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Prologue

 


 


Raymond Caradas slowly opened his eyes and immediately
recognised the muddy vista of a forest floor. It was a sight he was
wholly familiar with; his days of late all began like this. Though
he had no recollection of it, his life had started this way too,
upon a forest floor.

Groaning, he
blinked several times and rolled onto his back, raising his hand to
pick off the leaves stuck to the corner of his mouth. Looking
upwards, he felt the sting of dazzling sunshine as he stared at the
cloudless blue sky spread out above him. It had not begun this
way.

 


The child had
screamed relentlessly, as the rain continued to fall. None could
hear the infant’s distress, amid the pelt of rain and wail of wind.
Only the trees suffered his anguish; the cold biting into his soft
bones and the rain filling his open mouth as he howled. The trees
danced with the wind and tried to ignore him. Long had they vowed
not to meddle in the affairs of men but they relented, for they had
played a part in this creature’s creation. So despite themselves,
they intervened and sent the wolf.

The child’s
cries immediately ceased upon contact with warm flesh and it
grasped desperately at soft fur in its need to be nurtured. The
she-wolf cleaned the child, suckled it and gave it protection and
soon the child forgot it was human.

 


Caradas kept
his eyes open, despite a natural will to close them against the
sun’s brilliance and instead let his pupils contract. He sneezed,
groaned again and then sat up slowly, spitting the dirt from his
mouth. Naked, he damned his foolish and impatient will, knowing
that once again he would have to find new clothing. The pounding in
his head gave him a hazy indication of how he’d spent the previous
evening, and the cramp and grumble of his stomach told him that
he’d obviously had more success satisfying his thirst than he had
his hunger. Worse than that though, he was sober again. The thud of
his head, the rhythmic beat of reality, and his days like this,
stretched out before him. Drink, forget. Drink, forget.

He cursed, as
he got to his feet and spent a good few minutes reaching up to the
heavens, stretching out his aching body. Feeling the relief of it,
he knew that there was only one way to lose his throbbing head and
ache in his belly. He could find drink later but for now, he
sniffed at the air, hoping to catch the scent of something good to
eat.

He spent a few
moments like this, filtering out the familiar scents of the forest.
The freshness of blackberry bushes and the sweetness of violets,
mixed with the pungent smell of tree bark and earthy detritus of
the forest floor, were of no good to him. He searched for the scent
of animal and listened for the rhythm of a heartbeat, but there was
nothing appetising that came to him on this crisp morning.

The caw of a
magpie drew his attention and he saw it, as it landed on a branch
in the tree nearest him. It eyed him suspiciously with its
predatory eyes, its instincts telling it that what it saw was only
half the story. Irritated by the bird’s scrutiny, Caradas snarled
at it, a guttural growl slipping from between his bared teeth. The
magpie quickly took flight and disappeared into the trees. One
for sorrow, Caradas thought ruefully and then caught a new
scent.

Trusting his
nose, he nevertheless waited patiently for a few moments until he
heard the crunch of leaves under foot fall. He quickly took cover
behind the knotted trunk of a large oak tree and waited. A thin
smile formed on Caradas’ lips, as he saw the lone man emerge
through the trees and he considered a savage possibility.

It had been a
long time since he had committed such an act, though then, it had
been a natural course to take. Hunger drove him to hunt and when
his life had been simpler, one animal was much like another . . .
even a man. He saw no evil in it, neither malice nor cruelty. Those
traits he had learned much later, from men themselves. But years
had gone by since then and he had been civilised, had he not? It
was wrong to eat humans . . . cannibal even. Yet despite such
judgment, his civilisation had led him down darker roads than the
one he was presently on.

Yesterday, the
approach of a man would have only given him thought to rob him and
steal his clothes, but today as he had woken, he felt different.
Today, an ancient hunger stirred within him. He knew he could not
go on thus, day after day. Today he would have to make a decision
and choose a life.

Yesterday, he
would have robbed this man. Today, he resolved as he watched the
man move through the forest, he would eat him.

 


 


 



Chapter
One

 


 


13th December
1311, The Paris Temple, Paris, France

 


The air was bitterly cold, but in spite of this, every
window was flung wide. The room had an oppressive nature, which
only the icy grip of the breeze seemed to dispel. Guillaume de
Plaisians knew that he would have to close the windows soon, as his
teeth began to chatter, but he delayed for as long as possible in
his attempt to exorcise the ghosts from the room.

The streets of
Paris were busy today, crammed with bodies dealing to their errands
or just making the most of the lead up to Christmas. De Plaisians
could smell the warmth of spiced wine on the frigid air and reached
for his own cup, drinking back the not so warm liquid slowly.
Despite the chill in his bones, De Plaisians liked this season best
of all. The winter streets of Paris were far more appealing than
they were in warmer months. The streets smelled rancid in the
summer heat; the body odour of the masses mixing with the stench of
animal excrement and decay of death.

Now, however,
the frosty air repressed the stench that the sun so readily
encouraged. The cold Christmas air smelt good, laced with mulled
wine and all the appetising fare that street pedlars were cooking
up. There was plenty of warmth coming from the joviality on the
streets, as people spent their money and made the most of Christmas
feasting.

Reluctantly, he
stood and closed all the windows, as his shivering intensified. He
poked at the fire to revive it and placed another log upon it. He
stared at the flames as their hunger piqued and they licked and
scorched the new offering. He sighed and feeling warmer but still
gloomy, he went back to his desk and finished off the dregs of his
wine.

He hated the
Paris Temple. It was nothing but a mausoleum. The King had had him
set up office here, thinking it would please him like some reward.
A reward? The stupid bastard! The Temple had long been
emptied of its lavish furnishings. The disappointing Templar
treasury had forced King Philip to strip the place of everything.
This had then been sold, in attempt to gain some of the financial
spoils he had so desperately sought. Scarcely anything remained,
except the ghosts of the knights that had once graced its rooms.
Its empty halls were haunted and the shadows watched him, as if
eager for the chance to mete out revenge for the loss of their true
masters.

De Plaisians
sat in the Grand Master’s private quarters. The old man’s desk
remained and oak cabinet, of course empty of any Templar artefacts
and documents. Seated in this office was rather repelling to De
Plaisians, seeing as the Grand Master was still alive; rotting in a
dungeon in Gisors. The King still wanted his fires, but he had been
outwitted by the superior knights. Now, the Pope delayed dissolving
the Order, awaiting final judgement by the papal and diocesan
commissions, and the Hospitallers were at the Paris Temple’s door,
eager to pick over the bones. They could have it!

