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1. The Night I Said Nothing

The night I lost my family, I said nothing.

Not one word. It was the hardest thing I have ever done, and it was the only thing keeping my brother alive.

I had planned to be the one to tell him. That was the cruelest part, the detail I would turn over on bad nights for years afterward. I’d walked home from the university the long way, forty minutes in thin shoes, trying to arrange the words into an order he could survive. It was the last week I would ever walk that route. That morning a woman in the bursar’s office had slid a letter across her desk with the gentle, bloodless smile of someone who delivers bad news for a living. Unpaid balance. Final term, regrettably. By noon, an envelope from a law firm I had never heard of had cleared the entire sum without my asking. A line of thanks was not required, it said. Neither was my signature.

That was how the Corvinos did things. They solved your problem before you had finished having it, and then you owed them for the privilege.

They beat me to my father, too. They had always been better at timing than mercy.

The courier had come at four. By the time I turned onto our street I could feel it, the way you feel a storm in the air before the first thunder. The neighbors’ curtains pulled a little too tight. The porch light burning at five in the afternoon. My father’s car in the drive, parked crooked. Emilio Valenti had not parked crooked in thirty years.

I let myself in through the back door. The kitchen light was on.

He stood at the head of the table with the invitation crushed in his fist. Cream card, black ink, a border of engraved cypress branches. It had been addressed to him in handwriting so elegant it read like a threat. The House of Corvino announces the marriage of its heir, Cassian, to Ilaria Valenti.

No date. No apology. Just my name, sitting inside that sentence like a stone in a shoe.

For a long moment he didn’t look up. The clock above the stove ticked on, a ridiculous yellow sunflower my sister had bought at a street market when she was fifteen. He’d pretended to hate it. It had hung on that wall for as long as I could remember, and he had never once taken it down.

The kitchen smelled of garlic and slow-simmered tomato. On the stove, a pot of Papa’s Sunday sauce had gone still and skinned over. He’d made it on a Thursday, which he only did when he was worried. Three bowls sat on the counter, clean and waiting. He had set them out before the courier came, before any of this, because some small, stubborn part of him had been hoping I’d walk in tonight and be a girl who stayed for dinner.

“Tell me it’s a joke.”

His voice was quiet. That was how I knew how bad it was. My father did not shout. Emilio Valenti, who had buried more men than he would ever name to me, who had not lost a room in thirty years, had never needed to. His quiet was a kind of weather. Grown men checked the doors when it changed.

“Ilaria. Look at me and tell me this is somebody’s idea of a joke.”

I looked at him. I said nothing.

“One word.” He took a breath that rattled. “Say no. Say it’s a mistake. Say anything at all.”

There were eleven things I could have said. I had counted them on the walk home, one for every block between the university gates and our front door. Ten of them were true. Any one of them would have ended this scene in thirty seconds.

Any one of them would also have gotten my brother killed.

The contract had been very clear. Dario would live. I would go to the Corvinos willingly, I would go alone, and I would go silent. Not a word of the arrangement, not a hint of the price, not to my father, not to anyone. Three clauses. I had read them until the ink blurred, hunting for a loophole, and the paper had never once changed its mind.

So I kept my mouth shut, and I watched my father decide what my silence meant.

Across the room, Dario stood against the refrigerator with his hands jammed in his pockets and his eyes on the linoleum. My brother. Twenty-six years old and suddenly fascinated by the floor.

It was a good floor. I would know. I’d done my homework on it as a child, cheek against the cold tile, listening through the vent to my father’s meetings. The crack by the stove where Livia dropped the Christmas dish. The pale ring where a hot pot had once been set down. Every flaw had a story, and Dario studied them now as if he might find his own in there.

One sentence. That was all it would take. Ask him, Papa. Ask Dario what he signed. One sentence and my father’s fury would finally have somewhere else to go.

I looked at my brother. He looked at the floor.

I said nothing.

“Did they threaten you?” My father came around the table, slow, one hand trailing along the wood. “Is that it? Did Corvino put a paper in front of you and tell you to sign? Did he put his hands on you? Did he—” His voice cracked straight down the middle. “Tell me what they did, and I will fix it. Whatever it is. I’ll fix it tonight.”

The terrible thing was that he meant it. He was a man who believed love could be turned into a plan if you were stubborn enough. I had watched him try for my entire life.

I could not let him.

“Ilaria.” He was an arm’s length away now. I could smell coffee on him, and under it the thing he’d been trying to hide since August, a dry, rasping hitch in his chest that he called a cold. “Please.”

