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Andreas Baron, konigswolf of the Schwarzwald pack, could split logs from Michaelmas until Christmas and still, the angst would remain.

Wilhem should not have been surprised, therefore, to find half of the fuel they’d need to make it through winter chopped and piled. What did surprise him was how his king achieved the work of three lupines in one night.

“Good health, mein konig?”

Andreas paused, the axe raised high, to glare at his packling. “Do you question my constitution?”

Wilhelm’s eyes cast to the ground as his body curled in on itself. “No, Andreas, of course not.” 

Andreas let his tool fall to the ground and rounded. “Then what business?”

The packling dared a glance upward. “Lisi is asking you to come sup before she puts the pups to bed. It is nearly dawn.”

“Give your mate my thanks, but I am not hungry.”

“But, mein konig, you haven’t eaten a proper meal in two days. Or did you sneak off to the forest to take down a few coneys again?”

The kingwolf huffed. “And if I did? Am I not a predator? Should I not eat of the land as a predator is wont to do?”

Lord forbid the konigswolf should think his prerogatives were being questioned twice in so many winks. “It is justified to draw from the world that which it gives willingly. But you are also a man, and a man needs rest. Even the Almighty allowed himself his due on the seventh day.”

The Almighty had never had to fight off the urges of a full moon growing near while living in the shadow of the woman he loved. How long had it been since they’d spoken? A year? At least that long.

“It has been a long night. But there’s still much wood left to split.”

Wilhelm patted Andreas’s shoulder. “We’ll do it together tomorrow. Come along now, my king, or Lisi will have both of our paws in the trap.”

Snap.

Wilhelm fell in behind his king as the sensation gripped them both: a lurch in the stomach, a buzz in the head. They were no longer alone, even though neither could spot their interloper through the nearby trees.

The wind shifted, carrying the scent of freshly cut pine and silver. 

“Curse the devil! What do they want?” Wilhelm asked. “And just when we’re about to bed down for the day!”

Andreas wondered as well, but knew no matter how much he hoped, it wouldn’t be her. Gerwalta patrolled these woods now, as she’d done since they returned from Nurenmberg, but the one he loved could slide through the trees without being spotted. More likely it was Helga, the Matron’s first-born daughter and heir apparent, dropping by for a weekly shake down.

“Go, Wilhem.” Andreas pushed his packling toward the direction of the farm as he himself turned deeper into the forest. “I’ll be along shortly. Tell Lisi I’ll help square away the pups for bed.”

“Just as long as you tell whatever red-hooded ninny this turns out to be that she ought come at a more decent hour.” Wilhelm moved along, but called back over his shoulder. “Next time you’re hunting about the forest, you ought to find one of them to eat. Do us all a favor.”

Andreas cringed at the thought. Animal though he was, hunter though God had made him, he’d never partake of dark one flesh. As he made his way to the forest’s edge, however, he did consider other things that he could do involving his mouth and one particular wolfsretter’s skin. 

The image in his mind knocked the wind from his lungs and put his heart into his manhood. He found himself arrested, struggling to forgo a much more pleasant projection of what lay before him than humiliation. 

And then suddenly, he caught the sight of red hair blowing in the breeze.

“Resplendent.” 

The word leapt from his heart unto his lips before he could stop himself. His love stood before  him in her warrior’s cloak, a deep scarlet fabric that stood out against the snow-kissed monochromatic backdrop of the winter forest. A berry ripe for eating. A rose blooming among ruin, waiting to be picked.

She was not the same untried flower he’d journeyed across the land beside a year before. His love had passed from a young protégé barely come into her powers to hardened warrior of a wolfblood-hungry heritage. Her stoic resolve proved that the fantasies he’d entertained of their next encounter, one that began with her running into his arms and out of her clothing, were simply that—make believe.

“Herr Baron.” Gerwalta’s arm jerked into view from under the folds of her red cloak, bearing a scroll in her outreached hand. “I come on behalf of the Matron.”

Formality was a cruelty for those who loved. It frosted the heart, chilled desires. Andreas found himself playing the role she’d forced him into.

Smile absconded, the wolf seized the paper, breaking the Matron’s red wax seal. “It is an invitation to a ball.”

Gerwalta met his raised eyebrow with silence.

“At Schloss Wolfsretter,” he continued. Other details were brief, but that didn’t make them any less curious. He pushed the scroll into a pocket in his coat. “Why is the Matron inviting me, a lupine, to a wolfsretter ball?”