De Plaisians
longed to be away from Paris. Since De Nogaret’s untimely death,
and his stepping into his shoes, De Plaisians found that being the
King’s most valued advisor, was a fool’s aspiration. The King
played with people. He remembered well how he had treated De
Nogaret, who had done everything he could to please the petulant
sovereign.

De Plaisians
grimaced now, as he remembered how he had joined in the King’s
games, tormenting De Nogaret because of his own jealousy and
ambition. Now he had what he’d played for and he’d replaced the
deceased former favourite. He was, however, now first in line to
receive the King’s wrath and had to work tirelessly at tempering
Philip’s tantrums; appeasing and reassuring him. Hind sight was a
wonderful thing.

As he blotted
the drops of wine he’d spilled on one of the documents he was meant
to be looking over, he thought that perhaps being here was a
blessing after all. Philip was probably out hunting with his
retinue of favourite yes-men and though once he had enjoyed the
privilege of being invited, he rarely was these days. But better to
be away from the King’s moods. Philip never came to the Temple. It
was a bitter reminder of what had eluded him.

De Plaisians
sighed, and noted the room darken suddenly. The shards of bright
sunlight that had shone through the windows, crisscrossing the room
just moments before, had lessened and De Plaisians got up as the
light seemed ever to decrease. He went to the window and looked up
to the sky. Sure enough snow clouds were darkening the winter
brilliance.

“Good,” he said
out loud to himself and then jumped, as a thunderous knock on the
door disturbed his solitude.

“Who is it?” he
demanded, irritated by the intrusion.

“Jean-Marc,”
the timid voice replied.

“In with you
then!” De Plaisians snapped at his servant. The door opened and the
young lad entered, red faced and troubled.

“Well, what is
it?” De Plaisians asked.

“There are men
at the Temple gates demanding to see you.”

“Men? What
men?”

“Chrétien la
Quartière and his knights. They have several prisoners with
them.”


“Prisoners?”

“He says that
they are Templar Knights.”

“Christ on the
Cross!” De Plaisians swore in disbelief. He knew well who Chrétien
la Quartière was, a wealthy baron with numerous estates in the
Languedoc region. The knight’s family had ever been loyal to the
Kings of France and when the once separate province of Languedoc
became annexed to France, after the Albigensian crusade, his family
had been rewarded for that loyalty with numerous vineyards and
châteaux in the region. Chrétien la Quartière currently resided in
the Château Comtal, in Carcassonne.

However, these
days the relationship between sovereign and La Quartière was very
different from what it had once been. Chrétien was not only land
rich but he had the coin to go with it and his wealth was well
known to be the envy of Philip. In fact, Philip hated him with a
passion. Jealous, of course, that he was far wealthier than the
King of France. Well, that wasn’t difficult to be.

There was also
the small fact that Philip’s own father had favoured him. He had
been at Philip III’s side when he had entered Roussillon, during
the Aragonese crusade. La Quartière had also spent many years in
the Holy Land and was reputed to be a fine warrior. His admirable
combat abilities and horsemanship, equal to those of the old King,
lent many to believe that Philip’s father had viewed him as the son
he should have sired. La Quartière was a man then that the King
would eventually try and discredit, relieve of his wealth, and see
perish in one of his dungeons.

With no love
lost between the two men, De Plaisians wondered what scheme La
Quartière was hatching; for he must be up to something. If he was
claiming that he had ensnared stray Templars, perhaps he was
seeking to heal old wounds and build a bridge with the increasingly
erratic Philip. Clever. When this mess with the Templars was
over, Philip would soon select another target and La Quartière must
know that he was high on the King’s list.

“You’d better
admit them then.” De Plaisians said, tugging at his goatee in
thought. “Tell Sir Chrétien that I will be down shortly.”

He turned away
from Jean-Marc to look again out of the window. Fat snow crystals
were beginning to fall languidly, readily sticking to the freezing
dust in the courtyard. De Plaisians smiled. He may grumble at his
position on occasion but there was never a dull moment. A new game
was about to commence.

He watched as
La Quartière and his men cantered into the Temple bailey, followed
by a horse-drawn prison cart. Within it lay several men and what
looked to be one woman. De Plaisians couldn’t tell whether they
were dead or just unconscious. Taking this as his cue, he turned on
his heel and made his way from his chambers down to the
courtyard.

“This is an
unexpected but pleasant surprise, Sir Chrétien.” De Plaisians
greeted with a smile. He was accompanied by several of the Royal
Guards, as he knew, through experience, never to let caution
slip.

“It has been a
long time, my friend.” La Quartière said, leaping from his saddle
and gracefully landing on the ground a few feet from De Plaisians.
Guillaume mused at the odd greeting, for they had never been
friends. He had met the knight on several occasions and they had
always politely greeted each other. Never, however, had they
exchanged more than a few pleasantries that would justify the term
friend on this occasion. De Plaisians nevertheless gave him a firm
embrace, as old friends do, becoming ever surer of the knight’s
plotting. This was a pantomime and De Plaisians was intrigued.

As he pulled
back from the embrace, he noted that La Quartière’s face looked
fine and youthful. He had always thought the man handsome, his fair
complexion bringing to mind the fabled knight’s of the grail
romances. Chrétien la Quartière’s reputation also brought to mind
those troubadour tales, for he was a skilled warrior, whom, it was
reported, none had the measure of.

It was strange
then, De Plaisians reflected as he examined the knight’s face, that
a man who’d been on crusade, and was therefore battled hardened,
did not look as wizened as many of his contemporaries. He was a few
years older than the King, and while Philip looked every one of his
forty three years, La Quartière barely looked like he’d seen thirty
winters. But then again, De Plaisians reasoned, the King was
overwrought and paranoid, whereas La Quartière looked like he
didn’t have a care in the world.

“And to what
occasion do we owe the honour of your visit?” De Plaisians smiled,
looking at the prison cart.

“Unfinished
business.” La Quartière replied mysteriously and removing his
gloves, he snapped his fingers. His squire was quick to his side,
taking hold of both his gloves and stallion’s reins. La Quartière
motioned to the thickening snowfall and De Plaisians was quick to
take on his meaning.

“Perhaps we
should talk inside.” De Plaisians suggested, brushing the frozen
crystals off of his tunic. “There is no urgency in your visit?”

“None.” La
Quartière replied.

“Then we can
enjoy some fine wine and exchange news at leisure.”

“Sounds most
pleasant.” La Quartière remarked, inclining his head at his young
squire who bowed dutifully. The boy then gave the reins of Sir
Chrétien’s horse to one of his knights, and went to retrieve a
saddle bag from his own mount.