In twenty-two years, my father had never said that word to me. Not once. It went through me like a nail.

I looked at his shoes.

That was when something in him broke.

The invitation went first. He hurled it at the wall, and when that wasn’t enough, he swept his arm across the counter. The three clean bowls hit the tile and burst like something alive, white shards skittering under the stove. The ladle spun through the air and cracked against a cabinet door. A wooden spoon. A colander. The sauce pot, lid and all, slammed into the wall in a red spray that ran down the plaster like a wound. He seized the cast-iron skillet from the stove, the one my grandmother had carried from Palermo, and for one long, awful second I thought he would throw that, too.

Instead he brought it down on the table so hard the sunflower clock jumped on its nail.

“Two years!”

Now he was shouting, and I had heard my father shout exactly once before, in a police station at three in the morning, the night they showed us what was left of Livia. The sound hadn’t been human then, either.

“Two years she’s in the ground, and you want to put on their name? Sit at their table? Let them look at you the way they look at everything they’ve taken?” He hit the table again. The skillet rang like a bell. “You stand in my kitchen like a stranger. You will not even look at me. Your sister is—”

The cough took him in the middle of the word.

It folded him over the table, a hard, wet, tearing sound that seemed to come from somewhere well below his ribs. One hand clamped to his chest. The other braced on the wood, the knuckles white. He coughed until his shoulders shook, until he had to drag in air between spasms with a thin, whistling pull, and still, still, he tried to shout through it. “Your sister is—you have no—”

My body moved before I did. One step. My mouth made the shape of the word, Papa, and no sound came out of it.

He threw up one hand without looking. “Don’t.”

I stopped.

It went on for a long time. When it finally loosened, he wiped his mouth with the back of his wrist, glanced down at it, and closed his fist before I could see. There was red on his knuckles. Sauce, I told myself. Obviously sauce. The kitchen was covered in it.

I told myself that several times.

“Say something.” His voice was a ruin now, scraped raw. He had the table to hold him up and he was using all of it. “Anything. Lie to me, Ilaria. I would take a lie. I would take any lie you could think of, just don’t stand there and—”

He stopped. He looked at me for a long moment, at my dry eyes and my locked jaw and my hands, which were bleeding a little where my nails had cut crescents into my palms. I let them do that. Pain was the only thing keeping my mouth shut.

And I watched my father do the arithmetic. Silence plus a Corvino marriage. He got to the answer a man like him would always get to.

“So it’s true.” He had stopped shouting. That was what frightened me. “You chose this.”

He straightened slowly. The shaking drained out of him all at once, like a man setting down something he’d carried too far. When he spoke again it was in the voice I knew, the cold one, the one that closed doors.

“Then hear me, because I will only say this once. From tonight, I do not speak to you. Not at the door. Not at the church. Not if you crawl back up this street on your knees. Your brother will not speak to you, and no one in this house will say your name.” One breath, careful, shallow. “I buried one daughter. I can bury another.”

It wasn’t a figure of speech. I knew that the way you know the weight of a gun without lifting it.

Then he turned his back on me.

I have thought about that moment more than almost any other. Not the words. The turning. His broad shoulders, his palms flat on the counter among the wreckage, a man studying a pot of spilled sauce as if it were the most interesting thing in the world. He didn’t slam a door. He didn’t throw me out. He simply took me out of the room, the way you wipe a name off a slate.

I stood there among the broken bowls. There were things I wanted to do, and I will tell you every one of them, because I want you to know what it cost. I wanted to cross the kitchen and put my forehead between his shoulder blades the way I had at six, at ten, at fifteen. I wanted to tell him about the clauses and the contract and the number written at the bottom of the last page. I wanted to scream the truth until the plaster fell off the walls.

I wanted him to turn around.

He didn’t.

The key took a second to come off my ring. I laid it on the table where he would see it if he looked.

He didn’t look.

Behind me, Dario’s shoe scuffed the tile. “Ilaria—”

I raised one hand, palm out, without turning around. Stop. He stopped. At least he still knew how to do that.

I wanted to hate him cleanly. It would have been so much easier. But I could still see him at the funeral, twenty-four years old, holding our father upright with both arms while the priest talked. Dario, who had carried me on his shoulders through every street fair of my childhood. Dario, who once fought three boys behind the church because one of them called Livia a name. The brother I loved and the brother who had signed me away lived in the same body, and I had never found a way to separate them. Tonight I stopped trying.

