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Chapter 1

Between contractions on the maternity ward, I watched the television above my bed show my husband, the city’s star prosecutor, celebrating his promotion at a bar with his ex-girlfriend on his lap.

The glare of the overhead screen cut through the dim hospital room like a knife.

Simon was laughing into a microphone at the Coblenz Victory Tavern. His tailored charcoal campaign jacket was unbuttoned, his tie loosened just enough to expose his throat, and twenty-three-year-old Chloe Norris was curled across his thighs like an expensive silk shawl.

“To the future High Magistrate of the Rhine,” the tavern crowd roared, their heavy beer steins clattering together over the speakers.

Simon threw his head back, flashing the dazzling smile that had won over every council elder in the valley. He raised a tall glass of his family’s signature Riesling toward the television cameras.

“A clean bench and an unburdened house,” Simon declared, his smooth voice ringing through the broadcast. “A man cannot lead the valley forward when he is tethered to domestic deadweight.”

A fresh spasm of labor seized my abdomen, so violent that my breath caught behind my teeth.

I clamped both hands onto the cold steel guardrail of the bed. The metal bit into my palms as my spine arched against the mattress.

My inner wolf clawed at my ribcage, desperate to shift, desperate to run. But the late-term biological lock held fast, keeping my bones frozen in human flesh to protect the infants nestled in my womb. I was trapped in my own skin, completely defenseless, sweating through the thin hospital gown.

On the nightstand, my mobile phone vibrated with a sharp, persistent hum.

I reached out with trembling fingers, knocking over a plastic cup of lukewarm water before I managed to drag the handset across the coarse white sheet.

The screen flared with an alert from the valley’s regional press wire.

It was a high-resolution photograph taken less than ten minutes ago in that crowded Coblenz bar. Simon was leaning down, pressing his lips directly against Chloe’s bare neck, his hand buried in her blonde hair. Chloe was staring straight into the lens with a lazy, triumphant smirk, her champagne flute resting against Simon’s belt buckle.

Six years.

I had spent six years scrubbing his ancestral ledgers, managing his political household, and keeping my mouth shut while he built his career on the backs of the riverside boatmen. When he asked me to put away my sheet music and stop singing at the river docks because it looked low-class to the High Council, I had packed my notebooks into a wooden trunk without a word of protest.

Now, the monitor beside my pillow began to shriek, a frantic electronic alarm tracking the violent spike in my heart rate.

The door swung inward with a rattle.

Head Midwife Kirsty Hodgson hurried inside, her rubber nursing shoes squeaking against the polished linoleum. She carried a tray of sterile cloths and an iron basin, her broad face drawn in tight lines of displeasure.

“Breathe, Charlotte,” Kirsty commanded, her rough voice slicing through the noise of the television. “Deep breaths through your nose, girl. Push through your heels and let the wave crest.”

I squeezed my eyes shut, my thumbs flying to my collarbone. I tapped a rigid four-beat rhythm against the skin, desperately trying to anchor my racing pulse to a tempo.

The brass chain around my neck clinked as my fingers brushed the antique silver locket that held my parents’ river trade insignia.

“Turn it off,” Kirsty muttered, catching sight of the broadcast above my head. She reached for the plastic remote control resting on the bedside bracket. “You do not need that aristocratic filth poisoning your delivery room.”

“No,” I gasped, the word tearing from my throat.

Kirsty paused, her hand hovering above the remote.

“Leave it,” I said, opening my eyes to stare directly into the monitor. Pain burned through my hips like liquid fire, but my gaze did not waver from the screen. “Leave it on, Kirsty. I want to hear every single word he says.”

Kirsty sighed through her nose, setting her brass pocket watch down on the instrument stand. She opened a small tin of carbolic peppermint drops, popping one into her mouth with a sharp snap of her teeth.

“You always were stubborn as a river barge, Charlotte Moreau,” she grumbled, though her hands were gentle as she adjusted the fetal monitor straps across my swollen belly. “Your water has not even broken, and you are already borrowing grief.”

Before the sentence cleared her lips, a sudden, wet snap tore through my lower abdomen.

A rush of warm fluid soaked through the absorbent pads beneath my hips. The digital readout on the wall flashed amber, a sudden electronic squeal signaling the rapid descent of the first baby into the birth canal.

“Well,” Kirsty said, her clinical tone hardening instantly. “That settles the timeline. You are in transition.”

A shadow suddenly fell across the glass observation partition facing the hallway.

The corridor light was swallowed by the silhouette of a massive figure standing motionless in the doorway. Kirsty spun around with a gasp, her hand instinctively darting toward the emergency call button on the wall.

“Who is that?” Kirsty barked. “This ward is restricted to medical staff and immediate pack kin.”

The figure stepped across the threshold, moving without a whisper of sound.

It was Roland Schneider.

He wore a heavy, dark wool monastic coat that was damp around the broad shoulders from the cold Rhine rain outside. A thick ring of iron sanctuary keys hung from his leather duty belt, clinking softly with each measured stride. His jaw was clenched so hard that a tendon pulsed beneath his dark stubble, and his knuckles were pale where his large hands rested against his sides.

Roland had been Simon’s best man at our wedding six years ago. He was the sworn Enforcer of the Rhine, a warrior bound by ancient monastic vows of neutrality who answered neither to the prosecutor’s office nor to the political council.

For six years, Roland had stood like a silent stone pillar at every formal dinner, keeping his distance, never speaking more than five words to me at a time.

Now, his dark eyes fixed entirely on my face.

He did not look at the monitors. He did not look at the clinical mess around the bed. He looked straight into my eyes, and for a fleeting, terrifying second, the cold air in the delivery room seemed to vibrate with a low, primal resonance that sent a shudder down my aching spine.

“Roland,” I whispered, my voice cracking under the weight of another contraction.

“I am here, Charlotte,” he said. His voice was a low, gravelly rasp that seemed to settle the frantic electronic alarms of the room.

