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CHAPTER ONE
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Even as Gerwalta trailed her eldest sister down from the keep, the silver in her had pooled and transformed, changing its contours with the whims of her mind. Though the outer bailey walls of Schloss Wolfsretter would bar a werewolf’s entry, the sword she’d visualized into being would be a critical weapon if the beast came looking for a fight.

“West gate, and hurry,” Helga directed.

Gerwalta doubled her pace. Even lacking time in the field to intimately predict lupine nature, she deduced that a single wolf, alone and wearing his laymen form, willingly approaching the sacred fortress of the House of Red, wasn’t looking for a fight. Unless he wanted to die, in which case his wish would be granted forthwith. 

“A short sword?” Helga looked back over her youngest sibling’s shoulder to inspect the armament she’d shaped. “Explain your rationale.”

Why did all her sisters treat her as if she were still in the midst of her training? Even her sole brother, Maximilian, criticized her, despite her natural superiority as a woman. Gerwalta had claimed her fire six months ago, under the light of the Snow Moon. She was a righteous hood now, blessed with the ability to wield silver and a recognized wolfsretter of the clan. Even if Helga was ten years her senior and the heir apparent to their mother, she was not Matron yet.

Tradition demanded Gerwalta show respect to her elders, even if said elders annoyed her with the constant reminder that she was the baby of the family.

“He comes alone, in the form of a man. He does not bellow and he does not brood.” Gerwalta had seen as much from the tower where she’d been tasked as the lookout when first he’d approached. “He exhibits no signs of open hostility. His gate is steady, his mannerisms gentle. Tentative, even. He will speak gently, drawing us near. If a weapon is called for, the conflict will be in close proximity. The short sword will allow me lethal force with maximum maneuverability.”

“Might you not raise tensions by bearing a weapon upon his arrival?” 

Gerwalta pulled ahead of her sister, keeping the sword at her side. “Speak not to me of tensions when a werewolf is at our hearth.”

The Schloss Wolfretter was a proper castle, if a small one, it did not have the moat her cousin’s in the Rhineland did. Given that the west wall sat precariously perched on the edge of a cliff high above the forest valley, how could it? 

The wolf must have sensed their approach as much as they recognized his presence halfway across the outer bailey, but he did not turn. What curious behavior, Gerwalta thought, to keep an eye to the woods and not to the enemy at your back. 

“Wolf!” Helga pushed her little sister aside, forcing Gerwalta to flank her. “Speak and declare by what gull or gullibility have you come here uninvited.”

“I wish to present a petition to the Matron.”

Gerwalta clicked her tongue. “Only the konigswolf may petition my mother.”

His body shook with silent laughter as he pivoted. “Is that so?”

When his amused gaze met hers, Gerwalta realized that the supplicant did not need his fur to be a threat. Most wolves had dark features, but this one bucked that expectation. Blazing green eyes, and hair neither blonde nor brown, but a smattering of both. God had taken great effort in molding the clay of his anatomy. Tone, lithe, long-limbed. He used his lupine eyes as weapons, letting them fall upon her figure. And what sharp blades they were; his stare pierced Gerwalta deep within, making her weapon hand slack. The sword sunk to her side, as did her hostilities.

She’d been told some wolves could be devilishly handsome, but no one had said as handsome as the devil himself. His crooked grin melted her metal. An animal nature, raw and unrefined, that speaks to our own, the Matron had said, adding, but never forget, they are the animals, and we, the masters.

She’d expected ragged clothing, for the wolves of their territory were merely farmers and didn’t claim the wealth the wolfsretter did. His clothes, however, were quite fine. Not made from exotic fabrics as her formal attire was, but still, dignified.

And they fit him nicely. Ever so nicely.

“He is the konigswolf.” Helga turned biting words on her younger sibling, forcing Gerwalta back to the moment. 

“Though only recently so. You can be forgiven for not knowing, Fraulein.” The king of the pack paid no mind to Helga, keeping his gaze fixed on Gerwalta. “You must be Fourth Daughter, the one who does not come to the packlands.”