My bag was still by the back door, where I’d dropped it when I came in: one canvas duffel holding everything I owned that I was willing to be seen with. Two pairs of jeans. Four books. A winter coat, the only one I had that didn’t read as a confession of poverty. The contract, folded in quarters. And a phone with a single voicemail on it that I had saved, backed up three times, and played so often I could have recited it in my sleep.

I shouldered the strap. My hand found the pendant at my throat without asking me. A crescent moon, sliced clean down the middle, the silver gone dull where my thumb had worried it for two years. Livia gave it to me the summer before she died. Half each, she’d said, fastening the clasp at the back of my neck, laughing at herself for being sentimental. So you can never lose me. She wore the other half every day of her life.

When the police returned her things, they came in a clear plastic bag. A watch. A hair tie. One earring.

No moon.

I asked about it four times. Then I stopped, because there is a point where asking turns into begging, and Valentis don’t beg.

The voicemail had come in at 11:47 p.m., forty-one seconds long. Livia’s voice, a little breathless, with an engine under it and wind across the microphone, as if she were walking fast through a place she didn’t want to be seen. Ila, it’s me. Don’t call Papa. Just call me back when you get this, okay? It’s about Dario. I think I finally figured out what he’s been—

Then a sound. Not a scream. I have listened to that recording more times than I can count, and I can tell you it was not a scream. It was smaller than that. A short, surprised breath, like someone noticing a stranger in the room.

Then nothing.

I had been asleep. That was the part I would never forgive. My phone had been on silent for an exam, and I slept straight through the last words my sister would ever say to me, and woke to nine missed calls from my father and a voice I didn’t know telling me to sit down.

No one else had heard it. Not the police, who would have asked what Dario had been doing. Not my father, who would have gone looking for the answer with a gun. Not even Dario, whose face I had watched at the funeral, searching for a flicker of guilt and finding only a grief so total it frightened me more than guilt would have.

I had carried that message for two years like a coal I’d swallowed.

The case closed in nine weeks. Wrong place, wrong night, wrong family, the detective told us, as though only one of those had been bad luck. By the following Tuesday my father had stopped saying her name, and by the end of the month so had everyone else, as if grief were a bill that silence could pay off.

I hadn’t stopped. I had only started asking different people. A paramedic who lost the thread of his sentence halfway through and never found it again. A night clerk at the records office who said the file had been thinner than it should have been. A woman who cleaned the detective’s office and had once, over the dusting, mentioned a man who came in after midnight and left with folders. Quiet people. People who owed my family nothing, and so could afford to tell me the truth, one careful sentence at a time.

It added up to a shape. I couldn’t see its edges yet, only that it was large, and that every road I walked toward it ran through one iron gate.

The Corvinos’ gate.

The black car was waiting at the curb, idling with the patience of something that had never been made to wait. The driver stared straight ahead through the windshield, a man trained not to see where he was delivering me. Across the street a curtain moved. Then another. By morning the whole block would know that Emilio Valenti’s daughter had walked out of his house and into a Corvino car, and by evening they would have a story to go with it.

Let them. It would be a better story than the truth.

I put my bag on the back seat. I told myself I wouldn’t look at the house, and then I looked at it anyway, once, in the side mirror as we pulled away. The kitchen light still burning. Above it, Livia’s window, dark, the curtains drawn exactly the way no one had touched them since the funeral.

That was all my family would have of me tonight. A shape in a mirror, getting smaller.

We drove for forty minutes and nobody spoke. Once, at a red light, the driver cleared his throat and said, without turning his head, “There’s water in the door pocket, miss.” I didn’t answer. It was the first kindness anyone had shown me in a week, and I didn’t trust it.

I watched the city thin out into hills and thought about the signing.

It had taken eleven minutes. I know because I watched the clock over the lawyer’s shoulder, a flat white disc with no numbers on it, only marks, the kind of clock built by people who wanted you to feel the time without being told it. A glass-walled conference room on the nineteenth floor. A lawyer with silver cuff links and the patient smile of a man who billed in six-minute increments. Dario beside me with his hands flat on the table, as if the table might float away.

Cassian Corvino hadn’t come. He’d sent a pen. A black fountain pen, heavy and cold, with a single letter engraved on the cap. C. It lay across the final page like a signature that had already been given.

“Your brother’s obligations,” the lawyer said, “are satisfied upon execution of this agreement. In full. Without prejudice.”

What he didn’t say, what no one in that room needed to say, was what happened to a debtor whose obligations were not satisfied.

I asked exactly one question. I turned to the lawyer and said, “Who benefits?”

He smiled with the left half of his face. “Mr. Corvino prefers that questions be asked after the wedding.”