Kirsty lowered her hand from the call button, her eyes widening in recognition. “Supreme Enforcer Schneider. What are you doing outside your mountain jurisdiction?”

Roland did not answer her. He took one more deliberate step forward, planting his heavy boots near the foot of my bed like an iron shield between me and the open doorway.

Above us, the broadcast audio surged.

A reporter thrust a microphone with a bright red windscreen into Simon’s face. The Coblenz tavern cheered in the background, someone smashing a beer mug against the timber hearth.

“Prosecutor Fletcher,” the reporter shouted over the din. “Word has reached the council desk that your lawful mate is currently in labor at St. Goar Memorial Hospital. Will you be taking the midnight river ferry south to sign the blood register for your heir?”

Chloe Norris let out a shrill, breathless giggle from Simon’s lap, burying her manicured fingers into the silk lapel of his campaign suit.

Simon did not flinch. He set his wine glass on the polished oak bar, stared directly into the camera, and laughed.

“A child born to an unverified bed is no heir of the Fletcher line,” Simon said, his tone dripping with polished, theatrical contempt. “Whatever is delivered in that hillside clinic tonight carries common boatman blood, not mine. My legal office will issue a formal repudiation by sunrise.”

The words rang out from the small speaker, sharp and final as an executioner’s blade.




Chapter 2

The room went deathly still, save for the rhythmic bleep of the cardiac monitor.

Simon’s televised laughter seemed to cling to the cold linoleum floor like grease. My hands tightened on the hospital bedsheet until the woven cotton tore under my fingernails. In the center of my ribcage, the mating bond that had anchored my life for six years gave a sickening, ragged tear, like fresh stitches ripped out of living flesh.

I refused to give him my tears. My father had spent forty years piloting freight barges through the treacherous currents of the Rhine gorge, and he had always told me that river slate never mourns the silt washed away by a sudden flood.

“Look at me, Charlotte,” Kirsty ordered, her voice vibrating with raw anger as she snapped off the television with the handheld remote. “Do not let that hollow peacock rob you of your focus. Press your shoulders back and breathe through your nose.”

Another contraction slammed into me with the force of an unmoored skiff.

I gasped, my spine arching off the coarse hospital mattress. The biological lock of my late-term pregnancy held my wolf in an iron vise, blocking the natural endorphins that normally cushioned a shifter through physical trauma. Every nerve across my lower back burned as though doused in acid.

Desperate for an anchor, my right hand rose to my collarbone. My trembling fingers tapped out a rigid four-beat tempo against the skin, right above the small silver locket bearing my parents’ river trade insignia. One, two, three, four. I tried to hum a low river cadence to steady my diaphragm, but my throat was parched and raw.

“The pain is peaking too fast,” Kirsty murmured, setting a damp cloth against my forehead. “The anesthesiologist is waiting in the corridor. Let me call him in for an epidural. We can have your lower spine numbed in three minutes.”

“No,” I choked out, fighting through the wave of nausea that accompanied the contraction. “No spinal block.”

“Charlotte, you have been laboring for hours without a single painkiller,” Kirsty argued, checking the digital pulse monitor. “Your blood pressure is spiking. You do not have to prove anything to that monster in Coblenz.”

“If you numb my lower nerves, I lose control of my vocal support,” I insisted, forcing the words through clenched teeth. “The acoustic resonance requires every muscle from my diaphragm to my pelvis. If my wolf cannot run, my voice is the only weapon I have left.”

Kirsty exhaled sharply through her teeth. She recognized the stubborn boatman pride in my voice and reached for a clean surgical towel instead of the call button.

Across the room, Roland stood motionless near the corner observation glass. The damp wool of his monastic coat smelled of mountain pine, river mist, and cold stone. He did not step forward to offer patronizing comfort, and he kept his hands locked at his sides, strictly observing the ancient distance he had maintained during all six years of my marriage to his former brother-in-arms.

His dark eyes, steady and unreadable as basalt, stayed fixed on my face. The silent weight of his presence held the room together like an iron beam beneath a sagging roof.

Footsteps pounded down the linoleum outside.

The loud commotion erupted at the central nursing desk, accompanied by the shrill, arrogant voice of a young council clerk.

“High Court administrative delivery,” the man barked, his voice echoing through the ward. “Where is Room 4? I carry an expedited writ from Senior Prosecutor Fletcher concerning the delivery ledger.”

Roland turned his head toward the door. The ring of heavy iron keys at his belt produced a single, metallic chime against his thigh.

He did not rush. He walked to the doorway with measured, silent strides, his broad frame completely obstructing the threshold.

“Halt,” Roland said.

The word was quiet, yet it carried the deep, ground-shaking resonance of an alpha whose bloodline had guarded the high ridges for generations.

Through the glass panel, I saw a young council clerk in a stiff navy suit stop dead in his tracks. In his arms, he clutched a thick leather portfolio bearing the Fletcher family’s gold vineyard crest.

“Enforcer Schneider,” the clerk stammered, pulling nervously at his silk council necktie. “I represent Simon Fletcher’s campaign office and the High Court property register. The Senior Prosecutor has issued a preemptive legal injunction. The paternal line on all intake certificates for this room must remain vacant pending municipal blood audit.”

The clerk tried to peer around Roland’s shoulder, extending a hand toward the door handle.

Roland did not reach for a weapon. He simply raised his left hand and seized the clerk’s wrist.

The young man gasped in shock as Roland’s grip locked shut. With effortless leverage, Roland pinned the clerk’s arm against the door jamb, immobilizing him where he stood. The leather portfolio slipped from the clerk’s fingers, scattering cream-colored council vellum across the polished floor tiles.

“This ward is under civil medical neutrality,” Roland said, his voice dropping into a dangerous, gravelly register. “Pack writs do not cross this sill.”

“You are interfering with High Court administration,” the clerk gasped, his face turning pale as Roland tightened his grip by a fraction of an inch. “Simon Fletcher funds thirty percent of this private wing through his vineyard endowments. He will have your monastic neutrality revoked before the High Magistrate by nightfall.”