“I do not question my mother’s decisions. I cannot say.” The first crack in her resolve emerged, and much to his dismay, it was to huff in frustration. “I was charged with delivering the invitation to you, Herr Konigswolf, and I have done so. If you wish to discuss that matter further, you may send word to my mother to...”

He caught her by the arm as she spun to leave. He’d have thought he’d kissed her, the way her body lit up at his touch, her cheeks blushing, her heart pounding.

All signs of attraction. But were not these also the signs of an oncoming attack?

Gerwalta fixed him with a poisonous glare. “You will unhand me, for your sake.”

If she wished to hurt him, she could. Gerwalta wore no silver in plain sight, but a wolfsretter rarely did. Andreas had no doubt that with a flick of her fingers, the metal would leech from the hidden confines of her attire and burn rivers into his skin. Her touch was worth the pain.

Instead of moving away, Andreas stepped closer, bringing her back flush to his chest, his hand still clasped on her arm. “I would rather hand you, Walta. Excessively.”

“I thought we settled this matter the last we met.” Her words made the chill in the air feel warm by comparison.

“Only if by settling you mean that you asked me to do something abhorrent, and I refused.” His mouth danced over the skin beneath her ear, and still, she did not move. “I will never mate another.”

“Then you’ll die alone and without an heir.”

As soon as his lips closed over the juicy lobe of her ear, it was over. Andreas did not know when Gerwalta had moved, for every moment and every movement had taken on such a dreamy state, his being was liquid without fine borders. Only when her warmth was filled in by pockets of cold did he look up to find his hooded love peering down at him from the tree limbs above.

“Why torture yourself like this?” 

“Tis you who tortures me, love.” He opened his arms, beckoning her. “Your denial is the mace that strikes my flesh. Your absence, the chains that bind me to hope.”

“Hope? To what end?” she spat back, stepping off the branch, drifting gracefully down with inhuman leisure. “Every word you utter of this love lunacy dips the quill to the inkwell from which your death warrant is written. For a whole year, I have left you be so that you may squelch this idiocy. Did you waste your time on fantastical dreams of reunion? Why are you so intent to die?”

“It is death for me not to love you. Walta, please...”

She didn’t allow herself to touch ground, remaining in a hover, bobbing like a feather on the rippling stream. Nevertheless, when he stepped forward and took her gloved hands in his, though the conflict warred in her eyes, she gave no retreat.

“...I will have but one love and one mate, and it will be you.”

“Please, stop.” Her head lashed to the side. “I beg of you, forget me. Find another. Have a dozen pups and teach them well to fear my kind, as even I fear my own.”

All his tenderness took flame. “Who do you fear? Has someone hurt you? Name her and I’ll have her throat.”

“Killing the Matron would only lead to the destruction of your whole pack.”

Tentative words belied the fervor of injustice he felt. “Your own mother causes you injury? By what measure and with what purpose?”

“For the desire to see me wed, Herr Baron, and by whatever measure she deems necessary.” Her hand fished into the hidden pocket on his chest, pulling out the very missive that had brought her back to the packlands. “Invitations are going out to houses from Eire to Anatolia. A call for the Matrons of each territory to send any eligible son who wishes to vie for my hand. From those, she will choose whomever she deems worthy, and my consort that man shall be.”

“But...” Andreas’s mouth went dry. In what terms could he object to such a disgrace? If the tongues of man had such words, he did not know them. “You love me.”

“I am the daughter of the Red Matron. I love whomever she commands.” Gerwalta elevated herself a little more. “Please, forget me. Come to the ball and let your silence be my favor. Do not give my mother any opportunity to question her dominance, and especially do not look at me the way you are now, or all will know your love for me. It is bad enough that I feel it even still.” 

Before she’d allow another moment of protest, Gerwalta disappeared into the virgin light of morn.
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She made sure to put her feet back to solid ground the moment she’d gained a goodly distance. Then, she struggled to keep those feet pointing toward home. What a lamentable fool she’d been. She’d avoided Andreas Baron for a year because she feared seeing him would spark her feelings once more. When her mother had given her the invite to the ball, and the explicit instruction that she would be the one to deliver it to the konigswolf, she’d retaliated for the first time in her life.

“Why should I tolerate a werewolf at the ball? Do we mean to sicken my suitors?”

