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Chapter 1: The Window Cleaner
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POV: MAYA
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NOBODY TELLS YOU THAT the worst part of losing everything isn't the losing.

It's showing up to clean the windows of the building you designed.

Forty floors up. February. The wind comes off the Hudson like it has a grudge, and I've stopped feeling my fingers somewhere around the sixth floor. The rubber gloves help with the chemicals. They do nothing for the cold. By now my hands are just two blocks of meat at the end of my arms, going through the motions — squeegee, rinse, drag, repeat — while my brain runs the same loop it's been running for four years.

How did you not see it coming.

Squeegee. Rinse. Don't look in.

I look in.

The fortieth floor is lit up like an opening night.

Vibia North pendants — architectural grade, four thousand dollars apiece — hanging in the exact cantilever formation I sketched on a takeout menu at two in the morning, three years ago, with Caspar's chin on my shoulder and his hands warm on my arms and his voice in my ear saying this is going to change everything.

He wasn't lying about that part.

And there he is. Center of the room. Charcoal suit, champagne flute, that smile — the one that made me think, the first time I saw it, this man is actually paying attention. Working the crowd with the easy authority of someone who has never once questioned his right to occupy space.

Behind him, on a floor-to-ceiling screen:

The Meridian Tower.

Every line of it. My curtain wall system. My rooftop terracing. My fourteen months, my thesis work brought to full scale, displayed in this room like a trophy he shot and mounted himself.

My hand stops on the squeegee.

Bellona, I think.

She doesn't answer. She's been like this for two years — that gray, exhausted silence, like a fire that's burned down to the last coal. When Caspar's lawyers filed the Rogue reclassification, something in her just... banked. Went quiet. I don't know if she's protecting herself or if she's given up, and I'm not sure I want to find out which one it is.

It's fine, I tell her. We're fine. Eight more floors and then coffee.

Below me, forty floors down, a cab leans on its horn. The sound floats up thin and small and completely indifferent.

Here's what you need to understand about Caspar Voss.

He didn't rush it.

That's the thing I've had four years to think about, up here in the wind with nothing but my own head for company — he was patient. The kind of patient that takes planning. The kind that means he knew what he wanted before he introduced himself.

Graduate architecture mixer. Five years ago. I was presenting the Halcyon student complex — my first real built project, small but mine, and I was standing next to the model with a glass of warm white wine I wasn't drinking, when he came straight through the crowd.

Not to the model.

To me.

"You're Maya Chen." Not a question. "I've been trying to meet you for three months."

I laughed. Nobody had ever said that to me before — not like that, not with that specific, focused certainty. "You have?"

"Your Halcyon acoustic solution." He tilted his head at the model. "Every other student threw money at the problem. You restructured the geometry. That's not a student doing an assignment." His eyes came back to mine. Dark, warm, direct. "That's someone who actually thinks."

Oh, Bellona had said, lifting her head. Oh, he's good.

I thought she meant she liked him.

She was warning me.

I didn't speak wolf well enough yet to know the difference.

We were together for three years.

The first year, he made himself necessary. Takeout at midnight when I forgot to eat. My landlord argument when the heat went out. He showed up at my Brooklyn site in work boots with the price tag still on the sole — I saw it and didn't say anything, and I should have said something, because a man who buys props is running a performance — and spent four hours asking questions that felt like fascination.

"Teach me," he kept saying. "Show me how you think."

So I did.

The second year, the questions got specific.

We were in my kitchen. Late. I had the Meridian preliminary spreads across the table and he was refilling my wine glass without being asked — that particular move, the one that keeps your glass full so you stop tracking how much you've had — and he said, casual as weather:

"Where do you keep your digital backups?"

"USB and cloud." I didn't look up from the load calculation. "Why?"

"Just thinking about your IP protection. Work this significant, you want proper legal coverage." He set the bottle down. "I know some people. IP attorneys. I could set up a consultation."

I looked up then. He was smiling — that warm, attentive smile, the one I had spent two years learning to read as safety.

"You'd do that?"

"Maya." He said my name like it meant something. "Of course I would."

Something's wrong, Bellona said. Low. Uncertain. A whine at the base of my skull that I mistook for my own anxiety.

You're being paranoid, I told her. He's trying to help.

She went quiet.

I went back to the load calculation.

"The USB's in my pencil case," I said. "The one with the broken zipper."

He nodded. Moved on. Changed the subject.

I filed it under Caspar pays attention and didn't think about it again until the pencil case was empty.

The night I finished the Meridian blueprints, it was two-forty in the morning.

