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The dead man got paid every Thursday, which would have been funny if Noah Vale had not been sitting alone inside a mafia shipping office with the payroll system open under a borrowed supervisor login and a camera blinking red above the copy machine.

He checked the entry again.

T. VALE — CONSULTING ADJUSTMENT — $9,400.00

No tax ID. No vendor address. No invoice attachment.

Just a transfer code, a port account, and a note field someone had tried to bury under forty-seven routine fuel reimbursements.

Noah sat back from the monitor, letting the chair roll until one wheel caught on the rubber mat beneath his desk. The office lights hummed overhead. Somewhere beyond the smoked-glass wall, the night crew was loading containers onto Moretti trucks, shouting over reversing alarms and the low cough of diesel engines. The whole building smelled faintly of toner, burnt coffee, wet pavement, and the lemon cleaner the janitor used too much of because one of Enzo Moretti’s nephews had complained about “cheap office smell” last month.

Noah hated that he remembered that.

He remembered too many useless things. Payroll errors. Payment habits. Which captains submitted receipts late. Which men laughed before lying. Which alphas wore wedding rings only when their wives visited the office.

Numbers were safer than people because numbers did not pretend to love you first.

He leaned forward again and opened the quarterly vendor export. His fingers moved without permission, quiet and quick over the keyboard. The payroll system had three visible layers and one hidden one, and Noah had found the hidden one six weeks ago when a drunk underboss forgot to log out before wandering into the copy room to yell at his mistress on speakerphone.

That discovery had bought Noah information he had never asked for and a new habit of checking locked accounts after hours.

He typed the dead man’s name into the restricted search field. The system paused.

A thin blue circle turned once, twice, then opened a file that should not have existed.

Noah stopped breathing through his nose because the office suddenly smelled too much like old coffee and warm plastic.

VALE, THOMAS J.

Status: Deceased

Date sealed: 08/14/2001

Cross-reference: Rosso-Moretti Dock Treaty

Bloodline review: Pending

The last line sat there as if it had every right to be on a shipping ledger. Bloodline review.

Noah looked toward the glass wall, though no one was there except his own faint reflection in the dark pane. Thin face. Tired mouth. Work shirt buttoned wrong at the collar because he had dressed in the laundry room this morning while his neighbor’s kids fought over cereal in the hallway outside. He looked like what he was supposed to be: a quiet omega accountant with cheap shoes, a plastic badge, and no family anyone powerful cared to remember.

Vale was not a rare name.

That was the first lie his mind offered him.

The second was worse: maybe it did not matter.

Noah clicked the cross-reference. A warning flashed.

AUTHORIZED ACCESS ONLY. He clicked again.

The screen changed to black with white text, old system style, the kind used by men who trusted ugly software because pretty things asked questions.

There were scanned documents. Treaty amendments. Port leases. Guardianship language. Names redacted with thick black bars. A deed map of the eastern docks. A family tree cut off at the root.

And then, near the bottom of the page, one name not redacted.

DANTE ROSSO — ALPHA LINE REGISTRY CONFIRMED

Noah’s hand left the mouse.

The office seemed to keep going around him, printers whispering, vents clicking, trucks groaning outside, but his body had gone stupid in a very quiet way. It did not shake. It did not run. It simply understood that a name could be a blade if it appeared in the wrong place. Dante Rosso.

He had not seen the name written out in four months, though he had seen it in other, uglier ways. In the empty side of his bed after that night. In the blocked number he still knew by the last four digits. In the memory of Dante’s voice turning cold in front of three Rosso men and a Moretti courier.

A mistake, Dante had called him.

Noah pressed his tongue against the back of his teeth until the old feeling moved somewhere useful.

“Don’t be pathetic,” he said under his breath, and the words came out too soft to be convincing.

The payroll office phone rang.

Noah flinched so hard his knee hit the underside of the desk. He looked at the receiver. Extension 218. Internal call. The display showed no name, only the number from the executive floor.

Nobody from the executive floor called accounting at 11:43 p.m. unless money had gone missing or someone had.

The phone rang again.

Noah reached for it, then stopped with his hand halfway there.

On the computer screen, Dante’s name waited under the treaty file. Beneath it was a document icon labeled HEIR CLAUSE — ACTIVE REVIEW.

The phone rang a third time.

Noah opened the file instead.

The first page was a poor scan, crooked along the edges, stamped by some private registry office that did not exist on any public state website. He read fast, skipping legal padding until the words began to cut through. Bloodline convergence. Dormant claim. Dock authority. Unborn issue.

