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Chapter 1: The Invisible Nail
The rain outside was a black bruise against the skyline, a relentless, pressurized torrent that turned Tokyo into a blurred watercolor of neon and gray. It wasn’t a cleansing rain. It was the heavy, oily downpour of the typhoon season, hammering against the subway glass with the rhythm of a frantic heartbeat.
Inside the car, the air was chemically distinct—recycled oxygen, aggressive antibacterial cleaner, and the dry, stale musk of exhausted salarymen.
I sat in the center of the bench, flanked by two rectangles of blue velvet. Empty. Pristine. A perfect, two-foot exclusion zone.
To my left, a woman stood gripping the handrail, her knuckles bleaching white. She swayed violently as the train cornered, her heel slipping on the linoleum, choosing the risk of a twisted ankle over the biological contamination of touching my thigh. To the right, the space remained a void, screaming my otherness louder than any slur.
I looked at my reflection in the darkened window. The glass threw back a distorted image: amber skin that refused to fade into the Japanese winter pallor, and eyes that held too much light, glowing faintly like polished coins.
My stomach contracted—not a polite rumble, but a wet, violent spasm. The hunger was a living thing, a hyena pacing the cage of my ribs. It gnawed at the lining of my stomach, demanding raw protein, marrow, something to stop the hollow ache. I pressed a hand into my abdomen, feeling the distinct lack of softness. I was gaunt, my metabolism running hot and fast, burning through calories faster than the estate would provide them.
A child down the aisle inhaled deeply, then wrinkled his nose. He pointed a chubby finger. "Stinks."
His mother snatched his hand back, her eyes darting to me—reptilian fear.
She smelled it. They all did. Under the overlay of the damp subway car, I leaked a scent that didn't belong in polite society. It wasn’t just Omega sweetness; it was laced with something musky, terrestrial, and predatory. Bultungin. The scent of a scavenger. A genetic cocktail that triggered the 'uncanny valley' response in their purebred brains. I was a biological error. A glitch in their sterile matrix.
The train screamed into Shibuya Station, brakes grinding like bone against metal.
I stood. The movement was fluid, too fast, my center of gravity lower than theirs. The businessman nearest to the door flinched, clutching his briefcase as if I might snap my jaws around the leather. I kept my chin tucked, shrinking my frame, suppressing the urge to bare my teeth.
The doors hissed open. I stepped out of the recycled air and into the humidity. The station smelled of wet concrete, ozone, and millions of damp bodies. I pulled the air into my lungs, tasting the copper of the coming storm, and merged into the crowd—a drop of dirty oil refusing to mix with the water.
The shoji screen slammed shut, severing the connection to the modern world. The room smelled of tatami straw and the cloying, suffocating scent of camellia oil—the smell of preservation.
"Strip," the elder maid commanded. Her voice was brittle, like dried leaves.
I let the oversized shirt fall. My jeans followed. I stood in the center of the room, shivering not from cold, but from exposure. The air here was still, devoid of airflow, preserving the silence of the Tanaka estate.
"Arms up."
The younger maid approached with a steaming cloth. It smelled of sulfur and bleach. She didn't wash me; she scoured. The fabric was coarse, rasping over the sensitive skin of my throat, scrubbing at the melanin as if it were grime that could be abraded away to reveal white porcelain underneath.
"The texture is stubborn," she murmured, digging her fingernails into the cloth, scraping over my collarbone. "It feels... thick."
"It is the beast blood," the elder spat, arranging a white juban on the floor. "Coarse. Animalistic. Scrub harder."
My skin burned. Welts rose in red streaks where she scrubbed, but I locked my jaw. The beast inside chattered, a low, vibration in my chest, wanting to snap, to bite the hand that hurt me. I swallowed the sound. Be small. Be silent.
"The hair," the younger one sighed, dropping the grey-stained cloth. She lifted a fine-toothed boxwood comb.
My scalp tightened instinctively. "Please. The wide-tooth."
"Silence."
