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Chapter 110  Happy Birthday
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Freya's POV

The celebration continued well into the night. I found myself on the balcony hours later, taking a brief respite from the festivities. The full moon bathed our territory in silver light, and in the distance, I could make out patrol wolves making their rounds, now aided by the Artemis system's silent vigilance.

"Penny for your thoughts," Silvano said, appearing at my side with two glasses of champagne.

"Just appreciating the moment," I replied, accepting one of the glasses. "It's been a long road."

His free hand traced gentle patterns on my bare shoulder. "I still owe you an apology for pushing you away. I thought I was protecting you."

"And I was too busy being hurt to see you were suffering." I turned to face him fully. "We're both stubborn, I suppose."

"Hopelessly so," he agreed with a soft smile. "But Isabella gets it honestly."

The mention of our daughter brought a fresh surge of maternal pride. "She's something special, isn't she?"

"Victoria says she's never seen anything like her abilities," Silvano said, his voice a mixture of awe and concern.

I laughed softly. "She certainly knows how to make an entrance. Following us into battle by 'following the gold strings'? I nearly had a heart attack."

"She has your courage," he murmured, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. "And your brilliance."

"And your stubbornness," I countered, leaning into his touch.

His expression grew serious. "Whatever comes next, whatever she becomes—we'll face it together. No more secrets between us, no more solitary burdens."

"Promise?" I asked, though I could feel the sincerity through our bond.

Instead of answering with words, Silvano drew me into a kiss that left no doubt. The mate bond between us flared with intensity, radiating warmth that had nothing to do with the summer night.

When we finally broke apart, I noticed Isabella watching us from the doorway, a satisfied smile on her face.

"The gold strings are all bright and happy now," she announced before skipping back to join the party.

Silvano and I exchanged bemused glances before breaking into laughter.

"Freya! Oh my god, Freya!"

I turned at the sound of a familiar voice—one I hadn't heard in person for months. There, rushing across the balcony in a whirlwind of designer perfume and clicking heels, was Elena Kane.

"Elena?" I gasped as my best friend enveloped me in a tight hug. "You're supposed to be in Paris!"

"And miss this?" She pulled back, her green eyes sparkling with excitement. "Johnny called me the moment Morgana was defeated. I hopped on the first flight I could get."

Elena looked radiant in a form-fitting emerald dress that complemented her auburn hair. She'd always been glamorous, but there was something different about her now—a confidence that seemed to glow from within.

Silvano cleared his throat, amusement dancing in his eyes. "I'll give you ladies a moment to catch up." He pressed a kiss to my temple before heading back inside, his hand lingering on mine for just a moment longer than necessary.

Once he was gone, Elena squeezed my hands. "God, you two are still disgustingly in love. Even after the whole curse drama."

"You know about that?" I asked, surprised.

"Honey, everyone knows. The Alpha who fought through a death curse to protect his Luna? It's like catnip for the gossip mill." She rolled her eyes good-naturedly. "But I didn't just come to congratulate you on your fairy-tale ending. I brought something for you."

From her clutch, she pulled out a small, elegant envelope sealed with wax. The insignia pressed into the seal made my heart skip a beat—it belonged to Stone Lake Pack.

"Jasper asked me to give you this," Elena said softly. "He heard about everything that happened. About Isabella's abilities, the witch, all of it."

My fingers trembled slightly as I took the envelope. Jasper had been my first love, my Alpha before I met Silvano and discovered what a true mate bond felt like. Our parting had been complicated, painful in ways I'd taken years to fully heal from.

"He's happy for you, Freya," Elena continued.

Taking a deep breath, I opened the envelope and unfolded the letter inside, recognizing Jasper's precise handwriting immediately:

*Freya,*

*First, congratulations on the success of Artemis. News of your innovations has reached even our territory, and I've heard many packs speaking of adopting similar systems. You've always been brilliant—I'm glad the world is finally recognizing it too.*

*I'm writing not to disrupt your happiness but to offer what I should have given you long ago: a proper apology. I treated you unfairly, keeping you in the shadows when you deserved to stand in the light. I was a coward who couldn't recognize what was in front of me because I was too busy looking backward.*

*Mia and I have finally found our peace together. Our son was born last month—we named him Timothy, after our old friend. Having him has made me understand even more clearly how wrong I was in how I treated you.*

*Elena tells me your daughter is extraordinary. I'm not surprised. She has you as her mother, after all. And in Silvano, you've found what I could never give you—an equal partner who sees your true worth.*

*I wish you, Silvano, and Isabella every happiness. May your pack always thrive under your guidance, and may you never again stand in anyone's shadow—especially not an Alpha's.*

*With respect and gratitude,*

*Jasper Kane*

I folded the letter carefully, surprised by the emotion that welled in my throat. Not longing for what might have been, but a sense of closure I hadn't realized I still needed.

