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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Hostile Takeover

          

          POV: JORDAN | DAY 1 — MONDAY MORNING

        

      

    

    
      The spreadsheet didn’t blink. It screamed. It was just rows and columns—thin gray gridlines, federal template fonts, the kind of sterile layout that pretended money was a tame animal. But on my screen, money had always been a sensory event. A soundless siren. A bruise spreading under glass.

      The Valdez seizure audit was supposed to be clean. Clinical. A forced autopsy on a dead empire.

      Instead, a fifty-million-dollar withdrawal tore across my ledger like a knife through silk.

      Neon indigo. Oily. Wet-looking, like a spill that wouldn’t absorb, just kept shining and sliding across cells that wanted to pretend they were innocent. The color hit behind my eyes and kept going, down my throat, into my stomach. Indigo always meant the same thing in my head: panic with paperwork attached.

      I gripped the edge of my desk until my fingertips went numb. The government office around me stayed the same—beige cubicle walls, printer breath, burnt coffee, a distant murmur of voices in a corridor designed to swallow urgency.

      My heartbeat was the only thing in the room that sounded alive.

      On the screen:

      ACCOUNT: VDZ HOLDINGS (SEIZED)

      TRANSACTION: OUTGOING WIRE

      AMOUNT: $50,000,000.00

      STATUS: CLEARED

      AUTH: INTERNAL OVERRIDE

      There shouldn’t be an “internal” anything. Everything under the Valdez umbrella had been frozen, asset-tagged, and handed over to three agencies with trust issues and guns. I was here to verify—my job, my contract, my temporary badge that said CONSULTANT in letters that kept trying to peel.

      A consultant was a ghost with permission to touch things.

      But this? This was a body sitting up on the table.

      I clicked into the wire details. Routing number. Intermediary bank. The kind of labyrinth people paid me to navigate because I didn’t get bored. I didn’t get sloppy. I didn’t get scared.

      Indigo pulsed harder as I drilled down. It slicked the gridlines. It made the columns look like they were floating, as if gravity was negotiable when enough money decided to leave.

      The memo field was blank. The destination account number was masked, but the metadata was not. Someone had been careful—careful the way a professional assassin is careful, not the way a thief is careful.

      My synesthesia wasn’t a cute quirk. It was a survival tool. Numbers had always come with attachments: color, texture, sometimes scent if I was tired or hungry or too close to someone else’s adrenaline. Most of the time I could translate it into meaning faster than any algorithm.

      Indigo was not theft.

      Indigo was escape.

      I checked the timestamp again.

      08:41:12 AM

      I checked my watch.

      08:43.

      Two minutes ago.

      My lungs forgot to do their job for a second. Then they snapped back with a shallow breath that tasted like toner and the lemon disinfectant they used on the communal keyboards. My badge lanyard rubbed my neck like a warning.

      This audit was live. My screen was tied into the task force’s monitoring suite. There were logs. Alerts. People paid to watch for movement.

      Unless the movement came from inside the house.

      Unless the house was on fire and everyone was pretending they didn’t smell smoke.

      I opened the account tree. VDZ Holdings fed into a dozen subsidiaries—real estate, medical research shells, philanthropic foundations that were mostly laundering with better PR. Each branch had been seized. Each branch had its own freeze orders.

      I followed the withdrawal.

      The indigo trail didn’t go to a cartel. Didn’t go to an offshore haven that smelled like sunscreen and corruption. It didn’t even go to a rival crime family account, the kind that would flare red or acid green in my head.

      It went somewhere… quiet.

      A dormant account.

      A placeholder.

      A dead thing, labeled with a name that wasn’t supposed to exist in any living system.

      BENEFICIARY: KESTREL TRUST / ACCOUNT 0198

      STATUS: DORMANT — REACTIVATED

      Kestrel.

      My stomach turned as if the word had weight.

      I told myself it was coincidence. I told myself that even with all the Valdez money, with all the federal seizures, with all the bodies that had stacked up in the last year, a word was just a word.

      Then the ledger populated the trust’s profile.

      And my vision went white at the edges.

      PRIMARY SIGNATORIES (DECEASED):

      VALDEZ, R.

      VALDEZ, M.

      My parents’ initials.

      My mother’s. My father’s.

      People declared dead when I was sixteen. People whose ashes I never saw because there was never a body to burn. People whose death certificate had been filed with a kind of speed that, in hindsight, had always felt like someone was racing to close a book before I could read the last page.

      The indigo slick on my screen deepened until it looked black. Like oil in a gutter.

      My chair creaked as I leaned back, not because I wanted distance but because my spine needed an excuse to move. The air in my cubicle felt thin, too dry. I could hear the building’s HVAC—the constant, indifferent breath of bureaucracy.

      On the other side of the cubicle wall, someone laughed softly at something. Normal laughter. Human laughter. A world where fifty million dollars didn’t teleport across frozen accounts and into the names of the dead.

      My fingers hovered over the keyboard. I had two options.

      Option one: report it immediately through the secure channel. Trigger the incident protocol. Alert the feds that the Valdez/Castellano alliance—whatever uneasy truce had formed after the seizures—was leaking money somewhere it wasn’t supposed to.

      That would make me useful. It would make me visible.

      Visibility was a knife. A badge. A target.

      Option two: stay silent. Trace it myself. Figure out who had override access. Follow the indigo trail without telling anyone I’d seen it.

      That would make me complicit.

      My throat tightened. The old childhood logic, sharp and familiar, slid into place: If you don’t say anything, you can’t be punished for being wrong.

      I had built a whole life on being the quiet Beta in the corner—the one people forgot to watch because she didn’t scent-mark rooms or flare dominance or cry when threatened. In a world that obsessed over Alphas and Omegas and what their bodies demanded, Betas were background noise.

      Safe. Unimportant.

      Invisible.

      I’d wanted invisibility like other people wanted love.

      But invisibility didn’t protect you from ghosts.

      My cursor hovered over the “FLAG TRANSACTION” button.

      Indigo shimmered, almost taunting.

      My hands started to shake—not visibly, not enough for anyone walking by to notice, but enough that I felt it in my wrists. A fine tremor like a wire under tension.

      I pulled up the audit log.

      OVERRIDE USER: L. CASTELLANO

      AUTH TOKEN: VERIFIED

      My mouth went dry.

      Castellano.

      The name didn’t need a first initial to land like a punch. The Castellanos weren’t just a crime family; they were an institution with teeth. Old-world, old money, old violence dressed in modern suits. Even after federal raids, even after task force indictments, even after the news cycle tried to turn them into a story with a neat ending, the name still carried weight in the way people lowered their voices.

