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PROLOGUE

	The Woman in the Photograph

	Gabriel Valenti had always believed weddings were built on beautiful lies.

	Forever. Faithfulness. Until death.

	People offered those promises beneath flowers and candlelight as if speaking them aloud could make them stronger than fear, ambition, or blood.

	Tonight, his brother Matteo stood in the centre of the Valenti ballroom with one hand wrapped around Vittoria's. The woman looked at him as if she understood every terrible thing he had done and had chosen him with her eyes open.

	Gabriel respected that. He simply did not trust it.

	The estate glittered beneath hundreds of lights. White roses climbed the marble columns. Crystal chandeliers reflected against polished floors, and music drifted through open doors toward the dark gardens.

	Everyone appeared happy.

	Enzo stood beside his wife near the dance floor. Luca was speaking quietly to one of the family's legal advisers. Matteo had forgotten every other person in the room existed.

	Gabriel remained near the rear entrance, where he could see the ballroom, the corridor and the garden doors without turning his head.

	Old habits kept men alive.

	A server approached with champagne. Gabriel declined with a slight movement of his fingers.

	He had not consumed alcohol at a wedding in twelve years. Not since the night he had planned his own.

	The memory arrived without permission. Alessia sitting on the hood of his car, her shoes abandoned in the grass. Her dark hair moving in the summer wind. A silver ring balanced between her fingers because she had taken it from him before he could finish proposing.

	You take too long, Gabriel.

	He remembered pretending to be offended. He remembered her laughter. Most of all, he remembered the way she had placed the ring in his palm and closed his fingers around it.

	Ask me properly tomorrow.

	Tomorrow had never come.

	By sunrise, her car had been burning beside a country road.

	Gabriel flexed his left hand. The pale scar crossing his palm tightened beneath his glove. He had earned it breaking the car window. The fire had been too strong. Two men had dragged him away while he fought them, cursed them and begged a woman who could no longer hear him to move.

	No body had been shown to him. The explosion had left nothing recognizable, they said.

	He had been twenty-two, grieving and foolish enough to believe his father would not lie about the dead.

	"Gabriel."

	Matteo's voice drew him back. His brother stood beside him now, jacket unbuttoned and expression unusually peaceful.

	"You look as though you're guarding a funeral."

	"I am guarding your wedding."

	"Vittoria hired security."

	"Vittoria's security reports to me."

	Matteo glanced toward his wife. "Of course it does."

	Gabriel followed his gaze. Vittoria was speaking with Enzo, but she looked across the room at Matteo as though she could feel his attention. Something passed between them, silent and certain. Gabriel looked away first.

	"You should be dancing," he said.

	"I have been dancing."

	"Then continue."

	Matteo did not move. "You could attempt to enjoy yourself."

	"I am enjoying myself."

	"You have spent forty minutes studying exits."

	"There are six."

	"There are seven."

	"The kitchen door is blocked by catering equipment. It is not currently an exit."

	Matteo almost smiled. "You need a life that does not involve anticipating disaster."

	"Disaster rarely announces itself before arriving."

	The words had barely left Gabriel's mouth when a young server appeared at the edge of the ballroom. He was not one of Vittoria's employees. Gabriel knew every person cleared to work the wedding. This man was perhaps nineteen, thin beneath an oversized white jacket and visibly sweating despite the cool room.

	He held a cream envelope.

	His gaze moved across the guests before settling on Gabriel.

	"Mr. Valenti?"

	Gabriel watched his hands. "Who gave you that?"

	"A woman outside. She paid me to deliver it."

	Gabriel accepted the envelope. "Where?"

	"Near the service entrance. Maybe five minutes ago."

	Gabriel turned to Matteo. The peace had vanished from his brother's face.

	They took the envelope into Matteo's study. Gabriel opened it carefully with a slim knife. A single photograph slid onto the desk.

	He saw the railway station first. An arched iron roof. Rain against tall windows. Travellers crossing the platform in blurred coats.

	Then he saw the woman.

	Gabriel stopped breathing.

	She stood beside a stone pillar with one hand curled around the handle of a black suitcase. Her dark hair fell past her shoulders. Her face was turned slightly toward the camera, revealing the sharp line of her cheek and the small curve in the bridge of her nose.

	Features he had once known better than his own.

	She was older. Thinner. There was a faint mark near her right temple that had not existed before.

	But it was her.

	The room narrowed until nothing remained except the woman in the photograph. Alessia at seventeen, climbing through his bedroom window. Alessia at nineteen, blood on her knuckles after punching a man who insulted his mother. Alessia at twenty, whispering that she would rather live in one rented room with him than inside another mansion controlled by their families.

	Then there had been flames, a sealed coffin and a priest reciting prayers over a body Gabriel was not permitted to see.

	The date printed on the photograph was nine days ago.

	"She would be thirty-two," Matteo said quietly.

	Gabriel looked at him. "You think I don't know how old she would be?"

	"I think someone wants you to stop thinking."

	Gabriel examined the image again. The woman's left little finger curved inward at the final joint, the result of a childhood riding accident. Alessia had hated it when people noticed. Gabriel used to kiss it.

	"It's her."

	He turned the photograph over. Five words had been written across the back in black ink.

	SHE NEVER DIED THAT NIGHT.

	For twelve years, he had imagined a thousand versions of the life Alessia should have lived. Birthdays she never reached. Cities she would never visit. Children she would never hold.

	If she had survived, someone had lied.

