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The Solheim Estate rose like a fortress carved from stone and shadow, its towers sharp against the dusk, its windows burning soft gold in the fading light. Julia stood at the gate, fingers clenched around the strap of her bag, trying not to gape. 

The estate emerged from the mountainside like a cathedral, towering stone arches, wide terraces draped in ivy, and windows so tall they reflected entire slices of sky. A low mist clung to the ground, curling around the wide steps like something half-alive. The air smelled like pine needles and something older, like fire caught in the bones of the mountain.

A howl echoed in the distance; long, low, and unmistakably not human. Julia stiffened, her breath catching in her throat. It wasn’t fear exactly, not the scream-and-run kind, but it coiled inside her like a cold thread of wire. She could hear wolves shifting somewhere beyond her sight, the soft groan of muscle becoming something else. 

She’d never seen a werewolf shift. She’d never stood in a place where the wild wasn’t hidden behind a smile or a suit. There was no buffer here, no city noise to drown it out. Here, the supernatural breathed. And it knew she was watching.

Kate stood beside her, eyes bright, smile soft and unguarded. Julia turned to look at her mother properly, feeling Kate practically vibrating with quiet joy. The woman who had once stumbled through life like a shadow was glowing now, lighter, steadier, fully alive. The transformation wasn’t subtle. It shimmered in every angle of her face, every wordless breath of joy.

It had been years since she’d seen her mother like this; lit from within, like the woman she’d been before grief hollowed her out. Julia felt something shift in her own chest, something like awe wrapped in ache. She’d fought so hard to hold her mother up, and now, suddenly, Kate didn’t need holding.

The front gates creaked open, and Erik stepped out into the evening light. He came down the steps with that quiet grace that somehow made Julia feel clumsy just standing still. He didn’t say much, just took one of the larger boxes from Kate’s arms, then reached for Julia’s without hesitation. “Welcome,” he said, his voice low and warm. “You’re home.” Behind them, the car trunk gaped open, crammed with boxes and bags and all the fragments of their old life. They weren’t here for a visit. They had moved. 

As Erik led them inside, the estate opened up around her like something alive, glowing candlelight, stone floors, archways that led into unfamiliar rooms: a vast dining hall, a tucked-away library, the alpha’s study, training halls scented with steel and sweat. And Julia, trailing behind, felt each step stretch something inside her. Like the ground was shifting. Like the story she thought she knew was changing around her, and she hadn’t yet found the page she was meant to read from.

As they walked through the estate, Julia noticed how each wolf’s gaze lingered on her, not unkind, exactly, but cautious. “Erik’s mate fits so well here,” she overheard one murmur. “Shame her daughter looks lost.” The words weren’t malicious but snagged on her ribs nonetheless. 

Because wasn’t that the truth? Her mom had fallen into this world with effortless grace, while Julia felt like a puzzle piece that didn’t fit. Kate’s laughter bubbled nearby as she walked with Erik, her happiness radiating with a depth Julia hadn’t seen back in Seattle. Guilt pricked at Julia’s frustration, this wasn’t about her; her mom’s happiness was what mattered. She’d figure the rest eventually.

* * *

A hush swept through the field like a tide pulling back, and Julia looked up just as the change settled in. Sparring slowed. Conversations faltered. Even the air felt like it braced for something.

She lifted her head, her gaze following the quiet current until it landed on two figures stepping into view where the path met the field. The sunlight caught on the sandy blonde hair of the taller man, gleaming faintly as he moved with a steady, powerful gait. Even from far off, there was something magnetic about the way he carried himself, the quiet certainty in his stride, the way wolves glanced at him in passing, their gazes lingering with something unspoken. He didn’t acknowledge these silent exchanges directly, but his presence alone seemed to elicit a response, as though those around him simply adjusted without instruction.

Julia watched, a knot tightening low in her chest. Whoever he was, he didn’t just belong, he anchored the space around him. It wasn’t like Erik, who used charm and warmth to ease people in. This was something else. He didn’t need to fill the silence; the silence filled itself around him. Like trust didn’t need to be earned loudly, it was already there, woven into every glance that lingered his way. 

Beside him, the woman commanded just as much attention in a completely different way. She was tall, striking, her movements deliberate and unhurried. Silver streaks ran through her dark brown hair, tied back in a way that emphasized the sharp features in her face. Dressed in a fitted leather jacket and boots that could probably weather anything thrown at her, she carried herself like authority was bred into her very bones. There was no fanfare about her, but Julia noted how one of the patrolling Betas broke formation to meet her, their posture stiffening into something even more upright as soon as the woman spoke briefly.

To Julia, the interaction passed without much audible exchange, but the impact lingered. The younger wolf nodded sharply, almost too eager, before jogging off with a clarity of purpose that spoke volumes. If the man with the sandy blonde hair exuded quiet strength, this woman radiated control that made Julia instinctively stiffen her spine. It wasn’t an invitation, not exactly. It was more like a presence you didn’t question.

“Julia,” Erik said softly, tilting his head toward her. “You alright?”

The sound startled her enough that she flicked her gaze back toward him, realizing she’d stopped walking at some point during her observations. She blinked twice, her arms tightening before she managed a shrug. “Who are they?” she asked, keeping her tone light, like an idle curiosity rather than an answer she desperately wanted to know.

Erik followed her gaze, tilting slightly on his heels as if to get a better view. When recognition dawned on his face, he nodded knowingly. “You’re looking at Freya and Soren, Alpha and her heir-in-training.”

Julia’s stomach did a quiet flip at the confirmation. It made something click into place within her, a reminder of the countless stories Erik and Kate shared about the Solheim pack’s hierarchy. Erik’s voice filtered back in before she could dwell too much on her sudden awareness.

“You’ll meet them formally soon,” Erik said in his matter-of-fact way, motioning for her to follow him again.

She wasn’t sure if what she felt was relief or curiosity as she fell into step behind him. The image of the two Alphas lingered in her mind, though, at how they seemed almost synchronized despite their differences. She glanced over her shoulder one last time, catching Soren’s retreating frame, posture straight and purposeful, while Freya radiated a focus so sharp it left no room for doubt. They were… intimidating, in every sense of the word, and yet the wolves around them seemed to draw strength from their gravity without hesitation.