The comb bit into my scalp. She yanked. The sound of hair snapping was audible, a wet pop of keratin giving way. Tears pricked my eyes, hot and humiliating. She pulled again, ripping through the curl pattern with mechanical cruelty, tearing out the rebellion root by root.
"Bring the iron," the elder ordered. "We must burn the wildness out of it."
The smell of singing hair filled the small room—acrid, like burning fur. The heat radiated against my ear as they clamped the flat iron down, steaming the moisture from my strands until they hung limp and dead against my skull. They pinned it tight, scraping the metal against my scalp, stretching the skin of my face until my eyes slanted upward.
Then, the silk prison. The kimono was heavy, a funereal violet silk that weighed twenty pounds. They wrapped me, spinning me like a top. The obi was a vice. The elder placed her knee in the small of my back and pulled the cords.
My diaphragm seized. The air was squeezed out of my lungs, forcing my breath into shallow, panic-inducing sips. My ribs groaned under the compression.
"Tighter," the elder hissed. "She has the hips of a breeder. Hide them. Flatten the curve."
Another yank. A distinct pop in my lower back. I bit my tongue, tasting iron. I stood rigid, a doll encased in silk armor that felt more like a taxidermy skin.
"Passable," the elder said, wiping her hands on her apron as if I left a greasy residue. "The Oyabun is waiting. Do not breathe so loudly."
The dojo was a vacuum of sound. The scent here was overwhelming—aged cedar, lemon polish, and the metallic tang of high-carbon steel. And underneath it all, the sour, decaying scent of Kenzo Tanaka. He smelled like old paper and formaldehyde.
He sat on a cushion, his back to me, the only sound the rhythmic shhh-shhh of a polishing cloth against a blade.
I sank to my knees, the movement agonizing in the tightly bound kimono. The floorboards bit into my shins.
"Grandfather."
"You are late." He didn't turn. He held the tantō up to the light, inspecting the hamon line. "The rain?"
"The subway."
"A Tanaka does not ride the subway."
"I am a Tanaka by technicality only." The words slipped out before I could check them.
The polishing stopped. The silence stretched, tight as a bowstring. Kenzo turned slowly. His face was a map of calculated cruelty, eyes flat and dark, refusing to acknowledge the gold in mine.
"You are correct," he said, his voice dry as dust. "You are a liability. A debt incurred by my son's indiscretion." He slid the blade into its wooden sheath with a sharp, final click. "But liabilities can be liquidated."
My heart hammered against the constriction of the obi. "Liquidated?"
"The Rossi family arrives from New York tomorrow."
The name sent a spike of adrenaline through my blood. Rossi. The Italian wolves. They were not subtle creatures. They were loud, violent, and consumed territory with a ravenous hunger that rivaled my own.
"I am to translate?"
Kenzo picked up his tea, blowing the steam away. "Translation is for employees. You are the payment."
The air in the room seemed to vanish. My brain stuttered, failing to parse the syntax. Payment.
"I... I do not understand."
"We need Atlantic shipping lanes. Dante Rossi needs a bridge to the East. And he has a... eccentric taste for the exotic." Kenzo took a sip, his eyes dead over the rim of the cup. "I offered you. He accepted."
A cold numbness started in my marrow. It wasn't human fear—it was prey instinct. The sudden realization that the trap had already snapped shut.
"Sold," I whispered. The word tasted like bile.
"Transferred," Kenzo corrected effortlessly. "You leave tomorrow night. Pack nothing. They will burn these clothes. The Italians prefer to brand their own cattle."
"My university—"
Kenzo stood. The motion was sudden, silencing me. He walked toward the door, his shadow stretching long and distorted over me. He paused beside my kneeling form, looking down with clinical detachment.
"You are twenty-two," he said softly. "You have eaten my rice and stained my floorboards long enough. You are a hybrid bitch, Hana. Be grateful I found a buyer who values a mongrel."
He slid the door open. The humidity from the garden rushed in, clashing with the sterile cedar.
"Do not embarrass me," he said, stepping out. "Be a good object. Silence is the only virtue you possess."
