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SERAFINA

The last good hour of my life smelled like burnt coffee and antiseptic, and I didn't know it was the last good hour, so I spent it complaining.

Thirty-six hours on the trauma service will do that. It hollows you out and refills you with other people's blood pressures. I had watched a man die at three in the morning and helped save two others before dawn, and by the time my attending signed me out I could not have told you my own middle name without a running start. I peeled off my scrubs in the locker room, put on the jeans and the good wool coat my father hated because it wasn't warm enough, and walked out into an October night so cold it felt personal.

He was waiting across the street from the hospital.

That was the first wrong thing. My father did not wait for me. My father sent cars, sent men with soft voices and hard shoulders, sent flowers on the days he could not send himself. Tommaso Fiore did not stand on a public sidewalk under a broken streetlight with his hands in his coat pockets, watching the doors like a man counting them.

"Papa." I crossed to him because a daughter crosses to her father. "You look terrible. Are you sick?"

"You're too thin." He took my face in both hands. His palms were cold. His eyes weren't. His eyes were doing that thing I had seen exactly twice before in my life, both times in rooms where men had later stopped existing. "You forget to eat when you work."

"I forget a lot of things. My name, mostly." I let him hold my face for a second longer than I would have let anyone else. He smelled like cigarettes he wasn't supposed to smoke and the cedar of his good cologne. "What are you doing here? You never come here."

"A man can't see his daughter."

"A man can call his daughter. What's wrong?"

He didn't answer that. Instead he did the second wrong thing. He reached out and touched the chain at my throat, two fingers, drawing up the small silver medal I had worn since I was seven years old. Saint Michael, wings spread, sword down, the edges worn smooth as a river stone from thirty thousand nervous nights. It was heavier than a thing that size should be. I had never thought about that until he weighed it in his fingers as if he were checking it against a memory.

"You still have this," he said.

"You gave it to me. Of course I still have it."

"Promise me you keep it on." His voice dropped under the traffic. "Not in a drawer. Not in a jewelry box when you're at the hospital, in a locker where anyone can put a hand on it. On your neck. Skin. Always. Swear it to me, Serafina."

"Papa, you're scaring me."

"Swear it."

"I swear." I put my hand over his hand over the medal, and I felt how hard he was gripping it. "It never comes off. It hasn't in fifteen years. What is going on with you tonight?"

He let go. He looked up and down the street the way I looked at a scan when I already knew what I was going to find and didn't want to find it.

"There's a thing I did," he said. "Insurance. For a long time I kept it, in case a day came, and now the day is close. If something happens to me—"

"Nothing is going to happen to you."

"If something happens to me," he went on, gentle, relentless, the way he told me everything I ever hated hearing, "you go to Dante. Only Dante. Not the family, not the council, not anyone who comes to you with your father's name in their mouth and grief on their face. Dante Corvino. You understand? He gave me his word once. He'll keep it. He's the only one who keeps it."

"Dante." I hadn't said the name aloud in years. A tall silence at the edge of my childhood. A man who had come to my confirmation and stood at the back and left before the cake. "Papa. Whatever this is, come inside. I'll get you a bed. I'll get you a doctor who isn't your daughter."

He smiled at that, and for one second he was just my father again, tired and proud and full of the particular love that had raised me alone.

"You were always going to be better than all of us," he said. "That's why I kept you out. You remember that. Whatever you hear about me. I kept you out on purpose."

Then he kissed my forehead, and he stepped off the curb to open the door of the car I hadn't noticed idling twenty feet up the block, and the night came apart.

I have replayed it so many times I've worn it smooth, like the medal. This is what actually happened, in the order the body files it: a motorcycle that had been parked with its rider still astride it, which I had registered and dismissed. The engine catching. Not loud. My father turning his head, unhurried, a man who had heard that sound many times. Then the flat hard clapping that is nothing at all like the movies, more like someone slapping wet cloth against stone, four times, five, and my father folding down against the car door with a look on his face that was not fear.

It was apology.

I was a trauma-trained fourth-year medical student. I knew exactly what to do. That is the cruelty of it. My hands knew before my mind would allow it. I was on my knees on the freezing asphalt with my coat already off and pressed to the wound in his chest before the motorcycle had finished its turn, and I was shouting for the men across the street, my father's men, who were running now, too late, always too late.

"Papa. Papa, look at me. Look at my face."

He looked at my face.

"Airway's fine, you're breathing, that's good, that's good, keep breathing—" My hands were flooding. Chest wound, high and left, and a second one lower that I found when I ran my palm down his side and it went warm and wet to the wrist. "Somebody call it in, I need pressure here, I need—give me your hands, put them here, press, don't stop—"

Nobody put their hands anywhere. A shape crouched beside me, one of his men, Bruno, big gentle Bruno who had taught me to ride a bike, and he had his phone out and his face broken open and he was not calling an ambulance. He was calling someone else.

