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1. The Sinking Wedding
Julian’s hand moved from my waist to my throat. The movement was fast. I didn't have time to react before my back hit the cold metal of the sedan. His wedding band felt like a piece of ice against my skin.

“Don't make a scene, Elena,” he said.

His blonde hair was still perfect. Not a single strand had moved during the four hours we spent dancing at the reception. He looked at me with the same flat expression he used when he was reading a shipping manifest at the office.

Riccardo stood five feet away. My brother was vibrating. He kept his hands stuffed deep into the pockets of his tuxedo. A small smudge of white powder sat on his left lapel. He didn't look at me. He looked at the black water of the harbor behind us.

“Is it done?” Riccardo asked. His voice was thin and high. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

“Almost,” Julian said.

He didn't choke me. He just held me in place with enough pressure to let me know I couldn't move. He used his free hand to reach behind him and open the rear passenger door of the black Mercedes. The engine was already running. The exhaust came out in small white puffs that disappeared into the night air.

“Get in,” Julian said.

“Julian, what are you doing?” I asked. My voice sounded steady, but my hands were shaking inside my lace gloves. “The guests are still at the house. My father just died two weeks ago. We’re supposed to be leading the syndicate together.”

Julian leaned in closer. I could see the tiny pores on his nose. He didn't look angry. He looked like he was completing a chore.

“Your father is dead because Riccardo realized the old man was a wall,” Julian said. “And you’re the last piece of that wall. I don’t need a partner, Elena. I need the Moretti assets and the Thorne name. I have both now.”

He shoved me into the back seat. I tried to scramble out the other side, but the door was locked. I turned back to the open door, but Julian was already slamming it shut. I heard the distinct click of the child safety locks engaging.

I hit the glass with my fist. The window didn't break. It was reinforced.

Riccardo stepped toward the front of the car. He looked at the windshield for a split second, and I saw the red in his eyes. He hadn't slept in days. He reached down and pulled the wooden blocks away from the front tires.

“I’m sorry, El,” he whispered. I saw his lips move, but I couldn't hear him through the glass.

He walked around to the driver's side window and reached in. He shifted the car into drive. The Mercedes began to roll forward. The pier was slanted toward the water.

Julian stood next to him. He pulled a cigarette from his pocket and put it between his lips. He didn't light it. He just watched as the car picked up speed.

I lunged for the front seat, trying to grab the steering wheel, but a partition was up. I was trapped in the back. I kicked the door. I threw my entire body weight against it. The car hit the edge of the pier. There was a hard jolt as the front wheels left the wood and hit nothing but air.

Then came the weightlessness. It lasted for a second.

The car hit the water nose-first. The impact threw me against the back of the front seat. My forehead hit the leather. I felt a warm line of liquid start to run down my face.

The headlights stayed on. They cut through the dark water, showing the silt and the trash floating in the harbor. The car didn't sink right away. It floated for a moment, the front end dipping lower as the weight of the engine pulled it down.

I looked back through the rear window. Julian and Riccardo were two small silhouettes standing on the edge of the pier. Julian finally lit his cigarette. The small orange glow was the last thing I saw before the car tilted further and the water reached the windows.

I moved to the floorboards and tried to pull the seat cushions up, looking for anything sharp. The water started to come in through the vents. It was cold. It soaked into the heavy layers of my silk wedding dress. The fabric became a weight, pulling at my legs.

I remembered my father’s face. I remembered the way he looked when Riccardo shot him in the back of the head in the study. I had been hiding behind the curtains. I had seen the way Riccardo’s hand hadn't even shaken. He had looked at our father’s body and then looked at his watch.

I hadn't run then. I had stayed quiet. I had played the grieving daughter and the loyal sister. I had married the man they chose because I thought it was the only way to stay alive long enough to find a way out.

Now, the water was at my waist.

I climbed onto the back deck, pressing my face against the roof of the car. The air was getting thin. Every time I took a breath, it felt like I wasn't getting enough oxygen. The pressure in my ears started to build.

