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Never did Gunda Faust allow grays to streak outwardly across the bold colors of her declarations. Oh, in her heart, her spirit often rebelled against the injuries her position forced upon those around her, but not even her own husband had heard her doubts regarding their eldest daughter. Helga did claim many traits that would make her a powerful leader: intelligence, cunning, determination, even beauty... But woven into the cord of her demeanor ran an undeniable thread of sadism. Gunda would be the last to propose violence was without place in the policing of wolves, but extreme acts should be born of extreme circumstances. Helga lusted for blood not to nourish power, but to quench a thirst for pain.

She’d managed to rule the wolves, but in short order, she’d lose her family’s loyalty, and where would that leave things? All her children in the ground, that’s where. Gunda shuddered when she thought of any of her progeny coming to violent ends. A matron demanded respect and obeisance, but that didn’t mean she held no love for her children. Gunda treasured all five, from fierce Helga to reserved Gerwalta.

And then the news came from Venice: Gerwalta could fly. By the traditions of their kind, it was a sign that it was the youngest child, not the eldest, who would follow Gunda unto the throne. Helga wouldn’t cede for tradition’s sake, however. Her youngest, so often overlooked, would now find herself on the sharpened end of her eldest sister’s sword. Perhaps the wolfsretter of the House of Night to whom Gerwalta had betrothed herself would help keep her from harm. It wasn’t the match Gunda would’ve chosen, but it was a good match for a child she suspected would be reluctant to sink to cruelty.

A knock on the door pulled the Matron from her reverie.

“Enter.”

Helga’s head poked through the chamber door, bringing Gunda to her feet. “What? What has happened?”

When the door swung farther, revealing Gerwalta’s intended, Mehmet, in Helga’s wake, the Matron knew.

“She refuses to enter the tent.” Gunda nodded in the shadow of her own presumption as the other two crept in. “Never fear, Herr Siyah, nerves about the joining aren’t uncommon and quickly remedied. I’ll find my erstwhile daughter directly and assure that she performs her marital duties posthaste.”

The two young people exchanged a look of confusion.

Gunda arrested herself on the spot. “There is something more.”

Helga looked to her clenched hands. “Yes, Gerwalta didn’t claim her bridegroom, but the situation is more dire than nerves. What I mean to say is...”

The Ottoman wolfsretter assumed the rest. “It appears she has betrayed our vows and your clan, Matron,” he announced. “She has run into the arms of the königswolf.”

The news hit Gunda in the gut and throwing her off balance. “Impossible. No wolfsretter of the House of Red would do such a thing.”

“Yet, it appears to be so,” Helga resumed. “No one in the schloss has seen Gerwalta for nearly an hour. Maximillian just returned from the packlands, reporting that the königswolf is also unaccounted for.”

“But that doesn’t mean... It’s not as though Gerwalta would...”

Or would she? Truth be told, Gunda had suspected some festering secret behind her daughter’s eyes. When Gerwalta had returned from Venice proclaiming she’d arranged her own marriage, Gunda had surmised that her youngest had pulled an excellent coup, working some secret conspiracy. Could it really be the secret she’d been hiding was that she was in love with a lupine?

Each of the Matron’s knuckles cracked in succession as her hands tightened into fists. “Find them.”

Both Mehmet and Helga dipped their heads, the latter saying, “And what shall we do with them?”

“Bring them both before me in chains,” Gunda declared. “He in silver, she in iron. I’ll have the truth of it from their own mouths.”

Mehmet stepped forward. “Matron Faust, if I may? You are entertaining a great many guests, and it is possible that Gerwalta hasn’t committed any act of the flesh with the lupine. I’d suggest a small party of men for this mission. Perhaps this can be contained silently, and men will not be missed as much from the festivities. It may still be possible to seal our union and merely punish the wolf without any inside the grounds being any the wiser tonight.”

She chewed on that a moment, discerning the taste. “Yes, perhaps. Helga, send the men, your brother included. My order otherwise stands but advise them to be discreet upon their return. Once I have the truth of it, I’ll decide how to proceed.”
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Pulling on Andreas’s hand had as much effect as yelling at the wind. There was no arresting him. Unless she wanted to cause him injury.

Honestly, breaking one of his legs became more tempting by the moment.

“Andreas, stop! I cannot go before the pack like this. I haven’t any clothing!”

That at least made him slow a fraction as he glanced back at her over his shoulder. “Yes, and I approve wholeheartedly.”

“You approve?” Enough of this foolery. She wouldn’t cede their lives on the altar of his amusement. Gerwalta sped her steps, placing herself between him and the path back to the pack’s farmstead, her arms stretched out wide. “What part of ‘we need to run with haste for our very lives’ didn’t you grasp? We haven’t time to visit the pack for a social farewell.”

At last, he stopped. Andreas fixed her with feasting eyes, raking over the contours of her unclad form. “Exquisite.”

She fell in on herself, attempting to cover her treasures. “You may be a wolf, Andreas Barron, but you are still such a man.”

“It is no sin for one to appreciate the beauty of his mate.” 

