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Emilia’s fingers traced intricate patterns in the air, violet light trailing from her fingertips as she reinforced the small healing ward. The magic responded to her touch like an eager pet, coiling and stretching exactly as she commanded. Perfect control. Flawless execution.

Just as she’d been trained.

The small wound on Theo’s arm knitted itself together under her magic’s influence. The young Beta shifter watched with wide eyes as his skin sealed without a scar.

“That’s amazing,” he breathed. “Doesn’t even hurt.”

Emilia nodded, her expression neutral despite the warm satisfaction flowing through her. “Argen healing magic specializes in pain management during the process. The body accepts the healing more readily when it doesn’t fight against the sensation.”

She kept her voice clinical and educational. The way she’d been taught to discuss her abilities—as tools, not gifts. As assets, not talents.

“All done,” she said, stepping back. “Keep it dry for a day. The magic needs time to settle.”

Theo flexed his arm experimentally. “Thanks, Emilia. Erik would’ve benched me for weeks if this hadn’t healed right.”

She offered a small smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “That’s what I’m here for.”

As Theo jogged back to the training grounds where Erik was drilling the younger pack members, Emilia packed away her supplies with methodical precision. Each item had its place in her leather satchel; herbs were sorted by potency, crystals were wrapped individually in silk, and a ritual knife was cleaned and sheathed.

The training ground stretched before her, a clearing ringed by tall pines that sheltered the Solheim Estate from prying eyes. Shifters paired off for combat practice, their movements fluid and powerful. So different from the rigid, formal training sessions of her childhood.

A memory surfaced, unbidden and sharp as a blade.

Her father’s study. The scent of old books and expensive cologne. Felix Argen standing by the window, his back straight as a ruler as he spoke to another man, a mage from the Blackwell line. Emilia, thirteen years old, hiding behind the half-open door.

“The girl shows exceptional aptitude,” Felix said, his voice cool and appraising. “Her carrier status is confirmed, and our healers project her magical core will be among the strongest in three generations.”

“And you’re certain she’ll be amenable to the arrangement?” The other mage’s voice was skeptical.

Felix’s laugh held no warmth. “She will understand her duty. The Argen line has produced the finest carriers for centuries. Emilia knows what’s expected of her.”

“Children can be… unpredictable.”

“Not Argen children,” Felix replied. “We ensure compliance.”

Emilia’s hands stilled over her satchel. She took a deep breath, forcing the memory back into its box. Locked away. Controlled.

Duty. Is that all I am, even here?

She glanced around the training ground, watching the pack members move with easy camaraderie. The Solheim Pack had taken her in six months ago, after her aunt Sigrid had vouched for her. They’d given her shelter, protection from her family’s reach. But sometimes she wondered if they saw her as anything more than a valuable asset, a powerful mage with carrier status, useful to have around.

Carriers were rare, even among established mage lines. Not just magical users, but those whose bloodlines were specially attuned to passing on magical traits. Their children inherited magic with greater frequency and often greater potency. A carrier’s magical core was structured differently, designed to nurture and amplify magical potential in offspring.

It made carriers like Emilia prized possessions in the magical community. Breeding stock, essentially.

She straightened her spine, brushed an invisible speck from her immaculate black trousers. The thought was unworthy of her. The Solheim Pack had shown her nothing but respect. If she sometimes felt like an outsider, that was her own damage speaking: the voice of her father that she couldn’t quite silence.

“That was impressive work.”

Emilia turned to find Freya Solheim approaching, the Alpha’s presence commanding attention without effort. Tall and lean, with dark hair streaked with silver at the temples, Freya moved with the easy confidence of someone who never questioned her place in the world.

“Thank you,” Emilia replied, her mask of cool competence sliding seamlessly into place. “Just a minor healing. Nothing complicated.”

Freya’s hazel eyes, tinged with red at the edges, a sign of her Alpha nature, studied Emilia with unsettling directness. “Theo said there wasn’t even a scar. Erik tells me he’s never seen healing magic so precise.”

Emilia inclined her head, accepting the compliment without emotion. “Argen healing techniques are quite effective.”

“Indeed.” Freya crossed her arms. “The pack has benefited from your skills these past months. I hope you’ve found your arrangement with us… satisfactory.”

There it was. The reminder that she was here on sufferance, providing a service in exchange for protection. Useful. Valuable.

“Very satisfactory,” Emilia said smoothly. “The Solheim Pack has been most accommodating.”

Freya’s expression shifted slightly, something like concern flickering across her features. “You’ve kept to yourself since arriving. That’s understandable, given your circumstances, but isolation isn’t healthy for anyone, mage or shifter.”

Emilia tensed. “I prefer to maintain professional boundaries.”

“This isn’t just a professional arrangement, Emilia. You’re living among us now.”

The words were meant as reassurance, but they scraped against Emilia’s carefully constructed defenses. Living among them, yes, but not one of them. Never truly belonging anywhere.

“I appreciate your concern,” she said, her voice perfectly modulated. “But I’m quite comfortable with my current situation.”

Freya held her gaze for a long moment, then nodded. “Very well. But my door is always open if you change your mind.”

As the Alpha walked away, Emilia allowed herself a single, deep breath. She smoothed her expression, straightened her shoulders, and picked up her satchel. The perfect, polished version of herself was back in place, the only version she allowed anyone to see.

It was safer that way. For everyone.

* * *

The main house of the Solheim Estate buzzed with activity as pack members gathered for the weekly dinner. Emilia stood at the threshold of the dining hall, taking in the scene with a careful, assessing gaze. Long wooden tables stretched the length of the room, already half-filled with shifters talking, laughing, and setting out dishes for the communal meal.