The car made a groaning sound. The front windshield shattered under the weight of the ocean.

A wall of water rushed into the cabin. It hit me with enough force to pin me against the back window. My lungs burned. I held my breath until my chest felt like it was going to burst.

The car was sinking fast now. I could feel it sliding deeper. The light from the surface was fading.

I grabbed the metal headrest of the passenger seat. I pulled as hard as I could, my muscles screaming. One of the metal spikes came free. It was jagged and sharp.

I turned and jammed the spike into the corner of the side window. I hit it over and over. My vision was starting to go dark at the edges. I felt a sharp pain in my shoulder as a piece of glass sliced through my dress and into my skin.

I didn't stop. I shoved the metal into the crack I’d made and twisted. The glass exploded.

The rush of water was violent. It pushed me back, but I used the momentum to shove myself through the opening. As I squeezed through the broken frame, a long shard of glass caught me. It started at my collarbone and tore a path down my chest, stopping at my hip. I didn't feel the pain. I only felt the cold.

I kicked my legs. My dress was so heavy I felt like I was trying to swim with a person clinging to me. I reached for the buttons at my waist. My fingers were numb. I managed to pop the first few. I wriggled out of the silk cage, leaving the white fabric to drift down into the dark like a dead ghost.

I was in my slip now. It was easier to move. I looked up. The surface was a shimmering gray ceiling. I swam toward it. My heart beat against my ribs.

I broke the surface and gasped. The air was cold, but it was the best thing I had ever felt. I turned onto my back and floated, trying to get my bearings.

The pier was a hundred yards away. I could still see the lights of the Moretti estate on the hill. The music from the reception was a faint hum in the distance. They were probably still drinking my wine and eating my cake.

I swam toward the rocks on the far side of the harbor, away from the pier. Every stroke sent a flare of heat through the long cut on my torso. I reached the shore and dragged myself onto the sharp stones.

I lay there for a long time. My breath came in ragged bursts. I looked at my hands. The lace gloves were gone. My wedding ring was gone.

I looked at the house on the hill.

I wasn't Elena Moretti anymore. Elena Moretti died in that car.

I touched the wound on my chest. The blood was dark in the moonlight. I stood up, my legs shaking. I didn't look back at the water. I looked at the city.

I needed a new name. I needed a new face. And I needed to find Dante Vallo.
2. A Year of Ghosts
I took one step, then another. My feet were bare on the jagged stones. The pain in my chest was a steady, rhythmic pulse. I squeezed my arms against my ribs to hold the skin together.

I walked toward the line of trees. Beyond them was the coastal road. I stayed in the deep grass. Every time a car passed, I dropped to the ground and waited for the headlights to vanish. My dress was gone, and the thin slip provided no warmth against the night air.

I found a service station three miles up the road. It was closed. I went to the back where the employee lockers were kept. I found a pair of pliers on a workbench. I broke the lock on the third locker.

Inside was a pair of stained coveralls and a heavy canvas jacket. I took them. I stripped off my wet slip and put on the clothes. They were too big, but they covered the blood. I found a pair of rubber boots. I put those on, too.

I looked at the small mirror on the wall. My face was pale. My hair was matted with salt and blood. I looked like a person who had died. I didn't stay. I walked to the edge of the property and found an old truck. It was a rusted Ford. I checked the sun visor. The keys were there. I started the engine. It was loud. I didn't care. I drove away from the harbor. I didn't look at the rearview mirror.

I knew the law. The Old Blood code was clear. If an heir was betrayed by their own family, they could claim Blood Reclamation. But first, they had to survive a year in exile. They had to be dead to the world. I would give them their year. I would give them three hundred and sixty-five days of thinking they had won.

Dr. Aris lived in a basement apartment in the district near the docks. He owed my father two hundred thousand dollars in gambling debts. My father was dead, so the debt belonged to me.