"No hospital," Bruno said, wrecked. "Sera. No hospital. He gave the order months ago, if it ever—"

"He's dying." My voice came out someone else's, flat and enormous. "He is dying right now on the street. Call an ambulance."

My father's cold hand found my wrist. Even then. Even leaving, he was managing me.

"Dante," he said. Blood in it now, that sound I'd heard a thousand times through a stethoscope and never once over a person I loved. "Only. Dante. The medal. Keep—"

"Papa, stop talking, save it, save your—Papa."

His eyes were still on my face. That was the mercy in it and the horror of it both, that he looked at me the whole way out, and that I, who had watched strangers die and kept my hands steady, could not do one single useful thing for the only family I had, because there was nothing left to do it with. The blood wasn't pumping anymore. It was falling. I knew the difference. I had known the difference since I was twenty.

I kept pressure anyway. You always keep pressure. You keep pressure long past the point where pressure means anything, because to stop is a decision, and I would not be the one to make it.

Bruno made it for me. He put his enormous hand over both of mine and lifted them off my father's chest, so tenderly, and he said my name, and the street was full of the blue and red I had begged for and it was for nothing, it was just the local precinct, and somewhere in the roaring I understood that my father had lain down on the concrete and left me alone in the world and that I was covered to the elbows in him and that I could not remember how to stand up.

Somewhere in there my mind split the way it does on a bad call — one half of me still crouched on the asphalt with my hands going numb, and the other half up above it, cool and clinical, narrating. *Massive hemothorax. Cardiac involvement, probable. Time of arrest, approximately. Nothing survivable in the field, nothing survivable in a Level One trauma bay, nothing survivable anywhere on this earth.* That voice had gotten me through the worst nights of my training. It was my father's gift too, in a way — the ability to go somewhere clean and quiet when the world was ending. I hated it. It meant I would remember every second of this for the rest of my life in perfect, useless detail.

The medal had swung out of my collar when I bent over him and it lay now against the back of my bloody hand, small and silver and warm from my skin. *Keep it on. Always. Swear it.* His last coherent sentence to me had been about a saint's medal. I did not understand it. I would spend a very long time not understanding it, and by the time I did, it would already have cost more than I could count.

I don't know how long I knelt there. Long enough for the cold to reach bone. Long enough that the men had formed a wall around me, backs turned, keeping the street away, a thing I only understood later — that even then, even in the first hour, I had stopped being Tommaso Fiore's daughter and become something the family had to guard.

I know when it ended because I felt the cold change.

A car door, somewhere behind the wall of men. No siren. No hurry. Just weight, the specific weight of a body that rooms rearrange themselves around, and the men who had turned their backs to the whole loud world turned again, all of them, to face inward, to face the thing that had arrived. Bruno lifted his head. Whatever was in his face then wasn't grief. It was the look men get in the second before they are judged.

Footsteps, unhurried on wet asphalt. They stopped very close.

I looked up.

He was tall and he was still and he was dressed for a different kind of night entirely, a black coat that had cost more than my tuition, and he was looking down at my father's body with an expression I could not read because there was nothing on it at all, nothing, a face swept clean the way you sweep a table before you set out something that matters. He was not young. There was grey coming in at his temples and a hard economy in how he held himself, a man who had learned a long time ago that motion was information and gave away as little as he could.

Then he looked at me, kneeling in my father's blood with my ruined hands in my lap, and something crossed the clean table of his face and was gone before I could name it.

"Serafina," he said. Not a question. My name in a low voice, laid down like a card.

"Who are you." I already knew. My whole body knew. But I wanted to make him say it.

He crouched. Even crouching he was careful not to touch the blood, not out of squeamishness — I would understand that later too — but because it was my father's and he would not put his hands in it carelessly. Up close his eyes were dark and absolutely level and they did not once drift down to the wounds, to the mess, to the dead. They stayed on me. On my face. The way my father's had.

I had built an entire life out of getting away from men like this. That was the thing I kept circling, kneeling there. My whole clean career, the scrubs and the pager and the tiny apartment I paid for myself — all of it had been an argument I was making, silently, my whole adult life, that I was not part of whatever it was my father did in rooms I was never shown. And here it came for me anyway, in the shape of a stranger in a beautiful coat, kneeling in the street at the exact moment I had nothing left to hold on to. The timing was almost elegant. My father would have appreciated the timing. He had a taste for the kind of inevitability you don't see until it has already happened.

"I'm the man he told you to find," Dante Corvino said. "You're not going home tonight."

I should have run. Every exit I had counted since I learned to count them lit up at once in the back of my mind — the alley mouth, the hospital doors, the subway two blocks down. I was fast and I was stubborn and I did not belong to anyone.

I didn't move.

