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      You’re letting me in.

      No, you’re forcing yourself in.

      You need to fight harder.

      I’m fighting as hard as I can.

      That’s not true. I know what you’re capable of Freya. Why are you doing this?”

      Will you just back off?

      You need to try harder.

      I swear if you don’t back off, I’m out of here.

      You need to confront this. You need to show your true strength.

      You need to back off.

      Freya. You—

      I said stop!

      The change was instant. The voice in her head was gone, although the pounding of her heart remained. 

      Yellow sun filtered through the summer canopy of the forest, splintering and showering the girl in golden light, although it lacked enough warmth to banish the goose bumps. Both scowling and shivering, Freya marched past the grey-blue wolf standing in front of her without a second glance and lifted a pair of black, drawstring trousers and a vest top from a nearby branch. Both were far too big for her, but they were miles from the village, so you had to take what you could get. By the time she turned around again, the wolf was gone. 

      “You gave up far too quickly.” The woman standing in its place bore a startling similarity to Freya. Same hair—kinky as opposed to curly—the same sharp jaw and, at that precise moment, the exact same scowl. “You’re perfectly capable of blocking me out if you wanted to.”

      “Mum, I don’t want to do this now.” Still adjusting the strap on her vest top, Freya turned her back on her mother and started walking the path back to the village. Of course Lena was going to follow her. Her mother never could take a hint.

      “Well you need to do this. I’ve given you long enough to—” 

      “To what? To get over it? Sorry I’m not quite so good at compartmentalising as you are. I know I’m such a disappointment.”

      The path veered off to the left, but Freya turned to the right, climbing upwards. This route was longer, full of rocky ledges and steep sections. Hopefully awkward enough to put her mother off following her, although the chances were slim. Most of the pack hated walking over terrain like that in human form. Unfortunately, her mother wasn’t most of the pack.

      “You have a birthright.”

      “Which I am under no obligation to fulfil. I wouldn’t be the first.”

      “You should want to fulfil it. It’s your duty. Despite what you believe, accepting your rightful place would be best for the pack.”

      “Yeah, well we all know how I feel about doing things for the good of the pack.”

      Already, the conversation had gone on too long, but there was no avoiding it. If she turned back into a wolf, she’d have her mother’s voice inside her head instead. At least this way she could put her fingers in her ears to block her out. 

      “You can’t keep walking away from this, Freya. At some point you’re going to have to face facts.”

      She’d heard enough. Stopping mid-step, Freya spun around, her nose only inches from her mother’s. 

      “You want me to face facts, really? Well, while we are at it, how about you take a bit of your own advice and you face the fact that this is not going to happen. It’s just not.”

      Had she had her claws, she would have taken a swipe at her mother there and then. But she wasn’t in the mood for more wolf today. Knowing there was no escape, she resumed her climb through the thicket. As expected, her mother still didn’t get the hint and continued following after her. 

      “I understand, Freya, honestly I do. I’ve been where you are now. I had my doubts too.”

      “Whatever.”

      Behind, she heard her mother stop and sigh. “Look, please let’s not argue about this. I just wanted to come for a nice run, that’s all. Why don’t we race back? I promise I’ll stay out of your head.”

      “I’m fine as I am. But by all means, if you want to disappear, you go for it.’

      Unfortunately, her mother wasn’t going to give up that easily. 

      ‘I’ll tell you what, if you win, we won’t bring this up again for another year.’

      An alarmingly animal-like snort escaped from Freya’s throat.

      “Yeah right.”

      “I mean it. I won’t say another thing until you’re twenty. How does that sound?”

      “That’s only eight months away. Not a year.”

      “Still, it’s a pretty good offer, you’ve got to admit. And I’ll make sure none of the others discuss it either.”

      This time she had Freya’s attention. “Including Whipper?”

      “The whole pack. You have my Alpha’s promise.”