“Your men?” De
Plaisians enquired.

“I trust they
will be allowed to tend to their horses?” La Quartière said,
expecting only one answer.

“Of course. The
Temple grooms will loyally be at their service.” He motioned to one
of the guards to make it so and then gestured for La Quartière to
join him inside the Temple.

La Quartière
walked boldly up the Temple steps by De Plaisians’ side but then
hesitated at the threshold, causing De Plaisians to pause and turn
back to him. “My lord?”

“Mmmmm,” La
Quartière mused, “’tis a curious thing, but I have never before set
foot inside a Templar abode.”

“Former Templar
abode. For now, this belongs to the King though the Pope wishes all
Templar property to be handed over to the Hospitallers.”

“How the mighty
have fallen.” La Quartière remarked and then looked back at the
prisoners with a malignant smile. “I cannot pity the Templars for
their fate. ’Twas no more than they deserved.”

“Please come
in,” De Plaisians invited, “the snow is relentless.”

“Thank you.” La
Quartière replied and stepped out of the cold to join De Plaisians
inside. La Quartière beckoned his squire to join him and they made
their way in silence to De Plaisians private office.

“The King must
favour you, Guillaume.” La Quartière remarked, as he surveyed the
former Grand Master’s quarters. De Plaisians sat behind the large
desk and La Quartière took his place opposite him. Jean-Mark
immediately entered the room with two large goblets and a flagon of
wine. He poured for La Quartière, who eyed the liquid suspiciously,
smelling the contents of the goblet while De Plaisians’ own was
filled.

“If you fear
that Philip’s tight-fist means a poor selection of wine for those
who serve him best, then you would be mistaken. This wine is
Gascony’s finest, I can assure you.”

“I doubt you
not, Guillaume. I am sure it is fine, I meant no offence.”

“None has been
taken.” De Plaisians returned.

“To your good
health then.” La Quartière said, and clinked De Plaisians’ goblet
with his own. He then slowly drank down his wine, nodding
approvingly and savouring every drop that passed his lips.

“And to yours,”
De Plaisians returned, intrigued by the knight’s peculiar
manner.

After several
cups of wine and some idle conversation, De Plaisians brought forth
the topic of the prisoners that were presently in the Temple
bailey.

“It is good to
talk old friend, but satisfy my curiosity by telling me if what my
servant said is true; that the prisoners in the cart are
Templars.”

“Indeed they
are,” La Quartière said casually, “and they are a gift for the
King.”

“Most generous
and if what you say is true, then the King will be most pleased.”
De Plaisians said. He knew well that the prisoners in the cart were
not Templars, for he knew something that La Quartière did not; that
Templars were not just men, or women. He severely doubted that even
renowned knights, such as La Quartière’s men, could capture seven
true Templars.

“It displeases
me to have you think that I would lie on such a matter.” La
Quartière said darkly. He motioned for his goblet to be
re-filled.

“No offence is
meant. Even if they are Templars, they will deny such, knowing as
they would their grisly fate if they were believed to be.”

“Of course they
would deny it and if they were merely human it would indeed be
difficult to prove the fact. However,” he paused and through an
arrogant grin concluded, “we both know that they are not.”

De Plaisians’
wine caught in his throat and he choked. Jean-Mark was quick to
react and began to slap him on the back.

“Piss off!” De
Plaisians croaked irritably, “I am alright!”

“Leave us.” La
Quartière commanded and both servants hastened out of the room. De
Plaisians regained his composure, finished his wine and then
cleared his throat. He looked at La Quartière intently and wondered
if the knight truly knew anything or was trying to call his
bluff.

“I know not of
what you speak.” He said nonchalantly.

“Ah, come on
Guillaume, you have no need for pretence with me. Let’s not play
games.” He smiled. He wiped the wine from the corners of his mouth
and then licked it from his fingers. He lent forward and said: “I,
like you, have seen the Templars in their wolf skins.”

Still De
Plaisians did not take the bait; though La Quartière saw his eyes
kindle.

“Surely you did
not think that the King and his little circle were the only ones
privilege to know the Templars’ secret. I have long known the true
nature and savagery of the werewolf knights.”

He had said it;
werewolf. There was no bluff and De Plaisians conceded and
nodded slowly. “How, may I ask, did you come to know of this?”

Chrétien la
Quartière laughed out loud; no, not laughed De Plaisians
thought, cackled. The sound went through him and he felt a
chill creep up his spine.

“My dear
Guillaume, I have known this for a long time. Long before you my
honoured councillor.”

Unsatisfied by
this patronising response, De Plaisians merely arched one eyebrow
in his direction. La Quartière reached for the flagon of wine and
poured them both another cup. He took several sips from his, and
then smiling at De Plaisians he finally said:

“On crusade I
learned of their nature, it was at once admirable and
terrifying.”

Something about
his tone gave De Plaisians an unsettling suspicion.

“Are you one of
them?” he asked, quickly supping some more wine to bolster his
courage. There was something about La Quartière that made him
immensely uneasy. He had never noticed it before, simply because
they had never before sat and engaged in any lengthy conversation.
His knowledge of the Templars, his capture of several of them and
his eerie manner led De Plaisians to make the only conclusion he
could; that he too was a werewolf.

“Ha!” La
Quartière spat in contempt. “Me? I think not councillor.” He
sneered and De Plaisians noticed that his teeth were stained with
wine.

“I seem to
offend you at every turn but it is not my intent.”

La Quartière
waved his hand dismissively. De Plaisians continued.

“It is only
that I too know the nature of these knights and would find it hard
to have faith in the fact that you and your men could seek out and
detain such dangerous mortals, were you not in possession of their
instincts and strength.”

“A point well
made.” La Quartière nodded. “But I am not a werewolf. However, I
have had much experience of them, mostly on crusade and have become
sensitive to their traits. Besides, I have one in my service.”

“A traitor?” De
Plaisians asked uneasily.

La Quartière
shrugged, “If you like.”

“How did you
come to know of them?” De Plaisians asked a little intrigued.

“When I was
younger and in the Holy Land, I was fascinated with the Order. I
was a fine warrior myself, but I was nevertheless intrigued by the
powerful presence the Templar Knights emanated effortlessly. The
way they fought; every movement synchronised, every blow on
target.” He sighed. “And they were so close; a bond existed between
them that was . . . unfathomable and impenetrable.”

“You wanted to
join them.” De Plaisians observed, as he was sure La Quartière
meant him to.

“Who would not?
And you are right, but of course I could never have.”

