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PROLOGUE

The Dying Man's Secret

The first drop of Salvatore Valenti's blood struck Elena Moretti's hand before she heard the gunshot.

Warm. Heavy. Impossible.

For one stunned second, she stared at the red bead spreading across the back of her knuckle beneath the emergency lights of the Bellarosa Opera House. Then the old man in front of her folded at the waist, one hand clutching the velvet curtain, the other reaching for a support that was no longer there.

Elena caught him before his head hit the marble floor.

The second shot shattered the glass display case beside them.

She dragged Salvatore behind a plaster column as crystal fragments rained over the closed exhibition hall. The opera house had been empty when she entered through the employees' door seven minutes earlier. Empty except for Salvatore, who had insisted on meeting without drivers, guards, or family witnesses.

Now footsteps struck the upper gallery.

Not one attacker. At least two.

Salvatore's weight sagged against her. Blood seeped through his white dress shirt and soaked the sleeve of her black coat. She pressed both palms over the wound beneath his ribs, but the blood pushed between her fingers with every failing beat of his heart.

"Stay with me." Her voice sounded too calm. She had spent years making it sound that way in rooms full of men who mistook volume for authority. "An ambulance is coming."

It was a lie. Her phone lay in pieces six feet away, destroyed by the first bullet.

Salvatore knew it. His mouth moved in something that was almost a smile. "You were always...a terrible liar."

"Then don't make me practice." She tightened her hands. "Who did this?"

Another bullet struck the column. Marble dust burst over Elena's hair. She lowered herself across Salvatore's body, shielding his head even as the uselessness of the gesture burned through her. Whoever had come for him would not leave a witness. And on the other side of the building, beyond three locked doors and an empty stage, the river entrance was still more than a hundred yards away.

Salvatore gripped her wrist with surprising strength. "Listen."

"I'm listening."

"The throne was bought...before I died."

The words made no sense. Salvatore had ruled the Valenti organization for thirty-two years. His eldest acknowledged son had been exiled. His second, Dante, controlled nearly every captain who mattered. If Salvatore died, Dante would inherit the empire after the council's formal vote. Everyone in Chicago understood that.

Everyone, apparently, except the dying man in her arms.

Salvatore pulled a silver coin from inside his jacket. It was too large to be currency and too old to be decorative. A crown had been engraved on one face, split cleanly through its center. A ring of tiny numbers circled the edge.

Elena recognized the sequence.

Not the numbers themselves. The method.

They were account positions.

Her father had taught her that cipher when she was twelve, using shipping invoices at the kitchen table while her mother complained that numbers were a poor substitute for bedtime stories. Marco Moretti used it only for records he never intended outsiders to read.

Her father and Salvatore Valenti were supposed to be enemies.

"Where did you get this?" she whispered.

Salvatore closed her fingers around the coin. "Your father found the door. You must...open it."

The footsteps above them stopped.

Silence pressed through the exhibition hall.

Elena could hear Salvatore breathing. She could hear the faint mechanical hum of the security lights. Somewhere beyond the column, a fragment of glass rolled in a slow circle before settling against the floor.

The attackers were listening too.

She slipped the coin into the inside pocket of her coat. "Where is my father?"

Marco had missed their scheduled call that morning. He had never missed one before. Not during customs investigations, not during the week her mother died, not even after Elena left the Moretti estate and told him she wanted a life that did not require armed men outside every restaurant.

Salvatore's eyes shifted toward the gallery. Fear passed through them. It was not fear for himself, Elena realized, but for whatever would survive him.

"Trust no Valenti who offers you a crown."

A shadow moved across the wall.

Elena reached beneath Salvatore's jacket and found the pistol at his side. The weapon felt unfamiliar but not foreign. Marco had insisted she learn to shoot before he let her drive. She checked the magazine with blood-slick fingers, steadied her breathing, and waited.

The masked man appeared at the edge of the column.

Elena fired once.

The recoil snapped through her wrists. The man twisted away. His weapon discharged into the ceiling, showering plaster across the floor, but he did not fall. She had struck his shoulder, or perhaps only grazed it. He retreated behind the ruined display case as another set of footsteps descended the gallery stairs.

Two men. One injured. One approaching from the only clear route to the river exit.

Salvatore's fingers dug into her arm. "Behind the stage. Old lift."

"I'm not leaving you."

"You are."

It was the first command he had given that night, and it carried the remains of the man who had ruled half of Chicago from the back table of an Italian restaurant. Elena hated him for it. Hated the certainty in his voice. Hated the arithmetic already arranging itself inside her head: the distance to the lift, the bullets in the magazine, the blood beneath her knees, the number of seconds until the second gunman reached them.

She could not carry Salvatore that far.

She might not carry herself.

"Tell Dante I didn't..." Salvatore coughed, and blood darkened his lips. "Tell him vengeance is the leash."

"Tell him yourself."

His gaze settled on her face. For a moment, the violence around them receded, and Elena saw not the feared Don but a father who knew he would never speak to his sons again.

"He will see what they show him," Salvatore said. "Not what is true."

The second gunman reached the bottom of the stairs.

Salvatore took the pistol from Elena. Before she could stop him, he leaned around the column and fired twice. A body struck the marble. The first attacker returned fire, and Salvatore jerked against her.

This time the bullet entered his chest.

His eyes remained open, but his hand fell away from the weapon.

"Salvatore." Elena pressed her fingers against his throat. "Salvatore, look at me."

There was no pulse beneath her fingertips.

A fire alarm began to scream.