Thirty-one hours without sleep. Ink up to my wrists. The final curtain wall calculations spread across every surface — drafting table, counter, half the floor. I was sitting on the rug, back against the table, too tired to move, when the door opened.

Caspar. Home from a client dinner. Still in his jacket.

He stood in the doorway and looked at the drawings.

Then he looked at me.

He crossed the room in four steps and crouched in front of me and took my ink-stained hands in both of his, and I started crying before I even knew I was going to — that ugly, boneless kind of crying that comes from thirty-one hours of work and four years of wanting something badly enough to hurt — and he pulled me into his chest and held me while I shook.

"This is going to change everything," he said into my hair.

"I know." I pressed my face against his jacket. "I know, I just — I'm so tired—"

"Let me help you protect it." His hand on my back, slow circles. Deliberate. "Let me talk to my uncle's IP team. We'll get the chain of custody documented properly. Do this right."

I pulled back and looked at him. Blotchy face. Shaking hands. Completely defenseless.

"Yeah," I said. "Okay. Let's do it right."

He kissed my forehead.

Two weeks later, I came home to an empty apartment.

Not empty like a fight. Empty like a surgery — precise, premeditated, every useful thing removed and everything else left exactly in place so the shape of what was taken would be as clear as possible.

My clothes. Still there. My books. Still there. My coffee maker, my furniture, my three years of graduate notebooks.

The original blueprints. Gone. Every physical draft. Gone. The USB from the pencil case with the broken zipper. Gone. The backup drive from my desk drawer. Gone. The cloud folder — password changed, access revoked, account flagged for "suspicious activity" by an IP address I didn't recognize.

The joint savings account: zero. Transfer completed 3:14 a.m., two days prior.

I'd been asleep at 3:14 a.m.

I'd been asleep next to him at 3:14 a.m.

On the kitchen table, held down by my own coffee mug: a stack of loan documents. Commercial property in TriBeCa I had never visited. Credit line I had never opened. My signature — my exact signature, the one with the looped C and the way I cross the Y — on every page.

The lawyers arrived three days later.

Two of them. Matching briefcases. One set the documents in front of me with the careful, practiced movements of someone who does this six times a week and has stopped seeing the people across the table.

"Ms. Chen. The signatures have been verified by two independent analysts. The debt is legally yours."

"I didn't sign those."

"Ms. Chen—"

"I didn't sign them. I have never been to that address. I don't know what that credit line is for. I didn't—"

"The analysts were very thorough—"

"Get out of my apartment."

A pause. Patient. Practiced.

"I'd strongly recommend you retain counsel before—"

"Get out."

They left the documents on the table.

I sat on the floor next to the drafting table — the one he'd left, because you need the ghost to make the haunting believable — and I looked at my banking app. Thirty-eight dollars. And the notification from the regional pack authority: Rogue reclassification processed. Effective immediately. Petition filed by: Voss Family Legal.

Thirty-eight dollars.

No wolf status.

Four hundred thousand in debt I didn't owe.

And my life's work on its way to a screen in a room I would never be allowed to enter.

Bellona didn't howl. Didn't growl. She walked to the corner of my chest, lay down, put her head on her paws, and closed her eyes.

I haven't heard her properly since.

On the other side of the glass, Caspar raises his champagne flute.

The room applauds.

I watch his mouth move — something charming, something self-deprecating, the performance of a man who has rehearsed humility until it looks natural — and behind him the Meridian Tower glows on the screen, and Isolde Marchetti takes his arm, and her engagement ring catches the pendant light I designed and throws cold sparks across the glass.

Eight more floors, I tell myself. Coffee. The napkin.

Last night, equipment room, instant coffee going cold — I'd sketched for forty minutes. New concept. Low-rise mixed-use, an idea from watching morning light come through elevated subway tracks. Ballpoint pen on a fast food napkin. Load path still needs work.

It's the best thing I've made in four years. It lives in my breast pocket.

I reach for the hydraulic control.

And then I feel it.

Not hear. Not see.

Feel.

The back of my neck. That specific, animal awareness of being watched — not the vague discomfort of a crowd, but something focused. Precise. The sensation of a single pair of eyes, somewhere above me, with the particular quality of attention that makes every hair on your body stand up and your hindbrain start calculating exits.

I turn.

Thirty-eighth floor. One window above and to my left. Dark inside — no lights, no event, no reason for anyone to be standing at the glass at seven in the morning.

But someone is.

I can't see them. The interior is too dark and the exterior light is too flat and all I can make out is a shape — tall, still, the absolute stillness of something that isn't bothering to hide because it doesn't believe you can see it. Like it's been standing there so long it forgot that glass works both ways.