His lip curled.
De Plaisians reasoned that his contempt must come from his
rejection. Had not the King himself once fancied joining the Order?
He too had been rejected, for what he now knew to be obvious
reasons. Philip’s hatred and will to destroy the Templars had come
from, in part, that very rejection. Now here was another, whom, it
seemed, sought reprisal for the same.

“This,” La
Quartière continued, “made me suspicious of them, for I believed I
was as fine a knight as any of them. So, I made it my business to
know the reason for their secrecy and enigmatic nature.”

“And?” De
Plaisians probed.

“As I said, it
was my business.” La Quartière said evasively.

Despite the
warmth coming from the fire, De Plaisians suddenly felt cold. “Very
well,” he said, “so how have you been able to catch these knights,
they are unmatched except by their own.”

“Ah,” La
Quartière said, smiling shrewdly, “that is the real trick that I
have come to show you and that which will make the King most
pleased.”

“Please,” De
Plaisians urged, “continue.”

La Quartière
reached over and grabbed the saddle bag that had been left on the
desk and pulled it towards him. He opened it and retrieved a small
leather wineskin from within it. He held it up for De Plaisians’
inspection and smiled.

“What’s in it?”
De Plaisians’ face tried to remain as impassive as his tone of
voice.

“The perfect
concentration of wolfsbane.” La Quartière answered casually.

De Plaisians
could do nothing more than shrug. “I am not familiar with poisons,
though I am guessing that wolfsbane has some affect on wolves?”

“You would be
correct.” La Quartière confirmed. “The Greeks called it lycotomum
and used it on arrows and baits to kill wolves. You may or may not
know that werewolves have immunity to all human ills and also an
unnatural resistance to poisons, well, most poisons.” He paused and
smiled before continuing.

“Wolfsbane has
had unpredictable effects on werewolves. It is a potent poison,
which in the correct dose can kill them. But after much trial, I
have found the perfect mixture. The concentration of wolfsbane is
key, and depending on that, the effect varies. In the right amount,
it can render them senseless, but more importantly, prevent them
from changing into their devastating forms.”

“Really?” De
Plaisians’ eyes sparkled with interest.

La Quartière
nodded resolutely. “It makes them easy to capture. We use
crossbows, the arrow heads laced with it. It is an old trick but
effective, the dose just needed perfecting. Shoot them with my
wolfsbane and they become as fallible as mere men.” He grinned a
red smile and reached for his goblet of wine.

“Is the effect
permanent?”

“Sadly, no. The
dose needs to be administered,” he paused, “daily. I can’t seem to
better this.”

“How do you
administer the dose?” De Plaisians frowned.

“I have made a
salve which can be rubbed into the original wound or a new cut can
be made. It is absorbed into the blood stream very quickly.”

“And this
works?”

“Oh yes, it has
been tested on several of them. The ones in the cart have been
under the influence for a few days now.”

De Plaisians
raised his eyebrows to demonstrate to La Quartière that he was
impressed. It was true. However, it did not mean that he
necessarily liked it. He couldn’t help but see La Quartière as a
vulture hovering over an injured creature, waiting for its demise
so he could feast upon it. He suddenly felt empathy for the fallen
knights.

“You have
obviously spent time researching this and I commend your
commitment. However,” De Plaisians tapped his bottom lip with his
forefinger, “what drives you to such lengths? Many Templars made
their escape. France is all but rid of them I would imagine.”

“You imagine
wrong. Wolves are territorial. Many French Templars would not leave
their country if they could help it. I agree that many did make
their escape, but some have remained. Perhaps, they bide their
time; perhaps to plan revenge or maybe they simply wish to live
unhindered. Remember that the Grand Master is still in prison. His
fate is, as yet, still undetermined; until that is known then the
fate of the others who remain here is also undecided.”

“Perhaps, but
you have not explained your interest in the matter. What is your
motivation?”

“I serve my
King.” La Quartière shrugged.

De Plaisians
smiled wryly. “There is no love lost between you and the King.
Let’s be honest, I sense that you seek leverage. Philip may have
all but destroyed the Temple but he did not gain even half of what
he imagined he would from their demise. He has learned that the
Templars should never be underestimated even in their dispersed
state. Indeed, he fears for his life.

Philip,
however, is not one to let concerns eat away at him. He will seek
distraction from his woes and empty coffers and soon will look for
a new victim. Your wealth, status and favour with his late father,
makes you, Sir Chrétien, an attractive target.”

“I was told you
were clever, and you do not disappoint. The King is right to fear
for his life. I would expect nothing less than for the wronged
knights to seek revenge. Did De Nogaret not die in dubious
circumstances?”

“There has been
rumour, but De Nogaret was ever fragile and I believe he did not
get what he desired out of the Templar business either.”

La Quartière
shrugged indifferently. “Whatever it please you to think. I do, of
course, do this for personal reasons. To ally myself with Philip
would be wise for me. If he thinks I can rid France of errant,
dangerous Templars and give him fuel for his fire lust then I would
be clever indeed.”

De Plaisians
nodded.

“Tell though,
Sir Chrétien, if you had this potion to disable werewolves, why
have you delayed until now to reveal it? The King may see your
delay in its revelation as suspicious.”

“Suspicious?”
Chrétien la Quartière’s passive face darkened suddenly.

De Plaisians
held ground and shrugged casually. “You know what happened at the
end. The amount of men lost to the King and the escape of the
majority of imprisoned Templars may not have come to pass if your
little secret had been known then.”

“True, but my
work had not been completed at that time. It has only now come to
fruition.” La Quartière explained, his darkness lifting.

“Of course.” De
Plaisians smiled and raised his cup in a toast. “Well here’s to you
then.” They drank back their toast in silence and then La Quartière
said:

“I want Philip
to take his sights off the Languedoc region and me. I wish to be
left in peace and my estates untouched. In return, I will bring to
the King any stray Templar that has the misfortune to cross my path
and,” he paused deliberately and smiled slyly, “the man who
betrayed Esquin de Floyran.”

De Plaisians’
eyes narrowed. “You speak of Raymond Caradas?” he said
doubtfully.

La Quartière
inclined his head conceitedly.

“A prize
indeed.” De Plaisians commented unconvinced. “I very much doubt
that he is still in France though.”

“I believe you
are wrong again. Where would he go, Guillaume?” La Quartière asked.
“A betrayer of betrayers? Who would trust such a man? Even those he
helped save could not forgive him his past trespasses. Trust me, he
is still here and I will deliver him to Philip. I will rid France
of any Templar threat and ease the King’s angst. All the King need
do is stay out of my business.”

“There is no
man on this sacred earth that Philip would like to see burn more
than Raymond Caradas.”