      L. Castellano.

      Leo.

      I’d never met her. I’d seen her once—maybe—on a security feed in a briefing room, a tall silhouette turning her head toward a camera like she could smell it. But the name had threaded through every Valdez file I’d touched in the last six months. A shadow with a ledger.

      If she’d moved fifty million from seized Valdez accounts into my parents’ dormant trust…

      Either Leo Castellano had just made a catastrophic mistake.

      Or she’d just made a move that would get people killed.

      Possibly me.

      A knock hit the top of my cubicle wall—two taps, polite but firm. A rhythm that didn’t belong to the office’s usual shuffling chaos.

      I jolted. The cursor skidded.

      “Jordan Hale?” a man’s voice asked.

      My badge said Hale. My name wasn’t Hale. Not really. It was a piece of paper I’d bought with another piece of paper, because Betas were allowed to reinvent themselves if they did it quietly.

      I swallowed and forced my voice into something neutral. “Yes?”

      A head and shoulders appeared at the entrance of my cubicle. The man was security, but not building security. Not the bored rent-a-cop with a donut stomach and an earpiece that never worked.

      This man was thick through the shoulders, clean-shaven, hair clipped short, eyes scanning. His suit jacket was too structured to be government issue. His posture had that particular stillness of someone trained to move only when necessary.

      His scent hit my cubicle a half-second later—cedar, cold metal, the faint bite of something like pepper.

      Alpha-adjacent, my brain supplied automatically, the way it labeled threats.

      But his badge wasn’t federal. It wasn’t anything I recognized.

      “Ms. Hale,” he said, and didn’t smile. “You need to come with me.”

      My pulse jumped. “Come with you where?”

      “Now.”

      The indigo on my screen felt suddenly louder, as if it could hear us. As if it was listening.

      I glanced past him. The aisle between cubicles was empty except for the hum of fluorescent lights. Too empty.

      “Is this about the audit?” I asked, buying time. My fingers slid toward my keyboard’s shortcut keys—muscle memory for locking the screen, for encrypting, for sending a silent ping to the secure channel.

      The man’s gaze dropped to my hands, then back to my face. “It’s about your safety.”

      My laugh came out wrong. A short, sharp exhale. “My safety is not a government priority.”

      “It is today.” He leaned in just enough that his voice lowered. “You have something on your screen you weren’t supposed to see.”

      My skin went cold under my blouse.

      I didn’t move. If I stood, I would be surrendering control. If I stayed, I might be refusing an order from someone with the authority to make my day end in handcuffs.

      “You’re not federal,” I said.

      “I’m contracted.”

      “By who?”

      His jaw tightened. “By people who don’t want you dead.”

      That narrowed it down to no one.

      I slid my finger under the desk toward my phone. It was taped to the underside of the drawer with a strip of duct tape—my own cheap version of operational security. The phone was on silent. The screen was dark. I could feel the shape of it with my fingertips.

      “Jordan.” He said my name like he knew it. Like he’d said it before. Like he’d practiced.

      I hated that more than the threat.

      “Who are you?” I asked again, softer.

      He hesitated, and in that hesitation I saw it: he wasn’t here to arrest me.

      He was here to extract me.

      The office lights flickered—just a moment, a minor power hiccup—and my synesthesia surged with it. The numbers on my screen flashed a new color at the edges, like the indigo had grown teeth.

      A scent rose in my nose that didn’t belong to the building: smoke, faint and electrical, like overheated wiring.

      My head snapped up.

      Down the corridor, past the glass doors that separated the audit bullpen from the rest of the floor, a cluster of men moved with purpose. Not employees. Not analysts. Tactical vests under windbreakers. Hands near belts.

      One of them looked straight at me.

      Even through glass, even at thirty feet, I felt the moment of recognition like a hook in my sternum.

      The contracted security man cursed under his breath.

      “Move,” he said, and grabbed my elbow.

      His grip was firm but not painful—trained restraint. He didn’t yank; he guided, as if my body were a thing he was responsible for keeping intact.

      I wrenched my arm anyway. Reflex. Beta invisibility didn’t mean Beta compliance.

      “Don’t touch me,” I hissed.

      “We don’t have time⁠—”

      The glass doors at the end of the corridor swung open. The tactical men poured through like water finding a crack.

      My synesthesia went bright at the edges, colors sharpening: danger always did that. The world became a set of lines and angles. Distance to exit. Distance to stairwell. Distance to my bag.

      A shout echoed down the corridor. “Federal! Hands where we can see them!”

      People in the bullpen looked up, startled. Chairs squeaked. Someone dropped a pen. Confusion rippled.

      The contracted man—my would-be escort—reached into his jacket. Not for a gun. For a badge.

      He held it up, flashed it fast. “Private security. She’s with me.”

      The tactical lead didn’t slow. “Step away from her.”

      Private security. Federal tactical. Two forces colliding in a hallway full of civilians.

      And me, in the middle, with fifty million dollars of indigo oil on my screen and my dead parents’ initials burning behind my eyes.

      My mouth tasted like pennies.

      The tactical men spread, forming a line. Their eyes tracked me, then my escort, then my escort’s hands.

      One of them—tall, narrow, an Omega maybe by scent, though suppressed under gear—lifted a rifle slightly. Not pointed, not yet. A question.

      My escort’s voice dropped again. “Jordan. If you go with them, you disappear.”

      “Isn’t that what Betas do?” I whispered back, and hated how my voice shook.

      His eyes flicked to my screen. “Not like that.”

      The tactical lead barked, “Ma’am, step into the corridor. Now.”

      My brain tried to compute: If they were federal, they had authority. If they had authority, resisting would be a felony. If they weren’t federal—if they were a black team using federal language—then going with them would be a death sentence.

      The indigo slick on my screen seemed to pulse, as if it were alive.

      I made a choice that wasn’t logical. It was instinct.

      I hit CTRL+SHIFT+L—my own macro—locking the spreadsheet and triggering a silent local backup to a hidden partition. The screen went gray, a blank federal wallpaper with an eagle that looked disappointed.

      The tactical men moved.

      My escort moved faster.

      He grabbed my wrist and yanked me sideways, deeper into the cubicle maze. I stumbled, caught myself, my chair rolling back with a squeal.

      “Hey!” someone yelled behind us.

      The bullpen erupted into noise—voices, questions, the scrape of chairs. But the tactical team didn’t care about the civilians. Their focus stayed on me like I was tagged.