He backed up to the previous line.

Any unborn issue carrying confirmed Rosso alpha lineage through a surviving Vale omega line shall trigger immediate review of custodial control, property authority, and treaty enforcement.

Noah stared at the sentence until the words lost grammar and became separate threats. Unborn issue.

Surviving Vale omega line.

His phone buzzed on the desk.

Not the office phone. His personal cell.

The screen lit against a stack of fuel receipts.

BRINDLE STREET OMEGA CLINIC

Your lab results are ready. Please open secure message.

For a few seconds, Noah did not move. The office phone kept ringing. His cell glowed. Dante Rosso’s name stayed on the monitor like a bad answer.

He picked up the cell because his body wanted a smaller disaster first.

The clinic portal took two tries to load. His thumb missed the password on the first attempt, not because he was shaking, he told himself, but because the screen protector was cracked near the bottom and always caught on the same letter. The message opened.

Noah Vale, your bloodwork confirms pregnancy. Estimated gestational age: 8 weeks, 3 days. Please schedule follow-up care within 48 hours due to high stress markers and omega endocrine sensitivity.

Below that, in smaller text, there were diet notes, emergency symptoms, and a cheerful reminder about hydration. Hydration.

Noah gave a small laugh that did not sound like him.

The office phone stopped ringing.

He copied the treaty file to the encrypted drive hidden inside his keychain. The progress bar crawled at a rude speed, pausing at eleven percent as if it had also decided to think about what kind of night this was.

Noah looked toward the hallway. The executive floor elevator had not opened. He would have heard the chime.

Unless they took the stairs.

His cell buzzed again. Unknown number.

He let it go to voicemail.

The computer chimed softly.

ACCESS FLAGGED. ADMIN REVIEW INITIATED.

“No, no, no,” Noah said, and this time his voice had edges.

He grabbed the mouse and killed the window, but the alert stayed on the lower right of the screen. A little red triangle. So small. So polite. It did not care that it had just ruined his life.

He pulled the encrypted drive out before the transfer finished, then plugged it back in and checked the copied files. Partial. Broken. Some documents had made it. Some had not.

The heir clause had. Dante’s registry had.

The dead man payments had.

Noah yanked the drive free and shoved it into the small pocket inside his jacket, the one he had sewn himself after a landlord stole cash from his room during a “maintenance inspection” three years ago.

The office door opened.

Noah closed the laptop halfway and looked up.

Vince from night security stood in the doorway with his shoulders too high and his radio held upside down.

Vince never held the radio wrong. He treated that little black box like a badge from God.

“Mr. Vale,” Vince said, and the formal name sounded borrowed from someone else’s mouth.

Noah kept his hand near the desk drawer, where he had nothing useful except breath mints, paperclips, and a box cutter he used on invoice cartons.

“Vince,” Noah said. “You scared me.”

“Yeah, sorry, I, uh... Mr. Moretti wants you downstairs.”

The wrongness was immediate.

Enzo Moretti did not know Noah’s name when he was standing three feet away from him. Men like Enzo knew accountants as a group, the way people knew ants were somewhere under a sidewalk.

“Now?” Noah asked.

Vince looked at the half-closed laptop, then at the little red camera light above the copier, then at the floor.

“Yeah. Now would be better.”

There it was. Better.

Not required. Not requested. Better.

Noah slid his left hand into the drawer and touched the box cutter. The plastic was cheap and ridged under his thumb.

“I have payroll locked open,” he said. “If I leave it like this, Angela will blame me tomorrow, and she already thinks I messed up the March accruals.”

Vince blinked. Men with guns hated accounting problems because they could not shoot them.

“Can you, I don’t know, close it?”

“Not if Mr. Moretti wants accurate books.”

Vince shifted on his feet. Behind him, down the hall, someone coughed once.

Not a night-shift cough. Not tired. Not casual. A signal.

Noah felt the baby before he allowed himself to think the word. Not movement, not exactly, just a private pull low in his body, a new center of gravity that made the room tilt around it. He had been alone for eight weeks and three days without knowing it. Now he knew, and there were men outside the door.

“Give me two minutes,” Noah said.

“I’m supposed to bring you now.”

Noah opened a spreadsheet on the second monitor and made his face irritated, not afraid. Irritated was safer. Irritated belonged in offices. Afraid belonged in basements.

“Then stand there and watch me save the file, Vince.”