The door slid shut. I remained on the floor, the polished wood reflecting the terror in my eyes. Sold. The hunger in my stomach flared, violent and acidic, realizing before my mind did that I was no longer a person. I was meat.

Chapter 2: The Buyer
Tokyo tasted like exhaust fumes and boiled water.
I stepped onto the tarmac, and the atmosphere didn't just touch me; it assaulted me. The humidity was a physical weight, a wet, suffocating blanket that instantly turned my Italian wool suit into a damp straitjacket. New York was filth and noise, but it had oxygen. This place felt like breathing through a drowning man’s lungs.
Marco waited at the bottom of the stairs, the bastard looking cool in linen. I loosened my tie, the thick muscle of my neck straining against the starched collar. My wolf agitated beneath my skin, claustrophobic and overheated.
"Car's waiting, Boss," Marco said, eyeing the ground crew loading crates of 'machinery'—high-velocity semi-automatics—into the transport van.
I crushed the plastic water bottle in my grip, the sound like a gunshot in the heavy air. "Tell me this is short. I want the girl, the shipping contracts, and wheels up before I suffocate."
"Tanaka insists on the tea ceremony," Marco said, falling into step beside me. The heat radiating off the tarmac distorted the air, making the horizon ripple like a fever dream. "Tradition. Face. You know the drill."
"I’m buying his granddaughter, not his hospitality." I ducked into the black sedan, the air conditioning hitting me with a blast of artificial winter. I sprawled, my knees driving into the back of the driver's seat. Nothing in this country was built for a man of my dimensions. I was a bull forced into a dollhouse.
Marco slid in, sealing us behind the partition. "The file says she’s twenty. Quiet. Obedient. Raised in the compound. A blank slate."
"Good." I stared out the tinted window as the grey industrial sprawl blurred into a seamless wall of concrete. "I don't need a conversation partner. I need a womb."
Marco hesitated, scrolling through his tablet. "You’re sure? A Japanese Omega? Your mother wanted you to take a Genovese. She wanted a strategic marriage."
"The Genovese girls smell like desperation and Chanel No. 5," I growled. I rubbed my jaw, the bristle of stubble scraping my palm. "They want to be the Don’s wife. They want proximity to the violence. I don’t want a partner, Marco. I want peace. I want a woman who knows her place is in the nursery, not the war room. Tanaka needs the alliance. He’ll give me a creature trained to pour tea and spread her legs in silence."
"A docile wife," Marco murmured. "Sounds boring."
My wolf paced in the back of my skull, scratching at the bone. "Boring is exactly what I need. My life is blood and noise. When I come home, I want silence."
The Tanaka estate was a fortress masquerading as a garden. High walls, raked gravel that looked cemented in place, and pines manicured into torture shapes. The air smelled of cedar, lemon polish, and suppression.
I left my shoes at the entrance, standing on the tatami mats in my socks. I felt ridiculous, a predator declawed and forced into a tea party. Kenzo Tanaka sat at a low table, flanked by two lieutenants who radiated the stiff, repressed energy of men who preferred knives to guns.
The old man was frail, skin like parchment stretched over bird bones, but his scent was sharp—fermenting ink and rotting citrus.
I sat cross-legged. My joints popped, the sound obscenely loud in the quiet room.
"Rossi-san," Kenzo said. His English was clipped, surgical. "You honor my house."
"Let’s skip the honor." I planted my hands on my knees, leaning forward until I loomed over the table. "The wire transfer is queued. The shipping contracts are here. Where is the girl?"
Kenzo sipped his tea. He didn't blink. "Patience. We are not trading livestock."
"Aren't we?" My voice dropped, rumbling in my chest. I let my pheromones bleed out—a heavy, suffocating wave of cedar and gunpowder. The lieutenants stiffened, hands twitching toward their lapels. Kenzo didn't flinch, but his pulse fluttered in his throat.
"Hana is... special," Kenzo said, setting the cup down with a delicate clink. "Her mother was a beauty from the West. African-American. A diplomat. Hana inherited her... distinct features."