Gunda rubbed the crumbs from a bit of fruited bread from her fingers. “I agree, it’s loathsome. But this is an occasion when many a bloodline’s envoys will be watching for what kind of a family and daughter I’m offering in marriage. Having the konigswolf there, and assuring he demonstrates obedience, gives an opportunity for me to observe your suitors’ reactions. I will choose a husband who delights in Baron’s pain.” 

Even now, the thought turned her stomach. She hated to speculate on how her mother had planned for Andreas to “demonstrate obedience.” The ball was still two months away; perhaps that would be enough time for her to wage a passive campaign? Her mother, however, was no fool. Would Gunda suspect the truth? 

For the moment, Gerwalta resolved to pass the day in bed, entertaining happier imaginations. One of the few good things that came out of her experiences with Andreas Baron was the understanding that she liked kissing perfectly well. 

Gerwalta was also willing to bet she’d find the other acts of lovemaking even more agreeable. As Gerwalta passed into the keep and overheard two of her siblings talking, her ear caught on her name, arresting her.

“... and I want to know why she gets to have a ball,” Helga, her eldest sister, said. “Mother didn’t feel the need to undertake such an elaborate affair for either of us.”

Zelda, third-born daughter, clicked her tongue. “You know that Mother always intended Bernhard for Gerwalta, so that she could send them off to live in Bavaria and strengthen her eastern flank. But now, with Bernhard and Maria dead—”

Gerwalta winced at that, still wondering if she were somehow responsible for her great aunt’s death. No one knew what was revealed by Maria when she’d been summoned to court. Gerwalta had been the one, however, to bring light to the plots of Maria’s son, Bernhard, as well as the one to see to his death. Could have sparing Bernhard and dragging him back to the Schwarzwald had somehow exonerated her aunt? Or was Maria part of some grander conspiracy?

She’d never know. Maria had been relinquished of her powers by the Matron, and at some point shortly thereafter, was found dead in the castle. Had it been suicide or something more sinister? A plot devised and executed in the shadows so that Gunda could have plausible deniability? No one within the confines of Schloss Wolfsretter dared fret over the justice a relinquished should receive.

“Well, she needs to marry Gerwalta off to someone, doesn’t she?” Zelda finished. “Now that Gretchen and Pierre have taken control of Maria’s region, Mother can spread the influence of the House of Red beyond our little corner of the forest with the right match.”

Helga hummed her agreement. “She still fears what has come from the east with the Ottoman advance. My silver says Gerwalta finds herself in the Balkans or even Anatolia come spring.” 

Zelda laughed. “Ah, just picture that! Our little sister, riding bareback and living in a yurt.”

“Do they really live in yurts?” Helga’s voice suggested both amazement and disgust. “Well, then, the House of Night is hardly better off than Andreas Baron, are they? At least the lupines here have a solid roof overhead.”

“And cattle and sheep sleeping under their floorboards.” Zelda gagged. “Can you imagine, the smell of their dung tickling your nose morning, noon, and night? It’s bad enough when we have to get close enough to the lupines to smell them.”

“Imagine what’s like to be mated to one.” The women fell silent for a moment. “Do you think they mate, you know, mixed?”

“Mixed?” Helga asked. “What do you mean? Man and woman? I should say so. They certainly have enough pups running around all the time, don’t they?”

“No, I mean mixed. You know, whilst one of them is a beast and the other, laity. Animal upon man. Or perhaps, woman.”

“Is it not bad enough they mate at all?” Helga returned. “In any case, I’m delighted mother agreed to my plan to invite the konigswolf to the ball. His farmer stupidity should make for entertaining times. Imagine him trying to dance the Volta!” 

Gerwalta struggled to contain herself. She wanted to dart around the corner and lay into the pair of gossiping goats. Andreas Baron was not stupid. He was engaging, complex, compassionate... and a thousand other kinds of wonderful that they should wish of their own husbands. 

Still, there was some truth to his being ignorant, though what shame there was in not knowing a thing because there wasn’t a need, Gerwalta couldn’t say. What use did Andreas have for court dances and wolfsretter etiquette? She herself had been drilled on such matter since infanthood and sometimes forgot protocol. But surely he could gain some elementary knowledge before the ball to avoid embarrassment if he were advised. She could even teach him the basics, a dance or two...