His voice came out sharper than he expected.

Vince did not like that. His mouth twitched. For one small, useful second, he became a man embarrassed by a desk worker.

Noah used that second.

He clicked the payroll window, hit a fake save command, and with his other hand swept the box cutter into his sleeve. Then he stood, lifting his messenger bag by one strap. It was too light. He had not packed the charger, the second drive, the printed lease notices he needed for court next week. Stupid things to think about, but his mind offered them anyway.

There was a tiny ceramic bird on his desk, blue and chipped, left by the woman who trained him before she moved to Arizona and stopped answering texts. Noah picked it up, then put it back down.

No room for birds. Vince stepped aside.

Noah walked into the hallway.

Two Moretti men waited near the elevator, both in black coats that did not fit the weather or the office. One had a bandage across his nose. The other was chewing gum with his mouth open. Neither worked security.

“Evening,” the man with the bandage said.

Noah made himself look annoyed at Vince. “You brought an audience.”

“Move,” Gum said. Noah kept walking.

The accounting floor was mostly dark. The women from receivables had left a birthday banner over Angela’s cubicle, the paper letters sagging in the stale air. Someone’s lunch container sat by the sink with red sauce dried around the rim. Ordinary things looked insulting under threat.

At the elevator, Bandage reached past Noah to press the down button.

Noah looked at the stairwell door ten feet away. Gum noticed.

“Don’t,” he said around the gum.

Noah looked back at him. “I wasn’t.” The elevator opened.

Vince’s radio crackled, and a voice said, “Executive says bring the drive too.”

Noah saw Vince hear it. Saw Bandage hear it. Saw Gum stop chewing.

The drive was not visible. It was in the inner pocket.

But if they knew there was a drive, they knew enough.

Bandage turned toward him.

Noah stepped into the elevator, then dropped his messenger bag. Receipts spilled everywhere.

Not dramatic. Not graceful. Just a mess of paper, a pen, two granola bars, loose coins, and a small bottle of antacid that rolled straight toward Gum’s shoe.

“Seriously?” Gum said.

Noah bent fast, grabbed the antacid bottle, and thumbed off the cap.

“Sorry, sorry,” he said, pitching his voice into office panic. “I’ve been sick all week, and Angela keeps telling me to carry the receipts in a folder, but the folders here are garbage, and I said that to purchasing and they sent me the same ones again, which is—”

“Pick it up,” Bandage snapped.

Noah threw the antacid tablets into Gum’s face.

Not hard enough to hurt. Hard enough to startle.

Gum jerked back. Vince swore. Bandage reached for Noah’s arm. Noah cut him.

The box cutter opened through cloth and skin in one ugly drag. Bandage shouted and slammed into the elevator wall. Noah did not wait to see how bad it was. He shoved Vince into Gum, kicked the scattered papers wider across the floor, and ran for the stairwell.

Someone grabbed the back of his jacket. The seam tore.

Noah hit the stairwell door with his shoulder, stumbled through, and nearly fell down the first step because his shoes had no grip and the concrete was wet from a leak near the landing.

He caught the rail.

The metal bit cold into his palm.

Behind him, the door banged open.

“Stop him!”

Noah went down, not up. The front lobby had cameras and guards. The basement had loading bays, old file rooms, and one service exit that stuck unless you lifted the handle before pushing. He knew that because six months ago he had gotten locked outside during a fire drill with Angela and a man from compliance who cried quietly behind the dumpsters. Second landing. Third.

His lungs burned too soon. He had eaten half a bagel at noon and lied to himself about dinner. His stomach lurched with every turn. Somewhere above, feet hit metal stairs, heavier than his, faster in bursts but clumsy at the corners.

He reached the basement door and shoved it open.

The loading corridor smelled like bleach, cold concrete, and rotting cardboard from the recycling bins. Fluorescent lights flickered in strips overhead. A forklift sat abandoned beside stacked pallets of imported wine with Moretti shell-company labels.

Noah ran toward the file cage. Not the exit.

If he left with a partial drive and no physical key, he had half a weapon and a whole city of men who would kill for the missing half.

The old archive cabinet was inside the cage, behind two locks. He had watched Angela open it every quarter when she needed original wet signatures for audits. The key hung on a hook inside the night manager’s office, labeled CAGE TWO because rich criminals could hide murders but not office supplies.

Noah reached the manager’s door. Locked.

He looked through the little square window. Empty desk. Corkboard. Key hooks.