Helga ignored him in turn, also talking to Gerwalta. “Notify the castellan to raise the gate and send word to the Matron that an official audience has been requested. And, for the sake of St. Peter, stop staring at him, silly girl!”

“There’s no call to demean the child, Frau Helga,” the wolf said, leaning into the iron bars of the castle gate. “Let her look all she likes. It’s only by accepting our ignorance that we can correct it, and the Matron has chosen to let this child remain quite ignorant.”

Gerwalta sneered. All he had to do was open that pretty mouth to reveal his ugly inner nature. “Keep your silence, wolf, unless I should be forced to make you whimper.”

The wolf’s grin widened, setting Gerwalta’s blood boiling. Ah, yes, there it was. Vanity, assumption, familiarity: all vices that wolves held in spades. Oh, he was dangerous, but he didn’t need claws or teeth to be so. All he needed was that intoxicating, seductive smile.  

Silver was in no short supply here, nor was its acquisition difficult. While owning the mines had made the wolfsretter wealthy, it had not, as with others who dug at the veins, deformed them. The righteous needed no pick or ax to pull the ore from the earthen holds below ground. All she needed was her power, her awoken supernatural ability to wield the precious metal and command its obeisance. In Gerwalta’s hand, a chunk of silver could become an arrowhead, a dagger, a needle, a shield.

In this moment, as Helga’s power fell over the metal grated to her hands in the form of gauntlets, it could be used to form manacles. 

She held them up at eye level. “You know our procedure.”

The wolf, taken aback but also visibly stealing himself, nodded. “I do.”

“And you agree?”

“Mark my words, Frau Helga, I would not readily suffer such torture without need.” The wolf presented his hands, fingers caked in dirt. “I submit to your hold.”

The manacles again became liquid, pooling on Helga’s open palm. As she pushed her hands through the grating of the iron gate, the metal began to siphon off, wrapping itself around the wolf’s wrist. Searing flesh bubbled and baked. To his credit, the konigswolf merely winced, although the pain must have overwhelmed him. Even now, Gerwalta could see the tortured flesh under the metal weeping blood. Gerwalta back walked from her vantage point, wondering what in Christ’s Kingdom could provoke one of his kind to endure so excruciating torment. She, for one, would never be able to stomach it.

And certainly, never for the “privilege” of being in the Matron’s presence.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Schloss Wolfsretter had never fallen to a foe’s attack. It was guarded from the world of man by a tightly-woven forest lattice the laity called the Schwarzwald. Inside the Black Forest, the House of Red had built their fortress at the edge of a cliff, high above the valley floor. Only the west and south gates permitted entry, even the paths leading to those so narrow and treacherous, it was customary to tie blinders to the horses pulling the carts that would occasionally traverse the road, lest they panic and fall off the trail as it clung to the edge of the mountain.

In ancient times, a massive tree had grown on the cliff. It was said that, under its branches the first red Matron, Hlin the Conqueror, slew the Konigswolf Kroon, establishing the clan’s dominion. The compound had grown around the tree, and even now, hundreds of years later, the base remained, carved to seat Hlin’s progeny. This throne, a twisting upheaval of wood and antler melded by metallic threads and embellishments, sat at the back of the third inner chamber.  From it, Gunda Faust presided over both her family and the forest with a silver fist.

The Red Matron, they said, never smiled but in private moments of pleasure and in the execution of slaughter. No exception would be granted for the wolf who groveled before her now, pleased though she must be with such an act of obeisance. With a nod, First Daughter laid a hand on his human shoulder, forcing him to the ground. 

“Andreas Baron.”  

Frau Gunda Faust pronounced his name like a slur, as she had the several times they’d encountered each other since Andreas had risen as king. He thought, it must please her that he should have to accost her here, in her own castle, surrounded by the trappings of her station, wearing the pelt of one of his ancestors. 

“Speak.”

At the Matron’s command, Andreas touched his forehead with the fingers of his right hand before covering his chest and dotting the floor with his brow. He then lifted his head only enough to show his eyes. 