“Let him try,” Roland answered.

Roland leaned down without releasing the clerk, his right hand scooping up the heavy state birth ledger that sat on the intake counter. With the clean heel of his boot, he kicked the scattered Fletcher affidavits down the empty hallway.

He shoved the clerk backward. The force sent the young official stumbling against the opposite wall, clutching his bruised wrist in terror.

“Leave,” Roland said. “Before I enforce boundary law on your neck.”

The clerk did not wait to gather his papers. He scrambled toward the elevator bank, casting a terrified glance back at Roland’s blackened iron signet medallion before disappearing behind the sliding metal doors.

Roland stepped back into the room, pulling the heavy wood door shut. The brass latch clicked into place with a definitive, mechanical snap.

Under his arm, he carried the state birth register, bound in stiff blue buckram.

A violent contraction ripped through my hips, stealing the breath from my lungs. I cried out, my head thrashing against the damp pillow as my body bore down against my will.

“Charlotte, look down,” Kirsty said, her gloved hands positioning the delivery drapes between my knees. “The first baby is crowning. I need you to bear down now. Do not hold your breath in your throat; drive it down through your core.”

I curled my chin toward my chest, screaming as I poured every remaining shred of my strength into the push. Red and white flashes burst across my vision. My pelvic bones felt as though they were being pried apart by cold chisels, yet beneath the agony, the fierce, ancient maternal instinct surged through my blood.

Roland walked to the side of the bed. He set the blue ledger across my knees, keeping his eyes respectfully averted from the sheets. From the pocket of his dark wool coat, he produced a heavy glass bottle of jet-black fountain ink and a dip pen with a sharp steel nib.

He uncapped the ink and dipped the metal point into the well.

“Your children need a name, Charlotte,” Roland said, his deep voice cutting through my ragged pants. “Do not let him erase them.”

My fingers trembled uncontrollably as I reached for the pen. As our hands met, the side of his thumb grazed my knuckles. A sudden jolt of warmth leaped between our skin, so sharp and unexpected that it chased the chill from my veins.

I looked up at him, startled. His weathered face remained an impenetrable mask of monastic discipline, but his dark eyes burned with an intense, protective fire that made my heart hammer against my ribs.

I lowered the steel nib to the coarse paper of the state ledger.

The document was an official civil certificate, governed by regional statute rather than pack hierarchy. In the box labeled Paternal Pack Lineage, I did not hesitate. I drew a thick, unwavering black stroke through the empty space, striking Simon’s bloodline from the record forever.

In the maternal lineage section, my handwriting was bold and jagged: Charlotte Moreau, Riverside Clan of St. Goar.

Beneath the lineage header, the twin registration lines waited. I had chosen these names months ago, in the dark hours of the night while Simon was dining with council lobbyists in Coblenz.

Leo Moreau.

Maya Moreau.

The steel point scratched loudly across the paper, the black ink soaking deep into the cotton fibers of the page. Each stroke was a severance of the past, an irreversible declaration that my children belonged to the river, not to the Fletcher dynasty.

“Good girl,” Kirsty urged, her voice thick with excitement. “The head is through, Charlotte. One more push and your boy will be here. Give me everything you have.”

I dropped the steel pen onto the blanket and seized the metal guardrails, bearing down with a raw, guttural cry that shook the glass partition.

Roland did not step back. He dipped his thumb directly into the small well of black ink, lifting his hand above the open registry. With steady, unyielding pressure, he brought his inked thumb down onto the witness line beside my children’s names, leaving the dark, indelible spiral of his print permanently embedded in the state record.

Kirsty lifted the blue ledger from my knees and set it on the intake counter, while Roland capped the ink bottle and gathered the steel pen from the blanket, slipping them both into his coat pocket.




Chapter 3

A shrill, furious wail cut through the sterile air, shattering the silence of the room.

“A boy,” Kirsty said, her rough features softening into a wide smile as she lifted the slick infant into the light. She quickly cleared his nose and mouth with a blue bulb aspirator before wrapping him in a pre-warmed linen towel. “He has his mother’s lungs. Strong, clear, and perfectly formed.”

Before I could reach out my arms to hold him, a second wave of fierce pressure gripped my lower pelvis.

“Do not rest yet, Charlotte,” Kirsty warned, passing my son to the attending neonatal nurse who stood waiting by the stainless steel warming crib. “His sister is right on his heels. Breathe, take a deep breath, and push when the wave crests.”

I planted my bare heels firmly against the footrests and bore down through the exhaustion that weighed on my limbs like lead.

The second struggle lasted twenty grueling minutes, each minute feeling like an hour carved from stone. But when the second cry rang out, higher and lighter in pitch than her brother’s, the terrible crushing weight in my abdomen dissolved into pure relief.

“A girl,” Kirsty announced, her eyes crinkling at the corners.

Without waiting for the nurse, Kirsty brought both infants straight to my chest.

She laid Leo against the left side of my collarbone and settled Maya against my right breast, tucking a warm flannel blanket across their tiny, squirming bodies.

The contact of their warm skin against mine drove every remaining trace of Simon’s betrayal from my thoughts. Leo rooted blindly against my neck, his damp dark hair brushing my chin, while Maya let out tiny, rhythmic snuffles against my sternum.

My thumbs moved without conscious thought, tapping out a slow, steady river tempo across their fragile shoulder blades. One, two, three, four. The phantom pain of the torn mating bond in my chest grew quiet, smothered by the fierce, all-consuming heat of my maternal instincts.

A violent bang shook the delivery suite.

The wooden door was kicked open from the hallway with enough force to crack the brass latch against the doorframe.

Two men strode into the room, their heavy gray overcoats bearing the silver oak leaf insignia of the Fletcher vineyard constabulary. The lead officer was Declan Hammond, a broad-shouldered pack bailiff whom Simon frequently employed to intimidate political rivals and silence troublesome tenant farmers. Hammond held an administrative folder in his left hand and a blue acrylic clipboard in his right.