      They vaulted cubicle walls with practiced ease.

      My escort pushed me forward. “Stairwell. Left.”

      “How do you know⁠—”

      “Because I’ve been here since six.”

      That should have comforted me. It didn’t. It meant I’d been watched before I even walked through the building’s metal detector.

      We hit the end of the cubicle row. The stairwell door was ahead—red EXIT sign, metal handle.

      A tactical man cut us off, stepping into the aisle. He was broad, Alpha-heavy, his scent fighting through the sterilized office air like heat through glass. He lifted his hands, palms out, weapon slung.

      “Ma’am,” he said, voice calm. “We’re here to protect you. Your escort is not authorized.”

      My escort’s grip tightened. “She’s not going with you.”

      The Alpha tactical smiled thinly. “That’s not your call.”

      Behind us, boots pounded. The other tactical men were closing in.

      I could feel my synesthesia trying to translate the chaos into data—colors flickering, edges buzzing. It wanted to make sense of it. It wanted to find the pattern.

      The pattern was: I was the asset.

      My escort leaned close, his breath hot at my ear. “Jordan, listen to me. The money you saw⁠—”

      A gunshot cracked somewhere in the bullpen.

      Screams followed.

      My stomach dropped through the floor.

      The tactical Alpha flinched, hand going toward his weapon. My escort moved at the same time, shoving me hard toward the stairwell door.

      “Go!” he snarled.

      I hit the door shoulder-first. The metal slammed open. The stairwell smelled like concrete and old rain.

      I turned, just in time to see the tactical Alpha draw his weapon.

      And my escort—private security, contracted by ghosts—lunged into him.

      They collided in a brutal tangle of bodies. The Alpha grunted, slammed into the wall. The escort drove an elbow into his throat with efficient violence.

      I didn’t wait to see who won.

      I ran.

      Down the stairs, my shoes slapping concrete, my breath tearing in my chest. The building’s stairwell spiraled, each landing identical. The EXIT signs glowed like warnings. My hands shook so badly I missed the rail and scraped my palm against the wall.

      Halfway down, my phone buzzed in my pocket—silent vibration like an insect. I fumbled it out.

      No caller ID. Just a message, already open as if my phone had decided for me.

      DON’T GO OUT THE FRONT. PARKING GARAGE. LEVEL B2. NOW.

      —L

      My blood iced.

      L.

      Castellano.

      My thumb hovered over the keyboard. My brain tried to argue: don’t trust it. Don’t trust anything. But the message wasn’t asking. It was instructing.

      And it knew where I was.

      Another vibration—another message.

      THE TEAM UPSTAIRS ISN’T FED. IF THEY TAKE YOU, YOU’RE GONE.

      My lungs burned. I swallowed bile.

      Not fed.

      So who?

      Beta trafficking was a rumor, a dark thread in some of the black budget accounts I’d audited for other clients. People whispered about “acquisitions,” about high-value Betas being moved like currency because they didn’t trigger the same attention as Omegas.

      Betas were the blank spaces. The quiet ones. The ones no one noticed were missing until it was too late.

      I hit the next landing and forced myself to keep going.

      The door at ground level burst open as I reached it. I froze, one foot mid-step, heart slamming.

      A woman filled the doorway.

      Tall. Broad-shouldered. Dressed in black like she didn’t believe in camouflage. Hair pulled back tight. Her eyes locked on me with a focus that felt like a hand closing around my throat.

      Alpha.

      Not the cartoon version—no snarling, no posturing. Controlled. Contained. Violence held on a leash so short it looked like obedience.

      Her scent hit me and my synesthesia glitched: cedar and something darker, like scorched sugar. My brain translated it into a color I didn’t have a name for—deep, muted gold under smoke.

      She took one step into the stairwell. “Jordan.”

      My name in her mouth sounded like a claim.

      My legs went weak.

      Behind her, through the open door, I could hear shouting. Footsteps. The chaos of the bullpen bleeding down into the lobby.

      The woman’s gaze flicked to my phone. “Did you see the wire?”

      My throat worked. “Who are you?”

      She didn’t answer the way people answered when they wanted you to trust them. She answered the way predators answered when honesty was a luxury.

      “Leo Castellano,” she said. “And you’re coming with me.”

      The name landed.

      The indigo slick on my screen—now locked upstairs—felt like it had followed me, staining the air between us.

      Leo moved closer. She didn’t rush. She didn’t need to. She had the kind of confidence that came from knowing the world usually bent.

      I backed up a step until my shoulder hit the concrete wall.

      “I’m not—” My voice broke. I cleared my throat, tried again. “I’m not part of your family. I’m not part of Valdez. I’m just⁠—”

      “Audit support,” she finished, eyes sharp. “A consultant. A Beta no one would miss.”

      The accuracy was a slap.

      My mouth opened, closed.

      Leo’s jaw flexed. For the first time, something like emotion flickered—irritation, maybe, or fear under the control.

      “You’re not invisible anymore,” she said. “Not after what you saw.”

      A crash echoed from above—someone hitting the stairwell door. Footsteps thundered down, fast.

      Leo glanced up, then back at me. Her voice dropped. “You have two choices. Come with me, or get taken by people who will turn your body into a line item.”

      My skin crawled.

      I wanted to argue. I wanted to demand proof, badges, explanations, legal counsel. I wanted to be logical, because logic was my religion.

      But the sounds above weren’t bureaucratic. They were hunting.

      I swallowed hard. “You moved the money.”

      Leo’s gaze held mine. “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      A pause—half a heartbeat.

      “Because it was already moving,” she said. “I just changed the direction.”

      The stairwell door above banged again, closer now. Voices shouted—men calling out positions.

      Leo reached for my wrist. This time, she didn’t grab like my escort had. She touched like she was checking for a pulse.

      I flinched anyway.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Do you trust me?”

      “No.”

      “Good.” Her grip tightened, decisive. “You’ll live longer.”

      She pulled me toward the lower stairs—down, not out. Toward the parking levels beneath the building.

      We moved fast. Leo’s body blocked mine from the angle of the door above, her shoulder a shield. My heart hammered so hard it made my vision spotty.

      As we hit the next level down, my phone buzzed again. Another message from L—except L was gripping my wrist.

      I glanced at the screen anyway.

      THE TRUST ISN’T YOUR PARENTS’ MONEY. IT’S YOURS.

      AND IT’S BEEN WAITING FOR YOU.

      My breath caught.

      I looked up at Leo, but her attention was on the stairs, listening. Calculating.