Emilia had spent thirty minutes selecting her outfit, dark gray slacks and a simple blue blouse, professional but not ostentatious. Her hair was pulled back in a sleek knot at the nape of her neck. Perfect. Controlled. A shield against scrutiny.

She moved toward the tables, carrying a dish of herb-roasted vegetables she’d prepared with painstaking precision. Each piece cut to identical size, seasoned with exact measurements of herbs from her personal garden. It was the third time she’d contributed to these gatherings, each offering calculated to demonstrate value without presuming too much familiarity.

“Emilia!” Greta’s voice cut through the din. The small, dark-haired Beta waved from where she was arranging mismatched plates along the table. “Over here! We saved you a spot.”

Emilia nodded and navigated toward her, setting the dish down on a trivet with careful hands.

“That looks amazing,” Greta said, peering at the vegetables. “Way better than Theo’s attempt at mashed potatoes last week. Pretty sure he didn’t peel them first.”

Her warm brown eyes crinkled with humor, clearly inviting Emilia to share in the joke.

“Potato skins contain valuable nutrients,” Emilia replied, her tone informative rather than judgmental. “Though proper preparation does improve the texture significantly.”

Greta’s smile faltered slightly before she rallied. “Right. Well, I’m just glad you brought something that doesn’t look like it came from a can.”

More pack members filtered in, the volume in the room rising as conversations overlapped. Emilia observed how they moved around each other; casual touches on shoulders, playful shoves, quick hugs in greeting. Physical contact flowed between them as naturally as breathing.

So different from formal Argen family dinners, where everyone sat according to rank and importance, conversations carefully modulated and monitored by her father. Where Felix Argen’s cold gaze would cut across the table if anyone spoke out of turn.

“Mind helping with the glasses?” Erik asked, appearing beside her with a stack of mismatched drinkware. “We’re expecting a full house tonight.”

“Of course.” Emilia took half the stack and began placing them with geometric precision around the table.

Erik watched her for a moment, his head tilted. “You know, they don’t have to be perfect. This isn’t a state dinner.”

“Proper placement ensures efficient use of space,” she explained, continuing her methodical arrangement. “It’s simply logical.”

“If you say so.” He shrugged his massive shoulders, then placed his remaining glasses in a haphazard cluster before moving away to help someone else.

Emilia resisted the urge to straighten his work. That would be presumptuous. She wasn’t here to impose her standards, only to contribute appropriately and maintain the arrangement that kept her safe from her family’s reach.

By the time everyone settled for the meal, the tables were laden with food, a chaotic blend of homemade dishes, store-bought sides, and what appeared to be several pizzas from the local parlor. Freya stood at the head of the main table, Ludolf and Stellan flanking her sides in their positions as Right and Left Hands.

“Before we eat,” Freya announced, her voice carrying effortlessly, “I want to discuss the community center renovation. The human council has approved our proposal to update the facilities, and Solheim Construction will be handling the project.”

Cheers erupted around the tables. Emilia remained still, hands folded in her lap, waiting for the appropriate moment to speak if required.

“We’ll need volunteers for various aspects,” Ludolf continued, his steady voice a counterpoint to the excitement. “The work starts next month, and we want strong pack representation.”

“I can set up a ward system,” Emilia offered when there was a brief lull. “A comprehensive magical security network would protect the renovations from vandalism and ensure worker safety. I’ve designed similar systems for three major buildings in my previous work.”

Her words came out clear and precise, each benefit enumerated with clinical efficiency.

The silence that followed felt heavy. Emilia wondered if she’d spoken out of turn or overstepped some invisible boundary.

“That’s… actually really helpful,” Ludolf said finally. “Though we were thinking more along the lines of painting crews and supply coordination at this stage.”

“Of course,” Emilia replied smoothly, ignoring the flush of embarrassment heating her neck. “I’m available for whatever tasks are deemed appropriate.”

Across the table, Thora leaned forward. “A security ward sounds awesome, though. Could you make it do that shimmery thing where intruders get that tingly warning feeling?”

Before Emilia could respond with a technical explanation of perimeter alert enchantments, Greta jumped in.

“Remember when Theo tried to sneak back into the estate after curfew last year and got zapped by Sigrid’s boundary ward? His hair stood on end for three days!”

Laughter rippled around the table. Theo groaned dramatically. “It wasn’t three days! And I smelled like burnt toast for a week.”

“You deserved it,” Magnus called from further down. “Trying to sneak that girl from the Purple Lantern onto pack grounds!”

More laughter, louder now, as the conversation devolved into good-natured teasing about Theo’s romantic misadventures.

Emilia watched them, her expression carefully neutral while her mind cataloged the interactions. The easy way they referenced shared history. The casual insults that somehow strengthened rather than damaged their bonds. The absolute certainty each of them seemed to have about their place in this noisy, chaotic family.

She looked down at her plate, meticulously arranging her food into neat sections before taking a precisely portioned bite. Around her, the pack ate with abandon, reaching across each other for seconds, stealing bites from neighbors’ plates, talking with mouths half-full.

A memory surfaced: her mother’s voice, soft but firm. “A proper Argen daughter never shows unseemly enthusiasm, Emilia. Restraint is the mark of good breeding.”

She’d been five when Josefine had first explained the rules. By seven, she’d mastered the art of emotional containment. By twelve, she could sit through an entire dinner without speaking unless spoken to.