"Everything okay?" Elena asked gently.

"Yes," I said, tucking the letter away. "Better than okay, actually. Jasper and Mia have a son."

Elena smiled. "I met the little guy. He's cute, for a drooling pup."

We laughed together, and I felt the last remnants of that old chapter truly close.

"That's not all I brought." Elena's expression turned mischievous as she nodded toward the party inside. "I also packed my best lingerie because have you seen Alpha Xander? Those shoulders should be illegal in at least twelve territories."

I nearly choked on my champagne. "Xander? Alpha of Granite Ridge Xander?"

"The very same." Elena's eyes tracked him through the glass doors as he laughed with Isabella and Cici. "I met him briefly in the entrance hall when I arrived. Freya, I swear to the moon goddess, the moment our eyes met, something just..."

"Clicked?" I supplied, recognizing the dazed look on her face.

"It was like being hit by lightning," she whispered. "My wolf practically howled. I've never felt anything like it before. Do you think... is it possible?"

I smiled, remembering the unmistakable sensation of meeting my own mate. "You think he's your mate."

"Is it that obvious?" She groaned, pressing her hands to her flushed cheeks.

"Only to someone who's been there." I squeezed her shoulder reassuringly. "

Elena bit her lip nervously. "You don't think it's weird? Me and your husband's best friend/rival?"

"I think it's perfect," I replied honestly. "Xander is one of the good ones. Stubborn and competitive as hell, but loyal to his core. And if you're meant to be together..." I shrugged. "The moon knows what she's doing."

Her face lit up with hope. "So I have your blessing to pursue him? Even though we'll be spending a lot more time in each other's territories if this works out?"

"Elena," I said firmly, "you've been my friend since college. If Xander is your fate, then I'm thrilled."

Elena laughed, her eyes bright with excitement and determination. "Well then, I believe I need to go introduce myself properly to a certain Alpha. Wish me luck!"

"You won't need it," I called after her as she squared her shoulders and strode purposefully back into the celebration.

We watched as Elena made her way across the room with practiced grace. Xander was mid-sentence with Johnny when he suddenly stiffened, turning his head as if pulled by an invisible force. The moment his eyes landed on Elena, his expression transformed—shock, wonder, and unmistakable recognition washing over his features.

"Well," Silvano murmured beside me, "this should make our next inter-pack council meeting interesting."

I smiled, leaning against my mate as we witnessed the beginning of another love story. "Johnny's going to be insufferable when he realizes he was standing right there when it happened."

Isabella appeared at our side, slipping her small hand into mine. "Aunt Elena and Uncle Xander have pretty gold strings too," she observed matter-of-factly. "But not as bright as yours and Daddy's."

"When did Xander become 'Uncle'?" Silvano asked with amused resignation.

Isabella shrugged. "Just now. The strings say so."

I laughed, pulling our daughter close as Silvano wrapped an arm around both of us. Across the room, Elena and Xander had moved to a quiet corner, already deep in conversation, the world around them forgotten in the way only newly discovered mates could manage.

"Shall we rejoin the celebration, Luna?" Silvano asked, offering his arm with old-world formality that never failed to charm me.

I smiled, taking his arm while keeping hold of Isabella's hand. "Lead the way, Alpha."

As the night drew to a close and guests began to depart, Johnny orchestrated one final surprise—a magnificent firework display that illuminated the night sky above our territory, each brilliant burst synchronized to music.

Isabella gasped in delight from her perch on Silvano's shoulders, while Elena and Xander watched from nearby, their hands intertwined as if they'd been together for years rather than hours.

"Happy birthday, Mommy," Isabella said as midnight struck, marking the official start of a new day—my birthday.

As the last echoes of the fireworks faded into silence, I felt the warm embrace of my family and friends surrounding me like a protective cocoon. Their genuine love and heartfelt wishes washed over me, filling every corner of my heart that had once been hollow with pain.