Then I looked at Dario. I gave him one whole second, the last second in which he could have said stop. He studied the grain of the table like a man reading scripture.

I signed.

The pen was lighter than it looked. That was what undid me, how little my whole life weighed once it was written down.

In the elevator going down, I wrote my own rules on the back of a pharmacy receipt, and I recited them now like a prayer. One: never let them see what you want. Two: never ask a question you can’t afford the answer to. Three: Livia. That was all. Three rules, and the third wasn’t really a rule.

Somewhere around the thirtieth minute I understood that I was taking my life apart and sorting it into piles. What I could carry. What I would have to leave. My father’s voice went into the second pile. My brother’s face went into the first, so I would remember exactly what I was paying for.

The Corvino estate announced itself with cypress trees. They lined the drive like a funeral procession that had agreed to stand very still. The gates opened before we reached them. Men in dark coats at the gatehouse suddenly found the gravel interesting, and I understood it wasn’t respect. It was something older. They weren’t looking away from the car. They were looking away from whatever waited at the end of the drive.

The house rose out of the dark, long and pale and symmetrical, every window lit. A house with nothing to hide, it seemed to announce, which told me precisely how much it did.

Livia and I had driven past these walls once, the summer I turned seventeen, on a dare neither of us would admit to. She’d slowed the car to a crawl, rolled the window down, and looked at that house the way you look at a dog you’ve been told bites. “Pretty,” she’d said finally. “Of course it is.” Then she’d laughed, floored it, and let the road bend away behind us. It was the only time I had ever thought of those gates as a place instead of a wound.

He was standing at the top of the steps.

I had braced for a dozen versions of Cassian Corvino. The monster from my father’s stories. The prince from the society pages, all glossy photographs and charity galas. The man who had sat across a table from my brother in a room I would never see and put a price on me. I had braced for every one of them.

I hadn’t braced for quiet.

He didn’t move when the car stopped. He didn’t come down to open my door, or send someone else to do it. He just stood there with his hands in his pockets, dark suit, collar open, a face with nothing arranged on it, and the whole estate held still for him the way a courtroom holds still for a verdict. The driver stopped breathing audibly. The wind dropped, or I imagined it did. Even the guards’ boots went silent on the gravel.

I got out on my own.

I climbed the steps because I refused to wait at the bottom of them. One bag. Black jeans. A coat that had cost me three months of tutoring. He watched me come, and I watched him watch. His eyes went to the bag first. Then to my face, taking their time, neither kind nor unkind, only thorough, the way you’d read a contract before deciding whether to honor it.

Then they dropped to my throat, and stopped.

It lasted maybe two seconds. If I hadn’t spent two years learning to read men who lied for a living, I would have missed it. Nothing in his face changed, and that was exactly the tell. Everything about him went still, the way an animal goes still when it hears something move in the grass. Not surprise. Surprise moves. This was recognition, held under the surface and pressed flat.

He was looking at Livia’s moon.

Then it was gone. His eyes came up, calm and dark and utterly closed, and he said, in a voice so level you could have used it to measure a floor, “Ilaria Valenti. You’re early.”

I didn’t answer. I had spent the entire evening learning how much a person can say by saying nothing.

I had come here to find a killer. I hadn’t expected the first clue to be waiting for me on the front steps.

Cassian Corvino and I had never met. But he knew my sister’s pendant. I was as certain of that as I had ever been of anything.

And he had decided not to tell me.




2. A House That Stares

Nobody had told me a house could stare.

The doors opened before Cassian touched them. Beyond lay a hall as large as my father’s whole ground floor, black and white marble laid out like a chessboard, so that every step felt like being moved across it by someone else’s hand. Staff lined the walls, a dozen of them in gray and black, shoulders squared, every face turned toward me.

I had braced to be ignored. I could have survived that. Being ignored is a kind of mercy, a way of letting a person pass without being touched.

This was the opposite. They looked. Every one of them, down the whole length of that hall, looked at me the way you look at a dog that has wandered onto your property: not angry yet, only watchful, only waiting to learn which way it would bite. A man by the stairs rested his hand at his hip, where his jacket hung a little wrong. A woman in a gray apron took in my wet shoes, then my face, and her mouth made a small, tidy curl of contempt and put it away again.

My father’s silence had been loud. This was a different language. This was silence made of attention, a hundred small decisions being reached about me at once.

I understood then what I was. Not a bride. Not a guest. A Valenti walking into a house that had buried Valentis, and every person in it had already decided what to do about me.