Bellona lifts her head.

For the first time in two years, she lifts her head.

Not in welcome. In warning. In the particular, primal recognition of something that is either very dangerous or very significant, and her inability — our inability — to tell which one.

What is that, I think.

She doesn't answer.

But she doesn't put her head back down.

The hydraulic motor groans between thirty-eight and thirty-nine — that familiar complaint I've filed four maintenance requests about, because the cleaning crew does not have leverage — and the platform shudders.

Wrong.

Not the motor. Something in the cable. Traveling up through the soles of my boots with that specific, structural frequency that fourteen months of load calculation teaches you to recognize before your brain catches up—

"No—"

The crack is clean. Catastrophic.

The platform drops.

The secondary catches — a brutal jolt, harness biting, teeth snapping together — and I grab the railing with both hands, forty floors of nothing below me, and above me the secondary cable begins its thin, terrible, frequency-of-failure whine—

I look up at the dark window.

The shape behind the glass hasn't moved.

But something has changed in it — some quality of the stillness, shifting from observation to something else entirely, something that raises every hair on my body for reasons that have nothing to do with the cable—

The secondary cable screams.

And then it snaps.
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Chapter 2: Bulletproof
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POV: ELIJAH

I have watched her for three years, two months, and eleven days.

I know exactly how that sounds.

I don't particularly care.

Seven-fourteen a.m. She's at the thirty-eighth floor now, moving up from thirty-seven with that particular efficiency she has — no wasted motion, no hesitation, the squeegee strokes clean and deliberate even through gloves that stopped being waterproof six months ago. I know they stopped being waterproof six months ago because I pulled her equipment maintenance file in October and found four unfiled safety violation reports, and had them corrected anonymously the same afternoon, and then stood at this window for an hour afterward with my hand flat against the glass trying to remember what it felt like to be a rational man.

I couldn't.

Marcus sets my coffee on the desk behind me. "Sir. The Nakamura call is in forty minutes."

"I know."

"And the board deck needs your signature before—"

"Marcus."

A pause. He's worked for me for nine years. He knows what that pause means.

"I'll be outside," he says, and closes the door.

The glass is three inches thick. Laminated polycarbonate composite, bulletproof, installed in 2019 because I had accumulated enough enemies by then to make it a reasonable business expense. From my side, it's a one-way mirror — I see out, she sees only her own reflection and the flat gray February sky.

She has never once looked up at this window.

Typhon has opinions about that. He has opinions about everything that involves her, and they are uniformly, exhaustingly territorial. Three years of standing at this glass and he has never once accepted the arrangement as sufficient. Every morning it's the same negotiation — him pressing against the inside of my sternum like a battering ram, me holding the line.

She's cold, he says now, in the way he communicates — not words exactly, more like pressure. Certainty. The absolute conviction of something ancient and enormous that has never learned to want things quietly.

I know she's cold.

Her gloves are failing.

I know that too.

Then why are we still on this side of the glass.

Because, I tell him, for the four hundredth time, she doesn't know I exist. Because she owes a debt to this family that I had no part in creating and she has no reason to believe the name Voss means anything but damage. Because if I walk out there and introduce myself as the man who has been watching her from behind bulletproof glass for three years while his nephew destroyed her life, she will — correctly — consider that insane.

Typhon is unimpressed by logic. He always has been.

He settles his enormous weight against my ribs and watches with me, patient the way glaciers are patient, the way things are patient when they've already decided on the outcome and are simply waiting for the world to catch up.

I found her by accident.

That's the part that still strikes me as cosmically absurd — I wasn't looking. I don't do sentimental things like stand at windows and watch people. I run a real estate empire that controls more square footage in this city than some municipalities, and I do it from a desk, and the windows exist for light and structural integrity, not for staring.

But three years ago, Marcus had moved my morning briefings to this floor while forty-two was being renovated. New desk, unfamiliar window. And one morning I looked up from a contract dispute and there was a woman in a yellow safety vest, forty feet of air between us, cleaning the exterior glass with the focused, precise movements of someone who takes a thing seriously regardless of whether anyone is watching.

I looked back at the contract.

I looked back at the window.

She was examining the glass she'd just cleaned — actually examining it, tilting her head to check the angle of the light, finding a streak she'd missed and going back for it with the same exacting attention I apply to architectural load calculations. Like it mattered. Like the quality of work mattered even when you were forty floors up in February and nobody would ever know.

Typhon went absolutely silent.

In thirty-five years, I had never heard him go silent like that. Not quiet — silent. The silence of something that has stopped hunting because it has found what it was hunting for.

There, he said.

