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Chapter 1: The Price of Power
The boardroom table is a slab of polished obsidian, reflecting the bruised twilight sky over Manhattan. My lieutenants are arranged around it like chess pieces I have yet to move. A cloying fug of ambition hangs between us: expensive cologne undercut by the low-grade, animal sweat of anxiety. They all reek of Beta. Subservient. Manageable.
All but one.
My hands rest atop the polished surface, nails buffed to a quiet sheen. My suit is charcoal wool, tailored to restrain and conceal, a fortress of fabric. From my vantage point, I watch them. I allow the silence to stretch, thin and sharp as a garrote wire. Outside, the glow of the metropolis begins to prick the darkness, a galaxy of citizens who have no idea what monsters walk among them, chairing meetings in glass towers.
Marcus, my second, clears his throat, a disruption cracking the ice. He’s loyal, smelling of worn leather and iron. “The reports are finalized, Alpha. The port operations are up seven percent.”
I give a single, slow nod. My gaze drifts past him, past the others, and settles on Dmitri. He sits straighter than the rest, a peacock in a den of wolves. He’s an Alpha. A male Alpha. A biological rarity in my organization, a political necessity I inherited. His scent assaults the room, a spike of ozone and single-malt scotch that tries to overwrite my own. He smells of power. But underneath it, faint and acrid, is the tang of deceit—the unmistakable burn of sugar left too long on the stove, the heavy sweetness of a lie.
“The Irish have been quiet,” Dmitri says, his voice a smooth baritone that has swayed politicians and broken rivals. He meets my eyes, his gaze holding a spark of defiance. “Too quiet. Seamus Vane is planning something.”
He is testing the waters. Seeing if I am distracted. Seeing if I am weak. The others shift, their scents souring with unease. They know the Vane name. The head of the Irish mob, an old-world patriarch who sees me as an aberration. A Black woman. A female Alpha. An unnatural usurper to be put down.
I remain still. My silence is a vacuum, and they rush to fill it. “We should press them,” another lieutenant, a Beta named Chen, suggests nervously. “Show them we’re not afraid.”
He smiles, a predator’s flash of white. “An excellent suggestion. A show of force. Perhaps a raid on their warehouses in Red Hook?” He looks to me for approval, seeking proof that I embody his brutal Alpha ideal—the very man he would be.
I lift one hand, and the conversation dies. The air stills. My gaze does not leave Dmitri. I release just a sliver of my essence—not the overt declaration of a challenged male, but something more deliberate, the clean, cold fragrance of an approaching storm. “The Irish are a problem for another day,” I say. Low and calm, the sound requires no volume to Command. “We have a problem here.”
The temperature seems to drop. The Betas shrink in their chairs, their scents becoming faint, muddled with fear. They look at each other, at the floor, anywhere but at me. Only Marcus holds my gaze, his expression grim. He knows.
Dmitri’s posture remains perfect, but burnt sugar intensifies—the only confession I need. My gaze traces the sharp line of his jaw, the arrogant set of his mouth. He believes himself my equal. He believes his biology is destiny. He has whispered in the right ears, promised power to the weak, preyed on the belief that a woman, a Black woman, is unfit to lead. He thinks this is his moment. His coup. He is wrong.
I rise from my chair. The movement is fluid, unhurried. The scrape of the chair legs against the floor is the only sound. Dmitri watches me, his mask of composure starting to crack. A fine sheen of moisture coats his upper lip. The ozone in his scent flickers, destabilized by the sharp, undeniable stench of fear.
“You have been meeting with Vane’s people,” I state. Not a question. A fact. I circle the table; the sharp report of my heels marks the countdown of his life.
“That’s an outrageous accusation,” he sputters, pushing his chair back. He tries to stand, to meet me on his feet, Alpha to Alpha. He wants to make this a contest of equals.
“I say, ‘Sit.’ Quiet, but my Command suffuses the word, an invisible pressure that slams him back down. Muscles lock against his will. His jaw works, uselessly. He collapses into the chair, breath hitching.”