“Phone,” said the woman in the apron.

She held out her palm, flat. No miss. No please. I glanced at Cassian. He was looking at the staircase, as though I were a delivery he had signed for and had no further interest in.

Three backups. A locker at the public library, a cloud account under a name no Corvino would ever guess, a drive taped inside the lining of my coat. I told myself that as I set the phone in her hand. Forty-one seconds of my sister’s voice slid into an apron pocket, and the woman didn’t even look at it. She looked at me.

“Coat.”

My stomach dropped. “It’s cold.”

“I’ll decide what’s cold in this house.” Her eyes never left my face. “Coat.”

Refusing would have told her something. I gave it to her. She folded it over her arm like a thing she intended to burn later.

Behind her, a man had unzipped my duffel on the marble and was laying out my life for inspection in front of a dozen witnesses. Two pairs of jeans. Four books. A hairbrush. He turned each item over and set it down with the care of a man handling evidence. At the bottom he found the contract, folded in quarters, and without a word he carried it across the hall and handed it to Cassian.

Cassian slid it inside his jacket without looking at it. Without looking at me.

“This way,” he said to the staircase.

Not to me. To the staircase.

I followed, because the alternative was standing in that hall being stared at by people who weren’t blinking. He didn’t slow. He didn’t glance back. Corvinos looked down from the walls in oil as we passed, generations of dark-haired men with the same level stare, each one painted holding something: a ledger, a rifle, a child, a single red rose. I noticed there were no women. Not one.

He stopped before a pair of tall doors and pushed them open with the flat of his hand.

“They’re waiting,” he said.

It was the first thing he’d said to me since the steps. Three words. He was through the doors before I could decide what to do with them.

The Corvinos had arranged themselves the way a jury does.

A long drawing room, a fire burning, every chair taken or ringed by someone standing. At the far end, in a high-backed chair carved from something dark, sat a man who could only be the Don. Seventy, enormous even seated, white hair swept back from a face weathered to the texture of old stone. A cane lay across his knees. He did not rise. He did not so much as shift.

On his right sat Ottavio, silver and still in his oatmeal cardigan, rings on three fingers, hands folded. Whatever warmth a man like that keeps for company, he’d left it somewhere else tonight. He watched me come in the way a man studies a hand of cards he has already decided how to play.

On the Don’s left, a woman in black with a face like a locked drawer. Donna Carmela, the first wife. She turned her head toward the window when I entered and kept it there.

Along the walls stood uncles, cousins, wives. Every man had a hand near his jacket. Every woman looked at me like a stain on a good tablecloth. And at the very back, by the door, standing because no chair had been left for her, was a small woman in dark green with a silver braid pinned at her nape. She didn’t look at me. She looked at a spot beside my left ear with such perfect attention that I wondered if she was looking at me with everything she had. In a room full of people sharpening themselves against me, she was the only one who seemed to be holding her breath.

“Ilaria Valenti,” Cassian said.

That was my whole introduction. No my fiancée. No our guest.

My name, delivered like an item on an inventory.

“Valenti.” The Don said it like a diagnosis. His voice came from low in his chest, gravel in a velvet bag. “Emilio’s girl.” His eyes traveled down me, my damp hem, my bare arms, my hands, and back up. “Does she speak?”

“When she wants to,” Cassian said, to the room.

“Then she can tell me why a Valenti should sleep under my roof.”

Eleven things I could have said. I had counted them on the walk home. Ten were true.

“Because your son signed a paper,” I said. “And so did I.”

The silence that followed was a living thing. Somewhere by the fireplace a man exhaled through his nose, almost a laugh.

“Paper.” The Don made the word sound like something he’d found on his shoe. “Paper burns, girl. Remember that.”

“She has a Valenti’s mouth,” Donna Carmela said to the window, in a voice like cracked porcelain. “They always did talk too much before the funerals.”

“Do we search her,” a young man murmured from the wall, a scar splitting his eyebrow, “or just wait for her to bleed on the carpet?”

Nobody laughed. Nobody told him to stop. The Don lifted one finger an inch off the cane and the young man shut his mouth, but not because he’d been wrong. Because he’d been early.

I didn’t flinch. I had spent the day learning how, and I was already better at it than I had ever wanted to be.

“Understand what you are,” the Don said. “You are collateral. Collateral is kept in a drawer until it’s needed, and it is not invited to dinner.”

I looked at Cassian. If there was a moment to be defended, this was it. He stood by the door with his hands in his pockets, studying a point on the far wall as though I were weather happening to someone else.