Her perfect manners had earned her father’s rare nod of approval. “At least the girl knows her place,” he’d told her mother, as if Emilia wasn’t sitting right there.

“Earth to Emilia!” Greta’s voice pulled her back to the present. “You haven’t touched your food. Not up to your standards?”

There was no malice in the question, just genuine curiosity tinged with concern.

“It’s fine,” Emilia said. “I was just… thinking.”

“Dangerous pastime,” Greta grinned. “Especially during dinner. The food gets cold.”

Emilia nodded and took another bite, unsure how to navigate the friendly overture. Around her, the pack continued their meal, their easy laughter and casual touches a language she couldn’t quite translate.

She was among them, but not of them. A familiar isolation settled over her like a second skin.

It was safer that way. For everyone.

* * *

The annual Verdenshavn Trade Fair transformed Aurora Square into a bustling marketplace, with vendors from across the region displaying their wares beneath colorful canopies. Supernatural and human merchants alike competed for attention, their voices creating a cacophony that echoed off the old stone buildings surrounding the plaza.

Emilia stood at the periphery, her back against a weathered brick wall that offered both support and a strategic vantage point. From here, she could observe without being drawn into the chaotic center of activity. Her violet eyes scanned the crowd methodically, cataloging potential threats and exits out of habit.

The Solheim Pack had asked her to attend as their representative to evaluate potential suppliers for magical components needed in their construction projects. A logical choice, given her expertise. Still, being surrounded by so many strangers, many of them shifters from other packs, set her nerves on edge.

She adjusted the sleeve of her charcoal blazer, smoothing an invisible wrinkle. Beneath it, she wore a simple silk blouse in deep purple, her one concession to the festive atmosphere. Her dark hair was pulled back in its usual immaculate knot, not a strand out of place despite the spring breeze that occasionally gusted through the square.

Perfect. Controlled. Safe.

A group of shifters passed by, their scents marking them as members of the Northridge Pack. They glanced at her curiously, a lone mage standing apart from the crowd, before continuing on their way. Emilia released a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

Her gaze drifted to a large booth displaying intricately carved furniture and wooden sculptures. The Ashriver Pack’s logo, a stylized tree with a river flowing through its roots, was prominently displayed on a banner above the wares. She’d heard of them, of course. A traditional pack known for their exceptional woodworking and their rigid adherence to old ways.

Three men staffed the booth, all with the unmistakable bearing of wolves, confident in their movements, territorial in how they positioned themselves. Two older men handled customers with practiced efficiency, while a younger one unloaded additional pieces from a truck parked nearby.

The younger man caught her attention. Unlike his companions, whose smiles seemed calculated and commercial, his interactions with customers appeared genuinely warm. He laughed easily, his whole face transforming with the expression. When an elderly woman admired a rocking chair, he insisted she try it, then spent several minutes adjusting it to better suit her frame.

Something about his unguarded manner fascinated Emilia. It was so different from the careful performance most people presented to the world, the performance she had perfected over years of Argen training.

She didn’t realize how long she’d been watching until the man glanced up and caught her eye. Instead of looking away, as protocol would dictate, he smiled directly at her—a warm, curious expression that caught her off guard.

Emilia quickly averted her gaze, focusing instead on a nearby stall selling enchanted crystals. She moved toward it with purposeful steps, examining the merchandise with more attention than the amateur-level enchantments deserved.

“These are basically magical mood rings,” she muttered under her breath, picking up a crystal that claimed to “align one’s aura with lunar energies.”

“Not impressed with the magical offerings?” a voice asked from beside her.

Emilia turned to find the man from the Ashriver booth standing next to her, his hazel eyes warm with amusement. Up close, she could see the strength in his build, solid and capable rather than imposing. His light brown hair was slightly tousled, as if he ran his hands through it often.

“These wouldn’t hold a charge for more than a week,” she replied automatically, her tone clipped and professional. “The lattice structure is flawed.”

Instead of being offended by her bluntness, he looked genuinely interested. “Really? I wouldn’t know the difference. James Whitaker,” he added, offering his hand. “Ashriver Pack.”

Emilia hesitated before taking it, the brief contact sending an unexpected warmth up her arm. “Emilia Argen. Solheim Pack.”

His eyebrows rose slightly at her surname. “Argen? The mage family?”

She stiffened, waiting for the usual follow-up questions about her lineage or carrier status. “Yes.”

But James just nodded. “I’ve seen some of your family’s work, healing wards in the Northern Hospital. Impressive stuff.”

The simple, professional acknowledgment caught her off guard. No probing about her personal magical abilities, no veiled references to breeding potential. Just a straightforward comment about her family’s professional contributions.

“Thank you,” she said, uncertain how to continue a conversation that wasn’t following the usual script.

James glanced around at the crowded square, then back at her. “So, lost? Or just judging everyone’s questionable fashion choices?” His eyes crinkled at the corners, inviting her to share in the gentle humor.

Emilia blinked, taking a moment too long to process the teasing question. It had been years since someone had simply… joked with her, without agenda or calculation.

“Merely observing the… local color,” she finally replied, her voice more stiff than she intended.

James laughed, the sound genuine and unrestrained. “There’s plenty of that. Though between you and me, I think the guy selling ‘authentic werewolf fur’ keychains might be asking for trouble. Pretty sure Erik from your pack was giving him the death glare earlier.”

Despite herself, Emilia’s lips twitched. “Erik gives everyone the death glare. It’s his default expression.”

“Good to know it’s not personal, then.” James grinned. “I was worried we Ashriver folks might be on some Solheim blacklist I didn’t know about.”