Steps echoed behind him.

Noah took the ceramic fire extinguisher from the wall bracket and swung it into the window.

The glass cracked but did not fall.

“Come on,” he muttered, because apparently tonight he was begging office architecture for mercy. He swung again.

The glass broke inward with a sharp crash. A piece sliced the back of his hand as he reached through to unlock the door. He felt the cut as heat first, then wetness.

He grabbed the key from the hook.

Footsteps hit the corridor.

Noah ran to the cage.

The first lock opened. The second stuck. Of course it stuck. He lifted the padlock, tried again, and the key turned with a reluctant scrape.

“Vale!”

Not Vince. Not Bandage. Someone older.

Noah did not look.

He pushed into the cage and found the archive cabinet. Third drawer. Treaty documents. Port leases. Private registry copies.

The drawer had its own lock.

He tried the same key. Nothing.

He glanced back. A man in a gray coat came down the corridor with a gun held low at his side, as if this were routine enough not to hurry.

Noah pulled open the drawer above, reached inside, and felt along the underside the way Angela had once done when she thought no one was watching. Tape.

A flat brass key stuck under the drawer with duct tape and dust.

Noah peeled it free.

The man in gray lifted the gun.

“Noah,” he called, almost kind. “Mr. Moretti only wants a conversation.”

Noah opened the treaty drawer. Files. Too many.

He searched fast, reading labels by shape more than words. Rosso-Moretti. Dock Authority. Emergency Amendment. Bloodline. There.

A black leather ledger, thin and ugly, tied with a red string. Not a book for public numbers. A book for things men wanted remembered by only the right people. Noah grabbed it. The man fired.

The shot hit the cage post near Noah’s head, loud enough to wipe thought clean for half a second. Metal rang. Papers jumped. Noah dropped to the floor, clutching the ledger against his chest and tasting something bitter at the back of his throat.

“Next one goes lower,” Gray Coat said.

Noah crawled behind the cabinet.

His phone buzzed in his pocket.

For one insane moment, he thought it might be the clinic again, reminding him to drink water while someone shot at him in a basement.

He pulled it out because there was no good reason left not to. Unknown number.

The message preview showed one line.

Take the service exit. Do not use the alley camera.

Noah stared at it.

Another shot hit the cabinet. He moved.

He shoved the ledger into his messenger bag, kept the brass key in his fist, and kicked the bottom of the rolling cabinet with both feet. The cabinet lurched, wheels squealing, then tipped just enough to slam into the cage door. Gray Coat cursed.

Noah squeezed through the gap between the cabinet and the wall, scraping his shoulder on wire mesh. His shirt caught. He pulled until fabric tore.

The service exit was at the far end of the corridor, past the freezer storage and the old mop sink. The alley camera sat above it, angled down toward the door.

Do not use the alley camera.

Noah looked at the emergency laundry chute beside the mop sink, a relic from when the building had been a cannery before Moretti money made it respectable. It led to the side loading area, not the alley. Angela had once complained it smelled like dead fish no matter how often maintenance cleaned it.

Noah would have laughed if he had any room left inside him. He climbed through.

The drop was worse than expected.

He landed on a pile of canvas tarps and old uniforms, pain flashing up his hip, his cut hand slipping on something damp. He stayed still for three seconds, counting whether anything inside him felt wrong.

No sharp pain low in his body. No blood there. No cramp.

The baby, because he had to call it that now, had survived Noah being an idiot in a laundry chute.

“Sorry,” he whispered, and the word came out before he could stop it.

A door slammed above. He got up.

The side loading area opened behind the building, half-hidden by stacked crates and a rusted chain-link gate. Beyond it, the port road ran toward the river, wet black under sodium lights. A truck idled near the curb with no driver inside. Somewhere to the left, men shouted his name as if they had a right to it.

Noah pushed through the gate.

The brass key cut into his palm. The ledger weighed down his bag. The encrypted drive pressed against his chest from the inner pocket.

He had proof. Not enough to understand. Enough to die for.

His phone buzzed again. Left. Now. Noah looked left.

A black car waited near the end of the service lane with its lights off. Not a Moretti car. Too clean. Too patient.

The back door opened.

A man stepped out into the weak spill of a streetlamp, tall and broad in a dark coat, his face half-shadowed, one hand visible at his side to show he was not reaching for a weapon.

Noah did not need light to know him.

His body knew first, which made him hate his body for one stupid second.

Dante Rosso stood between Noah and the only open road.