“It is if it comes at the cost of her life.” She pressed on. “That Helga hasn’t already arrived is a slim blessing. I love you. I’ve given myself to you, but will you treat that so gallantly as not to heed my warning?”

He stepped forward, closing the space between them. At first, Gerwalta thought he may mean to take her again—he’d already attempted once. Instead, Andreas’s gaze softened. He took up her hands in his, raising them to his mouth to kiss the back of her knuckles.

“Love, hear me,” he begged. “I am the königswolf. If I leave my pack without proper ceremony, the consequences for them will be manifold.”

“You were prepared to leave them without ceremony when we were in Venice,” Gerwalta argued. 

“Then I had already been away from them for nearly two moons. A third would snap my tether with them, letting them decide upon a new king. But now...”

“If you left, there would be no one to represent them against the Matron.” Gerwalta cut him off. His sad eyes told her she’d surmised the consequences. “There needs be a new king ere we depart. But, Andreas, in our current circumstances, that can happen only if one of your pack defeats you in battle. Your pack loves you. None would dare.”

“Do you forget so quickly, love?” he asked. “There is a new packling, one who harbors quite a dislike for me.”

“But to leave him in charge against my family would... He’ll drive them into silver swords for certain!”

Andreas turned back towards the village. “Once Gerhart is king, a king’s honor will comply him to do what is in the best interest of the pack. He’ll protect them.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

Despair contorted the beautiful brow of her beloved. “Then we are all dead.”
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Andreas met Wilhelm’s eyes across the shorn field. A momentary smile faded as Gerwalta stepped from the tree line in his wake.

Wilhelm dropped his pitchfork and stumbled forward. The sheep, awaking with the dawn, would have to wait for their morning meal. Andreas hesitated, wondering what he would say when they were close enough for words. Many times he’d imagined a foggy future in which his beloved would be his mate and mother of his pups, dreamed of their bliss and resilience in the face of adversity to their coupling, but he’d never anticipated the ignition of the battle they were sure to wage. Now, staring down its nose, he wasn’t sure how to confront the beast of their reality.

Whatever the next few minutes held, they were only the first of the forever in which they’d always be in violation of not only Dark One ways, but of their very nature. If Andreas couldn’t gain the understanding of his own pack—of his own second—what hope did they have?

Gerwalta, clutching the edge of her conjured red cloak in an effort to conceal her nudity, drew to a stop at his side.

“He is wondering if I am stalking you. Quickly, take my hand.”

Andreas didn’t allow his gaze to break from his second’s as he complied. “There is such hate in his eyes.”

“It is for me, not you,” Gerwalta assured him. “We should expect nothing less.”

“We should hope for so much more.” Andreas licked his lips. “Whatever happens, know that you are my priority. I’ll protect you.”

She pulled his hands to her lips, even as it forced some view of her flesh beneath. “I vow the same.”

By the time the two parties had closed the distance, Wilhelm boiled. “Mein könig? What goes on here?”

So few words, but what they said was so much more. They spoke of confusion, anger, betrayal, desperation. Heartbreak.

Abandonment.

Andreas assumed the confident mask of the ruler. “Wilhelm, gather the pack.”

“You cannot possibly mean to say that—”

“Wilhelm!” Andreas more growled than spoke. The wolf raged within him, a command now, not a request. His second would have only two choices: comply or defect. “Now say I.”

Forever gathered in a dew drop as Andreas waited. Finally, Wilhelm acquiesced. With a pivot, the lupine within him took control, letting out a high, wallowing howl. Soon enough, the others began to come into view, moving with haste from whatever daybreak errand they’d been about. Some still carried the implements of their tasks. A washboard, a basket of eggs, a butchering knife...

His pack... He loved them each. Some he’d grown up with. Some, grown older under. Some had grown under him. To be their könig had been his joy, his privilege. But now, he’d be their greatest regret.

“I have an announcement.” He resumed hold of Gerwalta’s hand, pulling his beloved under his wing. “I’ve chosen my mate, and it is she.” 

Several of them flinched. Others looked ill. A mother with her young pup in her arms covered the boy’s ears, as though the act would keep the evil of the world from soaking his thoughts. 

“Mein könig, you cannot be serious.” Wilhelm voiced that which Andreas knew they all thought. “She is one of them.”

“She was one of them,” Andreas declared. “And now, she is my mate.”

As he’d predicted, the Wehr pack defector stepped forward. “I knew it would come to this, and now, Andreas Barron’s arrogance and betrayal to the pack will cost us all.” Gerhart turned to the others, addressing his words to them. “You know their law: a wolf who tussles with a wolfsretter is subject to death. And as it is our king who has committed the crime, we all will bear the punishment, all because he took satisfaction up some red bitch’s skirt.”

“How dare you!” Gerwalta was out of Andreas’s grip and charging Gerhart ere he could recall her, her finger drilling into the lupine’s chest, her nakedness forgotten. “How dare you betray your fealty to the wolf who spared your life.”

“You mean when you wanted to kill me?” Gerhart pushed right back, but Gerwalta didn’t falter. Even now, with daggers being thrown her way from the glare of every wolf, his love stood firm.