“The Solheim Pack doesn’t maintain blacklists,” Emilia said automatically, then caught the teasing glint in his eye. “You’re joking.”

“Guilty.” He shrugged, seemingly comfortable with her direct assessment. “Though some packs do have strong opinions about us. We’re a bit… traditional for some tastes.”

The diplomatic understatement was impressive. The Ashriver Pack was known for being almost rigidly conservative, especially regarding pack hierarchy and arranged pairings. Their business acumen was respected, but their social policies were considered outdated by many modern packs.

“Traditional has its merits,” Emilia offered neutrally, falling back on the polite diplomacy she’d been trained in. “The Ashriver Pack’s reputation for quality craftsmanship speaks to the value of established techniques.”

James studied her for a moment, his expression thoughtful. “That’s a very diplomatic way of saying we’re stuck in the past.”

His directness startled a genuine response from her. “I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to.” His smile returned, without a trace of offense. “It’s okay. I’ve had the same thought myself more than once.”

An Ashriver wolf questioning his pack’s traditions? Emilia reassessed him, intrigued despite her usual caution. “That’s… unexpected.”

“I’m full of surprises.” James glanced back toward his booth, where one of the older men was watching them with obvious disapproval. “And apparently, I’m also needed back at work. It was nice meeting you, Emilia Argen of the Solheim Pack.”

He offered a small, playful bow before turning to leave.

“Likewise,” Emilia replied, the word feeling strangely inadequate.

She watched him walk away, noting the easy confidence in his stride and the way he immediately jumped back into helping customers, his smile never faltering despite the older man’s evident displeasure.

For the first time in months, Emilia felt a spark of genuine curiosity about someone else. It was unexpected. Potentially problematic.

Definitely worth investigating further.
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The Trade Fair Committee had set up a small tent at the edge of the square where volunteers sorted through applications for next year’s event. Emilia found herself assigned to the review committee, a logical choice given her attention to detail. What she hadn’t anticipated was seeing James Whitaker already seated at the folding table inside, a stack of papers before him.

He looked up as she entered, surprise giving way to a warm smile. “Emilia Argen. We meet again.”

“Mr. Whitaker.” She nodded formally, taking the empty seat across from him. The table between them felt both too wide and not wide enough.

“Just James, please.” He pushed a stack of forms toward her. “I’ve been told to sort these by category, but honestly, I can’t tell the difference between ‘artisanal enchantments’ and ‘crafted magical items.’ They sound identical to me.”

Emilia glanced at the forms. “They’re not. Artisanal enchantments are standard spells applied to ordinary objects, while crafted magical items are objects specifically designed to channel or hold magic.”

“See? This is why we need a mage on the committee.” His smile was easy, genuine. “Without you, I’d have lumped them all under ‘glowy stuff for sale.’”

Despite herself, Emilia felt the corner of her mouth twitch. “That would be highly inefficient.”

“And we can’t have that.” James leaned back in his chair, studying her with open curiosity. “So, Solheim Pack. How long have you been with them?”

“Six months.” She kept her tone neutral as she began organizing the forms with methodical precision.

“And before that? The Argen family is from… Ravnedal, right?”

Emilia’s hands stilled momentarily. Here it comes, she thought. The probing questions about her family, her status, her potential value as a carrier.

“Yes.” She didn’t elaborate, watching him carefully.

But James just nodded. “Beautiful area. I delivered some custom furniture there last year, a library for one of the mage academies. The craftsmanship had to be perfect because they said magic behaves differently around certain woods.”

The comment was so unexpected that Emilia found herself responding with professional interest. “That’s correct. Cedar and oak have natural affinity for stabilizing ambient magic, while pine tends to amplify unpredictably. For a library setting, you’d want the former.”

“That’s exactly what they said.” James looked genuinely impressed. “Is that something all mages know, or is it specialized knowledge?”

“Basic magical theory,” she replied, relaxing slightly into the familiar territory of academic discussion. “Though the practical applications are often overlooked outside of specialized fields.”

“Like magical construction?”

“Precisely.”

James leaned forward, his interest evident. “So if you were designing, say, a meeting room where important negotiations happen, what wood would you use to keep emotions calm?”

The question was intelligent and specific enough that Emilia found herself answering automatically. “Ash or maple, ideally harvested during a waning moon. Both have natural properties that dampen emotional energy without suppressing cognitive function.”

“Fascinating.” He genuinely seemed to mean it. “And for a nursery? For children?”

“Cherry or walnut. They resonate with protective energies and promote healthy magical development in young mages.” Emilia caught herself. This was the longest conversation she’d had with anyone outside the Solheim Pack in months, and certainly the most personal.

James must have sensed her withdrawal. He gestured to the forms. “Sorry, I’m distracting you from the task at hand. It’s just not often I get to talk to someone who understands the magical properties of our materials.”

“You seem unusually interested in magical theory for a werewolf,” she observed, her tone carefully neutral.

He shrugged. “I like understanding how things work. The Ashriver business is all about wood, but most of my family only cares about the physical properties: strength, grain, how it takes a finish. The magical aspects are…” He searched for the right word. “Underappreciated.”

“That’s surprisingly progressive for an Ashriver wolf.” The words slipped out before she could censor them.

Instead of taking offense, James laughed. “Ouch. But fair.” His eyes crinkled at the corners. “We’re not all stuck in the dark ages, though some of my family is certainly trying.”

The conversation lulled as they worked through the forms, establishing a surprisingly efficient rhythm. Emilia found herself relaxing incrementally as the minutes passed without any subtle probing about her carrier status or breeding potential.