He looked at the torn jacket, the blood on Noah’s hand, the bag clutched against his side.

Then his gaze dropped, just briefly, to the place where Noah’s hand had moved over his stomach without permission.

Dante’s voice came low across the wet pavement.

“Noah, get in the car.”
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The Alpha at the Door
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Dante had orders to bring Noah Vale in alive, and Noah looked ready to bleed out on the pavement before he obeyed.

The omega stood fifteen feet away under the dirty yellow wash of a port lamp, one hand pressed around the strap of his messenger bag, the other closed tight around something metal. His jacket hung torn at the shoulder. Blood marked the back of one hand and ran in a thin line toward his wrist, too bright against skin gone pale with cold and shock.

Dante stayed beside the open car door because moving too fast would make Noah run.

Noah was good at running.

Not fast, not trained, not built for the kind of chase Dante had spent half his life ending in alleys and stairwells, but smart in the ugly little ways that kept a person alive. He noticed doors. He counted men. He turned office supplies into weapons. Four months ago, before Dante ruined everything, Noah had once corrected the tip amount on a dinner receipt while arguing about corruption in city contracts, then stolen a spoon from the restaurant because he liked the weight of it.

That spoon still sat in Dante’s top dresser drawer.

He hated himself for thinking about it now.

“Noah,” Dante said, keeping his voice low enough not to carry toward the loading bay. “Get in the car before Moretti’s men come through that gate.”

Noah’s mouth moved, not quite a smile and not fear either. “You always open with orders, or did I miss the friendly part?”

The words had bite. Good. Bite meant Noah’s mind was still working.

Dante glanced past him toward the side gate. The chain-link panel had not closed all the way after Noah shoved through it, and beyond it the basement door banged once against the wall. Someone shouted from inside the building. Another voice answered closer to the alley camera.

They had less than a minute.

“Friendly comes later,” Dante said. “Car first.”

“No.”

“Noah.”

“Say my name again like that and I’m going to throw up on your shoes.”

Dante looked at the blood on his hand, then at the way Noah kept his bag tight against his ribs.

He had seen men carry stolen cash that way. Guns. Drugs. A child’s medicine. Evidence that could get everyone in a room killed.

“Are you hurt anywhere else?” Dante asked.

Noah laughed once, small and mean. “That’s funny.”

“It was a question.”

“No, it was a tactic.”

A car door closed somewhere behind the building.

Dante shifted one step away from the open door, not toward Noah but between him and the service lane. Noah noticed. His grip changed on the metal object in his hand.

A key, Dante realized.

Not a knife. A brass key, flat and old, with tape dust still stuck to one side.

So Noah had found the physical archive key.

The order in Dante’s pocket became heavier, though it was only a message on a phone.

Bring Vale in. Alive. Undamaged if possible. Anything he took comes with him.

His father had sent it first. Enzo Moretti had confirmed through a shared channel ten minutes later, which meant both families were already pretending this was cooperation instead of panic.

Dante had known they wanted the accountant.

He had not known Noah would come out bleeding with a ledger bag and one hand drifting, again and again, toward his stomach as if his body knew a secret his face had not admitted yet.

“Who texted me?” Noah asked.

Dante did not answer fast enough.

Noah’s expression shifted before he could hide it.

“You,” Noah said. “You sent me through the chute.”

“My brother saw the basement camera feed and sent the exit warning.”

“Your brother.”

“Yes.”

“So there are two Rossos watching me tonight. That’s comforting.”

“Noah, I am trying to keep you alive.”

“No. You’re trying to keep me portable.”

The words landed harder than they should have because Dante deserved them. Four months ago, he had used that same coldness as a wall and told himself it would protect Noah from Aldo Rosso’s attention. He had made Noah look unwanted in front of men who traded weakness like currency.

Dante had not understood then that a public rejection could become its own kind of mark.

The basement door opened hard enough to hit brick.

Dante reached inside his coat, not drawing yet, letting Noah see the movement.

Noah’s eyes dropped to his hand.

“Don’t.”

“Then move.”

“Where?” Noah snapped. “Into your car, so your father can put me in a cleaner room than Moretti would?”

A figure came through the side gate.

Gray coat. Gun low. Blood on one cuff, likely from where Noah’s box cutter had found someone upstairs. Dante knew the man by reputation, not name; Moretti kept him for internal discipline, the kind of worker who never needed to ask where the plastic sheeting was kept.

“Noah Vale,” Gray Coat called. “Nobody wants this to get rude.”