“Indeed. The
Templar Order may be over but the supernatural knights are still
amongst us. The loss of the Templar prisoners was a disaster. I am
not surprised that Philip is fearful for his life. He has made a
powerful enemy, who are now hard to distinguish.”

“But now we
have your expertise.” De Plaisians said, as he knew he was meant
to.

“Exactly.” La
Quartière smiled. “I am sure there are those in the Church who
would like to take advantage of my methods also.”

“The Pope?” De
Plaisians said, trying to keep the surprise out of his tone. He
knew that the Pope was not so zealous in his desire to see the
Temple destroyed.

“No,” La
Quartière answered. “Clement is ill and his view of the Templars is
thwarted,” he smiled as he saw De Plaisians feign ignorance, “you
need not hide that fact from me. But he is merely a puppet now, a
figurehead. Philip is happy to let him dwindle until death.
However, there are others rising in the ranks who would wish to see
France and perhaps Europe rid of the threat of the supernatural
knights.”

“Others?” De
Plaisians asked, in genuine ignorance.

“You need not
concern yourself with details Guillaume.” He smiled and then said:
“For now our business is with the King. The prisoners in the cart
are now in your care. You can tell the King at your leisure.”

“My care? You
do not wish to tell him yourself?”

“I would rather
meet with the King when the tide is in my favour. I will remain in
Paris for a sennight. Philip may write me if he wishes for my
service. It matters not to me how many rogue Templars roam the
forests of France. I have my protection.” He smiled
conceitedly.

“Mmmm,” De
Plaisians mused, “there is a masquerade ball at the Palais de la
Cité five nights hence. I will make sure you are on the guest list.
I will speak to Philip before then on this matter. It would be a
good time for you to see him when he is in high spirits.”

“I look forward
to it.” La Quartière smiled.

“Now,” De
Plaisians said, “what of the prisoners? If this salve is of limited
–”

“Do not worry.
I have brought ample supply for you. It should keep the wolves
docile until Philip decides what to do with them, but I warn you
not to dally. They should be disposed of sooner rather than
later.”

“I agree,” De
Plaisians began but La Quartière stood up abruptly. “I must take my
leave of you.”

De Plaisians’
eyebrows arched in concern. La Quartière raised his hand to ease
his worry.

“Of course, I
will first help you,” he paused searching for the appropriate word,
“settle the prisoners in and oversee your men administer the
poison.”

“Will you not
stay and dine with me?” De Plaisians asked, as was appropriate.

“I am afraid I
have made other arrangements for dinner this eventide. Perhaps,
another time.” He smiled.

“Of course.” De
Plaisians said, secretly relieved, as he swiftly got to his own
feet.

 


 


 



Chapter
Two

 


 


In the bailey, La Quartière barked orders at his men
while De Plaisians had every guard available at the Paris Temple
assemble in the courtyard.

“Don’t worry,”
La Quartière mocked, noting De Plaisians anxious expression,
“they’re quite safe.”

The door of the
prison cart was unlocked and La Quartière’s men were quick to drag
the prisoners from within its confines. To De Plaisians they
appeared drunk; their limbs limp and uncooperative, as the knights
tried to move them. The poison had the desired affect and De
Plaisians relaxed, a little.

There were six
men and one woman. He had seen plenty male Templars before;
Philip’s dungeons had been full of them at one time. However, he
had seen few of their women. Only one other in fact, who, if he
remembered correctly, had been as formidable as the men of her
race. She had also been very beautiful.

De Plaisians
looked at the girl, as she was roughly manhandled by two knights,
who dragged her across the bailey with contempt. She was of average
height for a woman. Her hair, which hung just below her shoulders,
was a fiery red with light, golden strands woven throughout it. Her
eyes, which stared into a hazy oblivion, were a beautiful green but
the wolfsbane had doused the life from them. Once more, De
Plaisians felt empathy towards the fallen Templars, but catching La
Quartière’s scrutinizing gaze, he remembered that he had a job to
do.

The blond
knight handed De Plaisians a leather satchel. Opening it, he saw
within several earthenware pots, which he assumed were full of La
Quartière’s poisonous salve.

“They will soon
need another dose. I would suggest you have one of your men see to
it.” He said. De Plaisians gave him a sideways glance but nodded
and called out the names of several guards to accompany them down
into the dungeons beneath the Paris Temple.

The prisoners
were dragged below and swiftly secured within a large communal
dungeon cell. La Quartière took one of the pots from within the
satchel and opened it. He stuck it under De Plaisians’ nose and the
councillor recoiled as the pungent smell invaded his senses.

“This is your
greatest weapon.” La Quartière smiled, inclining his head.

“It smells
foul.” De Plaisians returned, pushing the pot containing the yellow
ointment away.

La Quartière
unsheathed the dagger from his belt in a sudden fluid movement,
making De Plaisians jump. The knight smiled, amused at this, and
then scraped the blade across the ointment.

“Now,” he
began, showing the viscous poison on the blade’s edge to De
Plaisians and two of the Royal guards stood near him, “stick this
into the wound. They heal quickly, even in this state, so if the
wound is dry then cut into it, to draw fresh blood. The poison must
get into the blood stream.”

He handed the
dagger to the guard closest him and then nodded, prompting him to
set to the task. With the second guard in his wake, the first
cautiously stepped into the dungeon which held the seven drugged
Templars.

“Should they
not be kept separately?” De Plaisians whispered to La
Quartière.

“It is not
necessary in this state.” La Quartière replied, and then redirected
De Plaisians’ attention back to within the dungeon.

The guard
cautiously went over to the first man who lay on the dank straw
floor. He looked back at De Plaisians for encouragement and De
Plaisians gave it by nodding at him. Slowly, he knelt by the
semi-conscious man and went to remove the ragged bandaging from his
upper arm, where he assumed he had been wounded. He looked at the
wound and saw that it was dry and clean. He took the dagger and at
first simply wiped the salve onto the wound, he then took the edge
of the knife and worked it in, cutting the man deeply again until
blood flowed.

The man groaned
and De Plaisians found himself grimacing within. He knew that the
werewolves had an unfair advantage against mere men and that this
was perhaps the only way they could be kept under control, or
indeed from escaping. However, there was still cowardice in this.
It was like bear baiting. Least with a hunt, the quarry had a
chance for escape, but a bear tethered to a post, with no chance of
fleeing the bloodthirsty dogs that attacked it, was vile sport.

La Quartière
merely smiled at this and said. “Good. You’ve got it.” He turned to
De Plaisians and grinned smugly. “You see?”