“Charlotte Moreau,” Hammond declared in a loud, theatrical voice, completely ignoring the two newborn infants lying on my bare skin. “By order of Senior Prosecutor Simon Fletcher and the High Council Regional Property Authority, you are occupying private pack medical space without legal entitlement.”

Kirsty instantly grabbed a pair of long surgical shears from the metal tray, planting herself between Hammond and my bed. “Step out of my delivery suite, Declan. This woman delivered twins less than twenty minutes ago. She is medically unfit to be moved.”

“The Fletcher estate covers thirty percent of the operating budget for this private wing,” Hammond replied smoothly, dismissing Kirsty with a flick of his gloved fingers. “An unbonded female carrying non-pack dependents has no statutory right to municipal care underwritten by council funds. You have thirty minutes to collect your personal effects and vacate the building, or my bailiffs will carry you to the street.”

He reached into his breast pocket, producing a stiff parchment document sealed with crimson wax.

“Furthermore,” Hammond added, his cold gaze shifting down to the babies resting against my chest, “the prosecutor’s office demands immediate buccal swab samples from both infants for forensic disavowal proceedings prior to your release.”

He took an aggressive stride toward the bed, his right hand reaching out toward Maya’s swaddling blanket.

A wall of dark wool blocked his path before his fingers could clear the air.

Roland Schneider stepped between the bailiff and my children.

The temperature in the room seemed to plummet instantly. The heavy ring of iron keys hanging from Roland’s leather duty belt chimed with a single, ominous ring as his boots locked against the floor.

“Enforcer Schneider,” Hammond sneered, pulling back his hand with a sharp scoff. “Step out of the way. This is an internal pack administrative matter. Your monastic jurisdiction applies only to the mountain ridges of the Black Forest, not the river valley.”

Roland looked down at Hammond from his full height, his expression carved from gray river stone.

“St. Goar Memorial Hospital operates under the 1888 Civil Concordat,” Roland said, his gravelly voice remarkably quiet. “Pack warrants carry zero authority across this threshold.”

“I hold an emergency eviction order signed by Simon Fletcher himself,” Hammond snarled, thrusting the blue acrylic clipboard directly toward Roland’s chest. “The council will not permit a monk to meddle in high-level valley politics. Stand aside, Roland, or I will charge you with obstruction of the High Court.”

Hammond dropped his left shoulder, attempting to barge past Roland’s flank toward the neonatal crib.

Roland moved with terrifying speed.

He did not draw a blade. He did not shift his stance. He delivered a single, open-palm strike straight into the center of Hammond’s sternum.

The impact sounded like a heavy oak timber cracking under frost.

The strike lifted the heavy bailiff off his feet, propelling him backward through the open doorway. Hammond crashed violently into the opposite wall of the corridor, his head cracking against the plaster as the blue acrylic clipboard shattered into sharp, flying shards across the linoleum floor.

The second bailiff reached for his hip, unholstering a black pneumatic stun baton with a sharp hiss of compressed gas.

Roland did not flinch. He stepped across the shattered doorway into the hallway, his boots crunching over the plastic debris.

He reached inside the collar of his damp coat and pulled out a heavy medallion of blackened iron, cast with the crossed oars of the river clans bound by the spiked chain of the monastic guard.

A wave of crushing alpha command radiated from his frame, thick and suffocating as an autumn squall over the Rhine. The sheer physical pressure of his monastic authority flooded the corridor, rattling the glass medicine cabinets and forcing the second bailiff down onto one knee. The stun baton clattered harmlessly against the floor.

“Cross this threshold again,” Roland said, his voice dropping into the ancient command register that demanded complete, involuntary submission from pack wolves, “and you will face the High Tribunal in chains.”

Hammond groaned on the hallway floor, clutching his bruised chest as he gasped for shallow pockets of air. He dragged himself backward along the baseboard, glaring up at Roland with venomous hatred.

“You cannot protect her from the council, monk,” Hammond wheezed, spitting a crimson speck onto the linoleum. “You cannot fight the entire regional bench.”

Roland offered no reply. He stood completely still in the corridor, his massive chest rising and falling in slow, disciplined intervals.

The second bailiff grabbed Hammond by the arm, hauling him toward the elevator doors. They retreated down the corridor without looking back, their hurried footsteps fading as the elevator bells chimed.

Silence returned to the delivery suite, heavy and ringing.

Kirsty let out a long breath through her nose, lowering her surgical shears back onto the sterile tray. “Thugs in tailored suits. That is all Simon Fletcher’s court has become.”

Roland turned slowly and walked back into the room.

The suffocating command aura vanished, drawn back beneath his rigid armor of monastic restraint. He approached the foot of my bed, his dark gaze dropping to the two tiny faces resting safely against my chest.

Leo let out a soft sigh, his small fingers clenching into the fabric of my hospital gown. Beside him, Maya was already asleep, her tiny chest rising and falling in rhythm with my own.

“They are safe, Charlotte,” Roland said softly.

I looked up at him, my voice trembling with exhaustion. “Simon will not stop with bailiffs. He has the council, the vineyard magistrates, and sixty miles of river territory under his thumb. He will use every law on the books to tear them away from me.”

Roland’s jaw tightened, the muscle pulsing once beneath his dark beard.

“Let him come,” Roland said, his hand resting on the heavy iron keys at his belt. “He will find the gate locked.”




Chapter 4

The midday bells of St. Goar parish were chiming across the valley when the quiet in Room 4 shattered.

My body throbbed with a deep, grinding ache that settled into the base of my pelvis. The postpartum shift lock held my wolf dormant for thirty days, leaving my human skin cold and sensitive to the draft slipping beneath the door. Against my chest, my newborn twin son, Leo, slept beside his sister Maya, both of them breathing in tiny, warm puffs against my collarbone.

My thumb stroked Maya’s damp dark curls, moving in time with the slow cadence I tapped against my collarbone. One, two, three, four. It was the old barge rhythm my father had used to guide his freight skiff through the churning mist near the Lorelei rocks.