Noah’s head turned just enough to confirm the distance. Dante saw the calculation happen. Gate. Car. Alley. Lamp. Dante.

He hated that he was one of the obstacles.

“Get behind me,” Dante said.

Noah did not move.

Gray Coat raised the gun.

Dante drew and fired first.

The shot cracked through the service lane, flat and brutal between the buildings. Gray Coat jerked back into the chain-link gate, his gun arm dropping as the bullet cut through his shoulder. He did not fall, which was irritating, and he did not scream, which was worse. Noah moved then. Not behind Dante. Sideways.

“Damn it,” Dante said, because Noah had picked the only direction that gave him no cover except stacked crates.

Two more Moretti men came through the gate, one limping, one carrying his gun like he had been waiting all night for permission. Dante fired at the lamp above them, and the light burst with a hot pop, dropping that end of the lane into broken shadow.

Noah slipped behind the crates.

“Stay down,” Dante called.

“I hate you,” Noah shouted back.

“Fine. Stay down while hating me.”

A bullet hit the car’s rear window. Glass jumped and rained into the back seat. Dante ducked behind the open door and returned fire twice, not to kill, only to stop their advance. Killing Moretti men in a shared port zone would turn tonight into open family war before Dante knew what Noah carried.

Although maybe they were already there.

The driver, Rafi, swore from the front seat. “Boss, we need to go.”

“Not without him.”

“He’s not exactly climbing in.”

“I noticed.”

Noah crawled from one stack of crates to the next, low and quick, using the bag as if he could shield it with his body. He had no training, but he had anger, and anger had made brave fools out of smarter people.

Dante watched the closest Moretti man angle toward Noah.

“Rafi,” Dante said.

“Yeah.”

“Reverse on my mark. Clip the gate.”

“You said this car was new.”

“Mark.”

Rafi threw the car backward.

The sedan lunged, tires scraping wet pavement, and slammed into the half-open chain-link gate. Metal screamed. The gate swung into the limping man, knocking him off balance. Dante used the opening to cross the lane, grabbed Noah by the torn back of his jacket, and pulled him behind the car.

Noah came up fighting.

The brass key flashed in his hand as he swung, not like a fighter, more like a man trying to make any hard object useful. Dante caught his wrist before the key could rake his face.

“Noah.”

“Let go.”

“You are bleeding.”

“I said let go.”

Dante released him at once.

The surprise on Noah’s face lasted less than a second, but Dante saw it and hated that too.

Noah backed against the rear tire, breathing hard through his nose. His hair had come loose over his forehead. There was dust on one cheek, and a thin scratch near his temple. He looked furious. Alive, furious, and too close to men who would cut the bag off his body if they had to.

“You should not have come here,” Noah said.

“I was sent.”

“Honest. That’s new.”

Another shot punched into the trunk.

Noah ducked without thinking. Dante moved over him, firing across the hood toward the gate. The Moretti men pulled back, but not far. They were waiting for numbers now.

From the street beyond the service lane came the low sound of another engine.

Rosso backup, if Matteo had managed it.

Or Moretti backup, if tonight was determined to get worse.

Dante looked down at Noah. “This is not a negotiation anymore.”

“It never was.”

“You can hate me in the car.”

“I can hate you here.”

“You can die here.”

Noah’s face went still in a way Dante did not like.

Not fear. Not exactly. Decision.

Dante saw his hand shift toward the messenger bag, saw the protective angle of his body, saw the old ledger corner pressing against the flap. Noah was not just afraid of dying. He was afraid of what would be taken after.

“What did you find?” Dante asked.

Noah gave him a look that almost cut through the gunfire. “Your name.”

The words were quiet, but they changed the air between them.

Dante had expected the treaty. The ledger. Maybe a sealed payment trail tied to the docks.

He had not expected Noah to connect him this fast.

“What part?” Dante asked.

Noah’s mouth tightened with a bitter kind of satisfaction. “The part where your family is in bed with the Morettis and dead men keep getting paid.”

“That is not new.”

“The heir clause is.”

Dante’s hand went cold around the gun.

For one second, the service lane, the gunfire, Rafi shouting from the front seat, all of it narrowed down to Noah saying two words he should not have known. Heir clause.

Aldo had buried that phrase twenty-five years deep and still locked the drawer himself.

Noah saw the reaction.

“There it is,” he said. “You knew.”

“I knew there was a clause.”

“You knew my name was in it?”