The guard
looked up and, pleased with his attempt, moved on to the next
prisoner with confidence. The next was the woman, who was propped
up against the wall, her head lolled forward as if she were asleep
or dead. The guard scrapped some more ointment onto the blade and
sought out her injury.

“Her leg,” La
Quartière said, “upper thigh.” He smiled. The guard, one of a few
of Philip’s men privy to the secret of the werewolf knights, nodded
and winked to his companion as he grabbed the hem of her worn
dress.

Smiling, as he
pushed her dress upwards to reveal her bare leg, he forgot what he
was truly dealing with, and was too slow to react as the material
of the woman’s dress seemed to disintegrate in his hand. Confused,
he looked up to see the bared teeth of a huge wolf in his face.

For De
Plaisians time almost stopped. He barely had time to scream out a
warning, when the wolf took the guard’s face in its angry jaws and
crunched down. De Plaisians reeled in horror, as he heard the crack
of bone as the man’s face popped like an overripe tomato in the
wolf’s mouth. Blood sprayed the dungeon walls, and the rest of the
guard’s body went into violent spasm, as the wolf ripped head from
torso.

The second
guard stumbled back in terror, as the wolf dropped the bloody pulp
that had been his comrade’s head and leapt towards him. He had no
chance of escape, but his death, unlike the first guard’s, was
mercifully quicker. With the flesh of his throat still in its
mouth, the wolf made for the dungeon door.

“La
Quartière!” De Plaisians screamed out, hoping for salvation, as
his life flashed before him. It would have been too late, even if
La Quartière had reacted, but the wolf was not interested in the
King’s councillor and swiftly passed him. Mobilised by terror, the
other guards spread like hot pitch to be out of the path of the
fleeing wolf. One of La Quartière’s men took aim with his crossbow
but La Quartière placed his hand upon it and shaking his head,
pushed it aside.

“Leave it,
Lorence.” He said.

“Leave
it? Are you mad?” De Plaisians screamed out, as the wolf
disappeared from sight. “Kill it, stop it!”

“There is no
poison on the arrows!” La Quartière snapped. “One arrow won’t bring
her down. There is no time. Best let her go.”

“Let her go?”
De Plaisians cried incredulously, as the wolf disappeared from
sight.

“No time to
reload.” La Quartière said evenly.

“Christ have
mercy!” De Plaisians cried out. The wolf rushed up the main steps
to the dungeon’s entrance. The guard at the top of the stairway
froze, as he saw the cause of the all commotion come racing up like
hell itself to meet him. The wolf stopped before him and changed
back into the woman with the red hair.

“Let me free
and I promise I won’t kill you.” She said calmly, her green eyes
stared intently at him, but were full of promise.

The guard
stared back in dismay, but the blood curdling cries he had just
seconds before heard, quickly aided his decision making. He turned
the key that was already in the door and flung it open, as widely
as he could. The wolf dashed through the open door and across the
bailey.

All within it
turned and stared, not expecting to see a blood stained wolf make
flight from the dungeons. Their surprise caused hesitation, albeit
for a second, but a second was all that the wolf needed. She was
across the bailey and over the Temple wall before a single shot
from a crossbow could be fired.

La Quartière’s
men quickly ran towards the dungeons and down to check on their
master. La Quartière was stood at the entrance to one of the cells
with his hands on his hips inspecting the damage within.

“Sir!” one
called out to him.

He raised his
hand to still them. “I am fine.” He grunted and then added as if an
afterthought: “The wolf?”

“Gone.” The
knight replied.

La Quartière
nodded. De Plaisians looked from La Quartière to his men and then
back to La Quartière again.

“What in
God’s name happened?” the councillor exploded, losing his usual
demure composure.

“I do not
know.” La Quartière replied. “That was unexpected and
unfortunate.”

“Unfortunate?”
De Plaisians said exasperated. “A guard has just had his face
crushed in a wolf’s mouth, the other his throat torn out, they’re
dead!”

“I know they
are dead.” La Quartière said nonchalantly, turning to face the
councillor. “As I said it was unfortunate, but there is nothing we
can do about it now except learn from it.”

“Learn from
it?”

“Yes.” La
Quartière replied. “I don’t understand how the effect would have
worn off on the female first. She is smaller than the males and was
given the same dose. Do you understand what I am saying?”

De Plaisians
nodded catching his breath. He looked at the two dead guards. It
was bloody carnage before him, carnage in the blink of an eye and
it brutally reminded him why these unnatural creatures were so
dangerous.

“Perhaps one of
your men neglected to dose her. Perhaps she was faking the effect,
waiting for an opportunity to escape.” De Plaisians offered.

“No.” La
Quartière said resolutely. “I have been present at each dosing and,
believe me, I do not take chances with these dogs.”

“Well
something’s gone wrong.” De Plaisians sighed.

“Indeed.” La
Quartière mused thoughtfully.

De Plaisians
turned to leave. “I need some air.” He said feeling green. It was
not the first time he had witnessed a devastating attack of wolf on
man, he could scarce forget seeing a torturer’s fate, as he was
thrown into a pit containing an enraged Templar wolf. However, then
he had been at a safe distance. Here the wolf had passed but a
hair’s breadth from him and he had felt close to losing his own
throat.

La Quartière
joined him in the bailey. “My men will clear up the mess,” he
offered the distressed councillor. The snowfall had ceased, but it
had left a thick blanket of white across the bailey. De Plaisians
was thankful that the putrid smell of the dungeon had quickly been
cleansed from his nostrils by the icy air. His eyes followed the
trail of the fleeing wolf, its path clearly marked by the
footprints it had left embedded in the fresh snow. He breathed
deep.

“Will they tell
the King for me too?” De Plaisians returned without gratitude.

“I am sure that
Philip will not blame you for this. In fact, it may add weight to
my offer.”

“What? Having
two of his men savaged?”

La Quartière
laughed sardonically. “I doubt the King will lose too much sleep
over two of his men. Did he not have some fifty of them burned at
the stake, dressed at Templars, to save face and assuage his anger
at losing his real quarry?”

De Plaisians
sighed, not bothering to find out how La Quartière knew about that.
“You know how unpredictable he is. He could just shrug it off or
fly into a rage and have me flogged.”

“I doubt he
will have you flogged,” La Quartière paused and then added
thoughtfully, “perhaps another of his guards though.” He smiled
wryly. “I offer you and the King my apology. Perhaps more work
needs to be done. I will take the rest of the prisoners away with
me. You need not fear for their care from here on.”

De Plaisians
gave a sigh of relief and then saw the man that La Quartière had
called Lorence coming out of the dungeons. The tall knight strode
across the bailey towards them.

