I spoke in English to see if he would. If not, I would switch to Greek.

He smiled, his eyes crinkling around the corners. “Thank you. It has been in my family for generations.”

“Really? That must be nice, having something that’s been handed down to you. And that you can then hand down.”

He smiled and nodded “We have lived in this village for as long as anyone can remember.  I can’t imagine living anywhere else.”

“I just saw the ruins up the hill. Those are spectacular. Did you talk to the crew when they were here on the dig a few years ago?”

“Oh yes, they were all great. They set their base of operations up right here. Every night, they would gather and tell us what they had found.” I waited for him to elaborate, when he didn’t, I moved on.

“You all seem to have a strong connection to wolves,” I said, trying to lead him in the direction I wanted. 

“It is Wolf Mountain,” he said, lifting his hands palms up, and shrugged.

“Are there still wolves on the mountain?” I asked nonchalantly before taking a bite of my food.

“Wild wolves? Here?” And then he laughed. “No there have not been wild wolves here for a long time. The only ones you will find are at the zoo in Megalopoli.”

“There is a zoo?” I asked.

“Oh, of course. It’s great, you should go.”

Just then the guide announced that we were leaving. I thanked the man, not realizing until after I left that I didn’t get his name. On the bus ride back, I made a note to visit this zoo. And then I was going to come back here. I had photographic evidence that there were wild wolves in these woods. But I also had something else. When I asked the bartender if any wolves still roamed these mountains, his eyes shifted away from mine. He was lying. 
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I strolled down the sidewalk towards my hotel, deep in thought. The simplest explanation was that one or both of my brothers had been transformed into wolves during the Lykaia. And even though all the little clues that I had found pointed towards that, I simply could not wrap my mind around it. 

I had a photograph of a blue-eyed wolf. That in and of itself was not unusual. Animals could have blue eyes. Wolves generally didn’t, but that did not mean they couldn’t. The fact that those eyes looked a lot like my brother’s didn’t prove that it was him. 

“Werewolves,” I said out loud and snorted at how ridiculous it sounded. 

Shoving that thought aside, I examined what else I knew.  I knew that the bartender had been lying when he said there were no wild wolves in the mountains. But why would he do that? So what if there were wild wolves? I doubted that the local population would organize a wolf hunt to exterminate them. What would he have to gain by lying?

I added these items to my list of things I knew. My brothers had been missing for two months. Their disappearances coincided with a ceremony that was rumored to transform Man into Wolf. My brother had copious notes on wolves and werewolves and the archaeological dig that took place on Wolf Mountain. 

I stopped at the corner and waited for the traffic to clear so that I could cross. I hoped that by repeating what I knew, I would suddenly see what I was missing. But I was acquiring questions faster than answers. I sat down on a nearby bench and rifled through my backpack to get the spiral that held all of Dimitri’s notes about the dig. 

I was not sure what I was looking for, but I knew that if I looked long enough, I would find it. Flipping through the pages, I let my eyes unfocus, hoping something would jump out at me. On the very last page was a list of all the artifacts that were taken from the site. They listed urns, statuary, totems, bone fragments and pottery. The very last item simply said scrolls. Dimitri had underlined it and had written the number “eight” next to it. I had notebook number seven in my hands. 

I knew for a fact that this was the last one. So where was number eight? And what was in it? When the traffic light turned, I crossed the street. My brothers’ building was only a few blocks over. If Dimitri had it, that is where it would be. Somehow I had missed it. Which meant that he had hidden it. Or whoever had broken into the apartment had taken it. Neither scenario answered any questions, but I knew I needed that book. 

I had the knife in a sheath down my spine. One of my police officer friends had told me once that if you are going to carry concealed make sure it’s concealed. And make sure you carry it safely. No one who knows anything about guns carries them in their waistbands or in a pocket. They always use a holster. 

I had found a store nearby that carried all kinds of hunting and camping equipment. They also carried sheaths for knives. As it was a seven-inch blade, there were few places I could carry it without it being obvious. The young boy behind the counter had shown me some sheaths that fit over my shoulders and around my waist, allowing me to place the knife along my spine. I could then reach behind me and grab the hilt, pulling it downward. I found it was surprisingly comfortable. I had forgotten I was even wearing it while I had been in the mountains. 

When I entered the building, I looked towards Mr. Andreas’ office. A sign on the door indicated he was gone for the day, and I sighed in relief. I had not wanted to carry the knife, but now that I was, I didn’t want to relinquish it quite yet. 

I opted to take the stairs over the dilapidated elevator. I was used to working out daily. It helped to clear my mind and focus my concentration. My hotel had a “gym,” which consisted of a single tread mill, one elliptical, and a set of free weights. Hardly what I was used to.  The jog up the stairs felt good and made my leg muscles warm. 

The key to my brothers’ apartment was in a small pocket in my pack. Sliding the key in, I let the door swing open. And just as before, I knew right away someone had been here. I had left the blinds down. Someone had drawn them. The window near the fire escape was cracked open a few inches allowing a stray breeze to filter through the room. 

I stopped, reached behind me and drew the knife. I wasn’t entirely sure what I was going to do with it, but I knew I felt better having it in my hand. I didn’t call out. I had no idea who or what was in here. But I did not have the feeling that it was either of my brothers. 

Peering around the corner, I saw a shadow in Ciro’s room, and the faint creak of the closet door. Someone was trying to be very quiet. Slowly, I inched along the wall, keeping my eyes focused on the bedroom door. 

I looked around the corner to make sure nothing else was there. And then in one motion, I jumped into the room, threw open the closet, and screamed.
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Her mother had warned her to stay away. She told her not to go near the king and the fortress that he was building on the side of the mountain. Her mother cautioned that nothing good would come of it. Her mother knew things. She should have listened to her. But like a moth to a flame, she could not stay away.

Ever since that first glimpse, he had been all she thought of. His face haunted her dreams. His voice, as of yet unheard, whispered in her ear, enticing her from her home deep in the woods to the camp where men labored and women sold themselves for baubles.

The small village of Ano Karyes counted her among its own. To her mother, they came for their medicines, their charms and other things that were not spoken of. This was the way it was and had always been. 

When she went into town, she did not pay. The butcher gave them meat in exchange for the life of his son that her mother had secured. The cloth maker set reams aside for her in thanks for a charm that opened her womb. And the leader of this small clan afforded her protection in exchange for her silence.  

She knew a good many things about most of the townspeople. It was a delicate balance. They went to her and her mother for help, but she knew that given the chance, they would gladly be rid of them both. And so her mother had built their home deep in the woods. That way those who visited could come and go in secret. And when they were not needed, they were out of sight. It would not pay to be a constant reminder of a person’s darkest hours, even when sunnier days prevailed.

She had risen early that morning, after a night spent tossing and turning. She had mixed a soothing tea to calm her, but it had not worked. She was restless. Her mother watched her and issued warnings. And finally, in the end she had offered caution. “If you must go, don’t be foolish.” 

What was left unsaid hung in the air. Many women came to her mother to relieve themselves of unexpected burdens. The girl understood and nodded, slipped her cowl over her head and left. Summer was coming, the early hours were still cool, but they held the promise of heat as the sun reached its zenith.

She trod, bare of foot, through the woods. Ferns damp with dew wetted her cape, darkening the simple wool. Her dress was plain. She had no use for adornment. It had never been a concern for her. But now as she drew near him, she wished that she taken the time to make herself beautiful for him.

At the edge of the clearing she stood, blending into the trees and undergrowth. She had walked this way often, hiding along the edge of the woods, watching him as he practiced with his men.

He would wear only a simple tunic, leaving his arms and legs bare. The gleam of his great silver sword reflected the dawning sun. His men lunged and defended themselves as he attacked. One by one he defeated them, not stopping until they yielded. This was a king that acquired his crown by strength. He would hold it the same way.

She heard him only an instant before silken fur slid along her side, the great grey wolf. He regarded her with golden eyes and nudged her hand. She smiled and ran her fingers through his coat, past the coarse guard hairs to the downy fur of his undercoat, luxuriating in the feel of it. 

The great wolf let his eyes close partially and leaned against her in contentment. His white mate materialized out of the darkness of the woods. She had hunted well, crimson stained her mouth as a belly full of pups strained her sides. The brown Betas were not far behind. They too joined the girl on the edge of the woods.

They served the king because he was Alpha, the strongest. The wolves recognized that and were drawn to it. But they followed the girl, because like them, she was of nature. She had first found them in the woods as they played along the stream. The hunt had been good that night, and they had feasted well. She had watched them just as she watched the king: fascinated, unable to look away.

The grey wolf had trotted over to her first. He sat down a few feet from her, daring her to come close, for he would go no farther. She took those few fateful steps and held out her knuckles for him to sniff. 

His silken tongue caressed her hand in greeting. Then he cocked his head and looked at her as though trying to figure out what she was. She seemed human, smelled human. But there was something else about her. Had the wolf been able, he would have called it magic. But such thoughts were not available to him. And so he accepted what she was and called her pack.

From that point on, she would join them in the woods, running with them as they hunted, and laughing with them as they sang. She had helped the Beta deliver her pups. The Alphas had watched. Since the pack was strong, they allowed this other couple to breed. But those pups would live only under their sufferance. Once they were born they were presented to the Alphas to examine. Should they not meet their standards, a quick snap of the neck would end their brief lives.

She had not interfered in the choosing. It was not her place. The balance must be observed. But she was greatly relieved when the white female began to clean the pups, even welcoming them to nurse from her. 

As the pack gathered, the black Omega arrived. He was last, that was his place. It was never questioned. It simply was. Even still, this ebony wolf was a favorite of the Alpha, who frequently suffered his presence more than most Alphas would. She assumed that was because times were good for the pack. If they turned bad Omega would bear the brunt. 

While greeting the wolves she turned her attention away from the camp and the king. It was careless, and she should have known better. Rough hands grabbed her and hauled her out into the clearing, casting her to the ground before the king. 

“Look what we found!” The soldiers exclaimed. “Looks like those mangy wolves of yours are actually good for something,” one of them said to his friends, who laughed at his wit.

The wolves gathered around her. They would not go against their king, but they would stand between her and the men. The king noticed their movements and paused to consider them. He had raised these wolves since they were pups. It had taken several litters to breed an Alpha that could lead a pack as large as the one he envisioned. In a time when people where superstitious and might won the day, he would associate himself with the strongest predator known to them. Wolf. And through them, he was the wolf king.

Handing his sword to one of his men, he looked at the woman that lay in the dirt before him. She did not cower like most women would. Nor did she appraise him as the camp followers would. This intrigued him. Her hair was black, like his, her skin pale from days spent dwelling in the woods away from the sun. Her eyes were green, flecked with brown, and reminded him of the forest floor. 

She was beautiful. That was no matter. He was a king. He could have all the beautiful women he wanted. And did. But this woman who looked at him with curiosity and intelligence gave him pause. And so he did something he never had before. He asked her name. 

She smiled, and for him it seemed as though the sun, having been hidden, revealed itself in a fiery display. “Accalia,” she said. It was a good name for a queen.
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“What you are about to learn must be repeated to no one,” his father said sternly. He had led the boy out into the woods to a clearing. In the center was a stone bench where his father told him to sit. 

His hand twitched, reaching for the wolf that was his constant companion, but he was not there. His father had made him send his friend away. 

“You cannot tell even the wolves.” This seemed odd to him, but he knew better than to voice it. 

“Do you understand, Stavros?” His father demanded. The boy nodded and sat on the cold stone beside his father. This close proximity made him nervous. He did not like to be within hitting distance.

His father raised an eyebrow at him as though challenging the boy to scoot away. The boy didn’t. Not because he didn’t want to. He knew it would go badly if he did. 

“This is the book of our people. We have recorded everything we know from the time of the first priest. It has been rewritten several times. This is its latest incarnation. And even so, it is several hundred years old,” his father said as he withdrew the ancient tome from a satchel. 

The cover was leather and had been worn black from so many hands touching it over the years. An intricate design trailed around the edges. Only a few scarce flecks of silver paint clung to the pattern. In the center of the cover was a wolf baying at the moon. It was their symbol. The boy knew that well. His father had a tattoo of it on the inside of his right arm. It marked them as priests of the Sons of Lykaonas. Those who served the wolves. Those who saw to it that every nine years the magic was renewed. 

There was so much that the boy wanted to ask, but he knew to wait. His father would tell him. And if he was permitted to ask questions, he would be told that as well. 

The fever had left him weak, and though the sun was shining, he shivered in the slight breeze. When the book was placed on his lap, the weight of it astounded him. “Open it,” his father encouraged. 

The leather creaked as he lifted the cover. Thick yellow pages were covered in neat rows of Greek. The first entry was written by the very first priest. He gasped and looked up at his father when he translated the name.

“That is right. You are the namesake of the very first priest,” his father said.

The boy smiled and continued reading. The first entry was about a woman. 

“The woman has lived in the woods since I was a boy. My father told me of her and warned me to stay away. But I could not. She draws me. The magic that shines within her calls to me. I cannot stay away. Many times I have pledged my love and just as often she has politely declined my offer.” 

“I saw her just yesterday, after the winter rains abated, and I was finally able to go out. She has a child now. I have asked everyone as discreetly as I can, to no avail. There have been no unknown men in the area. So, I must conclude that it is one of the townsmen who fathered the child. That she has at long last accepted the offer of another burns within me. I must know who fathered this child.”

The boy looked at his father in confusion unable to fathom what connection this had to the wolves. “Just keep reading. You will learn. And when you have read it all, I shall teach you of magic.”

There were several entries about children being born, crops that were harvested, and general accounts of the lives of the townspeople. It was obvious that the priest thought he was responsible for this group and took an active interest in them. All the entries, save those about the woman, were merely cataloging. However, when he spoke of her, he forgot himself and let his emotions flow. This was apparent even to the nine-year-old boy who read the entries thousands of years later.

“The old king has been defeated. The battle took place far away, and we know not who will replace him. He was a miserable man. The people bore him no love, and yet he was all the protection we had in these uncertain times. Still, I must rely upon the wisdom of the gods to see us through. I could ask the woman, for she seems to know things. But since the child arrived, she has been scarce. Though I imagine the babe is a child no more. It has been fourteen springs.”

“The new king, his name is Lykaonas. And he has with him a full host of men. But what astounds me is that he has brought with him a wolf pack. We have not had wolves in these mountains since before my father’s time. They were hunted in an effort to keep the sheep safe. I am unsure how the townspeople will react to having such large predators in our midst. Not that the king will likely care. He is a hard man from what I can tell. I have been granted only one meeting, during which I was informed that he served no gods and would appreciate it if I would remember that. It shocked me, and I tried to convince him, but his hand fell to the hilt of his sword, silencing my protests.”

As before there were pages and pages of mundane entries. Gifts were given to the priest by the townsfolk, to be offered to the gods. Spring had arrived again, and great bonfires were lit in celebration. All the while the boy read, his father sat next to him unspeaking, but for once without scorn. 

Eventually, the seasons turned, and fall was upon them. The priest’s last entry for that section was only a couple of lines.

“The woman’s daughter is called Accalia. The king has seen her and means to make her his wife. I have a deep sense of foreboding about this union.”
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“Holy Hell, Illyanna! What are you doing here?” I cried, with my hand to my heart, trying to stop it from racing. 

“My father kicked me out,” she sobbed. “I had nowhere else to go.”

“Why would he do that?” I asked as I re-sheathed the knife. I tried not to let my mind consider what would have happened if she had charged out at me.

“He knows…about the baby.”

All I could think to say was “oh.” It seemed very inadequate in light of it all. “Come on, let’s go sit down. You can tell me all about it then.”

A couple of hours, several cups of tea, and a box of tissues later, I had the whole story. Which I basically had before. Her father found out that she was pregnant and kicked her out. And like she said, she had nowhere else to go. Ciro had given her a key, and she used it.

“Have you been here before?” I asked and then chided myself. So what if she had? The wolf fur obviously wasn’t hers. 

“No, this is the first time I have let myself in since Ciro first disappeared,” she said sniffling into a tissue. “Why?” she asked.

“That seems to be my favorite question these days,” I mumbled under my breath. She cast me a perplexed look but said nothing.  “I dropped by a few days ago. Someone had been here.” Then I stood and walked over to the window and looked down at the footprint that was still hidden behind the table. 

As I stood there staring at it I suddenly realized something that I had missed before. And for the second time I swore. The footprint was facing inwards. It wasn’t one of my brothers going out, but rather someone coming in. But who?  And how had wolf fur become stuck in the window, if it wasn’t one of them shifting and then running off?

“Stay here,” I said and ran out the door. The sun was finally setting as I came around the back of the building. The alley behind was well lit but still not a place that I relished going into. The comforting feel of the knife on my back helped me to marshal my courage. 

“Illyanna!” I shouted.

“What?” She asked, sticking her head out the window.

“Stay there. I just wanted to see what apartment is theirs.” I knew it was on the third floor, but each window looked identical to the next. It was impossible to tell them apart. 

A rickety fire escape crawled up the side of the building. I walked around under it, looking for the ladder that dropped down. There wasn’t one. At some point it had rusted away and hadn’t been replaced. Government bureaucracy being what it was, I doubted anyone checked. 

From the ground to the first platform was a good ten feet. “How did they get up there?” I said quietly. I tried to jump at it and missed it by several feet. Even if I had a running start, I couldn’t get up there. 

The alleyway was covered in a fine layer of dirt. Finger prints and foot prints were often left behind. Why wouldn’t the same be true for paw prints?  With that in mind, I started searching. After scattering several rodents and a disgustingly large numbers of roaches, I finally found what I was looking for. A paw print. A very large canine paw print. And farther down the alley I found another one. This one was on its way out, while the other was pointing towards the fire escape.

“The damned thing jumped,” I said amazed as I stared up at the fire escape. 

“Illyanna, how high do you suppose the average wolf can jump?”

“I don’t know. Hold on. I’ll Google it.”  I nodded and snapped off a few photos of the prints while I waited. 

“It says the average wolf can jump eight feet high and up to fifteen feet horizontally.”

I knew from my brother’s notes that the average wolf was about hundred pounds. Perhaps a little more if times were good. So, for the sake of argument, if it was possible for a man to shift into a wolf, the mass had to stay the same. 

My brothers were both tall and muscular. They weighed two-hundred pounds easily. And if my theory about the mass was correct, a two-hundred pound man would end up being a two-hundred pound wolf. And if an average wolf could jump eight feet, couldn’t an above-average wolf jump ten?  I looked down the alley towards the first paw print and frowned as a few pieces fell together. 

“Ten feet would be easy. Especially, if he had a running start.”  
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“You need to keep this window closed and locked,” I said to Illyanna as I entered the apartment and crossed over to the fire escape. 

“Why? No one can get in. The ladder is gone,” she said with a confused look.

I sighed and decided that it was time I tell her what I knew. Not that there was a lot to tell.  “You see this print here?” I asked moving the small table so she could see.

“Oh, I completely missed that,” she blanched.

“Yes, well, like I said, someone was here. But that’s not the important thing. I found wolf fur caught in the window sill.” She went really still then, careful to make her face expressionless. No matter what occurred, people reacted to news. Everyone reacted differently, but they all reacted. And inaction was just as much of a reaction as screaming and crying. I wondered what it was she was trying to keep from showing.

“Was it Ciro?”

For a minute or two I contemplated arguing with her that people simply could not turn into animals. Instead I sighed and sat down hard in a wooden kitchen chair. For a moment I let my head fall down into my hands. While performing an autopsy, I always accepted the facts for what they were. I would never ignore those facts just because I didn’t like the answer. 

She came to sit in the chair across the table from me. “Well, this is Ciro’s apartment. He went off to a ceremony that could turn a Man into a Wolf, and now there is wolf fur in his window. It seems pretty simple to me,” she shrugged.

“But Illyanna, people can’t become animals.”

“Why not?” she asked.

Again, I considered arguing the facts with her. The physicality of it was impossible. The transformation, the inherent re-writing of DNA that it would take, and on and on. Suddenly, I could clearly hear the words of one of my professors “Review all possibilities. Discard those that don’t fit. What is left will be the truth.” I needed an actual answer, not just a convenient one that fit the facts. I couldn’t accept the notion of werewolves, but the easiest way to disprove it would be to fully explore it. 

“Ok, let’s just go with this argument and see where it plays out. Here’s what I know. My brothers came to Greece because Dimitri was awarded a study grant. He told me it was to research our Greek heritage. But judging from his notes it’s clear that Dimitri knew about the history of the Lykaia and the excavation done on Mt. Lykaion. They were around until the ceremony that is rumored to transform men into wolves. No one has seen them since, and the last electronic records of them are dated 2 September. Someone searched this apartment and there are wolf prints in the alley. I paid a visit to the village of Ano Karyes,” and then I stopped. I had not shown Illyanna the photo yet. Should I?

“What? Why did you stop?” she asked. If she hadn’t asked, I probably would have skipped it. But she did. And I desperately needed to talk to someone about it.

“Hold on,” I said and rose to get the camera out of my pack. I quickly scrolled through the photos until I found the blue-eyed brown wolf. I didn’t say a word. I just showed it to her. The look on her face said all I needed to know.

“Ciro,” she whispered.

“That is a pretty big leap to make,” I said. She nodded and took several deep breaths to calm herself. I was starting to really like this girl. I could see what Ciro found so appealing. Sure she was a pretty girl, but Ciro could have plenty of those. He stayed with her for a reason. I had to think it was because he saw beyond the pretty to the strength she had beneath. 

As we sat there, I turned the things over and over. Even if I considered the possibility that my brothers were wolves, there were still so many questions. If they were alive, why hadn’t they contacted us?  Were they stuck in wolf form and therefore unable to do so? The prints from inside and outside the apartment clearly showed that someone could transform back and forth. But I had no evidence that the fur or the print belonged to either of my brothers. 

They could have been in wolf form and accompanied a human to the apartment. But then I realized that there were only wolf prints in the alley. And yet there hadn’t been any paw prints inside the apartment. For argument’s sake, I assumed whoever had been here had been able to shift back and forth from human to wolf. 

I wondered, did it take a while to learn that ability? There simply wasn’t any way to tell. Unlike most things in my life, this was not clearly defined. I had no precedent to compare it to. And no set of parameters to work within. It was beyond frustrating. 

“Ok, if one of my brothers came back here, why didn’t they just use the front door? They both have a key.” 

“Oh, that’s simple. They’d be naked when they shifted back.”

I looked at her with one eyebrow raised. “And you know this how?”

“Don’t you ever watch movies, Sophia?”

“Yes?” I said, drawing the syllable out into a question.

She rolled her eyes and explained. “Where would they carry a change of clothes? Or carry a key for that matter? I mean, I suppose they could carry a bag in their mouths, but that would be weird,” she said, as if changing into a werewolf wasn’t already weird, but I chose to keep quiet.

“They would have jumped to the platform, shifted to open the window, and stepped into the apartment. They would have been naked after the shift. And that’s why they didn’t come through the front door.”

I sat back and considered what she said. I had to admit that I could not offer a better explanation. So, I conceded to hers. “Ok, then. Whoever came here searched the apartment, which means that it wouldn’t have been one of my brothers. They would have known where everything was. Further, if they sent someone, they would have just told them where to look. So whoever showed up knew my brothers had something that needed to stay hidden. Which brings us to what were they looking for?” I had a suspicion as to what that was. Notebook number eight. 

“Wow, I don’t know,” she said shrugging.

“Illyanna, do you remember Dimitri writing in notebooks?”

“Oh, sure he did that a lot. He had a whole stack of them.”

“Where was he when he wrote in them?” 

“Well, he generally sat on the couch with his legs stretched out along it. Ciro and I would share the chair or we’d be in his…” and there she stopped and blushed profusely, her hand going to her slightly curved belly.

I had no idea how to respond to that, so I didn’t. “So, which end did he sit on, Dimitri, I mean…on the sofa.” I said, after I realized what I said.

“That end, over there,” she pointed. 

I walked over to the well-worn sofa and sat down. Stretching my legs out in front of me, I imagined sitting there, writing notes. If this was where I liked to write, where would I stash the spirals when I wasn’t writing? “Hmmmm,” I said sitting up. I took the cushion out and found a bunch of crumbs, a potato chip bag, sixty-three cents and a couple of Euros, but no notebook. Replacing the cushion, I sat back down and looked around the room, trying to see it the way my brother would.

When Dimitri was little, he had a captain’s bed. It was essentially a bed raised on a platform with drawers under it. In the middle was a door to a crawl space. He used to hide in there and read or play with his toys for hours. Everything important was hidden under that bed. 

On a hunch I leaned down and ran my hand under the couch. My fingers brushed across the metal spiral of a notebook. “Aha!” I crowed in triumph. “Notebook number eight.”

I flipped it open and began to read. The first entry was about a young girl out in the woods as a mighty king marched past. He was King Lykaonas, and she would eventually reveal herself to be Accalia.
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Their daughter was born in the spring of the following year. The kingdom rejoiced and feasted. The king, who had hoped for a son, hid his disappointment as best he could. And if his wife noticed, she gave no indication of it.

He had married her against the advice of his generals. The villagers whispered all manner of rumors about her. But that did not stop them from visiting her mother, or begging her for charms when life did not go as planned.

She came to live within the newly built fortress, though he could tell she did not like it. She had grown up in the woods. The dense canopy, the only roof she had ever known. She did not wear shoes, preferring to have the soil beneath her bare feet. At first he had found it charming, but after the whispers of the court, he came to realize that such behavior was not fitting for a queen.

She acquiesced to his demands, and while at court she wore the finest shoes and garments that his gold could buy. But at night, when no one watched, she slipped off her layers of civilization and ran in the woods with the wolves. 

In this he could not stop her. In truth he never tried. There was something about her that labeled her as “other.” It was something that he noticed when he first saw her. It only became more evident as time went on.

Animals flocked to her. The sick became better under her ministrations. And the weather bent its will to her moods. Some people, lost to melancholy, cried because it rained. But for the girl who was his queen, it rained because she cried. 

It bothered him that she preferred living in the woods to living with him. And then there was her mother. He had faced many a crazed warrior, intent upon killing him. He had fought them all and won. But this woman who had borne his wife… he would rather face an entire army bare-handed than have a single conversation with her. 

The image of her flared to life before his mind’s eye. Her hair was velvet brown, like rich soil. Her eyes were green. Not flecked with brown as her daughter’s were, but jewel-green; keen eyes that didn’t miss a thing. She never came to the fortress, would not even consider stepping across the threshold. This bothered him. She had even insisted that they marry under the sky, not inside the building. 

As he turned to meet with his generals, he saw his wife melt into the darkness of the forest, their daughter tightly secured in a pouch on her back, the great grey wolf and his white mate right behind her.

“He wants a son, mother,” she said as she entered the cottage made of intertwined brambles. 

“This you must not do,” her mother cautioned, taking the tiny infant from her daughter. 

“But why? He is a king. He needs a son to succeed him. I had a daughter, as you told me to. Why can’t I now have a son?”

Her mother sighed and laid the child down to sleep in a bed of straw. “Our magic flows through the women. It will never be vested in a boy child. Should you carry a son in your womb, his energy will destroy the magic within you.”

The queen gasped and clutched at the amulet she wore about her neck. “How can that be?”

“We are of nature, child. The great spirits who guard these mountains, who encourage their growth, are female.” 

“I understand love, and sacrificing for it. Give up your magic if you must. But remember, the magic must have nine years to fully grow, before it can claim your daughter as its own. If you carry a male child, your magic will die. And if her magic is not yet fully grown, your daughter’s will die as well.”

“Do not make a decision for your child based on your own desires. Let the magic claim her. When it does, give your husband the male child he desires.”

The queen looked at her sleeping child and nodded. She would give her husband a son, but she would not deprive her daughter by doing so. Surely, her husband would understand and wait.
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I left Illyanna in the apartment with another warning to keep the window over the fire-escape closed and locked. I had no idea if anyone would come back. But then, I had no way to know they wouldn’t. It was better to be safe than sorry. 

My hotel room was a welcome sight. It was freshly cleaned and vacuumed.  I was coming to appreciate the services of a maid. Perhaps when I returned home I would find a cleaning company.  I stopped and realized how normal that felt, the idea of returning home to my apartment, my job, Arthur, my normal routine. But nothing would ever be normal again.

I was considering the lycanthrope idea merely as a means to dismiss it as an option, in an effort to find the real reason behind my brothers’ disappearance. But what if it were true, the analytical side of me asked? Just because it was improbable, that didn’t make it impossible. 

What on earth would I tell my mother, questioned the other part of me, the part that was worried sick over my brothers? If this were true, would they be able to come home to Ohio?  There were no wolves in Cincinnati. How would they live? 

I was a daughter and a sister. But I was also a scientist, and the thrall of discovery beckoned. I reached for it and embraced it, welcoming the calm it offered. Being a worried sister made it hard to function. The cool objectivity of science grounded me. I could breathe and think clearly while in its embrace. 

I sat down on my freshly-made bed and really thought about it. In medical school I had researched diseases and viruses, and I knew that many of them were responsible for some rather unbelievable effects.  

Was lycanthropy a disease? Clearly, Dimitri had been going down that same road when he researched mermaid syndrome and porphyria. If it was a disease, was there a cure? And if so, would my brothers want it? I did not want to make my brothers guinea pigs, but I had to admit that I would want to take blood and tissue samples from them. 

It occurred to me that the lab still had the fur sample. I wondered if they would be able to do a DNA analysis on it. Would they find a merging of the human genome and that of a wolf? Or, was there a separate strand of DNA that held the data to shifting into a wolf?  If that was the case, how did the two strands co-exist? For a moment I considered calling home and having them run a scan on it. I could even send them a tissue sample from me and have them look for similarities.

But then reality intruded. How would I go about explaining such a request? And would they even do it if I asked? Not to mention that DNA tests took weeks, if not months, to conduct in the best of times. This particular one would require the separation of human and animal genes to get a match. I sighed and cast the idea aside. Not only was it not plausible, but I simply did not have the time it would take to get the results. Pity.

I decided to approach this scientifically. I scribbled a few questions down. How much of a change was there? Did they retain human thoughts and concepts while in wolf form? Or, did the beast rule? 

In human form did they have wolf tendencies? The movies all depicted werewolves as having increased sense of smell and hearing. But that did not make sense from a purely physical standpoint. Canines had a long muzzle with increased nasal capacity. That was why they could smell better. A human nose simply was not long enough to contain all the receptors that it would need to compete with animal.

The same was true for hearing. A wolf’s ear was larger and able to pivot to capture sound. A human could not do that. So, it would follow that while in human form they would have the same sensory capacity as a regular human. 