Erik’s pace picked up slightly as they moved deeper into the estate, weaving through thick pines until the sounds of the training ground faded, swallowed by the forest. Julia wanted to ask more about Freya and Soren, what they were really like, how that kind of presence translated into everyday life. She wanted to know if they knew who she was, if they were okay with her being here. But Erik seemed focused on wherever they were headed next, and her mom had fallen into an easy rhythm beside him. The knot in Julia’s chest pulled tighter.

The trees thinned into a circular clearing, and Julia came to an instinctive stop. This space didn’t feel like the training grounds or the sprawling dining hall. It felt… quieter. Older. Sacred, somehow. Large stones ringed the grove, carved with deep sigils and crescent-moon symbols she couldn’t stop staring at. The lines were rough and uneven, but they hummed with intention, like the air itself shifted around them.

Erik stepped aside, motioning with a broad sweep of his arm. “The ceremonial grove,” he said, his voice softening. “This is where the pack comes together for rituals, leadership rites, bonds, the works. It’s where we… connect.”

Julia’s brow furrowed faintly at the word, though she remained silent. She glanced at the carvings again, feeling their pull like the grove itself was watching her.

Beside her, Kate drifted forward, her steps quiet but sure. She brushed her fingers lightly against the edge of one of the marked stones, pausing like she’d done this before, like it was second nature.

Her mom’s back was turned, but Julia muttered anyway. “You seem like you’ve always been part of this.”

To her surprise, Kate responded without looking back. “I just had to be open to it,” she said, the weight of her words settling between them like something unspoken but impossible to ignore.

Julia shifted her stance, her gaze flicking between the grove and Erik’s reassuring presence nearby. Kate’s words lingered. Open to it? Was that really all it took? She wasn’t so sure. Connection felt harder than that, like walking blindfolded through a place that already expected you to know the way.

She followed quietly as they left the grove, the sunlight softening into long, reaching shadows. Gravel crunched beneath her with each cautious step. She didn’t mean to hang back, but her body knew something was ahead, something that made her hesitate without knowing why.

Erik walked beside Kate, his usual ease tempered by an unexpected stillness. The way his fingers intertwined with hers spoke of something deeper than affection, a grounding, as if he’d anchored her there, in the vastness of this world. Julia couldn’t help but envy their steadiness, how seamlessly they seemed to belong to this place. She glanced toward the house in the distance, its sharp lines both subtle and imposing, and her chest tightened.

“This is it,” Erik said, his voice dropping into something more formal. “One last thing before we settle in.”

Julia caught the shift in his tone, a layer of distance creeping in where warmth had been. She frowned, running her fingers over the worn strap of her bag, trying to steady herself.

The atmosphere had shifted. Where the grounds had once buzzed with motion and noise, a sharper, quieter energy now filled the space. Julia’s attention locked instantly on the two figures at its center, unmistakable in their presence.

Freya stood with a quiet authority, no arrogance in sight, just the kind of control that didn’t need to announce itself. The silver streaks in her braid caught the light as her eyes swept across the field, thoughtful, alert, missing nothing.

Just behind her stood Soren. Taller, broader, he looked like he could’ve stepped off the cover of a military thriller, sharp jaw, amber eyes, the kind of quiet intensity that didn’t need to flex to be felt. If she weren’t already drowning in nerves, she might’ve been tempted to ask for his number. Julia blinked hard, mentally shaking herself. Focus. This wasn’t that kind of moment. But still… it was a little unfair how good he looked just standing there, like gravity worked differently around him. Julia nearly looked away when his gaze flicked toward her, sharp and unreadable.

Ahead of her, Erik let out a breath, low and almost amused. “Here we go,” he murmured, more to himself than anyone else. His hand tightened around Kate’s as they stepped forward, heading straight toward the pack’s leaders. Julia followed, pulse thudding a little louder in her ears.

When Freya turned toward them, her focus lingering directly on Kate, Julia wasn’t surprised, but it still struck her, the speed at which the interaction became singular. Freya gave a small, measured smile before dipping her chin slightly.

“Kate,” Freya greeted, her voice carrying a gentleness Julia hadn’t anticipated. “Welcome back. Erik has certainly given me plenty to consider about you officially joining the pack.”

Kate stepped forward with carefully placed confidence, her presence soft but never shrinking. “I hope it was all in good favor,” she replied lightly, her shoulders easing back in the same way Julia had seen countless times before, unbothered yet deliberate. Julia clenched her hands briefly at her sides.

“It was,” Freya said, faint amusement flickering behind her words. Her next glance at Erik carried subtle approval, though it didn’t linger. “And now we welcome you as one.”

Erik’s grin stretched wide, lifting something in his whole frame. He squeezed Kate’s hand, stepping into the moment with a boyish joy that softened his usual blunt edges. “No more calling her anything but Mrs. Okafor,” he said, his voice thick with pride, the kind Julia hadn’t often seen from him.

Freya’s gaze sharpened, her smile steady but touched now with formality. When she turned to Kate, her voice carried a quiet weight. “I formally acknowledge your place among us.”

A beat passed, an inhale that felt like it belonged to the entire courtyard. Julia’s pulse fluttered, her chest tightening despite herself as Freya stepped toward Kate with deliberate care. She stopped just close enough to rest a hand lightly over her heart, bowing her head by degrees in a show of respect. The movement wasn’t meek, nor overly stern, a precise middle ground speaking to a balance between reverence and power. Kate mirrored her, fluid and calm, dipping her head just enough to match Freya’s subtle motion.

For Julia, watching this felt like stumbling into a rehearsal she hadn’t attended, the choreography practiced and exact. It wasn’t strained, it was seamless, as though her mom had belonged here all along, even when Julia wasn’t sure she belonged at all.

Freya’s voice carried clearly as she straightened. “Kate Okafor, mate of Erik, Beta of Solheim. Welcome formally to your place within this pack. May you strengthen those around you and find strength in return.”

