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            Chapter One

          

          THE EXCHANGE

          RIVERA VALDEZ

        

      

    

    
      The church doors groaned open and a shot cracked the air.

      I did not duck. Tomas slammed me into the wall anyway, forearm to my sternum, breath hot and sour with old coffee. The bullet spidered a stained-glass angel above our heads. Blue shards rained like holy blood. The ocean pushed a salt breath through the doorway and made everything taste like rust.

      “Sniper,” Tomas hissed into his lapel mic. “South transept roofline. Thermal shows two more.”

      I pushed him off with two fingers and walked. The aisle was a scar cut down the throat of the church. Pews long gone. Concrete pitted and stained by years of failed promises. The ceiling showed its ribs, iron and tired. Someone had painted the altar black.

      Neutral ground.

      Sure. And Miami did not eat people.

      “Hold formation,” Tío Hector said behind me, voice smooth as a gun barrel. He wore white like a man who brought his own funeral to every meeting. His scent sat heavy, steel and cigar ash, command thickened by enhancers that could not cover the rot beneath. “Rivera leads. If they cannot protect the Omega they were promised, the Castellanos do not deserve a treaty.”

      He did not say we needed me visible, pheromones hot, the room reminded what it was marrying.

      He did not have to.

      The suppressant patch burned under my collarbone. I had cut the dosage a week ago. Pulled it again last night. Left the skin raw and hungry under gauze, heat thread winding through my ribs, slow and deliberate and mine.

      Chemistry, not destiny. Get the mix right and even gods kneel.

      Another shot, closer. Then silence. Our roof sniper took the third man. The Castellano boys worked clean. I read their signatures without looking. Focus sliced the air. Fear snapped off the roofline and went still. Someone up there smiled when a head exploded.

      Good. Let them smile. Let them look at me and think, This one will cost us.

      We crossed into the nave. The Castellanos waited beneath a scaffold where a crucifix used to hang. Spotlights instead of saints. A heavy chain dangling like a promise. They had polished the floor to a black mirror. Oil slick. Our ghosts looked back and did not blink.

      Their council wore navy. Their muscle wore gray. Their scent held citrus and gun oil, sharp, clean, disciplined. Different code. Same religion.

      Dante was not there yet.

      Fine. I preferred his absence. It let me think. It let me breathe around the edges of a body that had started to remember what it was for. My skin hummed where the air kissed it. The world pressed close, a hand at the back of my neck.

      Tomas took left. Valeria took right. Her braid hung like a whip. Beta, flexible in a fight, and she loved me the way you love a knife you have carried too long. She touched my elbow once, quick, human.

      “Eyes up,” she breathed.

      “I do not blink.” My voice came steady. Practice. The lab coat no one could see draped invisible across my shoulders. Keep the mind busy. Catalog the variables. Snipers reduced by one. Body count acceptable. Scent density high. Alpha sixty-eight percent, Beta twenty, Omega twelve. Ratio calculated for control. Doors three. Exits five if you knew how to pry boards and crawl where the light would not follow.

      Tío Hector slid to my other side like a shadow pretending to be a man. He smiled at the Castellano council with all his teeth. “Don Rocco. Beautiful venue.”

      Rocco Castellano had a face like a busted piano, keys missing, music still mean. He did not look at me. That told me everything. Most men looked. I forced them to. That was the point. He kept his gaze pinned on Hector and lifted his chin toward the chain above the altar.

      “Traditional terms,” he said. “Marking, token exchange, oath in blood. Then the papers for the Comptroller’s office.”

      He meant bribes. He meant making this legal enough to punish the first hand that tried to tear it up.

      “And my groom?” Hector’s tongue slicked his teeth. “Is he late, or clever?”

      “On time,” Rocco said. “And busy.”

      I felt him before I saw him.

      Scent always came first. It rolled through the church like heat mirage. Smoke off hot steel. Citrus bite from a lemon torn open with nails. Clean soap like a good lie. My knees did not go weak. I do not collapse. But the air changed temperature around me. A door to a cold room opened and my skin leaned toward it, hungry and hating it.

      Valeria’s fingers flexed against my elbow. She felt it too. Everybody did. Alphas recalibrated. Betas swallowed. The small percentage of Omegas went still, scent spiking sharp, worry and hunger and the memory of hunger. The chain sighed on its hook.

      He came in from the side, not the aisle. Not a supplicant. Not a bridegroom. Tall. Shoulders built for arguments. Dark suit, no tie, throat bare. That was a message. He carried command the way another man might carry a knife loose in his palm. Casual. Ready. Hair close at the sides, longer on top, designed for someone else's hand and the memory of it. Winter-coal eyes. When he looked at me, everything that was not nailed down inside me shifted.

      Dante Castellano. The man I was going to marry. The man I planned to use.

      His gaze ran a slow inventory of my throat, my jaw, the edge of gauze under my shirt. He did not look at the way my breath hit. Respect. Or cruelty. I respected it. I hated it more.

      “Rivera Valdez,” he said. The way he shaped my name scraped down my spine and made all my training look small. His voice did not belong to boardrooms. It belonged to alleys, back door kitchens, hands on the edges of things that mattered.

      I smiled like my mouth did not want blood.

      “Dante.” I did not give him his last name. We both knew how names cut. Using half said I would play, but my rules first.

      A prickle ran along the back of my neck. Valeria’s eyes slashed toward the clerestory. I did not look. I did not need to. The air spoke in scent again. Adrenaline. Copper. The sour sweat of men who worked for wages, not oaths.

      Not Castellanos. Not ours.

      Narváez ferals. Low-level. Hungry.

      They had come to test our walls while we shopped for rings.

