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CHAPTER ONE

Evelyn

The seat beside me was empty.

It should have been Daniel’s.

For seven hours over the Atlantic, I tried not to look at it. I tried not to notice the untouched pillow folded in its plastic sleeve, the thin airline blanket still sealed, the little screen glowing with the same welcome message it had displayed since takeoff.

Welcome aboard.

As if anything about this was welcoming.

The flight attendant leaned over the aisle with a practiced smile. “Can I get you anything else, ma’am?”

Ma’am.

Not bride. Not Mrs. Price. Not the woman who had spent eleven months choosing ivory napkins and pretending centerpieces mattered. Not the woman whose fiancé had sworn he loved her while his mouth still tasted like someone else.

Just ma’am.

I looked up from the plastic cup of red wine in my hand. “No, thank you.”

Her eyes flicked to the empty seat, then to the boarding pass tucked into the pocket in front of it.

Daniel Price.

She looked away quickly, but not quickly enough.

People always thought grief belonged to death. They knew how to soften their voices for funerals, how to send casseroles, how to touch your shoulder with appropriate sadness.

Nobody knew what to do with a canceled wedding.

A canceled wedding made people curious.

It made them whisper.

It turned your life into a story that belonged to everyone except you.

I had seen it in my mother’s tight mouth when I told her. In my sister’s furious silence. In the pitying eyes of the woman at the bridal boutique when I returned the veil with the tags still on. In the way my best friend Mia had said, “You don’t have to go,” while looking like she desperately hoped I would.

But I did have to go.

The ticket was nonrefundable.

The hotel was prepaid.

The honeymoon had been booked in my name too.

And I was tired of losing things because Daniel had ruined them first.

So I boarded the plane alone, wearing black instead of white, with my camera bag under the seat and my engagement ring zipped into the smallest pocket of my carry-on where I wouldn’t accidentally touch it.

My left hand still looked naked without it.

No, not naked.

Exposed.

There was a pale indentation around my ring finger, a soft, humiliating band of skin that hadn’t seen sunlight in nearly a year. Proof that I had belonged to an idea. Proof that I had said yes before I understood the question.

The plane hummed around me. Low cabin lights. Sleeping strangers. The scent of recycled air, coffee, and too many perfumes trapped in too small a space.

I lifted the wine to my mouth and swallowed.

It was terrible.

I drank it anyway.

Outside the oval window, there was nothing but darkness. Not romantic darkness. Not cinematic darkness. Just endless black pressed against the glass, making my reflection hover over the clouds like a ghost.

I looked tired.

Not beautifully wounded. Not tragic in a flattering way. Just tired.

My brown hair was twisted into a loose knot at the nape of my neck, strands falling around my face no matter how many times I tucked them back. My skin looked pale under the cabin lights. My eyes looked too large. Or maybe I had spent the last three weeks looking at myself like I was evidence.

Evidence of what I had missed.

Evidence of how stupid I had been.

I turned away from the window and opened the camera bag at my feet.

The familiar weight of the Nikon settled me. I ran my thumb along the edge of the body, over the small scratch near the shutter button. I’d gotten that scratch in New Orleans two years earlier, when Daniel and I had taken a weekend trip and he’d complained about how often I stopped to photograph doorways.

“You don’t have to capture everything, Ev,” he’d said.

He was wrong.

People lied.

Pictures didn’t.

Not completely.

A photograph could be framed, manipulated, cropped, edited, sure. But there was always something honest in it. A hand held too tightly. A smile arriving half a second late. A body leaning away while the mouth said love.

I should have photographed Daniel the night he came home smelling like vanilla perfume and guilt.

Maybe then I would have believed myself sooner.

The memory came hard and bright, unwelcome as turbulence.

Daniel in our kitchen, tie loosened, eyes too shiny. Me standing barefoot by the sink, holding a mug of peppermint tea I hadn’t taken a sip from. His phone lighting up on the counter.

