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The night my mother died, the Pacific ate the moon.

I was eleven. Old enough to understand that wolves did not drown on dry land. Young enough to believe the official report — border accident, structural collapse, two Vanthorpe Pack perimeter wolves caught in the sea-cliff cave-in.

The official report named my mother one of those wolves.

It did not name the man who told her to be there.

My father kept the sealed intake form in a cedar box beneath the kitchen floorboards. He showed it to me only once, when I was seventeen and had asked too many questions at the wrong dinner table. He spread it on the kitchen counter under the yellow light, pointed at the signature at the bottom, and said, “That name is why we do not speak at pack meetings.”

The name was Callum Vance.

Senior Alpha of Vanthorpe Pack.

The man who sent two women to an unstable sea cave to document rogue territory, who had been warned the cliff face was fractured, who approved the assignment anyway because one of those women had begun asking questions about pack border law he preferred stayed buried.

He died four years later of heart failure.

His son inherited Vanthorpe Pack’s Alpha title.

His son also inherited Vance Industries — forty-two floors of glass and black steel on the Pacifica waterfront, the largest privately held company on the coast, and the corporate shell through which the pack managed its territory, finances, bloodline records, and every inconvenient truth it had ever needed to disappear.

Cassian Vance.

Age thirty-one. Alpha. CEO. Third on the Pacific coast’s wealth index and first on the list of men I had spent seven years learning how to avoid.

I was a paralegal at Dace & Morren Family Law, which occupied a modest suite on the fourteenth floor of a building seventeen blocks from Vance Tower. I handled estate disputes, custody contracts, and the occasional pack dissolution case when one landed on our desk. I kept my wolf quiet during office hours. I kept my name plain. I kept my mother’s sealed intake form in a fireproof lockbox in my apartment.

I kept distance.

Distance kept me alive.

Then Vance Industries acquired the building that housed Dace & Morren.

Then the firm was absorbed into the Vance legal department.

Then my new employment contract arrived by courier with a glossy Vance Industries cover sheet, and at the bottom of the relocation terms, in twelve-point serif font, was a name I had been avoiding for seven years.

Cassian Vance.

Reporting line: Direct.

I read that line three times at my kitchen counter, standing in the same spot where my father had spread the intake form fifteen years before.

The wolf in me — Sable, quiet as still water, watchful as the tide before it turns — rose slowly inside my ribs.

Not in welcome.

In warning.

The sealed files were still in my lockbox.

Cassian Vance did not know I existed.

Both of those things were about to change.

I should have walked away.

I should have found another firm, another city, another life built at careful distance from the Vance name. Reasonable women did that. Careful wolves chose survival over truth.

My mother had been careful.

She had gone where she was sent, done the work she was assigned, and died in the dark under the Pacifica cliffs with water in her lungs and a senior Alpha’s signature on her deployment orders.

Careful had not saved her.

So I signed the contract.

I accepted the relocation.

I packed the sealed files into my bag.

And on a gray Tuesday morning in November, with the Pacific fog still thick against the tower glass, I walked into the Vance Industries elevator and pressed the button for the fortieth floor.

I did not know then what Cassian Vance looked like up close.

I did not know what would happen when his hand brushed mine during the intake meeting, or what the Silver Thread was, or why the wolf inside me went suddenly and completely still when I smelled cedar smoke and cold salt on a man I was supposed to hate.

I only knew what my mother had left me.

The truth.

And the willingness to carry it somewhere it could not be buried again.
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The elevator smelled of cedar wood polish and something older underneath it.

Salt. Cold iron. Wolf.

I caught it before the doors opened, and my hand tightened around the strap of my bag. Sable shifted inside me, subtle as a tide change. My wolf had not stirred that sharply in years. Not since I last stood within three blocks of Vance Tower and made myself turn the other way.

The elevator opened onto the fortieth floor reception area.

Black stone floors. Floor-to-ceiling glass looking out over Pacifica Bay, where container ships moved through the morning fog like slow gray ghosts. A reception desk the size of a small car, staffed by a woman with a polished composure that looked practiced enough to have a certification behind it.

I was eight minutes early.

That was deliberate. Arriving early in a new wolf environment meant watching the room settle before it watched you. I knew that the way I knew everything about navigating pack-adjacent spaces — from years of doing it alone, without guidance, because my father had spent the last decade convincing himself that silence was the same as safety.

“Maren Dace,” I told the receptionist. “Paralegal transfer from Dace and Morren.”

She looked at her screen. “You are listed under the direct intake for Mr. Vance’s legal restructuring team.”

“That is correct.”

She smiled in a way that did not quite reach her eyes. “He will be another twenty minutes. There is coffee.”

There was coffee. There was also a view of the bay, a low leather couch, and the particular kind of silence that high-floor corporate offices manufactured to suggest that important things happened here, so quietly you would never hear them coming.

I did not sit.

I stood near the glass and watched the fog.