Red lights spun across the hall, turning the blood on Elena's hands black, then crimson, then black again. The injured attacker cursed from somewhere beyond the display case. Smoke crept beneath a door near the gallery stairs. Either Salvatore's shots had damaged a line, or the killers were erasing the building around them.

Elena forced herself to stand.

She took one step toward the old service corridor and stopped when a camera above the column rotated with a quiet mechanical click.

Its red indicator was lit.

The camera had recorded her arriving alone. It had recorded Salvatore collapsing into her arms. It had recorded her holding his gun, firing it, and kneeling over his body while blood covered her coat.

But the shattered display case blocked its view of the attackers.

The footage would tell a perfect lie.

And Dante Valenti would believe it.

Elena had met Dante only three times. Once at her mother's funeral, where he stood in the rain without an umbrella and watched every person who approached his father. Once across a negotiation table, where he dismantled a union strike with six sentences and a look that made seasoned captains lower their eyes. And once in an elevator, alone, where he told her that intelligent people were dangerous because they believed they could predict the cost of every choice.

She had told him that violent men were more dangerous because they rarely bothered to calculate it.

He had smiled then. Barely. Like a knife catching light.

He would not smile when he saw this recording.

A shape moved through the smoke.

Elena ran.

She crossed behind the stage as flames climbed the gallery curtains. The old freight lift stood open, its iron cage trembling on worn cables. She pulled the gate shut and hit the basement lever just as a masked man appeared in the corridor.

He raised his gun.

The lift dropped.

The bullet sparked against the iron lattice above her head.

Elena crouched on the floor as the car descended into darkness. Her lungs burned. Salvatore's blood cooled against her skin. Inside her coat, the broken-crown coin pressed into her ribs with every shudder of the lift.

At basement level, she followed a maintenance tunnel to the river and emerged behind a row of dumpsters as sirens converged on the opera house. She expected Marco's black sedan to be waiting across the street. He had promised that if she ever truly needed him, she had only to send one empty message.

The curb was bare.

She borrowed a phone from a waiter standing outside a closed restaurant and called her father.

No answer.

She called again.

The number had been disconnected.

Across the river, fire broke through the Bellarosa roof. News alerts began appearing on the waiter's screen before Elena handed it back. One showed Salvatore's official portrait. Another carried a blurred image captured from a traffic camera: Elena entering the opera house twenty minutes before the first emergency call.

The headline had already decided what she was.

MORETTI HEIRESS SOUGHT IN VALENTI DON'S MURDER.

Elena closed her hand around the coin until its broken crown cut into her palm.

She could go to Dante. She could tell him about the accounts, the attackers, Salvatore's final warning, and the father who had vanished on the same night. She could give him the coin and hope grief had not transformed suspicion into certainty.

Then she remembered Salvatore's last clear words.

He will see what they show him. Not what is true.

A black SUV turned slowly onto the street.

Elena stepped back into the alley before its headlights reached her. She wiped Salvatore's blood from her fingers, hid the coin beneath the lining of her coat, and made the decision that would turn Dante Valenti into her enemy.

She would not surrender the truth to him.

Not until she knew which Valenti had purchased his throne.




CHAPTER 1

The Son Who Inherited Blood

Dante Valenti learned of his father's death from a man kneeling on a plastic sheet.

Enrico Bassi had been one of Salvatore's captains for nineteen years. He had eaten at the family table, carried Dante home with a bullet in his thigh, and stood beside Rosa Valenti's coffin while rain filled the open grave. None of that changed the fact that forty thousand dollars had appeared in an account bearing his dead sister's name three days before the Bellarosa burned.

Dante stood at the window of the warehouse office and watched dawn bleach the Chicago River the color of old steel. Behind him, the plastic shifted beneath Enrico's knees.

No one spoke. Rafe Costa guarded the door. Matteo leaned against a filing cabinet with his arms folded, rage held so tightly beneath his skin that the vein at his temple had not stopped beating. Luca sat at the scarred desk, reading the transfer records for the third time.

Dante rolled his father's signet ring between his fingers.

It was still warm when Vittorio had pressed it into his palm outside the opera house six hours earlier. Salvatore's body had already been taken away. The fire crews were drowning what remained of the eastern gallery. Vittorio had said nothing comforting. Men like them did not insult grief with comfort.

He had simply closed Dante's fingers around the ring and said, The city will smell weakness by morning.

Morning had arrived.

Dante turned from the window. "Tell me why she paid you."

Enrico's face had gone gray beneath his beard. "Elena Moretti never paid me."

"The account says otherwise."

"Then the account is lying."

Luca lifted his eyes from the papers. "Accounts don't lie. People make them lie."

Enrico looked toward him as if the distinction might save his life. "Exactly. Someone built this."

"For what purpose?" Dante asked.

"To put me here. To put her in the fire."

The answer came too quickly, but fear could sharpen an honest man as easily as it loosened a liar's tongue. Dante studied him without moving. Enrico's right cuff was stained with grease from the warehouse floor. His left hand trembled. His eyes kept returning to the pistol on the desk, never to the exit behind Rafe.

A frightened man watched the weapon. A guilty one measured the door.

That was what Salvatore had taught him.

Salvatore had taught him many things. How to recognize ambition in an offered favor. How to leave a restaurant without walking the same route twice. How to punish betrayal before it became contagious.

He had never taught Dante how to stand inside a world from which his father had been removed.

Matteo pushed away from the cabinet. "He gave Bellarosa's security schedule to someone. The cameras went dark except the one that caught Moretti with the gun. That's not chance."

"I didn't touch the cameras," Enrico said.

"Your access code opened the control room at eleven fourteen."

"I was at the Lexington club



























































