That left vision. The human eye is distinctive, in that the sclera, the white of our eye, is plainly visible whenever the eye is open. Our iris is relatively small and takes up a smaller portion of the exposed eye surface, compared to other mammals. 

Animals’ sclera are rarely seen, unless they are looking dramatically to either the left or right. or if they are frightened, in which case their eyes will widen, exposing the sclera. Like in the case of a spooked horse. 

I paused mid-thought, as suddenly the idea that had been escaping me for so long finally revealed itself. I grabbed the camera and found the pictures of the wolves that my brother had taken. Then I did a quick search on the internet and brought up a close-up photo of a timber wolf.

The wolf in the wilds of Canada had deep brown irises that took up the entirety of his visible eye. The wolf in the photos my brother had taken had a golden iris, surrounded by white. 

I was stunned by what I saw. The logical portion of my mind argued that such a thing was not possible. But the other part of my brain, that accepted the facts for what they were, demanded that I acknowledge what was plainly obvious.

“They have human eyes.”
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The day dawned clear and bright. The sky stretched out towards the horizon, an endless azure expanse, unmarred by even a whisper of a cloud. 

I took my breakfast on the terrace and contemplated the day ahead. I was going to the zoo, something I had not done in many years. I was told that there was a wolf exhibit that had the last remaining wolves of Greece. I wasn’t sure I believed that, but I planned to go find out.

I walked to the zoo, paid my admission, bought some popcorn from a vendor and strolled through the exhibits. It wasn’t a particularly big zoo, but they did have a wide variety of animals. The wolf exhibit was set far from the entrance, so that visitors would have to walk through the entire zoo to see it. That was fine by me. It was a nice day, and I was enjoying being out in the fresh air. 

The stress of this trip was wearing on me. My mother had called several times. I couldn’t talk to her. I was worried, and I knew she would hear that in my voice. So, I texted her back, letting her know I was ok. And no, I hadn’t found out anything. It occurred to me that I was going to have to tell her about Illyanna. It seemed that my mother was finally going to be a grandmother. 

I stopped before an exhibit of brightly colored South American birds and thought about that. It was something that my mother had wanted for a long time. She had been pressuring me endlessly about it, especially when I turned 30. She reminded me constantly that a woman past the age of 34 was considered high risk in terms of pregnancy. I was 33, and keenly aware of my optimal reproductive years passing by.

Kids were not something that I thought a lot about. I loved my job. I was happy with my life. Sure, I would be thrilled to find someone to share it all with. But, I wasn’t going to pine away until I did. The thought that now occupied my mind was, would Illyanna and Ciro’s child be the only grandbaby that my mother would have? 

A Scarlett Macaw screeched at its neighbor, rousing me from my ruminations. There was no point in worrying about it. I had enough on my plate as it was. So, with that in mind, I made my way towards the wolf exhibit. 

“The Sons of Lykaonas” the sign said. I rolled my eyes. Below the sign was the legend of the king that angered a god and was turned into a wolf. In some of the stories his fifty sons were killed, while in others they too were transformed. I guess we know what version the zoo chose. 

The exhibit was quite large when compared to the rest of the zoo. It was evident that this was their main attraction. The ground was terraced to form an incline and had been heavily planted with trees. A tunnel allowed visitors to stroll under the hills and view the wolf den through a thick glass window. 

As the sun was shining, the wolves were all out, lying in the golden rays, sleeping. I took a photo of each wolf. Despite the claim, there weren’t fifty. There were five. 

I settled myself on a nearby bench with my popcorn to observe the small pack, while the gentle breeze toyed with my curls, and the sun warmed me, turning my bones to liquid.  I smiled when the female came out of the den trailing three small pups. She was brown, liberally shot with silver and white. A beautiful animal, to be sure. Two of her pups were black. The last one was all gray.

A large gray wolf reclined under a nearby pine tree sound asleep. I presumed that this was the Alpha. The female walked over to him and rubbed her flank along his in greeting. He lifted his head and nudged the pups with his muzzle before lying back down.

I lifted the camera and peered through the lens at them, zooming in to get a better look. The mottled female had brown eyes. Wolf eyes. I sighed in relief before I realized that I had been anxious about it. The pups all had the same eyes as well, marking them as natural wolves. 

“I’m seeing werewolves everywhere now,” I said to myself. It was a good thing no one around me spoke English, or they would have been giving me some odd looks. 

With the addition of the female and the pups, the number of wolves was eight. A normal size for a pack. Another female rose from her sleeping spot when the Alpha female arrived with her litter. She was young and looked to be a juvenile. It was likely she was from last year’s litter. 

She was jet black and had golden eyes that gleamed when the sun caught them. I chided myself for being silly. I was not sure what I expected to find when I came here. An exhibit of werewolves? Plaques posted around the enclosure with all the answers to my questions about how such a phenomenon could occur? Well, perhaps some part of me had hoped for that. But I was far too logical to truly expect it. And still, I was somewhat disappointed to find ordinary wolves. 

“They are beautiful, are they not?” a deep voice asked next to me. I jumped and squeaked like a frightened mouse.  I had been looking through the lens of the camera, and so I did not see anyone walk up.

I took a deep breath and pressed my hand to my throat to calm my racing heart. And just as quickly as I had regained my equilibrium, I lost it again.

Standing next to me was the man that Dimitri had been following. Now that I saw him in person, I could see how tall he was. Well over six feet. At 5 feet 9 inches, I appreciated a tall man. His hair was black, and shaggy, long overdue for a haircut. The temples were salted with silver. His eyes were golden brown. 

He wore a pair of much-abused jeans and a blue t-shirt with the name of the zoo emblazoned across the chest. An intricate tattoo wrapped its way around his right arm, disappearing under the sleeve. He was without a doubt the most handsome man I had ever seen. 

“Umm…what did you say?” I stammered. He had said something. I remembered that much. Everything else escaped me, like my name.

“I said they are beautiful animals, yes?” He smiled then. The white of his teeth contrasted with the tan he had acquired over the summer. 

“Oh, yes. They are. The pups are really cute.” I groaned inwardly. I was a doctor for crying out loud. My IQ was well above normal, and I had graduated 3rd in my class. And yet here I stood, stammering and stuttering like a twelve-year-old with her first crush. 

He laughed, a deep masculine chuckle that let me know that he knew the effect he had on me. Smug. The idea of that served like nothing else to calm me. I was sure he had made many a conquest with that smile. I had no intention of adding to that number, even if a part of me was screaming to do exactly that. I ignored that voice and turned towards the wolves. I needed to regain some control.

“What kind of wolves are these?”  I asked.

“Ah, they are all Gray Wolves. It is our plan to expand the exhibit to encompass more species.  We’d like to add the Eurasian wolves and their smaller cousins the Indian wolf.”

“I thought the Eurasian wolves were Gray wolves.”

“No. They are a sub-species and tend to be smaller and tawnier of fur.” I discovered that I liked listening to him speak. His deep voice had a nice resonance to it. He spoke in English. His accent sounded like Greek, but there was something different about it. It wasn’t quite right. Almost as if he had lived many places and picked up odd bits of an accent here and there. 

“Where did these wolves come from then? I can’t imagine that they are actually the last Greek wolves.”

“Can’t you? But that is what the sign says, does it not?” He asked. I frowned. The way he phrased things was very formal. 

“I’m sorry; I didn’t catch your name.” 

“I did not offer it,” he said.

I was not expecting that response. It stumped me. I didn’t know what to say. I blinked at him for a second before I said. “Oh”

“Marcus Vasilias. I am the keeper of the wolves.”

“I oh, ummm…I’m Dr. Sophia Katsaros,” I said, finally managing to get it all out.

“Well, Dr. Katsaros, what brings you to Greece?”

I paused for a moment completely unsure of how to answer that question. I hadn’t thought about what I would say. I had told everyone else I was looking for my brothers. But I could not give that answer to this man. Dimitri had been following him and had several photos of him on his camera. Until I knew why that was, I needed to be careful 

“Vacation. My family is Greek. I just thought I would come visit the homeland.”

“I see,” he said though I could tell from his look that he was not entirely convinced. “You have an interest in wolves?”

“Well, like you said, they are beautiful.”

“Yes, they are. Perhaps we can discuss them more over dinner?”

“What…oh…I, umm, I’m only going to be here for another week. I didn’t come here looking for romance.” 

“Well, isn’t it fortunate then, that I only asked you to dinner? You have to eat, do you not?”

I nodded, because I couldn’t think of a single thing to say. I was so flustered, words completely eluded me.

“Does that nod mean ‘yes’ to dinner, or ‘yes, you do eat?’” he asked.

“Umm…yes. I guess. To both.” And oh, I could not believe I just agreed to that.

“Great! How about the Greek Isles? They have fabulous food. Where can I pick you up?”

“Oh, I’ll meet you there,” I said. I did not feel comfortable with this man knowing where I was staying.

“I see. You American women and your independence. Very well, then. I will meet you there at 8 tonight.  Yes?”

I nodded again, and he laughed. The sound wrapped around me and made me laugh as well. “Yes, that will be fine.”

“Wonderful! I am looking forward to it. I will see you later, Dr. Sophia Katsaros. And to soothe your American sensibilities, you can pay.” He laughed again and then he turned and walked away. I watched him for a second, enjoying myself.

I shook my head and turned back to the exhibit, wondering what had just happened. My bemusement quickly fled. The big gray Alpha male had awoken and was staring at me, with human eyes.
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She stood upon the hillside watching the ships as they disappeared over the horizon where azure sky met cerulean sea. It seemed that Sparta was at war. Evidentially, this was not an uncommon occurrence. Generally, such an event was only cause for concern for the subject of the warrior nation’s interest.

These were all things that she learned in the span of a few moments. She also learned that her king owed a debt to Sparta for helping him win his conquest of Arcadia. It seemed as though that debt had been called in.

Lykaonas was the king of an inland country. He had no use for ships, and so had never commissioned a navy. Nor had his predecessor. When the King of Sparta came calling, the King of Arcadia happily agreed to help, all the while lamenting his lack of ships. In exchange for soldiers the ships were provided. And so Arcadia was now in possession of a fleet of sea-going vessels. 

“You put your superstitions above the needs of the realm,” he had hissed at her as he prepared for his voyage.

“That is not true! I have provided an heir. I will happily do so again, but I must wait.”

“No, you have provided a daughter. She can never inherit!”

“I do not understand that. There are queens that rule. Queens that have ruled, and ruled well. Why can’t our daughter follow in their footsteps? Why must it be a son?”

“Because that is what I require,” he said bringing his face so close to hers that she could feel his breath. “That you listen to your mother’s council before mine is unbefitting for a queen.”

“She seeks only what is best for our daughter.”

“No, she seeks what is best for her!” He was growing angrier by the second. Most people never argued with him for long. That she did so without even the appearance of concern incensed him. He scowled, a look that had cowered many a lesser man. And still she regarded him serenely, secure in the logic that she was doing what was best.

He drew back his hand, intent upon striking her. Perhaps that would convince her. 

“Think you not that my mother will know, if you follow through with that?” 

It was a simple question. Whispered so low, he would not have heard it had he not been so close. It made his blood turn to ice. A rumble of thunder sounded in the distance. Ominous. He swallowed and lowered his hand. 

Ah, but he was glad he had a war to go off to. It seemed that holding a kingdom was a far sight more difficult than winning one. It was also mind-numbingly boring. All this talk and catering to the nobles and their petty quarrels. Give him a sword any day, and he’d solve all manner of problems.

He smiled in satisfaction as he considered his new fleet. That had gone much better than he had expected. He had anticipated the cost of what such a fleet would incur. It had been staggering. But Sparta was wealthy. The ships he had were those that they had won. It had cost them nothing, and saved him a fortune. 

He was all too happy to leave his kingdom and his puzzling wife for the open seas and the promise of battle. He would have a son. In fact he had several already. He had cast his seed far and wide. Perhaps he would gather a few of those boys and see if any of them had it in him to be king. 

This was a problem easily solved. And if his wife thought she had bested him, she should reconsider. He had nothing left to say to her. No whispered words of love, or impassioned cries of parting. Instead he gathered his sword and armor and left, just as the dawn painted the sky crimson.

She had watched all day from the shade of a towering pine tree. She saw nothing other than the ship that took her king from her. An ever-diminishing brown dot, born aloft on the fickle waters of the ocean. She had cast a spell into the sea that he would return safely to her. Content in the magic she had wrought, she did not worry about his return. All the same a single crystalline tear trailed down her cheek. A piece of her heart sailed with him, whether he knew it or not.

The gray Alpha and his white mate sat next to her. The crewmen had begged and pleaded with the king to leave the wolf pack behind. To everyone’s surprise, save that of his queen, he had acquiesced. No, she had not been surprised at all. This was her pack now. It did not require much to bend her husband’s will to hers and have him allow the wolves to stay. 

As she watched them sail away, she knew she would miss him. But perhaps this was for the best. The battle lust would quench the storm that raged within him. And when he returned, she would give him a son. 

She knew that to do so would mean the death of her magic. But that did not mean she could not give her magic to their daughter and then become pregnant. There was nothing that stopped her from doing just that. Her mother thought it was an acceptable plan and taught her a spell that would ensure the transfer.

As the last dot disappeared, a small smile curled the corners of her mouth. “Farewell, my love. May you find the glory you seek. I will keep the kingdom safe in your stead.”  
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The priest’s book was divided into three sections. The first was historical accounts. The middle was a genealogy of the people of Ano Karyes, and the last was the section of spells and magics. That was his favorite part. The beginning portion was interesting, too, he conceded, but much of it went over his head.

He turned the page that detailed Queen Accalia’s reign during the five years that King Lykaonas was off fighting Sparta’s war. Under her care the crops flourished, the population swelled, and times were good. In fact that brief span would come to be known as a golden age. But like all good things, it too would end.

It was the boy’s intention to read farther on, but the magic enticed him. And so he carried the massive book to the cellar, pressed the loose stone on the fireplace and entered the secret room.

The black Omega followed him along, pausing at the threshold to whine plaintively. He did not like this room. It contained all sorts of foul odors “Come on. It’s ok,” the boy beckoned, encouraging his companion. They went through this every time. Eventually, the wolf entered, preferring to be with the boy.

The inner room was windowless. On two sides the mountain itself formed the walls. Granite that had been carved away to make the space gleamed with veins of quartz and winked with gemstones that grew in delicate crystalline lattices.

The remaining walls were made of unadorned brick, lined with bookshelves that groaned under the weight of their burdens. The boy had hastily perused these books, taking note of the ones that he intended to come back and examine later. For now the priest’s book held him in its thrall. 

He was steadily working his way through the spells and incantations that were detailed. So far he had managed to singe off his eyebrows and create several noxious clouds that had him and the wolf running from the room gasping for air. Once he was certain he had made it rain, but then he was trying to make it snow. So, he could not really count that as a success. 

After the white pages were the red. His father had told him they were prohibited. After the red, came the black. Those contained the secret words of the wolf rites and would not open until he had mastered the red, which he could not do until after he worked his way through the white. At the moment, he was intent upon getting a crocus bulb to grow. 

“Nature is magic. Not just imbued with it, but comprised of it,” his father said. “If you want to learn magic, start there. And when you have demonstrated some ability, we will move on.”

There were three bulbs. The first one was covered in a worrisome purple viscous ooze. He had no idea how that had happened. He had followed the directions exactly. And yet when the smoke cleared…purple sludge. He was afraid to touch it, and so there it sat in its container. 

The middle one had rocked and rolled back and forth while he spoke the words over it. For a moment he was convinced that it was about to sprout. It didn’t. In fact it didn’t do anything, besides sit there and mock him.

He glared at it and considered saying the spell over it again, but after the purple ooze…  Well, he wasn’t sure what would happen. That left the third bulb. His father told him to “make it grow.” He had flipped to the page with the spell and left him to it. That was three days ago.

“So, Orcho, what do you think? Third time’s a charm?”  The great black beast lay down on the floor and covered his eyes with his paws, a low whine issuing plaintively from his muzzle.

“Oh, don’t be like that. I didn’t mean to set your tail on fire,” the boy said, running his hand across his forehead, where his eyebrows used to be. 

The wolf grumbled in his throat, clearly indicating that he did not care if the boy meant it or not, he was not happy about having a scorched tail. As if in protest, he curled his tail under him for safe keeping.

“You can always go in the other room,” the boy said, nodding his head towards the hidden door.

The wolf moved one paw away from his eyes and glared at the boy. It was evident in times like these that more than a beast lurked behind those golden orbs.

Stavros knew the wolf understood him when he spoke. When he talked, the Omega listened. If he told him to go get something, Orcho would. He was even able to communicate with the boy through a series of noises and expressions. 

Over the months since the boy had seen him transform, he also figured out that while the wolf was more than an animal, he was not quite human. He did not think as a human did. He did not have a sense of right or wrong. There was only pack. And in the pack Alpha ruled. 

“Alright, I am going to try this again. This is your last chance; stay or go?”

The wolf backed up into the corner and covered his eyes once again, a plaintive whine his only protest.

The words were old, arcane. He was not even sure what language it was. It was similar enough to Greek that he could pick up the cadence of it. But the vowels and consonants had their own rules. His tongue stumbled over the words sometimes and when they did…well…purple ooze.

This time when he began the chant he made sure to say each word just as he had practiced, which was difficult to do. His father had cautioned him to say the words aloud only when in the room and only when he meant to cast a spell. To say the words in an unguarded place was to court disaster. That meant that he had to practice saying them in his head, over and over until he was ready to utter them.

He began slowly, making sure to enunciate clearly and strongly. A lot of magic was in the intention, he had learned. He needed to have a clear picture in his head of what he wanted to happen, if he was to be successful. 

The words fell from his lips in one unbroken stream. He could feel the magic flowing around him. The wolf raised his hackles and growled low in his throat. He did not like the prickly feeling the boy’s words gave him. 

The wolf remembered a girl from long ago who spoke such words. When she did it, the feeling was comforting. It smelt like growing things and moist earth. Like home. Like pack. Sometimes when the boy spoke it reminded him of her. But for the most part it just felt like ants crawling on him. It felt wrong.

This time the words came in the right order. The bulb rocked just like before. He paused to take a breath, before starting the next section. As he began a green shoot erupted from the bulb. The boy wanted to cheer, but he daren’t stop. He could not risk breaking the spell.

The next line began and roots sprouted. A leaf unfurled from the stem, and a pink bud began to form. The boy was elated. He began the third section, saying the words with confidence and strength. His intention was clear, the picture of the flower held clearly in his mind.

The wolf raised his head and sniffed the air. His head cocked to the side. Something about this was familiar, welcoming. But his wolf’s mind could not articulate what it was he was feeling. It reached out to him, beckoning. He rose and wandered close to the boy, who shouted words with eyes wide with excitement.

Perspiration beaded his brow. His pulse leapt in his throat as the magic swirled around him. The wolf had no idea what was happening, but he knew the exact moment it began to go wrong.

With a growl he leapt and knocked the boy to the ground, covering him with his bulk. The boy’s breath left him in a rush. He gasped for air like a fish out of water. The bulb on the table curled in on itself and began to rot. The magic that had filled the room began to dissipate. And faintly, on the breeze that should not have been, was the sound of a woman’s laughter.
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“So, it’s not a date?”  Illyanna asked as she walked into my hotel room. I had called her when I realized that I had nothing to wear to dinner with Marcus.

“No. Definitely not a date,” I said, closing the door behind her.

“But, you are going out to dinner with an attractive man?”

“Well…yes.”

“And you are both single?” she asked.

“I presume so.” 

“Hmmm….sounds like a date to me,” she said, unzipping the garment bag she had brought along. 

I plopped down on the bed and sighed. I had not been on a date in years. I spent the majority of my time with the dead. I wasn’t particularly good with the living. Certainly not in a one-on-one situation. 

“I can’t be going on a date,” I groaned falling back amidst the pillows.

“Why not?” she asked, as she scattered cosmetics and hair products all over the bed.

“That’s not what I am here for.”

“That’s not what you came here for. But I don’t see why you can’t have a life along the way. Now sit up so I can mess with your hair.”

I sighed, but did as I was told. She opened a small jar and began to massage a paste into my unruly curls. Over the years I had used every product I could get my hands on in an effort to bring some sort of order to the chaos that lived on my head. So far, my only solution was a pony tail. I knew when I was beaten.

“What did you find out at the zoo?” she asked as she worked. 

I told her about my conversation with Marcus. I had not really learned a lot from him, but I intended to tonight. I had not told her that he was the man from the photos or about the wolf with human eyes. I paused and debated what to say. 

“Why do you do that?” she asked.

“What?”

“It’s like you going to tell me something and then you have to pause and think about it.” She stopped what she was doing and moved to stand in front of me. “I love Ciro. I want to find him, not just for me, but for our child. So, we are either in this together, or we aren’t, but if we are, you can’t keep hiding things from me. I have the right to know what you’ve found out.”

She said all of this calmly and with conviction and despite how much I may have wanted to, I could not argue with her logic. 

“Ok, you’re right. I have been keeping things from you. I am sorry. I should not have done that. If you hand me the camera, I will tell you what I know.”

She offered me a small smile and grabbed the camera. I scrolled to the photo of Marcus. 

“Do you know this man?” I asked

“Wow, he’s a hottie. No, I don’t know him. Pity.”

“That’s the man I met at the zoo today.”

“Oh, really?” She said looking at me anew. “This is definitely a date.” 

“Do you know why Dimitri would have a picture of him on his camera?”  I asked.

“You mean you did not take that photo?” she asked with a frown.

“No.”

“Do you think he had anything to do with their disappearances?”

“I don’t know. That’s what I want to find out.”

“Ok, right. This is not a date. He could be a kidnapper, or a killer. We don’t know. Oh Sophia, you have to be careful!” she exclaimed, grabbing my hands.

“Don’t worry. I will be. He does not know where I am staying. I am meeting him at your father’s restaurant. I will be ok,” I assured her. My stomach clenched. What if this man was responsible for the disappearance of my brothers? How could I sit across from him all evening knowing that he might have been involved?

“You just went really pale,” she whispered.

“I’m nervous. I don’t know this man. I find him incredibly attractive, but there is just something about him that makes me edgy. He is exciting and unsettling all at the same time.”

“Hmmm…well, just be careful,” she said as she put the lid back on the container. “Ready to see your hair?”

“Sure,” I said distractedly. She handed me a mirror, and for a second all I could do was stare. “How on earth did you manage that?” I asked in awe. I had envied her smooth curls. But now as I looked in the mirror, it was as if she had bequeathed her lustrous curls to me. 

“This stuff is magic,” she said handing me the container. “I buy it from a woman in Crete. The website is on the back. It’s kind of expensive, but it’s worth it. My hair looks just like yours when I don’t use it.”

“Wow..” I said, unable to articulate anything more intelligent.

“So, what were you going to tell me?”

“Huh? Oh!” I said almost having forgotten about the wolves with human eyes. I pulled up the photo of the wild timber wolf. 

“Do you see how their irises take up the entirety of their eyes?” I asked. She nodded.

“Alright, now look at this.” I then pulled up the photos of the grey wolf with golden eyes and the brown wolf with blue. “Now, look at their eyes.” I watched her face as she glanced between the photos on the screen. I saw the exact moment when she realized the difference.

“Shut the front door!” she exclaimed, staring at the wolves in wonder. 

My father cursed like a sailor on leave and made no effort to edit himself when his kids were born. When Ciro was two he let off a string of invectives that was truly a wonder to behold. My mother had thrown a fit, and my father slept on the sofa for a week. 

From then on, it was a game to think of swear words that weren’t really. My mother still wasn’t keen on the idea that we were cursing, even if the words weren’t bad. But my brothers and I thought it was great fun. “Shut the front door” was fun to say and had all the syllables that other expletive had. 

My heart contracted as my breath left me in a rush. What she said was so uniquely Ciro that hot tears popped to my eyes.

“I miss them,” I whispered.

“I do to. We will find them,” she promised. 

“We will,” I nodded, giving her a hug.

“So what does this mean? Why do they have people eyes?” she asked, smart girl that she was.

“I don’t know for sure. I’m not willing to accept that this is proof of lycanthropy. But all things being equal, I don’t have another explanation for it. 

“What about the wolves at the zoo?” she asked sitting on the bed beside me. 

“They all appeared to have normal wolf eyes, with the exception of the Alpha.” I showed her the photo I had taken of the wolf that had watched me talk with Marcus.

“Ok, so, if the human eyes thing does mean they are werewolves, why would he be living in a zoo?”

I turned to look at her intently.  There was only reason I could think of. “He’s hiding in plain sight.” 
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Illyanna walked with me from my hotel to the restaurant. Her father may have kicked her out, but he wasn’t willing to part with a valuable employee. I suspected this was his way of taking care of her while still showing his disapproval of her unmarried and pregnant state. 

“I’ll be just inside. So, don’t worry. The terrace is crowded. You won’t be alone with him,” she said as she slipped around to the employee entrance of the restaurant. I walked in the front door with curls that were behaving themselves and a pale blue dress that clung to my waist and flared out around my hips. It was a cute dress. I never would have worn it, had Illyanna not insisted.

The only downside was that there was no where to hide my knife. The dress had a plunging back. I felt strangely exposed without it. In just a few days I had become so accustomed to its weight that I hardly even noticed it was there. Now, without its rigidity lining my spine, I felt oddly boneless.

I gave my name to the maitre de who nodded and showed me out to the terrace, where Marcus was waiting. He stood when he saw me, and I tried my best not to stare. He had showered, shaved and changed into a black evening suit. He had been ruggedly handsome before. He was model perfect now. And I felt like the country mouse visiting her fancy city relatives.

“You look, lovely,” he said taking my hand. To my amazement he placed a kiss on the knuckles. American men did not do that. I could feel my face warming as I looked at him. I was out of my element to begin with; this only made it worse.

“Would you like to sit down?” the maitre de asked, holding my chair out for me.

“Oh, yes, thank you,” I stammered, sinking gratefully into my seat. The sun had only just dipped behind the mountains. The sky had a lovely purple glow that heralded the night. Candles set in decorative votives flickered behind hand-blown glass that wavered with imperfections. Our table was near the railing with an amazing view of the mountains. 

“This is one of my favorite restaurants,” he said.

“Yes. I have been here before. The food is quite good. Since my father died I have not had a decent Greek meal. It’s hard to find in America,” I said. My father had been a great cook. My mother was too, but she left the Greek food to my dad. Oh, how I missed him.

“I am sorry to hear about your father. When did he pass?” 

“About three years ago. It was a car accident. He was coming home late from work. Someone ran a red light.” I shrugged, hoping to play off how much it still affected me.

“My condolences,” he said taking my hand. His deep voice entranced me, soothed me. His thumb made small circles in my palm. I shivered. 

“Thank you,” I said. “I miss him a lot.” I looked up to see him staring at me with his golden brown eyes full of concern. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to come to dinner and mope about my father. Tell me about the wolves. They are fascinating.”

“What do you want to know?” he asked.

“Well, how did you become interested in them?” 

“Wolves have been my life. I guess you can say it is a family business.”

“So, you are from here then?” I asked. 

“Hello, my name is Ilyria. I’ll be taking care of you tonight. Can I get you started with drinks?” 

“Yes,” Marcus said. “A bottle of the house wine I had last time would be nice.” He smiled at the young girl who was our waitress. She blushed and ran off to get the wine he had requested.  “My family is from the mountains. A small village called Ano Karyes.”

“Oh, I know of that. I went with a tour group just a few days ago. It’s a lovely town.” I watched him as I took a sip of my water, to see how he would react. If my going to Wolf Mountain concerned him, he gave no indication of it.

“Did you enjoy the trip?”

“Yes, I saw the ruins and the ash altar.”

“Ah, the altar. It has been around a long time. Longer than is believed,” he said.

“Really? Why do you say that?” I  asked. Just then four ravens alighted along the roof of the restaurant. They sat just above Marcus and cawed loudly. 

“Ravens,” he sneered, but he did not look back at them. “Did you know that wolves and ravens have long been associated with one another?”

“No. I did not,” I said. Ilyria arrived with the wine and poured a glass for Marcus. After he nodded his approval, she sat the bottle on the table. A large raven cawed at his mate. 

“Oh,” she gasped, suddenly noticing the large birds. We gave her our food order which she jotted down on a pad. With one last glare at the birds she left. A few more ravens joined the ones on the roof. 

“The birds follow the wolves. In return for feasting on a wolf’s kill, they sound the alarm should a threat present itself.”

“That’s an odd relationship to have developed.”

“It is. Even still, the wolves hate the birds and will kill them should they come too close. I suspect the ravens feel the same. Only they could never hope to stand against a wolf. ”

“Fýge ! Párte apó edó̱ sas dysárestes pouliá !” Illyanna’s father came out onto the terrace with a straw broom and chased the birds away while cursing in Greek. They flew away cawing loudly, only to resettle on the roof’s peak. There were about ten of them now, sitting and watching. 

I watched Marcus. The entire time he never once looked at the birds. Everyone else that was dining on the terrace was casting nervous glances at the growing flock. 

“Do you want to move to an indoor table?” I asked, as a few more birds arrived.

“Pah,” he said, waving his hand. “They do not bother me. Let them watch.”

They weren’t really making a lot of noise, aside from the occasional grumble. But the sheer number of them was starting to bother me. It was creepy and reminded me of an old movie that I had seen a long time ago. 

“Do you know what they call a flock of ravens?” he asked taking a deep drink of wine. 

I did, as a matter of fact. They were called a “murder.”


[image: ]

She had gone off on her own to whelp her pups. The small shallow cave that she chose was close enough to still be in pack territory, but far enough away that the scent of blood would not be detected. 

Accalia had been searching for her all morning, knowing that the brown Beta’s time was near. The pack was growing. There were now almost thirty of them. Far larger than any pack had ever been.

The white Alpha guarded her position jealously. That she allowed the brown  Beta to breed was a measure of her tolerance. But she would not suffer the birth of any more females. If the males wanted mates, let them go find them and start their own packs.

She would not have them pair up and challenge her and her mate for leadership. And so, when the Betas bred she would inspect the litter. The males lived. The females breathed their last before the afterbirth had dried.

The daughter of the woods knew why the phantom wolf did what she did. It was a means to ensure the survival of the pack. But it still broke her heart to see the pups lying broken and discarded.

The brown Beta mourned her lost daughters and retreated inside herself, no longer the happy wolf that would trail along after Accalia, bounding through the undergrowth.

It was a simple enough problem to solve; a few herbs sprinkled across the Beta’s food; a chant over a fire at night; a calming touch that ensured only the male seeds would quicken. She had done the same thing many a time for the villagers that wished for sons. That nearly every family had a male as the oldest child was no coincidence. And if the townspeople thought it odd, they certainly never said so.