“No.”

That answer came too fast and too true.

Noah believed some part of it, then hated himself for believing it. Dante could read the shift in his face because once, for a few weeks, Noah had let him read softer things too. Amusement he tried to hide. Annoyance that was only half real. Hunger he did not trust.

A bullet hit the pavement near the rear tire.

Rafi yelled, “Now would be a gorgeous time to continue this divorce inside the vehicle.”

Noah glanced toward the car, then toward the far end of the service lane.

The second engine came into view.

Black SUV. Tinted windows. No lights until the last second.

Dante recognized the plate cover. Moretti.

“Move,” he said.

Noah shook his head once, stubborn and stupid in a way that was not stupidity at all but refusal to be owned by the nearest threat.

Dante lowered his voice. “Noah, I am not taking you to my father.”

“Then where?”

“Somewhere he cannot reach in the first hour.”

“That is a terrible promise.”

“It is the only honest one I have time for.”

The SUV accelerated.

Dante did not give Noah another order. He opened the rear door wider, then turned his body away from it, giving Noah the choice and making himself face the incoming car.

Noah understood the difference.

It did not make him trust Dante, but it gave him something to step toward. He got in.

Dante followed, half inside as the SUV clipped the front bumper hard enough to shove the sedan sideways. Rafi cursed, slammed the gearshift, and sent them backward down the lane with the rear door still swinging open.

Noah grabbed the inside handle and yanked it shut.

A bullet spidered the side window beside his head.

Dante pushed him down before the glass could finish breaking.

Noah went rigid beneath his hand.

Dante lifted his hand away immediately, holding it above Noah’s shoulder instead of on him.

“Stay low,” he said.

Noah’s voice came from somewhere near the floor mat. “You keep saying that like I have a deep personal love of windows.”

Rafi took a corner too fast. The tires slid, caught, and the sedan shot onto the port road. Behind them, the SUV followed, its headlights flooding the back window.

Dante twisted around and fired through the broken rear glass.

Noah clutched the messenger bag against his chest, then fumbled for the seat belt with bloody fingers.

Dante saw the tremor then. Not weakness. Delayed cost.

He reached toward the buckle, stopped before touching him, and said, “May I?”

Noah looked at him as if the question offended something raw.

Then he shoved the belt into Dante’s hand.

“Don’t make it weird.”

Dante clicked it in place. “I will try.”

“You’re failing.”

Despite everything, despite the blood and the shattered window and the fact that they were being chased by men who would hand Noah over to Enzo Moretti like lost property, Dante almost smiled.

The SUV rammed them from behind.

Noah hit the belt with a hard sound and one hand flew to his lower stomach before he could hide it. There. Not imagined.

Dante stared at that hand for a fraction too long.

Noah saw him see it.

“Don’t,” Noah said.

Dante looked back toward the SUV. “I did not ask.”

“No, you just looked.”

“There is blood on your hand and men shooting at us, so I am trying to count injuries.”

“Count your own.”

Rafi cut across an empty truck lane and headed toward the older east docks, where the road narrowed between warehouses and the river barrier. Bad route for a clean escape. Good route for losing a heavy SUV if the driver knew which gates were chained and which only looked that way. Rafi knew.

Dante checked his phone.

Three missed calls from Aldo.

One message from Matteo.

SAFEHOUSE ONE COMPROMISED. USE MARA’S PLACE. NO DIGITAL TRAIL.

Dante stared at the message longer than he should have.

Mara’s place was old, ugly, and not on Rosso books, which was the point. An ex-nurse ran it now, though she had once patched bullets for Dante’s mother without asking who fired them. It had three locks, no cameras, and a basement room lined with medicine that came from legal clinics under false donation labels.

If Matteo was sending him there this early, the family channels were already dirty. Noah watched him.

“You got bad news,” Noah said.

Dante put the phone away. “We have somewhere to go.”

“We?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

The SUV hit them again, lighter this time, testing.

Rafi muttered something in Arabic under his breath and took a hard right through a service gate that looked closed until the bumper touched it. The chain snapped from one side, cheap theater for anyone who did not know port shortcuts. The sedan slipped through. The SUV came after them and hit the gate at the wrong angle, losing its right mirror in a spray of black plastic.

Noah turned to watch, then faced Dante again. “Why would your brother help me?”

“Matteo likes puzzles.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is the answer he would give.”

“And you?”

Dante checked the ammunition by feel. “I do not like Moretti men shooting at accountants.”