Though it would mean spending time with him, and that was where she’d be stupid. She’d barely avoided the temptation of his proximity as it was. She’d have thought a year spent afar would douse her passions. Or, at least, his, which burned hotter. No such luck. The only thing time had bought was tinder, and if allowed a single spark between them, they’d both combust. 

Someone tapped the wolfsretter’s shoulder from behind. “Fraulein?”

Gerwalta’s pulse exploded. Not because of the castellan’s presence, though she immediately chastised herself for being so wrapped up in her own thoughts she had not heard the laywoman’s approach. Rather, because the chattering in the antechamber beyond had abruptly cut off, making her older sisters aware of an interloper handing on their every word.

“Therese.” Gerwalta said as flatly as possible, pulling her cloak out of being. “What is it?”

Helga and Zelda by this time had gathered themselves and joined their youngest sibling in the hall, eyes narrowed, questioning without words what might have been overheard.

The castellan’s eyes weighed down with annoyance. Half of Therese’s gray hair came about from the bickering of the four daughters. The other half, from Helga’s abuse.

“You mother is asking you to join her in the tower.” 

Helga cackled as Zelda gasped and Gerwalta blinked in confusion. 

“What possible business could mother have with Gerwalta that would be worthy of visiting the tower?” the eldest asked.

Normally, Gerwalta would snap at such condescension. Respect her elder siblings though she must before their mother, when left to their own devices, every instigation was met with retaliation. As though she considers me some sort of threat. Gerwalta couldn’t understand what had possessed the heir apparent. Perhaps if Helga knew Gerwalta could fly, there’d be cause, but she didn’t. No one did.

Except Andreas.

Therese continued. “I am merely a servant to this house, Frau Helga. It is not my place to infer any of the Matron’s business, nor is it yours.”

Few in the castle could hope to talk down at one of the Faust women and get away with it, but Therese was castellan, her sole duty was to ensure the sanctity and security of Schloss Wolfsretter itself. If that meant keeping Helga’s ego in check, so be it. She had the scars to prove she was willing to assume the risks.

Helga turned her eyes to the ground. “Apologies, Frau Sainte-Maire.”

“Accepted. Now, Fraulein Gerwalta?” Theresa jerked her head to the left. “If you would, please follow me.”

Schloss Wolfsretter, having been built on a cliff that rose high above the valley, had no need for a wider view than that afforded its locale. The purpose of its tower was not to keep watch over the outside world, but to draw the gazes of those within its walls. There were no stairs leading to its top, per se. Rather, there was only a corridor where stairs should be. Only the righteous could ascend, and only by the working of silver to create a walkway that pooled into existence before each step and disappeared in her wake. The effort to climb to the top took excessive amounts of concentration and no little amount of silver. Though in Gerwalta’s case, that needn’t be so. She could fly if she wanted, if she were fool enough to expose her secret.

She hoped what her sisters said was true, that her mother would choose a suitor for her who would take her far from the Schwarzwald. If she remained too close to Andreas, too many secrets could come to the light of day. 

Finally etching out the last step, then reclaiming the silver and shaping it into a block she left at the landing, it was some shock that she found her mother’s dining table set for dinner, and seated at it, a man with pale skin, eyes of coal, and cropped, ebony hair. Handsome? Perhaps, but in a subdued way. The looks were a ruse, she understood on some unconscious level. A beautiful trap. He smelled of threat, despite his humble musculature and lack of any visible weapon. No one mentioned a visitor. Would not her gossip-loving sisters have been clucking if they knew? How had he gotten into the tower without any of the wolfsretter below the wiser?

He rose when their eyes met, and Gerwalta pulled herself from distraction to bow her head in due diligence. 

“My apologies for the interruption, Matron. I was told you wished to see me.” She raised her head, moving concern from the stranger’s presence to his purpose. “I did not know you were in audience.”

“No need for apologies, Gerwalta. I meant for you to meet.” The Matron deposited her stein on the table as she gathered to her feet. “Spatar Goran Karahan, I present my fourth-born daughter, the Righteous Gerwalta Faust of Red.”

Her official title? So rare were the occasions, she’d forgotten the proper decorum. Should she, like the laity, curtsey? She didn’t wear a dress, unless one counted the bottom edge of a tunic as skirting. Opting for wolfsretter etiquette, Gerwalta crisscrossed her arms tight into her chest and stepped one foot behind the other. No sooner had she endeavored to undertake the gesture, however, then she was stopped by Karahan’s sudden appearance right before her.