"I love you," I whispered to Silvano, the words simple but carrying the weight of everything we'd overcome.

His eyes, reflecting the last sparks of light from above, held mine with unwavering certainty. "And I love you, my Luna. Until the last moon falls."

Around us, our pack howled in celebration—a sound of unity, of strength, of family. And under the vast night sky, I joined my voice to theirs, finally and completely home.
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Chapter 111  The Silver Pup
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Freya's POV

My fingers hovered over the enter key, the cool blue glow of the lab's monitors casting an ethereal light over my knuckles. My heart thudded so hard I could feel its vibration in my throat. Three months. Three months of late nights on the lab couch, fueled by endless coffee that left my tongue bitter, and reworking lines of code until my eyes burned—all for this moment. For the Silver Pup Project, my latest AI brainchild, the one I'd whispered about to Isabella on the nights she snuck into my home office, her small hands curled around my arm as she drew pictures of "robot wolves that play."

Johnny leaned against the lab bench beside me, a half-empty coffee mug in his hand, and grinned like he had just witnessed something miraculous. "You going to hit the button or stare at it all night, Freya? I swear, if I have to listen to the calibration sequence beep one more time, I'm going to sneak this prototype to the pack's cubs myself."

I laughed, the sound light and unburdened—a rare thing those days, with pack meetings and AI upgrades and female wolf training camps filling every corner of my life. I pressed the enter key, and the lab hummed to life, the servers whirring louder as the final sequence locked in. A soft rustle came from the metal crate in the far corner, the black cloth I'd draped over it slipping off to the floor, and then there it was.

A small, silver-furred pup padded forward, its paws clicking softly on the concrete. It was no bigger than Isabella's favorite stuffed wolf, the one she'd had since she was a toddler, with plush, water-resistant fur that looked so much like real wolf fur I had to remind myself it was synthetic, and bright, glowing blue eyes— the same shade as the Artemis system's core light. It snuffled the air, its little tail wagging a mile a minute, and let out a high-pitched yip, the sound lifted straight from the pack's newest litter of cubs, recorded so it was as authentic as possible.

This was the Silver Pup. More than just a toy, more than just another AI gadget to add to the Artemis system's arsenal. It was programmed to read a cub's mood, to play gentle fetch and tug-of-war, to nuzzle them when they were sad and let out soft rumbles that mimicked a mother wolf's comfort. And for the female wolves in the pack—the ones who spent their days cub-sitting while the males patrolled the borders, the ones who'd told me in quiet moments that they longed to train, to join the patrols, to do more—it was a lifeline. It would keep the cubs safe and entertained, freeing them up to take on the roles they'd always deserved.

I knelt down, and the Silver Pup trotted over, nuzzling my hand with its silicone nose, soft and warm, with no rough edges to scratch tiny palms. My chest swelled with pride, the kind that made my eyes burn, and I brushed a finger over its silver fur.

"I have to take it home," I said, standing up and grabbing my bag, already fumbling for my phone to text Silvano. I had told him I had a surprise for him and Isabella, but I kept the details secret, wanting to see their faces when they met the Silver Pup. "Isabella has to be the first to see it."

Johnny waved me off, grinning. "Go on— before you burst. And if the tiny terror tears it apart? We've got three more prototypes in the back. You owe me a beer for this, by the way."

I didn't even bother replying, just grabbed the pet carrier I'd brought for the pup and tucked it inside. Its little yips were muffled but still audible, and I bolted for the door. The drive home was a blur, the setting sun painting the sky in hues of pink and orange, the trees lining the pack's territory swaying in the breeze, and I couldn't stop smiling. I passed a few patrol wolves on the way, and they nodded at me.

The pack house came into view, and I spotted Isabella the second I turned into the driveway. She was running toward the car, her hair flying behind her, her small legs pumping as fast as they could, and Silvano was right beside her, his tall frame relaxed, his hands in his pockets, a soft smile on his face as he watched our daughter.

"Mommy! Mommy!" Isabella slammed her small hands against the car window, her eyes wide with excitement. "What's the surprise? You said it was a big one! Is it a new star for my ceiling? A unicorn? A dragon?"

I unlocked the car door, and she threw herself into my arms, her small arms wrapping around my neck, her face pressed into my shoulder. I hugged her tight, breathing in her sweet scent and pressing a kiss to her forehead. "Better than a dragon, little wolf," I said, grinning. "Wait and see."