I knocked on his door. He opened it, wearing a bathrobe. His eyes went wide. He tried to close the door. I shoved my boot into the frame.

"Aris," I said. My voice was raspy from the water I had swallowed. "Fix me."

He worked on me for six hours. He used local anesthesia. I watched the ceiling while he stitched the wound on my chest. He used eighty-four stitches. The needle went in and out of my skin. I watched the blood collect in a small metal tray.

"The scar will be permanent," he said. He was shaking. "Elena, what happened? Everyone is saying the car went off the pier. They say you and Julian had an accident."

"Elena is dead," I said. "I need a new face. Change the bridge of my nose. Sharpen my jaw. I want to look like someone else."

"That's major surgery. You need a hospital. You need weeks of recovery."

"You have the tools," I said. I pointed to the money I had taken from my safe house in the North End. Fifty thousand dollars in cash. "And I have the payment. If you say a word to Riccardo or Julian, I will make sure the Vallo family finds out where you've been hiding their missing shipments."

He turned pale. He picked up his scalpel.

I spent the first three months of my exile in a small apartment in Chicago. I didn't stay in the city where I was born. It was too dangerous. I spent the days in bed. My face was swollen and covered in bandages. My chest hurt every time I moved. I watched the news on a small television.

I saw my own funeral. Julian stood next to Riccardo. They both wore black suits. Julian gave a speech about his beautiful bride. He spoke about how much he loved me. He wiped his eyes with a handkerchief. Riccardo stood behind him, looking thinner than he had on the wedding night. He kept rubbing his nose. He was using again.

I didn't feel anything while I watched them. I only memorized their faces. I watched the way Julian adjusted his tie when he mentioned the merger of the Thorne and Moretti businesses. He did that when he was lying.

I spent the next six months training. I went to a boxing gym in a basement where no one asked for a name. I hit the bag until my knuckles were raw and red. I ran ten miles every morning. I learned how to use a Glock 17. I practiced taking the gun apart and putting it back together until I could do it in twenty-eight seconds.

I forged the documents. I became Lina Rossi. I changed my hair. It was no longer long and dark. I cut it into a sharp bob that ended at my jawline. I dyed it the color of coal. My new nose was straighter. My chin was more defined. When I looked in the mirror, I didn't see the Moretti heiress. I saw a stranger.

I returned to the city on a Tuesday in October. Exactly one year after the car hit the water.

I walked past the Moretti headquarters. It was a glass tower downtown. There was a new sign out front. Thorne-Moretti Logistics. Julian had merged the companies. He had taken everything my father built.

I went to a bar called The Red Room. It was a Vallo place. Dante Vallo spent his Tuesday nights there. He sat in the back booth, away from the music and the lights.

I sat at the end of the bar. I ordered a whiskey. I didn't drink it. I waited.

I watched Dante through the mirror behind the bottles. He was taller than he looked in the photographs. He wore a dark suit without a tie. The tattoos of thorns on his forearms were visible because he had rolled up his sleeves. He looked at a stack of papers on the table. He didn't look happy.

I stood up and walked toward his booth. Two of his men stepped in my way. They were large men with heavy jackets.

"I have information for Mr. Vallo," I said. My voice was different now. I had practiced a lower, flatter tone for months.

"He's busy," one of the men said.

"Tell him it's about the night his mother died," I said.

They both stopped. One of them leaned down and whispered to Dante. Dante looked up. His eyes were black. They were the color of the water in the harbor.

He waved the men away. I sat down across from him.

He didn't speak for a long time. He looked at my face. He looked at my neck. He looked at my hands.

"I don't know you," he said. His voice was deep and steady.

"No one does," I said. "I am a ghost."

"You're a woman who just walked into a Vallo bar and mentioned a dead woman. That's a dangerous way to spend an evening."

"I know who killed her, Dante. I know where the order came from. And I know you've spent the last twenty-two years looking for a man who is currently sitting in the Moretti boardroom."