      “Commence,” Rocco said. The officiant stepped up, a Beta cleric in a black shirt. His hands were steady. That was funny. Everyone else’s shook.

      “The pact,” the cleric said, voice riding the empty nave, “is sealed in scent and blood. The Omega presents the token. The Alpha returns it.”

      A steel basin waited on the altar. The heavy chain hung a curve behind it. Everything clanged in my head. Memory. Chemistry. War drums.

      I shrugged off my jacket. The room inhaled when the bruise showed along my ribs, purple blooming like a promise. I wanted them to see it. I wanted them to understand I did not break easy, and when I did, I liked the lesson. I slid my fingers under the gauze and peeled the patch away.

      It hurt. Good. Hurt made it real.

      Heat moved through me like a tide finally allowed to run. Small muscles along my spine fired. Hair on my arms rose. My scent went molten at the back of my tongue. Citrus. Copper. Mine, unmuted.

      Shame is a word I do not carry. Anger is. I pressed the patch to the underside of the altar where wood used to be before the resin drowned it. Let the ghosts watch me pin my control to the place people begged for it.

      Dante did not blink. His pupils darkened a shade. He stepped close enough I felt the heat of him along my left side. He did not crowd. He took my air and let it be mine anyway. An Alpha trick. I cataloged it and pretended it did not land.

      I lifted my wrist over the basin. Valeria placed a knife in my palm. Low-profile. Curved. I love a curve in a blade. It reminds you that cutting is an art.

      “Token,” the cleric said.

      I cut. Fast and clean. Blood struck steel like a bell. The scent of it drove the room a little mad. Alphas pulled breath deep and did not mean to. Betas lowered their eyes. Omegas shifted, scent leaning toward me and away at the same time.

      I took a thin chain from my pocket. Platinum, simple, heavy with a weight you could not count. A seal ring hung at its center, my mother’s. Carmen Valdez. She wore it when she still had a body to hold it up. The face of the seal, a V set in waves, had been smoothed by decades of use. I did not think about the streetlight turning her holy while foam slicked her lips. The world is cruel. It loves a joke.

      I dropped the chain into my own blood. It clinked and went still.

      Dante reached. He did not take the token. He put his palm under my cut wrist and lifted. His skin ran hot. Quiet respect for the bright red reality of me. Heat spiked under my skin, a sun swallowed whole.

      “Do not,” Valeria said, low and flat.

      He did not look away from me. “Tradition,” he said. Gentle as a jagged edge.

      He wrapped his hand around my wrist and brought our blood to his mouth.

      He did not lick. He did not make it obscene. He breathed me in.

      Scent clicked into place between us like a collar.

      My lungs forgot how to work. The world narrowed to his mouth and the white line scar at its corner and the pulse in his throat. His scent surged open and dragged the room with it. Smoke on hot steel. Lemon twist burned in vodka. Clean soap over clean skin. My body wrote a prayer without asking.

      Something tore at the clerestory. A scream punched the nave. Movement. The first shot was ours, our roof man taking the second feral. Then their return. Shards of light blew from a side window and cut the black floor. The world went loud.

      Tomas shoved me again. Instinct. You cannot shield a bomb from its own blast. Valeria’s gun appeared like a conjurer’s coin and barked. Alphas on both sides shifted in practiced rings, collapsing inward, expanding toward threat. The cleric dove beneath the altar like a rabbit taught by God.

      I stayed standing.

      Dante stayed with me.

      “Stay down,” Tomas shouted, already on his knees. Bullet number four hit the pillar to my right. Stone coughed dust. The dust had its own smell. Old chalk. Bones. Incense burned too long until it turned into bitter sugar.

      I watched the balcony instead of blinking. One feral. Skinny. Too young to wear those scars. Another behind him, older. He tried to act like he was not scared to die on a Wednesday. He was. The older one finally saw what I was. Omega. Bleeding. He made the mistake of thinking I was soft. He pivoted his rifle toward me because of course he did.

      “Left,” I said.

      Dante’s head barely moved. He lifted his gun in one hand. Shot once. The older one fell with his face gone. The younger screamed a mother’s name and kept firing through tears. Our roof man took him. The echo stayed and hung like a regret.

      Silence landed hard. Rocco’s voice crawled out from behind the altar. “Tested and failed,” he said to the balcony. He meant whoever sent them had lost a piece of soul they could not regrow.

      Hector spread his hands as if to say we were never touched. His wrists shook, microscopic. He lied with his bones. I filed it away. He would sell me for parts to cover that shake.

      “I am fine,” I told Valeria, who had already scanned my skin for holes. “I am always fine.”

      “Your definition of fine is insulting,” she muttered. “You bled on purpose.”

      “Sacrament.” My smile cut. “Finish the prayer.”

      The cleric crawled back up, patted his hair into place with shaking fingers and pretended God had meant for today to go like this. “The Alpha returns the token,” he said. His voice tripped but found its feet.

      Dante reached into the basin and took my ring on its chain out of my blood. He did not flinch at the heat. He wiped it once along his suit jacket as if he had the right and looped it around my neck.

      He did not touch skin. He touched chain. The chain touched me. Respect or cruelty. Maybe both.

      He stepped closer. The space between us thinned to a blade.

      His scent rose, full and deliberate and impossible.

      My suppressant had kept me steady for five years. Heat turned into a switch I refused to let any hand touch.

      When his scent broke open against me, the switch flipped like my body had been waiting for his thumbprint.

      No permission. No ceremony. No holy words.

      It just happened.

      Heat detonated under my skin.

      Not the slow curl I could ride. Not the warm hum I could breathe around. A flash fire. White. Hot. Total.