One word. Complete sentence. Non-negotiable.

I told him he was being ridiculous.

He told me to look at her hands.

I looked at her hands. Even through the glass, through the rubber gloves, you could see the shape of them — the particular way she held the squeegee, the callous formation on her right hand that spoke of years with a drafting pencil before it spoke of years with cleaning equipment. Hands that had built something and then been redirected into maintaining someone else's building.

I didn't know the story yet. I found it two days later, after I had Marcus pull every file on the exterior maintenance crew and identified her as Maya Chen, formerly of Chen Architectural Design, formerly the most promising structural innovator in her graduating cohort, currently classified Rogue and carrying four hundred thousand dollars in debt that my nephew's lawyers had engineered with the particular creativity that Caspar reserves for things he wants and cannot legitimately obtain.

I called Caspar into my office that afternoon.

He sat across from me and explained, with the confidence of someone who has never in his life been genuinely afraid of consequences, that he had "leveraged an asset" and "protected the family's interests" and that the Chen woman's design work was "more than adequate compensation for—"

I stopped listening after leveraged an asset.

Not because what he said was surprising. Caspar has been leveraging things since he was nine years old and I caught him stealing from the household staff and lying about it with the smooth, practiced ease of someone who had been doing it for years. I kept him because he's my brother's son and my brother is dead, and there is a specific, exhausting loyalty that comes from raising someone else's child and watching them become something you wouldn't have chosen.

I stopped listening because Typhon had gone from silence to a low, continuous sound — not quite a growl, something beneath language — and I needed to concentrate on keeping him contained.

"Don't touch her again," I said.

Caspar blinked. "Uncle—"

"The debt. The Rogue filing. Her work. Don't touch any of it again." I picked up my pen. "Get out."

He got out.

And every morning for three years, two months, and eleven days, I've stood at this window and watched her clean the building she designed, and told Typhon it wasn't the right time, and felt him disagree with increasing volume, and held the line.

Until today.

She feels it. I see the moment it happens — she's at the thirty-eighth floor, level with this window, one floor below where I'm standing. Her hand stops on the glass. Her head turns, slow and animal, and she looks directly at the dark window where I'm standing.

She can't see me. The physics don't allow it.

But Typhon goes rigid against my ribs.

She feels us, he says, with a satisfaction that is almost offensive in its certainty. She has always felt us.

Her wolf — the gray, depleted thing that Caspar's lawyers spent three years trying to extinguish — lifts its head.

I watch it happen from here. The shift in her posture. The way her chin comes up. The stillness that replaces her mechanical efficiency, a different kind of stillness, the kind that means something ancient and instinctive has taken over from the human mind.

There, Typhon says again.

And then the cable snaps.

I don't process it as sound.

I process it as Typhon — who has never, in thirty-five years, broken my control — detonating.

Not rage. Not panic. Something older than both. The specific, catastrophic response of something that has identified its only irreplaceable thing and watched it start to fall.

The platform drops. I'm already at the window. My palm hits the glass — three inches of laminated polycarbonate, rated for a .50 caliber round at close range — and I feel the impact travel up through my wrist and I don't feel it at all because Typhon has burned through every pain signal between my hand and my brain.

The secondary cable catches. She jerks to a stop. She grabs the railing — I can see her hands, white-knuckled even through the gloves — and above her the secondary cable begins its frequency-of-failure vibration.

Twenty seconds. Maybe less.

"Marcus." My voice comes out wrong. Lower. Rougher. The edges of it not quite human. "Get out."

The door opens and closes.

I hit the glass again. Same point — you don't break something engineered not to break by spreading the force, you concentrate it, same location, full commitment, every time. The spiderweb fracture spreads from my first impact point. Third strike and the whole panel goes — not shattering outward like regular glass, collapsing inward in a controlled, catastrophic failure, and the February air comes through the gap like a physical blow.

Twenty-three degrees.

Wind chill in the single digits.

And underneath the cold, underneath the industrial soap and the motor oil and the particular chemical smell of exterior cleaning solution —

Her.

Something warm. Something that has no business being warm in this temperature, in this context, on this ledge — a thread of scent that hits the back of my throat and bypasses every layer of control I have built in thirty-five years of being the most disciplined person I know. Typhon doesn't growl. He makes a sound I have no name for. Low and continuous and devastating, vibrating my sternum from the inside.

There she is, he says. Go.

I get my hand around the safety harness. Pull.

She comes through the gap at full momentum — both of us going back three steps, her hands grabbing my lapels, her boots finding the floor, her whole body shaking with the fine, violent tremor of someone running on adrenaline and cold and four years of having no margin for error. She's soaking. Ice water from the bucket, cleaning solution, the gray February sky transferred directly onto my shirt.