Silvano stepped forward, his hands settling on my waist, his thumb brushing gently over the curve of my hip. His steel-gray eyes darkened with warmth as he looked down at me. His touch was familiar, comforting, a weight that grounded me, and I leaned into him, my hands resting on his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart beneath my palms.

"Hello, my Luna," he murmured, his voice low and husky, the kind that sent a shiver down my spine and made my wolf, Selene, purr with contentment. "You've been living in that lab for weeks. I was starting to think I'd have to drag you home by your ankles— though I'm not sure even an Alpha's strength could pull you away from your code."

I laughed, pressing a soft kiss to his cheek, my fingers tangling in the front of his shirt, the fabric soft and warm beneath my touch. "I could never forget home," I said, my voice soft, my eyes meeting his. "Not when home is you. Not when home is her." I nodded toward Isabella, who was bouncing on her toes, her hands clasped together, and then gestured to the pet carrier. "Now come see the surprise."

Isabella's eyes lit up as I opened the carrier, and the Silver Pup padded out, its blue eyes glowing, its tail wagging furiously. For a split second, she froze, her mouth falling open in shock, and then she let out a scream of delight that echoed through the yard. She dropped to her knees and held out her hands. "A puppy! Mommy made me a puppy! It's so cute! Look at its eyes! Look at its tail!"

The Silver Pup trotted over to her, nuzzling her small hands, and Isabella giggled as it licked her fingers with its soft silicone tongue— I'd designed it to be gentle, no rough sandpaper here, nothing that could hurt her. She picked it up, holding it close to her chest, its little tail wagging against her shoulder, and pressed her face into its silver fur, her eyes closed in pure joy. "It's so soft! Mommy, did you make its fur just for me?"

I knelt down beside her, brushing a strand of hair from her face, and smiled. "I made the whole puppy just for you, Izzy. It's called the Silver Pup, and it's going to be your new playmate. And it's going to play with all the other cubs in the pack, too."
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Chapter 112  We Made This
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Freya's POV

Silvano knelt beside us, his eyes wide with genuine surprise as he studied the pup. His fingers brushed gently over its fur, feeling the soft, unfamiliar material beneath his touch.

"This is your AI project?" he asked, his voice soft, filled with wonder as his eyes met mine. I nodded, my heart fluttering. "It's incredible, Freya. You've outdone yourself. Again."

I felt a blush rise to my cheeks, and I looked away, pretending to adjust the pup's fur. But Silvano's hand cupped my chin, turning my face back to his, his thumb brushing gently over my lower lip. "Don't be shy," he murmured, his eyes darkening, the air between us thick with that familiar tension—the kind that had been there since the day we met, the kind that never faded, no matter how many years passed, no matter how many battles we fought. "You're brilliant. Always have been. My brilliant Luna."

His forehead pressed against mine, and our breaths mixed, warm and sweet. I felt his lips brush against mine, a soft, gentle kiss that made my heart race. I kissed him back, my hands sliding up his chest, tangling in his hair, and he deepened the kiss, his arm wrapping around my waist, pulling me closer, until Isabella's voice broke through the haze.

"Ew! Mommy and Daddy are kissing again!" she giggled, holding the Silver Pup up in the air. The little AI pup let out a playful yip. "Can we play fetch with the puppy? Please? Please? Please? I have my red ball! It's my favorite one!"

Silvano pulled back, grinning, and I laughed, shaking my head, and nodded. "Of course we can, little wolf. Go get your ball— we'll wait right here."

Isabella nodded so hard her head might fall off, and she sprinted toward the house, the Silver Pup wriggling in her arms, its tail wagging furiously. Silvano pulled me into his lap, his arms wrapping around my waist, his chin resting on my shoulder. I leaned back against his chest, my hands covering his, my eyes closed as I listened to the sound of Isabella's laughter echoing through the yard. The grass was soft beneath us, the sun warm on our skin, and the air was filled with the sweet scent of roses from the garden.

Silvano pressed a kiss to my neck, his lips soft against my skin, and his hands slid down my waist, resting on my hips, his fingers squeezing gently. His breath was warm against my ear, and his voice was low, husky, a secret just for me. "You know," he murmured, "this Silver Pup is going to be a hit with the cubs. But I think I might be a little jealous."

