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      Snowflakes danced through the air, each one unique and fragile, as they settled on the sidewalk outside the front windows.

      Gray-Foster Shipping was closed for Christmas, but I was still working.

      I was always here.

      Christmas should have felt different. But this year the office was undecorated, there was no music playing, and there definitely weren’t any lights hung up at my apartment.

      Not this year.

      This year the Christmas spirit was overshadowed by the weight of responsibility—my family’s legacy rested squarely on my shoulders.

      This was my first Christmas without them.

      As I sat in the dimly lit office, poring over invoices and bills, my heart tightened at the sight of the mounting debts. The numbers were overwhelming, and I understood only half of what I was reading.

      This shipping business was my father’s baby. Something he’d nurtured since he was a young man making his way in the world.

      I didn’t know anything.

      “Madeline, are you sure you’re not going to leave?” Mimi, our only remaining employee⁠—

      No.

      My only remaining employee.

      She asked the question hesitantly from the doorway. “The snowstorm is getting pretty bad out there, and I’m worried about you.”

      “Of course,” I replied, forcing a smile as I looked up from the paperwork. “I’m right behind you. Be careful driving home, okay?”

      Mimi smiled, but she didn’t look convinced. I was nowhere near ready to leave.

      “If you’re sure⁠—”

      “Of course,” I blurted out. “Get home to that Alpha of yours.”

      This time her smile was genuine. “He’s been texting me for the last hour⁠—”

      “Then you’d better get moving,” I laughed. “I’m not in any mood to deal with anxious mates!”

      Mimi laughed and shook her head, but her cheeks were pink with pleasure. I knew she was happy, and I was happy for her. We’d all been invited to her mating ceremony...

      Mimi was like family.

      So why did I feel so bitter about seeing her so excited to get home to her mate?

      When the door clicked shut behind her, I took a deep breath and tossed down the pen I’d been holding in a white-knuckled grip.

      I didn’t even know where I’d left off reading.

      Inexperience plagued me and made even the simplest tasks daunting. An icy gust of wind rattled the windows, and I shivered. Nothing was working, and I was way over my head.

      I couldn’t allow this business to crumble under the weight of debt.

      I hadn’t gone to school for this. I hadn’t gone to college at all, as a matter of fact. My mother had been determined to see me mated to a wealthy Alpha who would take over the business when my father was ready to retire. Someone with a steady hand and a love for the business.

      I looked down at my shaking fingers.

      I had neither of those things.

      I just happened to have the same name as the one painted on the door.

      With a deep breath, I steadied my hand and stared down at the figures, determined to find a solution.

      Import fees.

      Port taxes.

      City haulage fees.

      Demurrage during offloading. Container fees. Empty container insurance. Shipping line paperwork...

      It was all too much.

      What the fuck did half of these words even mean?

      And the stack of invoices from Lightcrest Holdings that seemed to mock me with the thickness of their folders.

      I glared at the offending stacks of paper as though it would help.

      I hated that I didn’t understand anything.

      If my father hadn’t planned so far in advance, I’d have nothing to sustain the business. Half of his contacts wouldn’t take my calls, and the other half made no secret of their disdain for omegas.

      How was I supposed to run this company if no one took me seriously?

      I let out a groan and bent forward to press my forehead against the papers on the desk in front of me.

      “This is bullshiiiiiiit,” I moaned.

      The office was silent except for the howling wind outside. A sense of isolation settled around me, but I couldn’t afford to let that feeling paralyze me. Every decision I made held the power to either save or destroy my family’s business. It was both invigorating and terrifying, like walking on a tightrope without a safety net.

      Ok. Mostly terrifying.

      Paralyzing.

      There were no guarantees in this world, especially not for an omega like me. An omega without family connections, without an Alpha to speak for me... and without a Pack. The Lightcrest’s tolerated us because of my father’s connections, but that was it. We weren’t accepted. And now I was adrift.

      I could give up. I could leave the city and abandon everything...

      That would be easier.

      I could retreat with my tail between my legs and go west to stay with my cousins in Blackpine... But I hadn’t spoken to them in years.

      “Stupid,” I muttered.

      I didn’t have a choice.

      I had to try.
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        * * *

      

      “I know I’ve asked you three times now, but could you… could you say it again?”