The other lieutenants are statues. The atmosphere is unbreathable, heavy with my dominance and his terror. I stop behind his chair, my shadow falling over him. I place my hands on his shoulders. The expensive fabric of his suit is wet beneath my fingertips; he trembles, a fine vibration as he falls apart. “You think because you were born with the same parts as my predecessors, you have a right to my chair.”
I lean down, my mouth close to his ear. I can smell the blood pounding in his veins, the metallic spike of adrenaline. “You think my power is an accident. A fluke of nature that you can correct.”
My hand moves from his shoulder to his neck. He flinches, a choked sound escaping his throat. My fingers find the pulse hammering there, a frantic drumbeat. With my other hand, I reach into the inner pocket of my jacket and retrieve the letter opener from my desk that I’d slipped in before the meeting. It’s a slim, vicious stiletto of chrome and obsidian. A gift from a rival I’d bankrupted. A reminder.
I press the point to the soft skin just below his ear, at the scent gland that marks him as Alpha. “You conspired to sell my territory. My people. To a man who would see us all caged.” I apply the slightest pressure. A single, perfect drop of blood wells up, dark against his pale skin. He makes a noise, a low keen. “For what? A seat at his table? A promise of power you were too weak to take for yourself?”
No trial. No defense. Treason is its own confession; the sentence, absolute. I drive the letter opener into his throat. His body convulses, knocking the chair over. He falls, clutching his neck as dark blood pumps between his fingers. His scent explodes—a final, agonizing wave of scotch and the coppery stench of death.
I stand over him, watching the light fade from his eyes. The other lieutenants are frozen, faces pale with horror. I meet their gazes, one by one, serene. The chrome letter opener remains in my hand, dripping onto the pristine tile. "You are dismissed," I say, my voice steady. "Send in the cleaners."
My office is a sanctuary of grey and glass. The door slides shut behind me, silencing the frantic, muffled sounds from the boardroom as my people deal with the body. A sharp chemical tang already invades the air. Efficient. I require efficiency.
Blood has soaked the cuff of my white silk shirt. A small price. I walk to the en-suite bathroom, a space of chrome fixtures and black marble. Turning on the tap, I hold my wrist under the cold stream of water, watching the crimson swirl and vanish down the drain. I methodically unfasten the cufflink, a simple silver knot, and scrub my skin until it is raw. The monster has been fed. Now it must be cleaned up. Put away. My reflection regards me from the glass: composed, hair in its severe crown of braids, eyes clear. No trace of the violence from moments before. Just a woman in a suit. That is the true war: the battle to keep my face a perfect, unreadable mask.
I dry my hands and return to my desk. My phone is lit with an incoming call. A blocked number. I already know who it is. Seamus Vane has impeccable timing. I let it ring three more times before answering, pressing the speakerphone icon.
“Solace,” I say.
“Roxana, my dear.” His voice fills the office, a gravelly Irish lilt coated in false warmth. It belongs to a man accustomed to getting his way through backroom deals and kneecappings. “I trust I’m not calling at a bad time?”
“You are,” I say, my tone flat. I sit in my leather chair, the cool material a comfort against my back. Outside, the city glitters, oblivious.
He chuckles, a sound like stones grinding together. “Always so direct. It’s one of the things I admire about your… generation.” The pause is deliberate. The condescension is a weapon. “I heard you had a bit of house-cleaning to do. My condolences for your loss.”
He knew about Dmitri. Of course he did. He likely orchestrated the entire betrayal, expecting it to succeed. This call is him probing the wound, checking to see if I am weakened. “Dmitri was a liability. I eliminated him. Your move.”
Ah, but this is merely a peace offering, my dear girl.
I say nothing. A treaty with Vane is a surrender. He would never offer terms that were anything less than a complete capitulation on my part.
“This war between us is… expensive,” he continues, his tone laced with feigned weariness that is itself an insult. “Bad for business. Bad for the families. I am proposing a union. A permanent alliance to solidify our territories and end the bloodshed. An old-fashioned solution for a modern problem.”
I can picture him in his smoky, wood-paneled office, a glass of whiskey gripped firmly. A dinosaur admiring his own cunning. “What kind of union?” I ask, though the trap closes around me.