I turned in his lap, my legs straddling his waist, my hands resting on his chest, and I grinned, raising an eyebrow. "Jealous of a robot puppy? Really, Alpha Moretti? I didn't know you were the jealous type. I thought you were the big, tough Alpha who fears no one."

Silvano's hands slid up my back, pulling me closer, his eyes darkening with desire, and he smirked—a lazy, predatory smile that made my knees weak, that made Selene howl with anticipation. "I'm only jealous when something takes my mate's attention away from me," he said, his lips brushing against my jaw, his teeth nipping gently at my neck, right where my mating mark was. I gasped, my fingers tightening in his hair. "You've been in the lab for weeks, my love. No late nights, no code, no AI projects tonight. Tonight, you're all mine. Just mine."

My breath caught, and I leaned in, my lips brushing against his, my voice a whisper. "Promise?"

"Promise," he said, and he kissed me again, deep and hungry, his hands tangled in my hair, mine sliding down his back. For a moment, the world fell away. There was no pack, no AI, no Silver Pup—just him and me, mate and mate, two wolves bound by golden strings that no curse, no darkness, no distance could ever break.

We were pulled back to reality by Isabella's scream of delight as she sprinted back into the yard, a bright red ball in one hand, the Silver Pup in the other, her small feet pounding on the grass. "Mommy! Daddy! Look! I have the ball! Let's play! Let's play!"

Silvano pulled back, grinning, and I laughed, pressing a soft kiss to his lips before climbing off his lap. He stood up, pulling me to my feet, his hand lacing with mine, his fingers squeezing gently. He picked up the red ball, tossing it into the air and catching it, and the Silver Pup let out a playful yip, its blue eyes locked on the ball, its tail wagging so hard its whole body shook.

"Ready, little one?" Silvano asked Isabella, and she nodded, bouncing on her toes, her eyes bright with excitement. The Silver Pup wriggling in her arms.

Silvano threw the ball, and it sailed through the air, landing in the grass a few feet away. Isabella sprinted after it, the Silver Pup right on her heels, its little paws clicking on the grass. Silvano and I stood side by side, our hands still laced, watching our daughter run, her laughter filling the air, the Silver Pup yipping and wagging its tail as it chased her. I leaned my head against his shoulder, and he wrapped an arm around my waist, pulling me close, and I closed my eyes, smiling, as I listened to the sounds of my family—the most beautiful sound in the world.

Isabella grabbed the ball, throwing it again, further this time, and the Silver Pup sprinted after it, its silver fur glowing in the setting sun. Silvano pressed a kiss to the top of my head, his voice soft in my ear, and I could feel the love in every word, the gratitude, the wonder. "We made this, Freya," he said. "This life. This family. This pack. Together."

I opened my eyes, looking up at him, and I smiled, my hand brushing his cheek, my fingers lingering on his jaw, on the stubble that had started to grow in, on the mating mark that I left on him all those years ago. "Together," I said, and I kissed him, a soft, sweet kiss, as the sun set behind us, painting the sky in gold and pink, the golden strings between us glowing brighter than any star in the sky.
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Chapter 113  My Alpha, My mate
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Freya's POV

The walk back from the yard had been filled with Isabella's excited chatter about the Silver Pup, but beneath our daughter's joy, I felt the tension building between my mate and me—a familiar heat that sparked through our bond, growing with each stolen glance.

Dinner was a rushed affair. I barely tasted the pasta I'd prepared, too distracted by Silvano's burning gaze from across the table.

"More spaghetti, Daddy?" Isabella asked, oblivious to the electricity crackling between us.

Silvano cleared his throat, his voice rough when he answered. "No thank you, princess. I'm..." his eyes locked with mine, "satisfied with what I've had."

I nearly choked on my water, heat flooding my cheeks at the double meaning in his words. The corners of his mouth lifted in that predatory smile that never failed to make my heart race.

After dinner, Isabella grabbed my hand as we headed upstairs. "Mommy, will you sleep in my room tonight? Please? You can tell me the story about the brave wolf princess again!"

I opened my mouth to answer when Silvano swooped in, the Silver Pup tucked under his arm. "Actually, sweetheart," he said, his voice tight with barely contained desire, "your new puppy has bedtime stories programmed in. And lullabies. And it can monitor your sleep patterns to make sure you're safe all night."

I bit my lip to keep from laughing at his transparent attempt. Poor man looked desperate, and honestly, I couldn't blame him.

Isabella's eyes widened. "Really? It can do all that?"