“She’s seen what she needs to see,” the Don said. “So have I.” He turned his face away, a king dismissing a stain. “Take her out.”

Cassian walked me down the west corridor without a word. His shoes made no sound. Mine still squeaked. At the foot of the stairs he stopped, hands still in his pockets, his eyes on a spot exactly an inch above my collarbone.

I noticed that. I had spent two years learning to notice what people worked to avoid, and he was working very hard.

“Marta will take you up.” Flat. Practiced. “Breakfast is at seven. In the kitchen.”

“The kitchen.”

“You’ll eat with the staff until my father says otherwise.” He didn’t blink. “You don’t leave the grounds. You don’t go east.”

“Cassian—”

“Miss Valenti.”

Two words, and a wall went up between my name and his mouth.

“Is that all?” I said.

“That’s all I have to say to you.”

He said it like closing a ledger. Then, before I could find anything worth saying back, he said “Marta” over my shoulder and walked away. Not toward his rooms, as I would learn. Toward the front door. A minute later an engine started somewhere beyond the walls and faded off into the dark.

Twice in one night I had stood in front of a man whose eyes had found my pendant. Once I’d watched him recognize it. Once I’d watched him refuse to look. I couldn’t decide which frightened me more.

Marta climbed the stairs ahead of me without checking whether I followed. At the end of a long, cold corridor she opened a door and stood aside.

“Bathroom’s through there. Towels are in the cabinet.”

“Is there food?”

“Dinner was at eight.”

“It’s nine.”

“Yes,” Marta said, and closed the door in my face.

The west suite was larger than my childhood bedroom, kitchen, and hallway combined, and it was beautiful the way a hotel room is beautiful: expensively, impersonally, for strangers who would be gone by morning. A bed made with corners sharp enough to cut. A bathroom of cold marble. A window onto a walled garden, black now, the cypress standing guard along the wall. No flowers. No books. No sign that anyone had ever expected me. Above the door, in the corner of the ceiling, a small black dome that I decided not to look at.

The lock on the inside was a thin brass bolt. I slid it home and stood with my forehead against the wood, listening to my own breathing.

I hadn’t eaten since morning. Somewhere across the city, three clean bowls were still lined up on a counter, and a man who had made me dinner was sitting at a table with his back to the door. I made myself stop thinking about it. The picture kept coming back.

They had returned my coat. It hung in the wardrobe with the duffel beneath it, both placed with a precision that told me someone had been in here before me. I reached for the lining out of habit, my fingertips seeking the small rectangular lump I had taped there.

My fingers went straight through.

The seam had been opened. Not torn: slit, one clean cut the length of a hand, the edges neat as a surgeon’s. I turned the coat inside out and held it up under the lamp. A sticky rectangle of tape residue marked the place where the drive had been.

The drive was gone.

Cold traveled down the back of my neck and settled somewhere around my ribs. One backup of three. I still had the library locker, the cloud account. But nobody knew about the drive. I hadn’t told a living soul. I had taped it in at the kitchen table two nights ago with the lights off.

Someone in this house had gone through my coat within an hour of my arrival, and they hadn’t been looking for money. They had gone straight to the one place a person hides something small.

Either I was easy to read, or someone had known exactly what to look for.

I sat on the floor with my back against the bed and the ruined coat in my lap, and I stayed like that for a long time.

Around midnight, footsteps came down the corridor, even, unhurried. A man’s. They slowed outside my door. I swear they slowed. I held my breath, and my pulse beat so loudly I was sure it would carry through the wood.

Then they went on.

I told myself I hadn’t been listening for them.

The knock came ten minutes later, so soft I almost missed it. Two taps. Then nothing.

I stood on the wrong side of the door for a long moment, one hand on the bolt. Finally I slid it back and opened the door a hand’s width.

The corridor was empty. On the floor outside, in the thin yellow light from the hall, sat a tray: a clay pot of tea, steam still curling from the spout. Bread. A few olives. One fig. And, folded beside the cup, a clean cloth wrapped around a small tin that smelled, when I lifted the lid, of rosemary.

No note. No footsteps retreating. No one.

I carried it inside and sat with it in my lap for a full minute, looking at it the way you look at a gift from an enemy. It could be poison. It could be a test. It could be kindness. In that house, I was beginning to understand, all three looked exactly alike.

I was starving. I ate anyway.

In a single night, someone in that house had cut my coat open, and someone else had left me tea. I lay awake for hours, staring at the dark ceiling, wondering whether they were the same person.