She looks up at me.

Dark eyes. Breath coming fast. A streak of cleaning solution across her jaw. The electrical-tape patch on her left shoulder. And her hands — still gripping my jacket — the callous on her right index finger pressing directly against the Italian wool, and Typhon makes that sound again, and I—

"You're—" Her voice is raw. Shaking. "You just — that was bulletproof glass—"

"Yes."

"You hit it with your hand."

"Also yes."

"That's—" She stops. I watch her run the structural analysis in real time — load assessment, material properties, point of failure. The architect's brain, still running under four years of damage. "That's not possible. That glass is rated for—"

"I know what it's rated for."

"Then how—"

"Ms. Chen."

She goes still. Just — completely still. The way people go still when they realize the person across from them knows their name and they don't know why.

"How do you know my name."

Not a question. A recalculation.

Good, Typhon says. She's not going to make this easy.

Good, I agree. I don't want easy. I've been watching her refuse easy for three years.

"Elijah Voss," I say.

The name lands on her like a physical thing. I watch it — the flicker behind her eyes, the way her hands tighten once on my jacket before she makes herself release it, the step back that costs her because her legs are still shaking from the drop but she takes it anyway because she will not stand close to a Voss one second longer than she has to.

"The other one," she says.

"The other one."

"Caspar's—"

"Uncle. Yes."

She looks at me. At the shattered window behind me. At the three-inch-thick polycarbonate lying in pieces on my carpet — the Bernardaud, hand-knotted, irreplaceable, currently absorbing ice water and industrial solvent from her boots and her clothes.

I have had exactly one person in this office touch that carpet before today, and it was the conservator who cleaned it, in gloves, with equipment that cost more than most people's cars.

I look at the carpet.

I look at her.

Typhon — for the first time in three years, two months, and eleven days — goes quiet. Not the quiet of suppression. The quiet of something that has gotten what it wanted and is now, finally, at rest.

Mine, he says. Just that. Settled. Absolute.

The office door opens.

Caspar.

He takes in the shattered window. The woman dripping ice water onto the Bernardaud. The state of my shirt. His brain runs a calculation — I can see it, the rapid cost-benefit analysis that substitutes for genuine thought in people like him — and he settles on the expression of a man dealing with an inconvenient situation rather than the expression of a man who should be afraid.

He should be afraid.

"Uncle." His eyes go to her. Flick away. Come back. "Is that — why is the cleaning crew—"

"Caspar."

"She's getting the carpet wet, if we could just have someone—" He reaches for her arm.

What comes out of my chest is not a sound I've made in thirty-five years.

Caspar's hand stops mid-air. Every hair on the back of his neck stands up — I can see it, the full-body Alpha submission response that his biology performs without consulting his preferences. He takes a step back.

His face goes the color of old concrete.

"Don't," I say. One word. Normal volume. The kind of quiet that is only possible when volume is completely irrelevant to the point being made.

"Uncle, I was just—"

"You were just leaving." I turn to my desk. My jacket — charcoal Brioni, four months in a Milan atelier, the one Marcus tries to insure every year and I decline because nothing in my possession is supposed to matter that much — is on the back of my chair.

I pick it up.

I walk to where she's standing in the middle of my floor, shaking, jaw set, refusing to let me see how close to the edge she is. The jacket goes around her shoulders.

She goes rigid.

I look at Caspar over her head.

"Forty-two," I say. "Seven o'clock."

"What?"

"Tonight. My office. We're going to have a conversation about the Meridian project, and you are not going to enjoy it." I hold the door open. "Close it behind you."

He closes it.

The room goes quiet. February howls through the shattered window. She's standing in the middle of my carpet, in my jacket, with ice water soaking through everything, and she's looking at me with an expression I've spent three years trying to prepare for and am completely unprepared for anyway.

Not gratitude. Not fear.

Calculation.

She's figuring out what I want, Typhon says, with unmistakable satisfaction. She doesn't trust free things.

Smart woman.

I reach into my desk drawer. The folder has been there for six weeks — black, unmarked, the contract inside it revised four times because I kept finding reasons to revise it, which is not something that happens to me, ever, and which I eventually accepted as Typhon's influence and stopped fighting.

I set it on the desk between us.

"Sit down, Ms. Chen."

Her eyes go to the folder. Back to me. She doesn't sit.

"You know my name," she says. "You have a folder with my name on it. You've been standing at that window—" A pause. Her jaw tightens. "How long have you been standing at that window."