“Done?” La
Quartière asked when he’d reached them. Lorence nodded.

“Right, well
get them back onto the cart and then have the mess cleared up.”

Lorence nodded
and then turned his attention to De Plaisians. “What would you have
me do with the dead men?”

De Plaisians
sighed. “Clean them up as best you can, sew them into shrouds and
then have them taken to the Temple chapel for vigil.” He looked at
La Quartière who nodded his agreement.

“As you wish.”
Lorence said and took his leave. La Quartière’s men obviously had
no qualms about catching werewolves, or dealing with the
consequences of making a mistake with them.

“All over.” La
Quartière smiled at De Plaisians. “At least you know I wasn’t lying
about them being werewolves.” He laughed.

“Mmm,” De
Plaisians said. “But even if I thought you were lying, I would not
have wished to find out this way.” He added, feeling his stomach
turn.

La Quartière
slapped De Plaisians heartily on the back. “It won’t happen again.”
He promised, gesturing to his squire for his horse to be brought to
him. De Plaisians nodded but he had an uneasy feeling that a bag of
worms had just been opened.

“My men know
where to find me when they are finished here.” Chrétien la
Quartière said, as he swung himself into the saddle. “See you at
the ball.” He smiled and, followed by two of his men, cantered out
of the bailey.

De Plaisians
watched after him and groaned painfully at the thought of the task
at hand. Now he had to go and see the King. He couldn’t help but
feel that La Quartière had deliberately allowed the wolf to escape;
surely his men could have stopped it? It would be a dramatic way of
making a point to Philip.

Harrowed by the
thought, he quickly gave orders to his own men to return to their
stations and watched La Quartière’s men momentarily, as they went
about their gruesome task. Satisfied that things were under
control, and in desperate need of a drink, he turned his back on
them all and made his way back inside the Temple.

 


****

 


The man was
oblivious to the fact that he was being stalked and even if he had
been wise to it, he would not have believed what it was that had
its heart set on eating him. The wolf kept his distance as he toyed
with possibilities. He could pounce now and be done with it, but
there was no fun in that now was there? He was starving, but it had
been a long time since he had taken a man for his prey. He felt the
need to hunt the hapless wanderer and perhaps, cause just a little
terror.

As he
considered this, the man stopped and turned to look about him, as
if suddenly aware that he was not alone. Caradas crouched low and
waited. He drove from his mind the will to be cruel and decided to
be practical. If he took the man down swiftly, he would not even
know what had hit him and then no wrong would have been done. He
was simply a hungry animal, Caradas reasoned. Wolves did not play
with their prey; they merely brought it down to eat it. Toying with
prey and inflicting harm for the pleasure of it was the preserve of
man. And which was he now? Or rather, which would he prefer to
be?

The man resumed
his walk. There was a bow and a quiver full of arrows strapped to
his back. He also was on the hunt. It was an interesting
consideration, the wolf thought, as he resumed his steady pursuit.
If he committed this act, this act that was taboo to his kind, then
perhaps he should live as a wolf for the rest of his days.

Caradas
wondered if he should live out his life as a wolf, never changing
into his human self again. Life had started out that way for him.
He’d not known his human half for many years, until incident and
circumstance had brought forth his change into a man. His path and
nature had altered, and he had become Raymond Caradas. But nothing
was forever.

Right now, he
had to admit, his wolf skin felt good, aligned with the rhythm of
the earth. His nostrils were filled with the exhilaration of the
hunt. The anticipation of tasting human flesh was almost too much
to take. Despite this, however, he wondered if he would crave those
pleasures that he had come to enjoy as a human. He would miss his
drink and women; though the women he had encountered of late had
done little to satisfy his lust, just as the tasteless stews and
pottages had failed to sate his hunger. This man would quench the
latter. Why could he not live as both? Hunting and eating as wolf,
drinking and whoring as man?

He was
delaying, he feared. Debating the whys and wherefores, while all
the time, the man was creating greater distance between them. He
wondered if his distraction, and allowance of this to happen, was
guilt creeping in. Guilt he had once not had. Best get on with it,
or he would never eat today. Killing this man would take him back
to where he had once been, so long ago. It had not been such a bad
place to be and with the fortitude of hindsight, he wished it was
the place in which he had remained. With this thought clearing his
conscience, he raced forward and leapt at his quarry.

He attacked
from behind and clearing the height of his prey, came down upon him
and smashed his rock hard skull into the man’s head. The man
immediately fell unconscious to the ground. Now what was cruel
about that?

With his teeth,
he took hold of the man’s clothing and pulled him over, so that he
lay on his back, enabling him to get a good grip of his throat. It
was a mistake. Caradas peered into the man’s face and quickly
realised that it was not a man that he had brought down, but a
young boy. He hesitated, and then tried for the life of him to
figure out why. Man, boy, what was the difference? All died one day
and in some way. Some deaths were good and some were bad. Caradas
had seen plenty of both. This was a good death. It had reason and
the boy would not know it had come to him, until he met his
maker.

Caradas made
his decision quickly and baring his teeth, he pulled back in
preparation for his fatal strike.

Don’t do
it! A voice resonated in his head. Caradas dropped onto all
fours in shock and quickly looked about him. Conscience did not
have a voice.

He soon saw who
had spoken to him. Not fifteen feet from him, stood a pale grey
wolf. The scent, and tone of voice, was that of a she-wolf. Her
green eyes were intense but there was a plea in them, as if they
could not stand to see any more bloodshed. Perhaps they had seen
more than their fair share.

Caradas was
dumbstruck for a moment. He could neither speak nor move. He had
not crossed paths with one of his kind for well over a year. He
cared not to, but had often wondered whether he was the last
werewolf in France. Had they all fled across the borders and seas?
Apparently not. While he searched for his voice, she said:

You will
regret it.

This angered
him after all the reasoning he had done on the matter and he at
once found his voice. ’Tis none of your business, and best not
make it be unless you want to share him with me? Caradas
offered baring his teeth gently into a smile. The she-wolf seemed
to recoil at this notion.

You plan to eat
him?

Why else would
I kill a man? For fun?

She did not
answer but instead stared at him, her eyes filled with disbelief.
Caradas now felt his patience wearing thin, the morning would soon
be drawing to afternoon and he still hadn’t eaten.

I’m
hungry! he said and wondered why he should attempt to explain
himself.

It is wrong.
You are a man.

I am a
wolf. Caradas countered.

Even wolves
don’t hunt men.

You know
nothing of wolves, Caradas replied, now go! he hissed
and turned back to his prey.