      “Leo,” I whispered, because my voice couldn’t do anything else. “My parents are dead.”

      Leo’s expression didn’t soften. It sharpened, like a blade turned to catch light.

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      Above us, footsteps hit the landing.

      Leo shoved me behind her, one hand going to the small of her back where a gun sat hidden under her jacket like a secret.

      My synesthesia flared—numbers in my head turning into scents, the air suddenly tasting like ozone and impending impact.

      Leo drew her weapon in a smooth, practiced motion.

      The stairwell filled with the sound of men coming down.

      And the last thing I saw before Leo lifted the gun was the glow of my phone screen, my dead parents’ initials burning behind my eyes like a reopened account.

      Then the stairwell door slammed open.

      Someone shouted, “There! Take them!”

      Leo’s shoulders squared.

      And the world tipped into violence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Liquid Assets

          

          POV: LEO | DAY 1 — MONDAY NIGHT

        

      

    

    
      The first man through Jordan’s apartment window didn’t land like law enforcement.

      He landed like a debt collector.

      Glass hissed across the hardwood, a soft rain that didn’t belong in a sixth-floor walk-up. The guy came in low, knees bent, pistol already out, muzzle tracking the room like he’d done it in a dozen places where the occupants hadn’t lived to complain.

      No “Police.” No barked commands. No light discipline like they cared about witnesses.

      Just the efficient silence of men who expected to own the ending.

      I was in the kitchen doorway with my jacket half-off and a grocery bag of bottled water cutting into my knuckles. Jordan was behind me, barefoot, holding her phone like it could pray.

      Her scent was wrong.

      Not Omega-sweet. Not heat-slick. Nothing dramatic.

      Just… sharp.

      Like cold air before lightning.

      The intruder’s eyes flicked to her, and I watched him register what she was the same way I’d watched auctioneers appraise cattle. Not desire. Not even cruelty. Something worse: valuation.

      I didn’t think. Thinking was for paperwork and funerals. I pivoted on the ball of my foot and threw the water at his face.

      The bottles hit like a clumsy weapon—plastic and weight and surprise. He flinched. The muzzle jerked up.

      I closed the distance before his reflexes corrected. My hand caught his wrist, shoved it across his own body. His gun went off. The shot cracked the small living room like a fist through drywall.

      Jordan made a sound behind me—half breath, half swallowed scream.

      The bullet took a chunk out of the doorframe leading to her bedroom. Splinters and old paint puffed into the air.

      I drove my elbow into the man’s throat.

      Not a brawl. Not a fair fight. A decision.

      His eyes went wide as his airway collapsed into panic. I kept his gun arm pinned and used his weight against him, turning him toward the window he’d come through.

      Outside, the night was a black mouth. Rain had started while we were in the stairwell—thin, cold, city rain that turned streetlights into bleeding halos.

      He clawed at my sleeve, trying to get leverage. He was bigger than Jordan, bigger than most analysts, but not bigger than the kind of training Marina had forced into me.

      I heard the second one—boots on the fire escape, metal creak, breath in teeth.

      I shoved the first man hard into the window frame. His body hit the sill. His head snapped back, dazed, and he teetered.

      For a heartbeat I had a clean choice.

      Kill him. Let gravity do the work. One less threat.

      Or keep him alive long enough to learn who sent him.

      My family liked their problems permanent. My conscience liked them solvable.

      The second man’s shadow cut across the broken glass.

      I chose speed.

      I slammed my palm into the first man’s jaw and his eyes rolled white. He went limp, weight sagging against the sill. I yanked him back inside instead of letting him fall—because questions were currency—and used his body like a barrier as the second intruder swung through.

      The second guy was leaner. Tactical hoodie. Suppressed pistol. No badge. No patch.

      He saw me, saw the gun in my hand now—taken from the first man—and hesitated.

      That hesitation cost him.

      I shot him once in the thigh.

      Not to kill. To anchor.

      He grunted, staggered, and his knee buckled. His pistol skidded across the hardwood.

      Jordan gasped behind me. “Leo⁠—”

      “Bathroom,” I snapped without looking back. “Lock it. Now.”

      “I—”

      “Jordan.”

      My voice came out like an order because I couldn’t afford it coming out like anything else.

      She moved. Bare feet slapped down the hall. A door clicked shut, then a lock.

      Good. One variable contained.

      The second man tried to crawl for his gun. I kicked it away and put my foot on his wrist.

      His eyes tracked up my body—gun, jacket, posture—and I watched him realize I wasn’t a cop.

      I was the thing he’d been warned about.

      “Who sent you?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer. He tried to bite.

      I shifted my weight and felt the bones in his wrist grind. He screamed, the sound muffled by rain and distance and the fact that the city didn’t care what happened in rented apartments.

      I leaned down close enough to smell him past the cordite—aftershave, cheap nicotine gum, adrenaline souring in his sweat. Beta, maybe. Suppressed. Professional.

      Not cartel muscle. Not street.

      “Who sent you,” I repeated. Quiet. “Because I promise you it’s either the truth or the window.”

      His jaw worked. Pain made men honest if you applied it correctly.

      “Evolution,” he choked out. “Services. We⁠—”

      A third sound from the hall: the front door lock clicking.

      Not Jordan. She was in the bathroom.

      Not the intruders; they’d come through the window.

      Someone else.

      I lifted my gun toward the hallway just as the door swung in and a man stepped into the apartment like he belonged there.

      Private security. The one from the office. Cedar and pepper. Blood on his knuckles.

      His eyes met mine, and for a flicker of a second I saw something I didn’t like.

      Relief.

      Like he’d been terrified I’d get there too late.

      He lifted his hands slightly. “Leo.”

      My name in his mouth carried history. Not my history with him—his history with my people. With the task force. With all the invisible lines that ran under this city like veins.

      “Rafi,” I said, because I knew him by his face, even if he’d changed his hair and his badge. Rafael Ortez. Phoenix Task Force. Rivera Valdez’s shadow when she wanted one.

      His gaze flicked to the man under my boot. “More coming?”

      “Possibly.” I jerked my chin at the bleeding intruder. “He says Evolution Services.”

      Rafi’s expression tightened like he’d swallowed something sharp. “Of course.”

      He stepped past me, moved fast, checked the hall, the bedroom, the kitchen. Professional. No wasted motion. Then his eyes cut toward the bathroom door.

      “She in there?” he asked.

      “She’s locked in,” I said.

      “Good.”

      Good. Like she was a package you set somewhere safe.