      Air punched out of me. The floor rolled under my boots. The black resin looked like water and for a breath I believed it would swallow me. Pulse too loud for bone. Vision changed edges. Dante in knife focus. Everything else smeared.

      Valeria swore softly. Not at me. At the room. She understood what this meant.

      Alphas reacted like horses smelling lightning. Heads came up. Nostrils flared. A few tilted forward, hungry and stupid.

      Dante moved without moving. Command dropped over the nave like a hood. Men lowered their heads without knowing why. He did not raise his voice. His scent flexed a warning. Mine answered, the sound only my bones could hear.

      Hector smiled wide because he saw only leverage. A bomb to aim at a council table like a gift.

      Rocco made a sound that could have been a laugh or a threat. “Well,” he said, amused and interested. “The old gods want a show.”

      Sweat slicked my spine. Edges of the room jerked in and out. Scent screamed. Citrus peel. Smoke metal. Iron in my own blood. The black coffee on Valeria’s breath. Salt off a hundred bodies pretending not to be hungry.

      I hated this feeling. I loved it. I built a life on killing what other people loved in me. I built a future on turning my body into a weapon I owned.

      It betrayed me anyway.

      I hated him for it. For breathing. For standing like he had not done anything except exist inside his skin.

      “Do not.” I was not sure what I told him not to do. Breathe. Move. Look at me like his hands already knew my hips.

      “I am not doing anything,” he said. Low. Honest. The words vibrated along my spine like a bassline.

      A sound escaped me that was not a word. I swallowed it and tasted lemon and lightning.

      The chain around my neck weighed more than it should. My mother’s ring pressed hot between my breasts. My skin wanted his mouth on my throat. A claiming would end this. My mind reached for a scalpel and the room to cut him out of me.

      I could have stepped back. I did not.

      “Finish it,” Rocco said. The cleric fumbled for the sheet. Paper rattled. Air rattled with it.

      “Do you, Dante Castellano,” the cleric read, voice gaining speed like a man outrunning a dog, “accept the bond, the duty, and the blood of the Omega Rivera Valdez, to honor and protect in public and private, to bind scent to scent, and to maintain the peace in good faith, for the length of the pact and for life beyond it.”

      I heard the words from a long way down a tunnel where I did not live.

      I lived here. Dante’s shadow against the altar. The angle of his wrist when he held a gun earlier, dead calm, no tremor. The thin scar at his mouth that said he had been someone else’s mistake once and survived it.

      He looked at me like we were alone in a church that still believed in redemption.

      “I do,” he said.

      The chain above us creaked. The room exhaled. Men shifted like they believed we could leave with what we came for. Paper peace. Legal lies.

      The cleric turned to me. “Do you, Rivera Valdez, accept the bond, the duty, and the blood of the Alpha Dante Castellano, to honor and protect in public and private, to bind scent to scent, and to maintain the peace in good faith, for the length of the pact and for life beyond it.”

      Heat grabbed his words and chewed them. My thighs went electric. Want hit hard and feral. I refused to name it in a room like this.

      “I,” I said. The floor tilted.

      Valeria’s hand pressed the small of my back without being seen. Tomas stepped to my left, ready to catch a bullet, too late to catch a scent.

      “Say the words,” Hector whispered. Snake voice. No breath. No love.

      I flashed on my mother’s laugh. Miguel’s ring on her hand. The way her jaw slackened when the foam hit. Learning helpless long before anyone taught me kindness.

      I opened my mouth to lie for peace. Heat broke me open like a storm.

      A gasp tore out of me. Not pretty. Raw and ugly and true. The sound cut the room. Men flinched. Dante stepped in, like I had made a choice and he was the only one allowed to hear it.

      “Easy,” he said. Useless. Dangerous, because my body believed him.

      His scent punched again. Stronger now that we were this close. The back of my knees threatened treason. The chain burned. I felt every thread of his jacket in the air between us. Heat climbed higher, a wave with no top. The part of me that counted, that did math like prayer, understood this was not normal. Rare. A match. A lock and a key finally in the same room.

      I did not believe in fate. I believed in chemistry and leverage. My body was an old cathedral. Some stained glass never forgot how to catch light.

      “Rivera,” Dante said, softer.

      I looked up at him because it was that or fall.

      A shadow shifted near the side door. Not a threat, a memo. Rocco’s second bent to murmur in his ear. The word Narváez hissed between them and died. My heat screamed through the noise. I tasted copper. I smelled lemon. I heard the sea shove itself against the old stone like it wanted in.

      We did not have five minutes. Hector did not have patience for mercy. Rocco did not have the appetite to pretend.

      I had a plan. Use the marriage, gut both families from the inside, tear the Heat trade up by the roots and salt the soil. Simple. Clean.

      Then he breathed me in.

      The world flipped.

      Blue glass crunched under a boot. Valeria’s breath touched my ear. The cleric’s paper trembled. Rocco’s laughter frayed like old rope. Hector’s smile gleamed like a blade.

      And I, Omega, scientist, heir, bomb, went into heat for the first time in five years in front of both families.

      The nave felt too small for it. My skin crawled and begged at the same time. Scent boiled off me. Surrender sang under my tongue with a taste that felt like shame and victory. I had spent years learning to master my body because the world would turn it into a leash. The leash snapped. The collar closed. Not his, mine, and I could not pretend it was not.

      Two Alphas to our left stopped breathing. Their eyes went wide and stupid. They took a step forward like boys in a tide forgetting they could drown.

      Dante did not look at them. He let command gather low and heavy in the room until both men took a step back without knowing why. I hated him for that too. For how easily he closed his hand around the atmosphere. For how clean it felt when he did.