"Yes," Silvano nodded earnestly, placing the Silver Pup in her arms. "It's very advanced technology. Your mother is a genius."

"I want Puppy to tell me stories!" Isabella declared, hugging the AI creation to her chest.

I knelt down to her level. "Let's get you settled, then. Daddy's going to take a shower while we set up your new sleepover buddy, okay?"

Silvano's eyes darkened at my words. He leaned close as he passed me, his lips brushing my ear. "Don't take too long," he whispered, his breath hot against my skin. "I've been patient all day."

My body flushed with heat, and Selene whined impatiently within me.

I tucked Isabella into bed, activating the Silver Pup's nighttime protocols. True to its programming, the AI began telling a soft, soothing story about woodland creatures. Isabella's eyelids grew heavy within minutes, her small hand still patting the pup's silvery fur.

"Sweet dreams, little wolf," I whispered, pressing a kiss to her forehead.

By the time I slipped from her room, closing the door quietly behind me, my heart was thundering in my chest. I walked down the hallway toward our bedroom, my fingers already fumbling with the top button of my blouse.

The second I pushed open our bedroom door, a strong hand grabbed my wrist and pulled me inside. Silvano kicked the door shut behind us, and in one fluid movement, my back was against it, his body pressed to mine.

"Finally," he growled, his voice rough with need.

His mouth crashed against mine, hungry and demanding. I gasped against his lips, and he took advantage, his tongue slipping inside to dance with mine. He tasted like mint and that wild, untamed flavor that was uniquely Silvano—my Alpha, my mate.

My hands found their way to his hair, still damp from his shower. Water droplets clung to his bare shoulders, running down the sculpted planes of his chest. He wore only a towel slung low on his hips, revealing the sharp V of muscle disappearing beneath the fabric.

"You've been driving me crazy all day," he murmured against my neck, his teeth grazing the sensitive skin there.

His hands slid down my sides, fingers digging into my hips as he pulled me against him. I could feel how hard he was through the thin barrier of the towel.

"Silvano," I breathed, my head falling back as his lips traced a burning path down my throat.

"Mine," he growled, the wolf in him surfacing. His fingers made quick work of my blouse buttons, exposing my lace-covered breasts to his hungry gaze. "My Luna. My mate. My brilliant, beautiful Freya."

Each word was punctuated with a kiss, trailing lower and lower until he was on his knees before me, looking up with those amber-gold eyes that held both worship and wicked intent. He tugged at my jeans, and I helped him slide them down my legs, stepping out of them and kicking them aside.

In one swift movement, he stood and lifted me, my legs wrapping around his waist as he carried me to our bed. We fell onto the mattress together, his towel lost somewhere along the way.

His hands were everywhere—cupping my breasts, skimming along my ribs, gripping my thighs. Every touch left fire in its wake. He unhooked my bra with practiced ease, tossing it aside before lowering his head to take a nipple in his mouth. The wet heat of his tongue sent lightning bolts of pleasure straight to my core.

"Silvano," I gasped, arching beneath him. "Please..."

He growled against my skin, the vibration sending shivers down my spine. "Tell me what you want, Luna." His voice was dark velvet, demanding and tender all at once.

"You," I whispered, my hands sliding down his back, feeling the powerful muscles flex beneath my fingertips. "I want you. Mate."

His eyes locked with mine, and in them I saw everything—desire, yes, but also love so profound it took my breath away.

He hooked his fingers in the waistband of my underwear, drawing them slowly down my legs. The cool air against my heated skin made me shiver, but not for long. Silvano's body covered mine, his weight a delicious pressure I'd craved all day.

"Ready?" he asked, positioning himself at my entrance.

In answer, I lifted my hips, taking him partially inside. With a growl, he thrust forward, filling me completely in one powerful stroke.
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Chapter 114  Fateful Encounter
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Freya's POV

Three years later, we found a six-year-old orphan named Lily at our eastern border.

The spring wind carried a sharp chill that morning as Silvano and I inspected the eastern territory. The Artemis security system had just completed its cross-pack integration upgrade, and we needed to personally verify the signal coverage of the monitoring stations. When our SUV approached a fire-ravaged cabin in the woods, Silvano suddenly slammed on the brakes, his wolf spirit stirring restlessly within him, nostrils flaring.

