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Prologue
The scar on my ribs ached when the air grew humid. I stood in front of the floor-to-ceiling window of my penthouse in the Glass Spire. Below me, the city stretched out in a grid of yellow lights and gray pavement. I watched the traffic move. It was five years since I had been in this city. It was five years since I had been Elena Vitale.

I reached up and touched the thickened skin of the scar. The bullet had traveled through my side and exited my back. I remembered the sound of the gun. It was a sharp noise that echoed in the woods. I remembered the weight of the dirt as Julian’s men shoveled it over me. They had been in a hurry. They didn't check for a pulse. They didn't realize the ground was soft from the rain, allowing me to move once they drove away.

I turned away from the window. My reflection in the glass showed a woman with silver-blonde hair and a face that had been altered by two surgeries. My eyes were gray because of the contact lenses I wore. I looked at the watch on my dresser. It was seven o'clock. I had a meeting with a man who used to be my father’s rival.

I put on a tailored gray blazer. The fabric was heavy and expensive. I didn't wear jewelry. I didn't want anything that could be grabbed or used against me. I picked up my phone and saw a message from my assistant. The car was waiting in the basement garage.

I took the private elevator down. The doors opened to a black SUV. Elias, a man I hired for his driving skills and his lack of curiosity, stood by the door. He opened it for me and waited until I was seated before he got behind the wheel.

"The Moretti Compound, Elias," I said.

We drove through the financial district. The buildings here were new. They were made of steel and glass. As we moved north, the architecture changed. The buildings became older and were made of stone. This was the part of the city the five families had controlled for fifty years. My family, the Vitales, owned the shipping lanes. The Morettis owned the construction and the labor unions.

Julian had changed that. He had spent the last five years trying to turn the Vitale family into a corporate entity. He wanted to use the port to bring in more than just cargo. He wanted to control the politicians through the Gilded Hand. I had spent my time in London and New York building a venture capital firm. I had the money to buy the people Julian couldn't intimidate.

We reached the gates of the Moretti estate. The walls were ten feet high and topped with cameras that rotated every ten seconds. Two men in dark suits stepped out of a guard shack. They looked into the car and checked my identification. They used a sensor to check the underside of the vehicle for explosives. After a minute, the gates opened.

The driveway was lined with oak trees. The main house was a large structure built of gray stone. It looked like a fortress. Dante Moretti was standing on the front porch. He was thirty-two years old and had been the head of his family for three years. He was tall and had broad shoulders. He wore a black shirt with the sleeves rolled up, revealing tattoos that covered his arms from his wrists to his elbows.

Elias stopped the car. I stepped out and walked toward the porch. The air smelled like damp earth and exhaust. Dante watched me. He didn't move. He kept his hands in his pockets.

"Miss Vance," Dante said. His voice was deep and lacked any specific emotion.

"Mr. Moretti," I said. I stopped three feet away from him. I didn't offer my hand.

He looked at my face for several seconds. He was looking for something he recognized. He wouldn't find it. The last time he saw me, I was twenty-two and my hair was dark. I was the daughter of a man he respected. Now, I was a stranger with a checkbook.

"You sent a message saying you have the leases for the north docks," Dante said.

"I do," I said. "I bought them through a shell company last month. Julian Vitale thinks he is still the landlord, but the paperwork says otherwise."

Dante leaned against one of the stone pillars. "Why are you telling me? You could have just raised his rent."

"I don't want his money," I said. "I want his seat at the table. And I want the Gilded Hand out of this city. They are a problem for my investments."

Dante straightened up. He stepped closer to me. He was a foot taller than I was. He tried to use his size to make me uncomfortable. I kept my breathing steady. I had survived being buried alive. A man standing close to me didn't cause a physical reaction.

"The Gilded Hand is protected by Senator Vane," Dante said. "Nobody touches them."

"I can touch them," I said. "I have the Blood Ledger. Or at least, I have the digital keys to the first three volumes. It contains the names of every judge and police captain the families have paid for three decades."

Dante’s eyes narrowed. He looked at the SUV, then back at me. "That ledger disappeared when the Vitale girl died."

"It didn't disappear," I said. "It was moved. I know where the rest of it is."

I reached into my pocket and pulled out a small black flash drive. I held it up between us. "This is the proof. If you want it, you have to agree to my terms."

"Which are?" he asked.

"A strategic alliance," I said. "I provide the legal and financial pressure to break Julian’s hold on the docks. You provide the physical protection and the Moretti name. We get married in two weeks. It will be a legal union that grants me the status of a family member. That gives me a vote at the High Table."

Dante reached out and grabbed my wrist. His grip was firm. His skin was warm. He looked down at the drive in my hand, then at my eyes.

"You are asking for a lot, Seraphina," he said.

"I am offering you the only way to save your family," I said. "The Senator is planning to replace you with Julian. If you don't take this deal, you will be dead before the winter."

Dante didn't let go of my wrist. He looked at me for a long time. I didn't look away. I saw the logic working behind his eyes. He wasn't a man who moved because of his feelings. He moved because of the numbers.

"The wedding will be private," Dante said. "And you stay in this house where I can see you."

"That was already part of my plan," I said.

He let go of my wrist. He stepped back and opened the heavy oak door to the house. "Come inside. We will look at the files on that drive. If you are lying to me, you won't leave this property."

"I'm not lying," I said. I walked past him and entered the foyer. It was cold inside. I felt the weight of the drive in my hand. The game was starting. I was back in the house of my enemies, and this time, I was the one who held the power.

