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1. The Outcast's Decree
"Sign the release, Natalie."

Julian Vance pushed the heavy, silver-edged document folder across the polished black walnut boardroom table. He did not look at my face. He kept his blue eyes fixed on the gold Montblanc pen resting between his manicured fingers.

I did not touch the folder. I kept my hands folded on my lap beneath the edge of the table so he would not see my fingers twitch.

"The environmental impact assessment is falsified, Julian," I said. My voice was level, stripped of the anger that had been burning in my throat since I found the altered soil samples at midnight. "The soil at the northern harbor site contains high concentrations of heavy metals. If you build the high-rise residential towers there without a three-year remediation process, the foundation work will release toxins into the public water system."

Julian finally looked up. His styled blonde hair was perfectly in place, but the tight set of his jaw revealed his impatience. He leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table.

"The Vance Pack has held the harbor lease for eighty years, Natalie," he said. His voice was quiet, but it held the heavy weight of his family's corporate and social authority. "We do not wait three years for a remediation process. The board voted this morning. The project moves forward next month."

"I am the lead historic preservation and zoning consultant," I replied, staring back into his blue eyes. "The city municipal code requires my signature on the structural preservation certificates before the zoning board will issue the permits. I will not sign off on a fraudulent report."

Julian let out a short, dry sound that was not quite a laugh. He reclined in his leather chair, tapping the gold pen against his thumb.

"You were the consultant," he said. "You are no longer on the payroll of Vance Enterprises. As of nine o'clock this morning, your contract has been terminated for professional negligence."

My chest tightened. I sat up straighter, my grey eyes narrowing.

"Negligence? I have worked eighty hours a week for the last three years to secure these permits legally. My record is spotless."

"Your record is whatever the executive committee says it is," Julian said. He slid a second paper out of his folder. This one was a printout of an official SEC filing, accompanied by a public relations draft. "This press release goes out to the local business journals in twenty minutes. It details your systematic failure to conduct proper soil surveys and accuses you of attempting to extort Vance Enterprises for personal capital."

I stared at the black print on the paper. The words swam before my eyes, but I forced myself to read the headline. Vance Enterprises Terminates Consultant Natalie Vance Following Internal Audit of Harbor Project Failures.

"You are blackballing me," I said, the words tasting like copper in my mouth. "You are destroying my entire career to cover up your environmental fraud."

"You did this to yourself," Julian said. He leaned in, his voice dropping to a harsh whisper. "You thought because we were engaged, you could dictate terms to me. You thought your human analytical skills made you indispensable to this pack. But you are wolfless, Natalie. You have no inner beast. You have no real power here. You are a biological anomaly who was allowed in this building because of my generosity."

The mention of my wolfless condition was a physical blow. In our society, being born without the shifting ability was a social death sentence, a mark of genetic inferiority that the powerful packs used to justify exclusion. I had survived by becoming the most precise, highly qualified zoning consultant in the state. I had made myself brilliant so they could not afford to ignore me.

But Julian was stripping that armor away with a single stroke of his pen.

"Our engagement is over," Julian said, sliding a third document toward me. This one was the official dissolution of our betrothal contract. "The pack council has already approved the separation. Your presence in my home is no longer required. Your things have been packed and delivered to the lobby desk."

"My mother's rehabilitation clinic," I said, my voice shaking for the first time. "The clinic is funded through the Vance foundation trust as part of our original contract. You cannot cut off her medical support."

Julian's expression remained completely cold. "The clinic lease is tied to your employment. Since you have been terminated for cause, the funding ceases immediately. You have thirty days to vacate the facility or pay the market rate rent of forty thousand dollars a month."

My mother was paralytic. She needed constant care. Without the Vance foundation funding, she would be evicted. Julian knew this. He was using her survival as a physical lever to force my compliance.

"Sign the non-disclosure agreement," Julian said, pointing his pen at the silver folder. "Sign it, and I will extend the clinic's funding for six months. Refuse, and your mother is on the street by Monday morning."

I looked at the gold pen. I looked at the man I had planned to marry, the man I had trusted with my future and my mother's safety. He was a stranger. He was a predatory corporate entity wearing a tailored Italian suit.

I stood up. I did not touch the pen.

"I will not sign your fraud," I said.

Julian's blue eyes darkened. His shoulders grew rigid, his physical presence expanding in the way only dominant Alphas could command. The air in the room grew heavy and difficult to breathe, a physical projection of his authority meant to force me to my knees.

I held my ground. I had no inner wolf to fight back, but I had my own spine. I stood tall, staring down at him.

"You think you have won, Julian," I said, my voice steady and cold. "But you have left a paper trail. I know every legal loophole in the harbor zoning laws. I know every falsified document you submitted to the state. I will rebuild my firm, and I will expose this fraud."