I miss your mouth.

No name. Just the message.

As if the universe had decided to be mercifully direct for once.

He denied it for seven minutes.

Then he cried.

That was the part nobody warned you about. The crying. The way a guilty man could make himself look wounded by the pain he caused. The way he reached for me, sobbing my name, as if I was the one leaving a knife in him.

“It didn’t mean anything,” he kept saying.

That sentence had haunted me more than the cheating.

Because if it meant nothing, then he had destroyed me casually.

If it meant nothing, then my humiliation had been worth less than a mistake.

The plane dipped.

My stomach lifted. A few passengers stirred. The fasten seat belt sign blinked on with a soft chime.

I gripped the camera until my fingers hurt.

Across the aisle, an older couple slept shoulder to shoulder beneath one blanket. The woman’s hand rested on her husband’s chest. His cheek leaned against her hair.

It should have hurt.

It did hurt.

But not in the way I expected.

I didn’t envy them. I didn’t want Daniel beside me. That realization had been arriving in pieces, like light through blinds. First thin. Then unavoidable.

I missed who I had been before I knew.

The woman who trusted her own happiness.

The woman who bought a white dress and believed she deserved the way people looked at her in it.

The woman who had thought desire was something safe when it came from a man who said the right words.

I lowered the camera and stared again at Daniel’s empty seat.

Then, with a calmness that surprised me, I reached into the seat pocket, pulled out his boarding pass, and folded it once.

Then again.

Then again.

Until his name was a small, thick square between my fingers.

I dropped it into the plastic cup with the bad wine.

The paper darkened instantly, red crawling through white.

I watched until the ink blurred.

Daniel Price became a stain.

Something inside my chest loosened.

Not healed. Nothing that dramatic.

Just loosened.

The flight attendant passed again, collecting cups and napkins. When she reached for mine, I let her take it.

“Long trip?” she asked softly.

I smiled before I could stop myself.

“Long year.”

Something in her face changed. Not pity. Recognition, maybe. She nodded once and moved on.

I slept badly after that.

Not real sleep. Plane sleep. The kind where your neck aches, your mouth dries out, and your dreams come in fragments.

A church aisle.

Daniel’s phone glowing.

My mother saying, “At least you found out before.”

As if betrayal had good timing.

Then Rome appeared beneath us.

At first it was only darkness thinning into blue. Then the horizon warmed, a gold line breaking open beneath the wing. The pilot’s voice crackled overhead, too cheerful, announcing our descent into Leonardo da Vinci–Fiumicino Airport.

Passengers lifted window shades. Seat backs snapped upright. Phones appeared. The cabin filled with small signs of return: lip balm, hairbrushes, passports, the rustle of people becoming themselves again.

I pressed my forehead lightly to the window.

Italy unfolded below in muted morning colors. Coastline. Roads. Clusters of buildings washed in early light. Nothing looked real from that height. Nothing looked capable of hurting anyone.

My reflection stared back at me, superimposed over Rome.

For the first time in weeks, I wondered what I might look like to someone who didn’t know the story.

Not abandoned.

Not pathetic.

Just a woman arriving somewhere alone.

The thought was small.

I held on to it anyway.

By the time we landed, my legs felt unsteady and my heart had started doing something inconvenient. Not excitement exactly. More like fear wearing perfume.

The airport was noise and motion. Rolling suitcases. Announcements in Italian and English. Families reuniting. Businessmen moving fast. Couples holding hands as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

I moved through it with my camera bag pressed against my hip and my passport damp in my palm.

At baggage claim, I watched the carousel spit out luggage in uneven bursts. Mine appeared between a silver hard-shell case and a navy duffel. Black. Practical. Bought during a sale because Daniel said we should save the splurge money for the trip.

The trip.

I hauled it down myself.

No one helped.

That should not have felt like victory.

It did.

Outside, Rome hit me all at once.