      My teeth clenched. The Alpha part of me—the part everyone insisted existed—rose like a reflexive animal. Not loud, but present. Protective. Territorial. Stupidly honest.

      I hated that part.

      I hated that it woke up around Jordan.

      I heard the fire escape creak again.

      Rafi did too. His hand went to the gun at his waist.

      “Bathroom, Jordan,” I called, loud enough to cut through drywall. “Stay there.”

      A soft, muffled “Okay” came back. Small voice. Controlled.

      Beta stillness.

      It should have been boring. It wasn’t. It was the kind of control you saw in people who’d survived things no one believed.

      The fourth intruder came through the window like the first—low, practiced—and Rafi shot him in the shoulder before his feet hit the floor.

      He yelped, spun, and fell backward out the window.

      A body dropping six stories made a sound you felt in your teeth.

      Rafi didn’t flinch.

      I did, but only because my mind pictured the impact and my stomach wanted to revolt. I pushed it down. Violence wasn’t new to me. But it always demanded payment later.

      The man under my boot laughed wetly. “Too late,” he rasped. “She’s already flagged. Acquisition order. She’s⁠—”

      I crouched and grabbed his collar. “She’s what.”

      His eyes glittered with pain and spite. “Asset. High-value Beta. Rare neurology. They’ll⁠—”

      The bathroom door cracked open.

      Jordan’s face appeared in the gap. Pale. Hair loose around her shoulders. Eyes too bright.

      And for half a second, the air shifted.

      It wasn’t scent the way Omegas talked about scent—sweet, intoxicating, submissive.

      It was something else. A spike in pressure. A wrongness in the room, like the apartment had been holding its breath and decided to exhale.

      Jordan blinked hard, like she was trying to clear fog. Her gaze landed on the blood on the floor, the broken window, the gun in my hand.

      Then it slid past all of that and hit the intruder’s words.

      “Rare neurology,” she repeated softly. Like she was tasting it.

      Rafi took one step toward her. “Jordan, shut the door.”

      She didn’t.

      Her eyes moved to me. “They want me,” she said, as if that was a new line item she’d just discovered.

      “Yes,” I said. No softness. Softness got you killed.

      She swallowed. “Because of the audit.”

      “Because of what you can do,” the man under my boot coughed, and smiled through blood. “Because you can see it.”

      Jordan flinched like he’d touched her.

      I raised my gun and put it against his forehead. “Enough.”

      Rafi’s voice was tight. “Leo. We don’t have time.”

      I didn’t shoot him.

      Not because I’m merciful.

      Because I needed Jordan to see I wasn’t a monster in a suit. Not yet.

      I yanked him up instead. “Rafi. Zip ties.”

      Rafi tossed me a set without arguing. He trusted my efficiency more than my morality.

      I bound the intruder’s hands, gagged him with a dish towel from Jordan’s kitchen like it was a casual thing, then dragged him toward the closet.

      Jordan watched, very still, her pupils wide.

      “Back in the bathroom,” I told her.

      She shook her head once. A small, stubborn motion. “No.”

      The word hit me like a challenge.

      I’d dealt with cartel leaders. Senators. Men with more money than conscience. Their “no” always came with power.

      Jordan’s “no” came with nothing but herself.

      And it was the most dangerous kind.

      Rafi cursed softly. “We need to move. This place is burned.”

      “I know.” My voice came out clipped because my patience was thin and my fear was thick.

      Jordan stepped into the living room, careful not to step in blood. Her bare feet made her look younger than she was. Like a kid wandering into a scene she wasn’t supposed to witness.

      But her eyes—her eyes were adult. Calculating. Translating.

      She looked at the broken window. The rain. The splinters in the doorframe from the earlier gunshot. The dead man on the street below—she couldn’t see him, but she knew, because the city had a way of carrying impact upward in vibrations.

      Her breath hitched. She pressed her hand to her sternum.

      “What—” she started, then stopped, as if her throat had changed its mind.

      I saw it then: the beginning of panic. Not loud. Not messy.

      Panic with paperwork attached.

      “Jordan.” I kept my voice low, because low sounded like control. “Get dressed. Shoes. Bag. We go now.”

      She blinked at me. “Where.”

      Rafi answered before I could. “Safehouse.”

      Jordan’s gaze snapped to him. “Who are you.”

      Rafi hesitated. He wasn’t used to being questioned by civilians. He wasn’t used to being seen.

      “Rafi Ortez,” he said finally. “Phoenix Task Force.”

      Jordan’s face tightened. “Phoenix.” The name meant something to her—news headlines, maybe, or the way federal agents talked about Rivera Valdez like she was a hurricane with a badge.

      “And you,” Jordan said to me again, because she wasn’t letting it go, “moved the money.”

      “Yes.”

      “Into Kestrel.”

      I didn’t react outwardly. Inside, something in my chest went hot and sharp.

      She said it like it hurt.

      “Kestrel is—” Jordan’s voice faltered. “It’s my parents.”

      Rafi’s eyes flicked to mine. Quick. Questioning.

      He didn’t know that piece. He hadn’t known in the office. He’d been extracting Jordan because Rivera told him to, because a Beta with Jordan’s abilities was a liability in the wild.

      Now he knew why she’d been marked.

      My jaw locked. “Your parents’ names were used,” I said. Precise. “Doesn’t mean they’re dead. Doesn’t mean they’re alive. It means someone filed the paperwork.”

      Jordan laughed once, harsh. “You say that like it’s comforting.”

      “It’s accurate,” I said, and hated myself for it.

      Accuracy was my armor. It was also my curse.

      Jordan’s nostrils flared. Her gaze drifted, unfocused, as if the room had turned into a spreadsheet only she could see.

      Then she flinched again. Her hand went to her neck.

      “What,” I demanded, because every instinct in me screamed threat.

      She swallowed. “The numbers,” she whispered. “They’re⁠—”

      Her eyes widened. She leaned toward me half a step, not like she wanted closeness, but like she wanted air.

      “They’re turning into scents.”

      Rafi froze. “What.”

      Jordan’s gaze snapped to him, then back to me, and something almost like shame tightened her mouth. “It’s—my synesthesia. It’s usually colors. But right now I can—” She broke off, breathed shallow. “I can smell⁠—”

      Her eyes flicked to my throat, my jaw, my pulse point like she could see the blood moving.

      “Ozone,” she said, almost accusing. “And cedar.”

      My scent.

      My body went rigid. Not because I was embarrassed. Because I understood what that meant in this world.

      Pheromones.

      Triggers.

      Evolution Services wasn’t just buying Betas.