She pushed aside a fern frond heavily laden with dew. The drops fell to the grass below in a mini rainstorm. She knew the mother wolf was nearby. She had tracked her before, when she checked out the suitability of the cave.

A whimper along with the high-pitched whine of a pup told her she was right. The brown was here. And judging by the sound of things, the birthing was well underway. She called out, humming a tune wrapped in magic. She wanted the wolf to know she was there. It would not be good to surprise an anxious mother. 

Cautiously, she walked towards the den, her bag of medicines and ointment hanging from her hip. If she was right, there should be only males. If she was wrong, misjudged the amount of the herbs, or misspoke the words, she would take the pup and raise it. But she could not, would not, stomach another death.

Each one resonated within the forest, even the ones that gave their lives so that others might eat. She knew it was the way of things. Her mother insisted that she not interfere. Leave the business of the wolves to the wolves. She left no room for argument. But still the girl’s heart ached. It was within her to do something about it. And so she would.

Trailing ivy covered the entrance to the cave, falling gently like a maiden’s hair. Slowly she parted the strands, and called to the mother. The female whined, low in her throat in supplication. She was afraid. Accalia could feel it in the very air. It all but shimmered with it.

Four pups lay in a bed of leaves. A quick inspection revealed them all to be male. But the birthing was not finished yet. The female’s abdomen contracted. There was yet one more. 

“Come on, lovely. You can do it,” the queen encouraged as she massaged the wolf’s belly with oil. “Just one more.”

The brown female whined and tensed. In a gush of blood and muck the last pup slid free. It was black, and though it had been born last, it was hardly a runt. The pup’s mother cleaned it gently, removing the afterbirth, and nudging it towards her to drink. 

Accalia inspected the pup; it was a male. She sighed and met the intelligent eyes of the female. “You have a fine litter of sons. You shall have no more daughters until you start your own pack. But neither shall you mourn anymore lost young.” She laid her hands on the wolf as she spoke, willing the animal to understand.

She knew they could communicate with each other. But it was different with them than it was with humans. They thought with emotion and pictures. So, she showed the wolf an image of her with male offspring. When she showed her the dead females the brown wolf whimpered and then growled low in her throat. She had allowed the white Alpha to take her pups, but she did not do so without objection.

This was what the Queen sought to avoid. There must be no disharmony in this pack. For the sake of them all, she tred where her mother told her not to.

As Beta she would not have typically been allowed to breed. The Alpha allowed it, but it came at a price. “I have mitigated that price. Will you accept it?” Accalia asked.

The wolf regarded her solemnly for several moments before swiping her tongue across the lips of the queen. Accalia still had her hands pressed to the wolf, who showed her in a series of images that yes, she would accept it. She would take strong living sons over dead daughters. But someday, should she have her own pack, she would kill the white wolf.
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He was 13 the first time he felt her. For years he had sensed that the magic was coming from somewhere. A few times he had even heard feminine laughter or a whispered word. But being unable to explain it, he had not given it much thought.

He had progressed a long way from the days in the basement room trying to get bulbs to bloom. He could do that now without much effort. However, the red and black pages of the priest’s book were still forbidden to him.

Neither section would open until he learned the spell to part the pages. He had tried repeatedly. It had not gone well. 

His first effort had left him lying on the floor dazed and confused for hours. The second attempt had put him in a coma for a week. He had not tried a third time. 

It had been a long winter. The rains had come and decided to stay. The ensuing deluge soaked the land and washed soil from the hard granite of the mountains. Huge sections of earth had sheared away from ancient rock in awe-inspiring landslides that stripped the vegetation from the land, leaving nothing but a scar where once a dense forest had been.

The priests had tried everything they could think of to stop the rains, all to no avail. In fact, it seemed as though the harder they tried, the harder it rained. Finally, they decided that nature would have her way, and they could do nothing but acquiesce. 

He had tried to aid them in their efforts, but his addition threw off the balance. The priests were insistent about numbers. They had nine. He would be the tenth. He was not needed. That rankled him. Had his father not said that he was the strongest of them? Had he not said that he was a credit to the first Stavros?

One evening, while the storm raged, he had opened the book and spoke the words of a spell that was at the vey end of a section he had yet to start. 

The lightening bolt that struck the land flared so brightly he sensed it, even in his windowless room. The sonic reverberation of the thunder a moment later rattled the great house above and shook fine granules of soot and granite from the mountain it perched against. 

His father had stormed into the room and beat him soundly. The wolf king was not a fan of violence for violence sake, but he was not above doling out discipline. He had watched as his father beat him. Afterwards, he had carried the boy to his room, allowing the black wolf to curl up next to him and lick the deep gashes that oozed blood down his back. 

The marks from the whip his father used had healed shiny and pink. Whenever he saw them in the mirror, he was always shocked to see how they stood out against his pale skin.

The book had been denied him until the rains abated. The first sunny day woke him from his sound sleep with a gasp of joy, along with a muffled sob of relief. The book lay at the foot of his bed waiting for him. He jumped out of bed, dressed hastily and ran from the house with the Omega on his heels.

The sun shone bright and high, refracting through and reflecting upon the drops of clear water that decorated fern fronds and danced along tree limbs. The animals that had been hunkered down in misery bounded through the undergrowth in a frolicking display.

Orcho flushed several rabbits from their hide-outs. He had no interest in hunting. He just wanted to chase them. They obliged him and ran. He tracked them through the woods, yipping and bouncing happily. The boy watched, laughing. After some time he took pity on the rabbits, who did not view the wolf’s play with nearly the same enthusiasm, and called to the Omega.

The great shaggy beast looked up with his tongue lolling out of his mouth and eyes bright with joy. The boy laughed again to see him so, and called to him again. “Come on. Quit terrorizing the rabbits.”

The wolf gave one last look to the rabbits that cowered under a fallen tree and bounded after the boy.  They wandered aimlessly through the woods. At thirteen he walked the narrow ledge along the precipice that divided boy from man. He was neither. Not quite man, but no longer just a boy.

Finally, they came to a clearing dominated by a massive oak tree that stretched its ancient arms across the small glade. Shade plants thrived under its boughs, while wildflowers burst into riotous profusion under the full sun in the clearing. A small stream trickled along on its way to join its cousins that made the trek towards the great waters of the ocean.

The birds, that had no reason to sing now, voiced all the melodies that the deluge had denied them. The ensuing cacophony alternated between lyrical and raucous. But as it was all about joy, the boy gave in and spread his blanket in the sunshine, enjoying the heat of it, that warmed him and turned his bones to liquid. 

The wolf snapped at a few butterflies that flittered just outside his reach. Several large grasshoppers were unable to elude him. He wandered over to the boy crunching noisily on his snack. The boy made a face in mock disgust and flipped open the book. 

He would begin a new section today. Growing things was something he had mastered, while weather eluded him. The scars on his back tingled, reminding him that weather had also been forbidden to him. The section he now dealt with was living things. Specifically, insects.

He was to find a caterpillar and force its transformation into moth or butterfly. His father cautioned him not to attempt anything more difficult. “I will know if you disobey me,” he had warned. The boy did not know how he did it, but he did not doubt the veracity of his words. 

“I need some caterpillars,” he whispered. The wolf cocked his head and whimpered in question. “No, I’ll find them. You’ll just eat them,” he said to the beast.

The Omega looked at him and sneezed as if offended and lay his great head back down on his paws. If the boy did not want his help, a nap in the sun was just fine.

Stavros laughed and began to search the cool shady areas. It was not long before he had a wide variety. He plunked them in a glass jar he had brought along. He read the words silently to himself several times before he was certain he could say them without stumbling. 

When he was confident he was ready, he extracted a fuzzy caterpillar and placed it on a rock before him. The wolf recognized the preparation of magic for what it was and walked away to lay under the protective boughs of a pine tree. “Chicken,” the boy taunted. 

The wolf regarded him with narrow eyes, but did not rise to the bait. He still had a section of fur on his hindquarters that was not as long and full as the rest. And the incident with his tail was one that would never leave him.

The boy snorted before focusing his attention upon the task at hand. Taking a deep breath, he cleared his mind of all else. He concentrated on the image of the caterpillar and the brilliant blue butterfly it would become. Slowly, he began the words. The insect became still, as if frozen.

He began the second line, cautiously hopeful. The caterpillar writhed and contorted. A split formed down its back as its skin began to recede. Beneath was the cocoon that would house it as it underwent its metamorphoses. The boy laughed and began the third line. But magic was not to be trifled with. It demanded nothing less than one’s full attention. His laughter had broken his focus. 

The caterpillar exploded, covering him with green ooze that dripped from his lashes and splattered in his mouth. He spit to get the taste out, wiping the slime from his eyes. The great wolf raised his head and gave a toothy grin. His laughter was silent but said volumes.

“Ha-ha.” The boy said. “I’m glad you find it so funny.” The wolf let his tongue loll out of his mouth. He did indeed find it funny and was not afraid to show it. The boy grimaced and shook his head. He knew it was his own fault. He glanced once more at the gloating wolf and then laughed as well. 

“I guess it is kind of funny.” The wolf yipped in agreement before trotting over to lick the ooze from the boy’s face. 

“Ok, let’s try this again,” the boy said. “I guess you had better go back over to your tree.” The wolf did not need to be told twice. His tail brushed the boy’s face as he bounded through the tall grasses to blend into the shadows that flirted along the base of the tree.

Three more times the boy attempted the spell, with varying degrees of success. Yet each time he ended up covered in ooze, and each time the great wolf laughed. A single caterpillar remained in the jar, blissfully unaware of the fate his cellmates had succumbed to.

With a sigh he reached into the jar. “Please don’t,” a soft voice whispered in his ear. He jumped and looked around. There was no one there. He looked to the wolf, who now stood warily, glancing around. 

“Did you hear it too?” he asked the Omega. The black nodded his head in a motion that no natural wolf knew to make, confirming that yes, he had.

“Who’s there?” the boy asked with a tremulous voice.

“Just me,” the voice whispered on the wind.

He swallowed and asked. “Who are you?”

“I have had many names.”

“Where are you?” he asked, standing. He looked around, but could not see the speaker. Finally, out of the corner of his eye, he caught an image. It wavered like heat off a rock. When he looked fully at it, it disappeared. He discovered that if he let his eyes unfocus, the shimmer revealed itself into the image of a woman.

“I am here,” she said. For a moment the image flashed into a solid form. His breath caught as he beheld her. Her hair was brown, like rich earth. Her eyes were green like the truest ivy. Her skin was pale, never having been kissed by the sun. It was then that the boy waved farewell, and the man stood, where before he had only hinted at being.

He loved her then, and knew that he always would, no matter how long the ribbon of his life would stretch.
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“Can we please go inside?”  I asked, as three more ravens joined the flock upon the roof. 

“Of course, how rude of me,” he said with a sigh. “I should have realized that they were bothering you.”

I looked at him and saw the concern in his eyes and relaxed a bit. The birds were gathering in such a large number that I had begun to imagine all sorts of things. It seemed that in just the span of a week I had come to believe in werewolves. It was not such a large step to presume that where one supernatural being lurked, others dwelt as well.

I didn’t know what the ravens were about, but I knew it was not normal behavior. Marcus had his hand out, waiting to help me up from my seat. I took it, enjoying the feel of his warm fingers wrapping around my chilled ones. The sun had set, the candles and sconces the only light. 

As I rose he looked once towards the birds. A hard cold look that let me know he bore them no love. Several of them cawed and bounced on the roof with wings spread, as if in challenge. Marcus sniffed in disdain and looked away. For a moment the candle flame reflected in his eyes and danced in their golden depths.

I gasped, unsure of what I had just seen. He blinked and the moment was gone.

“Come, let’s go in. You are chilled.” And with that he pulled me along behind him into the welcoming warmth of the restaurant.

Illyanna was seated at the end of the bar when we entered. I glanced at her and nodded slightly towards the terrace, a question in my eyes. She shook her head and frowned. I presumed she had never seen anything like that either. 

The waitress, Ilyria, directed us towards a booth in a corner. She refilled our wine glasses and left with the assurance that our food would be along shortly.

There was so much I wanted to ask him. The birds were predominant on my mind. But what would I say? What would I ask? And if he knew what it had been about, would he tell me? 

“That was unnerving,” was all I managed.

“Yes, but they are just birds. They grumble and cuss. In the end they can do nothing. They know this.”

“You speak as if you know what they are thinking,” I said, taking a sip of wine.

“I spend a lot of time around animals. It’s not so hard to learn to read them.”

“Do you think that they have emotions just like humans?” I asked, genuinely curious.

“Yes, I do. Though in their simplest form. The wolves know joy and sorrow, love and rage. But they do not think in the abstract. For them it is all about the pack and its survival.” 

“They love?” I asked, thinking longingly of the father that I had lost. And my brothers that I feared I might have.

“Yes. The Alpha of the pack mates for life.”

“Only the Alpha?”

“No. If the pack is strong the second in command, the Beta, will be allowed to take a mate. If this occurs, he too mates for life. Taking no other. Breeding with no other,” he said, meeting my eyes across the flickering candle light.

“And you believe that this is love?”

“I have every reason to believe this. Yes,” he said, taking a deeper drink of the deep red wine that glowed like rubies.

“What happens to one if the other dies?” I asked.

“Well, in the event that the Alpha male is killed in a challenge, his female belongs to the victor. For the sake of the pack she will breed with him.”

“And if the female dies?”

“Then whoever killed her, dies as well.”

“Who?”

“What?” he asked confused.

“You said ‘whoever’ killed her would die. I should think a wolf would be a ‘what,’ not a who.”

“I said what I meant, Sophia.”

Ilyria arrived with our food. Neither of us spoke while she was there, and then not for several long moments afterward. I watched him in the golden light of the candle. The shadows played over the plains of his face, highlighting the stark beauty that was his alone. I swallowed and clenched my hands in my lap, my nails making crescents in my palms.

There was no denying he was a handsome, masculine man. The primitive part of my mind recognized a predator when it saw one and screamed at me to get far away from him. But like that female wolf, part of me recognized an Alpha when she saw one, and I was intrigued.  

These thoughts moved through my mind as I watched him. He watched me unblinkingly, with his amber eyes. I could get lost in their depths, and that voice that screamed at me to run was hushed for a bit.

“Your thoughts flit across your face,” he said quietly. 

“I think about things a lot. Sometimes it’s hard to get my mind to shut off,” I said with a shrug.

“Yes, I can see this. I have found that occasionally it is best to stop thinking on a thing. That is usually when the answer presents itself.”

“That sounds great in theory. But how do I put it into practice?” I asked.

“Allow yourself to live. To experience what is around you. There is a time for thinking and a time for feeling.”

I swallowed. My face felt hot, flushed. I ate my food, but I would not be able to recall its flavor. He mesmerized me. I reached for my wine, my fingers grazing the edge. I watched it tip as if in slow motion. The scarlet liquid spread across the table cloth like blood.

I blinked and took a deep breath. Sound returned. Ilyria appeared, blotting up the wine. I watched him while she worked. 

“It’s late. I should go,” I said once she left.

“Pity,” he said in response. 

I rose and grabbed the check. “I promised to pay, remember?” I said, forcing a smile. 

“I remember.”

“I should go.”

“So you’ve said.”

I nodded, said goodnight and turned away. I glanced briefly towards Illyanna. She nodded and slipped out the side door. I could feel his eyes watching me as I left. It took every ounce of will I had not to run.
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I walked into my hotel room, letting the door swing shut behind me. Crossing to the bed I perched on the edge only to rise again a moment later. I paced, my thoughts going a million miles an hour. 

There was something about Marcus. He evoked a reaction in me that both invited and repelled me. His presence was overwhelming. When I was with him, it was all I could do not to bolt. And yet, the thought of seeing him again was thrilling.

It was so out of character for me to react to someone this way; I had no idea how to process it. It was much more than just attraction, though that was there. If I was honest with myself, I suspected he had something to do with the disappearance of my brothers. Though to what degree, I could not be sure.

I prowled around the room like a caged animal. As I neared the door again a knock sounded. I gasped and pressed my hand to my throat to still my pulse, which fluttered like the wings of a humming bird.

I looked through the peep hole to see Illyanna standing there. I let my forehead fall against the door and exhaled loudly. Slowly, I unlocked the door and let her in. 

“Are you alright?” she asked as she entered the room

“No,” I said

“No? What happened? Did he say something? Do something?”

“No. Nothing happened. I’m being silly,” I said perching again on the end of the bed.

“You do not strike me as the silly type,” she said, the bed dipping a bit as she sat next to me. “You look a little freaked out.”

“I feel freaked out, though I couldn’t tell you why.”

“Well, you should trust your instincts.”

I looked at her stunned. “That’s it!”

“What is?”

“I always trust my instincts, and yet with this I haven’t. Why not?” I asked.

“Ummm… I don’t know.”

“I can’t accept that lycanthropy is at the heart of my brothers’ disappearance. The werewolf theory is just too fantastical.”

“It’s not just a theory,” she interrupted.

“It is to me, Illyanna,” I said turning to look at her. “I’m far too logical to believe in magic and shape shifters.”

“What about the fur in the window, the prints and the wolves with human eyes?” She asked. She wasn’t accusing or even raising her voice. She simply asked and it gave her words even greater weight. “What do you need to believe?”

“You said you didn’t believe in them either,” I pointed out. 

“That was before,” she said. 

“Before what?”

“Just before, Sophia.” She paced around for a few moments. I could see her thinking and gave her the time to do it. “What are your instincts telling you?”

“I need to go back to Ano Karyes.”

“Do you think that’s safe?”

“I don’t know. But we have to find some answers. We aren’t getting them this way. Marcus knows something, but I doubt he is going to tell me.”

“No, you can’t ask him if he knows about werewolves. Or if he is one…” she trailed off and looked at me. “Do you think he’s a werewolf?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said stunned. There was no way to be sure. “There is a bus that leaves tomorrow for Ano Karyes. I am going to see what I can find.”

“What are you going to do there?”

“I am going to have a closer look at that altar. If wolves have been around there, then there should be some evidence. I think I’ll have a talk with the barkeep also. He lied to me last time. I’d like to know why.”

“Sophia, you can’t just go up there and start asking if there is a secret sect of werewolves. Tell me you have a better plan than that!”

“No, I’m not,” I said, running my hand through my hair. If lycanthropy were real, it had been a protected secret for a long time. It was the kind of secret that people would die to protect. Or kill for. I shivered at the thought. I didn’t really have a plan on what I was going to say. I just knew that I needed answers and that they were in that mountain.

“Have you called the cell phone company to find out about their phones?” Illyanna asked.

“No, I had planned on it…” 

“I think you need to,” she said softly.

“You are right,” I said, grabbing my phone. “I bet they have a 24 hour call center. Let’s see if anyone is available.” My brothers and I all had the same provider. It was a long shot, betting that they would talk to me, but it couldn’t hurt. 

After working my way through several electronic menus I finally connected with an actual human. She sounded friendly and told me her name was Valerie. I explained to her that I had not heard from my brothers for several months. Their phones were not answering. “Can you send a signal to them to see if they are on or if the battery is dead?”

“Of course,” she said. “Please hold.”

“The first number is broadcasting a weak signal. It was last used on September 1st. The battery is nearly dead, but I can still get a location from it. Just a moment, and I will let you know where it is. ”

That was Dimitri’s phone. “What about the second number?” I asked.

“Ah well, that is just fine. I have a call log of just this morning. I can’t tell you the number it called, but I can tell you where it is,” she said. I could hear her typing in the background.

“Illyanna,” I said with my hand over the speaker on my phone. “Call Ciro’s number for me.” She nodded and dialed.

I watched her as I listened to Valerie type. “Ok. It looks like both phones are in the same location.”

“Where is that?” I asked

“In Greece.”

“Let me guess. Arcadia.”

“Hmmm…yes. We have a cell tower that they pinged off of up in the mountains there.”

“Can you tell me exactly where they are?” I asked. I heard Ciro’s voicemail message pick up on his phone and sighed. I was hoping he would answer. I made a motion for texting to Illyanna. She nodded and began to type.

“Yes. The first one is stationary and appears to be inside a home. The second is moving around, but is in close proximity to the first.

“Can you tell me the address?”

“Ma’am, I really can’t tell you something like that. We are allowed to release this information to law enforcement only. You understand we have to protect the privacy of our clients.”

“Yes, I understand,” I sighed and hung up. She had given me somewhere to start. The last phone call had pinged off a tower in the mountains. I wrote it down on a pad and showed Illyanna.

“Mt. Lycaon?” she asked. “Well, that just figures.”

“There’s more. Dimitri’s phone has not been used since they disappeared. Ciro’s phone was used this morning.” She gasped. I could see her eyes well up with tears. “Now, don’t get too carried away. We don’t know that he is the one using it,” I said wrapping my arm around her. 

“I am going to the mountains tomorrow,” I said, now convinced more than ever. “The woman said that Dimitri’s phone was in a house. She would not give me an address, but I think I might have an idea what house it is.” 

“How?” she asked, sniffing away tears she was intent upon not shedding.

I showed her the photos from Dimitri’s camera. The picture of the house was right before the ones of Marcus. I was not sure if it was his house, but I had a suspicion he knew of it and had at least been there. The photo of him walking down a drive towards his car did not show the house, but shared a similar background.

“So, what are you going to do? Wander around the mountains looking for this house?”

I shrugged. 

“I think I have an idea,” she said

“Ok, I think I might regret this, but let me hear it”

“Well, definitely go check out the village, just be careful. But I also think you need to go back to the zoo.”

“Why is that?”

“You want to know about werewolves. Why not ask one?”

I paused mid-stride, stunned at the simplicity of her plan. “But the eyes do not really prove lycanthropy, Illyanna. For all we know, he is just a wolf with odd eyes.”

“Ok, then. If that is true, what can it hurt? If he’s a regular wolf, you talking to him isn’t going to bother him. But if he is a werewolf…,” she paused, letting her words trail off. Aside from me looking foolish talking to a wolf in the zoo, I had to admit that there wasn’t any harm trying. 

“How much better can it be? He’s behind a fence and everything.”

I paced around the room while I thought. She was right. It was perfect. Granted I would not be able to have a normal conversation with him. But if it worked I would finally have proof.  

“I guess I am going to the zoo to talk to a werewolf. Talk about things you never thought you’d do.”
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There was a different tour guide this time. I sighed in relief when I saw the elderly gentleman who would narrate our excursion to the ruins on Wolf Mountain. 

Just as before, the bus jostled and bounced its way up the mountain. When I was here last, I saw all manner of 4-wheel drive vehicles. I presumed that the residents of Ano Karyes did not mind the poor quality of the unpaved roads.

It had been bright and sunny last time. This time the sky was gray and overcast. A rainstorm had been called for though it was not supposed to arrive until late afternoon. I squinted up at the sky and decided that the weathermen in Greece were about as accurate as their American counterparts.

I prayed that the rain would hold off until after the trip. Judging by the darkening sky, that did not seem likely. 

The bus trundled through the town towards the remains of the great columns. The guide announced, just like last time, that these columns had once been adorned with golden eagles. I looked at the columns and tried to imagine them. I wondered what had happened to them. Had they been destroyed or melted down by some conquering army? Or did they lay buried under several feet of earth and rock? Lost to the sands of time?

I had a couple of Dimitri’s notebooks with me. The one about the dig, and the recently found notebook number eight. I had been reading that at night before I went to bed. King Lykaonas had just gone off to fight Sparta’s war.  After some research on the internet I knew which one it was. It had not gone well for Sparta. I wondered what happened to the king. 

The story read like a novel, and I found myself getting caught up in events from long ago that may or may not have happened. I had not reconciled within myself if these notebooks were translations of a true account or merely more mythology. 

I knew that Lykaonas had existed. The myths surrounding him said he was the first lycanthrope. Judging by the events that had begun to unfold within the notebook, I would not be surprised to discover that there was truth there. But I doubted that a god had been involved, which led me to ask the question, what actually happened? I hoped that somewhere there would be some answers.

A rumble of thunder echoed in the mountains as the bus stopped and the door slid open. Our guide glanced at the sky and decided that any threat was negligible. With a motion of his hand, we followed him up the hill. As we passed the columns, he began to speak.

“The historian, Pausanias, wrote in his description of Greece about his trip to Arcadia. He spoke of a ceremony in which human entrails were offered as sacrifice. In return one man would be transformed into Wolf.”

That caught my attention, and I paused. I raised my hand, unsure of how to get his attention. He stopped mid-sentence and nodded at me.

“You said only one man could become a wolf. Why only one? And are you sure of that?” 

“Yes indeed. The accounts we have are very specific. Only one man may follow in the king’s footsteps. There have been no accounts of more than one person becoming Wolf.’

I laughed nervously. “You say that as though you believe that such a thing is possible.”

He smiled enigmatically. “It has been a legend amongst the Arcadians of old. It is believed that the men of those days, because of their righteousness and piety, were guests of the gods, eating at the same board. The good were openly honored by the gods, and sinners were openly visited with their wrath. It is also believed that in those days men were changed to gods. Aristaeus, Britomartis of Crete, Heracles, the son of Alcmena, Amphiaraus, the son of Oicles, in addition to Polydeuces and Castor.”

“So one might believe that Lykaonas was turned into a beast, and Niobe, the daughter of Tantalus, into a stone. Sadly in this day and age, no longer do men turn into gods, except in the flattering words addressed to despots.”

“So you do believe the story then?” I asked. He nodded and continued.

“All through the ages, many events that have occurred in the past, and even some that occur today, have been discredited because of the lies built upon a foundation of fact. As I said, with regards to this place and these rites, it is believed that since the time of Lykaonas a man has changed into a wolf at the sacrifice to Lycaean Zeus. It is said that the change is not for life if, when he is a wolf, he abstains from human flesh. After nine years he becomes a man again. But if he tastes human flesh, he remains a beast for ever.”

I was astounded that here was someone, finally, offering me answers. I was speechless. He seemed to see my inner struggle and waited for me to catch up. The other tourists, all six of them, seemed to find our conversation interesting as well and waited along with him.

“So, for that nine-year period, they are wolves. Can they transform into humans?”

“The term lycanthropy is derived from King Lykaonas. Did you know this?” he asked. At my nod he continued. “Very good. The belief is that for that initial nine years they are only wolves. If they do not abstain and eat of human flesh they become the beast forever. However, it is also believed that they become two-natured. Werewolves, I believe it is called.”

I nodded. My mind was swirling; there was so much I needed to ask, but I couldn’t without giving too much away. I was not sure what had happened to my brothers. But judging from the secrecy surrounding the rites, the locals believed that the Lykaia would transform Man into Wolf.  I doubted that it would be appreciated that an American had figured some things out. It occurred to me suddenly that things were a lot more dangerous than I had expected.

“I know I asked already, but you are sure that only one person can become a wolf?”

“Absolutely,” he said. He looked me in the eyes when he said it. I had no reason to believe that he doubted what he said.

“What if there were more than one person at the ceremony? Two for instance. Could two people become Wolf?”

He frowned and suddenly looked quite sad. “No,” was all he said.

“Why not?”

“Do you know the story of King Lykaonas?”

“Yes,” I said.

“He was transformed into a wolf for offering up a human boy as sacrifice to Zeus. The ceremony follows that account.”

I suddenly got a very sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. “Only one may become Wolf because in the story, only the king became a wolf,” I said.

“Yes. And since the rites follow that account, for one to become Wolf, another must die.” 
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From the moment he first saw her, nothing in his life was ever the same. Every day he would go with Orcho to the clearing near the massive oak tree. Each day he would work on his magic. Sometimes she would show herself. Sometimes she wouldn’t. No matter what, he knew she was always there. Listening. Watching.

She helped him with the pronunciation of the words so that the magic he invoked worked truly the first time. No more did he bungle his efforts. And no more did he cause anything to die. 

He learned that each death, no matter how small, pained her. It had been the death of a caterpillar that had caught her attention. It amazed him that something so insignificant should attract her. But as he came to know her, that surprise melted away like dew under the summer sun.  

The task his father set him had confounded him that day. But with her help, several brightly colored butterflies danced over the glen, pirouetting from flower to flower. He could manage the task with ease now. In fact, it was so mundane that it  no longer held his interest.

The red and black pages of the book called to him. He wanted to explore their secrets, but lessons brutally learned were hard to forget. The spider web of scars on his back faded to silver as the summers passed by. And yet each time his fingers grazed the pages those scars tingled.

The day before his sixteenth birthday, he was lying in the late summer sun letting his mind drift along like the high wispy clouds that trailed over the azure sky. He felt her before he saw her. It was always like that. A subtle change in air pressure that would cause his ears to pop.  He opened his mouth and flexed his jaw to ease the ache the change caused. 

“You are waiting for me?” she asked as she lay down next to him on the blanket. She had done this before. It did not surprise him now. However, that did not prevent his body from reacting to her presence.

He had loved her from that first day. Even though he did not know truly what that entailed. As he matured and learned the ways of a man and woman his imaginings of her changed. 

He had grown taller over the summer. Nearly six feet now. The village girls looked at him in admiration. His father was the high priest, as he would some day be. But that was not what caught their attention. He knew that. But he didn’t care. There was only one woman that he wanted. 

“Tomorrow is my birthday,” he said letting his hand trail down her back. She wore green. That is all she ever wore. Sometimes, it was a coarsely woven textile, while others it was soft as silk. No matter what it was, it was green and had within it the image of oak leaves. 

She often had leaves tangled in her hair, like she had been rolling in them. But the silken strands were never snarled. Instead they seemed to hold their treasure as though for safekeeping. It had puzzled him at first. But like so many things about her, he accepted she was not of this world. And so, normal rules did not apply to her. 

She did not age. He had no idea how old she was, but he had come to suspect she was the dryad mentioned by the first Stavros.  Those accounts were not dated, but he knew they were several thousand years old.

“I shall never understand the human fixation with celebrating the diminishing years of one’s life,” she said in answer to his statement. 

He smiled. Of course she would feel that way. He was human with only a finite amount of years given to him. She was eternal. Had always been, and he suspected, would always be.

“It is something we do,” he shrugged. “Tomorrow I will be a man.”

“Are you not one already?” she asked, raising her head and regarding him with emerald green eyes.

“I suppose. But tomorrow it will be official.”

“Ah, ceremonies. I understand.” And he knew she did.

“Will you give me a gift?” he asked, smiling

She raised her head again and narrowed her eyes. “Be careful what you ask for, my love. Nothing is ever as simple as it appears.”

“It was only a question,” he said

“No it wasn’t. You ask something of me. It is not something I often give. Should I give it to you, much will be expected in return.”