Warm air. Exhaust. Tobacco smoke. The sharp pull of espresso from somewhere nearby. Drivers holding signs. Horns. Voices. The thick, living chaos of a city that had survived emperors, saints, wars, lovers, and women arriving with broken hearts.

I found my driver near the exit holding a tablet with my name on it.

EVELYN HART.

Not Evelyn and Daniel.

Just Evelyn.

“Signora Hart?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He took my suitcase, and I almost stopped him because I had become suspicious of every man who reached for something of mine. But he only loaded it into the trunk of a black car and opened the rear door.

The city unfurled beyond the window as we drove.

Rome did not introduce itself gently.

It pressed close. Stone walls stained by time. Scooters slipping between cars like secrets. Balconies overflowing with plants. Churches wedged between shops. Women in sunglasses crossing streets as if traffic were a rumor. Men in dark jackets talking with their hands.

My camera stayed in my lap.

I wanted to photograph everything.

I didn’t.

Some moments punished you if you tried to own them too quickly.

The driver glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “First time in Rome?”

“Yes.”

“With husband?” he asked.

The question struck before I could prepare.

I looked out the window.

“No.”

A pause.

Then, kindly, he said, “Rome is better alone sometimes.”

I laughed once. Quietly. “Is it?”

He shrugged. “Alone, you see more.”

I turned that over as we crossed the river.

Alone, you see more.

Maybe that was the problem.

Maybe that was the gift.

The Hotel Belladonna sat on a narrow street near the old heart of the city, half-hidden behind iron gates and potted cypress trees. It didn’t announce itself with flash. It didn’t need to. The building was cream stone and black balconies, its windows tall and arched, its entrance shaded by a deep green awning trimmed in gold.

The kind of place that looked expensive because it had never once tried to look rich.

A doorman opened my car door before I touched the handle.

“Welcome to the Belladonna, Miss Hart.”

Miss.

My throat tightened unexpectedly.

“Thank you.”

Inside, the lobby smelled like amber, polished wood, and lilies. Not the cheap sweetness of hotel flowers. Something darker. More intimate. As if the building had a pulse beneath all that marble.

The floor was black and white stone. The ceiling was painted with faded clouds and gold-edged figures that looked down like they knew every secret guests had ever carried through the door.

A chandelier hung above the center of the lobby, its crystals catching the morning light and breaking it into small, sharp pieces.

I paused despite myself.

My photographer’s eye woke fully.

Lines. Shadow. Reflection.

The way the gold reception desk glowed beneath low lamps. The way the elevator doors reflected the lobby in a warped bronze sheen. The way a man in a charcoal suit near the far hallway turned when I entered, then disappeared before I could focus on him.

My skin prickled.

Not fear.

Awareness.

“Miss Hart?” the woman behind the desk called gently.

I stepped forward.

She was immaculate, with dark hair pinned low and lipstick the exact color of wine before it touched air. Her name tag read Sofia.

“Welcome to Hotel Belladonna,” she said. “May I have your passport, please?”

I handed it over.

Her smile was professional and warm. She typed my name into the system, then glanced at the screen.

Her fingers stopped moving.

It was so brief another person might have missed it.

I didn’t.

Her gaze flicked to me, then back to the screen.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

“No.” She smiled again, but the warmth had thinned at the edges. “Not wrong.”

I shifted my camera bag higher on my shoulder. “I know the reservation was originally for two. It should be under Hart and Price, but—”

“Yes, I see that.”

Her voice softened on the word Price, and I hated that even a stranger could hear the shape of the wound.

“It’s just me,” I said.

The sentence came out steadier than I felt.

Sofia looked at me for one quiet second, and something like understanding passed through her eyes. Then she nodded.

“Of course, Miss Hart.”

She typed again.

The computer made a soft error sound.

Her posture changed.

Not much. A tightening in her shoulders. A tiny inhale. Her eyes moved across the screen, line by line.

Behind me, a suitcase rolled over marble. Somewhere, a phone rang once and was silenced. The lobby seemed suddenly too still.