I narrowed my eyes. The air spiked with a new scent: Deception. Sharp and chemical, like bleach masking blood. In our world, mixed blood was a defect to the traditionalists. For him to frame it as a luxury meant he was desperate to offload her.
"I don't care about her features," I said flatly. "I care about her biology. Is she fertile? Is the cycle regular?"
"She is robust," Kenzo said, the lie rolling off his tongue like oil. "Exotic. A rarity. We have kept her secluded to preserve her value. She is untouched. Pure."
Pure. The word tasted greasy. He was selling me a problem. I knew it. He knew I knew it. But the Atlantic shipping lanes were worth a defective Omega.
"If she’s so special," I asked, watching the vein in his temple, "why sell her to a gaijin? Why not keep the 'rarity' for your own lieutenants?"
Kenzo smiled, a stretching of dead skin. "We value the Rossi alliance above all. A gift of this magnitude proves our sincerity."
Bullshit. He was taking out the trash. But trash could still breed.
"Fine," I stood up, the sudden verticality of my frame making the lieutenants recoil. "Let’s see the merchandise."
Kenzo led me down a corridor that felt endless. The walls were paper and wood, a labyrinth of sliding doors that hid secrets. The silence was absolute. It wasn't peaceful; it was the heavy, pressurized silence of deep water.
My wolf prowled to the surface, teeth bared. It hated this place. It smelled of fear—decades of it—soaked into the grain of the wood. The scent of Omegas who had learned to stop screaming.
Then, the air changed.
I stopped dead. Kenzo took three more steps before realizing I wasn't behind him.
The scent didn't waft; it struck. It slammed into the back of my throat like a physical blow. It wasn't the cloying, sugary scent of a standard Omega—no vanilla, no floral weakness.
It smelled like a storm breaking.
Ozone. Wet asphalt. High-voltage electricity arcing through the dark. It was the smell of the air seconds before a lightning strike.
My mouth flooded with saliva. My heart kicked into a double-time rhythm, slamming against my ribs. This wasn't a scent that triggered protection. It triggered the hunt.
"Rossi-san?" Kenzo called, irritation bleeding into his tone.
I ignored him. I turned my head, tracking the invisible current. It leaked from behind a set of heavy double doors at the end of the hall. The scent was wild, jagged, and utterly wrong for this sterile house. It made the hair on my arms stand up.
"What is that?" I growled, the sound vibrating deep in my chest.
Kenzo looked at the doors, then back at me. For a second, his mask cracked, revealing a flash of genuine revulsion. "That is Hana."
I flared my nostrils, pulling the scent deep into my lungs until it burned. It tasted like danger. I had come here for a mouse. Whatever was behind those doors was not a mouse.

Chapter 3: The Presentation
The shoji screen slid open with the dry hiss of a snake moving through grass.
Light from the main hall sliced into the stagnant dusk of the antechamber, illuminating the dust motes that hung suspended in the dead air. I adjusted my collar, the heavy silk choking the base of my throat, hiding the pulse point that hammered a frantic rhythm against the fabric. My ribs groaned under the obi. The binding was tight enough to bruise bone, restricting my breath to shallow, terrified sips.
I stepped into the light.
My tabi socks made no sound on the woven rush of the tatami. The room usually smelled of lemon polish and the sour, curding milk scent of my grandfather’s decay. But today, the air was violated.
A new scent saturated the wood—heavy, invasive, and aggressively masculine. Burnt cedar. Gunpowder. The bitter acidity of black espresso. It coated the back of my throat, thick as tar.
Kenzo sat on his raised cushion, a withered spider in a funerary suit. Beside him, the stranger displaced the air. He was a monolith of black wool and muscle, broad enough to block out the sun. I kept my gaze on the floor, counting the weave of the mats. One. Two. Three.
Walking was a performance. The kimono forced my stride into a mincing shuffle, binding my legs together. I was a statue in motion, a vessel of obedient porcelain.
I stopped before the table. My knees bent, hitting the floor with a practiced fluidity that hid the ache in my joints. I folded my hands. I bowed until my forehead hovered an inch above the straw, exposing the nape of my neck—the ultimate display of submission.