Typhon's version of laughter is a low, reverberant thing that rolls through my chest.

Tell her, he says. Tell her three years, two months, and eleven days, and watch her face.

"Long enough," I say, "to know that you're the best structural designer this city has produced in twenty years, that you've been living on instant coffee and maintenance wages for four years, and that the debt currently attached to your name was engineered by my nephew using methods that will not survive a forensic accounting review."

The silence that follows is the specific silence of someone recalibrating every assumption they walked in with.

"Sit down," I say again. "Please."

She sits.

Not because she trusts me. The set of her shoulders makes that clear — she's sitting the way people sit in rooms they're already planning to leave, weight forward, exit calculated.

But she sits.

Typhon exhales for the first time in three years, two months, and eleven days.

I open the folder.

And underneath the ice water and the industrial soap and the February cold still pouring through my shattered window, I catch it again — that thread of warmth, that trace of something that has no name in any language I speak — and my hand stops on the first page of the contract.

She smells like motor oil and exhaustion and fourteen months of a drafting pencil and something underneath all of it that Typhon has been trying to get to for three years.

I keep my eyes on the contract.

One thing at a time, I tell him.

He doesn't argue.

For once.
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Chapter 3: Dirty Hands
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POV: MAYA

The carpet is ruined.

I know this the way I know load-bearing calculations — automatically, without having to think about it. Ice water, industrial solvent, the particular gray-black grease that gets into exterior cleaning equipment and never fully washes out. I'm standing in the middle of what is clearly a hand-knotted antique, dripping, and the stain is spreading from my boots in a slow, inevitable bloom.

The man across from me is watching it happen and not moving.

He's going to make you pay for it, Bellona says. She's still on her feet — that's new, that's four-minutes-new, she's been horizontal for two years and now she's standing with her ears flat and her eyes on Elijah Voss like she can't decide if he's a threat or something else entirely. Get out. Get out now. You can't afford whatever this costs.

I know. I know I can't afford it. I can't afford the medical bill from the harness impact on my shoulder either, or the MRI my knee has needed since October, or the—

Stop. Focus. Get out.

"I need to—" My voice comes out wrong. Thin. Raw at the edges. I clear my throat and try again. "I should go. My equipment—"

"Your equipment is forty floors down on a snapped cable." He says it without looking up from the folder on his desk. "It's not going anywhere."

"My supervisor will—"

"I'll handle your supervisor."

"You don't need to—"

"Ms. Chen." He looks up. Dark eyes. The particular stillness of someone who has never in his life needed to raise his voice to fill a room. "Sit down."

I'm sitting before I decide to sit. That's the thing about certain kinds of authority — it bypasses the decision-making process entirely, goes straight to the body. I hate that. I hate it specifically because the last man I responded to like that was Caspar, and look how that turned out.

Bellona.

She doesn't answer. She's still watching him.

The folder between us is black. Unmarked. Thick enough to be substantial, thin enough that I can't tell what's in it from here. I've been in enough legal meetings to know that unmarked folders in the offices of powerful men are rarely good news for the person sitting across the desk.

"You said forensic accounting," I say. "You said the debt wouldn't survive it."

"It won't."

"How do you know what methods Caspar used?"

A pause. Fractional. The kind that means the answer exists and is being edited before delivery.

"Because I know my nephew," he says.

That's not an answer. I file it under things to come back to and wrap his jacket tighter around my shoulders, which is a mistake because it puts his scent directly against my face — sandalwood, something cold and clinical, and underneath both of those things, buried deep, something that makes Bellona take one involuntary step forward before she catches herself.

Don't, I tell her.

She stops. But she doesn't step back.

"There's a contract in that folder," I say.

"Yes."

"You had it ready."

Another pause. "Yes."

I look at him. At the shattered window still open to the February air. At the three-inch polycarbonate lying in pieces on the floor next to my ruined equipment and the ruined carpet and what I can only assume is a ruined morning for everyone in this building.

"You were waiting for me to fall," I say.

Something moves across his face. Gone before I can name it.

"I was waiting," he says carefully, "for an opportunity."

"That's the same thing."

"It's not."

"From where I'm sitting—"

The door opens.

Caspar doesn't knock. Of course he doesn't — this is still technically his family's building, his family's company, his territory in every way that matters to a man like him. He comes through the door with the particular energy of someone who heard something go wrong and has decided to be the solution to it.

He stops.

Takes in the shattered window. The pieces of bulletproof glass on the floor. The woman in the yellow safety vest sitting across from his uncle, dripping ice water onto the Bernardaud, wrapped in what Caspar's eyes identify immediately as Elijah's jacket — I can see the recognition, the calculus, the rapid reassessment happening behind his face.

