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PROLOGUE

The Girl Who Died Twice

May 14, 2016

Mara Conti knew the house was dying before she heard the first gunshot.

The music stopped.

Not gradually. Not because the quartet had reached the end of the waltz her mother loved. One moment, violins drifted through the open doors of the ballroom. The next, silence struck the lake house with such force that Mara looked up from the champagne she was not supposed to be drinking.

Across the room, her father froze.

Only minutes earlier, he had been arguing with Cesare Rinaldi about the South Branch while pretending the conversation concerned wine. Mara had watched them from beside the orchestra. Cesare's smile had remained warm. Her father's had disappeared one careful degree at a time.

"A port cannot remain neutral forever," Cesare had said.

"Then forever will have to become patient," Alessandro replied.

When Cesare noticed Mara listening, he lifted his glass to her as if they shared a harmless secret. She looked away first. At seventeen, she already understood that adults often called a threat business when children were near enough to hear it.

Now Cesare was no longer in the ballroom.

Alessandro Conti was a man who never appeared surprised. He had received news of arrests, betrayals, and bodies with the same still expression he wore at Sunday Mass. But now his fingers tightened around the stem of his glass.

He looked toward the eastern corridor.

Then the lights went out.

Someone screamed.

The first shot shattered the darkness.

Mara dropped before she understood why. Her glass broke against the marble, and cold wine splashed across her hand. Men shouted near the terrace doors. The room filled with the violent white flare of gunfire, each flash exposing another fragment: a waiter falling, her mother's pearls, armed figures moving behind the windows.

Her father reached her first.

He caught the back of her dress and dragged her behind a stone column as bullets tore through the long dining table.

"Where is Bianca?" he demanded.

Mara's lungs locked.

Bianca had left the ballroom ten minutes earlier because she had spilled raspberry sauce on her sleeve. She had rolled her eyes when Mara offered to help.

I am eleven, not five.

Mara had laughed and stolen the last sugared berry from Bianca's plate. Her sister had promised revenge after dessert. The argument had felt important because nothing in their protected house was allowed to become truly dangerous.

That ordinary last moment cut more deeply than the glass in Mara's palms.

"Upstairs," Mara said. "Her room."

Her father's face changed. It was no more than a tightening around his eyes, but Mara saw the fear beneath it.

He pressed a small key into her palm.

"Wine cellar. Behind the third rack. Take your sister and go through the tunnel."

"What about you and Mama?"

Another burst of gunfire ripped through the plaster above them.

"Do exactly as I said."

It was the voice that made grown men obey him. Tonight, it shook on the final word.

Mara wanted to refuse. She wanted to stay where her father could keep one hand on her shoulder and make the world obey him again. Then she saw her mother crouched behind the piano, blood darkening the side of her ivory dress.

Her mother met Mara's eyes.

"Go," she mouthed.

Mara ran.

She crawled past the overturned banquet table, cutting her palms on crystal. A man in a black tactical jacket stepped through the terrace doors. No insignia. No family colors. His rifle moved methodically from one body to the next.

This was not an attack meant to frighten them.

It was an execution.

Mara slipped through the servants' door as he turned. A bullet struck the frame beside her face. Wood splintered across her cheek. She did not stop.

The service stairs were unlit. She climbed by touch, one hand on the wall, the other gripping the key so tightly its teeth cut her skin. Below her, the house roared with shots and breaking glass.

"Bianca!"

No answer.

Mara reached the second floor. Smoke curled along the ceiling even though she could not yet see fire. Bianca's bedroom door stood open.

The lamp beside the bed was still burning.

Her sister was gone.

One muddy footprint stained the pale carpet. A broken silver barrette lay beneath the window. Mara picked it up with trembling fingers. Bianca had worn the pair at dinner because their mother said the tiny blue stones matched her eyes.

"Bianca?"

A crash sounded inside the dressing room.

Mara seized the brass candleholder from the bedside table and raised it over her shoulder. Tomas Conti stumbled through the inner door, one hand pressed to his bleeding side. He was her father's cousin, chief guard, and the only man in the family who still called her little star.

"They took her," he said.

Mara forgot how to breathe.

"Who?"

"Two men. Service stairs at the north end."

She moved toward the hall.

Tomas caught her wrist. "No."

"Let go of me."

"They wanted her alive. That means we still have a chance. You run into that corridor, we lose both of you."