      That in itself was worth considering. Whipper. Just her name caused the bile to rise up into Freya’s throat. Not that she actually needed her mother’s help blocking the Beta out. She could manage it herself, most of the time. But admitting she could do that, was admitting to being a far stronger wolf than she wanted anyone to know. Especially her mother.

      “You know you can have her out of your head forever?” Lena asked, breaking the silence. “All you’ve got to do is claim your right.”

      With another snort, Freya turned back around. 

      “I’m fine as I am, thanks.”

      She had barely taken a step, when her mother’s hand appeared on her shoulder.

      “I’m sorry, I said I wouldn’t mention it, and I won’t. And if you want Whipper out of your head as the deal, then fine. I think it might be good for you. Make you find out for yourself what you’re missing. So, what do you say, deal? You win, and I will not mention this until you’re twenty.”

      “And four months.”

      “Okay, but if I win, you try. You take this training seriously.”

      “I already do.”

      Her mother raised an eyebrow. “I mean it. This is a fair fight. Do I have your word?”

      Freya needed one more minute to think it through. Her mother was right about a few things, like the fact that she was holding back. For the last few months, Freya had been finding it easier and easier to block out the Alpha during their sparring sessions. But she’d acted as though nothing was changing. As such, Lena had no idea how strong she really was. It was possible she could win this. More than possible.

      “Fine,” she said. “To the edge of the forest. First one to the well wins.” She pulled off her clothes again and hung them on a nearby branch. “But you stay out of my head the whole time. You’re not cheating by distracting me.”

      A small smile twisted on her mother’s lips.

      “Fine then. On the count of three. Three, two—”

      The last number was lost, as the women leapt forward, transforming into their lupine form. Adrenaline shot through Freya’s body as she raced through the thicket and over fallen branches, gliding so effortlessly it was as if the trees were moving aside to make a path for her. The wind whipped at her fur, as her paws pounded the earth, her head clear, filled only with the sounds and smells of the forest around her. This is what it must be like all the time, to be Alpha, she thought. At one with nature. It would be tempting, if that was the only thing it involved.

      You’re going to need to go faster than that, she said to herself, already level with her mother. Faster and faster she went, her muscles burning.

      Muzzle by muzzle, they bounded over rocks and creaks, gliding over tumble-down tree trunks with barely a whisker between them. But a whisker was plenty where a wolf was concerned.

      Through the trees came the first glimpse of the compound. There, in the valley, houses upon houses. People milling about among the buildings. They had almost reached the well-marked boundary, the place where they could go no further as wolves, and it was within her reach. She was gaining on her mother. One paw’s length, then another. Her heart pounded. This was it, her chance to break free, if just for a short while. She was going to win.

      In hindsight, Freya realised she should have seen it coming. She was a full head in front of her mother, when the older wolf’s shoulder slammed into her side. The pain was instant. Yelping, the younger wolf veered off to the right, stumbling over her own feet.

      Bitch! she yelled in her head.

      It took less than a second to steady herself but it was too late. By the time she had regained her footing, Lena was already standing upright at the well, grabbing one of the many slip-on dresses that were draped over the top, a wide smirk plastered on her face.

      “What happened to playing fair?” Human Freya retained all the anger, and the pain in her side, of the wolf. Bruises would heal fast enough, although the same couldn’t be said for her pride. 

      “You think everyone’s going to play fair with you when you’re the Alpha? I stayed out of your head, just like I said I would.” Her mother was infuriatingly calm and nonchalant, as always.

      “I had you. I was faster.”

      “Possibly, but you know that’s not all there is to leading the pack. I didn’t need to hear what you were thinking to know how to beat you. You imagine I only know what’s going on in my pack’s heads because I can hear it? A good leader is so much more than that.”

      “Well, we have differing opinions on what makes a good leader.”

      The guttural sound that rose from her mother’s throat was cold and unforgiving and would have seen any other member of the pack, in human or wolf form, drop down in submission. But there was nothing her mother could do to her that was worse than the memory of what Freya had already done. 

      “Save it for someone who cares,” she said. Then, without waiting for a
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