“You know,” James said after a while, “Solheim Construction is using our lumber for that community center renovation, right? Specially treated ash for the support beams in the main hall.”

“I wasn’t aware,” Emilia replied. “Though it makes sense given your reputation for quality.”

“I’ll be delivering the first shipment next week.” He hesitated, then added, “I heard you might be setting up wards for the project.”

Emilia’s guard instantly rose. “Where did you hear that?”

“Greta mentioned it when she stopped by our booth earlier. Said you were some kind of ward expert.” His tone remained casual, but his eyes were watchful. “Did I step on a sore spot?”

“No,” she said too quickly. “I simply prefer my professional capabilities to be discussed through proper channels.”

“Of course.” He nodded, looking genuinely apologetic. “I didn’t mean to overstep.”

They worked in silence for a few minutes before Emilia found herself speaking again. “The ward system I’m designing will need to interact with the building materials directly. The magical conductivity of the wood will be a critical factor.”

“I could bring samples,” James offered immediately. “Different cuts, treatment levels. You could test which works best with your magic.”

The offer was practical, professional. No hidden agenda that she could detect.

“That would be… helpful,” she conceded.

“Great.” His smile returned, warming his hazel eyes. “I’m always interested in seeing magic at work. If you don’t mind me asking, what exactly does setting up a ward system involve? I’ve seen the end results, but never the process.”

The question was asked with such genuine curiosity that Emilia found herself explaining, her usual clinical tone softening slightly as she described the intricate process of creating magical boundaries.

“It’s essentially a form of magical architecture,” she said. “You’re creating an energetic structure that interfaces with the physical building. Each ward has a specific purpose—detection, protection, environmental control—and they must be layered correctly to avoid interference patterns.”

“Like sound waves,” James nodded. “If they’re out of phase, they cancel each other out.”

Emilia blinked, surprised by the apt analogy. “Yes, exactly.”

“And your family specializes in this?”

“Among other things.” She tensed slightly. “The Argen line is known primarily for healing magic, but protective wards are a natural extension of that specialty.”

James seemed to sense her discomfort. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry into family business. I’m just curious about magic in general. Growing up in a traditional pack, there wasn’t much emphasis on understanding it, just respecting its power and keeping a healthy distance.”

“Yet here you are, asking questions.” She studied him, trying to discern his motives.

He shrugged, a slight flush coloring his cheeks. “I like learning new things. Always have. Drove my mother crazy when I was a kid, asking why we did things certain ways instead of just accepting ‘because that’s how it’s done.’”

The comment resonated uncomfortably with Emilia’s own experiences. How many times had she questioned her father’s edicts, only to be shut down with references to tradition and duty?

“Traditional packs value certainty,” she said carefully. “Questions threaten that certainty.”

“Exactly.” James looked at her with newfound appreciation. “You understand that dynamic well for someone from outside.”

“I understand family expectations,” she replied, her voice cooling slightly.

James seemed to catch the shift in her tone. He nodded thoughtfully, then returned to sorting forms. After a moment, he spoke again, his voice casual. “So, these wards you’re designing, will they be tuned specifically to the Solheim Pack’s energy signatures?”

The question was technically innocent, but Emilia’s suspicion flared. This was how it always began, casual interest that gradually revealed ulterior motives related to her magical abilities.

“Why do you ask?” Her tone was sharp, defensive.

James looked startled by her reaction. “Just curious if different packs have different magical signatures that would affect the ward design. No hidden agenda, I promise.”

She studied him, searching for signs of deception. Finding none, she answered cautiously. “Pack energy signatures are relevant for certain types of protective magic, yes. But the community center is a public space, so the wards will be neutral, triggered by intent rather than identity.”

“That makes sense.” He nodded, then added with a self-deprecating smile, “Sorry if I hit a nerve. I have a bad habit of asking too many questions.”

“It’s fine.” It wasn’t, not really, but she wasn’t about to explain why questions about her magical abilities put her on edge, how they reminded her of assessments and evaluations, of her father’s cold voice discussing her potential value to potential suitors.

They worked in silence for several minutes, the easy rhythm of their earlier conversation disrupted. Emilia cursed herself for overreacting. James was just being friendly, showing interest in her work. Not everyone had hidden motives.

“My family has a cabin by Lake Måneskinn,” James said suddenly. “When I was a kid, there was this old mage who lived nearby. He used to let me watch him work sometimes—simple spells, nothing fancy. Setting wards around his garden to keep the rabbits out, that sort of thing.” He smiled at the memory. “That’s probably where my interest in magic started.”

The personal anecdote caught Emilia off guard. It was offered freely, without expectation of reciprocation, just a peace offering to ease the tension she’d created.

“That’s… unusual,” she said finally. “Most mages are protective of their methods.”

“He was a bit of an oddball,” James admitted. “Lived alone, didn’t seem to care much about magical politics or family lines. Just did his own thing.” He glanced at her. “I always admired that independence.”

The comment hung between them, loaded with unspoken meaning. Emilia found herself wondering if he knew more about her situation than he let on, if rumors about her flight from her family had reached even the traditional Ashriver Pack.

“Independence has its costs,” she said carefully.

“So does conformity.” His eyes met hers, unexpectedly serious. “Sometimes the price is too high, no matter which path you choose.”

The insight was surprisingly perceptive, touching too close to her own experiences. Before she could respond, the tent flap opened, and one of the fair organizers poked her head in.

“How’s it coming along? We need those sorted before the closing ceremony.”

“Almost finished,” James replied easily, breaking the moment of connection. “Thanks to Emilia’s expertise.”