His rough voice bore witness to the pain induced by his silver manacles. “I would make a petition, Matron, if you would hear it.”

“If I would hear it?” she barked, bringing herself to the edge of her throne. “Are you suggesting that I would be reticent in my duties as Matron? Do you question my competence to rule your pack?”

His eyes cast downward as his palms flattened on the floor, leaving him fully prostrate. “I did not mean to imply such. As you know, I am only in the third moon of my kingship, and still unfamiliar with the ways of court. Please overlook any gaff of protocol.”

“You are on your knees, and that is a start. Look up, Konigswolf.” She waved a hand dismissively. “Proceed.”

He did as commanded, bringing his bound hands up, steepling them into his chest. Blood from his veins burned by silver trickled down his forearms and soaked into his darkening sleeve. “I request permission to leave the Schwarzwald, to reclaim one of my pack who left last night.” 

That brought the Matron to the front of her throne. “A rogue or an exile?”

“I’m not certain, Matron.” Andreas shifted, shying his eyes away. “As I said, I am still learning to properly wield my power as Konigswolf. In anger, I neglected to recall how my words can bind action. I cannot recall my exact wording, if I gave an order for my brother to leave, or merely suggested it. In any case, I could not intercede ere Stephen had departed. If I did command his departure, he’d be powerless to return unless I seek him out and remove the obligation of the edict. I must have my brother in my pack; you know his value to me.”

“Your pack’s situation is not without remedy. We have discussed this. Why not wait for him to return? Brothers quarrel, men take respites to let rows clear.”

“Matron, I’m afraid it is more than that.  You see, the reason we quarreled was that Stephen informed me that he wishes to wed a member of the laity. Ordinarily, I would entertain such considerations, but the object of his desire is a member of the imperial court in some way. Exposing a bride of status to our world comes with consequences. I fear that he has set out in some rueful attempt to claim her, against my wishes.” The wolf licked his lips before adding, “The moon grows fuller by the night.”

The Matron’s skin went white. “He would reveal our kind to the world, to man, church, and emperor.”

“I know your veiled interactions with the court are of great import to your wealth and power. I say this not to judge. I merely wish to acknowledge that his retrieval is critical for both the prosperity of your clan and the sanctity of my pack.”

“Not to mention for the continued secrecy of our kind.” Andreas had never seen the Matron so red-faced. “So newly a king, and already, you have let lambs go astray. It puts your leadership in question, Herr Baron. Even that you allowed your own kin to become entwined with a laywoman…”

“That sin falls to my predecessor.” Heat fringed the edges of his words as he dared cut off the Matron. Realizing his mistake, he resumed groveling. “Apologies, but we are of the same mind in this. I beg, permit me leave to pursue Stephen and retrieve him. I vow that I shall return with my scoundrel of a brother forthwith and that he shall be immediately mated on my orders to one who will anchor him to the pack.”

The Matron fanned a silver coin through her fingers. Where had it come from? Her command, of course. Moments before, it had been a ring on her finger. “And if your brother proves to be beyond your reach?”

The wolf faltered, losing three shades of color. “I shall do what’s needed.” 

“Really?” Amusement made the Matron’s tone suddenly light. “You would kill your own brother? Even if you think you mean that, Herr Baron, I do not believe you capable, when nip comes to bite. Your words failed to deter him, why would your maw be any different?”

“If the good of my pack must come before the viability of my bloodline, then it must. Would you not do the same, Matron? To secure your clan, would you not shed your own blood?”

That comment brought the Matron to her feet, a sudden burst of movement that made the konigswolf flinch. But it was not to attack that she rose, but to draw attention to her family’s presence. 

“Helga.” The Matron descended from her dais, brushing the cheek of each of her children in turn. “Gretchen. Zelda. Maximillian,” and pulled back just enough to abstain from touching the youngest. “Gerwalta. My five children are like the fingers of the hand which clutches my sword. Should one become diseased—” She paused, lacing the fingers of her hand around the youngest offspring’s throat, squeezing just enough to make Gerwalta flinch. “It would grieve me, but yes.”