“Try again.”

There was no clean answer. The true one was too large and too late, and Noah would not want it from him while bleeding in the back of a car.

Because I saw your name on my father’s phone and felt something in me break open.

Because I have regretted that night for four months, but regret is cheap until it costs blood.

Because if you are carrying what I think you might be carrying, every man I know will call it property and I will burn my own name before I let them.

Instead, Dante said, “Because I owe you.”

Noah gave a tired, ugly little laugh. “That barely covers dinner.”

“I know.”

The honesty seemed to hit harder than a defense would have. Noah looked away first, out the broken window at the river lights dragging across black water.

For a few seconds, nobody spoke. Rafi drove like a man personally offended by traffic laws. The Moretti SUV fell back one turn, gained on the next, then disappeared behind a line of parked tankers when Rafi cut through a maintenance lot and killed the headlights.

Dante kept his gun ready.

Noah pressed the ripped edge of his sleeve against the cut on his hand. Blood soaked the fabric too quickly.

“Let me see that,” Dante said.

“No.”

“You need pressure on it.”

“I have pressure on it.”

“You are leaking on the seat.”

“Bill me.”

Rafi made a sound from the front that might have been a laugh if he had not been so busy trying to keep them alive.

Dante pulled a clean handkerchief from his coat pocket and held it out.

Noah stared at it.

“It is not poisoned,” Dante said.

“That’s exactly what someone says about a poisoned handkerchief.”

“It has my initials on it. I am not wasting monogramming on poison.”

The corner of Noah’s mouth moved before he caught it and killed it.

He took the cloth without letting their fingers touch.

Dante watched him wrap his hand badly, pulling the fabric with his teeth because he refused help. He was pale now, the adrenaline thinning out. His bag stayed hooked beneath one arm. Not even pain made him loosen his grip.

“What is in the bag?” Dante asked.

“A sandwich.”

“Noah.”

“A very important sandwich.”

“The ledger?”

Noah tied the cloth into an uneven knot. “If you already know, why ask?”

“To see whether you lie.”

“And?”

“You do.”

“Good.”

The car slowed near a row of storage warehouses long past their useful life. Rafi turned into a narrow lane behind an old fish-processing building with broken upper windows and graffiti painted over graffiti. The smell of river mud and old oil pressed through the shattered back glass.

Dante checked behind them. No headlights. Not safe. Safer.

Noah looked at the building. “This is where people get murdered in documentaries.”

“This is where people stop being easy to find.”

“You ever hear yourself?”

“Sometimes. I dislike it too.”

Rafi parked beside a side door painted the same dull gray as the wall. No sign. No doorbell. Only a small metal cross screwed above the frame, turned sideways as if someone had tried to remove it and changed their mind.

Noah did not move when Dante opened his door.

Dante stepped out first, scanned the lane, then opened Noah’s door from the outside and moved back.

Noah stayed seated, clutching the bag.

“If I go in there,” Noah said, “am I allowed to leave?”

Dante did not answer with the easy lie.

Noah nodded once, as if that told him everything.

Dante crouched beside the open door, keeping distance between them. “If you walk out right now, Moretti finds you before sunrise. If my father does not find you first.”

“And if I stay?”

“Then I find out how many people betrayed how many people tonight, and you keep whatever is in that bag until you decide what to do with it.”

Noah studied him in the weak light.

“You’re saying that now because you need me calm.”

“Yes.”

The admission sat there between them, blunt and not enough.

Dante added, “I am also saying it because it is true.”

A sound came from the building, two knocks from inside, then one.

Rafi answered with the same pattern against the car roof.

The gray door opened a few inches.

An older woman looked out, short and square-shouldered, with silver hair pinned back and a baseball bat resting against her thigh like a cane. Her gaze passed over Dante, dismissed him, moved to Noah, and sharpened.

“You bring me trouble before midnight now?” she asked Dante.

“It is after midnight, Mara.”

“Then you’re late and stupid.”

Noah blinked, exhausted enough that the insult seemed to confuse him.

The woman opened the door wider. “Omega first. Alpha can bleed outside if he has to.”

“I’m not—” Noah started, then stopped because correcting her would require explaining too much.

Mara looked at his bloody hand, his torn jacket, and the bag under his arm.

“Inside,” she said. “Before the street grows ears.”

Noah looked at Dante once more.

There was no trust there. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

But there was calculation. A choice made with bad options and a worse night behind him.

He got out of the car.

Halfway to
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