"She is eleven."

"And you are seventeen." His grip tightened as another shot sounded below. "Your father gave an order."

"My father is downstairs."

Tomas looked away.

That single movement told her what he would not.

Mara struck him with the candleholder. Not hard enough to injure him, but hard enough to break his grip. She ran into the north corridor.

At the far end, a man carried Bianca over his shoulder. Her sister kicked and clawed at his back, her white stockings flashing beneath her blue dress. A second man held a pistol against the base of her skull.

"Bianca!"

Her sister twisted toward the sound.

"Mara!"

The gunman turned.

Mara saw his face clearly. Silver at the temples. Pale gray eyes. A charcoal suit beneath an open raincoat. Cesare Rinaldi had eaten at their table six nights ago. He had kissed their mother's hand and brought Bianca a carved wooden horse from Florence.

Mara remembered Bianca placing the wooden horse on her windowsill and announcing that she would name it after Cesare. He had knelt so they were eye to eye and told her never to give a living thing the name of a man who might disappoint her.

The warning had sounded charming then.

Now he wore her father's ring on his right hand.

He smiled at Mara.

"There you are."

She stopped.

Every instinct told her to close the distance, but the pistol remained against Bianca's neck.

"Put her down."

"I cannot do that."

"My father trusted you."

"Your father trusted the idea of loyalty. It made him careless."

Bianca's face was wet with tears, but she had stopped fighting. Her gaze fixed on Mara's right hand. The key. Mara closed her fingers around it.

"Take me instead," she said.

Cesare studied her as though she were a proposal placed across a boardroom table.

"You are old enough to remember," he said. "She is young enough to be taught."

"Taught what?"

"Who destroyed her family."

He drew a folded paper from inside his coat and let it fall to the floor between them. At the top was a black crest Mara recognized. Valenti.

Beneath it, a typed order authorized the removal of every Conti asset and named person. The signature at the bottom belonged to Luca Valenti.

Mara had seen Luca twice at formal dinners. A quiet young man with watchful hazel eyes who aligned his silverware before he ate. Her father had called him the sharpest mind in the Valenti family and warned that intelligence without experience could be more dangerous than cruelty.

"The Valentis gave the order," Cesare said. "I tried to warn your father."

Mara looked at the Conti ring on his hand.

"Then why are you wearing that?"

His smile vanished.

The pistol lifted from Bianca's neck and pointed at Mara.

Tomas struck her from the side an instant before Cesare fired.

The bullet tore through Tomas's shoulder. His momentum carried both of them through the open door of the linen room. He slammed it shut and drove the bolt into place.

"Window," he gasped.

Mara scrambled upright. "Bianca is out there."

"And she needs someone alive who knows he took her."

The gun fired again. Wood burst from the center of the door.

Tomas shoved a linen cabinet across the floor. Mara helped him brace it against the door, but the room was already filling with smoke. Fire climbed the ivy outside the window. Cesare's men had ignited the lower floor.

"The cellar," she said. "We have to get to the tunnel."

"No time."

The window overlooked the kitchen roof, one floor below. Beyond it, the dark lawn sloped toward Lake Geneva. Rain silvered the tiles.

Another shot punched through the door.

Tomas climbed onto the sill and held out his hand.

Mara looked back once.

Through the jagged hole in the door, she saw a slice of charcoal cloth. A pale eye. The muzzle of a gun.

Then she jumped.

Her shoes slid the moment they struck the roof. She caught the gutter with both hands, but the metal tore loose. She fell through smoke, rain, and sparks, landing hard in the herb garden.

Pain exploded through her right wrist. For several seconds she could hear nothing but the blood pounding in her ears.

Tomas landed beside her with a cry.

"Move," he said.

They crossed the lawn while flames climbed through the eastern windows. Mara's bare feet sank into wet earth. Somewhere inside the burning house, her mother had worn ivory. Her father had pressed a key into Mara's hand. Bianca had called her name.

At the tree line, Tomas collapsed.

Mara caught him beneath the arms and dragged him behind an old stone wall. Blood soaked his shirt. His lips had gone gray.

"Listen to me," Mara said. "You are not dying behind a wall. Tell me where the tunnel ends. We can still reach it from the lake road."

Tomas pressed his head against the wet stone. "The tunnel is compromised. They knew every gate, every guard rotation, every room where your father kept a weapon."