"Grandfather," I whispered. The word was breathless, stripped of resonance. The perfect frequency for a commodity.
Silence had a weight. It pressed down on my exposed vertebrae, heavy as lead.
The stranger shifted. Expensive leather creaked. The scent of cedar spiked, turning sharp with sudden confusion. Then, the ozone smell of an Alpha realizing the map didn't match the terrain.
"Raise your head, Hana," Kenzo ordered. The command was bored, transactional.
I straightened my spine, fighting the instinct to curl into a ball. Slowly, I lifted my chin. I kept my lashes lowered for a heartbeat, letting him assess the product. My hair had been chemically straightened that morning, the scalp still stinging from the lye, pulled back so tight it stretched the skin at my temples. But the texture defied the heat; it was dense, absorbing the light.
I lifted my gaze.
Dante Rossi stared.
A scar bisected his left eyebrow, ruining the symmetry of a face hewn from granite. His eyes were dark, intelligent, and currently wide with a cold, processing shock. He scanned me, cataloging the biological discrepancies. The breadth of my nose. The fullness of my mouth. The gold-brown undertone of my skin that refused to bleach out under the fluorescent lights.
He had come for a paper doll. He had been promised a ghost.
His jaw bracketed tight. A muscle jumped in his cheek. The scent of ozone flared—the smell of air ionizing before a lightning strike. He looked from me to Kenzo, his expression darkening from surprise to the flat, dead-eyed anger of a man who realizes he has been handed a counterfeit bill.
The realization curdled in my stomach. He didn’t see a woman. He saw a breach of contract.
"This is a joke."
Dante’s voice was a subsonic rumble, a low frequency that vibrated through the floorboards and rattled the marrow in my shins.
Kenzo took a loud sip of tea. "I assure you, Rossi-san, the lineage is documented."
"You sold me a traditional wife. A bridge to the old families." Dante gestured at me, his hand large and scarring the air. "This is not what we discussed."
"She is a Tanaka. Her blood buys you the shipping lanes. Unless your empire is too fragile to handle a little... texture?"
Dante ignored him. He stood. The movement was violent, sudden—a predator launching from the brush. He closed the distance in two strides, his shadow swallowing me whole. The heat radiating from his body was furnace-like, a feverish intensity that made the air shimmer.
"Look at me," he commanded.
I kept my eyes fixed on the silver buckle of his belt.
"I said look at me."
The Alpha Command slammed into my spine. It wasn't a request; it was a psychic hook that snagged behind my navel and yanked upward, bypassing logic to strike the biological imperative stem of my brain. Submit.
I fought the urge to bare my teeth.
Inside the cage of my ribs, the beast woke up. It wasn't a noble wolf. It was a scavenger. A creature with a sloping back and crushing jaws. It chattered in the dark, a wet, hysterical sound, wanting to snap at the hand reaching for it. I swallowed the snarl, the taste of copper flooding my mouth.
I forced my head up, meeting his gaze.
"What are you?" he asked. His voice dropped, dangerous and quiet.
"I am Hana Tanaka," I replied. My English was flawless, American-accented, stripping away the illusion of the Japanese doll.
"You're American."
"My father was Japanese. My mother served the U. S. consulate."
He leaned down, invading the exclusion zone of my personal space. He inhaled deeply near the curve of my neck. I stopped breathing. If I exhaled, he would smell the adrenaline souring my blood. If I inhaled, I would drown in the scent of storm and cedar.
"You smell... wrong," he murmured, low enough that the lieutenants couldn't hear. "Too sharp. Earthy. Like wet dirt and bone."
"I cannot change my biology, Rossi-san."
"No. But you can change your tone." He straightened, towering over me, reducing me to a speck. "Stand up."
The Command hit me again, a physical blow to the solar plexus. My legs shook as I rose, the kimono restricting my stride. I kept my head bowed, but my hands clenched into fists inside the long sleeves, nails cutting into my palms.
He saw it. His eyes flicked to the hidden tension in my forearms. A flicker of interest sparked in the dead dark of his gaze.
"You don't like orders," he observed.