The door handle rattled, followed by the firm click of the latch giving way.

Simon Fletcher stepped across the threshold, dressed in a tailored charcoal suit that cost more than my father earned in three seasons of river piloting. He carried a slim leather folio under his left arm. The crisp scent of late-harvest estate Riesling and expensive tobacco followed him into the room, cut through by the sharp, powdery floral note of Chloe Norris’s perfume.

He did not look at the clear acrylic bassinets beside the bed. He did not spare a single glance for the two fragile bundles resting against my bare skin.

“The stench of carbolic soap in this place is intolerable,” Simon said, wrinkling his nose as he pulled the door closed behind him. “You always had a peasant’s taste for public wards, Charlotte. My campaign treasurer had to reroute three press vans because you insisted on giving birth in a county clinic instead of the private suite in Coblenz.”

I pulled the coarse flannel blanket higher over my infants, my knuckles whitening against the hem.

“The private suite required an escort from the father,” I said, keeping my voice down to avoid waking Leo. “The father was on regional television with a twenty-three-year-old heiress sitting on his lap.”

Simon let out a sharp, dismissive sigh, the kind he used on uncooperative council clerks.

He stepped to the edge of the mattress and tossed a heavy gold-plated fountain pen onto the white counterpane. The metal pen bore the embossed grape crest of the Fletcher vineyards. It rolled against my hip, cold and foreign against the hospital linen.

“Let us not play the wounded river maiden today,” he said, opening his folio with quick, practiced fingers. “The Norris family controls sixty percent of the northern vineyard irrigation rights. If I do not seal their endorsement by the end of the week, the regional magistrate seat goes to the southern faction.”

He produced a single sheet of heavy cream vellum, holding it out above my knees.

“This is an administrative separation waiver,” Simon said smoothly, his eyes scanning the lines as though he were reading a routine zoning petition. “You sign the acknowledgment stating that the pregnancy was unverified prior to separation. You surrender all rights to the Fletcher estate name, the vineyard dividends, and the riverfront townhouse.”

“And my children?” I asked. My throat felt like dry slate, but I forced every word to stay level. “What does your parchment say about them?”

“The document states there are no legitimate heirs of the marriage,” Simon replied, not missing a beat. “In exchange, my office will provide a modest monthly stipend drawn from a private discretionary trust. You take your boatman name back, move downriver toward Boppard, and raise them quietly. No press conferences. No tearful interviews about abandonment.”

A bitter chill rushed through my veins, pushing away the lingering haze of labor.

For six years, I had ironed his shirts, balanced his family’s private council ledgers, and swallowed my own voice to protect his rising star. I had stopped singing at the riverfront taverns because his mother claimed an acoustic wolfsong sounded like common beggar craft. I had made myself into a ghost in his grand stone house so he could stand tall in the high court.

And now he wanted me to sign a paper saying the two heartbeats under my hands did not exist.

“No,” I said.

Simon blinked, his polished smile freezing around the edges. “I beg your pardon?”

“I am not signing your waiver, Simon.”

“Do not be childish, Charlotte,” he snapped, his voice dropping into the harsh register he used when intimidating witnesses in the dock. “You have no money. Your father’s timber yard went into receivership two years ago, and your wolf cannot even run to hunt for food. Without my name on their documents, those infants will be classified as unbonded dependents. The regional council will never grant them harvest rations.”

“Their names are already entered in the state birth register, witnessed by the Sanctuary Enforcer,” I told him, looking directly into his cold green eyes. “Their name is Moreau. They carry my father’s blood, and they will never owe a single copper coin to your vineyard.”

Simon sneered, leaning closer over the metal bed rail. “You think a monk’s thumbprint protects you? I am the Senior Prosecutor of the Rhine High Court. I can have that registration annulled before the ink fully dries on the vellum.”

“You could not even remember to wipe your collar before walking into a hospital,” I said quietly.

Simon stiffened. His left hand jerked involuntarily toward his silk necktie.

Just below his collar, half-hidden by his lapel, sat a distinct smear of coral foundation makeup. It was the exact shade Chloe Norris had worn during the night’s broadcast from the victory tavern.

A dull red flush crept up Simon’s neck, darkening his sharp cheekbones.

“You insolent, ungrateful—”

“You smell of her wine, Simon,” I interrupted, resting both palms flat against the mattress on either side of my babies. “You smell of a tavern booth and another woman’s powder. You walked out on your lawful mate in transition labor, and now you stand here trying to buy my silence with a gold pen and a forged waiver.”

The vanity that had fueled his entire career cracked. His polished legal persona stripped away, exposing the vicious, cornered arrogance underneath.

“You will sign it,” Simon hissed, his teeth bare in an ugly snarl. “You will sign it right now, or I swear on my father’s grave, I will have child welfare bailiffs remove those bastards from your arms before sundown.”

He took another step, the leather soles of his Italian oxfords squeaking against the linoleum. The sharp scent of his agitated alpha musk flooded the cramped room, heavy and sour with wounded pride. He reached out to snatch my shoulder, aiming to pull me forward toward the paper.

“Do not touch me,” I whispered.

“I will touch whatever belongs to my household until the ink is dry,” he spat, his hand trembling with rage. “You think because you bore two brats on a cot, you hold leverage over me? You are a boatman’s daughter who got lucky for six years. I gave you silk dresses and council box seats, and you repay me by stalling my campaign.”

Leo stirred against my chest, whimpering softly at the sudden pitch of Simon’s voice. I curved my spine over both children, shielding their delicate ears from the venom in his throat.

Simon leaned further over the guardrail, ignoring the babies entirely. His right hand shot out like a striking viper to clamp around my wrist.

His fingers never reached my skin.

A massive hand, encased in rough dark wool at the cuff, came down upon Simon’s shoulder from behind like an iron vice.

Simon’s entire body jerked violently backward. The breath tore out of his throat in a sharp, strangled wheeze as heavy fingers dug into the nerve cluster beside his collarbone, pinning him instantly in place.