Don’t!
she implored him. Caradas felt his patience snap. He turned back
towards the she-wolf and slowly stalked towards her.

If you don’t
fuck off and leave me with my prey, I will have you instead. He
warned, his teeth now bared in a threatening grimace.

You would
not. She said bravely. I am like you, there are few of us
left and we have enough enemies without turning on each
other.

Firstly, I
don’t give a shit and secondly I am not turning on you. I am
warning you to get out of my business or I will do you some damage.
I’m giving you a chance to walk away. Caradas said.

Still she stood
her ground and so Caradas opened his mouth, as wide as he could, to
show her his lethal set of teeth and then unleashed a ferocious
growl at her. His cry came from deep within and it was born of
frustration. He then charged.

At this
display, the she-wolf sensed his intent and took flight. Caradas
pursued her, even though she was swift. He gnashed his jaws at her
hind legs to make sure she got the message and continued in this
way until he became bored and his stomach reminded him that he had
abandoned his feast.

He stopped and
then cried out at the top of his lungs, it was somewhere between a
howl and a guttural growl, but it hurled through the forest after
her. She continued moving. He watched until he lost sight of her
and her scent faded. Satisfied that she believed his threat, he
turned and casually padded back to his quarry.

The boy was
still unconscious. Caradas, even more hungry now that he had been
disturbed, bared his teeth again and prepared to strike. But he did
not. He closed his eyes and tried to quell the rage that boiled to
the surface of his being.


“Arggggghhhhhhh!!!!” he screamed furiously, as he changed back into
a man, balling his hands into fists as he fell to his knees.

The boy was
coming to, and upon opening his eyes he found to his horror a full
grown naked man at his side. The boy scrambled backwards, his face
full of fear. Caradas wondered if the boy could have looked any
more horrified; if he had woken to find a wolf perhaps?

“Go on!”
Caradas screamed at him. “Get the fuck out of here!”

The boy
clumsily scrambled to his feet and turning, he ran as if from the
gates of hell itself.

“Damn bitch.”
Caradas murmured, as he rubbed his throbbing temples. If he ever
came across her again, it would be her reckoning.

 


****

 


“I am
starving,” La Quartière said when Lorence de Sernay entered the
room.

“I am too. What
shall we have prepared?” he asked, looking over at the servant who
waited dutifully for instructions.

La Quartière
shrugged. “I’ll have more of this, for a start.” He picked up the
near empty flagon and shook it.

Lorence nodded
to the servant, who promptly left to carry out his master’s
request. La Quartière emptied the contents of the flagon into his
cup.

“And perhaps,”
La Quartière said wickedly, “a little of our special elixir.”

“We had some
this morning.” Lorence said. “I do not think it wise to take too
much.” He added cautiously.

“Ach, enjoy
yourself for once Lorence! Do you not feel fine?”

“Yes but . . .”
he hesitated.

“But nothing,”
Chrétien waved his hand dismissively. “Anyway, how did it end with
De Plaisians?” he changed the subject.

“Without fuss.”
Lorence answered. The servant returned with two fresh flagons and
filled the men’s cups. La Quartière watched as Lorence drank his
wine with gusto.

“Thirsty my
friend?” La Quartière remarked.

Lorence nodded.
“It was a bloody mess though. I think De Plaisians was pleased to
see the back of us.”

Chrétien
laughed. “Poor worm, he doesn’t have the stomach for this business.
Did you see the colour of his face when the wolf attacked?”

“I have seen
nothing whiter.”

“Ha!” Chrétien
laughed and then added, “it was a risk but it couldn’t have worked
out better really.”

“Indeed,”
Lorence noted, “he cannot doubt our claim now and his account will
put the wind up the King’s arse.”

“Yes,” Chrétien
said thoughtfully. “Philip’s fear will win out. He will want to
feel safe and the promise of Caradas will sweeten the deal.”

Lorence smiled
but La Quartière noted the look of doubt flicker in his friend’s
eyes.

“What concerns
you?”

Lorence
inclined his head slightly and then said: “Still, what I witnessed
today was a warning to beware. Divided they may be but they would
be a powerful adversary if they decided to bite back. Are we wise
to make them one?”

“Why not? I
miss crusade, Lorence, I miss bloodshed. I have wealth and land but
was happiest when I had a sword in my hand and an enemy to destroy.
What am I to do with all my time?” La Quartière asked.

“Your hunt in
France will not last. Are there as many here as we think?”

“I am not
talking about France, Lorence, at least not solely. The Church will
sanction a new crusade, mark my word, the supernatural is to be
feared and destroyed. The Church does not take kindly to any who
may be more influential than they. And who would lead such a hunt
throughout Europe?”

“You?” Lorence
offered.

“Of course.
Purpose, Lorence. It is what I seek. I will command a new Order,
sanctioned by the Church, supported by the King of France and run
by those who understand the nature of what they are dealing with. A
new crusade!” he smiled jubilantly.

“You have my
support, Chrétien, as always.” Lorence said.

“I appreciate
that, and your opinion.” La Quartière nodded and then smiled
zealously. “This is going to be extremely pleasurable.”

 


 


 



Chapter
Three

 


 


Caradas stalked through the forest in wolf form, his
mind full of morose thoughts. He could not quell the fury he felt
at having been distracted from his kill. His nature felt twisted.
The death of a boy should not matter to him; not as a matter of
survival. He owed man nothing. He owed nobody a thing.

He caught a
bird on the wing and bitterly crunched down on its bony body. He
thought of the boy and how tender he would have been. How juicy the
flesh of a fresh kill would have tasted and how there would have
been plenty of it! A feast like that would have done him for days.
He vowed that the next human that crossed his path, be it man,
woman or child, would become his next meal. None came though. He
cursed his misfortune and thought again of the she-wolf that had
thwarted his intent. He tried to dispel the interest she sparked in
him and instead focused on the hiding he would give her if he ever
again came across her.

He caught
another bird and then attempted to have a doze, to sleep off his
anger and thoughts of hunger. At present, he had an aching head and
empty belly, no clothes and no money for a visit to an inn that
night. It was best that he try and sleep; it was best that he
forget the now.

The sleep did
him good, for when he awoke it was dark and despite the empty pit
of his stomach, his head was clear and he was keen for a new hunt.
The forest was lit by a half moon and Caradas ran through it, his
nose to the air searching for the scent of man. He knew that he
would have to be lucky to find such, wandering in the woods at this
time but there was always the chance. For now he would take
whatever came his way and was content in the knowledge that he
would have no qualms about taking a human when one crossed his
path.
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