      “My Omega,” Hector said loudly, for the record. A warning wrapped in pride. I wanted to put my fingers in his mouth and break his back teeth.

      Rocco’s face tilted to enjoy the show. “The pact stands,” he said. “Unless you prefer to void it.” He looked at Hector when he said void. He looked at me when he said prefer.

      Valeria’s whisper found me, sandpaper soft. “I can get you out. Say it.”

      Say it and burn the treaty. Start the war now. Bodies on the floor by noon. My plan set on fire to keep me from catching.

      I bared my teeth at the chain instead. I held Dante’s eyes. Heat scalded and called. He stood very still, muscle and restraint and a hunger he did not rub in my face. He had the kind of discipline that made me want to ruin it. He had the kind of mouth that made me want to rewrite my rules with my lips on his throat.

      “Finish,” I told the cleric. I was not sure if I spoke, or if he heard the order in my bones.

      He swallowed. “Bind scent to scent.”

      Dante offered his wrist. He had nicked the skin earlier. A thin line, already clotted. He lifted it as if to a chalice.

      The Alphas in the room leaned toward the promise of it. The Betas pretended they did not. The Omegas closed their eyes. Tradition wrapped the air tight as plastic.

      I bent and inhaled at his skin.

      Fire and smoke. Lemon and metal. The shock ran knifepoint sharp down my spine. Something inside me shifted to make room for it. Instinct tried to drop me to my knees. Pride locked my joints. I straightened slow, a tremor in my bones I refused to let anyone see.

      “Blood,” the cleric said. He sounded like a man drowning who had found a rock.

      I lifted my wrist again. Dante took the blade he had used on me. He did not ask. He did not need to. His eyes asked anyway. A fraction. A breath.

      I nodded. He cut. Heat made the sting into something obscene and holy. He turned my hand and pressed his mouth to my pulse, not a kiss, not a bite, a brand. His tongue did not touch me. His breath did. That was worse. That was better.

      The room moved around us, or I moved and the room stayed still. I could not tell. I could count the pores on his skin. I could hear the sea through stone.

      “By scent and blood and witness,” the cleric said. “By oath and law. The pact is sealed.”

      Paper rustled. Pens clicked. Men who made their fortune on bodies wrote their names to call it peace.

      Hector squeezed my shoulder. Ownership masquerading as family. “Smile,” he whispered. “Make them believe you wanted this.”

      I smiled with my teeth. The ring on the chain burned hot against my skin, a small sun. The room clapped in that polite way men applaud a show that cost less than it should have.

      Dante leaned a fraction closer. The air between us trembled. He spoke without moving his mouth. His voice hid itself in the space beneath sound.

      “I am not your enemy,” he said. “Even if I have to look like it.”

      I met his eyes and gave him nothing. Heat clawed through my spine. My pulse throbbed under his chain. The scent he wore, the scent he was, pulled at my bones. Want coiled. Rage braided with it. I did not have breath to spare for surprise.

      “Then look good,” I said. “I will look better.”

      Something amused flashed through his eyes. Respect. Or cruelty.

      Rocco’s men started sweeping the balconies. Tomas murmured into his mic. Valeria took a half step between me and the world, then stopped when Dante’s scent pressed down and made every Alpha in reach think twice.

      “Drink,” Rocco said, and a Beta placed a crystal flute in my hand. Champagne hissed, bubbles sharp against my lip. My stomach wanted salt and heat and skin, not sugar.

      Dante did not drink. He watched me drink like a promise.

      “Health to the pact,” Hector said. He lifted his glass and smiled like a man leaning over a grave.

      “To profit,” Rocco said. He did not pretend.

      “To peace,” I said, because that word always tasted like blood when I said it.

      Dante lifted his glass at last. He held it just below his mouth. “To choice,” he said. Quiet. Not for the room. For me alone.

      A second shot cracked against the outer wall, far and wasted, a last act of a stupid plan. The sound rolled away down the street like thunder that had missed its cue.

      We stood under a chain where a god used to hang. Men signed a treaty with ink and pheromones. The sea hit the stone and begged to be let in.

      I stood in my heat. I did not fall. I did not bow. I looked at the man I was going to marry, my enemy or my instrument or both, and decided to make a cathedral out of the fire that had come for my bones.

      The cleric wiped his mouth with a shaky hand and handed Hector the papers. Hector did not read them. Valeria did. Her eyes flicked. She nodded once. The signatures made this a cage for everyone in the room.

      Rocco leaned in to kiss both my cheeks. His beard scratched like old rope. “Welcome to the family,” he said. His breath tasted like oranges and knives.

      “Teach your boys to shoot straight,” I said. “It saves on funerals.”

      He laughed, delighted. “You will be fun.”

      Hector’s arm curved across my back. “We will send the tapes to the Comptroller tonight. Everyone will get their cut. No mistakes.”

      “No mistakes,” Rocco echoed. He looked at Dante. “Take your Omega home.”

      The word your tightened something in me I would not name.

      Dante extended his hand. Not his wrist. His hand. Open palm. Not a command. An invitation. Heat knifed again. My body wanted to step into him and breathe him in until my head went clean.

      I let him take my fingers. His skin was hot and steady and he did not squeeze. His scent slid over me, a second skin.

      Tomas made a noise that wanted to be a protest. Valeria’s eyes cut him in half.

      We walked, and the chain swayed behind us. Hector’s smile followed like a gun. Rocco’s laughter clung to the air. The street outside lay bright and raw, sun dragging knives across chrome, the ocean bright as a lie.

      The Castel­lano SUV waited with doors open and air running. I could feel its cold like a promise against my fever. Two of their Alphas flanked the curb. One of ours took a call and pretended not to listen.