      The voice on the other end of the phone was smooth and calm as they answered. “Of course, Miss Gray. Your presence is requested at Lightcrest Tower to discuss the terms of your business lease.”

      I gripped the phone tightly as the unnamed caller’s words echoed in my ears.

      “When?” I choked out. I couldn’t drag my eyes away from the stack of folders of Lightcrest Holdings invoices.

      “Immediately,” the woman replied. “Be prepared to negotiate with Skye Lightcrest herself.”

      “I— Why? Why me?”

      “You are the controlling stakeholder in Gray-Foster Shipping, are you not?”

      Shit.

      “I— I guess I am.”

      A brief silence. “Then that’s why.”

      “Oh...”

      I felt small enough to fall through a crack in the hardwood floor.

      My heart thundered in my chest as shock and disbelief coursed through me.

      Skye Lightcrest held the lease on the shipping line?

      What had my father agreed to?

      I chewed my lip. “Look, I know we’re a little behind⁠—”

      “That’s a very generous statement, Ms. Gray,” the caller said stiffly. “This is not a request. Ms. Lightcrest will send a car to fetch you if you require it.”

      “Yeah,” I muttered. “That would be⁠—”

      “I’ll see to it,” the woman replied shortly. “Have a pleasant day.”

      The call ended with a deafening click, and I jerked the phone away from my ear as though it had given me an electric shock.

      Drowning. I was drowning.

      I couldn’t breathe.

      My eyes squeezed shut tight, and I gripped the edge of the desk. My pulse raced as I tried to collect myself, knowing that I had to face a powerful woman who could make or break my future. The Alpha of Lightcrest Pack demanded my presence, and a car was coming to fetch me. Like a wayward dog.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      I hadn’t expected the car to arrive so quickly, but before I’d even packed my purse, a sleek black car pulled up to the curb.

      I stumbled out of my office, feeling ill-prepared and underdressed in a simple blouse and slacks. I almost left without my coat and dashed back to grab it.

      The driver, an imposing Alpha with a firm jawline and steely eyes, opened the car door for me with a curt nod as I fumbled with the keys and locked the office door.

      I muttered an apology as I slid into the back seat, but he barely acknowledged me.

      There was no chitchat on the way to Lightcrest Tower, just an uncomfortable silence that made me want to crawl out of my skin.

      Skye Lightcrest was one of the most influential women in the city, if not the country. Her family had made their fortune in shipping long before I was even born. They were a household name, and her reputation loomed over everything Foster-Grey did. My father had been in awe of her—and for good reason.

      I tried to tell myself to be calm, but my palms were slick with sweat, and my heart felt like it would burst out of my chest.

      What did Skye Lightcrest want with me?

      The car ride seemed to take forever, and I couldn’t stop obsessing over what might happen in this unexpected meeting.

      Had I missed something? Done something wrong?

      Aside from not paying your bills?

      Shit.

      Lightcrest Tower seemed to reach to the sky.

      I’d been looking at it for years from the balcony at my parent’s house in the Coldwood Hills, but it was different seeing it up close. I never came this far downtown unless I had to. The Foster-Grey Shipping office was near the port, and the air felt stale so far from the water.

      As soon as I entered the elegant foyer, I was directed to a wide elevator with only two buttons.

      I could only guess at what they were.

      Skye Lightcrest’s office?

      And... Skye Lightcrest’s penthouse suite.

      I swallowed hard as my stone-faced escort slid a keycard through a scanner and pressed the first button.

      Office.

      The ride was smooth and quick.

      No canned music to accompany me. Just silence.

      And panic.

      The door slid open to reveal an immaculately presented area tiled with dark marble.

      The windows wrapped around the curve of the building and gave a panoramic view of the city and the port in the distance.

      I wondered if I could see our ships from there as they sat at anchor just beyond the bay.

      A wide mahogany desk was placed in front of the windows, and a tall spruce tree, decorated with lush ornaments and twinkling lights, dominated the far corner of the room.

      The scent of the needles tickled my nose, and the wolf inside my head whined to remind me it had been ages since we’d raced through the forests at the edge of my parents’ estate.

      The estate that I was going to lose if everything went to shit.

      The estate I hadn’t been able to return to since my parents had died. It still smelled like them.

      Like they should still be there.

      I couldn’t bear it.

      The elevator door dinged as it slid closed behind me, and I let
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