"He's dead," I heard myself say. Stupid. Obvious. The first true thing.

"I know." And then, quieter, the only softness I would get from him for a long time: "He was mine before he was yours. I'll bury him right."

He rose, and he held out his hand, and it hung there in the cold between us — an offer, or an order, I couldn't tell, I would spend a year failing to tell the difference — and behind him the men waited to see what I would do, and above us the broken streetlight buzzed, and my father cooled on the ground, and I understood with the awful clarity that comes at the bottom of a very long night that the life I had built to escape all of this had just been closed like a door, and that the man standing over me with his hand out was the one holding the key.

I put my ruined hand in his.

His fingers closed around mine, warm, absolute, and did not flinch at the blood at all.

◆

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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DANTE

I made the oath at four in the morning in a cold garage that smelled of motor oil and roses, with Tommaso Fiore laid out on a folding table under a work light, and I made it out loud, which I never do, because some debts have to be said in a room before they mean anything.

They had cleaned him. Matteo had seen to it before I arrived, because Matteo knows me, knows that I needed to look at the wounds and would not be able to think if I had to look at the mess too. So the man who had taught me everything I knew about surviving other men lay clean and grey under the light with two entrance wounds in his chest and one in his side, and I stood over him with my hands behind my back and did the arithmetic of it while grief sat in my chest like a swallowed stone and waited to be dealt with later, when there was time, which there would not be.

Close range. Practiced. A shooter who had waited, who had known which door, which car, which night. Not a robbery. Not a message left sloppy for the papers. An execution done by someone who had studied the schedule of a careful man.

Someone who had access to a careful man's schedule.

I did not let that thought finish. Not yet. There were men in the garage, my men, and a thought like that, half-formed on my face, would travel. I put it in the same room where I keep everything I cannot afford to feel and I closed the door on it.

"Leave us," I said.

They left us. Matteo went last, pausing at the door — thirty-four years old, my enforcer, the only man alive who would look at me twice before obeying — and I nodded, and he took the others out into the dark and shut the door so that it was only me and the dead man and the smell of the roses someone had brought and set on an oil drum for lack of anywhere holy.

I had known Tommaso Fiore for twenty-two years. He had found me at eighteen, half-feral, sharpening myself against the wrong people, and he had not tried to gentle me, which is why it worked. He had watched me put a man in the ground who deserved it and another who didn't, and he had not flinched from either, and he had said only, afterward, cleaning his glasses on his shirt: *Now you know the weight of it. Carry it like a man, not like a boy who wants to be forgiven.* He taught me that a man's stillness is worth more than his gun. He taught me to eat before a war and sleep before a sit-down and never, ever let another man see the thing you love, because the moment they see it they own it, they have their hand on the one string that plays you.

He had made me Don when I was thirty-one and the old man before me went into the harbor with his pockets full of the concrete he'd poured for better men. Everyone had expected me to fail. I was too young, too cold, too fond of quiet. Tommaso had stood at my right hand through the first three years while capos who'd wanted the chair for themselves tested me, one after another, and learned. He had never once wanted it for himself. That was the rarest thing about him, in a life built entirely on men who wanted more than they had: Tommaso Fiore had looked at the top of the mountain and decided he would rather be the man who knew the way down. It had kept him alive for a long time. It had not kept him alive long enough.

He had followed his own rule for twenty years. And then, three years ago, drunk once on the anniversary of his wife's death, he had shown me the string.

*My Serafina,* he'd said. *She doesn't know a thing about any of this and she never will. She cuts people open to save them, Dante. Can you imagine? From my blood. I keep her out. Swear to me, if I go, you keep her out. Not in. Out. She is the one clean thing I made.*

And I, who do not make promises because a promise is a door you leave open in yourself, had made him that one. Because he asked. Because in twenty-two years he had never once asked me for anything.

I had not wanted to make it. I want to be honest about that, in the privacy of my own head, where honesty is the only currency that hasn't been debased. When Tommaso asked me to be his daughter's keeper if he fell, some animal part of me had understood it for the trap it was — that to guard a thing is to be bound to it, and I had spent my whole adult life shedding bindings the way other men shed coats. But he had asked, and I had looked at his face, and I had seen that he already knew he was going to die badly and soon, and that this was the last piece of business he would ever bring me. You don't refuse a dying man his one request. You especially don't refuse the one man who ever treated you like a son.

I put my hand flat on his cold chest, over the ruin of it, and I said the words into the empty garage.

"On your blood and mine. I'll find the man who did this and I'll take everything from him before I take his life. And I'll keep her out of the life, and I'll keep her breathing, and I'll keep my hands off her, and I'll keep her safe if it costs me the chair and the family and the last of whatever I've got left." I pressed down once, the closest I would come to closing his eyes, which were already closed. "You have my word, old man. Rest."