3. A Gun and a Glass of Water

The first time anyone pointed a gun at me, I was holding a glass of water.

I want that on the record. I wasn’t sneaking. I wasn’t snooping. I wasn’t doing any of the things I would be accused of before the night was out. I was thirsty. The carafe in the west suite was empty, and the tap in the marble bathroom had run rust-brown for a full minute before it cleared, and I didn’t trust it. I’d eaten the tray because hunger had won that argument. Thirst, apparently, was about to win another.

So at three in the morning I put my shoes on, slid the bolt back, and went to find the kitchen.

I had managed an hour of sleep, the kind you fall into the way you fall down stairs.

The house at night was a different animal. By day it had stared. After dark it breathed. Floorboards ticked as they cooled. Somewhere in the walls, pipes knocked like someone asking politely to be let out. Every hundred feet a small black dome glowed in the ceiling with a single red eye, and I walked beneath each one with my shoulders pulled in, as though I could make myself narrower than a lens.

I kept to the wall down the stairs. Past the drawing room, its doors shut now, a black seam beneath them where the jury had sat. Through a swinging door that smelled of yeast and woodsmoke, into a kitchen the size of a chapel: copper pots on iron hooks, a long scarred table where I would be eating at seven, a window over the sink full of moonlit cypress. Marta’s kingdom. I found a glass in the third cabinet, filled it, and drank it standing in the dark at the sink, and it was the best thing I had ever tasted.

I filled it again. I wasn’t ready to go back.

That was my mistake. I took the wrong door.

The kitchen had two exits, and in the dark they looked alike. The one I chose opened onto a long, narrow corridor with deep carpet and doors along only one side. The air was colder here, and it smelled of cedar oil and old paper. The portraits stopped. No camera domes. I noticed that second. The first thing I noticed was that I had no idea where I was.

You don’t go east, said something small and clear at the back of my skull. I had been told not to go east, and I had no idea which way east was.

I turned around.

A door opened behind me.

It made no sound. That was what I couldn’t forgive afterward: oiled hinges, a door that opened like a held breath. I had half-turned back, the glass in my hand, and I walked straight into the man coming through it.

My shoulder hit his chest. Water slopped over my wrist. And before I could say sorry, before I could say anything, the world rearranged itself into a single cold fact.

He had a gun on me.

I never saw it come out. I’ve thought about that since. I have seen magicians who were less fluid. One moment, a man in shirtsleeves with his collar open and his hair mussed. The next, an arm’s length away, the muzzle level with my breastbone, steady as a held note.

Ottavio.

There were no rings on his fingers. That was the detail my mind seized on, absurdly, in the one second I had to think. Three rings had been on those hands at the family’s inspection. They were gone now, and a man who takes off his rings has a reason.

His face held nothing. Not anger. Not surprise. The warmth I might have expected, that wide, toasting uncle warmth, wasn’t there either. His eyes were perfectly calm and perfectly flat, the eyes of a man deciding whether something would be worth the paperwork.

I had grown up in a house with guns in drawers. In the hall closet, in the cupboard above the fridge. I knew their weight and their smell. I knew what a safety looked like, and I looked at his thumb now, and I knew it was off.

I had never had one pointed at me.

I had imagined it; everyone does. In every version I was composed: I was Emilio Valenti’s daughter, I looked down the barrel, and I said something cold. In real life, I discovered, the body doesn’t consult the mind. The scream tore out of me from somewhere below thought, high and raw and enormous, and it kept going, bouncing off the cedar paneling and down the corridor and up the stairs.

He didn’t flinch. He leaned in a fraction, and under the noise I made he said, softly, almost gently:

“How long have you been standing there?”

Six seconds. I had been standing there six seconds. I couldn’t have told him that. I couldn’t have told him anything. I couldn’t breathe.

Then the house woke.

Doors slammed. Boots hit the floor above and below. Lights snapped on in a long, blinding sequence, and the corridor filled from both ends: men in shirtsleeves and undershirts with pistols already drawn, staff in robes, Marta in gray flannel with her hair in a braid and her face a locked door. The young man with the scarred eyebrow, shirtless and barefoot, a gun in each hand. Nine of them. I counted nine, and I would count them again later in my sleep. Every muzzle in that corridor swung toward me.

Not toward Ottavio. Toward me.

I understood, with a clarity that would have been funny in any other circumstance, that I had just made myself the most dangerous thing in the house.

“What is this?”

A voice from the far end, level, familiar.