"I live to serve the family."
"Liar." The word was a caress, intimate and degrading. "You hate this. You hate him." He jerked his chin toward Kenzo. "And you hate me."
"Hate is an inefficiency."
"Is that right?" He stepped closer, forcing me to tilt my head back to maintain the facade, exposing my throat. "We'll see how efficient you are in New York. Pack your bags, Hana. We leave tonight."
The mask fractured. "Tonight?"
"Tonight," Dante confirmed, his eyes locking onto the pulse fluttering wildly in my throat. "I'm not leaving my property in a place where it learns to hide its teeth."

Chapter 4: Withdrawal
The shoji screen slid open with the whisper of wood on wood. I remained on my knees in the center of the tatami mat, my posture rigid. My suitcase sat near the alcove, a black leather coffin containing twenty years of a life I was about to discard.
Kenzo Tanaka stepped inside. He did not remove his slippers. The disrespect was calculated, a violation of the boundary between the dirt of the hallway and the sanctuary of my room. It was a holding cell now. The smell of him—stale ink, formaldehyde, and lemons left too long in the sun—filled the small space, choking out the faint aroma of jasmine tea I used to mask the damp rot of the estate.
"The Italian is impatient," Kenzo said. He stood by the door, hovering on the threshold as if my very presence might contaminate his bespoke suit. "He demands the transfer happen immediately."
I kept my gaze fixed on the sharp crease of his trousers. "I am ready, Grandfather."
"Are you?" He stepped closer. The floorboards groaned under his weight. "Rossi is an Alpha of... primitive instincts. He noticed the chemical interference in your scent. He claims it tastes like chalk."
My pulse hammered a frantic rhythm against the collar of my kimono. I focused on the weave of the tatami, counting the straw strands to anchor my mind. "My scent is my own."
"Your scent is a product I sold. And the buyer demands it unadulterated." He extended a hand, palm up. The skin was liver-spotted and dry like old parchment. "The suppressants. All of them."
My stomach dropped. The suppressants were not just medication; they were the only barrier between my rational mind and the biological slavery of my caste. Without them, the heat would come crashing down, stripping away logic, dignity, and resistance. It would turn me into a creature of pure, humiliating need.
"I need to taper off," I said, my voice steady despite the panic fluttering in my throat like a trapped bird. "Stopping abruptly triggers a rebound. The fever will be debilitating."
"Debilitating is preferable to deceptive. Rossi wants to know what he bought." His fingers curled inward, impatient. "Give them to me. Or I will have Hiroshi strip this room and you along with it."
I reached into my obi. The small plastic bottle was warm against my side, a secret comfort I had clung to. I had three weeks' supply left. Enough to survive the transition. Enough to keep the wolf sedated until I found a way to run. I pulled it out. The pills rattled, a plastic maraca sound that seemed deafening in the quiet room.
Kenzo snatched the bottle from my hand. He held it up to the light, inspecting the label with a sneer.
"Western poison," he muttered. He slipped the bottle into his jacket pocket. "You will travel clean, Hana. If you go into heat on the plane, that is Rossi's problem to manage. It might even seal the bond faster."
"He is a stranger," I whispered, the horror of it settling in my bones. "It will be agony."
"Pain instructs," Kenzo said, turning his back on me. "It teaches the animal its place. Be grateful, granddaughter. You are finally serving the family purpose."
The door slid shut. The lock clicked into place from the outside. I sat alone in the dim light, the silence heavy and absolute, waiting for my own blood to boil.
The fever arrived not as a creeping warmth, but as a sledgehammer to the base of my skull.
Twelve hours. That was all it took. The stress of the sale, the adrenaline, the fear—it had metabolized the remaining chemicals in my system at a terrifying rate, burning through the blockade I had built for years.
I lay curled on the futon, clutching my stomach. My skin felt too tight for my body, stretching over my bones like drying leather. The air in the room had become a physical weight, pressing down on my lungs, thick and gelatinous.
It smelled of dust. Of the cedar wood of the ceiling. Of the metallic tang of the old radiator. Every scent was amplified, distorted into a jagged spike that stabbed at my olfactory nerves.