The silence that followed was suffocating.

Behind Simon’s shuddering frame, Roland Schneider stood filling the entire doorway, his jaw set like chiseled granite and his dark eyes burning with deadly intent.




Chapter 5

Roland did not throw the prosecutor across the room. He merely exerted steady, downward force, his calloused thumb driving half an inch into the nerve cluster between Simon’s neck and shoulder.

Simon’s knees buckled instantly against the linoleum. A ragged, whistling gasp ripped from his throat, his silk tie swinging sideways as his arms flailed for balance. The heavy gold pen rolled off the mattress, striking the metal leg of the nightstand with a sharp ping.

“Step away from the mother,” Roland commanded.

His voice was a low, subterranean rumble. It did not rise in pitch, yet the vibration rattled the glass thermometer resting in the stainless steel tray beside my bed.

Roland released his hold with a brief, contemptuous snap of his wrist.

Simon lurched forward, barely catching himself against the chrome footboard of my bed. His left hand clamped over his bruised shoulder, his tailored charcoal jacket bunched awkwardly beneath his fingers. He stumbled backward until the small of his back hit the glass pane of the observation window, his face pale and slick with sudden sweat.

“Schneider,” Simon wheezed, his chest heaving as he fought to restore his composure. “You dare lay hands on a Senior Prosecutor of the High Court? My father paid your seven-year monastic tuition when your clan drowned in the river freeze. You stood at the altar as my best man.”

“I stood to guard a sacred vow,” Roland said, stepping fully into the recovery room. The heavy iron sanctuary keys suspended from his leather duty belt clinked with a slow, solemn rhythm. “You shattered that vow on television with another woman on your lap. My duty does not extend to perjury.”

Simon straightened his spine with an effort, his jaw working as if chewing on glass. He smoothed his rumpled lapels, though his right fingers continued to twitch from the pinched nerve. A thin, bitter smirk twisted his lips, reassembling the polished mask he wore before the council cameras.

“You always were a pious brute, Roland,” Simon sneered, reaching into the slim leather folio under his arm. “You think you can solve administrative law with monastery parlor tricks. You think you can shield her with muscle, but you cannot bludgeon forensic science into silence.”

From the interior pocket of his leather case, Simon extracted a stiff, oversized manila document envelope. Across its flap lay a thick puddle of hardened violet beeswax, pressed flat by a heavy metal die.

He flicked his wrist and tossed the parcel across the bed.

It struck my shins with a dull, heavy slap. The purple wax gleamed under the sterile fluorescent tubes, revealing the crisp, stamped silhouette of a twin-headed falcon gripping a sheaf of autumn wheat.

My throat tightened. I recognized that crest instantly.

It belonged to Elder Matron Marion Ogilvy, seventy-one years old and the most entrenched judicial patron on the regional council. She was the architect of Simon’s prosecutorial career, and the woman who had spent six years treating my boatman lineage like mud tracked onto her drawing-room rugs.

“Go ahead, Charlotte,” Simon said, crossing his arms over his chest. “Break the seal. Read the official intake report from the Vance Clinic.”

My fingers trembled as I lifted the stiff cardboard. Beneath the covers, my knees felt weak, my postpartum body aching from the strain of delivery. I slid my thumbnail under the edge of the violet wax, snapping the seal with a dry, splintering crack.

Inside lay three sheets of heavy vellum, stamped with the crimson ink of the regional medical registry.

My eyes fell directly upon the central ledger lines, where the laboratory results were typed in stark black characters:

Sample A: Umbilical blood swab, drawn on the day of delivery.

Sample B: Paternal reference bloodline, Senior Prosecutor Simon Fletcher.

Kinship Coefficient: 0.00%. Paternal lineage entirely excluded.

Below the typed summary sat the sweeping flourish of the clinic director, alongside the formal countersignature of Elder Matron Marion Ogilvy.

The air vanished from my lungs. A bitter, cold nausea surged upward through my chest, settling behind my teeth like stagnant river water.

“This is impossible,” I whispered, my voice barely audible above the rhythmic breathing of my babies. “This is a fabricated lie.”

“The laboratory seals are authenticated by the High Tribunal,” Simon said, his tone smooth, venomous, and entirely devoid of remorse. “The testing was concluded this morning, but the arrangements were made three weeks ago. I did not abandon my children today, Charlotte. I merely repudiated a common fraud.”

The memories of the past month crashed over me in a suffocating wave.

Three weeks ago, Simon had arrived at our vineyard quarters with a private transport, insisting that his family physician conduct an emergency ultrasound to check the blood flow in the umbilical cords. I had spent an hour strapped to a cold leather examination table while a strange technician drew fluids through a long needle. I had held Simon’s hand, thanking him for finally showing concern for the pregnancy.

He had not been worried about our children. He had been manufacturing the evidence for my execution.

“You planned this,” I said, looking up from the fraudulent vellum. “You sat beside me while they drew that fluid, knowing you were going to use Marion Ogilvy to falsify the markers.”

“A rising magistrate cannot afford loose ends,” Simon replied, tapping his polished leather shoe against the linoleum. “Your wolf was always too weak to survive high pack society. Did you really think I would allow two riverside bastards to inherit my family’s vineyard acreage?”

My right hand rose unconsciously to my neck, my fingers finding the cool oval of the silver locket resting against my collarbone. Inside was the engraved insignia of my parents’ freight skiff, two crossed oars over an anchor. For six years, Simon had demanded I hide that locket beneath high-necked silk blouses so his wealthy donors would not be reminded of where I came from.

I began to tap the tempo against the metal, four steady beats against the bone.

“I carried your children for nine months,” I said, keeping my tone level despite the tremor in my chest. “I managed your estate ledgers. I cooked your meals and smiled at your patrons while you climbed the tribunal ranks.”

“And you were compensated with a roof over your head,” Simon said coldly. “That arrangement ended at noon. Elder Matron Ogilvy filed the emergency disownment petition two hours ago. Your personal bank cards have been deactivated. The locks on the vineyard gates were replaced before my car left Coblenz.”