"No one will hire you, Natalie," Julian said. "By noon today, every developer from here to the state line will know your name as a disgraced extortionist. You are finished."

He stood up, signaling the two security guards waiting outside the frosted glass doors. The doors slid open, and the guards stepped into the room.

"Escort Miss Vance from the building," Julian ordered, not looking at me again. "She is no longer permitted on Vance property."

I did not wait for the guards to touch me. I picked up my leather briefcase, turned on my heel, and walked out of the boardroom.

My boots clicked against the marble tiles of the lobby. Every employee I passed looked away, their eyes dropping to their desks or their phones. The news of my termination had already traveled through the pack link. I was an outcast.

I walked through the revolving glass doors of the Vance Tower and stepped onto the cold concrete plaza. A bitter wind blew off the harbor, carrying the scent of salt water and industrial fuel.

I had nothing. My bank account was frozen, my career was ruined, and my mother's life was in immediate danger.

I stood on the edge of the plaza, my fingers gripping the handle of my briefcase. I looked at the dark water of the harbor. Across the channel, the massive black steel cranes of Sterling Shipping stood against the grey sky.

Alexander Sterling's territory lay just across that water. He was the only man in the city who did not fear the Vance Pack, and he was the one enemy Julian could never defeat.

I opened my phone and dialed the public number for Sterling Shipping's executive offices. I had to find a way inside.
2. The Architect of Ruin
The line rang three times before a professional voice answered.

"Sterling Shipping, executive suite. How may I direct your call?"

"My name is Natalie Vance," I said. My voice did not shake. "I need to speak with Alexander Sterling immediately regarding the maritime zoning permits for the southern waterfront redevelopment."

"Mr. Sterling is not accepting unscheduled calls, Miss Vance. Especially not from members of the Vance Pack. I can forward you to our public relations department."

"Tell him I have the original, un-falsified environmental impact reports for Sector Four," I said. "The ones Julian Vance suppressed this morning. Tell him I am standing outside the Vance Tower, and I am walking toward his offices right now."

There was a long silence on the other end of the line.

"Please hold," the receptionist said.

I walked down the steps of the concrete plaza. The cold air hit my face. I walked fast, my leather briefcase heavy in my right hand. I crossed the street and headed toward the pedestrian bridge that spanned the narrow shipping channel separating the Vance territory from the Sterling docks.

My phone clicked. The line was no longer on hold.

"Miss Vance," a deep voice said. The voice was low, clear, and calm. It was Alexander Sterling.

"You have twenty minutes to reach my office before I leave for a board meeting," he said.

"I am on the bridge now," I said. "I will be there in five."

"My security team is expecting you," he said, and hung up.

I ended the call and slipped the phone into my pocket. My boots struck the metal grating of the bridge. Below me, the dark water of the harbor churned against the concrete pylons. On the far side, the Sterling Shipping tower rose thirty stories into the grey sky. It was a modern structure of black steel and dark glass.

I reached the entrance of the tower. Two security guards in dark suits stood by the glass revolving doors. They did not block my path. One of them held the door open, while the other gestured toward the private elevator bank at the back of the lobby.

"Miss Vance," the first guard said. "Mr. Sterling is on the penthouse floor."

I walked past them. The lobby was quiet, floored with polished black granite. I stepped into the elevator. The doors closed, and the car rose quickly.

When the doors opened, I stepped directly into an office that spanned the entire top floor. The walls were glass, offering a clear view of the harbor and the Vance Tower across the channel.

Alexander Sterling stood by the window.

He was thirty-three years old, tall, and broad-shouldered. He wore a tailored dark grey suit with a white shirt, open at the collar. His black hair was cut short, highlighting the hard line of his jaw. When he turned to face me, his hazel eyes were cold and analytical.

"You walk fast," Alec said. He did not move from the window.

"I had a deadline," I said. I walked to the middle of the room and stood opposite his large mahogany desk. "And I do not like to waste time."

"Julian had you escorted from the building twenty minutes ago," Alec said. He walked slowly toward his desk. "My contacts in the Vance Pack informed me of your termination before you even reached the lobby. Why did you call me?"

"Because you are the only person in this city with the resources and the motivation to fight Julian," I said. I placed my briefcase on his desk and opened the latches. I pulled out a thick folder of printed documents and slid it across the wood. "These are the true environmental impact reports for the southern waterfront. Julian ordered me to sign a falsified version that hid the toxic soil levels in Sector Four. I refused."

Alec did not look at the papers immediately. He kept his eyes on me. His gaze was steady.

"You are a Vance, Natalie," he said. "Your family has run this harbor for three generations. Your father took everything my mother owned. Why should I trust you?"