      Dante guided me by the smallest pressure of his fingers against mine. He did not steer. He matched my stride. The trick of it soothed something old and feral inside me. That made me angry.

      “Tell your men to stand down,” I said without looking at him.

      “They already did.” His voice picked a low note only I could hear. “Narváez will try again. Hector will pretend to be surprised. Rocco will start counting his dead like chips. You look like you want to leave this city burning.”

      “I want a cure,” I said. I did not mean medicine when I said it. He knew.

      His thumb brushed my knuckle once. Not a touch that could be called a touch. “We can burn and build at the same time.”

      We reached the open door. Cold spilled over my legs and made me shiver. Heat shuddered in my belly and climbed. I felt it like a storm building over a flat sea. My skin prickled. My mouth went dry.

      “After you,” he said.

      I stopped with one foot inside. I looked at him. He met me steady, eyes dark and unflinching. No gloating. No pity. The hunger in him sat coiled and leashed. The leash was his. I wanted to break it with my teeth. I wanted to see what that hunger looked like unleashed.

      “Do not lie to me,” I said.

      “Do not lie to yourself,” he said.

      He waited.

      I got in.

      The cold hit my knees and rocketed up my spine. My heat stuttered at the shock, then surged. Dante slid in beside me. The door thudded shut. The air changed. The scent of him filled the small space. The city slid by, a smear of sun and salt and bad decisions.

      Valeria took the front passenger. Tomas sat behind the driver with his jaw clenched and his eyes on the mirror. Hector did not join us. His white suit vanished into a second car. He did not like to share air when he could avoid it.

      We pulled away from the curb. The driver asked for a destination. Dante gave an address that tasted like safety on his tongue and like a trap on mine.

      The SUV cut through traffic. My body tuned itself to the gravity of his. My mind filed and sorted and planned even while my thighs went electric and my throat went dry. I would not collapse in his car. I would not beg. I would count my breaths and eat the pain and make it into a blade.

      “You look like you are solving math to avoid thinking about me,” he said, mild.

      “I am thinking about you,” I said. “Do not give yourself comfort.”

      Valeria snorted, then coughed to hide it. Her shoulders stayed tense. She was counting streets. She was counting enemies.

      Dante let the silence stretch. It hummed between us, wires strung tight. His scent pulsed on every breath I took. Heat crawled along my nerves and scratched for purchase.

      “Tell me what you need,” he said quietly.

      “I need you to stop breathing,” I said, honest.

      His mouth crooked. The scar there made the smile a threat and a promise. “I could hold my breath for a while.”

      “Try.”

      He did. He actually did. Stupid. Sweet. Insulting. For five slow beats, he looked at me and did not draw air. The bravado of it. The uselessness. The way my heat noticed the effort and liked it. I wanted to laugh and bite the edge of his mouth at the same time.

      “Enough,” I said. The word came out a rasp. He inhaled. We both felt it.

      The driver braked at a light. A street preacher on the corner shouted about sin and salt and how God sees what you do to His daughters. He looked right at our tinted window. He could not see me. He saw me anyway.

      I pressed my palms to my knees. The ring chain cut my fingers. I pictured a lab, clean light and humming machines, exact measurements, things that obeyed when you mixed them properly. I pictured my mother’s hands. I pictured Miguel’s smile when he thought he had won and the day I would take it off his face.

      Heat surged again, meaner now. It wanted to pull me out of my head and drop me into my body until I drowned. I refused.

      Dante watched my throat. His jaw tightened. Restraint looked good on him. I wanted to ruin it.

      “Your father,” he said softly. “Did he ever earn your yes by asking, or did he only ever take it.”

      Valeria turned her head an inch. Warning. Tomas shifted. The driver pretended to be deaf.

      “My father is dead,” I said.

      “I did not ask if he is alive.”

      He met my eyes and let me see it, a flash of something that could have been understanding or calculation. It did not matter. My body read it as mercy and wanted to lean. I sat straighter to make it hurt.

      The light turned green. The SUV rolled forward. The ocean flashed between buildings, a hard blue eye.

      I made myself breathe slow. In. Out. The numbers steadied my hands. The chain warmed my skin. The ring burned. The scent in the car thickened and sank into my bones.

      Tomas cleared his throat. “We have a tail,” he said.

      “Not Narváez,” Valeria said. “Too clean.”

      “Castellano,” Dante said, calm. “Ours. They will peel off at the causeway.”

      “He trusts you,” I said to Dante without looking away from the window.

      “He trusts money,” Dante said. “He trusts his name. He thinks names are locks.”

      “What are you.”

      “A crowbar.”

      The corner of my mouth moved before I could stop it. A breath that wanted to be a laugh escaped on a hiss. I hated him for that too. For finding the seam and sliding in.

      We hit the causeway. The sun poured gold into the car. Heat climbed another step. My skin itched from the inside. My nerves buzzed like bees trapped in glass.

      “Almost there,” Valeria said. She twisted half around. Her eyes went gentle, which meant she was ready to bite the throat of the first man who tried to touch me. “You will not like this part. That does not make you weak.”

      “I do not like any part,” I said. It steadied me. Truth always did.

      The tail peeled away like Dante said. We took the next exit. Palms blurred by. Water glittered. The air tasted like salt and electricity. My body curled in on itself and reached outward at the same time. Want and war.

      The SUV slid through a gate that shut behind us. High walls. Dark glass. Clean lines. Security cameras nested like steel birds. Not a house. A safe, disguised as a home.

      The brakes sighed. The engine ticked. Dante opened his door and stepped out first. He rounded to my side and opened mine as if he had manners without agenda.

      His hand appeared again, palm up, steady.