"There's a pup's scent," he said, his deep voice carrying that Alpha sharpness that never failed to send a shiver down my spine. He pushed the car door open and strode toward the ruins with purpose. I followed closely, the portable Artemis terminal immediately flashing an alert: "Human pup life signs detected. Faint but stable."

We found her in the corner of the collapsed cabin. Her tiny frame was wrapped in tattered burlap, face smudged with dirt, only her startlingly bright eyes betraying her presence—like a frightened fawn watching us warily, yet not making a sound. Silvano slowed his approach, crouching down and softening his voice to a gentle rumble.

"Don't be afraid. We won't hurt you," he said, his Alpha command absent from his tone.

I unzipped my jacket and draped it gently around her shoulders. It still carried Isabella's sweet scent from that morning when our daughter had clung to my neck, not wanting me to leave. Perhaps it was this familiar comfort that made the child relax slightly. She shrank into the fabric before whispering two small words: "Lily... I'm Lily."

Her parents had likely fallen victim to a rogue wolf attack—the cabin perimeter showed signs of struggle and dried bloodstains marked the wooden floors. While Silvano contacted the border patrol to handle the aftermath, I carried Lily to the passenger seat. Her small body trembled against mine, yet she clutched my shirt wordlessly, displaying a composure unusual for a child who'd witnessed such horror.

"Let's take her home with us," I said to Silvano, meeting his eyes in the rearview mirror. His gaze held the tenderness and compassion I'd fallen in love with years ago. "Shadow Pack will be her home."

Silvano nodded, reaching over to cover my hand with his warm, strong palm. "Whatever you decide. Isabella will be thrilled to have a little sister."

Isabella was eight then, vibrant and energetic, having inherited my perceptiveness and Silvano's resilience, along with Victoria's lineage of elven sensitivity. She could clearly see the "golden threads" connecting people—mate bonds and pack bonds made visible through her gift. She'd often point at Silvano and me, saying in her sweet voice: "Daddy and Mommy's thread is brightest, like stars!" Everyone in the pack adored our little Wolf Princess, showering her with affection wherever she went.

I thought another child would simply make our home livelier. I had no idea that destiny's wheels had already begun turning in an unexpected direction the moment we found Lily.

Lily was well-behaved—too well-behaved. During her first month with the pack, she followed Isabella everywhere, silently mimicking her every move: watering roses in the garden just as Isabella did, attempting to draw pack symbols with clumsy fingers, even talking to Silver Pup, which had undergone several upgrades since its creation. The AI companion now featured emotion-sensing technology that adjusted its interaction based on Isabella's moods—wagging its tail for fetch games when she was happy or emitting soft rumbling sounds when she needed comfort.

Isabella embraced her new little sister with characteristic enthusiasm, holding Lily's hand as she introduced pack traditions, sharing her favorite candies and toys, even insisting Lily sleep in her princess bed. "Mom, Lily doesn't have parents anymore. I'm going to be the best big sister ever!" my daughter declared, her bright eyes so much like Silvano's when he was determined about something.

Silvano and I were delighted by their bonding. With the Alliance established, I was consumed with Artemis system upgrades, integrating pup safety monitoring and pack health management modules, while Silvano handled cross-pack diplomacy and resource allocation. Our time with the children was limited, and seeing the girls getting along so well eased our concerns. We constantly thought, "Isabella is the older one; it's natural for her to accommodate her little sister."

This thinking, however subtly, became an unspoken expectation placed on Isabella's small shoulders.

One afternoon, Silvano had a rare break and was teaching Isabella basic combat techniques in our courtyard. Our eight-year-old wore custom pink training gear, and though her movements were untrained, she showed unmistakable determination in every punch and kick. "Daddy, slow down!" she giggled, dodging his gentle advances, her silver-gray wolf ears occasionally popping out involuntarily—an adorable sight that made my heart swell.

I approached with the upgraded Silver Pup, its fur now changed to Isabella's favorite pearl white, with a small bell around its neck. "Look what Mommy brought for you," I smiled, setting Silver Pup down. It immediately wagged its tail and bounded toward Isabella, bell jingling merrily.

Isabella squealed with delight and hugged it close. She was about to show me what she'd learned when she noticed Lily standing in the hallway doorway, watching us timidly, small fingers clutching the hem of her shirt. "Lily, come play with us!" Isabella called enthusiastically. Lily hesitated before slowly approaching, her eyes fixed intently on Isabella's  Silver Pup.