That should have been the whole of it. A dead father, a living oath, a war to prepare. Clean lines. I am good at clean lines.

Then I made the mistake of remembering her face on the pavement.

She had been kneeling in his blood with her spine straight. That was the thing I could not put in the closed room with the rest. Every other person I have ever seen beside a fresh body has been made smaller by it — bent, loud, undone. She had knelt over the worst thing that would ever happen to her with her hands pressed to her father's chest and her jaw set and given orders to men twice her size, and when they failed her she had kept pressing anyway, past all reason, because the alternative was surrender and she does not surrender. I had watched her from behind the wall of my men for a full ten seconds before I let her see me, and in those ten seconds I had understood two things with the cold certainty I trust more than any feeling.

The first was that Tommaso had been right. She was the clean thing. Steady hands, a mind that worked while her heart was tearing, a spine you could not bend without breaking. Rare. Rarer than loyalty, rarer than nerve. The kind of rare that men like me are drawn to the way water finds the low ground, without deciding to.

The second was that I could never, under any circumstances, let myself notice the first.

So I noticed it, and I buried it, the way I had buried a woman once before, a lifetime ago, a woman my enemies had killed precisely because I had let them see that I loved her. I had learned that lesson written in her blood. You do not let them see the string. And the surest way to protect Serafina Fiore was to make certain that no one, least of all me, ever suspected there was a string to pull.

I went out to the men.

"Matteo." He came. "The girl."

"Upstairs. Bruno's sitting outside the door. She won't sleep and she won't talk. She washed the blood off and then she scrubbed the sink until it shined and then she just stood there." A pause. "She keeps asking when she can go back to the hospital. Not for herself. She's got a patient she's worried about."

Of course she did. I let nothing show.

"She's not going back to the hospital. Not to her apartment, not to her rotations, not to her old life. Not until I know who did this and whether they know she exists." I said it flat, a decision already made, because it was. "She comes to the compound tonight. The room on the third floor, the one over the water. Ferro can bring her things later. She doesn't leave the walls without me knowing."

Matteo's jaw moved. He is loyal past the point of sense but he is not a coward about the truth. "The family's going to talk. The boss brings a dead man's daughter inside the walls, keeps her close — Dante, they'll say things. Nico especially. You know how he'll frame it."

The name landed in the closed room where I had put the thought about schedules and access, and sat down next to it, and the two of them looked at each other in the dark of me.

There was a part of me — the part I trusted, the cold part, the part that had kept me breathing for nine years in the chair — that knew the clean move. The clean move was to bury Tommaso, honor him, and then hand his daughter a great deal of money and a plane ticket and a new name in a city where no one had ever heard of the Corvinos. Keep her out meant keep her *far.* Keep her out meant she never sees my face again. Every professional instinct I owned told me that a girl held close inside the walls was a girl inside the blast radius, and that the safest place for her was three thousand miles from anyone who had ever loved Tommaso Fiore.

I did not make the clean move. I told myself it was because I didn't yet know who was hunting, and until I knew, I couldn't know whether a plane ticket was a rescue or a delivery. That was even true. It was just not the whole of the truth, and I am a man who does not lie, so I noted the gap and did not look at it too closely.

"Let them talk," I said. "She's under my protection. It's an oath, and the family respects oaths, and any man who has a problem with it can bring it to me directly." I let that sit. "How does Nico frame it?"

"I didn't say Nico had a—"

"How does he frame it, Matteo."

Matteo looked at me for a long moment. "He'll say you're keeping the old consigliere's kid as leverage. Or that you've gone soft over a pretty girl half your age. Either way he plays it to make you look weak in front of the council. He's been hungry a long time. You know that."

"I know that." I knew a great deal about Nico's hungers. I had been ignoring what I knew for longer than was wise, because he was my cousin and my underboss and my father's sister's son, and because a man does not want to be right about the rot inside his own house. "Bring the car around. I'll take her myself."

I went up the stairs to the safehouse room where the last clean thing Tommaso Fiore ever made was standing at a window in borrowed clothes, watching water she couldn't see in the dark, and I stopped in the doorway because she turned before I made a sound, fast, ready, counting me the way she counted exits.

Her eyes were dry. She had cried herself out somewhere I hadn't seen and put it away, and now she was watching me with her father's grey eyes gone hard as flint, and she said, before I could speak, in a voice scraped down to the wire:

"You said you'd bury him right. I want to see it. I want to be there when you put him in the ground, and I want you to tell me who did this, and don't you dare handle me. Everyone in my life has handled me. I've had enough of it to last me a hundred years."

There it was again. The spine. The thing I could not afford to notice, noticing me back.

"I don't lie," I said. It was the only gift I had to give her and I gave it because it was true and because it cost me nothing yet. "Remember that, whatever else you decide about me. Everyone in this life will lie to you. I won't. Not once."

"Then who killed my father?"