Then he looks at me.

I watch the exact moment he places me. It takes four seconds. The eyes go from unknown cleaning crew to I know her to why is she here and then — the fourth second — to something that rearranges his whole expression into a careful, controlled blankness that is worse than anything he might have shown openly.

Caspar has always been best when he's controlling the information.

"Uncle." His voice is smooth. Concerned. Performing Responsible Nephew with the ease of long practice. "I heard glass — what happened? Are you—" His eyes flick to me. Back to Elijah. "Is the cleaning crew supposed to be in here?"

"Her name," Elijah says, without looking up from the folder, "is Ms. Chen."

A beat.

"Right." Caspar's smile doesn't waver. "Ms. Chen. Of course." He steps further into the room, and his eyes do a quick, professional sweep — the carpet, my boots, the spreading stain — and something shifts in the set of his jaw. The performance slips, just slightly, just enough for me to see what's underneath it. "Uncle, she's getting the Bernardaud wet. If we could just have facilities come up and—"

"The Bernardaud," Elijah says, "is a carpet."

"It's a two-hundred-thousand-dollar carpet—"

"I know what I paid for it."

Caspar pivots. Smoothly. He's good at this — the redirect, the reframe, the way he moves a conversation away from territory he doesn't want to defend. He looks at me with an expression I remember from three years of watching him manage people he considered beneath his attention.

Pleasant. Patient. The face of a man about to be very reasonably unreasonable.

"Ms. Chen." He says my name the way you'd say the problem. "I'm sure this has been a very stressful morning. We're glad you're safe." The smile again. Calibrated. "But I think it's probably best if you wait downstairs for your supervisor, don't you? Someone from HR can make sure you have everything you need. Medical attention, if necessary." He glances at Elijah. "I'll have Marcus call facilities about the carpet."

He reaches for my arm.

The sound that fills the room is not loud.

It doesn't need to be.

It comes from Elijah's direction — low, continuous, something that registers less as sound and more as pressure, a frequency that hits the base of the spine and tells every animal instinct you have to stop moving. Caspar's hand freezes four inches from my arm. The color drains from his face in a clean, fast retreat.

He takes a step back.

I don't breathe.

What was that, Bellona says, and for the first time in two years she doesn't sound exhausted. She sounds — alert. The way she used to sound when she was still whole, when she could still process the world through all her senses instead of the blunted, half-functional version that's been left to us since the Rogue filing.

I don't answer her. I'm watching Caspar's face.

He recovers. He always recovers — it's the one thing I will give him without argument, the ability to absorb impact and come back swinging. He straightens. Pulls his jacket flat. Produces the smile again, slightly less warm this time, like he's rationing it.

"Uncle." Carefully. The way you speak to something you're not sure is safe. "She's an exterior maintenance worker. She doesn't have clearance to be in a private office. I'm trying to handle this appropriately—"

"You're trying," Elijah says, "to remove her from the room."

"I'm trying to—"

"I know what you're trying to do, Caspar." He closes the folder. Sets his pen down. Stands.

And the room changes.

I don't know how else to describe it. He was sitting, and now he's standing, and the air pressure hasn't shifted but something has — some quality of the space, like the room has recalibrated around a new gravitational center. Caspar goes still in the way that prey goes still. Not because he's been threatened. Because something older and more fundamental than threat has just made itself known.

Elijah walks to the antique coat stand by the window. His jacket is on my shoulders — I'm wearing his jacket — and he reaches past the other coats for something hanging at the back.

The suit jacket is charcoal. I can tell from three feet away that it's bespoke — the kind of tailoring that doesn't exist off a rack, where the shoulder line is a structural decision and every seam is load-bearing in its own way. My architect brain catalogs it automatically: Brioni, probably. Milan atelier. The kind of garment that has its own insurance policy.

He takes it off the hanger.

Crosses to where I'm sitting.

And puts it around my shoulders.

Not his other jacket — this one. The good one. The one Caspar's eyes have been tracking since it came off the hanger with an expression that suggests he knows exactly what it costs.

The wool is warm. Impossibly warm, like it's been sitting next to a heat source. And the scent — sandalwood and that clinical coldness and underneath it, that other thing, the thing Bellona won't stop moving toward — hits me at full strength because now it's draped over both shoulders and there is nowhere to look that isn't saturated with it.

I grip the lapels to hold it closed.

My calloused, grease-stained, electrical-tape-rough hands on the most expensive fabric I have touched in four years.

Elijah looks at Caspar.