The Pacific was gray-green this morning, choppy under the November wind. I had grown up watching this water from a different angle — from the lower coast neighborhoods where pack families like mine lived in narrow houses that smelled of brine and wet wool. We were not poor. We were not ranked. We were useful and quiet and we showed up when called.

My mother had shown up.

The thought sat behind my teeth where I kept all the things I did not say in professional settings.

I pulled out my phone and reviewed the files I had already memorized.

The legal restructuring absorbed three firms. Dace and Morren was the smallest. I would be joining a department of eleven paralegals under a senior attorney named Petra Hall, who had sent me a brief, professional welcome email that told me almost nothing about her and everything about the culture. Direct. Formal. Efficient.

I could work with that.

What I could not work with was proximity.

Forty floors above me, sealed between mahogany and glass, sat the files that governed Vanthorpe Pack’s corporate structure. The bond contracts. The territory agreements. The incident reports.

Seven years of paralegal training and every decision I had made about where to work, what cases to take, what certifications to add, had pointed me toward one place.

Here.

The elevator opened behind me.

The scent hit first. Cedar and cold salt, sharper now, and underneath it something I had no name for yet — something that made Sable lift her head inside me the way she did when we stood at the edge of cliffs in wolf form and looked at the water.

Alert. Aware. Uncertain whether to step forward or back.

I turned.

He was taller than I expected.

Not that I had expected anything specific. The photographs in the annual reports showed a composed face, dark hair, the neutral expression of a man accustomed to being watched. Real life added the breadth of his shoulders under a charcoal suit jacket, the slight tension in his jaw, the storm-colored eyes that moved across the reception area and landed on me with an efficiency that had nothing polished about it.

That was the look of an Alpha assessing unfamiliar wolf.

Instinct, not manners.

I kept my face neutral.

Cassian Vance stopped walking.

It was only a beat. Less than a second. His assistant — a compact man in his twenties with an earpiece and a tablet — did not appear to notice.

Cassian noticed.

He crossed the room. I did not move. The assistant peeled off toward the reception desk. That left Cassian and me in a triangle of morning light with four feet of polished stone between us.

“Maren Dace,” he said.

It came out flat. Not rude. Just the sound of a man who had read a file.

“Mr. Vance,” I said.

He extended his hand.

I had thought about this moment. Not obsessively. Not in the way of someone building mythology. I had thought about it practically, the way I thought about deposition prep and argument structure. He would offer a handshake. I would take it. I would maintain the neutral composure of a new employee meeting a senior executive, and nothing about my face or my wolf or my sealed-file reasons for being here would show.

I took his hand.

The world went still.

Not quiet. Not slow. Still in the way of a held breath, the half-second between lightning and thunder when the air itself is deciding what comes next.

Sable went silent inside me.

Not afraid. Not even surprised, exactly. Silent the way water goes still before a stone breaks the surface.

Cassian’s grip was firm, brief, professional. He pulled his hand back.

But his eyes had changed.

Something in them had sharpened. Gone below the surface, where the Alpha lived separate from the CEO. He looked at me the way wolves look at something they cannot immediately categorize, and the fact that he could not immediately categorize me told me something important.

He had not been briefed on who I was.

Not fully.

Good.

“Petra Hall will orient you,” he said. “You are on the Dace and Morren file transfer first.”

“Understood.”

A pause. One beat longer than standard.

“You have family law background.”

“Seven years.”

“Estate disputes, boundary contracts.” He said it as if reading the file from memory, which he probably was.

“Primarily.”

His gaze moved once across my face. Looking for something. Not finding whatever he expected.

“Welcome to Vance Industries,” he said.

Then he walked past me toward the corridor, and I let out the breath I had been holding since the elevator doors opened.

The assistant appeared at my elbow with a visitor badge and a schedule printout.

“Ms. Hall is on thirty-eight,” he said. “I will take you down.”

I followed him.

In the elevator, I pressed my palm against the side seam of my bag, feeling the hard edge of my work tablet through the fabric. The sealed files were in my apartment, not here. Not yet.

I was not ready.

I needed the lay of the land first. The architecture of the legal department. Which files were accessible, which were locked behind corporate privilege, which were buried in the archive system under terminology that looked administrative from the outside.

I needed time.

Cassian Vance had not recognized my name.

I had half-expected recognition — the flinch of someone who knew the intake form existed and had worked to keep that knowledge contained. Instead he had looked at me the way he looked at any new arrival. Assessed. Filed. Moved on.

Either he did not know the details of what his father had done.

Or he was very good at not showing that he did.

I needed to know which.

The elevator reached thirty-eight.

Petra Hall was waiting near the floor’s glass divide, a woman in her early forties with silver-edged dark hair and the direct eyes of someone who made her living reading subtext.

She offered her hand. Her grip was firm and brief and she smelled like black coffee and cold morning air and a wolf who had learned to keep her animal nature pressed flat under professional clothing the same way I had.

“Dace,” she said.

“Hall,” I answered.

Something shifted in her expression. Not a smile. Close to one.

“You speak like a lawyer,” she said. “That is either a problem or a gift.”

“Depends on the room.”