"I don't know yet." True. "When I know, you'll know." Also true, and a promise I would come to regret in ways I could not yet see. "Get your coat. You're coming home with me."

"Home." She said the word like she was testing it for a blade. "You mean a house I can't leave."

"I mean the only walls in this city high enough to keep you alive." I did not soften it. She would have heard the softening and hated me for it, and she'd have been right to. "You can spend tonight fighting me on it. I won't stop you. But your father's blood is still on your hands, and the man who spilled it is still breathing somewhere in this city, and every hour you stand out here arguing is an hour you're a target with an address. You're a doctor. You know triage. Fight me tomorrow, when it's cheaper."

Something moved behind her eyes — not surrender, she doesn't do that, but a cold recalculation, the same one I'd have made. She was pricing the fight and finding it too expensive for tonight. She would bank it. She would spend it later, with interest. I found, to my displeasure, that I was already looking forward to it.

She looked at me for a long, level moment, this girl who did not belong to anyone, weighing the exits, and then she reached up and touched the little medal at her throat the way a woman touches a wound to see if it still hurts, and she picked up the coat, and she came.

◆
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Chapter Three
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SERAFINA

They buried my father on a Tuesday, in the rain, in a cemetery in Queens with a view of the skyline he'd spent his whole life feeding, and I stood at the graveside in a black dress a stranger had bought in my size and I did not cry, because I had decided that none of these men would see me do it.

There were a hundred of them. Dark coats and darker faces, a whole nation of grief I hadn't known my father commanded, men who came one by one to take my hand in both of theirs and tell me my father had been a great man, a good man, a man of his word, and I stood there and shook their hands and understood for the first time, fully, the size of the thing I had been kept out of. My father had run this. My father, who came to my recitals and burned the eggs and cried at movies, had been the mind behind a criminal empire, and I had grown up in a clean apartment with a nanny and a good school and never once seen the machine that paid for it.

*I kept you out on purpose.*

He had. And now he was dead, and the man who had promised him he would keep me out was standing three feet to my left in the rain, not touching me, not once, a tall column of black stillness that the whole crowd oriented itself around like iron filings around a magnet. Dante Corvino did not shake anyone's hand. Men came to him. He gave them each a word or two and they left changed, lighter or heavier, and the whole time some part of his attention stayed on me the way you keep a hand near something that might fall.

I hated how safe it made me feel. I noted the hatred. I noted the safety. I was going to have to be very careful of both.

The compound had swallowed me three nights before, and I had spent those nights learning it the way I learned a hospital floor: where the exits were, who was always awake, which stairs creaked. It was beautiful, which I resented. A great old brick house on the Brooklyn waterfront behind a wall I couldn't see over, with black water beyond a seawall and Manhattan burning gold across the harbor at night. There was a courtyard with a fig tree wrapped in burlap against the cold. There was a kitchen the size of my whole apartment with a table you could have laid a body on. There were men at the gate around the clock and cameras I'd counted at nine and a study on the ground floor where a light burned very late, where Dante did whatever it was that kept an empire from eating itself.

My room was on the third floor, over the water, and it was lovely and it locked from the inside and I had established on the first night that it did not lock from the outside, which mattered to me more than the view. Someone had put fresh flowers on the dresser and stocked the bathroom with things in my exact brand — the shampoo I bought, the specific unglamorous toothpaste — and it had taken me a full day to understand that this was not kindness. It was surveillance made comfortable. Someone had been inside my apartment. Someone had catalogued my life down to the toothpaste and reproduced it here so that the cage would fit me like a glove I hadn't asked for. I threw the shampoo away and used the plain bar of soap in the shower instead, which was petty and which I did not regret.

The men were unfailingly polite to me. That was its own kind of information. They called me *dottoressa,* which I hadn't earned yet and which I suspected Dante had instructed, and they went silent and correct when I passed, and not one of them would meet my eyes for longer than a second, as though I were a lit candle they'd been told not to knock over. I had grown up around men who deferred to my father. I knew the shape of borrowed authority when I stood inside it. Every courtesy they showed me was a courtesy to him — to Dante — and it curdled a little each time, because I had spent my whole life refusing to be a woman whose standing came from a man's regard.

On the fourth morning I came downstairs in yesterday's clothes and announced that I was going back to the hospital.

He was in the study. The door was open. He was standing at the window with a coffee, dressed already at an hour when I hadn't slept, and he didn't turn around.

"No," he said.

"I have a rotation. I have patients. I have a life, an actual life, with a lease and an attending who'll fail me if I no-call-no-show, and a best friend who's texted me forty times and thinks I've been kidnapped, which—" I stopped. "Which I suppose is a matter of definition."