He leaned forward. He put his hands on the table. I saw the tattoos on his skin. The thorns looked like they were part of his arms.

"Why are you telling me this?" he asked.

"Because I want to destroy the man who put him there," I said. "And I need your help to do it."

He reached out and grabbed my chin. He pulled my face toward the light. He stared at my eyes for a long time. He didn't let go.

"You have a scar," he said. He looked at the top of the white line that started at my collarbone and disappeared under my jacket.

"I have several," I said.

"Who are you?"

"A friend of your enemies," I said. "And your new partner."

He let go of my chin. He leaned back in his seat. He took a sip of his drink.

"I don't have partners," he said. "I have employees. And I have enemies."

"You're going to make an exception for me," I said. "Because if you don't, Julian Thorne is going to take your territory by the end of the month. He's already moving his shipments through your docks. You just haven't realized it yet."

Dante's face didn't change, but his fingers tightened around his glass. He knew I was right.

"A year ago, Elena Moretti died in a car accident," he said. "Since then, the city has been quiet. Too quiet. And now you show up with a new face and a lot of secrets."

"The city is about to get very loud," I said.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out a small flash drive. I slid it across the table toward him.

"That's the manifestation for the Thorne-Moretti shipping routes for the next three months. It also includes the private ledger of Riccardo Moretti. He's been skimming from the Vallo transit tax. He owes you four million dollars."

Dante didn't pick up the drive. He kept his eyes on me.

"What do you want in exchange for this?" he asked.

"I want Julian Thorne's head on a plate," I said. "And I want my family's name erased from the city."

Dante looked at the drive, then back at me. A small, dark smile touched his lips. It wasn't a kind smile.

"I think we should talk somewhere more private," he said.

He stood up and held out his hand. I didn't take it. I stood up on my own.

I had survived the water. I had survived the surgery. Now, I was walking into the lion's den. And I was going to make sure the lion was hungry.
3. The Auction of Secrets
I walked past his hand and pushed through the heavy velvet curtains of the exit. The night air was cold. It hit my face and neck, making the skin around my scar tighten. I didn't stop until I reached the curb.

A black armored SUV pulled up to the sidewalk a second later. The windows were opaque. Dante was right behind me. He didn't say a word as the back door opened. He waited for me to get in first. I sat on the leather seat and moved to the far side. He climbed in after me, and the door closed with a heavy, mechanical thud.

"Drive, Marco," Dante said.

The man behind the wheel didn't look back. He pulled into the street. Dante reached into a compartment between the seats and pulled out a tablet. He held out his hand for the flash drive I had placed on the table inside the bar. I gave it to him.

He plugged it into the device. The light from the screen cast a blue glow over his face. He looked at the files. I watched his eyes move as he scrolled through the shipping manifests. He stopped on a folder labeled 'Thorne-Moretti Logistics: Vallo Transit Skimming'.

He opened a spreadsheet. His thumb traced a line on the screen. He was looking at the numbers Riccardo had been hiding. Four million dollars in stolen tax revenue was enough to start a war. In the old days, my father would have burned a



































































OEBPS/nav.xhtml

  
    Table of Contents


    		1. The Sinking Wedding

		2. A Year of Ghosts

		3. The Auction of Secrets

		4. Dante Vallo's Price

		5. Shadows of the Port

		6. The First Incision

		7. A Pact Written in Blood

		8. The Thorne Inheritance

		9. Cold Sheets and Loaded Guns

		10. The Embezzlement Trap

		11. Broken Alibis

		12. Dante's Obsession

		13. The Ghost in the Ballroom

		14. Failed Seizures

		15. The Sister's Ransom

		16. Betrayal of the Council

		17. The Bridge Confrontation

		18. Blood Reclamation Ritual

		19. The Gala of Retribution

		20. Execution in White

		21. The Sovereign Pact




  
  
    Landmarks


    
      
      		Title Page


      		Main Content


    


  