When they were alone again, the conversation shifted back to safer topics: the fair, the vendors, the weather. But something had changed, a small crack in Emilia’s carefully constructed walls. James Whitaker was perceptive, intelligent, and genuinely interested in magic without seeming to have any ulterior motives regarding her carrier status.

It was… refreshing. And potentially dangerous.

As they completed the task and prepared to part ways, James hesitated. “So, about those wood samples for your ward project, when would be a good time to bring them by?”

Emilia considered her response carefully. Professional collaboration was reasonable. Expected, even. There was no logical reason to refuse.

“Tuesday,” she said finally. “The Solheim Construction office, 2 PM. I’ll be testing material interactions for the ward design.”

“Tuesday at 2,” he confirmed with a smile. “I’ll bring a variety of samples. Any specific requirements I should know about?”

“Untreated sections would be most useful for initial testing. Minimum dimensions of six by six inches.”

“Got it.” He gathered his jacket, then paused. “It was nice working with you, Emilia. I learned a lot.”

“The collaboration was… productive,” she allowed, reverting to her more formal tone as a shield against the unexpected warmth his smile produced.

As she watched him leave, Emilia tried to analyze her reactions objectively. James Whitaker was simply a business contact, a potential supplier for an important project. The fact that he treated her as a professional first, without immediately focusing on her carrier status, was merely a pleasant surprise, not a reason to lower her guard.

Still, she found herself looking forward to Tuesday with an anticipation that had nothing to do with ward construction and everything to do with hazel eyes that crinkled when they smiled.

* * *

James let himself into his apartment as evening fell over Verdenshavn. The small space was nothing like the sprawling Ashriver compound, but that was precisely why he loved it. No prying eyes, no whispered judgments, no constant reminders of what he should be doing with his life. Just his books, his small workshop in the spare bedroom, and blessed quiet.

He dropped his keys on the counter and rolled his shoulders, feeling the pleasant ache of a productive day. The trade fair had gone well, better than expected, thanks to his surprise encounter with Emilia Argen. There was something about her that fascinated him. The careful precision in her movements, the intelligence behind those striking violet eyes, the way she spoke about magic as if it were a language only she fully understood.

She wasn’t what he’d expected from an Argen mage. The prestigious family had a reputation for arrogance, yet Emilia seemed almost… guarded. Reserved, yes, but not in the haughty way he’d anticipated. More like someone who’d learned to keep her thoughts to herself.

His phone rang, shattering the peaceful silence. The screen displayed his mother’s name, and James felt the familiar knot form in his stomach. For a moment, he considered letting it go to voicemail, but that would only delay the inevitable.

“Hello, Mother,” he answered, keeping his voice neutral.

“James, darling.” Martha’s voice dripped with sweetness that never quite reached her eyes when they were face to face. “I was beginning to think you were avoiding my calls.”

“Just busy with the trade fair,” he said, moving to the kitchen to put on the kettle. He’d need tea for this conversation.

“Of course, of course. Your father mentioned the booth looked wonderful. The Ashriver craftsmanship front and center, just as it should be.” She paused expectantly, waiting for details.

“It went well,” he offered, deliberately vague. “Good connections made, potential new clients.”

“Any… personal connections?” The question was casual, but James knew better.

“Mother—”

“I only ask because Abigail Obrestad was there with her family. Her father mentioned seeing you. She’s grown into such a lovely Beta, hasn’t she? Strong bloodlines, understands pack hierarchy.”

James pressed his fingers against the bridge of his nose. “I didn’t see Abigail.”

“Oh.” The disappointment was palpable. “Well, there’s the pack gathering next month. She’ll be there, of course. Your father and I were just saying, it’s so important for the Ashriver line that you find someone who understands our ways… someone strong, from good stock.”

The kettle whistled, giving James a moment to collect himself as he poured hot water over a tea bag. The familiar scent of Earl Grey filled the kitchen, grounding him.

“I’m not looking for anyone right now,” he said finally. “The expansion into Verdenshavn needs my full attention.”

“Nonsense. There’s always time for what’s truly important.” Her voice took on that particular tone, the one that suggested he was being selfish for prioritizing anything above the pack’s expectations. “The Obrestads have been allies for generations. A union between our families would strengthen both packs considerably.”

James leaned against the counter, tea forgotten. “Mother, we’ve discussed this. I’m not interested in an arranged pairing.”

“Not arranged, darling. Just… encouraged.” She laughed lightly. “No one’s forcing anything. We simply want you to consider suitable options.”

Suitable. The word hung in the air, loaded with unspoken criteria. Suitable meant from an allied pack. Suitable meant someone who wouldn’t challenge Ashriver traditions. Suitable meant someone his mother could mold into her ideal daughter-in-law.

The image of Emilia Argen flashed in his mind, her measured words, the careful way she held herself, the brief moments when her professional mask slipped to reveal something genuine underneath. She was brilliant, reserved, and absolutely nothing his mother would consider “suitable.”

“James? Are you listening?”

“Yes, sorry,” he said, returning to the conversation. “What were you saying?”

“The family dinner next weekend,” Martha repeated, a hint of irritation creeping into her tone. “Everyone will be there. Your brother is bringing that lovely Beta from the Northridge Pack, you remember, the one whose father owns those prime hunting grounds? They’re getting quite serious.”

Of course they were. Robert never strayed from the path laid out for him.

“I’ll be there,” James promised, knowing it wasn’t worth the fight. He took a sip of his cooling tea.