A ripple moved through the courtyard, low murmurs of approval, like an undercurrent feeding life into the gathered wolves. Julia caught the smiles on distant faces, nods exchanged like they all shared an inexhaustible knowledge Julia lacked. It thrummed faintly in her ears, enough to make her glance down for a breath.

By the time she looked up again, Freya’s focus had shifted to her. Not slowly, not gradually. Like stepping into the full glow of a spotlight. Julia froze before she could overthink the movement, her heartbeat hammering anywhere but in a slow rhythm.

“And this,” Freya said, her voice softer, though no less weighted, “is Julia.”

Eyes she hadn’t been aware of earlier dropped on her at once. Erik’s hand caught her shoulder briskly, squeezing just long enough to keep her from shrinking back. It helped, though not much.

Freya didn’t advance on her, not physically, but Julia felt a tension in the air draw closer anyway. Something quiet and evaluative passed over her gaze, as if this wasn’t about judgment but careful consideration. “We don’t expect anything yet,” Freya continued, her words clipped but not cold. “For now, observe. Take space. Find where you want to stand.”

Julia swallowed hard before nodding, keeping her jaw carefully slack. She wouldn’t risk a voice that threatened to waver, not when Freya eyed her like an apprentice being sized up for her first lesson. For a moment, thicker than almost anything else today, Julia could’ve sworn the only sound left was her breathing.

* * *

The sun had dipped below the horizon, leaving the Solheim Estate in a soft wash of moonlight. The air was cool, carrying the rich, earthy scent of the forest. At the cottage door, Erik leaned casually against the wooden frame, but his voice was clear as ever. “Kate? Julia? Time to get moving.”

Inside, Julia stood by the mirror in the bedroom, adjusting her sweatshirt like it might settle the nerves fluttering beneath her skin. The cottage felt like a quiet bubble in the middle of everything. She could hear the faint sounds of laughter and movement outside, life carrying on just beyond the walls, but in here, it felt like everything had paused.

She spotted her mom in the hallway, smoothing the cuffs of a soft ivory blouse. Kate looked calm and put together, from the braid down her back to the way she moved like she’d always belonged here. Julia shifted on her feet, arms crossing without thinking. Part of her wanted to hug her mom, to borrow a bit of that calm. But the rest of her stayed still, caught between wanting comfort and trying to hold her own.

“Ready?” Kate asked, her tone light but underpinned with the same quiet confidence she’d worn since they arrived. Erik appeared just behind her, his warm gaze briefly landing on Julia.

“This is a big one,” Erik said as the three of them stepped out into the cool evening air, his voice gentle but steady. He didn’t elaborate further; he didn’t need to. Julia understood, even as her stomach churned with the weight of it.

As they walked, Erik slowed his stride until he and Julia fell into step. His broad hand found her shoulder with practiced ease, grounding her. “Don’t overthink it. No one’s scoring you tonight,” he said, his voice laced with a calm humor that almost made her smile. Almost.

The dining hall came into view, its stone structure framed by the last faint streaks of twilight. Warm light spilled from the tall windows, flickering with the movement of bodies inside. By the time they reached the doors, the hum of voices broke over Julia like a wave, and she had to take a steadying breath.

Inside, the space was dazzling in a way she hadn’t prepared for. The tables seemed to stretch endlessly beneath the lofty ceiling, their wooden surfaces laden with steaming dishes and hand-carved platters. The earthy tones she’d grown used to outside transformed here into a richer warmth, firelight bouncing off polished beams and stone walls.

The wolves filling the hall were as dynamic as the setting itself, their conversations, movements, and laughter blending into a symphony of unspoken cohesion. They wove between tables with an ease that both fascinated and alienated Julia. It felt like stepping into a story everyone else already knew the ending to.

She fell a step behind Erik without thinking. The moment they entered, heads had turned, some subtly, others quite openly, and attention flickered toward her like an unspoken ripple. She tried to keep her gaze steady but caught fragments of expressions: curiosity, amusement, and something sharper she couldn’t quite place.

It wasn’t hostility, exactly, but every glance felt like a question she didn’t know how to answer. Younger wolves sat closer together, their postures casual but watching her with interest, while the older, more established members’ glances were brief but held a kind of evaluative weight. Julia tucked herself further into Erik’s shadow, her chest tight.

Erik, in contrast, exuded an effortless kind of presence. As he passed, members of the pack nodded, greeted him warmly, or briefly clasped his hand in a casual display of respect. Julia had seen him like this before, commanding but easy, his competitive streak softened by his natural charisma. She caught sight of Kate nearby, smiling as someone leaned in to speak to her. Julia watched her mom thrive with polite laughter and sparkling ease, moving through the crowd like she’d belonged here, and maybe she did.

It hit Julia harder than she expected, the sight of Kate so content. She was happy for her mom, truly, she was, that Kate had found this new happiness with Erik, even if it meant stepping into a whole new world, a different culture. Julia had always wanted her mom to feel this free, this content. But it didn’t change the fact that Julia now felt like she was starting over again, despite having thought she’d found some solid footing after university and her first job.

She didn’t have to come with Kate. She could’ve stayed behind, kept her life as it was. But she had wanted to be here for her mom, to witness this new version of her, this version who seemed to bloom every day in Erik’s presence. Watching her flourish made Julia want to be part of it, even if it meant figuring out her own place in this unfamiliar world. She wasn’t sure where she fit yet, but she would figure it out. After all, this was her mom’s happiness, and Julia was determined to support her no matter what.

“You’re quiet,” Kate’s voice interrupted her thoughts, soft and careful as she fell into step beside Julia.

“Just… observing,” Julia said, keeping any sharpness from her tone. Kate’s gaze lingered a beat too long, worry flickering somewhere behind her calm expression, but she let it pass.

It didn’t take long for Freya to thread her way through the crowd, bringing a striking woman to their small cluster. She nodded toward the woman. “This is my mother, Astrid Solheim, one of the pack elders.”

Astrid nodded briefly in acknowledgment, her gaze lingering a moment longer on Julia than was comfortable. “So, Erik’s stepdaughter,” she remarked after Freya’s smooth introduction. Her tone was polite, though with an edge that made Julia acutely aware of her presence. “Welcome, then. I hope this experience proves… worthwhile.” Despite her words being framed as a greeting, her piercing gaze felt like an assessment, leaving Julia with no illusions about her role here.