It was an accusation for certes, but one she wouldn’t eschew. “Yes, when I wanted to kill you. You owe him your breath, and you use it to speak ill against him.”

Wilhelm’s mate Lisi, came between them. “The matter of who owes who what is of little consequence,” she said. “You may love Andreas, and if he has mated you, the same is true for him. But Gerhart is right, it matters not. Your mother will use this as an excuse to bring down harsh judgement on us all, for they’ll come for Andreas, and we, his pack, will be duty bound to fight for him.”

“Not if I am no longer king.”

Wilhelm swung about. “Sire, you don’t mean to have one of us challenge you?”

“I do, and I expect it immediately. According to my mate, Helga implied a mission to either corrupt or destroy me. Gerwalta had come to warn me.”

He let them stitch together the threads of the implied: and so my solution was to stop playing lovers’ games and make her my mate, firm and true. There was no call to pour salt upon their wounds.

“Helga won’t come alone. A team requires coordination, planning, time. Perhaps even the Red Matron readies herself for my destruction and yours as I speak. I am your king, and as such, it is my duty to protect you from all dangers, even if the source of that danger is me. One of you must challenge me, and once defeated in battle, exile me so that the Reds shall have no cause to exact vengeance on you.”

Suddenly, Gerwalta’s eyes went wide. She’d thought through the ramifications of his intentions then. “But Andreas, without a pack, you’ll go mad.”

“Not immediately. I’ll have three moons for us to find a new pack.”

“And who will take in an exiled king with a wolfsretter whore for a mate?”

Andreas would give credit to Gerhart that he didn’t flinch as the back of Gerwalta’s hand connected with his chin. Perfect. It would raise the wolf’s ire all the more, playing right into Andreas’s plan.

“As a dark one, I am many accursed things, but I am no whore. I’ve taken but one man to my bed, and it is and will ever be only your king.”

Andreas had chosen his mate well. She was more shewolf in spirit than any lupine he’d encountered. Pride burned in his chest as he stepped forward, peeling off the clothes he’d only just put back on in the woods not a half hour before. “One of you will challenge me, by god, for it is your only path to salvation. Now, step forward, or I will demand—”

“I challenge!” Gerhart stepped into his role just in the nick of time. The scrappy, southern wolf stepped forward, teeth bared even in his layman form. He mirrored the king, undoing his clothing, preparing for battle. “You are an embarrassment of a wolf and a sham of a king, and it will be my honor to assume your mantle.”

No sooner were the two ready to bare fangs and assume their fur than they all heard it: a battle horn from the mountain.

Andreas turned to Lisi. “My last orders as king are these: first, and with much haste, clothe my bride. Second, secure the pups and what shewolves can be obligated beyond their care, prepare a defense.”

Lisi looked for a moment as though she may refuse, perhaps even argue, but all knew that any delay invited death going forward.

“Yes, my king.” Lisi curtsied, took Gerwalta by the wrist, and escorted the children and the shewolves to the farmhouse.

Only the men remained.

Andreas turned out his hands, cracking his knuckles. “Wince I am defeated, you must make haste to exile me and let the Reds know I am no longer of the pack.”

“Don’t forfeit, Andreas,” Wilhelm said, “or the transfer of kingship won’t take.”

He knew this. It wasn’t a simple thing to become königswolf. To mock battle wouldn’t do. Andreas could also not merely cede. Gerhart must defeat him.

Andreas gave one last solemn nod. “I won’t yield, but for the sake of every member of this pack, Gerhart, you had better force me to my surrender with great urgency.”

The two wolves cried out as they let their power take them, making fur of what had been flesh and fang of what had been jaw. The hulking forms stared each other, unmoving save for the curl of their lips over long, gleaming teeth.

Until finally, one twitched.

Gerhart was the first to charge, but Andreas was the first to draw blood.
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Lisi made haste delivering Gerwalta to the main farmhouse, a structure not insignificant in its size, and shared by several of the families that made the pack. The shewolf’s muttered curses ended with, “A wolfsretter, on mine own hearth. The enemy at the gate, indeed,” when she threw open the door of a wardrobe to sort through its contents.

Gerwalta tempered her instinct to argue. “I don’t want to be the pack’s enemy, Frau Kosner.”

An acidic stare landed on her with scorching effects. “You became that when you let him bed you,” Lisi spat. “What were you thinking, seducing a wolf? Don’t you know that you’ve ruined him now? That he can never love another?”

“Neither can I.” Never mind that the balance of the seducing had been on the wolf’s side. Gerwalta caught a dash of white and pale yellow cloth that flew through the air. “Andreas is the man I love. The only man I’ll ever love.”

“Honeyed words, but you aren’t a lupine. Your heart is fickle.” Lisi turned to help the wolfsretter pull the frock down over her arms. “There, you are dressed. Now, if you’ll forgive me, I need to see to our defense against certain death by your family. I advise you to stay here until someone comes for you. Andreas would hate if his blushing bride was harmed in the melee of battle, and I cannot guarantee your safety, Frau Baron.”

Lisi left
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