      They were changing them.

      “Jordan.” I stepped closer before I could stop myself. The Alpha part of me wanted to corral her, touch her, check her skin for fever. “Are you hurt.”

      “No.” She shook her head too fast. “I— It’s like the air has—edges.”

      Rafi’s hand tightened on his gun. “We’re leaving. Now.”

      A siren wailed in the distance—too far to be for us, but close enough to remind you the city had teeth and most of them belonged to someone else.

      I walked past Jordan into her bedroom and yanked open drawers. Practical. Fast. Clothes. Shoes. A jacket. I didn’t ask permission. Permission was a luxury for people not currently being hunted.

      Jordan followed, hovering in the doorway like a ghost in her own life.

      “You can’t just—” she started.

      “I can,” I said, shoving a pair of jeans at her. “Get dressed.”

      Her cheeks flushed—anger, embarrassment, both. She took the jeans and turned away, pulling them on with jerky movements.

      Rafi stayed in the hall, listening, watching the front door and the broken window like both could vomit men.

      Jordan’s apartment was small. Too small for three adults and a crisis. The air smelled like old books, printer ink, and now blood.

      It smelled like her.

      Not in the Omega way.

      In the human way.

      I didn’t know why that mattered. I hated that it did.

      She shoved her feet into sneakers without socks. Grabbed a laptop bag off the desk. Her hands shook as she zipped it.

      “Do you have a weapon,” I asked.

      She stared at me like I’d asked if she had wings. “No.”

      I opened her desk drawer and found a heavy metal stapler. I handed it to her.

      Her mouth twitched. “A stapler.”

      “Better than a prayer.”

      She took it. Held it like she didn’t know what end was supposed to hurt.

      We moved.

      Down the stairs, not the elevator. Elevators were coffins with buttons. Jordan’s breathing was audible behind me—short, controlled, as if she was counting each inhale.

      On the second landing, she stumbled.

      I caught her elbow automatically.

      She flinched hard, jerking away.

      My hand stayed in the air for a second, empty.

      I hated the flash of something in my chest—hurt, stupid and unwanted.

      “Don’t,” she said, voice tight.

      “Fine,” I said. Cold. “Fall if you want.”

      She kept going.

      Outside, the rain hit like thrown gravel. The streetlights smeared into gold-white lines on wet asphalt. Cars hissed past, indifferent.

      Rafi led us to a black SUV parked half a block down, under a tree that couldn’t decide if it was alive or just stubborn. The SUV looked like government. It smelled like government—clean vinyl, old coffee, gun oil.

      Jordan stopped short when she saw it. “This is Phoenix,” she said.

      “Yes,” Rafi answered.

      Jordan’s gaze cut to me. “And you’re with them.”

      “No,” I said.

      Rafi opened the back door. “Get in.”

      Jordan didn’t move.

      The rain plastered her hair to her cheeks. Her skin had gone pale in the city light. Her eyes were too sharp, too awake.

      “You said safehouse,” she said. “Whose.”

      Rafi’s jaw flexed. “Rivera Valdez’s.”

      Jordan’s lips parted. “Rivera Valdez is⁠—”

      “Complicated,” Rafi said, and that was the closest thing to honesty he was willing to give.

      Jordan looked like she might be sick. She gripped her laptop bag strap so hard her knuckles went white.

      “You can’t take me to a cartel,” she whispered.

      Rafi’s face hardened. “She’s not a cartel.”

      “She’s Valdez,” Jordan shot back, and there it was—fear wearing logic like a suit.

      I stepped into her space, close enough that the rain on my jacket sprayed cold against her arm. “Jordan,” I said, low. “The people who just came through your window were not federal. They were not here to arrest you. They were here to remove you.”

      She swallowed. Her throat worked. “Remove.”

      “Acquire,” Rafi corrected grimly.

      Jordan’s gaze flicked away, unfocused again. The edges of her world turning into something only she could interpret.

      I saw her nostrils flare, that same subtle tell. Smell.

      “What,” I demanded.

      She blinked rapidly. “There’s—” Her voice dropped. “There’s a smell on the rain.”

      Rafi’s head snapped up. He scanned the street.

      I didn’t smell anything but wet pavement and exhaust.

      Jordan’s eyes landed on the far intersection, where a white panel van sat too still at a red light that had turned green.

      “I think,” she said, each word careful, “they’re still here.”

      Rafi swore. “Get in. Now.”

      Jordan hesitated for half a heartbeat.

      Then she moved, scrambling into the back seat.

      I got in beside her, not because I wanted proximity, but because the back seat gave me line of sight and shielding. Rafi slid into the driver’s seat, started the engine without headlights, and rolled us into traffic like we belonged.

      The white van turned with us.

      Of course it did.

      Rafi took a series of quick turns, trying to shake it without making it obvious. The van stayed two cars back. Patient. Like it had all night.

      Jordan sat rigid beside me, stapler clutched in her lap like a talisman. Her knee bounced. She pressed her forehead against the glass for a second, then pulled back like it burned.

      “I can’t—” she whispered. “I can’t keep smelling⁠—”

      Her voice broke. She made a small sound and swallowed it down. Pride. Control. Beta discipline.

      I watched her, and something ugly twisted in my chest.

      Betas weren’t supposed to trigger me. They weren’t supposed to matter. In the hierarchy, they were neutral. Safe. Background.

      Jordan was none of those things.

      Her body was doing something new, something Evolution had wanted, and my body recognized it as change.

      As threat.

      As possibility.

      “Breathe,” I said, and hated how soft it came out.

      Jordan’s head snapped toward me. Her eyes were glossy. “Don’t tell me to breathe.”

      I held her gaze. “Then don’t pass out.”

      She huffed a laugh that wasn’t humor. “You’re terrible at comforting people.”

      “I’m not here to comfort you.”

      The van behind us sped up.

      Rafi noticed. “Hold on.”

      He punched the accelerator. The SUV surged forward. Jordan grabbed the seatbelt strap with her free hand.

      The van surged too.

      Rafi cut across lanes, narrowly missing a taxi. A horn blared. The city woke up angry.

      We hit a long stretch of road along the river, industrial and poorly lit. Warehouses. Chain-link fences. Graffiti that looked like prayers nobody answered.

      Rafi’s voice was flat. “They want us isolated.”

      Jordan’s nails dug into the stapler. “Why me.”

      Because you saw the wire. Because you can follow it. Because you can smell the math now, I thought.