Astrid took a step back with a cool nod, leaving Freya behind. Julia barely had time to exhale before Freya turned to her, offering a small, reassuring smile.

“If you have any questions about pack life, Julia,” Freya said, her tone kind but thoughtful, “there’s a lot of misinformation out there. Some nuances that can get lost if you’re not used to this way of life. Don’t hesitate to ask.”

Before Julia could respond, Soren approached. His entrance was quiet but still commanded attention. He greeted his mother with a nod and a few words, then turned his focus to Julia, offering a polite but distant smile.

“Alpha Freya’s right,” Soren said, his voice more neutral than cold. “There’s a lot to understand, but it’s not as complicated as it may seem at first.” He glanced at Julia, his expression more curious than dismissive. “If you’re willing to take the time, you’ll catch on quickly.”

Julia wasn’t sure whether to take his comment as encouragement or simply an observation, but she managed a small nod.

Erik, sensing the shift in the air, stepped closer, his hand resting comfortably on Julia’s shoulder. “She’s smart,” he said with quiet confidence, then flashed a smile. “I’m sure Julia will surprise you, Soren. She’s got a knack for figuring things out, especially when it counts.”

Julia found herself surprised by the warmth in his words, though Soren’s tone remained steady, still polite, but less engaging than she had hoped for.
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The courtyard carried an unnatural stillness, one that settled over the estate like a held breath. Soren stood near the steps of the main house, his back straight but his arms crossed in what he hoped passed for nonchalance. It wasn’t, at least not to anyone familiar with him. His eyes snapped to the gates as Henrik Karsten strode in, flanked by two of his pack. They moved with precise synchronization, their steps falling as one, their gazes sharp. It wasn’t subtle, but Henrik never did subtle. His entire presence seemed designed to command, no, demand, a room’s attention.

Henrik’s dark suit cut a sharp line against the lush greens and stone grays of the estate, and under different circumstances, Soren might have admired the audacity of wearing something so civilized when he was anything but that. But admiration wasn’t what flared to life instead. It was something closer to suspicion. Henrik’s tailored appearance, his restrained yet predatory energy, it all whispered of a man who left nothing to chance. Every step, every glance, was deliberate. Calculated. Soren could feel it like a thorn under his skin, a quiet irritation that grew with every measured step the Karsten Alpha took.

Freya, as always, stood as an unmovable force at the top of the stairs, her posture straight, her hands loose at her sides. She didn’t rise to meet Henrik’s theatrics, nor did she shrink from them. If she felt anything at all, she didn’t let it show. Soren had seen that look on her face before, the carefully neutral expression that made it impossible to guess what she might do next. Beside her, Astrid stood smaller but no less significant, her presence unwavering despite her silence. Where Freya was deliberate and commanding, Astrid carried a quiet gravity. No one who caught her eye would dare take her lightly.

Henrik’s gaze swept across the group, landing briefly on each of them, as though measuring their worth. When his sharp gray eyes finally settled on Freya, he gave a small, practiced smile. “Freya,” he greeted, his baritone voice smooth as velvet. “It’s been too long.”

Soren’s jaw tightened reflexively, but he held his position. Henrik had yet to even glance in his direction, and somehow, that disregard rankled more than if the man had stared him down.

Freya descended one step, enough to meet Henrik’s outstretched hand without fully coming forward. The handshake was firm, brief, more an exchange of restraint than respect. “Henrik,” she replied, her tone devoid of warmth but polite enough. “We weren’t expecting you so soon.”

Henrik’s lips curled into something theatrical and faintly amused. “A good ally knows when to act quickly,” he said, the barest chuckle woven into his words. He sounded like the kind of man who charmed world leaders over champagne. “And I’ve only come to discuss an opportunity. This shouldn’t take much of your time.”

Soren held back a scoff, keeping his expression even as his gaze flicked to his mother and grandmother. Freya inclined her head toward the door, clearly unruffled. “Let’s take this inside,” she said smoothly.

He followed Freya and Astrid into the meeting room, suppressing the unease creeping into his chest. The room itself was one of controlled power, simple but undeniably commanding, much like everything about the Solheim leadership. Henrik had chosen a seat at one end of the table, easing into it with the kind of confidence that made Soren’s teeth grind. Freya and Astrid settled opposite him, poised as ever, and Soren reluctantly dropped into the chair beside Freya, though his tension made it feel like the chair was actively trying to push him out.

Henrik wasted no time. “I’ll be direct,” he began, his voice pitched perfectly between casual and authoritative. “The instability of the rogues between our two lands has been… troublesome lately, for everyone.” His eyes danced briefly between Freya and Astrid, pausing as if prompting silent agreement.

Freya didn’t bite. Her face betrayed nothing as she gave a slow, measured nod. “Go on.”

Henrik leaned forward slightly, his elbows resting on the table as his fingers interlocked in a calculated, professorial gesture. The movement made Soren’s skin itch, as if the air itself had thickened with unspoken implications. “Our packs have coexisted peacefully for generations,” Henrik began, his tone carrying the irritating lilt of someone explaining an elementary truth to a slow student. Soren’s jaw tightened. “But,” Henrik continued, his words deliberate and heavy with intent, “considering the greater threats surrounding us, I believe it’s time to strengthen that coexistence.”

Strengthen. The word hung in the room like a challenge, weighted and pointed. Soren could feel his pulse thrum in his temples, the suggestion looming before Henrik even gave it form. He let the silence coil, holding the room captive before dropping the bomb. “A marriage between your heir, Soren, and my sister Elli is the solution.” His gaze landed squarely on Soren now, unflinching, as if daring him to object outright.

“It would bind our packs through blood and vows,” Henrik continued, the unyielding confidence in his tone clawing at Soren’s nerves, “create a union stronger than any desperate rogue movement.” The words unfurled with the precision of a strategist who had planned every moment of this conversation, the suggestion framed as if it were no more than a pragmatic solution, a straightforward transaction. Yet, to Soren, they carried the suffocating weight of inevitability, each syllable coiling tighter, threading a future he had no hand in shaping, a destiny cinching itself around his throat like a noose.