"You're not a prisoner." Now he turned. He had a way of turning that made you aware you'd been talking to his back on his sufferance. "You're grieving and you're a target, and until I know whether the men who killed your father know your name, you don't stand in front of hospital doors on a public sidewalk at a predictable hour. That's not a cage, Serafina. That's the exact spot your father died. You were there."

That landed where he meant it to. I felt it go in. I hated that too.

"You don't get to use his death to run my life," I said. "He spent twenty-two years keeping me out of this so I could be a person, a real one, with a job that saves people. You bury him and the first thing you do is lock me behind a wall. That's not keeping his promise. That's the opposite of it."

Something flickered across that swept-clean face. I was learning to watch for it. He didn't give much, so the little he gave was worth reading.

"You want to save people," he said.

"Yes."

"Then start with yourself. Stay behind the wall until it's safe. That's not me handling you. That's the smartest person in the building giving the second-smartest an order she doesn't like." He set down the coffee. "You can't help anyone dead. You taught me that, kneeling in the street."

I opened my mouth to fire back and found I had nothing, because he was right, and being right was the most infuriating thing about him, a bottomless well of it, a man who told you the true thing in the fewest possible words and then watched you have to live with it.

"I dream about it," I said. I hadn't meant to. It came out flat and terrible in the quiet study, and I watched it land on him, watched him go very still the way he did when something mattered. "Every time I close my eyes. My hands on his chest and nothing coming back. And in the dream I do everything right, I do it perfectly, I've got a full trauma bay and blood hanging and a cardiothoracic team, and he dies anyway, every time, looking at me. So don't tell me about the exact spot my father died. I was the closest human being to him on this earth when it happened and I couldn't do one thing. I know precisely how big that wall needs to be. I helped measure it."

He didn't tell me it wasn't my fault. I'll give him that forever. Every other person who'd learned how my father died had rushed to absolve me of a crime I hadn't been accused of, because their comfort was really for themselves, and it made me want to scream. Dante just looked at me across the room, and after a while he said, "No. There was nothing you could have done," and it wasn't comfort, it was a clinical finding, delivered by a man who had presumably stood over a great many bodies and knew exactly which ones could have been saved. Coming from him, it was the first thing anyone had said about that night that I actually believed.

It undid something in my chest that I badly needed to keep done up. I looked away first, which I resented.

"How long," I said.

"I don't know. I don't lie to you, remember. It could be a week. It could be longer." He held my eyes. "You'll finish your training. I gave your father my word I'd keep you out of the life, and I meant all of it, including the part where you get to have a life. When it's safe, you go back. Until then you stay, and you don't fight me on the wall."

"And in the meantime I just — what. Sit in a beautiful room over the water and wait for men to kill each other?"

"In the meantime," he said, and there was the ghost of something at the corner of his mouth that on a lesser man would have been the beginning of a smile, "you can stop casing my house. Nine cameras. You missed the two in the eaves." He picked the coffee back up. "We're even. You found the one blind spot in the courtyard by the fig tree. I've had it fixed."

I stared at him. He had watched me learn his house the way I'd watched him without seeming to. Of course he had. It was the first time I understood that I was not, in fact, the smartest person in the building, and it did something to me I did not want examined, a small hot spark low in my chest that had nothing to do with grief and everything to do with the way he looked at me like I was a problem worth his full attention.

"Lucia," I said, changing ground because I was losing this one. "My friend. Twenty-three, harmless, works retail, doesn't know a thing about any of this and can't. She thinks I've disappeared. If I don't answer her she calls the police, and I don't imagine you want police."

"Text her. Say your father died, you're with family, you'll surface soon." He nodded at the phone in my hand. "Nothing about where. Nothing about who. You want to keep her harmless, keep her ignorant. That's the only thing that keeps the people you love safe in this life. Not telling them. I'd have thought your father taught you that."

He had. That was the cruelty of it, sitting in my chest next to the medal. My whole clean life had been built on my father not telling me things, and it had kept me alive, and now I was going to do the same thing to Lucia, and the wall around the compound was suddenly also a wall around every honest thing I'd ever had.

I texted her. *Family emergency, my dad, I'm okay, I'll call when I can, love you.* Three lies braided into one truth and sent to the one person I never lied to. It made me feel sick.

She wrote back in under a minute. *omg sera what happened, is he okay, do you need me, i can come RIGHT NOW just tell me where.* And that was the whole of it, wasn't it — Lucia would get on a train to anywhere in the world for me, no questions, and the kindest thing I could do for her was make sure she never learned there was a train, never learned the name of the family, never came within a mile of the wall I was standing behind. I typed *I'm okay, I promise, don't come, I'll explain everything soon* and I deleted the word *everything* because it was another lie and I was trying to ration them, and I sent *don't come, I'll call soon,* and I turned the phone face-down on the table before I could watch the three dots that meant she was arguing.