      But the deeper answer was one I didn’t want to say out loud. Because in this world, Betas were the easiest bodies to disappear. No heats. No ruts. No packs searching when they went missing. No alarms.

      “We don’t have time for why,” I said.

      Jordan’s gaze flicked to my face. “You did this,” she said, and I realized she meant more than the money.

      You brought me into the open.

      You made me visible.

      I didn’t deny it.

      Rafi took a hard right turn down a narrow service road. The SUV’s tires sprayed water and grit. The van followed, headlights off now too.

      “Two options,” Rafi muttered. “We lose them, or we stop them.”

      “Stop them,” I said.

      Jordan’s head snapped toward me. “No⁠—”

      I ignored her. I leaned forward between the seats. “You have weapons in the console?”

      Rafi popped it open with one hand. A Glock. Extra mags. A compact rifle in a case behind his seat.

      Phoenix didn’t come unprepared.

      Good.

      Rafi slowed near an underpass where the road dipped and the concrete pillars made shadows thick enough to hide in.

      “This is a choke point,” he said.

      I nodded. “I’ll take the rear.”

      Jordan’s voice went sharp. “You’re going to—what, get out and fight them?”

      “Yes.”

      Her laugh was brittle. “That’s insane.”

      “It’s a Monday,” I said. “Get down.”

      Rafi killed the headlights completely and rolled us under the underpass, then braked hard.

      The SUV stopped.

      The van behind us braked too late.

      It slammed into our rear bumper with a crunch of metal and a jolt that snapped Jordan forward.

      She cried out, more surprised than hurt.

      Before the van could reverse, I was out.

      Cold rain hit my face like punishment. My boots splashed in shallow puddles. The air under the overpass smelled like wet concrete and old oil.

      The van’s side door slid open.

      Two men poured out.

      Not tactical this time. Street clothes. But their movements were trained. Their eyes were dead.

      One of them raised a handgun.

      I fired first.

      The shot lit the dark for a split second. The man jerked, stumbled, dropped. Not dead—shoulder hit, disabling.

      The second man dove behind the van door and fired back. Bullets sparked off concrete, chipped the pillar near my head. The sound was too loud in the enclosed space, echoing like judgment.

      I moved laterally, using the SUV as cover, keeping my profile tight. Controlled violence. Marina’s gift. My curse.

      I heard Rafi behind me, on the other side, firing through the SUV’s rear window. Glass exploded outward. Jordan screamed inside the car.

      A third man climbed out of the van’s driver seat—bigger, Alpha-heavy. He carried not a gun, but a syringe gun.

      My blood went cold.

      Evolution.

      He wasn’t here to kill us. He was here to tag Jordan. Sedate her. Take her alive.

      He lifted the syringe gun toward the SUV’s back door.

      I saw Jordan’s silhouette through the glass. Her head ducked, then lifted, as if she couldn’t help looking.

      Her eyes met mine through the rain-smeared window.

      She looked terrified.

      And furious.

      Like a person realizing that terror didn’t excuse helplessness.

      The Alpha with the syringe gun fired.

      The dart hit the SUV’s rear passenger window with a thunk and cracked the glass but didn’t penetrate. Tempered. Lucky.

      Jordan flinched backward. Her hand flew to her throat.

      Something flared in my chest—hot, possessive, ugly.

      No. Not hers. Not anyone’s.

      I sprinted.

      The Alpha with the syringe gun swung toward me, startled by the speed. I closed the distance in three steps, grabbed the barrel, and wrenched it sideways. The second attacker fired at me again, but his bullets hit the SUV’s hood instead.

      I drove my knee into the syringe-gun Alpha’s gut. He folded. I ripped the weapon from his hand and threw it into the puddle.

      He came back up with a knife.

      Of course he did.

      I caught his wrist, twisted, felt tendons strain. He grunted, tried to headbutt me. I shifted and let him hit air, then slammed my elbow into his temple.

      He went down hard, skull meeting concrete.

      His knife skittered away.

      Behind me, Rafi shouted something—warning.

      The second attacker had changed angles. He was trying to get a shot through the driver’s side window now.

      I pivoted, raised my gun.

      Jordan’s scream cut through the rain again, sharper, different. Not fear. Something else. The air shifted.

      My nose flooded with a scent that didn’t belong under an overpass: bright, strange, almost sweet, like citrus and electricity. The hairs on my arms rose.

      Jordan.

      But not Jordan-as-Beta. Jordan as something… overdrawn.

      She shoved the back door open from inside the SUV and stumbled out into the rain, eyes wild.

      “Jordan!” I shouted.

      She didn’t look at me. She looked at the man aiming at Rafi.

      And she moved.

      Not fast like me. Not trained.

      But determined.

      She raised the stapler like it was a gun and hurled it with both hands.

      It hit the attacker in the face with a wet crack. He screamed, hands flying up, gun dropping.

      Rafi didn’t hesitate. He shot him twice in the chest.

      Silence fell in the aftermath like a heavy sheet.

      Rain kept tapping the concrete. Water ran in thin streams along the gutter, carrying blood in diluted ribbons.

      Jordan stood in the open, drenched, breathing hard.

      Her pupils were huge. Her skin looked flushed under the streetlight bleeding in from the edge of the underpass.

      Rafi stared at her like he’d never seen a civilian do something useful. “Jesus,” he muttered.

      I walked toward Jordan slowly, gun lowered but ready.

      She backed up a step.

      “Don’t,” she said again, voice raw.

      I stopped. Held my hands slightly out, empty in gesture though not in reality.

      “Okay,” I said. “I won’t touch you.”

      Her chest rose and fell. She swallowed, and I saw her throat work like she was trying to force something back down.

      Then she spoke, voice small and horrified. “I can smell the money.”

      Rafi went still. “What.”

      Jordan’s eyes darted between us. “It’s—” She shuddered. “It’s like… hot metal. Like pennies in your mouth. And it’s on them. On the van.”

      My gaze cut to the van.

      The vehicle sat idling, door open, interior dark. It looked ordinary. It wasn’t.

      Jordan took a shaky step toward it, as if pulled.

      “Jordan,” I said, sharper now.

      She didn’t listen. She moved to the van and stared inside. Then her face went blank. Not calm. Not peaceful. Blank like her brain had blue-screened.

      I lunged, instinct screaming.

      But she spoke before I reached her, voice flat. “There’s a tablet in there.”

      Rafi stepped up beside me, gun raised. “Don’t.”

      Jordan didn’t climb in. She just pointed, trembling. “In the seat pocket. I can see it. It’s—” She blinked hard. “It’s glowing.”