“I would gladly give you all I have. All I am,” he said ardently

“There is something I want from you. Would you give me that?” she asked, looking at him intently, as if trying to divine his thoughts.

“Of course. Anything.”

She smiled at him then. A smile of such brilliance that he had to offer one in return. She sat up and ran her hand through the fur of the wolf. The Omega closed his eyes in pleasure at her touch. 

“Return to your pack,” she said, letting her hand drop. The wolf rose and trotted across the glade. With one last look he melted into the shadows of the trees. Lost to the woods as if he had never been. 

She rose as well, and took his hand. He stood and followed her under the boughs of the oak tree. And there in the shadows Stavros became a man, several hours before it was official.
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It was spring. Her mother was gone. But she was always gone then. For as long as Accalia could remember, it was so. The winter rains would come and flood the earth. Just when everyone had reached the end of their patience, the rains would abate, and spring would descend.

With her daughter in tow she walked to her mother’s cottage. The earth was cool beneath her feet. The trees wore a fresh coating of moss while a green nimbus hazed over their branches.

“See, dearest,” she said directing her daughter’s gaze upwards. “Soon the leaves will unfurl.” Already the crocuses had pushed their way up from beneath the damp soil. A blush of pink along with a tinge of purple lined the roots of the massive trees. 

Her mother’s home was simple and consisted of intertwined branches beneath the boughs of an ancient oak tree. Vines and creepers covered the structure, affording privacy to its inhabitants.

She knew her mother was gone before she ever pushed open the door. She had suspected as much, but had hoped differently. The ocean had told her that her husband was returning to her. But that was all. She did not know when. Or in what condition she would find him. 

The naiads said only “he traveled.” They did not concern themselves with human affairs beyond that. To question them was pointless.

He had been gone five years. In that time their daughter had grown into a young girl. She spoke constantly and learned all her mother and grandmother had to teach her. In fact Accalia’s mother was most pleased with the girl. The queen was glad for that. She had worried what would happen when she gave her magic to her daughter. But it seemed that her fears were for naught. The magic had claimed her early, eager to take root in the girl who seemed a gifted conduit. 

The wolves now numbered over sixty. Fifty of them were males, while twelve were females. Ten had been born to the Alpha, while the Beta bore only males. It was an arrangement that the brown wolf accepted long ago.  

The queen often spent time with the Beta female. She knew the seeds of rebellion still lay in her heart. The Beta resented her mother taking the lives of her daughters. But she was Wolf. She was more than that, she was Pack. And Pack law ruled. 

Accalia knew the time was coming when the brown would have to leave with her mate and form their own pack. She would miss them, but it was for the best. She had done all she could to make them strong and healthy. Having never known starvation or sickness, the wolves had grown larger and stronger than any wolves ever had. 

Her mother noticed and looked in askance at her only once. The queen simply nodded and walked away. She knew that she meddled in things she should not and worried what her mother would think. 

It was with a great sigh of relief that her mother attended the next birth and offered a blessing. She wanted all those that dwelt in her woods to grow and thrive. It made sense that she would approve. 

Now, as she looked at the abandoned cottage, the queen sighed. There was so much she wanted to discuss with her. The king was returning. She could practically feel him growing closer to her. They had not parted on the best of terms. Would he love her still? Would he take her in his arms as he had before? Would she be welcome in his bed? These were all things that worried her and furrowed her brow. 

Their daughter rummaged through her mother’s cabinet. She knew that there was often maple candy there. Her grandmother left it there for her. With a glad cry she found the secret stash and plopped herself on the narrow bed to enjoy it.

Accalia sat down in her mother’s favorite chair and smiled at the image of her daughter. She had black hair like her father, but she had clear green eyes like her grandmother. A small birthmark in the shape of an oak leaf sat between her shoulder blades. 

The queen had the same mark. Or so she was told, as she was unable to see it. It branded them as members of their line. Dryad. She well knew what her mother was, though if anyone asked she was reluctant to admit to it. It was one thing to suspect, but an entirely different thing to know. She had learned the hard way that people did not often like what was different.

A tremor ran through the forest like a ripple in a pond after a stone had been cast. The white wolf and her gray mate appeared at the door. Their ears were cocked and they stood expectantly.

“He has arrived, hasn’t he?” she asked the wolves. 

They could not answer, but then they did not need to. She knew. With a sigh she grabbed her daughter’s sticky hand and walked back towards the fortress. It would be a while yet before he made his way from the ship to the keep. She would see to it that all was prepared for him. 

The animals that were set aside for food were slaughtered. It was just as well that her mother was gone.  She hated having to explain her husband’s habit of eating meat. The queen only ate that which the earth produced, as did their daughter. It grieved her to shed blood, but like so many things, she did it for her husband.

Those that had stayed behind to guard the land readied themselves for the return of the king. Armor was polished to a high sheen, while the king’s colors were draped from windows and ledges. 

The she-wolves were tending pups and so were kenneled. The white female did not like being confined, but she allowed it. The males prowled, ghosting silently through the woods. The smell of roasting meat made them restless.

They roamed far and wide to hunt, taking only that which would not be missed, leaving the strong and the young alone. They had been raised this way. Their queen had explained it to them and since she was Pack, they obeyed. 

As the sun sank below the waters, the distant light of the stars twinkled. The moon was new, and so she hid her face from view, allowing the constellations to fully show their grandeur. 

She waited for him in her finest silks. The shoes upon her feet were encrusted with enough jewels to feed the entire village of Ano Karyes for a year. The emerald at her throat was as big as her fist and flickered with green fire as she moved. 

Her maid had washed and scrubbed her until her skin shone pink and her scalp tingled. The fortress was in grand shape. Over the years she had added to it, surmising that is what he would have wanted. She had ordered caves to be cleared below the keep, to house food, when times were plenty, and people, should invaders arrive.

The land had flourished. She hoped he would be proud of her efforts, and yet still she worried. Once more she ached for her mother. She would know what to do. She would make things right. 

Finally, just when she thought she would go mad from the waiting, the signal was given. The king had arrived. It was all she could do to keep herself from rising from the throne and running out into the courtyard. But that would not befit a queen. He had told her this often and drilled into her head how a lady should act. She would not disappoint him on his first day returned.

The doors to the great hall opened. His banner men entered, haggard and lean, and far fewer in number than when they had left. She rose then, shocked to see their condition. Over eight hundred men had sailed that day. Unless there were more outside, less than two hundred returned. 

A part formed in the crowd, and her king walked towards her. He had aged dramatically in the years he had been gone. An angry scar tugged at his right eye, winding its way towards his ear. She gasped when she saw it, her hand itching to run along it, to heal it, as she knew she could.

She took a step, but the look in his eyes stilled her. They swirled like gray thunderclouds. 

“I did not expect to find you here,” he said as he walked towards her.

“Where else would I be?” she asked. “This is my home. You are my king. I promised to protect your realm while you were gone.” She spread her arms indicating the keep and the healthy state of those around her. “I hope that all meets your satisfaction.”

“Yes. Everything I see, save that which stands before me, is most pleasing,” he said callously.

She gasped as though struck. “How have I displeased you?” 

He snorted and held out his hand. A woman walked up next to him. She had with her a small boy and a babe so newly delivered that her stomach was still swelled with remembered pregnancy.

“I only ever asked you for a son. You denied me that,” he said, coming to stand just before her. The woman who followed would not meet the queen’s eyes. This angered her. She had never known true anger before, and so had no idea how to control it.

“What have you done?” she asked.

“What you would not,” he said with satisfaction. Just then the boy looked up with storm grey eyes. The perfect miniature of his father.
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The blood rushed through my veins. I could hear its current in my ears. I had entertained the idea of lycanthropy purely as a means to disprove it. My instincts had been whispering to me, and I had ignored them. I could not accept the idea, and so I steadfastly refused to. But I just couldn’t deny it anymore. The guide’s words had the ring of truth. And when all else is removed, all that remains is the truth, no matter how much I may want to deny it.

I had asked him a question, and he had answered. It was not the answer that I had hoped for, but it was the answer that fit all the evidence. Dimitri had been sacrificed so that Ciro could become Wolf. Whether or not that had been Dimitri’s intent was irrelevant. 

It certainly seemed to fill in a few missing puzzle pieces. Ciro’s phone was still in use. Dimitri’s was not. A brown wolf prowled the countryside with my brother’s blue eyes. No matter how much I may have wanted to, it was becoming impossible to ignore the evidence.

Pain wrapped around my heart, threatening to overwhelm me. The guide looked at me quizzically as I struggled. I put my sunglasses on and walked away. I knew it was rude to do so, but I could not speak. And anything I did say would be incoherent.

I wanted to run off into the woods, tearing at my clothes and throwing dirt in my hair like the maenads of old. They raved in honor of their god Dionysus. I wanted to rave in my grief.

I sat on the remainder of a wall, one that had been there since before the Romans had set their sandals in these woods, and took great gulps of air. I needed to get myself together. I could not break down now. There was too much to do. The image of my mother surfaced. I squashed it down mercilessly. This news would devastate her. I could not think about that now.

I needed to find out where Dimitri was. If there was anything left….I paused. My stomach turned. I ran down into the woods and emptied its contents. I had taken part in many autopsies. Bodies that had been left in water and not found for days had a special kind of odor that never really went away. And yet I had never become sick while I worked.

Now as I considered finding pieces and parts of Dimitri, I lost all my hard won composure. I wanted to scream. This is not what I had expected to find when I came to Greece. Honestly, I had expected to find them shacked up with a couple of girls, lost to a haze of love, completely oblivious to the outside world. I had never truly believed that I wouldn’t find them alive.

That one had died so the other could become Wolf was not something my mind hastened to accept. In fact it rebelled. I rose and swiped my hand over my eyes in an attempt to dash away the tears. Taking a deep drink from my water bottle, I rinsed my mouth and spit the water out. It dripped down the trunk of a tree and puddled in a paw print. 

I had seen a print like this before, in the alley behind my brothers’ apartment. I knelt and brushed away the leaves. I found several more prints. Along the trunk of the tree, caught in the bark, were hairs. Brown wolf hairs. 

I stood again and looked around. I saw nothing but serene woodland. The clouds overhead lent a gray cast to the area, but that was all. No wolf eyes peering at me from the dim. I sighed and headed back toward the clearing.

Forcing my emotions down, I shifted my mind into work mode. I would deal with my grief later, but for now I had a job to do. If what I believed was true, I still had one living brother. I meant to find him.

The ash altar beckoned to me. I would have my samples this time. As I crested the hill the remainder of the group strolled down the other side towards the hippodrome. I smiled in grim satisfaction.

I nearly ran to the altar. I would not have much time. Taking the baggies from my pack, I gathered up a sample of ash. Then I dug around, for what, I was not sure. I found several bone fragments. They were so small, it was impossible to tell what they were from. But each of them bore scorch marks. A larger piece farther down had several deep grooves.

It took me only a moment to realize that they had been caused by teeth, and I suspected by wolf teeth. I looked around surreptitiously and slipped all I had collected into my bag. I still had a few moments before the rest of the tour group returned, and so I continued my search.

A glint of green caught my eye. I grabbed the edge of the altar and leaned in. I didn’t even look at what I grabbed, I just put it in my pack. I could hear the group returning. I didn’t bother to jump up. Instead I just sat there waiting for the group to come to me, as I knew they would.

“I see you found the altar,” the guide said as he stood next to me. 

“Yes,” I said. It was all I could manage.

“Ah. Pausanias spoke of this also. He said he knew of the rites and the altar, but he was hesitant to disturb it. ‘Let it be as it had always been,’ he said.” The guide looked at me. 

I looked back unblinking. I didn’t intend to lie, but neither did I intend to volunteer anything. I needed answers. If no one would give them to me, I would take them.

“You seem troubled,” he said softly, as the rest of the group milled about.

I sighed and nodded. I had no idea what to tell him. What would I say? “I am worried that one brother is dead and the other is a wolf.” But I guess, in light of everything, this man would likely understand more than others would. 

“I came to Greece to try to figure some things out,” I said.

“And have you?” he asked gently.

“No,” I said, with a long sigh. My shoulders slumped. My eyes burned as fresh tears threatened. 

He nodded and looked at the altar like he too was trying to divine its secrets. 

I felt he was waiting for me to speak, but I couldn’t. I didn’t know if I could trust this man. And I knew that once I started talking, the words would flow out like water released from a dam. If Dimitri was dead, I had no idea who killed him, or how he died? Therefore, until I could start narrowing down the pool of possibilities, everyone was suspect.

I excused myself and wandered away. Now that I had temporarily stamped down my grief, my mind was reeling. If Ciro was still alive and out there, according to the legend, he would be a wolf for nine years. If he refrained from eating human flesh, he would be fully restored at the end of that period. If he didn’t, then he would become two-natured, a lycanthrope in its truest form.

I contemplated how I would find him, and once I did, then what? Would he recognize me? Could I communicate with him? Or did the beast rule during that initial time? If not, how on earth could I get him back to the States? I couldn’t ship a 200 lb wolf to the US from a country that was not supposed to even have wolves.

I quickly cast that idea aside. There was no way to get him out of the country using legal means. And I had no idea how to smuggle him out. I doubted that I could post an ad on Craig’s list. ”Wanted: one animal smuggler, to export a large werewolf from Greece to Ohio.” I snorted in laughter at the thought. If that laughter had a tinge of hysteria to it, I staunchly ignored it.

Taking a deep breath, I decided that the best route was to keep him here and keep him under guard. If he abstained, in nine years he would be returned to us. He would be 30 then, and his child would have spent its formative years with his father in the form of a wolf, locked in a cage. 

I ran my hand through my hair, astounded by that. “This is insane,” I whispered to myself as I wandered down the hill towards the prairie dedicated to Pan.  I strolled around, letting my mind process what I had learned and trying to come to terms with what I must do. 

The clouds parted for a moment, allowing a shaft of sunlight to dance across the wildflowers. A glint of gold near a pile of rocks caught my eye. I frowned and walked towards it. I knelt and cleared the dirt away. An ancient inscription about a dryad named Erato was carved into the base. This was an altar to Pan, and Erato served him. I filed that away for later as I brushed aside some weeds, looking for the flash of gold I had seen.

I found it lying in the dirt, a golden chain with a saint’s medallion hanging from it. I knew this necklace well. My mother had given it to Dimitri at his confirmation. 
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The sky was weeping; the distant sound of thunder gave voice to its lament. And then it was sobbing, a sheeting downpour of rain that soaked me to the bone in a matter of minutes.  I ran to the tour bus along with the others in my group. Together we huddled in the warmth of the heaters and watched as the sky gave testament to the inner turmoil that I could not. 

In the mountains flash floods were common. We would need to be careful. So, it was decided that we would drive down to Ano Karyes and wait out the rain. I had planned on going there anyway and was not upset by this decision. 

We dashed from the bus to the restaurant. Like last time, most of the group fanned out at the tables. I took a seat at the bar. The same bartender was there. I wondered if he would remember me. And if he did, would he be as circumspect as last time? 

I sat down, ran a hand through my soaking wet curls and looked around. The mural that I had seen last time cast its spell over me again. But this time I knew the reason for that feeling of oddness. The wolves that prowled the gloom stared back with human eyes. 

It seemed the people of Ano Karyes knew a lot more than they were telling. I grabbed the camera out of my bag and snapped off a few photos. I wanted to show Illyanna. I told her I would keep her informed. I intended to do just that. 

But if I were honest, there was a much more basic reason for my need to share my discoveries. Illyanna was the only one I could truly talk to about all of this. My mother was not an option. Arthur, would think it was “cool” and rush in to help solve the mystery, as if this were an episode of Scooby Doo. Only the meddling dog was a 200 pound werewolf.  I could not endanger him like that.

I would have to tell Illyanna what I suspected about Dimitri. At that thought a lump formed in my throat. He couldn’t be dead. This became a litany that I was lost to for several minutes before I realized that the bartender was standing before me.

My emotions must have been stark on my face for he looked at me with concern and sympathy. I doubted that he knew what I was thinking, but I was sure he knew what I was feeling. 

I managed a weak smile and ordered the special. I didn’t even know what it was. I didn’t care. “Do you have a towel, by any chance?” I asked. He blinked at me, so I repeated myself in Greek “Échete mia petséta ?”

“A, nai . Káno̱,” he replied, handing me a clean white towel. I thanked him and proceeded to try to dry myself. My hair was a lost cause, but I still tried to at least absorb the extra water out of it, so it would quit dripping down my back like a leaky faucet. 

As I dried my hair I looked down at the floor and saw the wolf symbol in the tile. Casting a glance at the bartender to make sure he wasn’t watching, I snapped off a couple of pictures of this also. There was something about this symbol.

The bartender spoke English. He had last time, but I knew it wasn’t very good. So, switching to Greek, I thanked him for the food when he sat it before me. 

“That’s an interesting pattern on the floor. Does it mean anything?” I asked. I had decided that I was finished waiting for answers. Either he would tell me what he knew, or he wouldn’t. But I could no longer afford to wait. 

He raised an eyebrow and glanced towards the floor. “It is the symbol for the cult of Zeus Lycaios.” 

I hadn’t expected him to actually tell me and so was stunned for a moment. “What does that mean?” I asked when I recovered.

“One of his priests is right over there. Why don’t you ask him?” I turned around to follow his pointing finger. To my amazement the man who had been our guide stood up and walked over. 

I sat on my stool gaping. Finally, I remembered myself and closed my mouth with a snap. I could not tell how old he was, but I guessed late fifties. His dark hair was liberally salted with silver. Deep brown eyes that had regarded me with sympathy earlier now looked at me in speculation. 

The bartender, whose name I still had not thought to get, walked away when the guide arrived. “I am told you are a priest for the cult of Zeus Lycaios,” I said. I decided I would just ask. Hopefully, as with the bartender, he would answer.

“I am,” he said. Pulling up his sleeve, he showed me a tattoo on the inside of his forearm that perfectly matched the symbol on the floor. 

All I could think to say was “oh.” 

He sat down next to me as he rolled his sleeve back down. “What is it you would like to know?” he asked. Reaching across the bar he poured himself a cup of coffee. He didn’t add anything to it, choosing to drink it black.

“I am here on vacation. The Lykaia interests me. I am just curious, that’s all. I was hoping you could tell me a bit about it.” I smiled. I didn’t attempt to flirt with him. My skill in that area was sadly lacking. But I could speak Greek like a native, and I knew how to be polite. That, as my mother always said, would make anyone welcome, no matter where they roamed. 

“I’m sorry, I don’t even know your name.”

He smiled his sad smile before he answered. “Stavros.”
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Pain is one of those things that must be experienced to be understood. And the pain of a broken heart is like no other. In all her years nothing had ever prepared her for it. She gasped as the love she had for him shattered, splintering into a thousand pieces. Irreparably broken. Never to be salvaged. 

The woman that stood at his side finally looked up. The queen was not sure what she expected to see, but pain that nearly mirrored her own was not it. The woman did not speak. Instead she brushed her heavy dark hair away from her neck. Turning her head, she revealed a small tattoo. 

The queen had never seen the symbol before, but she knew what it meant. This woman was goddess marked. She had been a priestess. 

“Where did you find this woman?” the queen asked. That she finally spoke with the authority of her station was lost on her, but not on those around her.

The king bristled at being questioned, but replied none the less. “She is a spoil of war. We fought hard to take the city. When we finally did, the King of Sparta gifted me with her. Our union has been most fruitful.” He smirked, resting his hand on the shoulder of the boy.

“Care you not that she is a priestess?” the queen asked. 

“Why should I?” he responded. “I have had enough of women’s superstitions to last me several lifetimes. She was given to me. That is all I am concerned with. And she doesn’t run around barefoot like a forest nymph.”

The queen flinched. She did not care that he compared her to a nymph. Her mother was one. It did not carry the insult that he intended it to. No, it was not his words that hurt her, but the tone with which he said them. Disdain. 

The woman took two steps forward and threw herself at the queen’s feet. Accalia could not understand her words, but she understood her plea. This was not her home. None of this had been her choice. Having been goddess-touched, she recognized the queen for what she was and begged for mercy.

Accalia looked from the sobbing woman back to her husband. “You would set me aside? Deny our daughter her birthright?” she asked calmly. 

Her anger was building. It was a foreign feeling. But the heat of it felt good. She nursed it to a roaring flame. 

“I already have,” was all he said. And then he laughed. That like no other firmed her resolve. The priestess that knelt before her knew what the queen was. It was about time the king did.

“Bring me my daughter,” she said to her maid, and then she slipped her feet out of the jewel encrusted slippers, tore the crown from her head and tossed it to the floor. It rang with the sound of metal meeting stone, scattering twinkling jewels across the throne room like fallen stars.

She released the ties that bound the dress about her shoulders. It puddled around her in a shimmering mound, leaving her in nothing but her silken shift. 

As she walked out of the throne room, no queen had ever been so regal.
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His birthday dawned bright and clear. The sunlight streamed through his window, dancing across his eyelids, demanding his attention. As always, he awoke to the familiar feel of Orcho sleeping next to him. 

The bed was huge, but even still the wolf took more than his fair share. It had not been such an issue when Stavros was small, but now that he was growing, it made for tight quarters. And yet Stavros could not bear to think of him sleeping anywhere else. 

He rose and stretched aching muscles, smiling as he remembered the encounter under the old oak tree. He had pledged his love to her, heart, mind and body, and yet he still did not know her name. She said only that she had several. If he required her to have a name, he should think of one. Otherwise, she would not volunteer one.

Names had power. He knew that and suspected that was why she was loath to reveal hers. That she did not trust him hurt a little. But again, he reminded himself, she was not of this world. Normal rules did not apply. If he wanted to be with her, this was one of the things he would have to accept. 

He sighed as he brushed the hair away from his face. The image of her flared before his mind’s eye. Long sable hair and true green eyes. She was beautiful. For a moment he was lost to the thought of her.  

The black Omega woke suddenly and stared at the door. He did not growl, but he was very alert. Someone was approaching. Stavros turned in time to see one of the priests open the door.

“Good. You are awake,” he said. “We are all waiting for you.” And with that he turned and left.

Stavros, no longer a boy, dressed and left the room. He did not need to be told where they were waiting. He knew. The oak panel clicked open when he touched it. The great wolf padded along behind him as he descended the stairs to the rooms below. And still this was not it. Nor was the hidden room where he practiced magic.

No, they had gathered in the caves below the great house. In times past they had been used for surplus food storage. In times of invasion the entire population of Ano Karyes had hidden there. 

He grabbed a lantern from a hook, lit the wick and waited as the flame caught and grew. Closing the lid, he held the light out in front of him as he walked the path. He knew the way, though he had only been shown once. 

“On the day of your Calling you must walk this path unaided,” his father had said. “If you are unable to find the hidden cave, then you are not worthy to take the mark.” He had been twelve and yet he remembered every step as if it had been yesterday. His entire future hinged on him being able to find the room. He would not fail.

The wolf trotted along behind him. He was not allowed to aid Stavros, but he was allowed to accompany him. That everyone accepted that where one went so too did the other no longer surprised him. Orchomenus was his, just as he was Orcho’s. They had their own pack, though no one knew the extent of their friendship.

Most often people mistook Orcho for an overgrown dog. But Stavros knew he was no pet. Somewhere under that fur was a man. Orcho was a lycanthrope. It was a fact that the boy grew up knowing. And one that the man would never forget.

He stopped, feeling the change in air currents. He knew was going in the right direction. Somewhere along the way these caves exited on the back side of the mountains. Only the priests knew this. It was how the brothers arrived and departed every nine years without being seen. 

There were too many of them to stay here all the time. Most of them had lives, jobs and mates elsewhere. Some of them chose to live their lives as Wolf, only becoming Man when the ceremony demanded that they must. Orcho was one of those wolves. 

Unlike the other wolves that stayed in animal form, Orcho did not have a pack or a mate. He was Omega. It simply never occurred to him to assume that such a thing was possible. Now that Stavros had known what it was like to have a love, he wondered if Orcho had missed having a family. It was something he would have to ask him. But that was a conversation for another day. 

Now, he had to concentrate on finding the hidden room. He closed his eyes and let his mind drift. He knew it was close. To the right he decided. And without allowing himself to question his decision, he simply began walking. 

The cave ahead was dark. If anyone was in there, they spoke not a word. Stavros entered, lifting his lantern high. The roof of the cave stretched into the dark above him. The squeak of bats could be heard. The nose-wrinkling smell of their guano hung sweetly on the air. The great black wolf sneezed several times and whined at the odor that was several times more potent to his lupine nose.

Stavros patted him on the head and spoke. “I have come to take my rightful place as a priest. To the outside world we will hold the Lykaia in honor of Zeus Lycaios and profess to be his priests. But to the wolves that we guard we are known as the Priests of the Sons of Lykaonas. Long may they live.”

Nine other lanterns flared into life. His father stood in the center of the ring of light. The wolf king and his brothers wore their lupine form proudly. His father walked towards him with a grim smile on his face. 

“You are no longer my son. From this day forward you are a priest. In two years time you will take your place as high priest and lead the rites that ensure the lives of the fifty brothers. Do you solemnly swear to bear this charge to your dying day?” 

“I do,” Stavros said.

“Do you swear to set aside your own desires for the good of the pack?” he was asked.

“I do,” he answered again

“Do you swear to guard their secrets from the outside world, taking whatever measure is necessary to ensure their survival?” his father queried.

“I do. To all these things, I agree,” he said, no longer just man.

“Very well. Let me see your arm,” he was told.

Stavros knew what was coming. He could smell the hot iron. And still when the brand touched him his screams echoed down the corridors, startling the bats that hung among the stalactites.

After the burn healed, it was inked. When the bandages were finally removed, a black wolf baying at a full moon was revealed, forever marking Stavros as a priest of the Cult of the Sons of Lykaonas. 
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The storm that had showered us with its despair now vented its rage. The trees swayed at dangerous angles. Those that were too old and brittle snapped, the sound echoing in the mountains like a gunshot. The lights in the restaurant flickered as the unsteady stream of electricity floundered. The windows rattled. The wind whistled around the shutters as mid-day was turned to night.

I sat at the bar with Stavros, the priest, and wondered what I should ask and what he would tell me. His smile was genuine, though tinged with sadness. I didn’t think he would lie to me like the bartender had. But I could not be sure.

I was sure that the citizens of Ano Karyes knew more than they were telling. And judging by the age of some of the artifacts scattered about, they had been keeping up this ruse for centuries. 

“The bartender told me that his family had owned this restaurant, in one form or another, for countless generations. Has your family been around so long?” I asked, taking a sip of my tea.

He nodded, his brows furrowing as he thought. “My family has been here since the time of Lykaonas. Or at least that is what I am told.”

“You don’t believe that?” I asked confused.

“Oh no, that’s not what I said.” I waited for him to elaborate. When he didn’t, I forged ahead.

“What does a priest of Zeus do?” I asked. “I see there is a christian church just up the hill. Do people still worship Zeus?”

“The cult of Zeus Lycaios is old. But his worship is not what it once was. As for me, I do not follow him. I hold his rites, and I adhere to tradition. I’m afraid that is all I am able to offer you.”  He rose abruptly and nodded at me. It appeared our conversation was at an end. I sighed in frustration. I had learned absolutely nothing. 

The storm, for all its ferocity, quickly blew itself out. Stavros, once more in his role as guide, assured us that when the roads dried a bit we would leave. Until then, feel free to enjoy the rest of the town.

I laughed a little at that. There was only a handful of buildings. I was dubious as to what else the town had to offer. 

The air outside the restaurant had that fresh crisp taste that only occurs after it rains. Water dripped from branches in a steady tattoo, while small rivulets ran along the main road, trickling down the mountain to join a larger stream nearby.

The gravel of the road was wet, but it saved me from having to walk in the mud. I looked up the hill towards the church and frowned. Almost unbidden, my feet began to carry me towards it.

It was a small building and lacked the round dome that would have marked it as a Greek Orthodox church. Instead it almost looked like a small Southern Baptist church. Not such an unusual thing in the States, but it was really odd in the mountains of Greece.

The walls were white plaster with a red-tile roof. Double doors of oak took up the majority of the front of the building. There was no stained glass, just clear panes. I could tell there were no lights on and wondered if I would find those doors locked.

Two wooden steps led to the doors. I stepped up and tried the handle. The door swung open easily. I stopped, turned and looked around, to see if anyone was watching. The street was still pretty much deserted. Quickly, I slipped inside and shut the door behind me.

There is a special kind of quiet that only an empty church can have. Everything seems hushed, almost as if in expectant anticipation. What the anticipation might be for varied from belief to belief. 

I walked through the tiny church, taking in the wooden pews with the blue hymnals lined up neatly. It all looked very nice. And very staged. I scooted one of the blue books over. It left behind a clean spot, where the dust had settled around it. These books had not been moved in a while, I realized. And they were all that way. I walked down a row and nudged each book. Each one left behind a dust-free space.

“Curious,” I whispered to myself, hesitant to disturb the stillness by speaking too loudly.

Cautiously, I walked towards the front of the church and the altar there. It was covered in a blue cloth edged in silver. On a rail behind it were several small silver bowls, along with a large silver candelabra. 

I frowned. Something was missing. I stood behind the altar and looked down at the rows of pews, and then I realized what it was. I turned around, gazed at the wall. No cross. 

“That’s odd,” I said. 

I shifted my weight, causing the floorboards to creak beneath me. I eased back and forth. The board I stood on wobbled a bit. I stepped back and toed the blue rug out of the way. Beneath was an iron pull that was used to raise the trap door that had been hidden under the rug. I knelt and grabbed the ring. The door lifted with ease, showing that it was used often. A ladder descended into the darkness below. I pushed the door open all the way. It must have triggered a switch, for suddenly the tunnel was flooded with light.

The shaft down looked like it had been carved out of solid bedrock. Plain stone walls showing chisel marks from its creation surrounded the ladder. The floor was bare dirt. I squinted but could not tell if there were footprints. My fingers itched to grab the ladder and descend. 

And yet, I knelt there, debating with myself, if I should climb down or just shut the door and walk away. Like most, I had seen my fair share of horror movies and knew that if there was a noise in the basement the ones that went to look always got killed. And still I felt I had to look. I needed answers. This town was hiding something. I had a pretty good idea what that was. But if Ciro was down there, I owed it to my mother to check.  

Taking a deep breath, I turned and set my foot on the first rung of the ladder. The idea of God was one that never fit into the nice neat boxes that I favored, but that did not stop me from sending up a silent prayer that nothing would grab my ankles and drag me off into the dark. 