The distance opened up in me right then, in the kitchen, a clean cold inch of it. Four days ago I'd been a person with a friend and a lease and a patient in Bed 7 whose labs I was still, absurdly, worried about. Now I was a name men lowered their voices around. The change hadn't asked my permission. Nothing in this house asked my permission. I was beginning to understand that this was the entire point of the house.

When I looked up, Dante was watching me with something almost like sympathy, which from him was so rare it was nearly unbearable.

"It gets easier," he said. Not kind. Just true. That was worse.

"That's the most depressing thing anyone's ever said to me."

"I don't lie to you." He turned back to the window and the gold harbor, dismissing me, done. "There's a doctor's bag in the kitchen. Your father's. He kept it here. I thought you might want it."

I found it on the enormous table, a battered leather bag with my father's initials worn off the clasp, and inside it, wrapped in a clean cloth, a stethoscope and a suture kit and a bottle of lidocaine three months from expiring, as if my father had known, as if my father had kept a piece of my future here in this house among these men, waiting, insurance of a different kind.

I sat down at the great table and I opened the bag properly and went through it the way I'd go through a crash cart, item by item, and it was all there — the little things a man keeps who has watched too many people bleed out for lack of them. Hemostats. A field tourniquet gone stiff with age. A folded card in my father's blocky handwriting listing drug doses by weight, the numbers I'd memorized in my first year and he had, apparently, memorized too, at some point, for some purpose he never told me. He had built a small clean field hospital in his coldest ally's kitchen and never breathed a word of it to the daughter he swore he was keeping out. I could not decide whether it was the most loving thing he had ever done or the most damning proof that he had always, always known which way I would come to him in the end. Probably both. My father dealt exclusively in both.

At the bottom, under the false leather panel that I only found because I check the bottoms of things, there was an envelope of cash and a slip of paper with a phone number I didn't recognize, and I put both back exactly where they'd been, because I had lived among careful men long enough to know that you don't announce what you've found until you understand what it's worth.

I stood in that kitchen the size of my apartment and I finally cried, alone, where none of them could see, one hand pressed to the medal at my throat, and downstairs somewhere a light in a study burned on into the morning, and I understood that the wall he'd built around me had a door, and that sooner or later, God help me, I was going to want to walk through it toward him instead of away.

◆
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Chapter Four
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DANTE

The council met on the eighth day, in the back room of the social club on Mulberry Street, under the framed photographs of dead men, and I walked in knowing that at least one of the living men at the table had ordered Tommaso Fiore shot in the street, and I looked each of them in the eye and gave nothing away, because that is the job.

There were five of us who mattered. Old Salvatore, who had held a seat since before I was born and whose loyalty I trusted because it was too late in his life to be anything but what he'd always been. Two capos, Ricci and Fontana, solid, unimaginative, more concerned with their territories than with the chair. Matteo at my right hand, who held no seat but whom no one dared question. And my cousin Nico, at my left, thirty-seven years old, handsome in the way that photographs well and wears badly, with my grandmother's eyes and a smile he'd been practicing his whole life.

Nico's father and mine had been brothers, and the two of us had come up together in the same house, close as blades in a drawer, and there had been years — boyhood years, before either of us understood what the chair cost or what it was worth — when I would have died for him without a second's arithmetic. He had stood as my best man at a wedding that ended in a graveyard. He had been the first man to kneel and kiss my hand the day I took the family, and I had lifted him up by the collar and embraced him and made him underboss on the spot, in front of everyone, because I loved him and because I believed, then, that blood was the one thing that couldn't be bought.

I had learned since that blood is the easiest thing of all to buy, because the seller always believes he's owed the price. But I did not yet let myself apply the lesson to the man on my left. A Don who sees betrayal in his own cousin's face without proof is a Don who will soon see it everywhere, in every loyal man, and go mad, and get everyone killed. So I watched Nico the way I watched a wound I wasn't sure was infected — patient, unhurried, waiting for the fever to declare itself.

"The Santoros," Nico said, before I had even sat down. He said it grieving. He said it outraged. He had, I would come to understand, been rehearsing it for months. "Everyone in this room knows it was the Santoros. They've wanted the docks for two years. They take out our consigliere in the open, on the street, like an animal, to show us they can. And we sit here. We drink coffee and we sit here while old Tommaso isn't cold in the ground."

"You know it was the Santoros," I said. I sat. I let the silence do its work, because Nico fills silence, he cannot help it, it is the crack in him. "How."

"How? Dante—" He spread his hands. "Who else? Who profits? They've been pushing the border at the Red Hook end for—"

"A rider on a motorcycle," I said. "Waiting. He knew which night Tommaso would break his own habit and go to the hospital, which he did maybe twice a year. He knew which door. He knew the schedule of a man who kept no schedule, who told no one where he was going, who I have personally watched change his route three times in one drive out of instinct." I turned my coffee cup a quarter turn on its saucer. "The Santoros are animals. Agreed. But animals don't know our consigliere's secrets. Someone told the shooter where to wait. Someone close."