      “Do not fall,” he said. “If you do, fall toward me.”

      “I do not fall.”

      “Then walk.”

      I got out. The air hit me. My skin went tight. The ground under me felt wrong, as if the cement had shifted half an inch left when I was not looking. I put a foot forward anyway. He stayed at my side, close enough that my body could map him and pretend it was smart to calm.

      We were halfway to the door when another wave hit. It folded me sharp, a knife in the core of me. My hand shot out, fingers fisting in the front of his jacket before I could stop the reflex.

      He went still. He did not move to catch me. He let me decide what to do with the handful of him.

      The fabric under my fingers was warm. The muscle beneath was warm. His scent came up like a tide.

      I hated the sound I made. I hated how much it helped.

      “Inside,” Valeria said, voice flat with focus. She was already hitting codes, already clearing rooms in her head. “Now.”

      Dante bent his head, mouth near my ear, his breath a heat all its own. “One step at a time,” he said. “Do not fight the breath. Fight me if you need to. Not the breath.”

      “I am going to ruin you,” I said. It came out a promise and a wish.

      “You might,” he said. “I will help.”

      We went inside. The door shut. The cool hit like mercy. My heat did not care. It ran its claws up the inside of my spine and curled in the base of me until I wanted to cry and laugh and bite.

      I did not cry. I did not laugh.

      I let the storm take my bones and I stayed standing.

      And when the next wave hit, I lifted my chin and bared my throat and chose to burn where everyone could see me.

      The church still echoed in my head. Blue glass still fell. My mother’s ring still burned. The chain still creaked.

      And I went into heat for the first time in five years in front of both families.
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          CHEMICAL REACTION

          DANTE CASTELLANO

        

      

    

    
      The freezer hum in the backroom clinic sounded like morgues. Cold. Wet. A cheap compressor sawing the air thin. Fluorescent lights stuttered. Concrete sweated. A Beta named Pilar watched me from behind plexi, her nail tapping metal like a metronome for bad decisions.

      My phone lay faceup on the counter. Live feed. Rivera’s breath came ragged through the small speaker. A hiss, then a drag, then the thready pull of someone fighting their own body. Their scent bled through the tinny mic anyway. Citrus gone molten. Copper bright as a knife under a white light. The hardware wasn’t built for pheromones. It caught the edges. Enough to punch the back of my throat. Enough to make my chest feel too tight in my suit.

      Just chemistry. I told my body to shut up. It listened for about a heartbeat.

      Pilar slid a metal case onto the counter. No brand. No markings. Hinges squeaked. She popped it with a flourish. Four vials nested in black foam. Clear liquid in heavy glass. Thin metal bands around each neck. Etched serials small enough to feel like a dare. Theta-9.

      “Triple,” Pilar said. Her voice carried the scrape of cheap cigarettes and the armor of boredom. “And your scent.”

      “Cash,” I said. “And my threat. You don’t want my scent in your inventory.”

      She lifted a shoulder. “My clients pay for what cannot be bought anywhere else. Theta-9 is a dead soldier. You want my problem on you, Castellano, be my guest.”

      Theta-9 wasn’t dead. Buried. Renamed. Shelved under riot control and crisis relief. Ice mint and iodine. A burn that told bodies to forget what they were. A leash fastened to heat and rut and anything loud enough to make God look up. A tracer in every ampule for the federal logs. Crack one, light a flare above your head.

      The feed crackled. A glass clink. Valeria’s voice slid through, low and steady. “You broke it, V. Sit back. I’ve got the shards. Eyes on me. Breathe.”

      A soft gasp. Felt in my teeth. “Cold,” Rivera said. Thick. Pride welded underneath. “Need it.”

      “I know.” Valeria, again. Calm as a blade.

      My hand closed around the counter’s edge. Pilar clocked the white-knuckle grip. Her mouth curled. She smelled like dry paper and lemon disinfectant. Slow contempt.

      “Triple,” she said. “And a pull.”

      “No one drinks my scent.” I kept my tone soft. Soft killed faster. “You want to stay open tomorrow, take the money and forget I existed today.”

      “Not you.” She gestured at the room. “The air. Mask what you wear. I have buyers who pay for an Alpha who smells like the Castellanos’ new treaty. Like your Omega.”

      Hot wire at the base of my skull. I smiled like winter. “You won’t say that again.”

      She raised her hands. Peace without apology. “Commerce. A swab on a pad.”

      The clinic smelled like frosted ammonia and old blood. Kitchens after a bad night. Steel and lemon oil and the iron tang hiding under bleach. I put both hands on the counter, let her see they were empty. Leaned into the plexi so she could scent what I refused to sell.

      “No swabs,” I said. “No pads. No piece of me leaves with you that I didn’t plan to leave behind.”

      Her gaze dropped to the inside of my wrist. The bond line there ran pale and clean as a rule. Memory put heat under my skin. Rivera’s mouth at my pulse. The world coming into knife focus.

      The phone buzzed. Another sound on the feed cut the room in half. A strangled note that turned breath into barbed wire. It put splinters in my lungs.

      Valeria again. “I’ve got you. Feel the cold. Yes. Exactly. Good.”

      Pilar watched my face while Rivera’s sound moved through us. Triumph touched her eyes. “Triple and no swab then. But I want an extra thousand for the soundtrack.”

      “I’ll give you an extra thousand if you never say that sentence again.”

      She laughed. Ugly. Honest. She named a number. I paid it. The case clicked shut. Trap or key. She slid it through the pass. Her fingers lingered on the foam like she wanted to pet the problem. I took it with my left hand. With my right I slid a small cloth envelope across. She palmed it, opened just enough to see the edge of a metal chip. Felt the weight of a favor. Her eyes sharpened. She put it away as if she’d always meant to.