"I am not my father, and I am no longer a Vance," I said. "Julian terminated my contract and canceled our engagement. He has frozen my bank accounts. By tomorrow, he will try to evict my mother's rehabilitation clinic from its historic building on the south docks. He did this because I would not participate in his fraud."

"You want revenge," Alec said.

"I want my independence," I corrected. "I want to rebuild my consultancy firm without Julian's influence. And I want my mother's clinic secured. If I give you these documents, you can use them to freeze Julian's development permits. The state will launch an investigation, and his primary investors will pull out."

Alec looked down at the folder. He picked it up, flipped through the first few pages, and closed it.

"This is useful," Alec said. "But a legal investigation takes months. Julian's lawyers will delay the filings. By the time the permits are frozen, my institutional investors might lose confidence in my ability to take over the project. I need a faster solution."

"What do you propose?" I asked.

Alec sat down in his leather chair. He leaned back, crossing his legs. He had a large physical frame, and his presence occupied the room. Even without the telepathic pack link, I felt the physical pressure of his stance. He was a rogue Alpha who had built an empire from nothing after his mother's death.

"My investors are conservative," Alec said. "They are hesitant to back a hostile takeover of the harbor redevelopment because they view me as unstable. A rogue Alpha with no pack ties and no family legacy. They want stability. They want a partner."

He paused, his hazel eyes locking onto mine.

"I need a fiancée," Alec said. "Specifically, a fiancée who understands the history of this harbor, who has a background in historic preservation, and who knows the inner workings of the Vance family."

I stared at him. "You want me to fake an engagement with you."

"A fake mating," Alec corrected. "High society expects the traditional terms. We will present ourselves as a couple. We will attend the Maritime Charity Gala next week together. We will show the board that we are united."

"Julian will realize what we are doing," I said.

"Julian will be furious," Alec said. His voice remained flat, but his tone was sharp. "He will see the woman he discarded aligned with his primary competitor. It will damage his public credibility and force him to make mistakes. While he is distracted, we will use your documents to initiate the proxy battle."

"And what do I get in exchange?" I asked.

"I will fund your independent consultancy firm," Alec said. "I will deposit two million dollars into a new account under your name today. I will also purchase the debt on your mother's clinic and transfer the deed to you. Julian will never be able to touch her or her business again."

I looked at the window. Across the water, the Vance logo glowed on the side of the concrete tower. Julian had tried to destroy me. He had taken my career, my home, and my safety in a single morning because he thought I was powerless without an inner wolf.

"You have a reputation for being ruthless, Alec," I said, turning back to him. "How do I know you will not discard me once you have the harbor?"

"Because we will sign a legally binding contract," Alec said. He opened his desk drawer and pulled out a document. He slid it across the mahogany surface, alongside a black pen. "I had my legal team draft this before you arrived. I knew Julian would fire you today. I knew you would need a way out."

I looked at the document. The terms were exactly as he had described.

"Three months," I said.

"Three months," Alec agreed. "After the shareholder vote, we will announce an amicable separation. You will keep the funding and the deed to the clinic. I will have the harbor."

I picked up the pen. My fingers did not tremble. I was a wolfless reject in a city run by powerful Alphas, but I had my own leverage now.

I signed my name at the bottom of the page.

Alec took the pen from my hand and signed his own name next to mine. He stood up, extending his hand.

"Welcome to Sterling Shipping, Natalie," he said.

I shook his hand. His grip was warm and firm.

"Let's go to work," I said.
3. Terms of Engagement
I let go of his hand. The contact left a warm sensation on my skin. I pulled my fingers back and adjusted the strap of my leather bag.

Alec sat down behind his wide desk. He did not waste time with pleasantries. He typed a short sequence on his keyboard, and a soft chime sounded from my coat pocket.

I pulled out my phone. A notification from my bank displayed a deposit of two million dollars. The sender was listed as Sterling Holdings LLC.

"The money is in your account," Alec said. He did not look up from his monitor. "The transfer is complete. Now we address the clinic."

He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a thick blue paper folder. He slid it across the dark wood.

I picked it up and opened it. Inside was the property deed for the harbor rehabilitation clinic. The document bore the official seal of the city registry. The owner field had been updated. It did not list Vance Enterprises or Julian Vance. It listed my mother, Clara Vance, as the sole owner.

"Julian cannot evict her," I said. My voice was quiet.

"He has no legal right to step on the property," Alec said. "I bought the outstanding commercial mortgage from the bank this morning. I dissolved the debt and transferred the title. It is yours."

I closed the folder. The paper felt heavy in my hands. For three years, Julian had used that debt to control me. He had
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