"The cost of what you just said," he says, "is something you cannot calculate." A pause. "The cost of what you almost did—" He stops. Something moves in his jaw. "Don't finish that math, Caspar. You won't like the answer."

"Uncle, I was just—"

"She built this building."

The words land flat and final. No emphasis. No heat. Just the particular weight of a fact being stated by someone who has no investment in whether you believe it.

Caspar's face does something complicated. "That's not—"

"The Meridian Tower. The curtain wall system. The rooftop terracing. The stormwater integration that the city cited as the most innovative structural solution in a residential build this decade." Elijah picks up the folder from the desk. "She built it. You presented it. And you are standing in her workspace—" he glances at the shattered window, the broken equipment, the ruined carpet— "calling her a worker."

"She is a worker—"

"Yes." Elijah's eyes come back to him. Dark. Flat. "Because you made her one."

The silence that follows is the loudest thing I've heard in four years.

I am gripping the lapels of a hundred-thousand-dollar jacket with hands that haven't touched anything more valuable than a squeegee in four years, and my shoulder is screaming from the harness impact, and my knee is grinding the way it does when I've been standing too long in the cold, and there are tears threatening at the back of my throat that I will absolutely not allow to go anywhere, because I have not cried in front of a Voss before and I am not starting today.

Maya, Bellona says. Quiet. Still on her feet.

I know.

He knows what Caspar did.

I know.

He knew before today.

That one lands differently. I sit with it for a second — the shape of it, the implications of it, the very specific feeling of realizing that the man who just put his jacket around your shoulders has known, for some period of time that he has not specified, exactly what was taken from you and exactly who took it.

And did nothing.

Or—

Or was waiting, Bellona says. For an opportunity.

That's what he said. That's the word he used.

I look at the folder on the desk.

I look at Elijah.

He's still watching Caspar with that expression — not anger, not disgust, something colder than both, the expression of an accountant reviewing a ledger and finding it exactly as wrong as he expected.

"Get out," he says. Conversational. "We'll talk tonight."

"Uncle—"

"Caspar." One word. Final as a door closing.

Caspar gets out.

The room goes quiet. Just the February wind through the shattered window and the distant, indifferent noise of forty floors of Manhattan below us. I'm still sitting. Still gripping the lapels. My hands are starting to shake — the adrenaline coming down, the cold catching up, the accumulated weight of the last forty minutes pressing on the accumulated weight of the last four years.

Elijah sits back down across from me.

He opens the folder.

"The contract," he says, "has four clauses. I'll walk you through each one."

"Before you do that." My voice is steadier than I expect. "I want to know how long you've known."

He meets my eyes.

"Known what, specifically."

"Don't." I put my hands flat on the desk. Calloused palms on lacquered wood. "Don't make me itemize it. You know what he did. You said she built this building like it was a fact you've been carrying for a while. So." I hold his gaze. "How long."

The silence stretches.

"Three years," he says.

The shaking in my hands gets worse.

Three years.

He has known for three years. He has stood — somewhere in this building, behind some window — and known for three years that I was down there, cleaning glass I designed, carrying debt I didn't owe, missing a wolf that was taken from me with his family's lawyers, and he—

"Why," I say. "Why didn't you—"

"Because I needed a reason," he says, "that you would believe."

I stare at him.

"A Voss walks up to you three years ago," he says, "and says: I know what my nephew did, I want to fix it. What do you do?"

I open my mouth.

Close it.

I run, Bellona says, with the flat certainty of lived experience. We run.

"The contract," Elijah says, and pushes the folder across the desk toward me, "is the reason."

I look down at it.

At my hands on top of it — the callous on my right index finger, the grease that doesn't wash out of the knuckle creases, the scar across my left palm from a piece of scaffolding three winters ago. The hands of someone who has been building things and then cleaning them and then building things again in secret, on napkins, at midnight, because the need to build doesn't stop just because everything else does.

Slowly, I open the folder.

The first clause is four lines long.

I read it twice.

"This says," I say carefully, "that you'll have the Rogue classification reversed."

"Within thirty days."

"That's — that's a pack authority filing. That takes six months minimum—"

"For most people." He picks up his pen. "Not for a Supreme Elder."

I look up.

And for the first time, with his jacket warm on my shoulders and his pen in his hand and the February wind coming through the window he broke with his bare hands to pull me out of the sky — I understand exactly what kind of man is sitting across from me.

Not Caspar's uncle.

Not a Voss executive.

Something much older than either of those things, watching me from behind dark eyes with the patience of something that decided, a long time ago, exactly how this was going to end.

Bellona presses forward in my chest.

Careful, I tell her.

But I don't close the folder.
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