“Wonderful.” Martha’s voice brightened. “Oh, and Daniel mentioned something interesting today. Apparently, the Solheim Pack has taken in an Argen mage. A carrier, if the rumors are true. Quite the coup for them.”

James nearly choked on his tea. “Is that so?”

“Mmm, yes. Strange business, that. The Argens are such a prestigious line, why one of their carriers is living among shifters is beyond me. Though I suppose the Solheims have always had… progressive ideas.” The way she said “progressive” made it sound like a disease.

“Maybe she had her reasons,” James said carefully.

“Well, whatever they were, it’s a waste. Those old mage bloodlines shouldn’t be diluted with shifter genes. Magic and shifting don’t mix, everyone knows that, although I suppose the offspring would be worth the abomination.”

James thought of Emilia’s careful explanation of magical wood properties, the way her eyes had lit up briefly when discussing ward construction. The passion there, quickly hidden beneath her composed exterior.

“I should go, Mother. Early day tomorrow.”

“Of course, darling. Don’t forget about next weekend. And do think about what I said regarding Abigail. She’s perfect for you, and for the pack.”

After hanging up, James stood in his quiet kitchen, the conversation weighing on him like a physical burden. His mother’s expectations, the pack’s traditions, his brother’s perfect compliance, all of it pressing down, making it hard to breathe.

He moved to the window, looking out at the lights of Verdenshavn. Somewhere out there was Emilia, a woman who had apparently defied her own family’s expectations. A carrier mage who had chosen the Solheim Pack over whatever plans the prestigious Argen family had for her.

James took another sip of tea, thinking about their upcoming meeting on Tuesday. What had driven someone like Emilia, educated, powerful, from an elite mage family, to leave a family as prestigious as the Argens to live among shifters?

Whatever it was, he recognized something in her that resonated with his own situation. The careful way she guarded herself, the deliberate distance she maintained, the brief flashes of genuine interest when they discussed something that mattered to her.

Tuesday couldn’t come soon enough. Not because of wood samples or ward construction, but because Emilia was a puzzle he suddenly very much wanted to solve, despite knowing she was exactly the kind of complication his mother would disapprove of.

Or perhaps, if he was being honest with himself, precisely because of that.
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Emilia checked her watch for the third time in ten minutes. 1:52 PM. James wasn’t late, she was early, as usual. The testing lab at Solheim Construction’s main office was prepared with meticulous precision: rune markers placed at exact intervals, measurement tools arranged by size, notebook open to a fresh page.

She’d spent the morning crafting a perfectly professional appearance, dark gray slacks, crisp blue blouse, hair pulled back in a neat bun. Nothing that suggested this meeting held any significance beyond its stated purpose.

Because it didn’t. This was purely a professional collaboration.

At precisely 2:00 PM, a knock sounded at the door.

“Come in,” she called, straightening papers that were already straight.

James entered, carrying a wooden crate filled with neatly labeled samples. His casual attire, jeans, and a forest-green Henley made her feel oddly overdressed.

“Right on time,” she noted.

“I wouldn’t dare keep you waiting.” His smile was warm as he set down the crate. “I brought everything I could think of: oak, ash, cedar, pine, maple, walnut. Different cuts, different treatments.”

Emilia approached, examining the samples. Each was perfectly cut, surfaces sanded smooth, corners precise. “These are exceptionally well-prepared.”

“I did them myself,” James admitted. “Wanted to make sure they met your specifications.”

She glanced up, surprised. “You didn’t need to go to that trouble.”

“It wasn’t trouble.” He shrugged. “I enjoy the work.”

Emilia nodded, uncertain how to respond to the personal touch. She reached for an ash sample, running her fingers over the grain. “This will do nicely for initial testing.”

As she arranged the samples on her workbench, James lingered by the door. “Would you mind if I stayed to watch? I’m curious about the process.”

Emilia hesitated. She preferred to work alone, without observers. Testing was a private process, sometimes her magic responded in unpredictable ways, revealing vulnerabilities she’d rather keep hidden.

“You don’t have to,” James added quickly. “I just thought it might help me understand what qualities you need in the lumber for the final project.”

It was a reasonable request. Professional. Logical.

“Very well,” she conceded. “But please maintain a distance of at least three feet from the testing area. Ambient magic can be affected by proximity.”

“Understood.” He moved to a stool in the corner, keeping well beyond her specified distance. “I’ll be as unobtrusive as possible.”

Emilia turned her attention to the ash sample, placing it in the center of a chalk circle inscribed with runes. Closing her eyes, she reached for her magic, feeling it rise from her core, a cool, steady stream of energy that flowed through her fingertips into the wood.

The sample began to glow with a soft violet light, matching the color of her eyes. She murmured an incantation, shaping the magic into a simple ward structure, just enough to test the wood’s receptivity.

“Beautiful,” James whispered.

Emilia’s concentration faltered momentarily. She glanced up to find him watching with undisguised fascination, not at her, but at the magic itself, the way it flowed and settled into the grain of the wood.

“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

She returned to her work, guiding the magic deeper into the sample, testing how it held the spell, how it channeled the energy. She made notes in precise handwriting, recording measurements and observations.

For the next hour, she tested sample after sample, conscious of James’s quiet presence. He remained silent, respectful of her concentration, but she could feel his attention, his genuine interest in the process.

After completing the initial round of testing, she looked up. “The ash and oak samples show the most promising results for the main structural wards. The cedar would work well for the more delicate environmental controls.”

James nodded thoughtfully. “The ash has a tighter grain structure, does that affect how it holds the magic?”