Andreas couldn’t believe his eyes, or his ears. Nor, did it seem, could Fourth Daughter, whose anger flushed her cheeks ere she lashed her head aside. The konigswolf became heartsick when he thought it may be his fate to end his own brother, but his brother was responsible for his own downfall. But to end one’s own child? 

And they considered him the animal?

The moment passed, and the Matron turned again on the supplicant. “Is your second prepared to mind your pack until your return?”

“Yes, Matron. Angser is a capable wolf who believes in firm discipline. He can be counted on to keep peace until my return.”

“He must, or I will dispatch him without consultation,” the Matron assured. “You are right insofar as saying your brother’s revelations would affect us both. Thus, I too have a vested interest in either his return, or his destruction. I will grant your request to seek him… under the condition that one of my clan accompany your journey.”

Silver slicked over the weapon hand of many a wolfsretter as a growl curdled in the wolf’s throat. His mouth bore witness to his condition, his teeth growing long and pointed.

“I do not require a minder. I am konigswolf.” 

The Matron descended upon him with bladed fingertips crowned in silver. She pulled back a hand before letting it fly forward, the metal burning marks into the wolf’s cheek. “This is my condition. Accept it, or I will send two of my clan in your stead, with orders to kill on sight. If you want a chance to save him, you will take what I offer.”

To his credit, Andreas did not whimper. With eyes closed, he ate the pain. “Frau Helga and Frau Zelda know Stephen’s face best.”

“Helga is with child. She cannot leave the forest.” The Matron turned back to the dais, where each of her brood remained in quiet obeisance. “Gerwalta will accompany you.”

Andreas sneered. “She is but a child.”

“She is young, but righteous nonetheless, and my own blood. Though she lacks experience of overseeing your pack, she is a capable warrior. Should retrieving your brother prove troublesome, she will dispatch him posthaste. Prepare yourself, then. You leave at sunrise.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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“This is preposterous.” 

Away from court, where cousins, visiting wolfsretter of other clans, the families of her siblings, and select trusted laity always lurked with open eyes and contagious tongues, Gerwalta could share with her mother her exact thoughts. 

“What do we care if one wolf has gone chasing after a laymaiden?” The youngest Faust bemoaned. “When full moon comes, he will take his wolf, ravage whatever poor village or hamlet he finds himself in, and be killed for his misdeeds posthaste. The problem solves itself.”

“And let innocent laity die?” Gunda dropped a few more pfennige into the purse at her daughter’s waist before tucking the pouch of coins behind the dark green folds of skirting. She’d travel with silver, of course, but the lower denomination could be used to avoid attention. “The primary reason for our existence is to protect them from the wolves. I would have dispatched one of your sisters upon learning of Stephen Baron’s intention for that reason alone, even if Andreas had not sought to retrieve him. And that is the primary mission you are to undertake: protect the laity.”

“Primary?” Gerwalta repeated the word as though having just learned it. “What other task would merit this journey?”

“You heard the konigswolf. Stephen’s beloved travels with the imperial court. Mayhap your travels will take you into the sphere of power, where I would have you… listen.”

Gerwalta narrowed her eyes on her mother. “For what?”

“For some indication of why favor has turned from us.”

Incredulity crept into Gerwalta’s tone. “Who else besides us could supply the crown with silver at such low cost, or match our craftsmanship?”

Gunda sharpened her gaze, giving her youngest the kind of drawn-out silence that demanded her to reassess her conclusion. Gerwalta combed memory, myth, and the moment for evidence that could weigh against her supposition. 

“Precisely the question to ask, daughter.” The Matron let her chin dip once. “The Ottomans may have let Vienna slip through their fingers, but their campaign brought more than laymen soldiers to the empire’s borders. When the Grand Turk withdrew, his remaining footprints filled with the consequences of his quest.”

“But you couldn’t possibly believe the Emperor’s court would conduct business with the House of Black, or vampires, even.” Her mother nodded. “But… they are Saracens! How could the Holy Roman Emperor, the great defender of the Church, favor Muslims over Catholic subjects?”