I reached for the handle of the door, made sure the rug would cover it when I closed it, and descended into the tunnel below. 
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The ladder rungs had been worn smooth from years of use.  This was not an abandoned tunnel. I swallowed, feeling vulnerable and exposed. I climbed down quickly, just to have the ground beneath my feet. 

Water wept down the walls to the dirt floor, making small puddles of mud. Rough hewn timbers held up the ceiling above and lined the walls for support. A bare bulb with a chain hung from the ceiling. I reached up, pulled the chain. Instantly, three more lights flashed on, illuminating the tunnel ahead for several feet. 

A moment later the light from the shaft clicked off. I presumed it was on a timer and was triggered when the trap door was opened. Thankfully, I had turned on the bare bulb overhead, or I would have been plunged into darkness when the entrance light turned off. 

There were no markings on the walls, nothing that told me which way to go, or how far the tunnel extended. I knelt down. The floor had been worn smooth, the earth hard and compacted. Still, I could make out traces of a shoe print here and there. I followed the prints for several paces, until I came to a different kind of mark.

“A paw print,” I said quietly. A very large wolf print to be exact. I swallowed and tried to calm myself. 

“I really hope I did not just crawl down into a tunnel full of werewolves,” I whispered. Despite the chill of the earth, small beads of sweat popped out on my forehead. 

“This could quite possibly be the stupidest thing I have ever done,” I mumbled ruefully. 

I stood and tried to calm my racing heart. There were no sounds that I could detect, other than the subtle trickle of water seeping down the wall. There were no ominous growls or screams of terror. Just when I began to calm down, I heard footsteps. Not in the tunnel, but in the church overhead. 

I swallowed and walked back towards the light. I pulled the cord. Instantly the tunnel went black. I forced down the scream of terror that rose in my throat at the pitch darkness. Icy cold fingers of fear trailed down my back. I kept my hand on the chain, knowing I would never be able to find it again, and listened.

I could hear heavy footfalls. Judging by the sound, there was more than one person. My breath seemed unnaturally loud in the dark stillness. I could hear them talking, their voices an aggravated mumble like a hive that had been disturbed.

“You are sure you saw her come in here?” one voice asked. I inched as close to the ladder as I could without letting go of the light chain. 

“Yes. I saw her walk up the street and go inside. I am sure of it,” the second voice said. I was not positive, but that voice sounded a lot like the bartender, whose name I still did not know.

“Well, she doesn’t appear to be here now. Did you watch her the entire time? Did you see her leave?” the first voice asked.

“No, I didn’t. I had customers to attend to. This is the second time she’s been here. She’s been asking a lot of questions.”  I heard them take a few steps forward.  I held my breath for fear it would give me away. I was sure my heart beat could be heard a mile away as it pounded in my ears.

“The second time?” The first voice asked. 

I was reasonably sure that it was Stavros. Now that I knew he was a priest, I wondered what he was doing acting as a tour guide. Was it a cover, or just something to do for fun? I suspected it was to help spread the propaganda that kept the tourists from becoming too interested in the truth, which was that Ano Karyes was hiding werewolves. 

I was not sure how Zeus played into it, if they believed that or not. Stavros said he didn’t, that he just kept the rites for the tourists. But it was obvious that the citizens had gods. The church above me was dedicated to something. I doubted it was Christ.

“Yes. She asked if there were wolves in the mountains still,” the bartender said.

“And what did you tell her?” Stavros asked. 

His voice was calm, but even from where I was, I could hear the steel in it. ‘Oh yes,’ I thought. There was much more to Stavros than he was telling me.

“I told her there wasn’t and went back to my work,” he said. “I figured that was the end of it. And then she shows up today, asking more questions.” His voice was getting louder as he spoke, agitation evident in every word. 

I heard one of them step forward. They were at the altar, standing on the trapdoor. I silently prayed that they would not open it.  If they did, I could either stand there and get caught or run off into the dark of the cave beyond. Neither option sounded good. 

“Well, we will just keep an eye on her. Check the woods. She can’t have gone far,” Stavros said. 

He was the one on the door above. I could hear him clearly. His boot scuffed on the iron handle, the metal rasping on the wood. He didn’t act surprised to find it, which just confirmed that he knew the tunnel was here. 

The man that had smiled at me with sad eyes suddenly took on an entirely new light. What did he know? Did he have anything to do with my brothers’ disappearance? Was he a werewolf? That last question stilled all my other thoughts.

No matter how hard I tried, the idea of a werewolf simply did not seem real. I now had a lot of evidence that pointed in that direction, but nothing for certain. And yet the possibility that the kindly tour guide/priest was a werewolf chilled me. I shivered in the damp cave and whispered a few more prayers.

They stepped away from the altar. I strained to hear what they were saying as their voices faded. I heard the door close. I waited a little longer, just in case. A few moments later I clicked on the light and looked down the tunnel that beckoned. For better or worse, I needed to find out what was going on. 

And so with my heart in my throat I walked down the tunnel, towards whomever or whatever lay beyond.
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The heat of her anger threatened to consume her, but oh, did it feel good. For the past five years she had spent every moment ensuring that the kingdom ran well, that the citizens were taken care of and the animals flourished. She had done it all for him. She even considered giving up her magic, so that she could give him a son.

Somewhere along the way he had convinced her that their daughter was not good enough. That only a boy child could adequately run the kingdom. Hadn’t she proven the falsehood to that statement? Hadn’t she run the realm far better than he had or ever would?

All these things swirled in her head as she stepped outside, clad only in her silken shift. It was high summer, the solstice just a few days off. The new moon hid her face. Even she seemed reluctant to look upon the king. 

He had betrayed her, she screamed silently. Had he ever loved her at all? Even a little? Or was she just an object of his lust? Or greed? Was she simply another item to be acquired and once so possessed, to be discarded?

He called the priestess a spoil of war. He did not even consider her worthy enough to be called queen, and yet that did not stop him from rutting with her like an animal until she whelped. 

The thought of them together turned the roaring flame of her anger into an inferno. Thunder rumbled in the distance in answer to her inner maelstrom. 

“Mother!” she screamed, throwing her head back and venting her rage. 

Lightning arced and struck an ancient oak tree, rending it in two. The flash turned deep night into false day. In that moment she saw the eye shine of the wolves. Her wolves. They had started out as his, but they had claimed her. And she them. She was Pack.

The gray Alpha trotted up to her and nosed her hand. He whimpered low in his throat, concerned over his mistress’s anger. He had never seen her this way and was unsure how to react to it. 

The queen ran her hands through the wolf’s fur and showed him in a way that he could understand, the betrayal of the king. The wolf growled, low and menacing. He then showed her in violent images of blood and death how one dealt with an enemy.

Wolves did not think in terms of hate or revenge. They thought only of what was good for the pack. If one was threatened by an outsider, that interloper was killed. If the Alpha was challenged, it was a fight to the death.  Whoever was strongest led. What was best for the pack was the only law they had.

The wolf growled again, his fur bristling along his spine, making his massive size loom even larger. The brown male Beta sensed his brother’s annoyance and took his place on the queen’s left side. 

As with the gray she ran her fingers through the brown’s fur and showed him her sorrow. The first drop of rain hit the parched earth an instant before her tears. The brown wolf threw his head back and howled.

The rest of the pack caught the note and continued it. Their voices rose in the night, eerie and lonesome. The rain and grief threatened to dispel her rage. But having had a taste of it, she was loathe to relinquish it. 

She wanted, needed her mother. She knelt in the courtyard, muddying her pristine shift. Sinking both hands into the soil, she called her mother with voice and thought. 

“Mother!” she screamed. As she had with the wolves, she flooded the earth with the images of the king’s treachery. 

“I have been betrayed!” she screamed again. This time the wolves ceased howling. They had mourned with her, but the time for mourning quickly passed. Now it was time to fight.

The white female and her brown daughter were kenneled with the pups. Sensing the disturbance, they herded their offspring into the safety of the den. They did not know what the queen was about this night, but they could read the danger in the air and sought to remove their pups from any threat, no matter what form it would take. 

The remainder of the pack, fifty males in total, gathered around the queen. She had seen to it that they were well-provided for. They had never known famine or disease. Life had been good for the pack. They were strong and in the prime of their lives. 

The king, in an act of hubris, took that moment to follow the queen out into the courtyard. Whatever he had been about to say died on his lips as he beheld the wild beauty of his wife surrounded by a pack of wolves far larger than any the world had ever known. 

She looked at him with green eyes flashing. The brown flecks that lent them the look of a verdant forest floor flared as well. Prisms of color danced over the ground, reflecting in the puddles as the rain fell. 

“I gave you all that I had,” the queen spoke, her voice echoing against the stone walls. “I gave you my love. I gave you my body. I gave you a child. None of this was enough. You wanted more.”

The king was awed by what he saw. A cold knot of fear formed in his gut. He swallowed deeply. For the first time he realized that he had made a fool’s mistake. He had underestimated his opponent. 

“I only ever asked you for one thing,” Accalia said, raising her hands to the heavens. The rain increased in its intensity, flooding the land and drenching everyone that gathered. The wolves shook off the water and watched. But theirs was not an easy silence. They waited. 

“I wanted time to hand our daughter her birthright. And then I would have given you a son. But you could not wait. Instead you robbed a goddess of her priestess. You squandered our love and gave away your daughter’s inheritance. For that you will pay. I had thought you would be wise enough to learn the price beforehand. Evidently, in this I was wrong as well.”

That she disparaged him angered the king. No one spoke to him like that. He snarled and would have stepped out into the rain, but just then lightning flashed. In the distance, under the branches of an oak tree, he saw something that struck cold fear into his heart. 

The woman that had given birth to his wife. The woman of the wood. The Dryad. If she had a name, he did not know it. Even from where he stood, he could see the green of her eyes and the tempest that boiled there. He swallowed deeply as fear replaced his short-lived anger.

“Have you no compassion?” The queen asked. For a moment her flame fizzled in the rain. Once more she saw only the man she loved. The one she would have given up her magic for. If he had but shown her an instant of kindness, a drop of love, she would have relented. But the king, having no concept of love, was not able to offer it. 

The priestess came to the door with her son hiding behind her skirts. When she saw the queen she dropped to her knees and prayed. Who she prayed to, the Queen did not know, nor did she care. 

“These wolves have more humanity than you ever will,” Accalia said as she rose to her full height. The white shift, now soaked, clung to her. With a flick of her hand, vines slithered up from the ground, covering her in a garment of green. The silk fell to the ground to be trod into the mud under the paws of the wolves.

“Mama!” her daughter cried as she freed herself from the maid and ran into the courtyard.  

“My love,” her mother whispered. She reached down and linked hands with her daughter. 

“Momma is wearing leaves just like grandma,” the child said smiling.

“Yes, my dear. Just like grandma.” Sensing this was a good moment to make her presence known, the Dryad left her spot under the protective boughs of the tree. She joined her daughter and her daughter’s daughter in the center of the courtyard. 

The three of them regarded the king. He would have run had he been able. But the vines that had clothed his queen now held him in place as firmly as any rope.  He took a breath to speak, but the vines constricted, cutting off his speech. 

“You denied me the one thing I asked, and so I will take it. You squandered the humanity you were gifted with, and this too I shall take.” She looked at her beloved pack and nodded. Lifting the silver knife she spoke words in a language no human had ever known.

As the Alpha it was his right to eat first. The heart was his favorite.

Even the strength of the vines could not keep the king from screaming. 

The priestess never ceased in her prayers.

The Dryad watched as justice was served.

The queen, unable to control her new-found anger, invested every ounce of vitality she had in the spell she uttered. When the king’s life-force was finally consumed by the wolves, she fell dead in the mud at the feet of her daughter.
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It was a bit of a shock when the last page turned, revealing the red that lay beneath. He had said the spell just as it was written, pricked his finger and watched as the scarlet drop landed in the porcelain bowl. He knew what was supposed to happen, and still it surprised him.  

He was seventeen now, no longer a boy, not just a man, but a priest of the Sons of Lykaonas. In one year he would lead the rites that would ensure the survival of the Pack. 

The black pages contained the words to the ritual and would not reveal themselves to him until he mastered the red. He had one year to accomplish that task. 

The drop of blood sizzled in the bowl, though no flame touched it. He stood in his basement room as a gentle breeze, like an unseen hand, turned that last page, exposing the scarlet pages. 

“Blood magic,” his father had called it. 

“You must never utter the words on these pages anywhere but in this room,” Yannis had cautioned. Stavros nodded solemnly and listened as his father spoke. The young boy that remembered when his father ruled his world had never truly gone away. No matter that he now towered over his father, his hand still trembled when he was near. 

“The spells contained in this section require blood to invoke them. A drop or two of your blood will be sufficient for the first few. As they increase in difficulty more will be needed. Make sure you use the right kind of animal,” he said, eyeing his son intently. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, father,” Stavros said. 

“Have you read all of our histories yet?” Yannis asked, narrowing his eyes. 

Stavros had read most of them, but not all. He knew that it was not an angry god that had cursed Lykaonas, but his queen. He suspected also that his love was the queen’s own mother. No one knew she talked to him, just as no one knew he loved her. It was something just for them. He did not want the ugliness of his father to taint what they had. 

“Yes, father I have read most of it. I know about the queen,” he said quietly.

“Very good. It is crucial that you know everything, in order for the rites to be a success.” Stavros had nodded at his father’s grim words and watched as he walked away, leaving him alone with the book. 

He needed to read the rest of the history to learn exactly what became of the wolves after they ingested the king. He knew they became werewolves, but he did not have all the details yet.  He wondered what happened to the child. Did anyone know?  Did the book contain the answer? These questions distracted him for a moment, but as always the magic called to him like a siren. And like sailors of old he was helpless to resist.

As with his initiation, he had to be able to do this on his own. The book would only open to the rightful priest. And that person must pass all the tests the book had to give. The first test was getting the red pages to open. He smiled a small smile, afraid to be too happy about his accomplishment. 

Ancient words scrawled across the page in spidery script. He had learned to read the language quite well by now, and after a few moments it seemed as though the words rearranged themselves until he could read them clearly.

The mouse in a glass container on the worktop gnawed happily away on the kernels of corn that he had put in there with it. It was completely unaware of the fate that was about to befall it.

Stavros nodded after reading the first page. It seemed simple enough. He had to lower the temperature in the jar, reduce the animal’s body temperature, put it into hibernation and then bring it back out. All without killing it, or himself, for that matter. 

He began to speak the first lines slowly. He knew these words well. It was nature magic. A spell to control weather, to bring frost. As his words flowed from him a light sheen of ice shimmered over the table. Icicles dripped from the ceiling like crystalline stalactites. His hand trembled as the air temperature dropped. His teeth chattered as he spoke.  

The black wolf whimpered from his spot in the corner. The cold did not bother him, but even he knew this wasn’t right.

Stavros stopped and looked at the jar with the mouse. It munched happily, unfazed by the drop in temperature outside its temporary home.

“I should be able to do this,” he whispered. The temperature stopped falling when he ceased to speak. He imagined the air molecules, rearranged them, and with a quick word, reversed the spell. He sighed as the frost dissipated and the icicles began to melt. 

“I have done weather magic a hundred times. What went wrong?” he growled, frustrated that his first attempt should start so badly. The dripping of melting ice echoed in the room.

The Omega whined again and walked to the door. “You want out?” Stavros asked. The wolf looked at him as if to say, “Isn’t that obvious?” 

“Come on then, let’s take a break.” Night had fallen while he was in the lab. The moon, full and pendulant, spread her cool light upon the earth, casting everything it touched in silver splendor. 

Unbidden, his feet took him deep into the woods. The summer solstice was not long gone, but his love seemed to be. She was never around much when the solstices and equinoxes came. He did not know where she went. He never asked. She never volunteered it. 

As he strolled in the night air, he took a deep breath to clear his mind. The spell had gone bad immediately. And no matter how he tried, he could think of no reason for it. 

With the white pages, he could practice and practice until the spell worked out right. That was not the case with the red.

“You will get only one chance with each of these. If you ruin the spell, kill your subject unintentionally, the book will close, and you will never be allowed access to those pages again. Do you understand?” his father asked.

He was always asking him if he understood. Stavros did not like it. It made him feel like a child. He was not a child. The yoke his father had cast upon him had long since grown too heavy. He longed to throw it off. To be his own man. To be High Priest in every way. 

“Are you here?” he whispered to the night. Her tree stood alone and majestic in the center of the clearing. Closing his eyes he opened himself up to Nature, as she had taught him, and listened.

He could hear the gentle soughing of the branches in the wind, the crickets singing their evening songs, the hoot of an owl as it called to its mate and the high lonesome sound of a wolf as it hunted. 

He could feel the life force that wrapped around the glade: the sap that pumped in the trees like blood, the scurry of small creatures that kept to the shadows to avoid filling the belly of a hungry predator.

And then, there she was. A caress along his senses. A whiff of perfume that was uniquely hers. It smelled like growing things, and warm soil after a rain; like a jumble of every flower he had ever known and that one nearly indefinable thing more. Life.

“You are troubled,” she said, wrapping her arms around his waist and laying her head on his shoulder.

He sighed, content. All was right when she was around. The consternation that he felt at the botched spell melted away under the heat of the love he bore for her. Over the years he had tried to coerce a name from her. Failing that, he had attempted to name her himself. In the end, he called her what she was to him.

“Yes, Love,” he said, running his fingers through her sable hair. “I opened the red pages, but nearly failed in my first attempt…” She jerked away from him abruptly with a gasp.

“You attempt to practice blood magic? After all that I have taught you, all that you know of life and living, you deal in death?”

He looked at her and stammered. “No, I…I don’t intend to kill anything. But I must do this if I am to lead the rites in a year,” he tried to explain.

“The rites. You have no idea what you are meddling with,” she said icily. He had never seen her angry, and though she was not yet, he could see she would be soon.

“Love, please…”

“Do not speak to me of love when what you practice is the antithesis of it.”

He was shocked at her words and stood dumb for a moment trying to think of something to say. “I must. It is required of me.”

“Why?”

“What do you mean?” he asked confused by her question.

“If you do not perform the rites, what will happen?” she asked.

Again he was at a loss for words. It never occurred to him not to perform the rites. His mind drifted back to that night when he saw Wolf become Man. His eight-year-old mind had a hard time comprehending what he had seen. He glanced at Orcho who sat staring at him, as if he too waited for the answer to her question.

“I don’t know what will happen,” he said finally.

She screamed in frustration. The language she spoke was unknown to him. He had never heard her speak it before and frowned in confusion. 

“Do you love me?” she asked, spinning around to face him suddenly.

“With everything I have and all that I am,” he said, without a moment’s hesitation. 

“Then do not do this. The magic you practice requires blood, a symbol for life. It will eventually require life itself. The price is too high. The toll it will take on both of us is not worth it. Please, I beg you, for the love that you bear me, do not do this.”

He looked down at her, her green eyes shimmering in the moonlight, and lied. 
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The tunnel was damp and musty. The sweet tang of bat hung in the air, making me sneeze, the sound echoing in the stillness.

The overhead lights ended abruptly. I wasn’t sure if that was because whoever came down here knew where they were going. Or, whatever came down here could see in the dark. Neither option was good for my peace of mind.

I touched the screen on my phone, using it to illuminate the tunnel ahead. Its eerie glow was not warm and welcoming like the bulbs had been, but I was too far in to turn back now. 

Smaller caves and tunnels branched off the one I walked in. I peered down each one as I came to it, silently hoping that I would not see a wolf’s eye-shine reflecting back at me in the green glow of my phone. 

“I really should have brought a flashlight,” I grumbled as I cast the phone back and forth in a sweeping motion before me. “If only I’d known I would be exploring creepy underground caves.” I snorted as I realized I was having a conversation with myself. 

The construction of the tunnel did not change as I walked. It was the same stone walls and the same dirt floor with beams overhead.  It was narrow. I could span the distance with my arms stretched out. The roof was only a few inches above my head, which marked it at about 6 feet. 

I imagined that whoever came down here couldn’t be taller than that. Or if they were, when they visited they were on all fours. I shivered at the thought that engendered. I never considered myself claustrophobic, but following the tunnel for over an hour, I thought I was beginning to develop it. 

I stopped and leaned up against the wall, taking deep breaths to calm myself. As the light of the phone illuminated my immediate vicinity, I noticed an entrance to a cave.  I had seen so many paw prints along the walls that I quit looking. But, this was different. An abundance of large paw prints went in and out of the small alcove. There was not a single shoe or footprint to be found. 

I didn’t want to look, but I could not seem to stop myself from doing so. If there was a wolf in there, chances are it already knew I was here. I reached behind me and felt for the hilt of the knife. I pulled it from its sheath with a dry hiss. The weight of it in my hand was reassuring. I didn’t really know what I was going to do with it, but it made me feel better to hold it. 

I covered the remainder of the distance with one step. The LED light filled the small space, reflected off whatever was in the cave, and blinked back at me. 

I screamed and nearly dropped my knife. I did drop the phone. It lay on the ground glowing happily completely unaware that I had almost died of heart failure. 

The reflection wasn’t a wolf’s eye-shine. It was a metal or glass surface of some sort. I bent, grabbed my phone and walked into the cave. It wasn’t large, only about five feet deep. 

I could tell that it had been stepped on, partially covering it with dirt and gravel. I brushed the debris aside and let out a pent up breath. I didn’t know what Dimitri’s phone looked like, but I had a sick feeling this was it. I touched the screen, nothing. The battery was depleted. 

I stood and put the phone in my pack. I would take it back to my room and charge it up. Then I could turn it on and see if it was my brother’s phone. Why it was down here was just another question that I had no answer for.

The only footprints in the cave were mine. The rest belonged to things that walked on four legs, not two. Or at least they did at the time they were here. As usual that small voice that still said this wasn’t possible raised an objection. I squashed it down and continued along the corridor. 

As I rounded the corner I could feel a difference in air pressure, a slight breeze bringing with it the scent of rain and the promise of sunlight.
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The storm having spent itself moved on, leaving behind a saturated land. Water hung from the pine trees in pendulant drops that refracted the golden beams of the sun, splintering them across the landscape in tiny rainbows. Animals shook themselves dry and went about the business of life. The smell of damp earth and wildflowers permeated the air with an undertone of evergreen trees.

I stood for a moment bedazzled by the light after the darkness of the cave. The fresh air tasted good on my tongue. The cool breeze carried away any lingering feelings of claustrophobia. An azure sky stretched itself above, giving no indication of the rage that had consumed it not long ago.

I slipped on a pair of sunglasses and took a few tentative steps forward. “Well, Sophia, you are well and truly lost,” I grumbled to myself. I looked down at my phone and realized that I had a compass app. It would tell me what direction was north, but without knowing where I was in relation to Ano Karyes, it wouldn’t be much help. 

A deer trail wound its way into the forest ahead of me. I decided to follow it for a bit. If I did not stray from the path, finding my way back should be an easy matter of retracing my steps. 

I wandered down the trail with no clear idea of what I was looking for, or where I was going. I let my mind wander to the church and the cave beneath it. What did it mean? What did they use it for? 

Logic dictated that there had to be a reason for it. Was it a means to move about the town unseen? That was a possibility, but I suspected that the citizens of the town all knew what was going on. So, again, what was the reason for such secrecy?

I had found the phone, but other than that, there was precious little else in the caves. Granted, I only had my phone for illumination, so who knows what I missed along the way. I stopped and ran my hand through my curls that were rioting in the humidity. 

The caves did not have anything stored in them. I had not had the sense of someone else being down there, which led me to believe that the tunnel was a path to something, not for storage. It was possible it was used for meetings, but I couldn’t prove that.

The small cave had only wolf prints. Mine were the only footprints.  I paused when I realized what I had done. Like Locard said, there was always a transfer of evidence. Whoever went down there next would know someone had been there. I considered running back and brushing away my tracks, but the thought of going back into the tunnel filled me with dread.

I sighed and started walking again. The trail wound its way over roots and fallen trees. A copse of high mountain laurels seemed to block the path ahead, but as I drew near I could tell that it simply went under the hanging boughs. 

I ducked down and continued forward. My hair snagged in a branch, scratching my scalp. I yelped in pain and tried to untangle myself. Grumbling under my breath, I finally freed my curl, leaving behind more than a few dark strands.

Pushing the branches out of the way, I stood and walked clear of the trees. As I looked up, my mouth fell open in a silent ‘o.’ There before me was the house that Dimitri had been taking pictures of. 

I quickly ducked back into the trees, crawling forward on my belly to conceal myself beneath some low hanging branches.

Taking the camera out of my pack, I looked through the lens. It was a massive house made of stone and timber. It seemed to embrace the mountain, almost as if it had been carved from it. 

I could not judge how old it was, but it was well-maintained. The roof was steeply pitched and covered with green metal shingles. It allowed the structure to blend easily with the trees that marched around the perimeter like sentinels. 

I suspected that this house was the reason for the tunnel. What I still didn’t know was why. What was the significance of the unused church to this house?  It seemed a lot to go through for a short cut. 

The rumble of a car caught my attention. I panned over and zoomed, in snapping off a few pictures. It was a late model Range Rover with shiny black paint that reflected the sun brilliantly.

Three men got out. I took a photo of each of them. They had a similar appearance that could possibly mark them as family, but they were not identical as some families are. All were tall with dark hair. I could not tell eye color from this distance. 

The rumble of their voices drifted up to me in my hidden perch; their words unintelligible. They seemed to be discussing something urgently. I wouldn’t say they were angry. Strident seemed more fitting.

The door to the house opened. I looked over in time to see a black streak blur across the lens of my camera. Putting the camera down, I blinked, letting my eyes focus. A massive black wolf jumped around merrily at the men, who greeted it affectionately as if it were the family pet.

Only this was not a pet. I was no expert on wolves, but this one was huge. His fur was so black it seemed to drink in the light. “And they said there are no wolves in these mountains,” I mumbled to myself. This was the second one I had seen. Picking up the camera I looked through it again, focusing on the wolf. I waited patiently as he bounded and played.

The men had stopped their conversation and were now walking towards the house. I watched and waited. As I lay there I wondered if Dimitri had lain where I was now, watching the same scene. What did he know that I didn’t? And was it that bit of knowledge that had gotten him killed? 

My eyes blurred as hot tears welled up. The thought that I would never see him again was a pain that caused a physical hurt. I reminded myself that after I figured out what happened to both my brothers, I could break down and indulge in my grief. Until then, I had to keep it together.

The heavy oak doors shut, closing off the men and the black wolf. I crept forward slowly. I wanted to get closer to the house, maybe peek in a few windows. There were enough trees that I could sneak from the shade of one to the shadow of another. 

I leaned up against the house, trying to calm my racing heart. As quietly as I could, I made my way towards the back, only to be met with sheer granite. As I had thought, it really was built into the mountain. I wondered how that was ok with fire code and local ordinances, but I suspected that no one was going to come out here and raise a complaint. 

Creeping back towards the front, I paused in fright as a window was thrown open. “Blast, but it’s hot in here!” a man exclaimed.

“Ah calm down, Helix. You have just spent too many years in Russia. The Arctic Circle would probably feel hot to you,” another voice said. 

I inched my way behind a fir tree that grew right up against the house, trying to make myself as small and inconspicuous as possible. 

“It’s a good thing you find yourself so entertaining,” he answered. I had heard him called Helix. Slipping a pen out of the side pocket of my pack, I wrote his name in ink on my palm.

“Ah, Lycius, don’t be so hard on him. You know how he gets his fur ruffled,” a third voice said. His words sounded like a joke, but I could tell from his tone he did not mean it as such. I heard a commotion, a shattering of glass, a low growl and then silence.

I longed to stand up and look through the window to see what happened, but common sense prevailed, and I stayed where I was. I wrote Lycius on my hand along with Helix. When I returned to my room I would search these names and see what I came up with. 

“Alright, that’s enough. I need to get back to my family. Let’s find our brother and see what he wanted.”

“That’s Aegaeon, for you. Ever the peacemaker,” Helix sneered.

“No, not really,” Aegaeon said. “If the two of you want to beat each other to a pulp, fine. But do it another time. I have a plane to catch.” I heard heavy footsteps carry him away. The other two were quiet for a moment before they followed.

I could not see what they were doing, but I imagined them staring at each other, sizing the other up to see who would blink first. 

Once I was sure they were gone, I crept back to my hideout near the trail. Safely in the shade of the laurels, I looked back at the house. The great ebony wolf stretched his head out the window and sniffed the air. I swallowed and prayed that he was not scenting me. 

I grabbed the camera again and zoomed in on him, willing him to look at me. He sneezed several times. If he hadn’t been such a massive animal, it would have been cute. 

The zoom of the camera whined as it tightened in. He turned his shaggy head and blinked in the sunshine, showing me his topaz eyes. 

The shutter clicked, capturing golden orbs surrounded by white. 
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The rain stopped falling the moment the Queen took her last breath. As her heart stilled, the clouds dissipated, revealing cool pin-pricks of light from stars long dead. 

A hush settled over the courtyard as those gathered watched the wolves feast on their king. A few of the nobles with enough presence of mind to recognize high magic when they saw it, melted into the woods, fleeing towards home and hearth. Once there, they gathered what belongings they had and left, never once looking back.

“Mama?” The king’s daughter cried, brushing the hair away from her mother’s beloved face. At such a young age, she was not equipped to deal with death. She knew only that something was very wrong. She had felt the magic pull through her when the Queen spoke the strange words. Her own magic had recognized it.  

The Dryad watched as the wolves reduced the king to nothing more than a red stain on the ground. The shining silver knife the queen had used to invoke the spell lay discarded in the mud. She bent to retrieve it. The feeling of magic coursing through the blade as she held it caused the hairs on her arm to stand on end. 

“What were you about, daughter?” she whispered. The magic had not left, the spell was not done. The Dryad could feel it gathering in the air and wondered what the outcome would be.

The priestess stopped her praying and stood. She looked once towards the Dryad and nodded in deference. She then turned from the courtyard and closed the door behind her, taking her sons with her. She was of no concern to the Dryad. Like her daughter, she had been used by the king. Whatever fate was to befall the priestess would be written by her own hand.

The gray Alpha, finished with his gruesome meal, trotted over to the queen where she lay in the mud and muck and sniffed her. No matter what else she was, she was Pack. The loss of one of their own would never go unnoticed. The wolf threw back his head and howled his lament to the night sky. The remainder of the brothers, recognizing the song of mourning, joined in. 

Their cries echoed off the stone walls, filtering through the trees. The child sobbed harder, for though she could not articulate what had happened, she knew her entire life had changed. In the span of a few hours she had lost mother, father and kingdom.