	If she had survived for twelve years, she had lied too.

	That thought hurt more than the photograph.

	"I'm going to the cemetery," Gabriel said.

	"It is nearly midnight."

	"I am aware."

	"You cannot open a grave in the middle of the night."

	Gabriel met his brother's eyes. Matteo stepped aside.

	The rain followed Gabriel to the private hillside cemetery. He stopped before Alessia's headstone and removed his glove. The scar across his palm appeared almost white beneath the rain.

	"I saw you," he told the grave.

	The words sounded unfamiliar. He had spoken to her here many times but had never expected an answer.

	Headlights appeared between the trees. Two vehicles stopped along the cemetery road. Gabriel's men stepped out, followed by Dr. Paolo Ricci, a forensic pathologist who had learned years ago never to ask why a Valenti required his services after midnight.

	Paolo approached beneath a black umbrella. "You said this could not wait."

	"It has waited twelve years."

	Gabriel looked at the grave. "Open it."

	Equipment was removed from the second vehicle. Portable lights washed the marble headstone in hard white. Gabriel stood beneath the rain as the first shovel entered the earth.

	He had believed the dead could not betray him.

	He had been wrong.

	 


CHAPTER 1

	An Empty Grave

	The coffin rose from the earth at four seventeen in the morning.

	Gabriel knew the exact time because numbers were easier to hold than hope.

	Rainwater ran from the black wood as the lifting straps tightened. Mud covered the men's boots and darkened the knees of their trousers. No one spoke. Even the machines seemed indecently loud among the graves.

	Paolo Ricci waited until the coffin rested beneath the temporary shelter before approaching it. "The seal appears intact."

	"Appearances created this grave," Gabriel said. "Open it."

	Paolo exchanged a glance with his assistant, then began cutting through the corroded fixtures. Gabriel stood opposite him with the photograph inside his jacket and Alessia's ring pressed against his chest.

	He had attended interrogations with less tension than this.

	The final fastening released.

	Paolo lifted the lid.

	There were no bones inside.

	No skull. No teeth. No fragments large enough to belong to a human body.

	Only a folded length of scorched blue fabric, a damaged leather shoe and a small velvet box blackened by fire.

	Gabriel stared into the coffin.

	For twelve years he had come to this grave on the anniversary of Alessia's death. He had stood above wood, fabric and an empty box while speaking to the woman he believed lay beneath him.

	His father had watched him do it twice.

	"Confirm everything," Gabriel said.

	Paolo pulled on a fresh pair of gloves. "There may be microscopic biological material."

	"Then find it."

	The pathologist opened the velvet box. Inside lay a warped gold earring set with a tiny green stone.

	Gabriel recognized it immediately.

	Alessia had worn the pair the night before the explosion. Gabriel remembered removing one when it caught in her hair. He had set it on the table beside his bed.

	She had left without it.

	"This was planted," he said.

	Paolo looked up. "You're certain?"

	"The matching earring remained in my room."

	Someone had taken it from Gabriel's home after the explosion and placed it inside the coffin to make the lie convincing.

	Someone with access to the Valenti estate.

	His phone vibrated. Matteo.

	"We found the woman who delivered the envelope," Matteo said when Gabriel answered.

	"Bring her to me."

	"She is dead."

	Gabriel stepped away from the coffin. "Where?"

	"In a car two kilometres from the estate. Single wound beneath the ribs. No identification. Her fingerprints have been removed."

	"And the server?"

	"He says she wore a veil and gloves. She gave him five hundred euros and told him the envelope contained a wedding gift."

	"Was she captured on camera?"

	"Not clearly. She knew where the blind areas were."

	Gabriel looked across the cemetery. The portable lights illuminated the grave, the wet path and the first line of cypress trees. Beyond that, darkness covered the hillside.

	"Someone wanted the envelope delivered and the messenger silenced," Matteo continued. "This is not only about Alessia."

	"It became about Alessia when they put her face inside it."

	"That is exactly the reaction they expect."

	Gabriel ended the call before anger made him careless.

	Paolo lifted the scorched fabric. Beneath it lay several pieces of shattered glass and a narrow metal tag.

	"What is that?" Gabriel asked.

	The pathologist cleaned it gently. A sequence of numbers appeared beneath the dirt.

	Gabriel recognized the format. It was not a burial marker. It was an evidence-control number once used by the private laboratory his father had owned through a holding company.

	"Bag it separately. Nothing leaves your custody."

	"What are you going to do?"

	"Find the person who certified the remains."

	The doctor who signed Alessia's death certificate had retired to the coast eight years earlier. Gabriel reached his villa shortly after sunrise.

	Dr. Carlo Ventresca answered the door wearing a robe and the frightened expression of a man who had spent years anticipating this visit.

	"Mr. Valenti."

	"You remember me."

	"Of course. Your family was generous to the hospital."

	Gabriel entered without waiting for an invitation. The villa smelled of coffee and sea air. Family photographs covered the wall, evidence of a peaceful life purchased with someone else's grief.

	"You certified Alessia Romano's death."

	Ventresca's face lost its colour. "That was a long time ago."

	"Time does not make a lie true."

	"The vehicle was destroyed. We received fragments."

	"There were no remains in the coffin."

	The doctor sat heavily in a chair. "I did what I was told."

	"By whom?"

	"Your father."

	Gabriel's hands remained still at his sides. "Was Alessia alive?"

	Ventresca looked toward

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