Soren’s spine went rigid before he caught himself. His eyes snapped to Henrik, then to Freya, his throat tightening. This wasn’t a negotiation, it was a trap dressed up with lace. His hands curled into fists against his thighs as Henrik’s smooth, oiled words coiled through the room like a polished predator.

Henrik didn’t seem to notice, or maybe he did. Either way, he continued without missing a beat. “Of course, such an alliance would come with immediate benefits,” Henrik said, spreading his hands as if generosity itself rested in his palms. “Our strength combined, through leadership, through shared resources, would ensure neither of our territories becomes vulnerable.”

His gaze sharpened, his meaning sharpening with it. “We all know there are… other packs sniffing around your borders. And if not mine, someone else might offer them alliances of their own.”

The air chilled. Soren opened his mouth to speak, but Freya’s voice cut through first, calm but razor-edged. “Are you suggesting our pack’s protection depends on a marriage?” she asked evenly.

Henrik gave an easy laugh, brushing the notion aside with a wave of his hand. “No, no, of course not. This isn’t about dependence. It’s about synergy. A win for us both.”

Soren’s jaw ached from being clenched so tightly. When Freya finally spoke again, it was measured but deliberate. “I see the logic in your proposal, Henrik. But such matters require deliberation. A decision like this cannot be made lightly.”

Henrik rose, smoothing the sleeves of his suit. “Naturally,” he replied with a gracious smile, though Soren noticed the amusement flicker in his eyes as they briefly glanced his way. “Take your time.” He stepped toward the door, adding almost absently, “After all, these decisions are always delicate.”

When the door closed behind him, Soren exhaled through gritted teeth.

Once Henrik was gone, the meeting room sank into a strained silence, the kind of quiet that buzzes faintly under your skin. Soren stayed rooted in his chair, fingers gripping the armrests like they were the only thing keeping him tethered to the ground. Across the table, Freya sat motionless, leaning back with the same unnerving calm she always had. But he could tell she was waiting. Waiting for him to be the one to speak first.

He clenched his jaw, staring at the polished table before him. The words tasted bitter before they even left his mouth, but he finally forced them out. “So?” he said, his voice tight as a bowstring. “You’re actually going to humor this nonsense?”

Freya didn’t blink, but her eyes, steady, unrelenting, locked onto him with the weight of someone who had weathered far greater storms. Her voice was low and calm, though there was a flicker of steel underlying her tone. “I’m considering it, Soren. Only because it’s practical. An alliance like this could shift power dynamics in our favor. We have to weigh every path forward.”

The word practical rang in his ears like a taunt. Practical. Was that how she saw him now? Some calculated asset to be shuffled into Henrik Karsten’s deck of cards? The very thought kicked the last legs of his restraint out from under him. He shoved himself up from his seat, the chair scraping loudly against the hardwood floor as he stood. “Practical,” he repeated, the sharp edge in his voice cutting through the room. “You think trading me off in some political barter is ‘practical’? I don’t care how convincing he is, that pack smells opportunistic from every angle.”

Freya tilted her head ever so slightly but didn’t rise to meet his agitation. Instead, she folded her hands on the table, steady enough to make him feel more unbalanced than before. “Henrik,” she corrected pointedly, “is always opportunistic. That’s precisely why we can’t ignore him.” Her gaze flickered with something sharper now, but her tone remained level. “You think I don’t see through him? I know exactly what kind of man he is. That doesn’t mean we can afford to dismiss this out of hand.”

“That’s not good enough,” Soren shot back, his voice growing louder. “Trusting him, even a little, is the same as, ”

“Enough, Soren.” Freya’s voice sliced cleanly through his. It wasn’t loud, but it carried every ounce of authority years of leadership had forged in her. Her eyes didn’t waver as they locked onto his, pinning him like a blade against the wall. “This isn’t decided yet. All I’m asking is patience while we weigh the options.”

Patience. That word burned as it hit him square in the chest, lighting a low flame under his frustration. He didn’t sit back down. Instead, he turned sharply on his heel and crossed to the far wall, pacing to burn the restless energy that threatened to spill over.

He could feel the weight of her gaze on his back as he stood there, trying to silence the storm of thoughts crashing through his mind. Henrik’s infuriating calm, the audacity of his proposal, and the way Freya sat there, entertaining it like it was just another normal day in their world. He couldn’t do it, he couldn’t stomach the thought of aligning with them, with her. Elli Karsten. Even her name felt like gravel in his mouth.

“How am I supposed to trust this?” he finally muttered, spinning back around to face his mother. “These people, they don’t think like us. They don’t believe in anything but themselves. I barely made it through that proposal without walking out.”

Freya arched an eyebrow, unimpressed by his dramatics. “You trusted yourself enough to stay in that chair.” Her voice had softened, but her words still struck with precision. “Maybe you should give yourself a little more credit.”

“Oh, come on,” Soren shot back, letting out a frustrated laugh that carried no humor. “This isn’t about credit. This is about Henrik lining up his ambitions perfectly to get what he wants. And right now? That’s me. Not because I matter, but because I’m convenient.”

Freya straightened in her chair slightly, her hands moving to the armrests now, though she didn’t stand. “You’re wrong,” she said plainly. “You matter. And that’s precisely why Henrik wants this. He doesn’t barter with something he sees as convenient. He negotiates for what he sees as powerful. You might want to take a moment and think about why he’s chosen this path, and why you were the linchpin for it.”

Soren waved a hand, irritation sharpening his steps. “If I have power, it’s because you forged it into me,” he shot back, his voice tight. His heartbeat pounded against his ribs, each thud in sync with the rising edge in his tone. “But that doesn’t make me a chess piece you can move around whenever it suits your plan.”

“You think this is easy for me?” Freya snapped, her voice finally cutting through the tension. She rose to her feet now, standing tall as her eyes locked onto his with a fire that could only come from years of hard decisions and sacrifice. “Do you honestly think I don’t lose sleep over these calls? Every choice I make is for the survival of this pack, Soren. Not my pride. Not my convenience. The pack.”