A strangled sound erupted from the Alpha, silencing his lament. A shimmer hovered over him, like heat off a rock in summer. The fur along his back stood on end, a silent snarl on his lips. He yelped in pain and fell to the ground. The rest of the pack soon joined him, writhing in agony.

The Dryad grabbed the child and stepped back. She knew that her daughter had taken the king’s humanity from him. As she watched the wolves, she suddenly began to understand what that might entail. 

Where the gray wolf had been, now lay a man sprawled in the mud. He did not move. Only the subtle rise and fall of his chest gave any indication that he lived.  

“Oh, my dearest, what have you done?” the Dryad whispered with dread. Taking her granddaughter’s hand, she began to inch away.

Her daughter had requested nine years. If that meant the wolves would be men for nine years, she did not know. But she did know that this was no longer a safe place for the girl. 

The white wolf was in the kennels with her brown daughter, tending to their young. Feeling the magic in the air, she had herded the pups into the den, growling low in her throat in agitation.

The Dryad unlocked the gates and walked inside. Running her fingers through the wolf’s fur she showed her what had happened. 

“Your mate is no more. My daughter’s daughter is in danger. I need to get her to my sisters. Will you help me?” she pleaded with the pack’s matriarch.

The white female could not understand what had become of her mate and whimpered mournfully at the images she was shown. But she did understand the need to care for one’s pups. This child was the pup of her Queen, and for her she would do anything.

The Dryad choked back a sob and thanked the wolf through their touch link. Then she knelt and sank her fingers deep into the ground. They grew and stretched like roots seeking for the warmth of her sisters.

She could feel them as they tended to the land they were guardians of. One was asleep in her arbor. Another was prowling with a massive striped cat who hunted the forests far to the north, in a land covered with snow and ice. A third had come to know the love of a human and lay entwined with him under the stars. 

She was the first to answer her sister’s call. “I scoffed when you first spoke of having a family. I told you that we were all the family that you needed. I was a fool. Can you forgive me?” She asked across the distance.

The Dryad glanced over at her daughter who lay dead in the mud and felt pain fresh and pure lance through her heart. Her sister felt it as well and gasped. “You were not a fool. I was. I have loved two men. They are both lost to me. I have given birth to one child. She now lays dead. Had I known the pain I would suffer, I would have paid more attention to your council.”

“Ah, sister. I can see your heart and know that you don’t mean that. I felt the warmth of love’s first blush through you. I would gladly give up all that I am to feel that, and I would never count the cost.”

The Dryad allowed herself a few tears. They fell to the ground in crystalline drops. Where they landed, an oak tree sprouted. Centuries later it would be a towering sentinel. Now, it was but a seedling. A memorial to a mother’s grief.

“My daughter’s daughter is in danger. Her mother has wrought some profound magic. She called upon Nature itself and interfered in the balance of things. I fear for what will become of those involved,” she said, showing her sisters what became of her daughter.

“Oh,” her sister gasped, stepping away from her lover. “She called upon Mother! This is no small magic. Did you teach her these things?” she asked suspiciously.

“No, I did not,” the Dryad answered. “Though her father was mortal, the magic was strong in her, as it is with her daughter. A human priest has long pursued me. He whispers words of love, but I saw his true heart. He covets our magic and will not stop at anything to get it. I cannot allow the child to fall into his hands.”

A low rumble rippled through them all, an awakening of a presence they had not felt for some time. Though she had lived for far longer than mankind could measure, the Dryad still remembered the feel of her Mother.

“Mother, please,” she begged, though for what she was not sure. 

Her sisters, feeling the disturbance, cried out and cowered in their arbors. The Mother had not awakened in eons. Her daughters cared for the land. She was content to allow it to be so. But something had changed. One of her daughters had a child. And that child had a child. A triad had been formed, allowing them a conduit to the Mother. This was not meant to be, and the results were dear.

“Please, don’t be angry. We meant no disrespect. But I fear that I cannot protect the child from those who seek to control her, for the magic she possesses. Please help me get her to safety.” The Dryad asked, opening the connection so that her true heart could be seen and understood.

“There is an island to the North, shrouded in mists,” her mother whispered. “The people there live in accordance with me. Send the girl to them. The wolves will aid her, as will your sisters and the women of the waters. Give the knife to her in remembrance of her mother and as a warning. She must never return to these mountains. The spell that your daughter has wrought is a powerful one. Even I cannot undo it. The triad is gone, and with it, the means.”

The Dryad sobbed as she heard her mother’s words. She had only wanted to be loved. That this would be her fate seemed a fitting punishment for such folly. 

The child was placed on the back of the white wolf. In shock from what she had seen, she did not complain. Instead, she clung tightly to the female Alpha, muddying her fur. The brown Beta would go as well, leaving their pups to the care of one of the juvenile females her mother had borne.

Neither would return to the pack. Once the child was safe, the brown Beta would finally kill the white wolf, in recompense for her dead daughters. A wolf’s memory is long. And though what was best for the Pack prevailed, that did not mean all else was forgotten. 

The Dryad stood, kissed the child goodbye, and watched as the child and the wolves melted into the woods. She felt fragile like glass, as if a strong wind would topple her, shattering her into a million pieces.

The solace of her tree called to her. She embraced the call and settled in, where the feel of her mother and the coursing of the sap through the tree could ease her troubled spirit. She would tend to the land as she was charged to do. But no more would she associate with humans, she vowed. 

Ages would pass, and time has a way of eroding even the stoutest of resolves. And so it came to be, that on a warm spring day a young boy in the company of an ebony wolf awakened her heart once more. 
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The mouse shuddered, let out a frosty breath, and stretched.  Stavros almost sobbed with relief. Gently he opened the lid.

“Come on, little guy,” he said, taking the small gray rodent from its wintery home. “Off you go now.” It squeaked and darted to the corner of the room, right towards the wolf, who snatched it up in one bite. A quick crunch, a final squeak and that was that.

“Orcho!” Stavros exclaimed, a feeling of dread settling in his stomach. The wolf cocked his head at him in question.

“You weren’t supposed to eat him,” he explained to the Omega, who seemed to think that was exactly what he was supposed to have done.

Stavros sighed and shook his head. Sneaking a peak at the book, he waited to see if it would slam shut. He had performed the spell just as he was supposed to. Was it his fault that the mouse died after he released it? Did that count as a failure?

Seconds passed, a slight breeze rustled his hair. He swallowed. The page turned with a crinkle of paper and a slight puff of dust, revealing the next spell. 

Releasing his breath in a gust of relief, he stared at the page. “That was a lucky thing, Orcho,” he scolded the wolf. “Don’t do that again. Ok?” The black whined and laid his muzzle down on his paws, his tail tucked under him.

His father said it was “of the utmost importance” that he learn the magic contained within the red pages. The words to the ritual would be revealed on the black, and those would only open once he passed all the tests the book had to offer. 

He had also said that he needed to finish reading the rest of their histories. Now that he had completed the spell, he flipped to the first section to continue reading. The story was interesting. He immediately became engrossed.

 

***

 

The priest watched as the woman of the woods knelt in the mud beside the body of her daughter. She did not cry as the child had. No, instead she seemed diminished, as if the inner fire that had sustained her had been quenched. 

If he had more of a heart, it would have hurt him, but such tender emotion left him long ago. Now he thought it curious and wondered what she would do. Her daughter had taken her vengeance upon the king. Even now the wolves feasted on his remains, leaving not a scrap of skin or a strand of hair behind to mark his existence. 

The priest did not mourn the king. He had been a fool and died a fool’s death.

The priestess retreated inside the keep, slamming the heavy oak doors behind her. She would not stay he realized, and imagined that even now she was readying herself for the long voyage home. Hopefully, the goddess that had abandoned her to the king would receive her back. Either way, he did not care. She was of no use to him. 

When the first wolf began its lament, he huddled beside the stone walls, fearing what would become of them all. Without a king, there would be a power vacuum. The people accepted the Queen as their ruler, would they accept her daughter? And if so, who would advise her? 

The mother of the queen would not even step foot inside a man-made structure. What could she know about affairs of state? He narrowed his eyes in thought as he watched the child. Perhaps what he wanted could be obtained through her. And then, in an instant, everything changed.

He had not understood the words the Queen spoke, he doubted anyone save her mother did, and so he did not know the meaning of the curse. But now as he watched the wolves transform into men, a new plan was hatched. 

The woman grabbed the child and ran. He watched her go, unconcerned. Let her run. She would not get far. 

For several long moments the men lay in the mud and gore, the king’s blood a red stain upon the earth. The Alpha moved first. Sitting up, he ran his hands through his hair, a look of incomprehension upon his face.

The priest, recognizing a moment of opportunity, seized it. “The Queen cursed the King. She took his humanity and gave it to you and your brothers in blood and spirit,” he said in his most commanding voice. The others began to wake and listened as well. Their wolf spirits struggled with greater ability of thought, while they lamented the restriction of senses. It was so new and foreign to them that they had no capacity to comprehend it.

“The queen asked for nine years. The king would not give it. And so she gave it to you. Therefore, you will be human for nine years. If in that time you eat of human flesh, you will die. If you abstain, I can recast the spell and sustain you.” The priest had no idea if this was true or not, but that was not the goal.

For his entire life he had worshiped the gods of Nature. Left offerings for them. Done their bidding and cared for their children. And what had they ever done for him? The woman of the woods would not even acknowledge his declaration of love. Instead she gave her favors to some unknown man and bore a child. This rankled him, angered him, and for this he would have his due.

Before him on the ground, he discovered new gods. But they would not rule him. He would rule them. He cared not if they died in nine years time. He simply coveted their ability to slip their skins and become Wolf. He would discover how this magic worked, and when he did, he would seize it. And then he would rule Arcadia as Lykaonas had only dreamed of. He would not be a Wolf King that merely kept wolves. Oh no, he would be a Wolf King in every way.

 

***

 

Stavros closed the history section and turned back to the red pages, not really seeing what was before his eyes. He knew that the first Stavros had died unsuccessful in his endeavors. For the remainder of his life, he led the rites every nine years. And every nine years the wolves would continue their unnatural lives. Eventually, the first priest died simply as Man. Never King. And never Wolf.

The door slammed open, causing Stavros to jump. His father stood in the doorway, looking at him intently. The reek of ouzo clung to him. The boy that resided within Stavros cowered. Nothing looms larger to a child than a parent.

“Tell the wolf to leave us,” his father said quietly.

Stavros swallowed and looked to the wolf, who lay in the corner. His bushy tail twitched once; his ears went flat, a show of his displeasure. He would wait for Stavros to command him. The father held no sway over him. He was not Pack.

“Why?” he asked. The single word of defiance hung in the air between them.

“We have priest business to discuss,” his father explained. In that moment Stavros realized that had his father not bothered to explain, he would have given the wolf a far different command; one that would have choked the breath from the man’s body and spilled his life’s blood over the stone floor. 

He nodded to the wolf. “It’s ok. Go into the outer room. I will join you soon.” The wolf rose and trotted past his father with a growl so low it was felt more than heard. His nails clicked on the floor as the door shut behind him.

“You associate too freely with them. They are animals. You forget this at your peril.”

“I know full well what they are, Father. What skin a thing wears is not a reflection of its character.” His father flinched as the barb hit home. The boy had outgrown the yoke he placed upon him. It did not sit well with him.

“You have read the histories. Passed the first test,” he said. It was not a question.

“Yes,” Stavros said. He would not tell his father that Orcho had made a meal of his first subject. Hopefully, he would not request to see the mouse. 

“Your namesake sought to discover the secret of becoming Wolf. He was unsuccessful.”

“I have read that.”

“I won’t be,” his father whispered, with a mad light in his eyes.

“What?” Stavros, asked frowning. This was not what he had anticipated.

“The ceremony does not propagate the wolves’ lives. They are eternal. Not immortal, for they can die. Over the millennia a few have been killed, but it is far more difficult to do so than it would be with a natural wolf. They heal rapidly, especially if they shift. Then the healing is amplified exponentially,” his father said, stepping farther into the room. He faced Stavros from the other side of the counter, across the book. 

“Father…” he began, but Yannis held up a hand silencing him with a gesture.

“We don’t know how the spell was cast, but we do know it draws on Nature itself. The stipulation about abstaining from eating human flesh was merely a way for the first Stavros to save his own skin. But they must not know this. They are barely more than ravening beasts. Can you imagine what they would do, or would have done, had we not protected ourselves so?”

Stavros watched his father as he spoke with the conviction and passion of a true believer. He did not doubt his father’s words. In fact it made perfect sense. But what concerned him was what his father was planning. 

“Father, why aren’t you leading the next rites? Surely, you can prepare them better than I. What would happen should I fail, and the book closes itself to me?” he asked.

Before the words fully left him, his father grabbed his hands and pulled him close. “You cannot fail. You must learn the spells. Pass the tests.”

“But why?” he stammered, as his father’s ouzo-soaked breath permeated the space between them.

“I have learned the answer. At this next ceremony, I will offer the sacrifice, and then I will become Wolf. And when I do, I will kill the Alpha and lead the pack. Arcadia will once again be great. I will be the one to make it so!”

The boy swallowed and leaned back from his father, gently withdrawing his hands.  

“We swore to protect the pack,” the son said.

“That is nonsense, boy. They are beasts. They may occasionally wear the skin of Man, but never forget that within them beats the heart of Wolf. They do our bidding. We have sustained them for our use. Not theirs. I thought better of you boy. Don’t disappoint me.” And with that he turned, wrenched open the door and left. 

The black wolf trotted in and sat near the door, his tail wrapped around his feet. 

Stavros looked at the wolf who had been his constant companion since he was eight and wondered what the next year would bring. His father intended to challenge Meleanus for the role of Alpha.  

“This is not going to end well,” he whispered. The wolf whimpered in agreement.
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I put the camera down and inched backwards under the protective branches of the trees. I now knew of three different wolves that I believed to be lycanthropes. The one at the zoo, the black one I was looking at, and the brown wolf with Ciro’s eyes. 

Which made me wonder, how many were there? The legend said that Lykaonas had fifty sons. Was that part of the myth? Or was there some truth in it? I had Dimitri’s notebook that detailed the sons. I had only flipped through it, but now I realized that I needed to really invest some time in them all. 

It occurred to me as I lay there staring at the house that maybe some of my questions had already been answered by Dimitri.  I shook my head, feeling foolish that I might have missed what was right in front of me. 

The possibility that werewolves existed rattled me so much that I was not behaving as I normally would, or handling things as I normally would. That idea, and the possibility of Dimitri’s death, were  affecting me more than I wanted to admit. No matter how much I tried to squash the feelings down, they kept resurfacing. I was afraid to think what would happen once I finally gave in and felt all that I had been avoiding.

I sighed and stood. For now, I had to get back to the village. And there was no way I was going back in that tunnel. There had to be another path.  I would find it. 

I found the entrance to the cave and began to climb the hillside that rose above it. I did not care if I had to walk the entire mountain. It was preferable to the darkness that I had endured on my trek here.

As I walked, I let my mind wander over the past week and all that had occurred. My entire life had changed. I had left a job that I loved, a life that was stable and a routine that was comforting, to come to the land of my ancestors. I discovered that the things that go bump in the night actually exist. And I was dealing with the very real possibility that one of my brothers was dead, and the other was trapped in the body of a wolf for the next nine years.

I caught a shadow of movement out of the corner of my eye and froze. My heart sank. I was so lost to my thoughts that I did not hear him until he was close enough to touch. Slowly, I turned, and there he was. A massive brown wolf with clear blue eyes.

My breath left me in a rush as I looked at him, searched for a spark of recognition. I hoped that if my brother was in there, he would know me. Recognize me. “Ciro?” I whispered. My hand raised. I wanted to touch him, but I was caught like a rabbit in a snare. 

He cocked his head in question, but did not move.  He was not acting aggressively, but nor was he making any effort to communicate.

“Ciro,” I said taking a cautious step forward. He backed up and bared his teeth in a silent snarl. I paused, shocked that he would do that. “Please,” I whispered, as hot tears sprang into my eyes. 

Again, he cocked his head as if trying to understand, and then he too froze. He lifted his muzzle, scented the air and growled low in his throat, as if in annoyance. With one last questioning gaze at me, he turned and melted into the woods.

“Ciro!” I cried. I couldn’t let him just go. And so I chased him through the woods. He was much faster and surer of foot than I was. I crashed through branches that he ducked under, snagged my shoe in shallow holes that he simply stepped over, and scratched my hands and arms on vines and brambles that did their best to impede me. 

I was crying in earnest, running blindly through the forest, repeating Ciro’s name like a benediction. I leapt over a log, slipped and fell, painfully twisting my ankle. I put my hands out before me to stop my fall and caught a thorny vine that gouged a deep scratch in my palm.

The blood flowed in deep crimson tears. I was crying, sobbing for all that had been lost and all that might be lost. “Ciro!” I shouted. “Please come back…please…please,” I begged with each wracking breath. I knelt in the layers of detritus shed by the woodland sentinels over the centuries and finally gave into everything I had tried to hold back.

Days, hours or merely seconds passed as I knelt there. I knew only that Dimitri was gone, and Ciro had been so close I could touch him, and now he was gone too. I thought of my mother. What would I tell her? And Illyanna and the child she carried. What sort of future would they have?

I don’t know how many times he said my name. It was not until I felt his hand on my shoulder that I looked up into a pair of sad brown eyes.

“We have been looking for you,” he said. I nodded, unable to speak. He helped me stand. Not once did he ask me what was wrong. Instead, we walked through the forest, two strangers, each lost to our own grief. 
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The cool air of my hotel room greeted me when I pushed open the door, weary of both mind and body. Stavros had dropped me off at the hospital so I could get my ankle and hand looked at. He even offered to wait with me, but I just wanted to be alone. He nodded in understanding and left. 

I hadn’t broken my ankle, just sprained it. And the cut on my palm didn’t need stitches, thankfully. As for the wounds that weren’t physical, they would take a lot longer to heal.

I dropped my pack on the floor and fell face down on the bed, inhaling the scent of clean sheets. The hum of the air conditioner filled the room with soothing white noise, and I slept. 

 

***

 

I sat in my living room staring out the window not really seeing what lay beyond the glass. I had cried until I couldn’t cry anymore. I was numb. I expected that numbness to be a lack of feeling. Instead I was cold and wondered would I ever feel warm again. 

There was a knock on the door. I laid my head back against the sofa cushion and regarded the door, hoping whoever it was would go away. The knock came again; clearly they weren’t leaving. I stood and trundled over to the door, undoing the locks and bolts. I pulled the heavy door open to see my brothers standing there. Dimitri walked in first and pulled me to him, enfolding me in his arms. I laid my head on his shoulder and sighed. I didn’t cry, there weren’t any tears left. 

“Sophia?” Ciro asked, moving around behind us. I heard the door close and looked up to see my youngest brother. “The funeral is today. We need to leave soon,” he said, peering at me intently. I could see the grief in his blue eyes. I blinked and stepped away from Dimitri. 

“I thought I had more time,” I whispered. “I’ll go get ready.” 

I stood in the shower letting the steaming hot water pour down my back. It felt good and helped to chase away the cold that lay over me like a shroud. I leaned my forehead against the cool tiles and thought of my father. Three days ago he had been killed by a drunk driver, who after six DUI’s was still driving, even though his license was permanently revoked.  The driver walked away. He would spend the rest of his life in prison. I was sure that he didn’t meant to kill my dad, and that he would feel some guilt over it. But at least he would have the luxury of those days, to feel that guilt. My father would not. 

I sobbed and slid down the wall to sit on the floor while the shower pounded me. I screamed and cried until the water ran cold. Then I stood, turned the tap off and pulled myself together to go to my father’s funeral. 

My mother stood next to me. I watched as the wind caught a strand of her blond hair. It floated in the breeze. Time seemed to slow down. I heard people speaking, mourners clad in black, backed by an azure sky. A wispy cloud trailed along like lace, careless on the wind. My mother sobbed quietly into her handkerchief. 

She had been a flight attendant and met my father while on a flight to Greece. He asked her to coffee after they landed. They were married six months later. Next month would have been their 35th wedding anniversary.  

We listened to the pastor talk. Dimitri wrapped his big hand around mine. I laid my head on his shoulder, letting everyone’s words flow over me like water. I had always been the strong one, but now my brothers were my pillars. Growing up, it was me they ran to if they were hurt, or if one of the neighborhood kids was bothering them. But whenever I needed them, they were there. 

I looked up at him. He was tall and handsome, his dark hair cut close to his skull. The strong features that were the gift of some ancient Greek ancestor silhouetted against the day. Ciro stood at my right. I turned to look at him. He glanced down and smiled; his arm was wrapped around our mother. I reached out and took his free hand, enjoying the warmth of his fingers. 

I closed my eyes, trying to breathe in the essence of them, to hold it close to me. The air temperature dropped. I opened my eyes to find myself standing alone. I spun around calling for my brothers, my mother; they were gone. A dense fog surrounded me. My heart raced. Up ahead I could see my father. He stood there, strong and sure, smiling at me. I called for him, but he turned and walked away, lost to the mist. 

I followed after him, tripping over gravestones that littered the ground. The mound of his grave rose up before me.  My shoes were not meant for running, I fell onto the fresh earth, sobbing. The mist parted, revealing a large grey wolf. The beast turned to look at me with amber eyes. I gasped and tried to get to my feet to run; he growled and jumped at me with teeth bared. 

 

***

 

The sounds of my screams echoed in the empty room. I gasped and sat up, taking in deep breaths, trying to calm myself. I was sweating and yet I felt cold. The loss of my father felt fresh, the absence of the warmth of my brothers, palpable. I trembled and fought against giving into the horrible sense of dread the dream had left me with. 

The sun was sliding towards the horizon. My stomach growled, reminding me that I had not eaten in a long while. To distract myself, I ordered a simple sandwich from room service. And then I grabbed Dimitri’s stack of notebooks, picking out the one that dealt with the sons of Lykaonas. 

I had written the names of the men at the house on my palm. A white bandage now covered that hand, but that was ok. I was certain Dimitri had them in this book. I would recognize them when I saw them.  

The first page was labeled “Alpha.” A photo of a huge gray wolf with golden eyes was taped to the first page. There was no name, only a question mark. Below that was a note Dimitri had written.

“Pausanias has a list of the brothers. It differs from the one found in the bibliotheca, but I believe that between the two the answers are there. According to Pausanias there was a city named after each one. I think the city for the Alpha is Melaneae, though I am unsure what the brother’s actual name is. The historical accounts all have notes saying that his name was lost. No records remain.”

The next page had a name of Nyctimus, along with the title of Beta. There was no photo of a wolf, but there was a photo of a man. My jaw fell open in shock when I saw it. I knew this man. 

A few years ago I had gone to New York City for a conference. The hotel we stayed in was beautiful and owned by one of the cities wealthiest men. On the last day of the conference, he had shown up for a few moments to say “hello” and to ensure that we were enjoying ourselves. On his arm was a beautiful blonde who was the envy of most of the women in the room.

That my brother was implying that he was a werewolf was astounding. The man was a billionaire. I could not imagine him running through the woods on all fours and baying at the moon. 

Shaking my head in disbelief, I continued through the pages. The fifth name was Helix. I stopped. He had been at the house today. Thankfully, there was a photo of him.

Grabbing the camera I scanned to the pictures I had taken. My brother also had a picture of him in wolf form. He was mottled like the wolf in the zoo. But he had black ears and what looked like a black saddle mark on his back.

“Helix. Not an Alpha, but not a Beta either. Lives in Russia. I have not been able to discern what his current name is. Nor have I been able to correlate the notes that Pausanias had to determine what city would be his. .”

As I read on, I was astounded at the depth of information that my brother had accumulated. He had searched through history tying threads, tracking the brothers through time. . 

A few of the sons had been mentioned in the Iliad and the Odyssey. That my brother decided to include even these mentions in his notes showed that he was not willing to let any stone go unturned. 

I came to one whose name was Macareus. There were no photos, but Dimitri had made a note. It was just one line. 

“Known for killing the centaur, Erigdoupus.” 

That stopped me dead in my tracks. I was about to say there was no such thing as centaurs. “If there is such a thing as werewolves, why can’t there be centaurs?” I said it aloud several times, tasting the words on my tongue, hoping that maybe if I said them a few times, they wouldn’t feel so unnatural. It didn’t work.

A knock on the door startled me. It was room service with my food. I thanked the attendant, gave him a nice tip and went back to my reading while I ate. 

There were several pages with just a name. No photos, no notes, no city bearing the same name. Eventually, I came to the page that said Aegaeon. He too had been at the mountain house today.

I looked at the two remaining photos that I had and tried to figure out which brother they portrayed. The third brother had provoked an argument with Helix while Aegaeon had tried to calm them. I examined the photos, studied the way they stood, their body posture and the set of their mouths. The middle brother seemed the most relaxed of the two. I decided that he was the best fit for the peacemaker that I had heard in the woods today.

Dimitri had no notes or photos for him. But I did. Grabbing a ball-point pen I clicked it and began to make my own notes alongside those of my brother’s.

“Had contact with three brothers today. Believe that one of them was Aegaeon. He seemed the most level-headed of the three. Made mention of wanting to get back to his family. Also mentioned that he had a plane to catch. Safe to presume does not live in Greece. Exact location of current home…unknown”

I eventually came to the third brother. Dimitri had a photo of a mahogany wolf with green eyes. They looked chartreuse, like a cat’s eyes. The name Lycius was listed at the top. 

I tagged the photo that I had and scribbled a note here as well.

“Third brother that I saw at the mountain home. Know very little about him. Deliberately provoked his brother. No other details were able to be determined.” 

The very last page had a name of “Orchomenus.” Next to that was the title “Omega.” The photo was of the black wolf that I had seen sticking his head out the window, scenting the air.

I scanned to the photo I had of him and tagged it. Dimitri had several of him and had obviously been watching him for a while.

“Town bearing his name, Orchomenus or Methydrium, depending on what source is used. This brother appears to live only in wolf form and serves as the Omega for the pack. Have seen him at the mountain house several times. Unsure if he leaves, but safe to presume he lives there. The Omega is generally always near the Alpha. Have been unable to determine who the Alpha is.”

Now that I had located the three brothers, I flipped back through the pages. I did not even allow myself to think about my lack of surprise that the three men I had heard speaking, were listed in my brother’s notes as sons of Lykaonas. At some point the evidence, even circumstantial, accumulates to the point where it can’t be ignored. 

Dimitri had written under the name of several of the brothers “deceased” One had been struck by lightning the same night the queen has cursed the king. Another brother was shown as having been killed while fighting in the battle for Troy.

I shook my head in amazement. The amount of history that these brothers had seen was staggering. There were three brothers that Dimitri had linked as triplets: Physius, Phassus, and Phthius. There were only photos of two of them. Two wolves of solid, unrelieved black stared back from the pages. 

Phthius was listed as “deceased” with the notation, “approximate date of death 969 AD.” 

I knew that wolves had been hunted to near extinction in Europe. It seemed that this brother had the misfortune of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Part of me found it odd that such a mythical beast would meet such a mundane ending as being hunted for his pelt.

The remaining two brothers had a single word next to their names. “Efarmostí̱s.”. 

It was ancient Greek for enforcer.
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I had learned that trying to hold back emotions was like trying to hold water in your hands. It doesn’t work. My breakdown in the woods had helped to clear my mind. My grief was still there. I would learn that it would never leave me. But it was no longer the all-consuming searing pain it had been. Instead it was a dull ache. 

I finally managed to recover some clarity, so that I could do what I needed to do for my family. 

As night stole the color from the land, I continued to read through Dimitri’s notebooks, entranced by his words. As I read, I could hear his voice, and for while I could pretend he was not lost to me.

Hours later, as dawn began to lighten the sky, heralding the return of color in a dramatic display, I finally made my way to notebook number eight.  I suspected that this was what the unknown intruder had been looking for. And if they wanted it, then it had to have something important in it. 

I leaned back against the headboard and began to read my brother’s writing.

Several tablets were found at the site. Most of them we were able to translate, but these we were not. They were written in a language that, although it resembles Greek, lacks the same vowel placements and emphasis. The alphabet is similar, but has some extra letters, while at the same time it is missing a few of the Modern Greek alphabet. 

For some reason I was drawn to them and the puzzle they presented. I knew that they were important, but for what reason I could not tell. I tried many combinations, figuring there had to be a key. 

It was not until I was cataloging the artifacts that I discovered it, my own personal Rosetta stone that unlocked the mystery of the texts.

It was a crude carving. At first glance it looked like jade, but it’s not. Instead it has turned out to be unfaceted emerald. On the underside is the complete alphabet. On the other is the modern equivalent. A simple sentence in each language is written. It took me a while to get it just right,, but I think I managed it. 

“What the triad wrought, only the triad can undo.”

Below this sentence he had a photo of the artifact.  I gasped, grabbed my pack and fished out the item that I had taken from the altar. It was about the size of my palm, and carved in the shape of a wolf. I held it up to the light revealing the veins that ran through all emeralds. 

They were so small, you would need a magnifier to read them, but they were there. Two sets of alphabets.  Easy to miss if you weren’t looking. Dimitri had been looking. I suspected that so had someone else.

Holding onto the emerald wolf I began to read what Dimitri had been able to finally translate.

“These are the histories of Katagrafeis. Those who Watch. We who descend from Phigalia, the priestess who bore King Lykaonas’ two sons; Eleuther and Lebadus.”
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The king was dead, his humanity bequeathed to a pack of wolves that had counted the queen as one of their own, who in her fury unleashed magic wild and uncontrolled.  

No longer a virgin, Phigalia was not able to serve her goddess as she had been raised to do. She had become something she never thought she would be. A mother. A mother to the rightful heirs of a treacherous king. Such a state has never been successfully maintained.

She knew what Queen Accalia had been, and what her mother still was. And she well knew what magic had been wrought that day. The exact words may have eluded her, but she knew. She had felt the conduit open up when mother, daughter, and child had joined hands. It was the stirring of Nature herself. 

She had prayed while the magic grew, felt it take root in the hearts of the beasts, and knew that what they had been given was a great deal more than nine years. Had the queen been alone, they would have lived and died after a normal span. But she had not been. Her power had been magnified to a holy number.  Three. Sacred to those who knew. 

The spell rooted itself in the Eternal wellspring of the Queen’s magic, bound itself to those of the pack and became far more than it would ever have been, or should have been. Phigalia knew all these things. The temple she had grown up in sat upon ground holy to the mother. Now that temple lay in ruin, but the magic learned there would not be forgotten.

She watched as the priest, Stavros, had quickly set himself up in a position of power with the pack. He had not concerned himself with her in his mad bid for power and that suited her just fine. 

The priestess had no desire to be queen. Instead she took her two sons and hid in the woods under the branches of an oak and waited.