“A marriage,” he says, his voice dripping with satisfaction. “A bond to tie our houses together. I offer you my son. My youngest. He will be a perfect husband for a woman of your… stature.”
The words hang in the silent office. His son. He means his Omega son—the defective one, the family shame kept hidden away. An Omega whose biology is submission, whose purpose is to be claimed. He isn't offering a partner. He's offering a collar for my neck, a beautiful cage to neutralize me, forcing me into a traditional role bonded to his blood. He thinks he can tame me.
“I will consider your offer,” I say, my voice a sliver of ice. The lie tastes like metal on my tongue.
“Do,” Vane says, the triumph in his voice unmistakable. “He’s a pretty boy. You’ll like him. I’ll send the official proposal tomorrow.”
The line goes dead. I stare at the phone, at the sprawling, indifferent city beyond the glass. A husband. A pawn. A war fought not with bullets, but with vows. How does one win a fight when the battlefield is a marriage bed? And what part of myself must die to survive it?

Chapter 2: The Defective Stock
The book is a good one. The paper is soft from a hundred other hands, the spine cracked and giving. In the story, a ship crests a swell of impossible height, and the salt spray is so real I can almost feel it on my skin. Here, the only scent is lemon polish and a faint, sweet undercurrent—vanilla and rain, an Omega’s tell. It’s a perfume that marks me as prey.
My room is less a bedroom and more a well-appointed holding cell. The furniture is antique, heavy oak that looks like it was grown in a churchyard. The window overlooks the gardens, but the glass is thick and the latch is just for show. I tried it once, years ago. It doesn’t open. The books are my only real window. They are my ships, my forests, my worlds where a boy like me could be something other than a liability.
A pressure change drags me from the page—the kind that signals a storm. Then it slices through the accumulated grime: him. Stale booze and static, an Alpha's angry arrival. It heralds him. I go rigid. The book becomes a dead weight in my lap. My breathing stalls, ears straining against his heavy tread on the Persian runner down the hall. Survive. Be small. The mantra starts its frantic drumming on my chest. The footfalls halt outside my door.
The door opens without a knock. My father fills the frame, a mountain of tweed and disappointment. His granite face is set in its usual scowl, his eyes sweeping over me, over the book in my hands, and finding us both wanting.
“Still hiding in here with this garbage?” Gravel rolls downhill in his throat.
I close the book, marking the page. I avoid his gaze, fixing instead on the worn carpet beside his polished brogues. "Father."
“Get up.”
I get up. My limbs feel distant, clumsy. He steps inside, and the room shrinks. The sharp, animal-close smell of him coats my skin like a stale breath. He paces once, twice, a predator in a cage far too small for him.
“I’ve found a use for you,” he says, stopping to stare out my sealed window. “After all these years. You’re finally going to make yourself valuable to this family.”
My throat is dry. I say nothing. Speaking invites commentary. Commentary invites his fists.
“There’s an arrangement. A peace treaty with the Solace organization.” He turns, and his lip curls. The contempt in his gaze lands like a blow. “You’re the price.”
An arrangement? The phrase is a whisper.
“He’s proposing a marriage. You’re to be bonded to their Alpha.” He spits the word ‘Alpha’ like it’s poison. “To her.”
My blood runs cold. Roxana Solace. I’ve heard the stories my brothers tell. The whispers among the staff. A monster. An executioner.
“But… she’s a woman,” I manage.
He laughs, a harsh, ugly sound. “She’s hardly that. An unnatural thing, thinks she can run a city. This will put her in her place. A bond, a pup in her belly… it will neuter her. And you,” he steps closer, his shadow falling over me, “will be the one to do it.”
“I don’t understand.”
“You don’t need to understand. You need to obey. You will be her perfect, submissive little Omega. You will get on your back, you will let her knot you, and you will give her a child. A Vane heir inside her organization. The poison in her well. Is that simple enough for you?”
Yes, Father. Automatic. The response of a well-trained dog.
“Good. Don’t get any ideas. This isn’t a fairy tale. You are a tool, nothing more. A piece of defective stock I’m finally putting to good use. You fail me in this… you know what happens.”