A sharp, sharp pang shot through my chest, sharper than the physical ache between my hips.

“My belongings,” I whispered.

“Packed in cardboard and dumped by the delivery gate,” Simon said, smiling with genuine amusement. “Your mother’s lace curtains, your cheap pine desk, and those moldering river navigation charts your father left behind. The municipal sanitation crew will clear the curb by tomorrow morning.”

The door to Room 4 slammed open, striking the interior wall with a loud bang.

Midwife Kirsty Hodgson entered the room with her gray hair bristling around her forehead, her white medical coat billowing behind her. Two hospital security guards flanked her, their bulky dark-blue uniforms and utility belts crowding the small threshold.

“What is the meaning of this intrusion?” Kirsty shouted, pointing a gloved finger directly at Simon’s face. “This recovery ward is restricted under county health ordinances. Security, escort this man off the hospital floor immediately.”

The two guards moved forward, their rubber-soled boots squeaking against the polished floor.

Simon did not retreat an inch.

With fluid, rehearsed arrogance, Simon reached into his breast pocket and flipped open a gold-trimmed leather credential wallet. The polished brass seal of the Rhine High Court flashed brightly under the room lights.

“Lay a finger on me and I will have your municipal security licenses revoked before nightfall,” Simon barked, his voice ringing with absolute legal authority. “I am Senior Prosecutor Fletcher. I am serving a lawful council eviction and disownment notice against a disowned civilian who is unlawfully occupying pack-subsidized medical space.”

The two security guards halted in their tracks, exchanging nervous glances. Neither man dared challenge an elite prosecutor whose family controlled the regional bench.

Kirsty took a sharp step forward, her face turning crimson with outrage. “I do not care what title you hold in Coblenz, Simon Fletcher. This mother delivered twins four hours ago. Her reproductive tract is hemorrhaging risk. Moving her into the damp autumn air right now is medical endangerment.”

“Then let her bleed in the gutter,” Simon said, his gaze flicking toward the floor without a flicker of pity. “Her medical subsidies were cancelled when her status was annulled. She has no standing under pack civil code.”

He reached into his leather folio a second time, pulling out a thick sheaf of legal notices bound by dark red council ribbons. With a disdainful sweep of his arm, he slammed the papers down onto the counterpane beside my knees.

The parchment rustled against my hospital gown, cold and heavy.

“Order of total repudiation,” Simon announced, raising his voice so every nurse in the corridor could hear his verdict. “Notice of immediate civil eviction. And the formal revocation of Charlotte Moreau’s marital rights under the Western Rhine charter.”

He leaned forward over the low bed rail, his eyes wide and bloodshot with spite.

“You are finished, Charlotte,” he whispered, his hot breath carrying the faint stench of late-harvest wine into my face. “You have no clan. You have no money. You have no home. By tomorrow morning, every newspaper from here to Mainz will carry the Vance Clinic report. Everyone will know you tried to hang another dog’s litter around the neck of the High Magistrate.”

He lowered his head toward the cribs, his expression twisting into an ugly sneer.

“And as for these two nameless whelps,” Simon hissed, his hand curling into a predatory claw as he reached toward the blanket swaddling my son. “I am taking the state DNA swabs right now. I will have the court registry classify them as unbonded vagrants before the six o’clock news broadcast.”

His fingers swept through the air, diving straight for Leo’s delicate woolen wrap.

The shadows behind Simon shifted.

A heavy, metallic ring echoed through the room as Roland Schneider crossed the floor in a single, silent stride. His broad frame blotted out the overhead lights, casting a dark mantle over the entire bed.

Before Simon’s fingertips could touch the fringe of the flannel blanket, Roland’s massive right hand clamped down around Simon’s wrist.

Roland did not merely intercept the strike. He closed his fingers with the measured, terrifying leverage of an enforcer who had spent eighteen years mastering monastic combat.

The sickening sound of grinding bone, tearing ligaments, and crushing cartilage echoed through the sterile quiet of the room.

Simon let out an ear-splitting, high-pitched scream of agony. His legs collapsed beneath him, his tailored trousers striking the floor as he dangled helplessly from Roland’s unyielding iron grip.




Chapter 6

The sound of Simon’s wrist groaning under Roland’s grip seemed to freeze the very air in the room.

Simon fell to both knees, his face twisted in pure agony, a thin line of saliva stringing from his lips as he clawed desperately at Roland’s forearm with his free hand. His fingernails dragged across the heavy dark wool, unable to find purchase against the dense weave.

“Schneider,” Simon wheezed, his voice cracking into a desperate squeal. “Break it and I will… I will have the High Council hunt you like a rogue.”

Roland looked down at the prosecutor, his dark eyes devoid of anger, devoid of hatred, empty as an abandoned quarry.

“You speak of hunts,” Roland said, his gravelly voice dropping so low it rattled the glass medicine vials on the counter. “You forget who trained the hounds.”

With a sudden, dismissive jerk, Roland released Simon’s arm and shoved him backward.

Simon sprawled across the floor tiles, clutching his right wrist to his chest. The skin around his cuff was already swelling into an ugly, dark purple ring. He scrambled backward on his elbows and heels like a kicked dog, scrambling toward the open corridor where the two hospital security guards stood paralyzed.

“This is not finished,” Simon spat, his voice trembling with humiliated rage as he pulled himself up using the doorframe. “You have until sundown to get her off this property, Kirsty. Tomorrow morning, the High Court bailiffs arrive with an armored van. I will take those children, and I will put them where no river scum will ever lay eyes on them again.”

He turned and fled down the hallway, cradling his broken arm against his charcoal lapels, his hurried footsteps echoing until the far elevator bell chimed.

Kirsty stepped forward and kicked the heavy oak door shut, throwing the deadbolt with a solid, echoing thud.

“Vain peacock,” Kirsty muttered, her hands moving briskly as she walked to the metal supply cabinet. She pulled down a stack of thick flannel receiver blankets, two knitted wool caps, and a heavy canvas duffel bag. “We are leaving, Charlotte. Now.”