The room went still in the particular way a room goes still when a truth has been set on the table that everyone would rather leave in the drawer.

I had spent the eight days between the street and this table doing the only kind of work that has ever mattered in my life: quiet work. I'd had Matteo pull the traffic cameras before the precinct thought to, and we'd watched the motorcycle wait forty minutes in a spot with a clean line to the one door Tommaso used and a clean run to the highway after — a spot chosen by someone who knew the block. I'd had a man walk the shooter's route backward and it ended at a body shop in Bath Beach that paid its protection to us and not to the Santoros, which meant either the Santoros had reached into our territory to stage a hit, which they lacked the nerve for, or the hit had never left our territory at all. I had, in other words, already known before I sat down that the story Nico was selling could not be true. I had come to watch who bought it hardest.

Nico was buying it hardest.

"You're saying it was one of ours." Nico's outrage found a new target with an ease that told me everything, if I'd been ready to hear it, which I made myself not be. Not yet. Not without proof. A man does not move on his own cousin at a council table on a feeling. "You're accusing this table."

"I'm saying someone sold him." I looked at each of them. Old Salvatore, grave. Ricci and Fontana, uneasy, glancing at each other. Nico, flushed, righteous, leaning in. "And I'm going to find out who, and I'm going to be patient about it, and when I know, I'm going to be certain. Until then we don't start a war with the Santoros on a story that fits too clean. A war is exactly what someone wants. It covers everything. It's noise. And in the noise a man could move a great many things and no one would ever count them."

I watched Nico when I said *count them.* I have made a study of men's faces for twenty years. His didn't change. He was better than I'd given him credit for. But his hand, resting on the table, pressed flat for half a second and then relaxed, and I filed it away in the cold room with the rest, and I closed the door.

"And the girl?" Salvatore asked. Gently. The old man had held Tommaso's newborn daughter at her christening; there was no malice in it. "Tommaso's Serafina. The whole city knows you've taken her into the compound, Dante. There's talk."

"There's an oath," I said. "I swore to her father, years ago, that if he fell I'd protect his blood. He fell. I'm protecting his blood. That's the whole of the talk, and any man who wants to make it into more can say so to my face."

"No one questions the oath," Salvatore said, and it was true, they didn't, the oath was the one thing sacred enough to hold. "We question the wisdom. She's a civilian. A doctor, they say. If the men who killed her father learn she's under your roof—"

"Then she's safer under my roof than anywhere else in this city." I let that be final.

It was Nico who couldn't leave it. Of course it was.

"A pretty girl," Nico said, light, smiling, playing the table, "half your age, in the boss's house, and we're all supposed to believe it's only an oath. Come on, cousin. There's not a man here who wouldn't—"

I looked at him.

I did not raise my voice. I did not move. I have found that the men who survive longest in this life are the ones who understand that the loudest thing in any room is a very still man who has decided something, and I let Nico feel me decide something, and watched the smile die on his face by degrees, and did not say a word, until the silence had gone on long enough that even Ricci and Fontana were studying the grain of the table.

"She is Tommaso's daughter," I said at last, quiet, each word set down like a stone in a wall. "She is under my protection and my roof and my oath. You'll speak of her with respect or you won't speak of her at all. That goes for every man at this table and every man under him. Am I understood."

"Of course," Nico said. Smooth again, the smile back, the retreat perfect. "Of course, cousin. I meant no disrespect to Tommaso's memory. God rest him."

"God rest him," the table murmured, and we moved on to the docks and the shipments and the hundred small wars of the business — a hijacking at the Newark end, a judge who needed reminding of an old kindness, a shipment the Santoros had let sit an extra day at the pier as a message none of us could quite read. I ran the meeting the way I always ran it, giving each man his moment and his due, saying less than anyone and deciding everything, and the whole time one clean cold part of me stood apart and watched my cousin's hands, his easy hands, the hands of a man with nothing to hide, and thought: *it was you. I think it was you. And I am going to have to be more careful than I have ever been in my life, because if you did this, you've been building it for a long time, and you have more of my house in your hand than I know.*

Because the thing about a man who kills the consigliere is that he doesn't do it to remove one old adviser. Tommaso was the memory of the family — he carried the accounts in his head, the debts and the favors and the twenty years of who owed what to whom. You don't murder the memory of a thing unless you're planning to rewrite it. Whoever put those bullets in Tommaso Fiore wasn't ending a war. He was clearing a ledger. And the only men who needed a ledger cleared were men who knew they wouldn't survive an honest reading of it.

Because here is the thing Tommaso taught me that I had not, until that morning at the graveside, fully understood: they will kill the thing you love to reach you. My enemies had done it once already, years ago, to a woman whose name I no longer
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