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Prologue
The ballroom was eighty feet wide. The marble under my feet had been polished so many times I could see my own face in the floor. Thousands of white lilies stood in vases along the walls. They were not for me. They were for the announcement Lorenzo Moretti was about to make.

I stood on the small raised platform at the front of the room. My hand went to the silver chain around my neck. I felt the edges of my father’s signet ring. The metal was cold. It was the only thing I had left that mattered.

Lorenzo stood next to me. He wore a black suit and a gold watch that caught the light from the chandeliers. He did not look at me. He looked at the four hundred people who filled the hall. These were the families who ran the city. They owned the banks and the shipping lanes. They also owned the streets.

Lorenzo took a step toward the microphone. The room went quiet. I saw a man in the third row put down his glass. A woman in a red dress stopped talking and turned her head. They were waiting for the official union of the Vance and Moretti names. They were waiting for the lie to become a law.

"Thank you for coming," Lorenzo said. His voice was steady. It filled the room through the speakers hidden in the ceiling.

I looked at the back of the room. Silas Moretti was there. He sat in a chair made of dark wood. He did not lean back. His hands were flat on his knees. He wore a charcoal silk suit. His hair was salt-and-pepper, brushed back away from his forehead. A thin scar ran through his left eyebrow. He watched the stage. He did not blink.

"The Moretti family is changing," Lorenzo said. "We are moving into a new era. We are focusing on growth and modern assets. To do that, we need to leave the past behind."

He turned his head then. He looked at me for the first time in twenty minutes. His face did not show any emotion. He was twenty-six years old, but in this moment, he looked like he was trying to prove he was older.

"Elena Vance is a friend," Lorenzo told the crowd. "But she is not the future of this family. The engagement is over. Our families will no longer be linked by marriage."

Nobody moved. I saw the man in the third row grip his glass again. The woman in the red dress whispered something to the person next to her. The sound was low, like the hum of a machine.

My face did not change. I kept my back straight. I had practiced this. Not the rejection, but the stillness. My father had taught me that when you lose, you do not let them see you sweat. I looked at the industrial gray of my own eyes in a nearby mirror. I looked calm.

"The Vance bloodline is a relic," Lorenzo said into the microphone. "My father made a promise years ago to a man who is no longer here. I am making a new promise. I am choosing a path that keeps us strong."

He walked off the platform. He didn't offer me a hand. He didn't look back. He walked toward a woman standing by the bar. She was younger than me, wearing a white dress that had no creases. He put his hand on her waist.

I stood on the platform alone. I could feel the heat from the stage lights. People began to talk louder. Some of them laughed. They looked at me and then looked away. I was a daughter of a man who had jumped from a window. I was the girl who had just been discarded in front of the most powerful people in Chicago.

I didn't walk toward the exit. I didn't hide in the bathroom. I stepped down from the platform. I walked across the marble floor. I moved toward the back of the room. I moved toward the chair where Silas Moretti sat.

Two men in black suits stood five feet away from Silas. They moved to block me. Silas raised one finger. He did not look at them. He kept his eyes on me. The men stepped back.

I stopped three feet from the Don. Up close, I could see the lines at the corners of his eyes. He smelled like nothing. No cologne. No tobacco. Just clean skin and the faint scent of the starch in his shirt.

"He is a fool," I said. I did not raise my voice.

Silas looked at me. His eyes were darker than his son's. They were the color of deep water. He didn't speak for a long time. He just watched me. He looked at the chain around my neck. He looked at the way my fingers were steady at my sides.

"He is young," Silas said. His voice was lower than Lorenzo's. It sounded like it came from his chest, not his throat.

"He is weak," I said. "He wants a wife who will look good in photos. He doesn't want the keys to the city. I have those keys. My father left them to me."

Silas leaned forward. He rested his elbows on his knees. This brought his face closer to mine. I could see the texture of the scar on his eyebrow. It was a jagged line of pale skin.

"The Vance ledgers are gone, Elena," Silas said. "The police searched the house. My men searched the office. Your father died with his secrets."

"They didn't look in the right place," I said. "The Ghost Ledgers are not in a safe. They are not in a bank. I have the encryption keys. I can give you the names of every person who took a bribe from my father. I can give you the routing numbers for the accounts in the islands."

Silas remained still. He did not look surprised. He did not look excited. He just looked at me.

"Why?" he asked.

"Lorenzo thinks I am a relic," I said. "He wants to modernize. I want to survive. And I want to watch him realize what he threw away."

"You are offering me a war with my own son," Silas said.

"I am offering you the empire he is too stupid to keep," I said.