Gerwalta leapt back, instinctively drawing a weapon into being.

Karahan’s hands went out wide, showing empty palms. “Peace, Fraulein. I thought you perceived my nature and would know of my manner. I did not attend to frighten you.”

“You...” She swallowed, hoping to wet a mouth that had suddenly gone dry. “You were just across the room.”

Annoyance iced Gunda’s tone. “He is a vampire, Gerwalta. Did you not understand that?”

The revelation should have made her more alert, but curiosity and amusement brought a smile to her face. “A vampire? In the Schwarzwald?” Then she recalled that she held a spear in her hand, its blade aimed for his heart, and allowed it to lower. “Apologies, but you are the first of your kind I have encountered in person... Spatar, was it?”

He grinned, taking her fingers in his hand and brushing a kiss against the back of her knuckles in the style of the laity courts. “The title is Romanian,” he dropped her hand, “akin to your Fürst, I believe.”

A prince? A prince of what? What kind of dark one held political office, and what would he be doing dining with the Red Matron?

“The Spatar comes all the way from Wallachia to extend a hand of friendship,” the Matron said, refocusing their attention. With a wave of her hand, they sat. “He is an honored guest.”

Gerwalta settled herself at the table, to the right of her mother, as the Spatar resumed his seat. “A friend is a most welcome thing indeed, Herr Spatar, though I do not think it required so long a journey.”

The vampire’s mouth cracked into an open smile. No fangs. Did not vampires have long canine teeth like the lupines? That’s what she’d always heard. Did they shift into some other form as the wolves did? 

“You were right about your daughter, Frau Matron,” Karahan said. “Very observant. In truth, Fraulein,” he turned back to her, “I have come via Ravensburg.”

“Oh?” A stone dropped down Gerwalta’s throat and settled into her stomach. “What business had you in Ravensburg, then?”

“I wished to hire a wolfsretter. One who could... eliminate the threat of a band of vampires causing some measure of disruption in the east.”

At least he’s not coming chasing the stories of what Andreas and I did in Nuremberg, then. The young wolfsretter lectured her manner, deparate not to show relief.

Gerwalta wove her fingers together and leaned over the table. “Is not this something a slayer would address? I was given to believe they balance your kind the way we do the lupines.”

The vampire buried his frown behind a downward glance. “Verily, Fraulein, if I wished to kill the lot of them, that would be a wiser course of action. You are not a slayer; I cannot blame you for being unaware of the idiosyncrasies of vampires. You see, our natures prevent us from inducing the death of our own blooded-born. I do not know for certain if my asking a slayer to terminate my clutchson would, in fact, trigger my own death, but with seven involved, I need to be certain all are contained. Unfortunately, I do not have seven lives to give for the effort.”

Gunda lowered her goblet. “Would not another bloodline would perform the deed for the right price?”

He clicked his tongue. “To do so would sow the seeds of a blood feud. No, Frau Matron, I am the author of this legacy, and I will write its final chapter the way I see best.”

Her mother bobbed her head. “And we are somehow the quill you will use.”

“As I cannot terminate my seven sons, I would have them contained. I wish for a wolfsretter to seal them in silver. I would then commit their care to you and your descendants.”

“My descendants?” The wolfsretters exchanged furtive glances before Gunda continued. “How would you compensate my progeny?”

The vampire patted the corners of his mouth with a bit of cloth, though to the best of Gerwalta’s recollection, he hadn’t sampled a single thing on his plate. “What is it you wish, Frau Matron? Gold? Jewels? Land? I have all this and more and will give it gladly to see this task accomplished. I have a particularly fine estate just over the mountains to the south, on the edge of your dominion. If you wish it, it is yours.”

Hunger narrowed Gunda’s eyes. A Matron’s power was drawn in part from the size of the region over which she reigned, and the amount of silver found therein. No doubt the Matron was considering now that the rich veins running through the southern regions of the Schwarzwald might also be found beyond the mountains. Not to mention, with four daughters at her disposal, having a new Vicematron to rule over an expanded territory would help secure its loyalty.

“That is fair payment,” Gunda agreed, sitting back and drawing her goblet to her lips. “For the capture, that is. For the continued custodianship, I would ask something more.”

Karahan dipped his head and opened his hands, palms up, on the table. 

Gunda drank leisurely, set the goblet down, centered herself, and grinned. “You will owe me a blood debt.”
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