Her words hung between them, raw and searing. Soren’s jaw flexed, his hands gripping the back of a chair as he braced himself against her intensity. He knew somewhere deep down that she wasn’t wrong. But knowing didn’t make it any easier to swallow.

“Fine,” he muttered finally, though the tension in his body hadn’t eased. He looked up at her then, his eyes burning with a defiance that hadn’t yet found its words. “But don’t expect me to agree quietly. Not to this.”

Freya exhaled slowly, her gaze softening just enough to let the edge of command recede, though it didn’t vanish entirely. “I wouldn’t expect anything less from you,” she said, her voice quieter now but no less authoritative. “But until it’s decided, you’ll hold the line.”

Soren said nothing, merely nodding once, sharply, before turning for the door, the conversation still simmering in his mind.

* * *

The early morning mist clung to the Solheim training grounds, curling around the rising sun as wolves gathered for the day’s drills. Boots crunched against gravel, mixing with the subtle shuffling of bodies lining up in formation. Soren stood at the center, his gaze sharp and calculating as he assessed the group.

His sandy blond hair was pushed back from his face, revealing hard lines that had deepened over the past year. Expectations weighed on him, though he bore them steadily. Arms folded across his chest, his stance deliberate, almost rigid. The younger wolves noticed and mirrored his posture, though their movements carried none of the confidence. “Formation,” he ordered. His voice

“Formation,” he ordered. His voice wasn’t raised; it didn’t need to be. It carried, low and unyielding, through the crisp morning air.

The group scrambled into alignment, boots scraping against gravel. Soren’s eyes swept over them, cold and exacting. Too many gaps. Too much hesitation. His jaw tightened. These were the pack’s future defenders, meant to hold the line when everything hung in the balance. Watching them stumble through basics twisted disappointment like a knife in his gut.

He started pacing, measured steps that were more felt than heard. “Tighter. You’re leaving gaps. Don’t make me repeat it.”

The wolves shifted again, adjusting their formation, muscles tense under the weight of his scrutiny. They were getting closer to what he wanted, but still not there. Soren stopped along the middle of the line, his eyes narrowing as he caught the hesitancy in a young Beta’s movements.

The boy fumbled, his steps unsure as he glanced toward another wolf for reassurance. The brief moment of doubt rippled outward, throwing off the entire line. Soren froze mid-step, a hot spike of frustration blooming in his chest.

“Stop.”

The command cut through the field like a blade, immediate and final.

The young Beta paled under the sudden focus, his shoulders caving slightly as the rest of the group stilled. The boy stammered, “Sorry, sir,” the words barely audible over the pounding silence.

Soren’s gaze hardened. He took one step closer, his voice steady but low enough to make the younger wolf flinch. “Sorry doesn’t matter,” he said. “If this happens in the field, it doesn’t cost you, it costs someone else. You hesitate, and you’ve failed someone who was counting on you to hold the line. Do you understand that?”

The wolf’s face flushed as he nodded quickly. “Yes, sir. I’ll, I’ll do better.”

“Good. Then prove it.” Soren turned, raising his voice to address the entire group. “We start again. Formation, this time, no gaps.”

The tension in the air thickened. Soren pretended not to notice the flickers of unease rippling through the young wolves. There wasn’t room for it here, not now. He barked new instructions, pacing the line again as they adjusted. Determination crept back into their movements, but it wasn’t sharp enough for his liking.

The sound of footsteps scraping faintly against gravel came from nearby. Soren’s ears perked, but he kept his focus locked on the group. Whatever it was could wait… until it couldn’t.

“You’re not actually bad at this,” a voice called, breaking through the tension. It was unexpected, disarming enough to stall both Soren and the line of wolves mid-breath. “You just need to stop overthinking it.”

Soren turned sharply, his annoyance settling on the figure perched atop the ridge. Julia stood there, arms crossed, her expression an attempt at confidence that didn’t quite land. For a second, no one moved, the collective holding of breaths palpable.

Annoyance prickled down his spine like static. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“Oh, I know,” she said, her voice carrying a forced cheerfulness that grated against the simmering tension in the air. With deliberate, measured steps, she began her descent from the ridge, her boots crunching loudly against the loose gravel. The sound was jarring, an unwelcome interruption in the charged stillness. “I took a wrong turn or something,” she added breezily, though her eyes betrayed her. They flicked past him to the young Beta, lingering just long enough to catch the defeated slump of the boy’s shoulders. Her gaze sharpened as she turned back to Soren. “But seriously, he’s trying. Can’t that count for something?”

Soren’s jaw clenched, his teeth grinding against the flood of irritation rising in his chest. The nerve of her barging in, stepping into something she didn’t understand. He locked his glowing eyes on her, trying to will her to stop. “This isn’t your place to interfere,” he said, his words clipped, each one biting into the space between them.

Julia hesitated, faltering for the briefest of moments, but stubbornness flared in her expression. She squared her shoulders, her tone uncertain and uneven, but still daring enough to challenge him. “Fair, but… have you tried not making the guy feel like dirt?” The awkwardness in her voice was palpable, undercutting whatever attempt she was making to lighten the mood. She gave a small, sheepish shrug, offering him a faint, lopsided smile that didn’t quite land. “Worked wonders for me when I was terrible at something,” she added, the words hanging awkwardly between them as if testing her courage, and failing spectacularly.

Soren folded his arms, his stance cutting the air between them like a barrier. “These drills aren’t about feelings, they’re about being prepared to protect this pack. There’s no ‘trying’ in a fight. Anything less than perfect costs lives.” His gaze bore into her, the weight of it, of everything he was holding, turning sharper with every syllable.

Julia’s brows furrowed slightly, but she didn’t protest further. Instead, her attention slid back to the young Beta, who avoided her gaze and shifted awkwardly. She softened her voice. “Sometimes, though, what shakes you up isn’t failing. It’s the fear of not being good enough after. You don’t have to compromise standards to give someone a chance to breathe.”