"Cesare knew the house."

"Not all of it. Someone gave him the new security plans."

The distinction mattered, but grief made every fact feel like another bullet.

Mara looked toward the burning upper floor. "Did you see my mother?"

Tomas did not answer.

She understood anyway.

"Listen to me," he said. "You cannot use your name."

"We need a doctor."

"Cesare will watch every hospital, station, and border crossing. If he learns you survived, Bianca dies."

The sentence entered Mara like another bullet.

She looked down at the key still trapped in her fist. Her palm was slick with blood, but she could no longer tell whose it was.

"The document," she whispered. "Luca Valenti signed it."

"You saw one page in a killer's hand. That is not the same as truth."

"My family is dead because of that order."

"Your family is dead because Cesare wanted you to believe the order. Remember the difference."

Sirens wailed in the distance.

Tomas pulled a phone from his pocket and placed it in hers. "There is one number saved. Call it when you reach the highway. The woman who answers will hide you."

"Come with me."

He looked toward the fire. "I will slow them down."

"You can barely stand."

"Then they will believe you died here."

Mara shook her head.

"Little star." His bloody hand touched her cheek. "Tonight, Mara Conti must die. It is the only way your sister gets to live."

Voices rose near the lawn.

Tomas forced himself upright and limped toward the lake, leaving a clear trail of blood away from the road. Mara remained behind the wall until the darkness swallowed him.

Then she ran north through the woods.

By dawn, every news station would report that the Conti dynasty had been erased. Investigators would count the bodies and leave two names on the missing list. Bianca Conti, eleven. Mara Conti, seventeen. In time, missing would become presumed dead.

They would be wrong about both sisters.

Mara reached the highway as the sky began to pale. She stood beneath a broken streetlamp, soaked in rain, her wrist swelling around the narrow scar that would never fully fade.

She called the number.

A woman answered on the second ring.

"Who is this?"

Mara looked back at the red glow above the trees.

Her name had been her father's gift, her mother's voice, and Bianca's final scream in the corridor. Now it was a weapon Cesare could use against them.

She closed her eyes.

"No one," she said.

For the first time that night, the lie sounded like a promise.




CHAPTER 1

The Woman Without a Past

February 8, 2028

Luca Valenti distrusted any room with more windows than exits.

The Bellarosa conference annex had three glass walls, one public door, and a service corridor narrow enough to become a coffin if the wrong people entered from both ends. Its architect had intended the space to suggest transparency.

To Luca, it suggested ammunition.

He stood beside the long walnut conference table and aligned the folder in front of him with the brass edge of the inlay. One measured adjustment. Then another.

Across the room, Matteo noticed.

"You have moved that folder four times."

"Three."

"That answer proves my point."

Luca ignored him and studied the river-facing windows. Snow moved across the Chicago skyline in thin white threads. Fourteen floors below, traffic crawled along Wacker Drive. On the opposite bank, office towers reflected the annex in fractured pieces.

Too many angles.

Too many places for a camera, a rifle, or a patient enemy.

"The glass is rated," Matteo said.

"Rated glass fails under the weapon it wasn't rated for."

"The route is sealed. Our team checked every floor."

"Our team checked the floors listed on the building plan."

Matteo's expression tightened. "You found another problem."

Luca slid a tablet toward him. The screen showed the guest list for the Chicago Peace and Commerce Conference, an event so carefully named that no honest person could mistake it for peace. Representatives from six organizations would sit at one table and pretend shipping contracts had nothing to do with territory.

The gathering existed because Dante had dismantled the Valenti succession structure after Vittorio's arrest. For the first time in three generations, control of the river would be assigned through recorded votes, public contracts, and oversight no family could dismiss with a phone call.

Luca had designed half the safeguards himself.

He trusted them less each day.

Reform had not removed ambition. It had only forced ambitious men to learn cleaner language.

One name was highlighted.

Sera Voss.

Independent crisis negotiator.

"Her credentials cleared," Matteo said.

"They were designed to clear."

"Meaning?"

"Every line is correct."

Matteo waited.

Luca tapped the file. "Real histories contain errors. A wrong date in an old employment record. A misspelled address. A photograph taken when someone wasn't prepared to be seen. Hers has none."

"Some people keep accurate records."

"Governments don't."

Sera Voss had appeared in Montreal in August 2021 with a valid passport, a complete education file, and a professional reference from a mediation firm that had closed two months later. Before that date, she did not exist.