Lily lowered her head, her voice almost a whisper. "I... I want to hold it... just for a minute."

Isabella froze for a split second, clutching Silver Pup tighter to her chest. But after only a brief hesitation, she gave in. "You can hold him, Lily. Just be careful not to get him dirty, okay?"

I watched as my daughter carefully handed the fluffy wolf-shaped electronic plush over to Lily. The little girl held it excitedly, though her tiny hands could barely wrap around it properly. Silvano smiled softly, brushing a strand of hair from Isabella's face. "Our little wolf has such a kind heart."

I nodded in agreement, though a faint twist of unease settled in my chest.

My worry proved not unfounded. Before long, the soft, light-colored fur was stained and smudged, clearly dirtied beyond quick repair.

Lily's smile faltered when she saw the marks, and she held out the plush awkwardly. "I... I'm sorry—"

Isabella's lips trembled as she took Silver Pup back. Her eyes glistened, but she blinked hard, as if forcing the tears away. She stared at the stained fur for a long moment, then forced a small, shaky smile.

"It's... it's okay," she whispered, her voice thin. "It doesn't matter that much."

She didn't complain. She didn't cry. She didn't even look at Silvano for comfort. She just held the damaged plush close, her small shoulders tight, as if she was already practicing how to be the good, understanding little wolf he'd praised her for being.

Silvano, unaware of the weight behind her quietness, simply smiled and patted her head. "That's my girl. So generous and mature."

Beside me, I felt a sharp, cold twist in my chest.This wasn't kindness.It was a little girl forcing herself to shrink, just to be loved.

And I hated it.
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Chapter 115  Unbalanced Scale
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Freya's POV

The real imbalance became apparent during the pack's annual Pup Talent Showcase.

Isabella had prepared diligently for this event. She would demonstrate her "golden thread" perception ability—her unique gift and the pack's pride. I'd specially designed a performance dress for her with glowing thread embroidery creating intertwining golden patterns across the skirt that shimmered under stage lights, mimicking the connection threads she saw with her gift.

The night before the showcase, I was in my workshop checking the final embroidery details while Isabella lay on the nearby carpet, using colored markers to design a new collar for Silver Pup, humming tunelessly. Lily entered carrying a glass of milk and asked shyly, "Luna Freya, can I see Isabella's dress? It's so beautiful."

"Of course." I handed it to her, watching as she cradled it carefully, eyes filled with admiration. Isabella generously offered, "After I finish tomorrow's performance, you can borrow it for a while, Lily."

That night I slept deeply until Isabella's crying woke me before dawn. I rushed to her room to find my daughter sitting on her bed, tears streaming down her face as she stared at the dress on the floor—the skirt covered in dark paint, the meticulously embroidered golden patterns completely ruined.

"Mom... the dress is dirty..." Isabella choked out, small hands clutching the bedsheets.

Lily stood nearby, head bowed, shoulders trembling as she whispered, "I'm sorry, Bella... I was trying to fold the dress for you and accidentally knocked over the paint on the table... I'm so stupid..." Tears fell from her eyes as she appeared overwhelmed with guilt.

Silvano arrived moments later. His brow furrowed at the scene, but he first comforted Lily: "It's okay, Lily. As long as it wasn't intentional. Don't cry." Then he turned to Isabella, his tone gentle yet firm: "Isabella, your sister didn't mean to do it. We'll use the backup dress. You're the big sister—you need to be understanding."

I watched the light fade from Isabella's eyes, my heart contracting painfully.  I wanted to speak up for Isabella, but seeing Lily's tear-reddened eyes and remembering her orphaned status, I swallowed my words and instead knelt to embrace Isabella.

"It's okay, sweetheart. Mommy will make you an even prettier one tomorrow, alright?"

Isabella nodded against my chest, sniffling softly.

On showcase day, Isabella took the stage in her plain white dress. When she closed her eyes, extended her small hand, and softly announced, "Alpha Leo and Luna Clara's golden thread is wound so tightly—you're true destined mates," the audience erupted in applause. The elders nodded appreciatively: "Worthy of the Wolf Princess title! Such talent is truly rare!"

Silvano and I sat in the front row, hearts swelling with pride as our daughter shone despite everything. But before we could approach to congratulate her, a small commotion diverted our attention—Lily stood at the edge of the stage, tugging at a patrol guard's sleeve, looking up with wide eyes: "I... I think I can see
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