My wolf paced inside the cage of my ribs. She was awake now, roused by the sudden drop in inhibitors. She clawed at the back of my eyes, a frantic, hungry thing demanding release.
Run, she urged. Hunt. Mate.
I groaned, rolling onto my back. The ceiling spun in a nauseating kaleidoscope. A cramp seized my lower abdomen—a sharp, twisting agony that felt like a wet towel being wrung out inside me. This wasn't just arousal; it was a biological imperative, a fever that turned reason into smoke.
I needed water. My tongue felt like sandpaper. I tried to stand, but my legs were water. I collapsed back onto the mattress, panting, sweat plastering my hair to my forehead. The room was too small. The walls were breathing, expanding and contracting with the rhythm of my own erratic heart.
Outside, a car door slammed. The sound cracked through the air like a gunshot. I flinched, covering my ears. My hearing was dialed up to an excruciating frequency. I could hear the hum of the electricity in the walls, the skittering of a beetle in the garden, the low murmur of voices three rooms away.
One voice cut through the static. Low. Baritone. Smoke and dark roast coffee.
Alpha.
The word hissed through my mind, unbidden. My body reacted before I could stop it. A slick wetness gathered between my thighs, the scent of honey and distress blooming in the air. My nipples hardened against the silk of my undergarment, sensitive to the point of pain.
"No," I gasped, digging my fingernails into my palms until the skin broke. The sharp sting of pain offered a moment of clarity. "I am not an animal. I am Hana."
But the wolf laughed. She knew better. The biological imperative didn't care about names or dignity. It only cared about the knot.
I dragged myself toward the bathroom. The floorboards were cool against my feverish cheek. I had to wash my face. I had to freeze this burning out of my blood before they came for me.
The bathroom tiles were ice against my knees. I dragged myself to the toilet, my breath coming in short, ragged gasps. The porcelain felt solid, real—an anchor in the spinning vertigo of the heat.
I reached behind the tank, my fingers trembling so hard they felt useless. There was a loose tile near the piping. I had loosened it three years ago with a stolen nail file. I pried it back.
A small, crinkled plastic baggie fell into my palm. Two pills. Just two. Emergency doses I had squirreled away after a botched shipment last winter.
My hand shook violently. I could take them. I could swallow them dry and pray they kicked in before I was dragged onto that plane. But the smell hit me then—heavy footsteps approaching the outer door. The scent of cheap hair pomade and gun oil.
Hiroshi.
He would search me. Kenzo would have ordered a full sweep before the transfer. If they found these on me, the punishment wouldn't be a reprimand. It would be the basement. And I couldn't fight back in this state.
I couldn't take the risk. I had to destroy them.
I ripped the baggie open. The pills spilled into my palm, white and chalky. I thrust my hand toward the toilet bowl.
The bathroom door shattered inward. It didn't slide; it was kicked off its track.
Hiroshi filled the frame, a block of muscle in a cheap suit. He moved faster than a Beta should. Before the water could swirl, his hand clamped around my wrist. His grip was a vice, grinding bone against bone.
"Bad dog," he grunted.
I cried out, the sound raw and humiliating. My fingers spasmed instinctively, dropping the pills. They clattered onto the tile floor, white dots on the grey slate.
"Let go," I hissed, though the command lacked any real power. The heat made my voice sound breathy, inviting.
Hiroshi ignored me. He twisted my arm behind my back, forcing my face down toward the cold porcelain. The pain in my shoulder flared, white-hot, cutting through the haze of the fever.
"Oyabun said you'd have a rat hole," Hiroshi said. He crushed the pills under the toe of his shoe, grinding them into white dust. "Always hiding things. Just like your mother."
He yanked me up, dragging me out of the bathroom. My legs trailed uselessly, my muscles jelly.
"Rossi is waiting in the courtyard," he said, shoving me toward the suitcase. "And you look like a mess."
I lay on the tatami, panting, watching the white powder vanish into the grout. My last defense was gone. Now there was only the fever, and the man who smelled