      “I didn’t see you,” she said, voice gone low.

      “You never do.”

      The phone lit again. Leigh. I answered. Eyes on the door.

      “Give me good news,” I said.

      “Heat spike on your unit sixteen feed,” Leigh said. Clean voice. Fast hands. Code in human skin. “Your Omega is cooking that floor. Addicts flooding emergency in a three-block radius. Dispatch choking. Martinez is looped.”

      My jaw locked. “No units to the building.”

      “Not mine.” Her breath clicked, a soft hitch. She wanted to argue and wanted to win more than she wanted to obey. “You were supposed to sit on this, Dante.”

      “I am sitting on it. Like a lid. Like a hand.”

      “Martinez says if you can’t maintain, he’ll pull you.” She let it hang, sharp as a hook. “That building is about to be a circus.”

      On the counter, Rivera made a sound that drove a crack through my training. The cold voice in my head, the one that counted stairwells and vents and hardness of tile, looked up. The older voice that kept me alive put a hand on its neck and told it to keep working.

      “Hold Martinez,” I said. “I have what I need. Ten minutes.”

      “Castellano.” She softened my name like a bruise. “You pop a tracer, you burn your file. There’s not a lot I can do if he decides you’re tinder.”

      “I’ve always been tinder.”

      “Your funeral.”

      “You won’t see me in white.”

      She snorted. “Please. You’d bleed on purpose.”

      A text slid across the top of the screen. Valeria. Three words. They want proof.

      Pilar tilted her head, trying to look through the plexi. “Boss trouble?”

      “Which one,” I said, and cut it short.

      I took the case. Took the phone. The hall outside felt like a throat. The waiting room held two men and a girl. The girl shook so finely her teeth clicked without sound. A boyfriend petted her hair and cried quiet. He smelled like old sweat and Heat two days gone. The other man watched his hands and tried to be stone.

      Withdrawal. Not weather. Not luck. A pattern. The radius around the safe house lit up and everything inside it started to fall apart. Rivera’s scent hit addicted bodies and peeled their nerves. I filed it. Later. After.

      Outside, Miami hit the car with heat like it had never heard of winter. Sun crawled into my suit. Sirens layered the air. The sound bent around buildings and came back wrong. The street tasted like oil and salt. A Narváez kid on the corner watched me with an open mouth and no weapon. Hunger wore his face like a mask.

      I drove hard and made the city edit under my tires. Brickell threw glass and steel at the sky. The tower with our safe house sat clean and smug, pretending to be a home. It was a bunker with expensive furniture. The lobby smelled like polished stone and an air vent’s idea of money. Two Valdez enforcers loitered by the elevators with their hands near their holsters like they were relaxed by assignment.

      “Gentlemen,” I said. I didn’t slow.

      One slid into my path without moving. Good body control. Soft gray suit. Cheap watch. Scar tissue across knuckles from a lot of wrong answers. “Boss wants proof,” he said. Flat. Accent shaved thin. “Body cams on.”

      Valeria met me at the elevator. Braid up. Gun tucked down her spine. Her mouth quirked when she saw the case. Relief, quick. Gone fast. Pupils blown a fraction. Rivera’s scent had soaked her clothes for an hour and she still stood straight.

      “You smell like sweat,” she said. “We have a problem at the door.”

      “We have ten.” I turned down the hall. “Stand behind me and look like a knife.”

      Her smile showed a piece of tooth. “Always.”

      We hit twenty-six. The carpet ate our footsteps. AC hummed like a prayer. Someone retched behind a wall. A man cried into a towel. I didn’t slow. Our door waited. Two more Valdez boys at attention. Cross around one neck. Jawline clean on the other. Eyes like he’d seen too much and made peace with it.

      “Proof,” Cross said. Tried to make it reasonable. It came out like a dare. “Respectfully.”

      Valeria edged forward a hair, the way a woman steps between a friend and a dog. “She doesn’t need an audience.” She held the she. Kept it smooth. A shield built out of a word.

      “Boss said record,” Jawline said. “He wants the hall to smell like they’re married.”

      They sniffed. Couldn’t help it. Scent leaked under the door, hit like a tide. Citrus candy melted over blood scrubbed clean. Heat poured across my boots. It went to my head and then lower, fast. Old habits woke up. Training put a hand around their neck and held.

      They weren’t getting inside. Not without a body on the rug and Rivera hating me for the rest of the world. There are lines. I keep them in my teeth.

      I set the case on the hall table. Took off my jacket. Unbuttoned my shirt slow, because theater matters. Let them scent me. Smoke on steel. Lemon twist. Rivera’s ghost on my skin from an hour ago when they lifted my wrist and breathed me in like oxygen.

      Valeria rolled her shoulders. Hands open. Mind on angles.

      “Respectfully,” I said, and let the word rot. “You don’t cross that threshold.”

      “Then bring her out,” Cross said. “We need a whiff.”

      My mouth tried to smile. Bad job. “You want to smell my Omega, come closer.”

      Jawline leaned in. Reflex, not thought. Cross caught his arm. A muscle jumped along his jaw.

      I tipped my head and showed them the shallow at my collarbone. Skin thin there. Soft for a mouth. I let my baseline rise and filled the hall with it.

      Valeria didn’t blink. She saw it. Played her part.

      I pressed my thumb into the skin until blood rose under the surface. A ghost bloom. Enough to bruise. Not a break. I met Jawline’s eyes while I did it. The urge to put my mouth where my thumb sat came up hot and ugly. I strangled it.

      “You want proof,” I said. “You get it here.”