Her words weren’t polished, but Soren couldn’t ignore the way the younger wolf’s shoulders eased slightly. For a brief moment, the tension in the group lifted, and they began settling back into position.

Soren wrestled for control of the space that had unexpectedly slipped from his grasp. His jaw tightened. “Enough distractions,” he said finally, snapping back to the group. “Formation. Now.”

The wolves moved with more urgency this time, their precision sharper, though not perfect. Soren watched them closely, waiting for one of them to break again as Julia began retreating toward the ridge in silence.  

As the drills wound down, Soren folded his arms tightly across his chest and watched the wolves scatter. Their chatter rose faintly, though none of them lingered near him. He didn’t expect them to. His place was not among them as their equal, but above them, guiding them, shaping them into something stronger. That was how it had always been. How it had to be.

The younger Beta, Tommy, if Soren remembered correctly, remained behind, his movements deliberate now as he reset their training equipment. He moved more efficiently than during the drills, his steps quicker, more assured. Soren’s gaze rested on him, though his focus drifted. The training session played in his mind on an endless loop: the hesitation in the line, the way the Beta had faltered under pressure, the subtle weight of the boy’s nervous glances that only grew sharper under Soren’s watchful eye.

Julia’s voice intruded uninvited again, her awkward observation cutting into his thoughts like a thread tangling in a blade. “He’s trying. Can’t that count for something?” Her words had burrowed into him, scratching at the walls he’d built around his leadership.

“Can’t that count for something?” he muttered to himself.

Was she right? The question churned in his mind, irritating and unwelcome. He’d made it clear the pack’s survival depended on discipline and precision; there was no room for softness. Trying wasn’t enough. And yet, observing Tommy now, his movements sharper, his focus intent, Soren couldn’t deny the change that had taken hold after Julia’s brief interjection. It wasn’t much, but it was there.

He exhaled sharply through his nose, straightening his shoulders and willing his jaw to unclench. It wasn’t her place to comment, he reminded himself. She wasn’t pack, not yet, and certainly not someone who could understand the stakes of their world. But still, her words clung to him, unwelcome and unsettling.

Tommy finished stacking the last set of weights and gave Soren a quick, slightly sheepish glance before hurrying off to join the others. Soren let him go without comment, though his eyes lingered on the boy’s retreating figure. He couldn’t shake the memory of Tommy’s slumped posture under his earlier reprimand or the flash of discomfort in the young wolf’s eyes. It had unsettled him at the time, and it unsettled him now.

He stayed where he was, the field around him gradually falling silent as the rest of the pack disappeared into the sprawling trees. The morning mist had fully burned away, leaving behind a hazy warmth that settled over the training grounds. Soren shifted his weight, his stance firm but restless. Doubt was not a familiar sensation, and he wasn’t sure how to hold it without letting it show.

Weakness, Freya’s voice echoed in his head, is anything that slows you down. Anything you let in that doesn’t serve the pack. He could practically see her raised brow, her sharp eyes cutting through him like a blade. To falter in his confidence now, under her watchful shadow, was unthinkable. He belonged here because he’d earned it with grit, with endless discipline, with his refusal to let anything, anyone, sway him.

And yet, Julia’s remark pressed at him like an itch buried just out of reach. He hadn’t expected her words to linger like this. She didn’t know what she was talking about; her world was one of impossibly low stakes compared to theirs. There were no rogue threats circling her every move, no weight of leadership bearing down on her every decision. She didn’t understand what strength demanded, what leadership required.

But maybe it wasn’t about her. His thoughts shifted reluctantly, returning to Tommy. He’d shown improvement after the interruption, however unwelcome it had been. Was harshness alone enough? Doubt flickered again, faint but insistent. Soren swallowed hard, grinding the heel of his palm into his temple as if physical pressure might erase the spiraling thoughts.

This was absurd. His methods worked. Freya trusted him with the training. The pack’s security depended on his ability to harden its members against anything, and he’d seen plenty to harden them for, more than Julia could imagine. Her fleeting observations didn’t matter, couldn’t matter. He couldn’t let her undermine him, even accidentally.

And yet…

The question lingered. Had he been wrong earlier? Not about the need for discipline, but about how he wielded it? The hesitation of the wolves under his gaze now seemed more than just nerves. He thought back to his training under Freya, a relentless push to perfection, one that had shaped him but left cracks he’d spent years trying to fill.

He pushed the thought away savagely, clenching his jaw as his hands flexed by his sides. Leadership wasn’t the place for reflection. He didn’t have the luxury of second-guessing himself, especially not now, with Freya scrutinizing his progress and Henrik circling their borders like a storm cloud ready to break. His path forward had to remain firm.

His gaze shifted toward the woods as if they offered some sort of distraction from himself. Sunlight spilled through the leaves, dappling the forest floor in jagged patches. The natural beauty of the land was a sharp contrast to the tension woven tightly in his chest. He exhaled and started toward the trees, his boots crunching softly against the dirt path.

The doubt was still there. He pushed it down, deeper, where it couldn’t reach the surface.
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By the time Julia made it back to Erik’s cottage, the day felt like it had stretched across a century. Her limbs ached with every step, her thoughts weighed down with too many moments she couldn’t stop replaying. She pushed the door open, craving stillness, and found it waiting for her.

Kate stood in the small kitchen, humming softly as she portioned leftovers into neat containers. The scent of rosemary and roasted garlic lingered in the air like a memory. Her movements were calm, unhurried. Like she belonged here. Like this day had rolled right off her shoulders.

Julia hovered in the doorway, reluctant to step out of the quiet. Her mother looked so at peace, and Julia, well, Julia felt like a frayed wire sparking at both ends.

She’d said too much. She was sure of it now. The scene with Soren played on loop in her head, the tension in his jaw, the silence that had followed her words, the flicker in his eyes she couldn’t quite read. She shouldn’t have said anything. It wasn’t her place. She’d been here three days. Three. And already she was butting into the alpha heir’s training session like she had any authority.

Was that even allowed? Were there rules against interrupting official drills? Was this some kind of violation? She didn’t know. That was the worst part, she didn’t know anything. Not really. Not the protocols, not the hierarchies, not the invisible lines she might’ve just crossed without even realizing it.