“Profits change men’s allegiances faster than gods. But that is not what’s bothering me. What I wish to know,” Gunda paused, examining the silver bands that encircled her wrists, “is what the black hoods are trying to achieve by selling cheap silver to the crown. If they are merely raising funds to return home, let them make haste. If they are settling in with intents to settle west… Well, then, we’ll need to plan accordingly. This is why I chose you to be my emissary on this mission. Even though your experience with lupines is limited, your training in laity court procedures and politics is more thorough than your sisters’. You are my progeny; you will always be a wolfsretter first, but what I need on this mission is a daughter who can spin intrigues as well as silver.”

“Then, you would like me to let Stephen Baron make it as far as court?”

“Just be certain he is not there come full moon. As soon as he’s made it far enough to provide an excuse for visiting the emperor’s court, do away with the lone wolf. Keep up the illusion that you are merely an overseer, for the moment Andreas Baron understands we are using this crisis to our advantage, he will either turn on you, or turn away from you. Neither serves our purposes.”

The young hood bowed, the grin carved by pride barely hidden. “Understood.”

“Good. Keep your wits about you. Never let that wolf from your sight, and do not hesitate to strike him or his brother down should they pose a danger.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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They left at dawn, at an hour in which both would rather have taken to their beds than dragged themselves away from home. Gerwalta hoped her brother was right. As a man, Maximillian was often called upon to conduct the family’s business with the laity, a vulgar race who thought women the weaker sex. As such, Max often had to adapt the rhythm of his duties to day. “Sleeping at night, and waking with the sun instead of the moon…” he’d said to her as he helped Gerwalta pack her sack. “It feels wrong, but after a day or two, one learns to tolerate it.”

Halfway through the sun’s arc across the sky on this first day, doubts festered. Gerwalta prided herself on her dutifulness; she would not let the konigswolf from her sight. She did wish, however, that Herr Baron would slow down. As was custom among wolfsretter, Gerwalta tracked the wolf-like prey, but from the safety of the treetops. She nimbly leaped from oak to pine, trailing the wolf, but keeping him in sight.  He drove forward with a veracity that had her weaving through branches like a needle through cloth to keep apace. His stamina… where did he get it? It might be easier to walk on the road beside him, but Gerwalta didn’t feel it proper, acting as though the wolf were her equal.

Nonetheless, when Herr Baron paused to rest shortly past midday, she almost thanked him. Was he oblivious to her observation from the branches above, or indifferent to it? Her body tingled with the innate gift of her kind: the sense of knowing when a lupine was near. Did wolves have the same ability? How had it never occurred to her to ask that? 

“You’ll have a difficult time as we descend into the next valley.” 

His sudden words drew her from her reverie. By whatever means, he at least knew she was within earshot, it seemed. 

She sat down on a branch. “I will endure.”

“Not up there, scurrying like a squirrel in pursuit. The trees are younger farther on, unlikely to bear even your graceful form.” 

Her form’s bearing on the trees was hardly the issue, but he need not know the particulars of why. Not even her own mother had been able to learn that piece of knowledge, and Gerwalta well intended that the Matron should never become aware of the secret her daughter hid. 

Herr Baron settled onto a large boulder, making a show of unpacking his food stores. He ripped into a hunk of bread (she smelled cheese too, if she wasn’t mistaken), his jaw working hard to consume what even now must be beginning to lose its freshness. “Do you think, Fraulein, that I am merely waiting until we are a goodly distance from Schloss Wolfsretter to turn and rip you, limb from limb? I assure you, I haven’t the slightest intention. Not to mention, it is midday. I am never weaker in the passage of time. So why not come down, already?”

“Do you think that you can command my presence, and I’ll obey?”

“I will never command anything of you. An honorable wolf does no such thing; he offers what he is happy to give. Even if you are a wolfsretter and in any other situation, I wouldn’t be concerned at all with the way you go about doing things. Walk all the way to Ulster on your hands and wearing a bell, for all I care. But you were tasked with accompanying me, and I know you obey your Matron like my wolves obey my order.”

“A poor comparison, given our quest.”