I know. The scars on my back are a constant reminder.
“Pack a bag. You’ll be presented tomorrow.” He doesn’t wait for a reply. He turns and leaves, the door clicking shut behind him, his suffocating scent lingering like a promise.
The silence he leaves behind is heavy, saturated with the ghost of his presence. I stand frozen until my legs begin to shake, then I sink onto the mattress. The book lies splayed on the ground, its pages open like a broken wing. I don’t pick it up.
Roxana Solace. The name is a death sentence. The stories circle relentlessly: she gutted a man in her own boardroom, she commands shadows, she is ruthless, a killer ten times over. My father is sending me to a monster, and he’s telling me to poison it from within. He expects me to survive the belly of the beast. He doesn't care if I do.
My hands tremble, so I press them flat against my thighs. Terror is a cold thing, seeping into my marrow, making my teeth ache. I am being sold, nothing more than defective stock for a monster's market. The words echo, his voice a permanent fixture in my mind. But then, a different thought pushes through the fear, quiet and insistent. I am leaving.
I am leaving this house, gone from these halls, forever done with the familiar whiskey. I will no longer listen for footsteps. Yes, he sends me to a monster, but he also sends me away. That does not bring comfort. It is merely a shift from one cage to another, uncertain if the new one is better or worse. It could be worse. It could be different.
My pale reflection stares back from the darkening glass—a ghost of a boy with haunted eyes. A thought forms, unrelated to survival: What if the monster in the stories is less of a monster than the one I’ve always known?

Chapter 3: The Handover
The cold clings to my coat as I push through the unmarked mahogany door. Inside, the atmosphere is thick with heat, steeped in the ghosts of expensive liquor and old secrets. It’s a space designed for transactions like this one, all dark wood, deep leather booths, and amber lighting that hides more than it reveals. My heels make no sound on the Persian rug.
The bartender, a broad-shouldered Beta whose scent is as neutral as wet cardboard, polishes a glass and doesn't meet my eyes. Good. Anonymity is part of the price here. I slide into a booth in the back corner, the one with a clear line of sight to the entrance and a secondary exit leading to the kitchens. Always have a contingency. My father beat that into me before I ever learned to read.
I shrug off my coat, the tailored lines of my suit a familiar armor against the world. Seamus Vane. The name tastes like rust in my mouth. He thinks this marriage is a masterstroke, a way to plant his filth in the heart of my territory. He’s sending me one of his sons, a boy raised on the same toxic rot as his father. I picture him already: arrogant, brutish, reeking of the same cheap Alpha entitlement as the rest of his clan. Another Dmitri in the making. Another problem to be solved.
My fingers trace the rim of my empty glass. This boy, this Vane asset, will expect a monster from Seamus’s stories: the unnatural usurper, the Bitch of the Bronx. Let him. Fear is a useful tool. He will be watched. Every word, every move, every breath will be analyzed. I will find his loyalties, find his weaknesses, and I will turn him into a weapon pointed back at his own father. It's a clean, logical strategy. Bloodless, for now.
The bartender approaches. "Ma'am?"
"Scotch," I say, not looking up from the door. "Neat." He retreats, his footsteps silent.
I hate this part. The waiting. The space between the plan and its execution is where variables fester. The Vane boy is a variable I intend to control completely. I flex my fingers, the leather of my gloves creaking softly. The scotch arrives, its smoky, peat-heavy aroma a welcome counterpoint to the cloying sweetness of some perfume lingering from a previous patron. A sip. The burn is familiar, grounding. Solace. The Alpha of this territory. I am ready for the little snake Seamus Vane is sending into my den.
The heavy door groans, spilling frigid night air into the space. A scent immediately follows that tightens my jaw—a damp, fungal rot, a signature already passed. Seamus Vane. The Alpha perfume meant to dominate a room, to announce his power before he even speaks. To me, it just reeks of desperation.
He stands there for a moment, a great slab of a man in a rumpled suit, his face a roadmap of broken veins. His eyes, small and hard, find me in the booth. A sneer twists his mouth. My hand remains flat on the table. My pulse remains steady. He is a known quantity, a blunt instrument. Predictable.