      Synesthesia. Not literal glow. Her brain translating.

      Rafi swore and edged closer, keeping his body between Jordan and the van. He reached in, grabbed the tablet with a gloved hand.

      The screen was lit.

      A list. Names. Dates. Designations. Jordan’s name was on it. So were others. Dozens.

      Next to Jordan’s: BETA / NEURO-AUDIT / LIVE CAPTURE / PRIORITY 1

      Rafi’s face went hard with rage. “Evolution motherfuckers.”

      Jordan made a sound like she’d been punched. “Others,” she whispered. “They’ve done this to others.”

      I didn’t look away from the list.

      Because there was a name below Jordan’s that made my stomach turn.

      CASTELLANO, L. / ALPHA / REACQUISITION / PRIORITY 0

      Rafi saw it too. His gaze snapped to me.

      Jordan leaned in, eyes narrowing as if she could smell the letters. “That’s you,” she said.

      “Yes,” I admitted.

      Rafi’s voice was low. “They want you back.”

      Back.

      Like I’d ever belonged to them.

      Like Marina’s hands had written ownership into my bones.

      The rain felt colder.

      Jordan’s breath hitched again, and the strange citrus-electric scent around her spiked. I watched her sway, just slightly, like her body was losing the argument with whatever trigger Evolution had planted.

      Rafi’s eyes widened. “She’s crashing.”

      Jordan shook her head, stubborn even now. “I’m fine.”

      Her voice slurred on the last word.

      No.

      Not fine.

      Her skin was too flushed. Her scent too sharp. Her eyes too bright.

      And my own body—traitorous, conditioned—responded. A low pull in my gut. An awareness of her, of proximity, of biology waking up like a predator stretching.

      I hated it.

      I hated that part of me most of all.

      “Get in the car,” I ordered, and this time I did step close enough to take her elbow because she was about to fall.

      She tried to jerk away, but her knees buckled.

      I caught her. Held her upright with one arm, gun still in my other hand. Her body felt too hot through her wet clothes.

      Jordan’s head tipped forward for a second, forehead almost touching my shoulder.

      Then she whispered, voice barely there, “I smell gold.”

      My throat went tight.

      Bonding color.

      Not supposed to exist for Betas.

      Not like this.

      Rafi shoved the tablet into his jacket and opened the SUV’s rear door. “In. Now. We need to go before more show up.”

      I half-carried Jordan into the back seat. She slumped against the door, shivering violently, teeth chattering.

      Rafi peeled out from under the overpass, tires squealing on wet pavement.

      In the front seat, he spoke into a comm, voice clipped. “Rivera, it’s Ortez. We have Jordan. Evolution made a grab. We found a list—multiple Betas flagged. Also… Leo’s on it. Priority zero.”

      Static. Then a woman’s voice, low and sharp even through distortion. “I know.”

      Rafi stiffened. “You knew?”

      “Yes,” Rivera said. “Get them to the safehouse. Now. And Ortez—” A pause, like she was choosing words. “Do not let Jordan out of your sight. Her status just changed.”

      Jordan stirred at that, like the word status was a key in her spine.

      I stared out the rain-streaked window, jaw clenched so hard it hurt.

      Jordan’s apartment was burned. Her life was burned. Evolution had a list with her name on it and mine under hers like a threat.

      And Rivera Valdez—of all people—was waiting at the end of this road with answers I didn’t want.

      Jordan’s head lolled toward me. Her eyes opened, unfocused, pupils blown wide.

      “Leo,” she whispered.

      “What,” I said, harsher than I meant.

      Her lips parted. Her breath came shallow and hot. “If I’m not a Beta anymore…” She swallowed, and her voice cracked on the next words. “What am I.”

      The question hit the inside of my ribs like a fist.

      Because I didn’t know.

      Because whatever she was becoming, Evolution wanted it.

      And my body—my Alpha mask, my conditioning, my family name—was already reacting like she belonged to me.

      Outside, the city blurred into wet neon.

      Ahead, the safehouse waited.

      And in Jordan’s scent, beneath the panic and the electricity, something new kept blooming—insistent, unfamiliar, inevitable.

      A trigger.

      A countdown.

      Rafi’s phone buzzed with a new message displayed on the SUV’s console screen—encrypted, routed through channels I didn’t like.

      One line of text, sender unknown:

      SHE’S NOT YOURS TO SAVE. DELIVER THE ASSET TO MARINA AND YOUR DEBT IS CLEARED.

      I read it.

      Rafi read it.

      Jordan, half-conscious, lifted her head like she could smell the words.

      And in the reflection of the console screen, I saw my own face—controlled, cold, and cracking at the edges.

      Because debt was the only language my world respected.

      And tonight, someone was trying to buy me back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Market Volatility

          

          POV: JORDAN | DAY 2 — TUESDAY AFTERNOON

        

      

    

    
      The safehouse internet had teeth. Not the dramatic kind—no snarling firewall banners, no hacker-movie skulls blinking in ASCII. Just a slow, stubborn refusal to let me in anywhere that mattered. Every packet I sent came back wearing someone else’s fingerprints. Every port I touched tasted like a lie.

      The router sat on the floor in the corner like a squat little idol. Black plastic, three antennas, one steady green light that said connected while everything in my body said caged.

      Rafi paced behind me. His boots made the hardwood complain in a steady loop. Leo stood by the window, half hidden behind the curtain, looking out at the street like she could see the next threat before it decided to exist.

      I sat at the kitchen table with a borrowed laptop—Phoenix-issued, wiped, hardened, paranoid. It smelled like gun oil and old coffee and the faint plasticky sweetness of heat-shrink tubing. I hated it. I wanted my own machine. My own keys. My own muscle memory.

      I wanted my old life back.

      Instead I had a spreadsheet in my head that kept turning into scent.

      I typed anyway, fingers moving faster than fear. “This isn’t just a bad connection,” I said.

      Rafi stopped pacing. “It’s secure.”

      “It’s compromised.” I snapped a glance at him. He looked too calm for someone who’d watched men fall out of windows and underpasses the night before. Like violence had been filed into a familiar drawer in his brain. “There’s a difference.”

      Leo’s gaze flicked toward me, sharp. She didn’t tell me to lower my voice. She didn’t tell me to calm down. She just listened like it mattered.

      That made me angrier.

      I ran another traceroute. The command line returned a neat ladder of hops that should’ve been boring.

      It wasn’t.

      In my head the numbers came back as color—thin, mean threads of gray-blue that crawled across my vision. Then the blue shifted, deepened.
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5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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