Eventually, the woman of the woods came to her. They did not speak. The Dryad had retreated into herself. Broken and shattered, she would have wasted away, had the priestess not held her to the tree, using her own body. 

The old oak knew the Dryad and accepted her into its welcoming embrace, where she could heal. 

As the years passed Phigalia lived with her sons in a town at the base of the mountains. She took it as her sacred duty to tend to the Dryad. She knew the words of magic. No matter the language spoken, the meaning was all the same. And so, she and the Dryad’s sisters,  watched, recorded and waited. 

They waited for a time when a new Triad would form, and the spell could be reversed.
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His father had told him never to utter the words contained on the red pages outside the confines of his basement lab. But this test was different. It was the final test. Should he master it, the black pages would reveal themselves, granting him the ability to lead the rites in one month’s time.

A bead of sweat trickled between his shoulder blades, like a cold finger trailing down his back. His palms were clammy. He wiped them on his trousers and sought to calm his racing heart. 

There was a trick to controlling breathing and heart rate. It was within his ability. 

The cool night air caressed him, drying the sweat upon his brow. He breathed it in, whispering the words, invoking calm. And just like that, his anxiety vanished. His thoughts became clearer. The night sounds sharper. His vision more acute. His intent more resolute.

He would pass this test. He would lead the rites, and he would show the Dryad that it was ok. No one had to die. She would be happy, and they could be together. He would prove it to her. Everything was going to be just fine.

He had wandered down the mountain to the city of Megalopoli, not entirely sure what he was looking for, but he knew he would recognize it when he saw it. A fountain burbled away merrily in the city park. He sat down on the rim and gazed at the night sky.

This would be the last new moon before the ceremony. When Nyx ruled, high magic sang truer. This would be his only chance. There could be no going back. Since that night, nearly a year ago, his father had become more focused, more intent upon his course of action. Stavros tried to dissuade him, but to no avail. 

“Everything that we have done over countless generations has led to this moment. You were planned to cast this spell; to secure the perfect opportunity to finally grant us what should have been ours ages ago. Arcadia.”

“I will not let your misplaced notions of affection for your pet ruin what so many have given their lives for.” And that had been that. No more would he discuss it. No more would he hear Stavros’ pleas or his calmly-spoken logic. The die had been cast. There would be no going back. 

That left only forward. And so Stavros chose to step boldly; not haltingly, but with confidence.

The red pages had not proven as difficult as he had dared to believe. They were about control. Exerting his will over that of various animals and making them do his bidding. 

He had balked at the test that involved a wolf. The Omega had gazed at him, cocked his head in question with a look of pure trust shining in his eyes. He simply could not do it to him. Thankfully, there were the wolves at the zoo. Getting into the enclosure had been tricky, but he managed it.

The female he chose was pale silver and shown in the moonlight like a phantom. She had loved her ebony mate with a wolf’s wild heart. But after he whispered the words to her, that love was abandoned. She closed her jaws around her mate’s neck and wrung the life from him. Later as the page turned revealing the next task, he heard the high lonesome sound of the wolf’s lament.

The boy looked to be about thirteen, thin and emaciated with the haunted look of a drug addict. Stavros watched as he drew near. 

“Hey mister, got any change? I’m hungry,” the boy said.

Stavros shook his head. “No, that’s not what I came here for,” he said. An appraising light flickered in the boy’s eyes. 

“Well, I can do that too. If the price is right,” he said, licking his lips.

Stavros grimaced at the boy’s misunderstanding. It would take more time than he had to explain what he wanted. And in the end it was simply much easier to just take.

The words whispered from him surrounded the boy with a shimmering wreath. His eyes widened, his hands clenched and unclenched as he gasped for breath like a landed fish. Stavros spoke the words again, this time louder, with more assertion. He knew the bigger the animal, the more times he would have to repeat the single line refrain.

Finally, on the ninth time, when he was soaked with sweat and trembling with exertion, the boy’s will snapped like a dry twig underfoot, leaving his eyes vacant and staring, unfocused.

“Come with me,” Stavros said. The boy followed, and the page turned.
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Golden light filtered through the hotel drapes and danced across my eyelids. I frowned and rolled over, hoping to lure Morpheus into extending his visit. But the god of sleep is just as crafty as the rest and quickly eluded my grasp.

I sighed, sat up, and stretched until my joints popped. I had stayed up most of the night reading Dimitri’s notebooks and adding my own comments and observations where they seemed fitting. 

After a bagel, a hot shower, and a mug of strong coffee, I grabbed my pack and headed out. I was going to the zoo to test a theory. 

It was early, the zoo newly opened, and not yet crowded.  As I walked, my eyes wandered over the exhibits, not really seeing their inhabitants. I had an idea of what I would say, but I did not really know what I would do, should my suspicions be confirmed. I suspected that the gray Alpha was more than he seemed. But believing and knowing were two entirely different beasts.

The pack was still awake, not yet settled down for a day of napping in the sun. The female watched as her pups frolicked with the juveniles from last year’s litter. But the large gray Alpha was nowhere to be seen.

I knew he had been here, and on the off-chance that he wasn’t now, I suspected he would be soon. He had a role to perform. So, I settled myself on a bench and sat back to wait. 

People strolled by in increasing numbers. Mothers pushing strollers laden with babies or herding small tribes of toddlers enjoyed the cool air, while their children enjoyed the opportunity to be outdoors and freed from any requirements to be quiet.

I smiled as I watched them, thinking how happy they all seemed. Ignorance really is bliss, which just goes to show that some clichés, no matter how trite, are based in truth.

I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and turned to look. There he was. A mottled gray wolf with a myriad of other colors striated through his pelt, a gorgeous animal by any standard. Downright fascinating when you considered what he was. Lycanthrope.

Pilate had once asked Jesus what the truth was. He turned away before an answer was given. I was about to ask the same question. Only I would have my answer.

I rose from the bench, walked over to the railing and spoke. “Carteron.”

The wolf stopped mid-stride and turned to me with a very human expression of shock in his very human-looking eyes.

“That’s right. I know your name,” I whispered. I knew he could hear me. No need to shout. He glanced to the left and right as if searching for on-lookers and then trotted over.

We were separated by a moat that was about fifteen feet wide. The enclosure itself was about ten feet below the viewing platform I stood on. Even if he could jump the moat, he’d never clear the wall. I knew that. And he knew that.  

“I know what you are,” I said a bit louder. The crowd around us had thinned. No one stood near me. I spoke in Greek, under the assumption he could not understand English. 

“Nod if you understand me.” I swallowed and waited. He looked at me intently with deep brown eyes. And then in a movement no natural wolf would make, he nodded. I gasped and tightened my hands on the railing. 

“I am looking for my brothers. They attended the Lykaia. Do you remember them?” I asked.

He cocked his head and narrowed his eyes at me in question. Any pretense of being just a wolf was quickly vanishing.

“They are both tall, dark haired. One had blue eyes, the other brown. Dimitri and Ciro.” I said. “Do you know them?” I asked again.

He sat down on his haunches, wrapping his tail around his feet as he regarded me. I had the feeling that he was actually thinking back to that night. I suspected that higher thought was difficult for them in wolf form, just as deeper sensory perception would be impossible in human form. I waited as he considered my question.

A moment later, he nodded. Just once. Imperceptible if you weren’t looking. I was looking. My heart began to speed up. This was the very first definitive proof that I had that they had been at the ceremony.  The relief of finally having some answers flooded me. It was quickly vanquished by the dread that came with the asking of my next question.

“Is it possible for Man to become Wolf at the Lykaia?”

His lips pulled back in a silent snarl. He did not like that question. I suspected that he had been humoring me a bit. But now he realized just how much I knew. It bothered him.

“Go ahead and growl, Wolf. I will have my answers. You don’t scare me.”

He rose then and padded to the edge of the moat and looked directly up at me. It was a challenge. I did not look away.

“Answer my question,” I said with a growl of my own. Again he nodded.

“Does someone have to die for that to happen?” The question slipped out before I could recall it. Again he sat. And then he smiled, revealing deadly canines. He now knew why I was there, and he was taunting me. It enraged me, and I reacted, slapping my hands down on the railing so hard it stung. 

“Listen to me. I know what you are. I know who you are. And I will find out what happened to my brothers,” I said, low and angry with a smile of my own. It was not a nice smile, really more a demonstration that I had teeth, and was not afraid to bare them.

The wolf recognized my challenge and rose to it. He stepped towards the water, wetting his toes and growling low in his throat.

“I know you aren’t the real Alpha,” I said with a sneer. “No self-respecting leader would allow himself to be caged in a zoo, unable to run free.” He growled and lunged, splashing into the water. I had made him angry. Good, I thought. That made two of us.

“I want you to take a message to your Alpha. I know about you. I know about Lykaonas, his Queen and the curse. I know about the brothers. I know your names and where you live. I will find out what happened to my brothers. And I promise you this: if one hair on their heads has been harmed, I will build a fireplace in my apartment just so I can lay your mangy pelt on the floor in front of it.”

I didn’t give him time to respond. I just turned and walked away. As I left I heard a growl and a loud splash followed by a yelp.

“Look, mommy!” a child cried in Greek. “That wolf swimming!”
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The boy stayed in Stavros’s basement for the month before the ceremony. With no will of his own, he lived, breathed, and existed within the parameters of Stavros’s utterances. He was there for three days before it occurred to Stavros that he had to tell the boy to eat. 

The black pages called to Stavros. Sang him to sleep and lured him awake. His Dryad whispered to him; he did not heed her. Part of him knew she was just outside, beckoning, but the book held him captive like a paw in an iron trap. 

The black Omega was the only one able to break the trance. A brush of fur, a lick across his knuckles or, when all else failed, a nip on the leg. 

Stavros ran his fingers across the words, speaking them in his head. Preparing. Always preparing. For a month that was all he had done. 

The door opened, blinding him with light from the outer room. He had let the candles burn out. The only illumination that remained was the fire, blazing merrily. He squinted at the words. Never once did it occur to him to light more candles.

“By Lykaonas’ balls, boy, you stink!” his father said flooding the room with sound. 

Stavros held up a hand and squinted. He knew this man. His mind struggled. Yannis. He remembered. Father, he realized. And with that realization came anger. As his fingers flowed over the page, it occurred to him he had the ability to kill the old man with nothing but a word.  For a moment the temptation to do just that was strong.

As the words began to form, a cool breeze grazed his lips, bringing with it the feel of rain, warm earth, and growing things. The Dryad. His love. He blinked and sat back, letting his hands fall into his lap.

“You need to shower and don your robe. Prepare yourself,” his father said glaring at him. “And while you are at it, wash him,” he sneered, pointing at the boy in the corner. “It smells like something died down here.” 

As if to highlight his agreement, the great black wolf sneezed and whimpered. 

 

***

 

All had been prepared. The other priests gathered around the altar waiting for him. The High Priest. The brothers were not there yet. They would not show themselves until they were called. 

The few witnesses the ceremony required huddled around the perimeter against the standing stones that encircled the altar. They had no idea what was about to happen. And if all went as it should, they would not have any memories after.

The boy had been brought to the clearing as well. He sat on the ground with his back against the altar staring off into space. Stavros had had to tell him to breathe a few days ago. Evidently, the longer the spell held him, the more autonomy he lost. Even his brain had begun to forget its basic functions. 

Torches were lit, flaring to life one by one, to be placed in iron sconces crafted by hands that had been in the grave for over a thousand years. The moon was new, allowing the white fire of distant stars to twinkle clearly, unrivaled by the luminary. 

A drum was struck. The chord thrummed through Stavros, resonating deep within his body, calling to him. He stood on the edge of the clearing, watching. The ceremony would not begin until he chose to start it. He, Stavros. The High Priest of the Sons of Lykaonas.

Lifting the book high, he began to read, for the benefit of the onlookers, the story of Zeus Lycaios. The account recalled how a king, full of his own importance, sought to trick a god. The god, angered at playing the fool, punished the king and his fifty sons. 

However, as is usually the case, reality is stranger than fiction. The king had lived, but the god had yet been invented. In truth, the wolf king left his queen and their daughter for the glories of war. When he returned, he brought with him an enslaved priestess and the sons she had been forced to give him. 

The queen, no mere mortal, but the daughter of a woman of the woods, vented her rage at his betrayal. Calling on the eternal power of Nature, she stripped the king of his humanity, and gifted her beloved wolves with it. 

That the spell had been amplified by the formation of a triad was unforeseen by everyone there, including the queen, who fell dead at the feet of her daughter. But that was not a tale for anyone save the keepers of the wolves. 

Stavros ended his tale, the one cloaked in truth, but shrouded in lies, and waited for his priests to step forward. One by one they did so, casting into the altar of fire a portion of the potion he had given them. As the flames danced and changed their hues, the fumes lulled those that watched, eased their fears and calmed their resistance.

His father, Yannis, grabbed the boy, and stood next to Stavros, who began to speak. 

“For five thousand years my family has tended to the sons of Lykaonas. We have kept their secrets, guarded them while they slept and instructed them in the ways of Man,” he said in a voice that echoed through the clearing. The fire altar blazed away, casting flickering light over the faces of those assembled.  

“Charged with this sacred duty, the wolves would have died without our assistance.” He saw the eye-shine of the brothers, as they gathered, encircling the clearing.  Flipping open the priest’s book to the black pages, he began to speak the words that revealed themselves only to those who were worthy. 

The boy stood by meekly, unable to fight. When the spell called for the blood of the one who was bound, Stavros halted. A glimmer in the distance caught his attention. The Dryad.

She was watching, waiting to see if he would go through with the deed. He would, but not to the degree everyone thought. The spell did not say the boy had to die. Stavros intended to see that he did not. The wolves would live, as would the boy, and he and the Dryad would be together. And he could keep the magic that filled his being and dominated his thoughts.

“To the beasts who walk on two legs and four, we offer this sacrifice!” he shouted. The great silver blade that had been used at his initiation whispered across the skin of the boy’s throat. Blood fell, but the great artery did not give. The wolves growled as they watched, anxious to finish it.

“You fool!” his father said, snatching the knife from him. “He is a sacrifice, not a sampling!” And with that he viciously sliced the boy’s throat open, revealing the shining white bones of his spine. Blood erupted like a fountain, spraying into the altar, causing the flames to erupt into a blazing conflagration.  

“No,” Stavros whispered, as he watched the boy toppled headlong into the fire. The flames embraced him like a lover, devouring him. The smell of roasting flesh gagged Stavros. He fell to his knees with another denial on his lips.

In anguish, he looked to his Dryad, who watched with tears streaming down her face. With one last glance, she turned and disappeared in a shimmer of vapor, never to reveal herself to him again. He had lost her, his heart cried. 

“Finish it!” his father said, striking him across the face. The pain did not faze him.

“I have failed. I have lost my love,” he half sobbed. “No one was supposed to die.” 

“Finish it!” his father screamed again. He was so close that his words sprayed spittle over Stavros’s face. Like the boy whose will he had stolen, the one who now burned, he sat there unable to move. His father struck him again, demanding that he finish the rest of the incantation.

The book was laid in his lap, his hands placed on the pages. The magic reached for him. The words once begun demanded to be finished. In a voice not his own, he spoke. 

The howls of the Lykaonas Pack filled the night sky. And then there was screaming, and blood. Always there was blood.
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Shifting so many times in one day was exhausting. By the time he arrived at the mountain house he barely had the energy to stand. Summoning up the strength, he shifted once more, grabbed a pair of jeans from the trunk under the stairs and went in search of his Alpha.

Meleanus, king of the Lykaonas pack, had not ruled successfully for so long without learning a thing or two about patience. Still as he regarded his brother, he realized that he had not learned the ability to suffer fools lightly.

“Did it never once occur to you to simply ignore her?” he growled

Carteron swallowed. “But she knew my name. She knows what we are,” he said, trying hard not to whine in front of his Alpha.

“She does now, thanks to you,” his king said, rising from his throne. “Before you confirmed it, she only had suspicions. Now she knows, or thinks she does. Whatever the case may be, you have endangered the pack with your foolishness.” 

The urge to supplicate himself was strong. Had he been in wolf form he would have tucked his tail between his legs and whimpered for mercy. He did not know what he should do in human form. It was not a skin he wore well, having spent the majority of his life on four legs, not two.

“I cannot imagine what I was thinking when I made you Alpha of the zoo pack,” Meleanus said under his breath. “I asked you for one thing, to play the part of a wolf. I should have taken a stray dog off the street. No doubt it would have been more convincing than you.”

“She is looking for her brothers,” Carteron whispered miserably. He hoped that he would have some information that would spare him the wrath of his Alpha.

“Brothers?” Meleanus asked. “Stavros, why were there brothers at our ceremony?” 

The old priest regarded his king and shrugged. “I had not picked them. They showed up on their own. Am I supposed to control everything?” he asked with no small amount of insolence.

Meleanus regarded him with narrowed eyes. The priest was becoming more and more insubordinate. It was only because of the affection that he bore him that he had lived this long. 

But for now, Carteron needed to be dealt with. Unfortunately for him, his Alpha did not regard him with as much affection as he did the priest.

 

“You revealed yourself to a human. A human that you let live,” he said, his face mere inches from that of his brother.

Carteron rubbed his shoulder, easing the ache from the deep bruise that had formed from his collision with the enclosure wall. “I could not get to her” was all he said. It sounded a weak excuse, even to his own ears. 

The Alpha looked at the priest. “Send the Omega to get the girl. Bring her here. Find out what she knows.” 

“I am not going to kill her,” Stavros said in defiance.

“I did not ask you to. But if I do, you will,” the king growled. Carteron smirked at the priest, delighted that he was not the only one to incur the wrath of the Alpha. It was the last thought he ever had. 
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The adrenalin from my confrontation with the wolf spurred me on as I walked home. My mind was careening back and forth between elation and anger. I had just thrown down a gauntlet, challenging a werewolf. In hindsight, not necessarily the smartest thing I had ever done. But wow, did it feel good. 

As I opened the door to my hotel room a vibration caught my attention. I stopped and listened trying to figure out what it was. 

“The phone!” I ran to the dresser where the charging pad was, with the phone I had found in the tunnel. 

The battery had finally charged to the point where it powered on and received all the phone calls that had been sitting in some sort of cyber-queue waiting to be forwarded on. With baited breath I touched the screen, bringing up the main menu. A photo of my brothers appeared.  

I sat down on the bed hard in shock. I had suspected it was Dimitri’s phone, but as with the wolf, a hunch was drastically different than a fact. 

I was quickly moving through the stages of grief. I had no doubt that once back home, that process would start over, when I told my mother the horrible news. But for now, I had worked through, denial, sorrow and anger. At the moment, I was firmly in acceptance. But I also added my own element to the stages. Resolve. I would see to it that my brothers had justice.

Arthur had asked me that if I had proof of lycanthropy, would I accept it. I had proof. I could no longer deny it. Werewolves existed. The rumors about the Lykaia were true. 

I reached behind me and unsheathed the knife strapped to my spine. I tilted it, watching the light dance down the silver blade and over the ancient runes. I felt better just holding it. The weight of it was comforting, fitting my hand perfectly. 

It would be foolish to face a pack of wolves with just one blade, but it was all I had. I knew anatomy and was confident I could disable an attacker, no matter how many feet he trod upon.

Still holding the knife, I flipped through the photos on Dimitri’s phone. They were basically just candid snapshots. He had saved the serious photos for his high tech camera.

I then searched through his voice mails. They were mainly from my mother and me. There were a few from Mr. Andreas. I presumed he was looking for his rent. I would listen to them all later. 

I found an icon for videos and touched that. Several popped up. The last one was dated the night he disappeared. My heart began to race as the video loaded. I touched play.

He was standing in his apartment. I could see Ciro in the background. He was talking on the phone and wandering back and forth as he did so, a habit that was uniquely Ciro and heartbreakingly familiar. ‘Oh, how I miss them,’ I thought.

“I found a group of people who watch the wolves. I asked to join their order, but they tell me you have to be born to it,” he said, running his hand through his overly long hair. 

“I only managed to get that much information out of them after I told them all I knew. They seemed surprised that I had figured out so much. When I told them how, they wanted to talk further, but they still would not let me join. It is their sacred duty, they say.” He sighed again before he continued.

“They weren’t mean about it. They just said that was the way it was, and they had no power to change it. So, I’ve decided to take things into my own hands. I am going to the ritual tonight. I’ll record what I see. Even if I can’t be an official member, I can still help. They are old men, scared of their own shadows. Something has to be done. I guess I’m going to be the one to do it.”

“Come on, man,” Ciro said, ending his phone call. “It’s getting late. We need to get moving if we are going to get there before anyone sees us.”

“Alright, alright,” Dimitri said, still looking into the camera. He paused as if he were about to say something and then decided against it. “Good-bye,” he whispered, and ended the recording. 

“Goodbye, Dimitri,” I said softly, a single tear running down my cheek. 

I dialed Illyanna’s phone number. I needed to talk to her, to tell her about my visit to the zoo and to show her the recording. There was too much to tell over the phone. It would be best to meet. She wasn’t available, so I left a message.

As the day began to wane, I left my sixth message. I called the restaurant. She wasn’t working, and no, she hadn’t been earlier today, I was told.

A sense of dread began to form. I could not just sit around waiting for her to call. Grabbing my keys and my pack, I headed over to my brothers’ apartment. 
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His old truck ambled down the mountain, the sound of gravel pinging against the metal and crunching under the tires. The great black Omega lay in the bed under a tarp. It would be difficult to explain to anyone in Megalopoli what he was doing driving around with a massive wolf, especially, in a country where wild wolves supposedly no longer dwelt.

As he drove, his mind began to wander. It had done that a lot of late. He thought back to the night of his first rites, the one that had gone so wrong and cost him so very much.

 

***

 

He sat near the altar with the flames roaring away as they consumed the body of the boy. He had never even bothered to get his name. How could he make sure someone remembered him, if he did not know who he was, or had been? 

The smell of burnt hair and flesh was strong, but not as strong as another smell. Blood. The witnesses were supposed to watch, as the spell demanded, and then leave. He had planned to wipe their memories from them and let them go. 

“No one was supposed to die,” he cried again. His tears fell onto the black pages of the book where they were absorbed like summer rain on parched earth. He closed the book and set it aside. Whatever thrall it had over him, the horrors of this night had broken it.  

It was quiet now. The witnesses were all dead. The wolves had finished their gruesome feast and lay about in the mud wet with blood. He was grateful for the night that stole the color from the world. Had he been able to see the crimson of the blood, it would have driven him crazy.

Most of the brothers had shifted back to human form. They would wander down the hillside and bathe in the stream. Skin is easier to wash than fur. Others, the ones that preferred fur to skin, did not mind the muck. Like their doggy cousins, they liked the smell of things, and dead things were a favorite. 

“Wolf King!” his father shouted, breaking the silence. Stavros looked up, a sense of dread filling his belly. 

“Don’t,” he whispered, knowing what was going to happen, and feeling powerless to stop it. The flames crackled as what little fat the boy had was rendered by the fire. The reminder of the boy’s death released Stavros from any concern for his father. A cold anger began to form. 

He stood and walked to the edge of the clearing. He would not run as he had from the last ceremony. 

Meleanus shook himself like a wet dog. The fur melted away, revealing a man. But not just any man. A king. And like a true noble, he walked with majesty regardless of the fact that he was naked. 

“What is it you want, priest?” he asked, standing just before Stavros’s father. The firelight flickered over his body, revealing silver scars from battle wounds incurred before he had become Man.

“I want what you promised me,” his father said. “I have led your rites for as long as I have been able. I have kept your secrets and produced an heir to continue after me. I want my prize!” he demanded, with a look of madness in his eyes.

The king regarded him in the firelight for a moment before he nodded. “Very well,” he said and grabbed the priest. “If you insist.” And then he bit him, hard and deep. Stavros’s father screamed in pain and flailed his arms. The Alpha dropped him to the dirt and walked away, blood covering his face and chest.

As he walked past Stavros, he paused and looked into his eyes. The wolf king had been like a father to him as he grew up, staying his true father’s hand on more than one occasion. To an abused boy, Meleanus was a hero; a mythological being, larger than life. The man that flailed on the ground was just a sad, hateful excuse for a human being.

For the first time, Stavros clearly understood what Accalia must have been thinking when she cursed the king. The wolves did have more humanity than some people. Her judgment had been just, no matter what the consequences had been.

A low growl rumbled from the other side of the altar, where his father had fallen. Where a man had lain rose a gray wolf, streaked with black and striated with white, his lips pulled back in a snarl. He moved towards the Alpha, issuing a clear challenge.

The brothers that had left to clean up had begun to filter back to the clearing. Those that stayed in wolf form gathered around. They would not interfere. The pack would go to, or stay with, whoever was strong enough to hold it. 

“I have always known you were a fool, old man,” the wolf king said. “I just never realized how much of one. Are you sure you wish to declare a challenge?” he asked. “I will let you have a moment to consider it. Should you choose to back down, I will prove that I can be magnanimous and forgive you for the mistake.”

Stavros’s father growled again, the fur along his spine standing up, giving him the appearance of greater size. 

“I have been Alpha of the Lykaonas Pack for 5,000 years,” Meleanus said in a commanding voice. “I have ruled it as Wolf and I have ruled it as Man. If you think you can best me, I invite you to try.” And with that he took a running leap as a man, landing as a massive gray wolf. A rumble from deep within his chest silenced his brothers. Those who had been in Man form shifted and gathered around. 

Stavros knew they would only watch. But what his father had not considered was that should he best Meleanus, he would likely be challenged by the Beta. Having been Wolf for no more than an hour, it was unlikely he could defeat two that had been born on four legs millennia ago.

A grim smile curved the lips of the son as he watched his father challenge the wolf that had been a better father than the man ever was.

With a snarl the smaller gray wolf lunged at the larger, who moved to the side, letting him crash into the stones of the altar. If a wolf could laugh, the Alpha would have been guffawing. He knew his challenger was inferior, and he was toying with him. 

Stavros watched his father lunge at the king. In Wolf form the beast ruled. High thought was abandoned. Whatever plan the priest had fled when he transformed. 

As time wore on, the old man became more and more exhausted. The great gray Alpha ran towards the smaller wolf and closed his jaws around his neck. He was waiting for a sign of supplication. The man did not know the ways of Wolf and so he never gave it. If he had, it would have saved his life. Instead the wolf king twisted his jaws; a loud snap sounded, along with a pained yelp. The body of the small gray wolf fell to the ground, dead.

Unlike in the movies, werewolves did not transform back to men upon death. They died as they lived. The brothers threw back their heads and howled. They always mourned the loss of their own, no matter the cause. 

The boy watched with dispassion, uncaring that his father was dead. Whatever tender emotions he bore him had been beaten out of him long ago. The loss of the Dryad had killed whatever small portion was left. His life now revolved around the pack. Duty was all that was left to him. 

 

***

 

The sun had set behind the mountains as he pulled into the alley behind the apartment building. He had been here before. He knew the way.

“Come on, boy” he said, pulling the tarp back from the wolf. The Omega stood, stretched, and then hopped down.

Stavros began to undress, throwing his clothes onto the seat of the old truck. The magic of the wolf was always there, just under the skin. All he had to do was reach for it. The transformation was painless and quick. As a bard had once said, “there are more things under heaven and earth.” And as Stavros had come to learn, some things had no explanation. This was magic in its simplest state. Wolf Magic. Where once a man had stood, now there was a great black wolf with a gray underbelly.

He stretched, luxuriating in the feeling of strength. The influx of sensory information threatened to overwhelm him. If he was not careful, he would forget that he had been a man. 

He trotted down to the end of the alley with the black Omega just behind him. Running with his friend was something he always enjoyed. Orcho seemed to enjoy it as well, and so they ran every night under the full, waxing, waning and sometimes dark moon.

This last ceremony had seen him transformed to Wolf. He had not asked for it. He had grown to accept the fact that the cancer that filled his belly would soon kill him. He did not care that there was no successor to follow in his footsteps. He was content to let it be so. Perhaps it was time the wolves found out the ceremony was a sham.  

After the sacrifices, Meleanus had walked over to him and sniffed, probably smelling the cancer, and bit him. The transformation had thrown him to the ground as the magic re-wrote his DNA. 

They had hunted after that. He had found the deer and dared eat first. As he trotted with the Omega, the scar on his hindquarters tingled, a permanent reminder to never forget that though he wore the pelt of Wolf, he was always Man first.

With a look at his companion he began to run. Stavros had seen nearly eighty years. The magic of the wolves had erased several decades of wear and tear from his body. The cancer was gone. His eyesight was once again sharp, and his joints no longer ached.

As he approached the fire escape, he bunched the massive muscles in his hind legs and jumped. He landed on the platform on silent feet. Shifting quickly, he climbed the ladder. Orcho landed a second later, making the jump just as effortlessly. 

The window was unlocked, as it had been last time. Carefully, he raised it and stepped into the apartment. He found her in the bedroom fast asleep. A few whispered words would ensure that she remained that way. He covered her head with a pillowcase and threw her over his shoulder.

She seemed small and frail. What she thought she was doing challenging a wolf pack escaped him. The only reason he captured her was because he knew if he didn’t, someone else would; someone who was not so concerned with whether she lived or died. He thought of the efarmostís and shuddered

As the truck rumbled out of the alley, with the girl asleep and the black wolf covered in a tarp behind him, he rolled down the window and inhaled the scent of the night, remembering when that wind would have carried with it the perfume of the one he loved.
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No one answered when I knocked. The key turned in the lock easily, the door swinging open. Silence greeted me. No one was there. The window over the fire escape stood open. The curtains that Illyanna had hung swayed in the gentle night breeze.

I ran to the window and looked out in time to see taillights disappear around the end of the alley. “Damn it!” 

“I told you to keep the window locked,” I cried as I looked around the apartment. There were no signs of a struggle. I could not imagine she would go quietly.  “Double damn,” I said as I stood there. It had never occurred to me that my challenge to the wolves would somehow involve Illyanna.

I exhaled loudly. I knew where they were taking her, just as I knew I could not let her come to harm because of my actions. Grabbing my pack and several flashlights from my brothers’ closet, I left, not even bothering to lock the door behind me.

“Stop here,” I told the taxi driver as we approached the village. 

“Are you sure?” he asked, turning around to stare in curiosity at the apparently mad American that he had picked up as his last fare of the night.

“I am positive,” I said, handing him a very large tip to quiet his protests. He counted the money and shrugged. I got out and melted into the trees, watching his headlights as he turned around, and then the crimson of the taillights as they disappeared down the winding road.

I was alone now, too late to run after the cab. In truth, it was far later than that. From the minute my brothers had disappeared, this moment had been building. I took a deep breath and began to walk towards the church.