The jibe dented his demeanor, and she observed with glee as Herr Baron grimaced. Nonetheless, he pressed on. “If I attempt to escape you, it will have ramifications for my pack. We are stuck together on this sojourn, no matter that either of us would under any other circumstances eat a salad of hemlock than spend time together. I must make haste to retrieve Stephen as quickly as possible, which means that you also must make haste to keep up with me. Since I’m obligated to stay on two feet, not four, the road delivers us to my brother fastest. Already I have slowed too much to allow you to keep apace, jumping from tree to tree, but no more. Please, come down, partake of your stocks, and rest. We’ll be underway again soon enough. You have my word, I will make no attempt to harm you.”

She dropped from the trees in a squat, her cloak pooling around her, a length of two klafters separating them. As a wolf, he could have crossed the distance in two bounds. As a man, he’d first have to struggle to his feet, giving her time to leap away should he try.

“A sword can always injure, even when it is rusty.”

His amused smile annoyed her. “Is that what you think of me? Nothing more than a warmonger?” 

“You are a wolf.”

“I am a man.”

“You are both,” she snapped, rising to her feet. “And a man, while less deadly, may be of no better intent.” 

“Speak from experience?” He dusted the last crumbs of his meal from his lap. “You seem so young to have felt the pain of a man’s deception.”  

“I have encountered as yet no man who would dare deceive me.” Ire bite into Gerwalta’s words, and she knew from countless lessons that one must keep emotions in check when dealing with a wolf. “I would not flaunt seniority over me when you have little ground to claim it.”

“The number of moons between us may compare, but I am a konigswolf, and you, merely a fourth daughter.” 

As he stood, raising a hand, she took a step back. Only after a moment did she realize he held a skin of water. Hers had run out earlier in the morning, and so intent was she with keeping up with him, that she hadn’t had opportunity to deviate from the road to replenish it as yet.

“Go on, drink,” he encouraged, raising the skin higher. “You’re far too loud when you move, and you lack grace in your leaps.”

She made to spit back his venom in kind, but he cut her off.

“I do not criticize to spite you. I’m only pointing out that it’s causing you to lose strength too fast. I can hear how breathless you’ve been, hopping from tree to tree in an effort to remain both hidden and in position. The tactic is a good policy when pursuing a wolf in a limited space. It does not adapt well to sustained, long road journeys. You’ve not imbibed in nearly an hour; you must be parched.” 

How infuriatingly presumptive he was. “As I said, I will endure.”

“You will fall ill,” Andreas retorted. “And if I miss an opportunity to save my brother because I had to stop and nurse you back to health, I would ally with your mother in her anger. Drink, and when we start off again, save your energy by walking with me. Your mother bade mind me, but she did not say it had to be done covertly. That is an improvisation of your own design.”

The speed with which she snatched the skin from his hand must have shocked him. Herr Baron’s eyes widened with wonderment as she tipped the vessel and poured the water down her throat. Gerwalta had only begun to ease her posture when he spoke again. 

“Remove your cloak.”

Gerwalta lowered the water skin to find his hungry eyes focused on her throat where a rivulet of water, having overflowed her mouth, trickled into the fabric of her dressings. “How dare you?”

“By my fang, are all wolfsretter as vain as you?” The wolf shut his eyes, exhaling. “The common laity do not wear such brightly-colored cloth. You will give yourself away as a wealthy woman and they will conspire to rob you.”

“I am a wealthy woman, and you speak as though any layman could get the better of me.” 

“I am quite certain they could not. But here, young ladies—at least those of proper learning and some social standing— do not conjure silver spears and impale those attempting to take advantage of them.” Andreas pulled the skin from her hands and tucked it back into his satchel. “Remove the cloak, for my sake, if not yours. We can hide it in your sack, or if that proves insufficient we… can… Oh, my.”

The wolf’s words died in his throat as Gerwalta’s red cloak turned to dust and flitted to the ground. Even a mythic beast as he was, as they both were, he marveled.

“You simply made it disappear.”

Gerwalta inspected herself for defect before cawing a laugh. “Do
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