      I leaned into the frame and set my mouth close to the wood. “V. It’s me.”

      A pause. A drag of air that hurt both our throats. “You left,” Rivera said. Paper thin. Pride sharp. “You came back.”

      “I brought cold and quiet,” I said. “And a terrible idea.”

      A sound like a laugh that had knives in it. “Show me.”

      “Open up,” I said to Valeria.

      She keyed the lock. I caught the door with my palm so it didn’t swing. The hall didn’t get a free inhale.

      Scent hit the frame and rolled for the men. It hit me first. Vision went a shade darker and closer. Mouth filled with lemon acid and bright iron. My lungs decided to panic. I didn’t let them.

      Rivera stood ten feet inside in an oversized shirt. Bare legs braced. Hair damp. Eyes gone black, the pupils swallowing the color. Heat burned off their skin. Their mouth had the bitten look of someone holding back a language no one else deserved. The AC blasted and did nothing. A cloth pressed to the back of their neck. Rage held their spine up.

      They looked at the doorways like a general reads ground. Bleeding. Unbent.

      “Proof,” Cross said. He tried to look around me. He met their eyes and broke first. Shame hit him. Anger rode in on its back.

      Rivera lifted their chin and chose.

      “Come in,” they told me. “You two stay out.” Two words cut clean. Both men stepped back on instinct.

      I moved. Valeria shut the door. She planted herself to hold the world out. I set the case on the island. Took two steps toward Rivera and stopped. Ask. Always ask.

      “Cold,” they said. A demand that felt like grace.

      I grabbed bottles from the freezer. Frost burned my palms. Wrapped a towel around them. Pressed the cold into their hands. They took it like a weapon. Their breath hitched when the chill kissed their skin. Their scent flared, then cooled a fraction. The room breathed with them.

      “You look like a city on fire,” I said. Stupid. True.

      “I feel like I swallowed one.” Their mouth twitched. “Leigh called.”

      “Leigh calls everyone.” I twisted the cap off a second bottle and tipped it to their mouth. Watching them drink felt obscene. The throat muscles working. The wet lower lip. Their gaze holding mine like the water was a dare.

      When the bottle went flat, I wiped the edge of their mouth and did not let my thumb turn it into something I couldn’t take back.

      “They want proof,” I said. “They stand at your door with cameras and hunger. Tell me where they drown.”

      Their eyes cut to the door and back. Heat left their pupils huge. The color ringed like an eclipse. Their mouth set hard.

      “Here,” they said.

      They stepped into me like gravity. Took my shirt in their fist. Fabric bunched over my chest. Their scent climbed my spine and lit my skull. They rose on toes and set their mouth at my collarbone. Teeth closed just enough to bruise. Not a bite. A mark.

      Not enough. Too much.

      I wanted to tilt my head and gift my throat. I wanted to lift them and lay them in the coldest room and kiss their wrist until their pulse steadied. I wanted to stand very still until their body remembered it belonged to them.

      Consent lived here or it was nothing.

      “You good,” I said. I sanded the edges off the words so they wouldn’t cut.

      Their breath hit my skin. Hot as fever. “I’m never good.” Honest in a single heartbeat. Then steel. “I’m enough.”

      “Always,” I said. It tasted like a promise I had already made.

      Valeria’s voice crackled from the door. “We show them. Then I make them leave or I make them bleed.”

      “Door,” Rivera said. “Now.”

      I opened it six inches. Held it with my body. Valeria stepped into the gap. She blocked the view and let the scent pour out.

      I let my shirt hang open. Turned so the mark showed. Jawline leaned, inhaled once, and made a noise he didn’t mean to. Valeria lifted her gun a whisper. He remembered manners.

      Cross held his face blank. His hand shook around his phone.

      “You got what you came for,” Valeria said, voice sweet as sand. “Leave.”

      He nodded. Pride stood up, then sat back down when the air turned heavy with my command. He sent the clip. Hector would watch it like a chef watches knives. Rocco would smell profit. Narváez boys would watch a party they weren’t invited to and decide to crash.

      The door closed. Rivera let go of my shirt. Heat from their grip sat in the fabric. My skin kept the shape of their fingers longer than it should.

      Their hands trembled. They stopped them. They leaned into the counter and shut their eyes like the room would hold still if they asked. It didn’t.

      “Tell me the terrible idea,” they said.

      I tapped the case. “Theta-9.”

      Their eyes opened slow. Pupils stayed wide. “Tracer.”

      “Yes.”

      “That will bring your boss to our door.”

      “He’s coming whether I breathe or not.”

      They watched my mouth when I said it. Something shifted in their shoulders. A fraction of trust. Or a fresh calculation. Either way, it was alive. I held still and let them decide what to do with it.

      “I won’t let them touch you,” I said. It came out harder than I meant. A hammer in a room full of glass.

      “You can’t promise that.” No heat. Just a truth with teeth.

      “You’re right.” Impossible honesty. The only thing strong enough to hold the rest. “I can promise I’ll break their hands before they try.”

      Something eased behind their eyes. Easing hurt them. They looked at the case and then at my hands.

      “Explain,” they said. “Fast.”

      “Old suppressant,” I said. “Cousin to what they spray when a street turns into a body count. It drops you. Slows the heat. Gives you air. Puts your scent on a leash for a few hours. Enough to get out and get you choices. I hate it. I brought it anyway.”

      “You brought it because you like to leash things.” No accusation. Fact.

      “I like to leash myself.” I drew in a slow breath and let their scent punch me. I held my hands out. Steady because I ordered it. “That’s the only leash I trust.”

      They nodded once. Pride bent its head to survival and didn’t break. “What does it smell like.”
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