“Yes, actually.” She was surprised by the insightful question. “Tighter grain provides more stable pathways for the magic to follow, making the ward structure more durable over time.”

“That makes sense.” He stood, approaching the table now that she’d finished the active testing. “May I?” he asked, gesturing to one of the samples.

Emilia nodded, and he picked up the oak piece, turning it in his hands.

“There’s still a trace of your magic in it,” he observed. “I can feel it, like a slight warmth.”

“The residual signature will fade within twenty-four hours,” she explained. “Unless deliberately anchored, magic seeks equilibrium with its surroundings.”

“Like water finding its level,” James mused.

“A simplified analogy, but essentially correct.”

He set the sample down carefully. “Thank you for letting me observe. It was fascinating.”

“You’re welcome.” Emilia gathered her notes, suddenly aware of how comfortable the silence between them had become. It was… unsettling. “I’ll need to compile these results for the project lead.”

“Of course.” James hesitated. “I actually brought something else, if you have a minute.”

Before she could respond, he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small paper bag. “I stopped by Rune & Roast on my way here. Their ginger tea is supposed to be excellent for magical focus. Thought you might appreciate it after all that spellwork.”

Emilia stared at the offered bag, momentarily at a loss. When was the last time someone had brought her something simply because they thought she might like it?

“That’s… thoughtful,” she managed, accepting the bag. The warmth of the cup inside seeped through the paper.

“They add a drop of clarity elixir,” James explained. “Nothing strong, just enough to sharpen mental focus. I figured it might help with your analysis.”

She opened the bag and the scent of ginger and honey wafted up, along with the subtle, clean scent of the elixir. It was exactly what she would have chosen for herself.

“Thank you,” she said, the words feeling stiff and formal even to her own ears.

“You’re welcome.” He smiled, seemingly untroubled by her awkwardness. “Well, I should let you get back to work. Let me know if you need any adjustments to the samples.”

As he turned to leave, Emilia found herself speaking. “The community center plans include a meditation room.”

James paused. “Yes?”

“Given your interest in magical properties of wood, you might want to suggest cherry for the wall panels. It naturally enhances calm reflection.”

His face brightened. “I’ll definitely include that in our proposal. Thanks for the tip.”

He gathered the unused samples, leaving the tested ones on her workbench. “Same time Thursday for the second batch? I can bring some cherry samples then.”

“Thursday would be acceptable,” she agreed, surprising herself with how easily she’d agreed to another meeting.

After James left, Emilia sat at her workbench, sipping the ginger tea. It was perfect—strong, not too sweet, with just the right hint of magical clarity. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d accepted a gift, even one as simple as a cup of tea. Such gestures usually came with expectations, with subtle reminders of obligation.

But James had asked for nothing in return. Just brought her tea because he thought she might like it.

It was… disconcerting.

Three days later, Emilia found herself walking through Verdenshavn’s central park, enjoying a rare moment of solitude. The afternoon was crisp but sunny, perfect for clearing her mind before tomorrow’s meeting with James.

She’d been oddly preoccupied since their last encounter. The way he’d watched her magic with appreciation rather than assessment. The unexpected gift of tea. The ease of their technical discussions.

Lost in thought, she didn’t notice the figure approaching until he spoke.

“Emilia? I thought that was you.”

She looked up to find James standing a few feet away, a friendly smile on his face. He wore casual weekend clothes, jeans, and a light sweater, and carried what appeared to be architectural plans.

“James.” She nodded, automatically straightening her posture. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“I was just dropping off some revised plans at the city planning office.” He gestured to the building across the street. “They’re being particularly fussy about the community center’s timber requirements.”

“Bureaucracy is rarely efficient,” she agreed.

An awkward silence fell. Emilia was about to excuse herself when James spoke again.

“I was going to grab coffee before heading back to the office. Would you like to join me? There’s a nice place just around the corner.”

The invitation was casual, friendly. Nothing more. Still, Emilia hesitated.

“Just coffee,” he added with a slight smile, as if reading her reluctance. “No hidden agenda, I promise.”

Something in his expression—open, patient, without pressure—made her nod. “Alright. Coffee would be… nice.”

The café was small but cozy, with large windows overlooking the park. They found a quiet table in the corner, away from the afternoon crowd.

“Their blueberry muffins are amazing,” James said as they settled in. “Baked fresh every morning.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Emilia replied, ordering just a black coffee when the server approached.

James ordered coffee and two muffins. When they arrived, he placed one in front of her. “Just in case you change your mind.”

Emilia eyed the muffin suspiciously, as if it might contain hidden motives.

“So,” James said, taking a sip of his coffee, “how long have you been with Solheim Construction? Six months, you said?”

“Yes.” She wrapped her hands around her cup, appreciating its warmth. “I joined shortly after coming to Verdenshavn.”

“And how are you finding it? The city, I mean.”

“It’s… different from what I’m accustomed to.” She chose her words carefully. “More diverse. Less structured.”

“That’s diplomatic.” James smiled. “I grew up visiting Verdenshavn, but moving here permanently was still an adjustment. The Ashriver territory is much more… traditional.”

The way he said “traditional” carried a weight Emilia recognized all too well.

“Traditional can be a polite word for restrictive,” she observed before she could stop herself.

Instead of taking offense, James laughed. “Exactly. Don’t get me wrong, I love my pack. But sometimes tradition becomes an excuse to avoid change, even when change is necessary.”

The sentiment echoed her own thoughts so closely that Emilia found herself relaxing slightly. “The magical community has similar issues. Ancient families like the Argens are particularly resistant to evolving perspectives.”

“Is that why you left?” James asked, then
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