I could see the hillside with the ancient columns rising up like spindly fingers. The moon was full. Her light drifted through the lazy sway of the trees, casting shadows that danced about in a macabre routine.

A wolf howled in the distance. The note was caught by another and answered. A yip followed. I stopped and listened. It seemed they were just talking. I did not sense any urgency to their voices.  Just to be safe, I increased my steps, not quite running, but no longer walking either.

The church stood before me, gleaming white in the fire of the moon. I stood in the shadows along the edge, searching for anyone who might be watching. Quickly, I ran to the double doors, sighed in relief when I found them unlocked, and slipped inside.

The church was empty and filled with hushed expectation, just as it had been before. The altar without a cross stood atop the pulpit. It too, was waiting. Pushing back the rug, I pulled the old iron ring and lifted the door. 

Taking a flashlight from my pack, I set my foot on the first rung and began to climb down, before my sense of self-preservation could talk me out of it.

I exhaled a nervous breath when my feet touched the dirt floor.  Reaching up, I grabbed the metal chain and clicked on the over head light.

“Hello, Sophia,” Stavros said. “We have been waiting for you.” 

He raised his hand and said words in a language no longer spoken. I turned and reached for the ladder, just as the world went black.
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He laid her in the cell next to the other girl and frowned. He had honestly thought the girl in the apartment had been her. Now there were two of them. And the first one was pregnant. That concerned him. How was he going to keep both of them safe?

Meleanus was angry that one knew about them. He was not going to be pleased that another did as well.

Closing the iron door that turned the small cave into a cell, he leaned against the rough stone wall and slid down until he was sitting on the floor. Orcho regarded him with curious eyes. He did not understand what was going on, but as always he trusted Stavros and would do as he asked.

“We have to keep them safe, Orcho,” he said looking at the wolf. “Do you understand?” he asked. The wolf nodded and lay down before the bars with his head on his paws. He exhaled loudly, stirring the dirt into a small plume of dust. 

Stavros sat there and stared at the two girls. The pregnant one was younger than the other. Sophia, he remembered her name from their conversation in the restaurant. She lay as though sleeping. Her curls splayed out in the dirt around her.

When he first met her, he had thought her beautiful. Not in the traditional sense. She was not the kind of woman that wore makeup or fussed with her hair. But there was a keen intelligence that shone in her eyes. He had wanted to talk to her, but knew it would endanger her if he did. And so he had ended their conversation abruptly, leaving her to stare in curiosity after him.

He still thought her beautiful and was saddened by it. He would try to keep her safe. Had tried to keep her safe. Hoped that she would stay away, but she hadn’t. He sighed in regret. 

She stirred and rolled over, her eyelids fluttering. The other girl moaned and stretched, her hands going instantly to her abdomen in a protective motion. Sophia looked up and met his eyes unflinchingly. He could tell she was scared, but she was determined not to show it.

A smile curved his lips at her resolve. It was a pity the magic would not accept a female. She would have made a fine wolf.

“Open this door,” she demanded as she rose and walked over to the iron bars, gripping them in her hands.

“No,” he said, still sitting on the floor.

“Why not?” she asked, shaking the bars, looking for a weakness.

“Don’t bother. Those bars are meant to hold the strongest wolf. You will never best them,” he said quietly.

She exhaled, her nostrils flaring. The other girl moaned. She turned and ran to her. 

“Illyanna,” she said. “Are you alright?” she asked, running her hands over the younger girl, presumably looking for injuries. He remembered she had said she was a doctor.

He watched them both. It occurred to him how much they looked alike. Sophia turned and walked back to the bars.

“What do you plan on doing with us?” she demanded.

“You wanted to speak with the Alpha. And so you will,” Stavros said, gazing up at her.

She swallowed and narrowed her eyes at him. “Why do you protect them?” she asked.

“It is my duty,” he said simply.

“By whose decree is it your duty?”

He grimaced. A decree indeed. She had the right of it. He had never chosen this. It had been decided long before he was born. He did not feel like explaining all of that to her, and so he did not answer.

“I want answers,” she growled low and dangerously. He smiled and blinked at her.

“Easy she-wolf,” he said. “I’ll give them to you. But you likely won’t want them after I do.” He could tell she was stunned and smiled at it. She probably did not think he would answer her. Considering what would likely happen when the Wolf King arrived, he saw no harm in confirming what she already suspected. If she were going to die, she might as well die knowing what she had come looking for. 

“Are you Wolf?” she asked as he stood. He stopped. The words shocked him. No one had ever asked him that. 

“No,” he said, as he took off his shoes. Her eyes widened as he began to undress. He suspected where her thoughts went. She stepped back, hers arms stretching out to defend the girl behind her. 

“I am not going to hurt you. It is just easier to show you than to explain.” Once he was naked, he dropped to his knees and called for the magic. A moment later he shook himself and looked at her anew through the eyes of a wolf.

The girl, Illyanna, screamed and cowered against the back of the cave. Sophia just stood there, rooted to the spot in shock. He could smell the fear of the girl. It smelled good, like prey. His mouth watered at the thought. He shook himself again, reminding himself that he was Man. But her fear was too strong. He would need to shift back before he lost himself.

As the magic receded, he reached for his jeans and put them on, not bothering with the rest. The change always made him hot. He sweated in the coolness of the cave.

Sophia stepped forward and grabbed the bars once more, her eyes wide with curiosity.

“Does it hurt?” she asked.

‘No,” he said, wiping his face with his shirt. 

“Come here. Let me touch you,” she said, in what he suspected was her professional voice. He stepped forward before he could stop himself.

“You are burning up,” she said, after she felt his face and his chest. Her cool hand had felt good on his overheated flesh. “That makes sense, I guess,” she said more to herself. “Your metabolism would have to speed up to fuel the change. I cannot imagine the amount of energy you burn. I suspect you must be very hungry and tired afterwards.”

He nodded, surprised that she had been able to describe what he was feeling.

“Please, do it again,” she said.

“I can’t,” he sighed. “I have shifted twice already and again just now. I am too tired.” As if to highlight that, he swayed on his feet and reached out towards the wall to steady himself. He looked towards the great black wolf who had been quiet this entire time. “Orcho?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

The Omega did not like being in human form, and whimpered low in his throat. “Don’t worry, you won’t have to stay that way. Just show the good doctor what she wants to see.”

Sophia looked between him and the wolf with an expression of awe and wonder on her face. He could see the wheels turning behind her eyes. She was making notes to be examined later. He hoped for her sake that there was a later.

Orcho trotted over to the cage and the woman who looked at him so intently. A shimmer formed around him, the fur receded, peeling back to reveal a man, heavily muscled and in the prime of his life. He looked no more than thirty, but was actually well over five thousand years old. 

He stood on unsteady legs, and held onto the bars for support, as sweat beaded on his back. He did not speak. In all the years he had known Orcho, not once had the man ever spoken. Stavros was not even sure he could. 

He watched in wry amusement as the woman reached out and touched Orcho. She felt his forehead, his chest. Pressed her fingers to his neck and felt for his heartbeat. And then peered into his eyes.

“That’s truly incredible,” she whispered in awe. “No matter how much the evidence suggested it, I don’t think I ever truly believed it until now.” 

She looked at him, eyes bright with fascination. He smiled. ‘Yes, this was a rare one,’ he thought. Most women, well most people in general, would have been screaming in terror. He could see the girl in the corner. She had her head resting against her knees trying to hide from what was happening. 

“All the legends, are they true?” she asked, still peering at Orcho, who leaned his forehead against the bars and surrendered to her touch. It occurred to Stavros that Orchomenus the man had likely never been touched by human hands before.

“What legends?” he asked, knowing full-well what she meant.

“Will silver bullets kill a werewolf?” 

“Yes, but then lead bullets will work just fine,” he said. Holding up his hand, he interrupted her next question. “I do not intend to educate you about what will kill us, doctor.” She snorted and nearly smiled before she remembered where she was.

“What about the full moon? You just shifted. The moon is full tonight”

“The moon holds no sway over us. I imagine that legend grew because it is only under the light of the full moon that your feeble human eyes can see us.” She frowned and peered deep into Orcho’s eyes.

“The eyes,” she said. “It is what differentiates you from natural wolves.” 

“What do you mean?”

“In wolf form you have human eyes.” 

He would have said more but just then he sensed a presence. The Alpha had arrived, Meleanus, The Wolf King, and he was not well-pleased.
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“Marcus,” I whispered, as he moved to stand within the puddle of light cast by the hanging bulb.

“Why am I not surprised to find you here?” he asked, wrapping his fingers around one of the iron bars and leaning against it. He appeared as though he was at ease, but I could see the tension in his body. He was not happy.

I didn’t know what to say. Lying would not help, and the truth would likely only make matters worse. So, I just stood there gazing at him, refusing to look away. A smile curled the corner of his mouth as his eyes bore into mine.

“You would have made a fine Wolf, Dr. Sophia Katsaros,” he said. I snorted, presuming he meant this as a compliment. I was not nearly so impressed.

He laughed out loud and stepped back. “I see you have met my brother, Orchomenus. Not many have had that privilege. He takes human form only during the ceremony,” Marcus said, smacking his brother on the shoulder. The other man cringed and looked at the floor, but said nothing. 

“I guess it could be said you are the only one to see him and live,” he said looking at me. I could tell he was trying to scare me. I had moved well beyond being scared. Now it just pissed me off.

“I’m glad you find this so entertaining,” I said, casting a glance towards Illyanna. I rolled my shoulder a bit trying to ease the ache that had formed there. As I did, I realized something. I still had my knife. They had not searched me. I didn’t know if it was because they didn’t expect me to be armed or they just hadn’t looked for a knife along my spine. I didn’t care what the reason was. I was just glad I still had it. A grim smile formed on my lips. Marcus, the apparent Alpha, saw it and narrowed his eyes.

He stepped away from his brother and held out his hand towards the priest. “Give me the keys,” he demanded. I nudged Illyanna with my foot, not daring to look away from Marcus. 

“I doubt Marcus is your real name,” I said. My brother had been unable to place a name with the Alpha. There had been notations that said “all records lost.” However, judging from the photos he had taken of Marcus, I suspected that he believed him to be the Alpha. 

“No, my queen named me Meleanus,” he said as he inserted the key into the lock. “But modern times call for modern names.” The sound of metal grating echoed in the cave. The tumblers fell into place, and the door swung open with a squeak. I swallowed and stepped back. Illyanna whimpered but stayed huddled in the corner. 

Stavros and the other, still in human form, stood outside the cage, and watched. 

“Why the charade at the zoo?” I asked, as he stepped into the cell.

He shrugged and leaned against the door, crossing his long legs at the ankles. It hit me again how handsome he was. But unlike last time, I knew the cause for my unease. This man was a predator, confident in his abilities and his place in the world. He was a king in every sense. How I could ever have thought him less than that amazed me. 

He smiled and stepped forward. The glow of the light behind him cast him in shadows. I could hear Illyanna stand. She whimpered low in her throat and pressed herself into the corner. The weight of the knife at my back calmed me. I would not draw it yet. Surprise was all I had. I needed to take full advantage of it.

“Where are my brothers?” I asked, taking a step to the right so that Illyanna stayed behind me.

He stayed where he was, between me and the door. “Your brothers should not have been there,” he said low, watching me intently.

“What happened to them?”  I asked. “Did one become Wolf?”

He blinked in surprise. This questions seemed to stun him. “That is not how the magic works,” he said, putting his hands on his hips, which caused the t-shirt he wore to stretch tight across his chest. I swallowed, my courage faltered. I wanted to know, but dreaded the answers.

“Where are they?” I asked again.

“They are dead,” he said, taking a step forward. Illyanna cried out in an anguished sob. I gasped as pain, pure and sweet, lanced through my heart. And then I felt rage. I welcomed it, nurtured it and encouraged it to grow. 

“You killed them?” I asked, with a snarl curling my lips.

“No, not I.” he said. He seemed genuinely unhappy about what he had to say. “One of my brothers, no doubt. I know not who…” He held out his hands, palms up, almost in an apology. My lips curled in anger.

“Where are their bodies? At least give me something for my mother to bury,” I said, taking a step to the side, inching towards the door.

Stavros began to speak, but the wolf king held up a hand silencing him. “There is nothing left. They were sacrifices. What little remained was cast into the altar. It is the way it is. The way it has always been.”

I gasped in pain, unable to believe that it could be worse. The bone fragments that I took from the altar weren’t animal; they were human. My brothers.

“My brothers died so that yours might live.”  I hissed as rage consumed me. I looked at him and thought of my brothers and the terror that must have filled their final minutes. For the first time in my life, I knew what it was that drove people to kill. 

Without thought the knife was suddenly in my hand, and then just as suddenly, it was deeply imbedded within his stomach.

He gasped in pain, his eyes bulging in disbelief. I stepped back, taking the knife with me. He pressed his hands to his stomach, surprised to see them covered in blood, and then he looked at me in shock. 

The knife in my hand grew warm and coursed as though it had a pulse. I gasped and gripped it tighter, afraid to drop my only weapon. 

Marcus, Meleanus, the Wolf King and Alpha of the Lykaonas pack fell to his knees as scarlet blood trickled through his fingers. A shimmer of light settled around him like heat off a summer-baked road. The wound should not have been fatal. Had I been thinking clearly, I would have angled the knife up under his ribs, searching for his heart. But in my anger, I had simply lashed out. 

What floated in the air and made my skin tingle had only one name. Magic. I looked at the knife in my hand and wondered what it was, and how Mr. Andreas had come to be in possession of it. 

All this went through my mind in the few seconds it took for Meleanus to fall to the ground. As a sea of scarlet spread around him, he breathed his last and died.

The irrational side of my brain insisted he could not be dead from such a wound. I didn’t want him to suddenly sit up and grab my ankles.  I would not meet the same fate as all the foolish girls in the old movies. So I stayed out of his reach. Illyanna, began to cry in earnest. I took her hand and stepped around the wolf king and inched towards the doors, with Illyanna in tow. 

The priest stared at me with astonishment on his face. The other man was once more in wolf form, and was regarding me with a level of intelligence I had not noticed before.

“I’m leaving,” I told Stavros as I pushed open the door. He tossed me a set of keys. I let go of Illyanna and caught them one-handed. They jingled.

He stepped out of my way and pointed to his left. “Run,” he said.
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I slammed the trap door open and was greeted with the eerie sound of wolves on the hunt outside. Illyanna and I ran down the aisle of the church and out the front doors.

Stavros had given me a set of keys. They looked like car keys. I just didn’t know which vehicle they belonged to.

Once outside I caught a glint of moonlight off metal. An old 60’s pickup sat there, gleaming like the day it was made. Illyanna and I ran for it, threw open the doors and climbed inside. 

She slammed the lock down and looked at me. I nodded and did the same with my door. With shaking hands, I fumbled for the keys, finally sliding one into the ignition. There were three pedals on the floor, but I could not find the stick shift.

“Where…” I gasped, looking around. Illyanna reached over and grabbled a handle on the steering column.

“It’s a three on the tree,” she said, shrugging at my look of surprise. 

My father had taught me to drive on a manual. “If you can drive a stick, you can drive an automatic,” he had said. And he was right, but that was a long time ago. I only had a driver’s license so that I would have an ID. I didn’t even own a car.

I put my feet on the pedals, started the truck and tried to put it into first. The gears made a grinding noise as the transmission protested.

“Sophia!” Illyanna cried, pointing towards the edge of the woods. Several wolves were running right for us. I gasped and slammed the transmission into gear, hit the gas and sprayed gravel behind us as the truck lurched forward.

I careened around the church, heading back towards the road out of town. A large mottled gray and brown wolf ran into the road before me, growling with a look of challenge in his eyes.

I never even hit the breaks as he slammed into the front of the truck and rolled off the hood. 

“Take that, you stupid dog!” Illyanna yelled, watching the body of the wolf roll away. I looked at her in surprise and shrugged. 

A thump in the bed of the truck made me look in the mirror. The golden eyes of a wolf stared back at me. I screamed and jerked the wheel. Illyanna cursed and turned around. 

She cursed again in Greek as she stared at the wolf on the other side of the glass. His breath steamed the window as he snarled. He growled low and lunged. If he had hands he could have just opened the slider and climbed in. I was grateful it didn’t occur to him to shift.

“Here take this,” I said, handing Illyanna the knife, hilt first “If he breaks through, stab him. Anywhere. It should kill him.”

As she took the blade she gasped, her mouth falling open in a silent “o.” 

“Do you feel it too?” I asked. I shifted into third gear, encouraging the truck to go faster.  She nodded, as the wolf crashed against the glass. It fractured like a spider web, the sound of it ricocheting inside the cab. 

I yanked on the wheel, causing the truck to swerve. The wolf slid to the side, his nails scraping on metal as he fought to stay standing. I wrenched the steering wheel to the left, throwing him to the other side of the bed. I grinned ruthlessly as he hit the steel side of the truck and yelped in pain. This wolf might be my brothers’ killer. I had no pity for him. 

He growled and lunged towards the fractured window, spraying glass and spittle all over the seat. Illyanna and I both screamed and shied away. With one last thrust his head shoved through the small opening.

“Illyanna!” I shouted. She quickly got over her shock and lifted the knife with a look of vengeance in her eyes. 

“For Ciro!” she yelled, as she embedded the blade hilt deep within the eye of the wolf. He howled in pain and fell back. I swerved again, hard to the right this time, flinging him out of the bed of the truck. He landed in the gravel with a dull thud. He didn’t get up.

I looked over at Illyanna. She was staring at the blade with a frown on her face. As she tilted the knife the runes on the blade glowed green and shimmered. 

“It feels alive,” she whispered. I nodded at her, turned back to the road and gasped.  I hit the brakes with both feet, causing the truck to slide sideways. The road out of the town was blocked. The villagers had parked their cars on it end to end. Angry men and several wolves stood staring at us. 

“Oh, this is bad,” I said, stating the obvious. The bartender had a baseball bat that he was slapping against his hand. Several others held torches, the light from which displayed the look of grim resolve on their faces. 

I swallowed and put the truck in reverse and hit the gas. “Where are you going?” Illyanna yelled.

“I don’t know!” I shouted. “Through the woods if I have to.” 

Wolves spilled from the woods, encircling us. I didn’t stop. Most of them moved out of the way. Another jumped in the bed. I hit the brakes throwing him against the broken glass. He yelped when he was cut. I threw the truck into first, spun the wheel and hit the gas, flinging him from the truck. He hit the ground with an angry snarl, rolling into several of his brothers, who growled at him. 

In one direction was the church. Up the other hill was the altar. Through the middle of town was the only way. I sat there staring at the villagers, the truck idling, as they closed in on us. 

I looked at Illyanna and nodded. She nodded back. We both looked ahead of us and strapped on our seatbelts.  

“If you can’t go around it…” I said.

“Then you have to go through it,” she finished. 

Just as I was about to hit the gas, a dense fog descended. In a matter of seconds, it was so thick my headlights could not penetrate it. I couldn’t see any farther than the end of the hood. 

“What the…” I said. Illyanna shrugged with wide eyes. Off to my left, I saw a shimmer. The mist parted, revealing the form of a woman. She waved at me. When I only stared in confusion, she gestured again, this time urgently. 

I put the truck in gear and moved towards her. She walked ahead of me. In silence I followed her. I could hear the villagers shouting in confusion. The wolves howled in frustration. 

My headlights caught the eyes of a wolf. The woman moved forward, held up a hand, telling me to stop. She then turned towards the wolf. I could see her lips moving, but I heard no sound. A moment later the shining eyes blinked and ran in the other direction. With a swish of a tail he was gone. 

I looked at Illyanna and raised an eyebrow. She shook her head at me and said nothing. For several moments we followed her. Eventually, the sound of gravel under my tires switched to the hiss of wet pavement. The dense fog parted revealing the road ahead. She had guided us to the main road that led out of the mountains. I blinked and turned to thank her, but she was gone.

I didn’t sit there wondering what had happened. Instead, I turned the truck towards Megalopoli and drove.  
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I pounded on the door, knowing he was probably asleep, but I didn’t care. I had gone back to the hotel, gathered up what I had, and ran with Illyanna back to the truck.  I now knew what had happened to my brothers, but there was something else I needed to know. I suspected that there was someone who could tell me.

The door opened, revealing a crackling fire and the face of my brothers’ landlord. Mr. Andreas. 

“I brought your knife back,” I said, slapping the hilt of the blade into his outstretched hand as I walked in, not bothering to wait to be asked. Illyanna followed behind me. She sank gratefully into an overstuffed chair and wiped the hair from her face with a shaking hand.

“What is going on?” he asked, locking the door behind me. 

“I found out what happened to my brothers,” I said, looking him defiantly in the eyes. 

“What did you discover?”  

“They are dead,” I said spitting the words out. “But you knew that already didn’t you?” 

Illyanna began to sob quietly, hugging her stomach in grief. Mr. Andreas’s shoulders sagged as he sat down. 

“I did not know. I suspected that something had happened. I had hoped for better though,” he said quietly.

“Dimitri wanted to join your order,” I said, following a hunch. He didn’t even look up, just nodded.

“Enough with the secrets!” I yelled. “Tell me what is going on. I deserve to know.” 

“Yes, you do,” he nodded and rose. He walked over to a cabinet and poured two glasses of brandy. Giving Illyanna a bottle of water, he gave the other glass to me. 

“Have a seat. This will take a bit,” he said wearily, as he began to tell the tale I had read in the notebooks. 

“The great white wolf had carried out her duty, taking the child to a faraway land. Generations passed. We kept track of Accalia’s daughter. Her name was Calisto, and to her was born Dia and to her Psophios.” He pressed a button on an iron wall sconce. The panel slid back, revealing shelves of books. 

He retrieved a heavy leather clad volume. When he set it upon the table before me a plume of dust rose from it. The leather creaked when he opened it, revealing yellowing pages that crackled when they turned. Upon them was a chronology through the ages of Calisto and her descendants.

“Her line died out in the late 1800’s,” he said closing the book. “The priestess, Phigalia, was my ancestress. I descend from her son, Eleuther. From that time to now, it has been the sacred duty of my family to watch the wolves; to keep track of their movements and where they live.”

He reached for another volume and opened it. Upon the first page was a drawing of Marcus, or, more accurately, Meleanus. The Wolf King.

“He is dead,” I said quietly, gazing into the eyes that stared at me from the page.

“What?” the landlord gasped. “How is this possible?”

“I killed him,” I said, still looking at the drawing. I reached out and traced the lines of his face with one finger. With a confused sigh, I carefully turned the page, which showed him depicted in Roman armor. 

“With the knife,” I said, reading that he had been a general of legions. I read on for a few pages more before I closed the book on the wolf king and hopefully my tumultuous emotions about him as well.

“Illyanna killed another, but I don’t know who it was,” I said.

“Ah, yes, the knife,” he said, looking at it. “Was the wound you inflicted mortal?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “It was a deep gut wound. It would have punctured the intestines. That might have eventually killed a normal human. But he died quite suddenly.” I shoved the book away and leaned back in the chair.

“I thought they were immortal,” I said.

He snorted and sat down. “No, they are extremely long-lived, and very hard to kill, but they can die. They just don’t die of old age or disease. Something must act upon them. Otherwise they simply continue”

“That’s Newton’s first law of motion,” I said quietly. At his puzzled look, I continued.

“It says that a body in motion will stay in motion until something acts against it. The wolves will continue to live until something makes sure that they don’t,” I said, and then I remembered the feel of the blade afterward. 

“There was magic in the air.”

“I thought you had no room in your life for magic, Dr. Katsaros,” Mr. Andreas said, gazing at me intently. 

“As you said, Mr. Andreas, what we believe is like water. Ever-changing.” He smiled grimly and leaned back in his chair. 

“Do you know what this knife is?” he asked. I raised an eyebrow, assuming that his was a rhetorical question.

“It belonged to Accalia. Lykaonas’ Queen. It was the blade she used to cast the spell. I did not know for a fact that the knife would kill them so easily. I suspect the blade negates the magic that sustains them, but I have been unable to test this theory.”

I was not surprised to discover this and said as much. “Why did you give it to me? What if I had lost it?”

He sighed deeply, a look of sadness in his eyes. “When Dimitri first came to me, I denied that I knew anything. The second time he came, he presented me with so much proof, there was no way I could deny it.  But neither could I let him enter the order. From the time of Eleuther and his brother Lebadus, it has been the duty of my family to watch the wolves. Outsiders are not allowed in.”

“I sent him away unarmed but knowing more than he should, and he never returned. At least you had a weapon.”

“If you are looking for absolution, Mr. Andreas, find a priest.” I was angry. If he had told me about my brothers and the wolves when I first asked, I could have spared myself a lot of time and energy. But he had clung so tightly to his secrets that my brothers were now dead, and I very nearly could have been. 

“There was a time when we had a watcher for each wolf. But our numbers have grown thin. Your brother called me a frightened old man, stuck in his ways. Perhaps I am. Maybe if I had been willing to bend the rules, and allow him entrance, he would still be alive.”

“I guess we will never know,” I said with more bite than I had intended. 

We stared at each other, at an impasse. We were not enemies, but neither were we friends.

He exhaled heavily and continued. “The blade cannot be lost. Through the ages it has been misplaced, stolen, and in some cases, even sold. But it is tied to this land and always returns, one way or another.”

I considered all of this, as fantastical as it sounded. My beliefs had ebbed and flowed, changing to accept the presence of magic and whatever else that would entail.

“So, why didn’t the Dryad just have another child and reverse the spell?” I asked. He rose, raised the crystal bottle with the amber liquid and glanced at me. At my nod he refilled my glass and sat back down. 

“We know that she has taken three lovers. Accalia’s father was one. Another was before him, and the third was after them both. Never once has she told us their names, though we’ve asked. ”

“You must remember that she is not human. Has never been, though she takes that form occasionally. Time has no meaning for her, so she does not observe it. In all the years my family has served her, she will not allow us to worship her. She insists she is not a god. That she is immortal, she agrees to, but she also says she was created, not the creator. And that is as much as she will tell us”

“In our records there are periods when she spent entire decades with us, and yet still others when she appeared only once every century or so. I imagine for her there is no difference.”

“She takes lovers when she falls in love, though what may cause that we do not know. She feels love and grief.  The priestess and her sons attended her faithfully after the death of Accalia and the loss of her granddaughter, keeping her connected with the land. If not for them, who knows what would have happened to her.”

“Did she have children with the other two men?” I asked taking a drink, enjoying the feeling of the alcohol as it warmed my belly.

“The first she did not. We do not know what happened to him. Only that she said he was her first love and that she had been foolish.

“The second was Accalia’s father, you see how that worked out. And the third…” his words trailed off as he looked over at Illyanna.

“Five years ago, she appeared to me and said that she had borne a child. She had not contacted us for well over fifty years,” he said, taking a long drink from his glass. “Imagine my shock to see her, to learn that she had given birth, and then to have her tell me that the child was dead. 

“She said she had given birth just a day or so ago. As I said, her time perception is off. The child had not been born the day before. In fact, that child had grown into a woman and had since had a child of her own. For whatever reason the Dryad kept the birth of the child from us, choosing to hide her with a family that raised her as their own. She must have retired to her tree and slept, as she is wont to do.  When that child died, it woke from her slumber and she sought us out.” 

Throughout this story, he never once took his eyes from Illyanna. “You have a birth mark in the shape of an oak leaf, do you not?” he asked her. She nodded and took a deep drink of water from the bottle.

“What does that mean?”  I asked.

“She is of the Dryad’s line,” he said as he stood. “It was your mother that the Dryad told me about.”

“That can’t be true. My mother would have told me,” Illyanna said frowning. She stood and paced around the room. “She was killed in a robbery five years ago.”

“It was no robbery,” he said, plunking another book down on the desk.

“What do you mean?” she asked. He gave her a look and raised an eyebrow. 

“It took a triad to issue the spell. It will take another to undo it,” he said. “The wolves don’t want that to happen. For obvious reasons. What do you know of your mother’s parents?” he asked Illyanna. 

“My grandfather was a farmer. He died of a heart attack when my mother was in her twenties. My grandmother stayed home with the kids. She died not long after my mother.” 

“Those aren’t the grandparents that interest me,” he said quietly. 

“They are the only ones I know,” she said pointedly.

“Pity,” he said with a sigh.

I ran my fingers through my hair and tried to grasp what was going on and what effect this had on the baby Illyanna carried. 

“It was the Dryad who rescued you tonight. She recognized Illyanna as one of her own.” The book he opened was empty. The pages clean. Dipping his pen in ink he scribbled a name at the top of the page.  ‘Illyanna’

I looked at her, and nodded at her stomach. Mr. Andreas did not know she was pregnant.  She shook her head once and leaned back. If she did not want her secret told, I would not tell it. But the time would soon come when she could no longer hide the fact that she was pregnant.  I frowned in worry for her and this baby. Ciro’s baby. If the story was true, this child was likely a girl. My niece. 

Suddenly, a bond blossomed. That unborn baby and I were family. The daughter of my beloved brother. My last connection with him. I would do what I could to keep them safe. Perhaps I could make up for my failure to protect my brothers. 

“You are welcome to stay here tonight,” he said softly as he stood and left the room, returning with warm blankets and pillows. 

He had told me when I first arrived that not all that was lost should be found, and that some questions are better left unanswered. It was a hard truth, and one I had learned well. 

Settling on the sofa alongside Illyanna, I fell into a dreamless sleep, just as the dawn painted the sky pink.
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I drove to the airport the following morning, leaving the old truck in the parking lot with the keys on the seat. If someone stole it, fine. Somehow, I doubted they would keep it for long. 

“You should keep this,” Mr. Andreas said, handing me the knife.

“I can’t. There is no way I can smuggle that aboard a plane,” I said, even as my hand closed around the hilt.

“You said yourself you have made room in your life for magic, doctor. This blade has claimed you. Take it.”

The truth was, I wanted the knife, so I didn’t argue. I just slid it into the sheath along my spine and left. Then I dropped Illyanna off at her father’s and told her I would call her when I got home.

I held my breath as I walked through security. The light overhead glowed green, the guard waved me through. “Magic, indeed,” I whispered, as I walked towards the terminal.

The flight was long and uneventful. All that had happened in Greece left me in a fog. Too worn out to feel, I slept as the plane flew over endless miles of ocean.

It was dark when I got home. I trudged upstairs, lugging my suitcase behind me. My key slid into the lock. The door opened, greeting me with the scent of vanilla. For a moment I sighed and relaxed. It was foolish.

I heard a low growl. The light from the hall reflected off his eyes. And then he lunged.
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