Her stomach churned, a slow, creeping panic starting to pool beneath her ribs. What if she’d embarrassed Erik? Or worse, made it harder for Kate?

Kate, who was glowing. Who finally seemed happy.

Julia forced a slow breath through her nose and stepped inside, trying not to let the floor creak beneath her boots. She told herself she was overthinking. She always overthought. But the weight of it clung to her anyway, like a coat she couldn’t shrug off.

She lingered in the doorway, the wood biting into her shoulder as if it could press the day’s chaos back into her bones. Kate moved through the kitchen like she’d done it a thousand times, containers clicking shut, rosemary still clinging to her fingertips. Effortless. Like this life hadn’t upended her at all.

Julia’s throat tightened.

She should say something. Something normal, something light. But the words tangled behind her ribs, barbed with everything she’d been swallowing since she got here. The way Soren had looked at her, like she was an interruption. Like she didn’t belong. And Kate, glowing in this strange place, while Julia still felt like a ghost haunting the edges of it.

Her fingers curled against the doorframe. “Do you ever feel like you’re pretending?” The question slipped out before she could stop it, raw at the edges.

Kate stilled. The quiet between them stretched, thin as ice. Then she turned, her face softening in that way that made Julia feel both seen and exposed. “Pretending what?”

Julia exhaled sharply. “That any of this makes sense.” She stepped inside, the floor creaking under her weight. “You just, fit. And I’m still waiting for someone to point at me and say, She doesn’t belong here.”

Kate’s brow furrowed. She set down the container, her hands lingering on the counter like she was steadying herself. “No one thinks that.”

“I think that.” Julia’s voice cracked. She hated it, the way the words shook, the heat pricking behind her eyes. She wasn’t a kid. She shouldn’t need this much reassurance. But the pack’s stares, Soren’s silence, even Erik’s careful kindness, it all piled up until she couldn’t tell which way was solid ground.

Kate moved then, just one step closer. Not touching, but close enough that Julia could see the faint lines at the corners of her eyes, the ones that hadn’t been there six months ago. “You don’t have to have it all figured out yet,” she said quietly.

Julia swallowed. “It’s not just that.” She gestured vaguely, as if she could pluck the right words from the air. “You’re different here. You don’t even hesitate anymore. And I, ” Her breath hitched. “I don’t know how to be this version of myself.”

Kate’s expression flickered, something wounded, something understanding. “I didn’t change, Julia. I just… learned how to breathe again.” She reached out, then stopped, her hand hovering between them. “That doesn’t mean I left you behind.”

Julia looked away. The anger was still there, but it felt hollow now, a brittle shell over something softer and sharper. She wanted to believe her. Wanted to not feel like she was standing on the outside of her own life.

But the words wouldn’t come.

Instead, she muttered, “I’m going to bed,” and turned before Kate could reply. The bedroom door clicked shut behind her, sealing her in the dim, quiet space.

Alone, the weight of the day settled over her like a second skin. She sank onto the bed, pressing the heels of her hands into her eyes until colors bloomed behind her lids. Stupid. She shouldn’t have snapped. Shouldn’t have let it spill out like that.

Her phone glowed in the dark when she tapped it, a photo of her and Kate, years ago, cheeks pressed together, grinning. A lifetime ago.

Julia thumbed the screen off.

She didn’t know who she was here. Just that she wasn’t enough of it.

* * *

The house was quiet when Erik knocked softly on Julia’s doorframe. The sound pulled her from her spot on the bed, where she’d been scrolling aimlessly on her phone. Her thumb slid over the screen without focus, the images blending into a blur of distraction she couldn’t quite commit to.

“Hey,” Erik said, leaning casually against the doorframe, his smile easy but underpinned with something else, concern, maybe. It wasn’t his usual boisterous presence; he carried himself with a deliberate softness now, as though trying not to startle her. “You alright?”

Julia gave a half-shrug, her eyes trailing down to her hands. “Been better,” she muttered, her words barely edged with her usual sarcasm.

Erik stepped farther into the room, leaning against the desk near the window. He shoved his hands into his pockets, a small gesture that seemed to dim his usual Beta authority. “Want to tell me about it?” he asked, keeping his tone casual, careful.

Julia sighed, letting the phone drop onto the comforter beside her. “It’s… just this whole thing. Being here. It’s all so, ” She trailed off, the words knotting up in her chest.

“So?”

The question was gentle, and that made it harder to dodge. She rubbed her palms against her thighs, grounding herself. “So alien. Like everyone knows the rules but me. Like I’m this… outsider they’re too polite to push out.”

She laughed once, a hollow sound. “It’s like I showed up late to a story that already knows how it ends, and I don’t even have a role.”

Erik tilted his head slightly, and for all his usual vibrancy, his expression was steady now, anchored, quiet. He didn’t rush to answer. Just let her words settle in the space between them like dust.

“That’s not true, Jules,” he said finally, his voice dipping into that firm, measured register she’d heard during drills. But this wasn’t a correction, it was a reassurance. No edge. No judgment. Just weight. “I get why it feels that way, though.”

Julia let out a short breath, too sharp to be a sigh. Her arms crossed tighter over her chest, a reflex more than a decision. “You’ve seen the way they look at me,” she said, voice low. “Like I wandered in through the wrong door, and no one knows what to do with me.” Her throat tightened mid-sentence. “Like I’m… an error.”

Her gaze dropped, the edges of her vision blurring slightly as her focus narrowed to the grain in the floorboards. “Even Soren thinks that. He doesn’t have to say it, I can feel it. Every time he doesn’t look at me, every time he does.”

Erik’s expression shifted slightly at the name, but he didn’t speak. He just waited.

Julia’s laugh was brittle and quick, like a spark that didn’t catch. “What about him? It’s how he watches me, like I’m already disappointing him. Like there’s some unspoken test I’ve already failed.”

The truth swelled up before she could stop it. Her pulse thudded in her neck. “He reminds me of my dad,” she said.

Silence.

The words hung there, heavier than she meant them to be. She wrapped her arms tighter
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