I reached out. I didn't touch him. I pointed toward the ring on my chain. "My father trusted your word. You broke it when you let Lorenzo stand on that stage and do that to me. You owe me a marriage, Silas. If the son won't take the debt, the father has to."

A man walked by us with a tray of drinks. The ice clinked against the glass. The noise of the party was loud, but it felt like we were in a different room.

Silas stood up. He was taller than I expected. He blocked the light from the chandelier behind him. He looked down at me. He was forty-six years old. He had run this city for twenty years. He was the man who had ordered the takeovers that broke my father’s spirit.

He reached out. He took my chin between his thumb and his index finger. His skin was warm. He didn't squeeze, but he didn't let go. He tilted my head back so I had to look into his eyes.

"You would marry a man who helped destroy your father?" he asked.

"I would marry the man who can help me destroy everyone else," I said.

Silas let go of my chin. He smoothed the front of his charcoal jacket. He looked toward the bar where Lorenzo was laughing with the woman in the white dress. Lorenzo looked happy. He looked like he thought he had won.

Silas turned back to me. He didn't smile. He didn't offer me his arm. He just looked at me with a look that was not cold, but not kind either.

"The ceremony will be on Tuesday," Silas said. "Do not be late."

He walked away toward the side exit. His security team followed him. I stood there in the middle of the ballroom. I felt the ring against my chest. It felt heavier than it had five minutes ago. I looked at the back of Lorenzo's head. He didn't know yet. He didn't know that I had just become the woman he would have to ask for permission for the rest of his life.

1. The Public Execution of a Promise
"I am not marrying you, Elena."

Lorenzo did not say it quietly. He stood in the center of the Moretti ballroom, his hand resting on the small of a woman’s back. She was younger than me, blonde, and wore a dress that had no history. The music didn't stop, but the conversations around us died. People turned. They held their champagne glasses still.

I looked at Lorenzo. He wore a gold watch that caught the light of the chandeliers. He looked satisfied. This was not a private breakup. This was a tactical removal.

"The Vance name is a liability," Lorenzo said. He stepped closer to the blonde woman. "We are modernizing the Chicago Outfit. We are moving toward new markets and clean records. You are a reminder of a father who ended his own life because he couldn't manage his books. You’re a relic of a failing bloodline."

I didn't move. I felt the weight of my father’s signet ring against my collarbone. It hung on a silver chain under my silk gown. I reached up and pressed the metal into my skin. The sharp edges of the crest hurt my thumb. It was the only thing that kept my hands from shaking.

"We had a contract, Lorenzo," I said. My voice didn't crack. I stared at his face, noting the way he preened under the attention of the city’s elite. "Your father signed it. My father signed it."

"My father is the past," Lorenzo replied. He gave a small, cruel smile. "I am the future. And in the future, there is no room for the daughter of a dead thief. Go home, Elena. If you still have one."

Laughter rippled through the nearest circle of guests. I recognized the faces. These were the men who had sat at my father’s dinner table three years ago. Now, they looked at me with the same interest they gave to a stain on the rug.

I didn't cry. I didn't yell. I turned away from Lorenzo and his new choice. I walked through the crowd. I didn't head for the exit. I walked toward the back of the estate, past the towering floral arrangements and the security guards in black suits.

I knew where the office was. I had studied the blueprints of the Glass Fortress for months. My father had kept them in a drawer I wasn't supposed to find.

Two guards stood at the double mahogany doors leading to the private wing. They moved to block my path.

"I need to see Silas," I said.

"The Don is not seeing guests," the taller guard said.

"I’m not a guest," I said. I pulled the chain from my neck and held the signet ring in front of his face. "I’m the woman who holds the keys to the Ghost Ledgers. Tell him I’m here to collect on a debt."

The guards looked at each other. One of them spoke into a radio on his shoulder. He waited, listened, and then stepped aside. He opened the door.

I walked into the study. The room was large and smelled of old paper and tobacco. Silas Moretti sat behind a desk made of dark wood. He wore a charcoal silk suit that made him look like part of the shadows in the corners of the room. His salt-and-pepper hair was brushed back. A scar ran through his left eyebrow, making his expression look permanent and judgmental.

He didn't look up from the tablet in front of him for ten seconds. I stood there and waited. I focused on the sound of a clock ticking on the wall.

"My son just humiliated you in front of five hundred people," Silas said. His voice was low. It didn't have the high, nervous energy that Lorenzo’s had. It was heavy.

"He did," I said.

"And yet, you are here," Silas said. He looked up. His eyes were dark and stayed fixed on mine. "Why?"

"Lorenzo thinks he’s the future," I said. I walked to the desk and placed my father’s ring on the polished surface. "He thinks he can modernize the Moretti name by cutting out the people who built it. He wants to be a businessman. He doesn't want to be a Don."