Cassian had come in from the cold. He stood at the end of the corridor in his coat, still buttoned, rain on his shoulders, the smell of wet night reaching me even from there. He took in the whole scene in one look: me, the glass, the gun. His face didn’t change. That was the thing about his face: it never did.

“Uncle.” He didn’t raise his voice. He walked forward slowly, hands open at his sides, and stopped ten feet away. “Lower it.”

“She was in the east corridor.”

“She doesn’t know the house.”

“She knows exactly what she’s doing.” Ottavio’s eyes never left mine. The gun never wavered. “Lost girls found in the east corridor tend to be looking for something.”

“She’s holding a glass of water.”

I looked down. He was right. I was still holding it in my right fist, white-knuckled. In the whole business, not one drop had spilled but that first splash. It was absurd. It was the single most terrifying and ridiculous moment of my life, and I was holding a glass of water like a girl in a school play.

“Ottavio.” Cassian’s voice dropped, calm, patient, the voice of a man talking a dog off a bridge. “Look at me. Lower it. We’ll discuss this in the morning.”

“There is nothing to discuss!”

Now Ottavio’s voice rose, finally, ringing off the paneling. He turned his head just enough to address the crowd, and the muzzle stayed fixed on my chest.

“She is the daughter of an enemy! Her father put Corvino men in the ground. She has no right to be in this house! No right to walk its halls, no right to breathe the air of men whose sons her family buried!” He swung back to Cassian. “You brought a Valenti under this roof and told us to be polite. I will not be polite to the daughter of the men who—”

“Uncle.”

“I will not.”

Around us, a low murmur, approving. The scarred cousin: “He’s right.” A woman somewhere behind him: “Let her explain what she was doing.” Not one of them lowered a weapon. Not one of them looked at Cassian.

Cassian tried a third time. He took one more step. I watched his hand, the one with the scar across the knuckles, close and open once at his side. “Ottavio. She is under my protection.”

“She is under nobody’s protection,” Ottavio said, “in the dark, in my corridor.”

My corridor. I filed it away, even then, even with a gun on me. It was the kind of thing I couldn’t help but file.

I stood there. I simply stood there. The muzzle was a small dark eye, and it didn’t blink, and I discovered you can feel a gun with your skin: a coin-sized patch of cold right over the breastbone, as if someone had pressed an ice cube there and held it. My knees had gone to water. My hand shook so hard the glass chattered against my ring. If I fell, would he fire? If I spoke? If I breathed too deeply?

Then I heard the cane.

Tap. A pause. Tap. Slow, even, patient, the sound of a man who had never needed to hurry in his life. The crowd parted for it without a word.

The Don stood at the end of the corridor in a dark dressing gown, his white hair uncombed, both hands folded over the head of his cane. He wasn’t breathing hard. He wasn’t hurrying. He looked down the length of that bright corridor at his brother, at the gun, at me, and his face was a closed vault. A frown deepened between his brows. Not worry. Displeasure, the look of a man who has been woken and is deciding whose fault it is.

“Ottavio.”

He didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t have to. Only the name, laid on the carpet like a stone.

The gun didn’t move.

“Ottavio.”

The second time was quieter.

The silence was so complete I could hear the pipes. Nine guns, one old man with a cane. A small muscle worked once in Ottavio’s cheek, the only movement his face had made all night.

“Put it away.”

For one long, awful second nothing happened.

Then the muzzle dropped an inch. Two. Then it was gone, tucked back under his shirt as smoothly as it had come out, as if it had never existed. And his face changed. The warmth came back all at once, the wide, creased, toasting smile, like a lamp switched on in an empty house.

“Forgive me, brother,” Ottavio said. “I only protect what is ours.”

I understood, then, which was the mask and which was the face.

The Don said nothing to that. He looked at his brother a moment longer, and I could not read it, I could not read it at all. Then his eyes came to me. The first time all night. They were gray and cold and wholly without interest.

“Nobody is shot in my house without my word,” he said. “Not by my brother. Not by anyone.” A beat. “You will stay in your rooms after dark. If you are found outside them again, I will not ask what you were doing.”

I opened my mouth. Rule two. I closed it.

“Handle your property,” the Don said to Cassian. Then he turned, and the cane went tap, tap, tap back down the corridor, and the crowd closed behind him like water.

One by one, they went. The guns went back into waistbands and robes. The scarred cousin looked at me last of all, with an expression of faint disappointment, like a man who had come for a show and been sent home early. Ottavio passed within a foot of me and didn’t look at me at all. “Sleep well, Ilaria,” he said, pleasantly, to the air.

“Go back to your room,” Cassian said.

“What was he doing in—”
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