But then another scent follows in his wake, winding through the oppressive fog of him. It’s something else entirely. It’s clean. Warm. A blend of salted caramel and the dry, papery fragrance of old books. It’s an Omega scent. Potent. Undiluted. The unexpected note throws my senses into disarray. Like a beam of light, it slices into the stale atmosphere of the bar, and my inner Alpha, the beast I keep leashed behind layers of corporate poise, stirs. It lifts its head. It sniffs the air.
My gaze slides past Seamus, to the figure standing behind him, almost swallowed by his shadow. It’s a boy. No, a young man, but he’s so slight, he looks like a boy. Messy brown hair, pale skin, a frame that speaks of a dancer’s discipline, not a brawler’s. He’s drowning in a suit that’s at least a size too large, his shoulders slumped forward in a posture of perpetual apology. He isn’t the swaggering Vane pup I’d braced myself for. He is not a soldier. He's not a spy.
My entire analysis of the situation fractures. A thousand strategic possibilities die in an instant, and a thousand new, more complicated ones are born. Seamus thinks he’s delivering a Trojan horse. What the hell is this? The boy keeps his head down, but his presence radiates through the silence like a clear, ringing broadcast. It speaks of things that have no place in a Vane stronghold. Of quiet rooms, and warm kitchens, and gentle hands. It’s the aroma of home. And it’s the most dangerous thing I’ve encountered all year.
Seamus propels the boy forward with a hand on his back. The boy stumbles but catches himself. "Here he is," Seamus announces to the quiet room. "The guarantee."
My gaze remains on the father. "Vane."
"Solace." The name is an insult the way he says it. "He's healthy. Fertile. All the necessary attributes."
I let a full ten seconds pass. The bartender pretends to be fascinated by a spot on the bar. My gaze finally moves to the boy. He keeps his chin tucked, but an instant later, his eyes lift to meet mine. They are hazel, and behind the stark terror is a glint of something hard. A core of resistance.
“Does he have a name?” I ask, my voice barely a whisper.
"He's Aidan." Seamus scoffs, a wet, unpleasant sound. "He knows what he's for."
"What he's for," I echo, the words flat. My gaze returns to Aidan, cataloging details: the faint, yellowing edge of a bruise high on his cheekbone; the way he holds himself, coiled, as if expecting a blow. "And what is that?
"A good, submissive mate. To give you an heir and bind our interests."
"An heir." This time, I speak directly to Aidan. "Is that what you're for?"
He flinches, a small, violent tremor that runs through his whole body. Seamus steps forward. "You direct your questions to me. He's your property once I walk out that door."
We are not there yet." My voice drops, taking on the edge of Command. The air grows heavy. "I am inspecting the terms of the agreement." Aidan's hands, hanging at his sides, clench into white-knuckled fists. His shirt cuff, frayed and too short, pulls back from his wrist. A dark, ugly contusion mottles the pale skin—distinct as a man's grip. "The asset appears to be damaged.
Seamus's face turns a blotchy red. "He's stubborn. He required... correction. He understands obedience now."
I see. My plan, which had been so logical minutes before, now dissolves. He isn't a weapon. He's a disposal. A cold, sharp fury uncoils inside me. "The contracts are signed," Seamus presses, sensing a shift in the atmosphere. "He belongs to you."
"Then get out."
He blinks, his mouth opening and closing. "What?"
"You have made your delivery," I say, rising slowly from the booth. "Your business here is concluded." I hold his gaze, letting him feel the full weight of my presence. He is an animal, and he understands challenges for dominance.
He hesitates, a cruel smile spreading across his face. He glances at Aidan. “Do as you’re told. Don’t shame your family.” He pivots and exits, leaving his stench to curdle.
The door clicks shut.
The silence is absolute. Aidan stands frozen in the middle of the floor.
"Sit," I say. It’s not a command. Just an instruction.