Silas leaned back. He tapped a finger against the arm of his chair. "He is young. He lacks foresight."

"He lacks the keys to the Ghost Ledgers," I said. I leaned forward, resting my palms on the desk. "My father didn't kill himself because he was a thief, Silas. He did it because he knew your son would never be strong enough to protect the secrets he held. He knew the Romanos were coming for the routing numbers. He died to buy time."

Silas’s finger stopped moving. The room felt smaller.

"I have the encryption keys," I said. "The offshore accounts, the political payouts, the DNA of every bribe paid in this city for the last twenty years. Lorenzo will never get them. He called me a relic. He wants a clean slate. I’m giving him one. He’s out."

"You’re asking me to disown my heir?" Silas asked.

"I’m asking you to save your empire," I said. "Lorenzo is a compromise. You don't make compromises. You take what is yours."

Silas stood up. He was a head taller than me. He walked around the desk. He didn't stop until he was inches away. I could feel the heat from his body. He didn't smell like the perfume of the gala outside. He smelled like cedar and something sharp.

He reached out and picked up my father’s ring. He looked at the crest.

"What is the price, Elena?" he asked.

"The contract stays," I said. "I was promised a seat at the Moretti table. I was promised the protection of the Don. I want the marriage. I want the name."

Silas looked at the door, then back at me. "Lorenzo will not take you back now. Not after that display."

"I don't want Lorenzo," I said. I didn't look away from him. "I want the man who actually runs this city. I want the man who knows what those ledgers are worth. I want you."

Silas didn't blink. He watched me for a long time. I saw a small muscle jump in his jaw. He reached out and gripped my chin. His thumb was rough against my skin. He tilted my head back.

"I am twenty years older than you," he said.

"And you are twice the man your son is," I replied.

He let go of my chin. He walked to the window that looked out over the ballroom. From here, we could see the guests moving like small insects below. Lorenzo was still there, holding his drink, laughing at something the blonde woman said. He looked small from this height.

"The Blood Audit begins in two weeks," Silas said, his back to me. "If I marry you, you will be a target. Not just for our enemies, but for my son. He is petty. He will try to destroy you for the insult."

"Let him try," I said. "I’ve spent six years watching my family's legacy turn to dust. I have nothing left to lose but the spite I’m holding on to."

Silas turned around. He held out the ring.

"Put it back on the chain," he said.

I took the ring from his hand. Our fingers brushed. His skin was warm.

"Go back out there," Silas said. "Wait for me on the stairs. I will announce the change. From this moment, you do not speak to Lorenzo. You do not look at him. You are mine."

"Understood," I said.

I turned and walked out of the study. My heart was hitting my ribs hard, but my face remained still. I walked through the double doors, past the guards, and back into the light of the gala.

I didn't go to the bar. I didn't go to the tables. I walked to the grand staircase that overlooked the entire ballroom. I stood on the third step and gripped the gold railing.

Below me, Lorenzo noticed. He pointed at me and said something to his friends. They laughed. He started to walk toward the stairs, probably to have me escorted out.

Then, the heavy doors at the top of the stairs opened.

Silas Moretti stepped out. He didn't look at the crowd. He looked at me. He walked down the steps and stopped beside me. He didn't say a word to me. He looked out at the guests.

The room went completely silent. The musicians stopped mid-note. Lorenzo froze at the bottom of the stairs, his face turning a pale shade of red.

Silas placed his hand on my shoulder. His grip was firm. It felt like a claim.

"There has been a change in the evening's arrangements," Silas said. His voice carried to every corner of the room without effort. "My son has decided that the Vance legacy is not suited to his vision of the future. He is right."

Lorenzo smirked. He looked at the blonde woman and nodded.

"However," Silas continued, "I find that I disagree with my son’s assessment of value. The contract between the Moretti and Vance families will be honored. The wedding will proceed in three days."

Lorenzo’s smirk vanished. "Father, what are you talking about? I already told her—"

"You told her you were not marrying her," Silas interrupted. He looked down at Lorenzo with a flat expression. "And you won't. I will. Elena Vance is the future Donna of the Chicago Outfit. You will address her as such."

Lorenzo dropped his glass. The sound of it shattering on the marble floor was the only noise in the room.

I looked down at him. I didn't smile. I just watched the way his hands started to shake. I felt Silas’s hand move from my shoulder to the small of my back.

"We’re done here," Silas said to me.

He led me up the stairs, away from the stunned faces and the wreckage of his son’s ego. As we reached the top, I saw Silas glance at his own hand. He flexed his fingers as if they were stiff. He did it twice, then tucked the hand into his pocket.