“Now?” I asked, looking down at my trembling fingers. My knuckles were white where I gripped the bedsheet. “The discharge papers take twelve hours to process through the municipal registry.”

“Simon will not wait for municipal paperwork,” Kirsty said, tossing a warm woolen sweater and a pair of heavy river-tweed trousers from my duffel onto the foot of the bed. “He will drive straight to Marion Ogilvy’s estate in Coblenz. By nine o’clock, she will have signed an emergency custody attachment under the old aristocratic codes. If you are still in this bed when that order arrives, human civil law cannot shield you.”

My heart hammered against my ribs, an erratic, frantic beat that threatened to choke me.

My wolf remained locked behind the thirty-day postpartum wall. I had no healing acceleration, no enhanced strength, no predatory speed. If Simon’s pack enforcers cornered me in the stairwell, I was nothing more than an exhausted, thirty-two-year-old human woman who had delivered twins this morning.

“Can you stand?” Roland asked.

He had moved to the corner of the room, standing beside the window where he could watch the hospital driveway below. He did not look at my bare legs or the rumpled hospital gown, keeping his gaze fixed with strict monastic discipline.

“I can stand,” I said.

I swung my legs over the edge of the mattress. The moment my bare soles touched the cold linoleum, a white flare of pain shot up my pelvic bones. My knees buckled beneath me, my vision swimming with dark gray spots.

I did not fall.

Roland crossed the room without a sound, catching me by the elbow with firm, steady support that held my weight without bruising the skin. He held me until my breathing leveled, his touch radiating a steady, dry heat that seemed to seep straight through my exhausted muscles.

“Breathe through your core,” Roland murmured, his voice calm and unhurried. “The river slate does not break under the tide.”

It was an old St. Goar saying, one my father used to mutter when the spring thaw broke the ice floes along the gorge. Hearing it from Roland’s lips sent a strange, unexpected pang through my chest.

I pulled my arm back gently, nodding once. “I am steady.”

Kirsty helped me pull the thick woolen trousers over my bruised hips, followed by the heavy cable-knit sweater my mother had spun from river sheep wool a decade ago. Every movement was a battle against the tearing ache in my lower abdomen, but I forced my chin up, refusing to let a single whimper pass my lips.

Kirsty walked to the cribs, skillfully wrapping Leo and Maya in double layers of flannel before tucking them into two rigid canvas travel bassinets. She slipped a small metal tin into the side pocket of the bag.

“Caraway-seed biscuits and dried chamomile compresses,” Kirsty whispered, pressing the handle of the duffel into my palm before taking it back herself. “For the swelling.”

“Thank you, Kirsty,” I said, my voice thick with emotion.

“Do not thank me yet,” the midwife said, her sharp eyes glistening with unshed tears. “Get past the front gate. That is when you thank me.”

Roland stepped forward. With effortless efficiency, he lifted both canvas travel bassinets into the crook of his left arm, holding my newborn children as securely as if they were made of spun glass. With his right hand, he hoisted my heavy duffel bag onto his broad shoulder.

The ring of iron keys at his duty belt clattered softly as he turned toward the door.

“Stay behind my shoulder,” Roland instructed. “Do not stop. Do not answer him.”

We moved into the corridor. The fluorescent lights overhead buzzed with a harsh, sterile hum. Two nurses peeked out from behind the central triage desk, their eyes wide with fear and pity, but none of them moved to block our path. The shattered fragments of Hammond’s acrylic clipboard still lay scattered near the baseboards, small blue shards marking our trail.

We took the service elevator down to the ground floor, bypassing the main reception hall where reporters had begun gathering after the broadcast.

The cold night air hit my face like a wet cloth as we stepped through the emergency bay doors onto the concrete ramp.

Autumn in the Rhine gorge was always damp and piercing. Mist rolled off the black water below, clinging to the terraced vineyards that climbed the steep cliffs above the town. The smell of rotting grape leaves, wet slate, and diesel exhaust filled my lungs, grounding me in the reality of what I was doing.

I was walking away from my home. I was leaving the six years of my marriage behind in the trash bins of a county clinic.

Across the circular asphalt driveway, parked directly beneath the yellow sodium vapor lamps, sat a long black Mercedes sedan. The Fletcher family crest was emblazoned in gold leaf across the driver’s door.

Inside the rear cabin, illuminated by the dashboard lights, Simon sat with a white medical sling supporting his right arm. Beside him in the front passenger seat was Chloe Norris, her blonde hair catching the light as she tapped frantically on her smartphone screen.

Simon saw us emerge.

His face contorted with bitter venom. He leaned across the leather console, his left hand rolling down the power window with a sharp electric whine.

“Enjoy the walk, Charlotte!” Simon shouted, his voice echoing off the concrete retaining walls of the ambulance bay. “You take two steps onto that public road and you are trespassing on council land! You are river trash, and you will die in the gutter where I found you!”

My fingers rose instinctively to my collarbone, tapping out the four-beat tempo against the silver locket beneath my wool sweater. One, two, three, four.

I did not stop walking. I did not turn my head. I kept my eyes fixed on the tailgate of Roland’s dark green monastic four-wheel-drive vehicle, planted fifty paces ahead in the gravel parking bay.

Simon’s driver threw the Mercedes into gear. The high-powered engine roared to life, the tires squealing against the damp asphalt as the heavy sedan lurched forward across the driveway, aiming to cut off our path to the vehicle.

Roland did not flinch.

He set the travel bassinets gently onto the rear bench seat of his transport, closed the door, and turned on his heel.

He walked five paces into the center of the driveway, stopping directly in the beam of the sedan’s high-power xenon headlights. The blinding white glare washed over his dark wool monastic coat, casting a towering, monstrous shadow across the hillside behind him.

Roland did not raise his fists. He did not draw a weapon.

He simply stood his ground, planting his combat boots into the gravel.

The sedan’s
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