Not quietly. Not under a sealed juvenile record. Not behind a legal name change.

She simply began.

He enlarged the photograph again. The badge image carried no metadata beyond the conference system. Even the light was neutral, neither morning nor evening, with no reflection that might reveal a room. Whoever had created Sera Voss had not merely invented a woman. They had anticipated the questions of anyone patient enough to look.

Luca respected the work.

That made him distrust its purpose more.

Luca opened the photograph attached to her conference badge. Thick dark-brown hair. Amber-brown eyes. A composed mouth that looked more suited to refusing a demand than making one.

Something in the shape of her face unsettled him.

Not recognition. Recognition had edges. This was a pressure beneath memory, the sense that a locked door had shifted somewhere inside him.

"Why hire her?" Matteo asked.

"We didn't. The neutral oversight committee did."

"Dante approved the committee."

"Dante approved independence. That doesn't make every independent person safe."

Matteo folded his arms. "You could ask her."

"People with false histories rarely explain them truthfully."

"Then ask an honest question."

The public door opened before Luca could answer.

Sera Voss entered alone.

The photograph had failed to capture the way she occupied space. She did not pause at the threshold, but her gaze touched the security camera, the service corridor, the nearest fire door, and each person in the room before she chose a seat.

She wore a charcoal dress beneath a black coat, both plain enough to discourage memory. Her hair was pinned at the nape of her neck. No jewelry. No watch. A narrow leather portfolio rested beneath her arm.

She selected the chair with the clearest line to both exits.

Luca's suspicion sharpened.

"Ms. Voss," he said.

Her eyes met his.

The pressure beneath his memory became pain.

For one second, he saw candlelight across a dinner table twelve years ago. A dark-haired girl watching the adults while pretending not to listen. A silver barrette with blue stones.

Then the image vanished.

"Mr. Valenti," she said.

Her voice was low, composed, and entirely without surprise.

"We've met."

"Have we?"

"You tell me."

She removed her coat and placed it across the back of the chair. "If this is your preferred method of greeting neutral mediators, I understand why the conference required one."

Matteo turned away, concealing what might have been a smile.

Luca sat opposite her. "Your biography says you began professional mediation in Montreal."

"My biography also says I dislike unnecessary conversation."

"That part appears authentic."

"How reassuring."

He watched her hands as she opened the portfolio. A pale scar curved around her right wrist. She touched the inside of it when the door opened again and the first delegates entered.

A habit linked to stress.

Or promises.

Luca stored the detail beside everything else.

Within ten minutes, every chair was occupied. Men who had ordered violence through intermediaries poured mineral water and discussed lawful shipping access. A federal observer sat near the door. Two attorneys arranged documents no one intended to honor unless enforcement became cheaper than betrayal.

The Rinaldi seat remained empty for the first six minutes. When its attorney finally arrived, he apologized to no one and placed a sealed black folder before Sera.

"Mr. Rinaldi sends revised conditions," he said.

Sera did not touch the folder. "Conditions were locked yesterday."

"He believes the room will benefit from flexibility."

"Then he should have attended and demonstrated it. Remove the folder."

The attorney looked toward Luca as if expecting a family power to overrule her.

Luca said nothing.

Sera held the silence until the folder disappeared.

At the head of the table, Sera did not introduce herself with a list of accomplishments. She placed one sheet of paper before every delegate.

"These are the terms everyone accepted before entering this room," she said. "No weapons at the table. No threats disguised as predictions. No discussion of old blood unless it changes the contract in front of us. Anyone who breaks those terms leaves."

Rocco Balestri, an aging captain with a voice damaged by cigarettes, leaned back. "And who removes me?"

"You do."

Quiet settled across the table.

Sera held his gaze. "Because remaining after you violate your word tells everyone here that your word has no value. I don't believe you came to make yourself smaller."

Balestri's mouth twitched.

He picked up the paper.

Luca felt an unwilling measure of respect.

She had not challenged Balestri's power. She had tied compliance to his pride and let him defend it himself.

It was the same kind of strategy Luca used, but hers depended on understanding what a person needed to believe about himself. Luca preferred systems. Systems did not grieve, panic, or wake at night wishing the past could be recalculated.

People did.

Twelve years earlier, Luca had believed the correct intelligence placed before the correct authority would prevent a war. Six











































