He moves stiffly, perching on the very edge of the banquette across from me, as far away as he can get. His scent, free from his father's suffocating presence, blooms in the space between us. Caramel, old books, and the clean smell of an oncoming storm. It's unnerving. It doesn't provoke my dominance; it soothes it.
"Did he tell you I'm a monster?" I ask, my voice even.
His head snaps up. He stares at me, his eyes wide and luminous in the dim light. He swallows hard and gives a single, sharp nod.
"Good." I pick up my glass. "At least he told you one truth today."

Chapter 4: The Gilded Cage
The ride is silent. Roxana Solace took a separate car, leaving me with two mountains of muscle in a black sedan that smells of new leather and industrial cleaner. They ignore me completely. I am property. My reflection in the tinted window is a pale smudge against the blur of city lights, a ghost with the phantom burn on my wrist.
The car glides into a subterranean garage, all polished concrete and harsh fluorescent lighting. A still, arctic chill hangs in the space. One of the guards gets out and opens my door. I don't move until he gestures, a short, impatient flick of his wrist. I follow them to a private elevator. The doors are brushed steel. There are no buttons, just a small panel where one of the men presses his thumb. A soft chime, and we begin to ascend. Fast. My ears pop with the change in pressure. I swallow, the motion loud inside the vehicle's vacuum.
The doors open directly into the apartment. Penthouse. Whatever she calls it. The first thing that hits me is the view. An entire wall is glass, a panoramic vista of Manhattan glittering like a field of scattered diamonds. We are impossibly high. Above everything. The second thing is the smell. Under the sterile, filtered air is her. That sharp tang of top-shelf spirits overlaid with a cloying sweetness. It’s the aroma of power, of ownership. This entire space is saturated with her presence.
I stand just inside the doorway, my worn boots looking obscene on the expanse of white marble floor. The furniture is sparse, all sharp angles and chrome. It looks less like a home and more like the lobby of a corporation that could buy and sell countries. A long, low sofa. A glass table. Nothing soft. Nothing comfortable. Two more guards stand by the far wall, their posture perfectly still. Betas, both of them. Their scents are blessedly neutral, iron and clean cotton, but their stillness is a different kind of threat. They watch me with the dispassionate intensity of security cameras. Every breath I take, every twitch of my fingers, is catalogued, assessed.
A sound from a hallway to my left. Footsteps. Sharp, measured clicks. Roxana Solace emerges. She has removed her gloves. Her hands are bare, her long fingers unadorned except for a single, severe silver ring. She wears the same suit, a weapon in its own right, tailored to perfection. Her gaze sweeps over me, clinical and quick, an appraisal, like she's sizing up a new acquisition.
She gives a nearly imperceptible nod. "Leave us." Without a word, they move: two vanish inside the elevator, the other two recede into the apartment's recesses. The doors seal with a hydraulic whisper. We are alone.
Her scent thickens, a predator assessing new territory. My own glands prickle with fear, releasing a sweet, telling aroma. I attempt to choke it back, to make myself smaller, scentless. A useless instinct.
"This way," she says—low, even, without inflection, the same as it was in the bar. She turns and walks down a long hall, assuming I will follow. I force my legs to move, my feet clumsy and loud in the echoing quiet. The walls are bare except for a few large, abstract paintings, slashes of color on stark white canvases.
She stops at a heavy oak door at the end of the hall and pushes it open. She stands aside, gesturing for my entry. I brace myself for the familiar: a locked room with a mattress and a barred window. It’s what I know. It’s what I expect.
This is no cell. A bedroom, vast enough to dwarf my father’s entire house. Glass walls mirror the main room, framing a breathtaking northern vista. A king-sized bed, its dark headboard a stark line against the crisp white duvet. Seating area, desk, a likely bathroom door. Cleaner here, the thick scent of her faded to a whisper, yet the space is undeniably hers.
I stop where I am, processing. Kindness as a trap; it has to be.
"This is your room," she states, as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world. "The adjoining bathroom is through there. The closet is stocked with clothes. If they are not to your liking, Marcus will arrange for others." She speaks like she's reading a memo. "You are not to leave the penthouse. My head of security, Marcus, will be your point of contact for anything