This time she did smile. “Good. Come in. There is a lot to cover.”

I followed her into the glass-walled office, and behind me, through the windows, Pacifica Bay moved under its fog like something patient and very old.

I thought of my mother standing at the edge of a sea cliff on official orders.

I thought of the name at the bottom of the form.

Then I opened my notebook and got to work.
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Petra Hall’s office looked like a woman who trusted paper over screens.

That was my first read. Bookshelves on two walls, labeled binders lined up with the precision of someone who had been burned by digital systems and had made peace with the lessons. A single monitor. A hand-written calendar on a magnetic board. A stack of case folders at the corner of her desk that looked like they had been touched that morning and would be touched again before noon.

She sat behind the desk and studied me the same way I had studied the office.

“You were the senior paralegal at Dace and Morren,” she said. It was not a question.

“For three years.”

“You turned down two associate referral tracks.”

My shoulders stayed level. “I am good at the work I do.”

“That is not an answer to what I asked.”

Smart woman.

I looked at the binder wall. “I preferred a practice where I understood all the moving parts.”

Petra leaned back. “That is a more interesting answer.”

She turned her monitor slightly so I could see the screen. “Vance Industries’ legal department handles three distinct practice areas. Corporate governance, which you will not be touching. Estate and succession, which is where your background lands. And what we call territory contract — which is the polite name for the pack boundary and bloodline records that every non-Vanthorpe attorney in this building pretends are routine corporate documentation.”

“But they are not routine.”

“No,” she said. “They are not.”

Her direct gaze had not wavered once since I sat down. This was a woman taking my measure.

“You have wolf background,” she said. “Vanthorpe-adjacent, the file said.”

“My mother was Vanthorpe Pack,” I said carefully. “Lower-rank. She died when I was a child. My father is unranked. I have been working as a civilian paralegal since law school.”

I said it the way I had practiced. The true shape of a lie was not in what you withheld. It was in how easily the true parts fell out of your mouth.

Petra’s expression did not change. “So you understand the conventions.”

“I understand pack hierarchy, boundary law, and the gap between what territory contracts say and what they mean.”

“Good.” She opened the top file folder. “The Dace and Morren transfer brings ninety-one estate and dissolution cases. About sixty are straightforward. The remaining thirty require cross-referencing with existing Vanthorpe records because the clients are affiliated wolves.”

“Which means those cases will need pack approval to resolve.”

“Which means those cases will cross Cassian Vance’s desk.”

She said it without particular weight. Just information.

I received it the same way.

“The approval process runs through this department,” she continued. “You will handle case prep for the flagged thirty. I will review before submission. Cassian reviews final disposition.”

So my work would go to him.

I had anticipated something like this. The architecture of proximity I had spent seven years being careful to avoid had just been formalized in an employment contract.

“Who reviews the territory contracts themselves?” I asked. “If a case requires access to boundary records.”

“The corporate archive. Level B clearance. You do not have that yet.” Petra turned a page. “You would flag the need and I request the pull. Standard for your level.”

Level B clearance.

The corporate archive.

I filed the information and said nothing.

“One more thing,” Petra said. She closed the folder and folded her hands on top of it, which told me this was the part she had been building toward. “Mr. Vance is restructuring the legal department. The merger of the three firms was partly acquisition and partly consolidation. He is looking for people who can handle complexity without requiring a great deal of guidance.”

“That is what the welcome email said.”

“The welcome email,” she said, “was drafted by his assistant. What I am telling you is that he watches the new attorneys closely during the first six months. Not to catch errors.”

“To evaluate judgment,” I said.

“Yes.” Her tone held something I could not entirely read. Not warning, exactly. “He is an effective Alpha and an effective CEO and the line between those two things is much thinner than most of our clients prefer to believe. If you have opinions about how the work should be done, they should be well-founded and spoken directly. He does not respond well to people working around him.”

She was telling me something.

She was also telling me she did not know enough about me to decide whether I was someone she needed to warn.

“Understood,” I said.

Petra held my gaze for another moment. Then she flipped the folder open again and we got to work.

The afternoon moved in the way of first days — new names, new systems, new rhythms to map onto the mental model I had been building from the outside for years. The legal department occupied all of floor thirty-eight and a portion of thirty-nine. Eleven paralegals, three associate attorneys, two senior attorneys including Petra, and Cassian himself whose actual office was on forty but who appeared on thirty-eight with enough regularity that his absence felt like presence.

Everyone felt when he was not there.

That was the mark of a good Alpha. The pack organized itself around the shape of his attention even when he was absent.

I met the other paralegals at a standing lunch that happened near the small kitchen area around twelve-thirty. Their names came in pairs — Dev and Simone, working corporate governance, polite but clearly not interested in the new arrival. Yuki and Franklin, who handled estate work and would therefore be my closest colleagues, both of whom were careful and observant in the way of wolves who had learned to work across the distance between pack law and professional law without letting them bleed together.

Then there was Rowan.

Rowan was maybe twenty-four, with close-cut hair and the restless energy of someone who had been told to sit
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