1. The Resurrection of Seraphina Vance
I pressed the digital seal on the final acquisition papers. The screen of my tablet glowed in the dim light of the Glass Spire’s top floor. With one touch, I had successfully purchased twelve percent of Vitale Logistics. It was a minority share, but it was enough to trigger a mandatory board review. It was the first time a Vitale asset had been touched by an outsider in thirty years.

I stood up and walked to the floor-to-ceiling window. The city spread out below me. I could see the lights of the docks in the distance. My father used to own those docks. Now, they belonged to my brother, Julian. He thought I was buried in a shallow grave five miles outside the city limits. He thought the mud and the rain had finished what his bullet started.

I reached up and touched the ridge of skin under my silk blouse. The scar on my ribs was thick and uneven. It was a reminder of the night five years ago when the Vitale name became a death sentence. I didn't look like Elena Vitale anymore. The dark brown hair was gone, replaced by a silver-blonde shade that made my skin look pale. My face had been subtly altered by surgeons in Geneva. My voice was lower, trained to stay steady under pressure.

My assistant, Marcus, knocked on the door. He didn't wait for me to answer before he stepped inside. He was one of the few people who knew that Seraphina Vance was a construction, a persona built from the ground up to dismantle an empire.

"The Moretti transition is complete," Marcus said. He placed a physical file on my desk. "Dante Moretti noticed the stock dip. He’s already making inquiries into who bought the shares. He doesn't like unexpected partners."

"He shouldn't," I said. I turned away from the window. "Dante Moretti values control above everything else. Giving him an ally he didn't choose will make him move faster."

"He’s dangerous, Seraphina. He’s not like Julian. He doesn't kill for sport, but he kills to maintain the peace."

"I know exactly who Dante is," I said. I remembered the way he looked at the High Table meetings when we were younger. He was always quiet, watching the older men brag about their body counts. He was the only one who seemed to understand that the world was changing. "That’s why I need him. Julian is a narcissist. He’s easy to predict. Dante is a strategist. He’s the only one who can grant me a seat at the table without my brother suspecting the truth."

I picked up the file. It contained Dante’s recent movements. He spent most of his time at the Moretti Compound or the docks. He was trying to identify a leak in his organization. The Gilded Hand was tightening its grip on his shipping routes. He was losing money, and more importantly, he was losing his reputation as a protector.

"Did you send the invitation?" I asked.

Marcus nodded. "For the opera tonight. Box four. I told his people you have information regarding the Blood Ledger."

I felt a slight tension in my jaw. The Ledger was the reason I was dead. Julian had framed me for its disappearance. He told the Five Families I had sold it to the police. It was the perfect lie. It turned my own father against me. It turned the entire city into my executioner.

"He’ll come," I said. "Dante can’t ignore the Ledger. If the Gilded Hand gets a hold of it, the Moretti family is finished along with the Vitales."

I walked into the adjoining dressing room. I selected a dress made of dark emerald silk. It was structured, with sharp lines and a high collar. It didn't look like something a victim would wear. It looked like armor. I put on a pair of pearl earrings and checked my reflection. The woman in the mirror was Seraphina Vance, a venture capitalist with a reputation for hostile takeovers. She was cold, calculated, and rich enough to buy her way into any room.

I left the Glass Spire an hour later. My driver took the long route through the city. I watched the neighborhoods pass by. We drove through the Lowlands, where the warehouses stood like giant blocks of concrete. This was the territory Dante was struggling to keep. The streets were empty except for the occasional police cruiser. The Gilded Hand had more influence here than the mafia did now.

The opera house was a relic of the old world. It was made of white marble and gold leaf. As I stepped out of the car, the cameras of the paparazzi flashed. I didn't stop to pose. I walked straight past the velvet ropes and up the grand staircase. I didn't care about the music or the socialites in the lobby. I was here for a transaction.

I entered box four. It was empty. I sat in the velvet chair and looked down at the stage. The performers were already in place. The music started, a heavy, orchestral sound that filled the hall. I waited. Five minutes passed. Then ten.

I heard the door behind me open. I didn't turn around. I listened to the sound of heavy footsteps on the carpet. The air in the box changed. It felt heavier. A man sat down in the chair next to me. He didn't look at the stage. He looked at me.

Dante Moretti was broader than I remembered. His dark hair was cut short, and he had a shadow of a beard along his jaw. He wore a black suit that looked like it cost more than most people made in a year. His eyes were dark and restless. He didn't say hello. He didn't offer a polite smile.

"You bought my stock," Dante said. His voice was a low growl that cut through the music.

"I invested in a company I believe is undervalued," I replied. I kept my eyes on the stage. "Vitale Logistics is the backbone of this city's trade. It’s a shame to see it managed so poorly by the current board."

"You’re Seraphina Vance," he said. It wasn't a question. "You’ve spent the last three years dismantling shipping firms in Europe. Why come here? Why my city?"

"Because the Vitales are vulnerable," I said. I finally turned to look at him. His gaze was intense, searching my face for something he couldn't find. "And because you are losing a war you don't even know how to fight yet."

Dante leaned closer. I could see a tattoo peeking out from under his shirt collar—a series of numbers and symbols. "I know exactly who I’m fighting. I don't need a venture capitalist telling me how to run my business."

"You’re fighting the Gilded Hand," I said. The name made him go still. "They’ve already infiltrated your docks. They have two of your captains on their payroll. By next month, they’ll have enough evidence to seize your primary assets under the RICO act."

Dante’s hand moved toward his jacket, a reflex he didn't quite hide. "How do you know that name?"

"I make it my business to know everything about the people I intend to work with," I said. "The Gilded Hand wants the Blood Ledger. My brother Julian is trying to sell it to them in
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