I remembered the medical files I had seen in my father’s hidden drawer. Files about Huntington’s disease. Files about the Moretti patriarch.

I wasn't just marrying a Don. I was marrying a man who was running out of time. And I was going to make sure that before he was gone, every person who laughed at my father would be on their knees.
2. The Devil’s Private Office
The heavy double doors of the private study clicked shut, cutting off the noise from the gala below. The silence in the room was immediate and heavy. Silas didn’t stop at the door. He walked across the polished floor toward a large desk made of dark, heavy wood.

He didn't look back at me. He didn't offer me a seat. He simply reached the desk and gripped the edge of it with both hands. I watched his right hand. The fingers remained straight for a second too long before they curled into a fist.

I stayed by the door. I didn't want to move closer until I knew exactly what kind of cage I had just walked into. My father’s signet ring felt cold against my chest, hidden beneath the silk of my dress.

"Sit down, Elena," Silas said. He still hadn't turned around. His voice was low and lacked any trace of the performance he had just given on the stairs.

"I prefer to stand," I replied. I kept my shoulders back. My father had taught me that posture was the only thing people couldn't take from you without a fight.

Silas turned then. He leaned back against the desk and crossed his arms. The light from the desk lamp hit the scar on his eyebrow, making the line look deeper. He looked at me with a steady, unblinking focus.

"You went to the stairs because you knew I would be there," he said. It wasn't a question. "You knew I was watching my son make a fool of himself."

"I knew you wouldn't let him throw away the only thing that gives you an edge over the Romanos," I said. I took three steps forward. "Lorenzo is a child playing with matches. He thinks he can burn the past to make a name for himself. He doesn't realize he’s sitting in a house made of dry wood."

Silas didn't react to the insult to his son. He didn't even blink. He just watched me. "And you think you’re the one who can save the house?"

"I think I’m the only one who has the keys to the basement," I said. I reached into my neckline and pulled out the chain. I didn't take it off. I just let the signet ring hang there in the light. "My father didn't just leave me debts and a tarnished name, Silas. He left me the Ghost Ledgers. He knew exactly who was paying off the docks and which judges were on your payroll."

Silas straightened up. The stiffness in his movements was more apparent now. He walked toward me, stopping only when he was close enough that I could see the salt-and-pepper hair in his beard.

"The ledgers are encrypted," he said. "Your father’s associates spent months trying to crack his drives after he died. They found nothing."

"Because they were looking for a digital key," I said. I held up the ring. "My father was old-fashioned. The encryption isn't a password. It’s a physical sequence. I have the sequence. I have the routing numbers for the offshore accounts your family has been using for three decades."

I saw a muscle in his jaw tighten. He reached out, his hand hovering near my neck. I didn't flinch. I watched his fingers. They were trembling, a fine, rhythmic tremor that he couldn't hide at this distance. He quickly closed his hand and dropped it to his side.

"You’re offering me the ledgers in exchange for a wedding," Silas said.

"I’m offering you the ledgers in exchange for the Moretti name," I corrected him. "Lorenzo humiliated me tonight. He tried to erase my family’s relevance. I want him to watch while I take everything he thought was his by right. I want to see his face when I sit at the head of the table next to you."

Silas let out a short, dry sound that might have been a laugh if there was any humor in his eyes. "You want to be the Donna. You’re twenty-four years old, Elena. You have no idea what that title costs."

"I’ve already paid for it," I said. "I watched my father die for it. I’ve lived in the dirt for six years because of it. I’m not afraid of the cost. I’m afraid of being a footnote in your son’s biography."

Silas stepped even closer. He was much taller than me, his presence filling the space between us. He smelled like expensive tobacco and a sharp, clean soap. He reached out again, and this time he didn't hesitate. He took my chin between his thumb and forefinger.

His grip was hard. It was the grip of a man who was used to holding things until they broke. He tilted my head back so I had to look directly into his eyes.

"You think this is a game of revenge against Lorenzo," Silas said. His voice was a harsh whisper. "But if you marry me, you aren't just his stepmother. You are my property. You go where I say. You speak when I allow it. You will be a shield for this family, and when the time comes, you will do exactly as you are told."

"I’m not looking for a husband, Silas," I said, my voice steady despite the pressure on my jaw. "I’m looking for an alliance. You’re running out of time. I saw your hand on the stairs. I see it now."

He didn't move. He didn't pull away. The air between us felt thin and hot.

"You’re sick," I whispered. "The files in my father’s desk... they weren't just about money. He was tracking the health of every Don in the city. He knew about the Huntington’s. He knew the clock was ticking for the Moretti line."

Silas’s fingers tightened on my chin until it bordered on pain. For
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