Sofia reached for a black phone beside her monitor and pressed one button.

She spoke in Italian, too quickly for me to understand all of it. But I caught my name.

Hart.

Then a number.

Seven-oh-seven.

The air shifted.

A second staff member, an older man in a dark suit, approached from a side office. Sofia turned the monitor toward him. He looked at it.

His face went blank.

Not confused.

Controlled.

He said something under his breath.

Sofia answered quietly.

I stood on the guest side of the desk with one hand curled around the strap of my camera bag, feeling like I had walked into the wrong scene and everyone else had already read the script.

“Excuse me,” I said, sharper now. “Is there a problem with my room?”

The older man looked up.

His smile appeared instantly, polished and empty. “No problem at all, Miss Hart. We are pleased to offer you an upgrade.”

“I didn’t request one.”

“No,” he said. “It has already been arranged.”

The back of my neck warmed.

“By whom?”

Another pause.

Too long.

Sofia’s eyes lowered to the keyboard.

The older man reached beneath the desk and removed a key card sleeve unlike any hotel key I had seen. Matte black. No logo. No cheerful welcome message.

Just a gold number embossed across the front.

He held it out.

I didn't take it right away.

The lobby light slipped over the gold numbers, making them gleam like something forbidden.

“Room 707,” he said. “Our private corner suite.”

Sofia’s hand hovered near the phone, as if waiting for it to ring.

I looked from her to the older man.

Then past them, to the bronze elevator doors.

In their reflection, distorted by the metal, I saw the lobby behind me.

The chandelier.

The marble.

Myself, pale and still.

And for half a second, at the edge of the reflected hallway, a tall man in a black suit watching me.

Then the elevator doors opened, swallowing the reflection whole.

I took the key.

Sofia’s smile trembled.

And under her breath, so softly I almost missed it, she whispered, “That room was not supposed to be occupied.”


CHAPTER TWO

Cassian

The American took the key like she expected it to bite.

Smart woman.

Most guests smiled when the Belladonna gave them something they hadn't paid for. They confused luxury with generosity. They saw marble, gold, fresh lilies, low lighting, and men in tailored suits, and they believed beauty meant safety.

Beauty was never safe.

Beauty was a lock.

A lure.

A polished surface over something sharp enough to cut through bone.

From the private corridor beside the lobby, half hidden behind the bronze reflection of the elevator doors, I watched Evelyn Hart look down at the black key sleeve in her hand.

Room 707.

Her fingers tightened around it.

Not greedy. Not impressed.

Wary.

That interested me more than it should have.

She stood alone beneath the chandelier, one shoulder higher beneath the strap of her camera bag, as if she had learned to carry her own weight and did not trust anyone else with it. Her hair was gathered carelessly at the back of her neck, strands loose around a face that looked too pale from travel and too controlled for grief.

The receptionist, Sofia, said something under her breath.

Evelyn heard it.

Her eyes lifted.

There it was again.

Awareness.

Most people noticed noise. Evelyn Hart noticed silence. The pause before a lie. The breath held too long. The wrong smile on the wrong face.

I should have walked away then.

I had enough complications.

A dead man cooling beneath my hotel. A senator who should not have crossed an ocean. Lorenzo Varric circling my father’s chair like a dog who had smelled blood years ago and never lost the taste.

I didn't need an American photographer with wounded eyes and a room key she should never have been given.

Still, I watched her.

She turned, as if she felt me looking.

The elevator doors opened before she found me.

Good.

A woman like that would be dangerous if she learned too quickly where the eyes were.

“Signor Moretti.”

Sofia’s voice came softly through the earpiece hidden behind my collar.

I stepped back from the edge of the corridor. “Go.”

“She has the key.”

“I saw.”

“I didn't assign it.”

“I know.”

A pause. “The system says the upgrade was authorized.”

“By whom?”

Her silence was answer enough.

In the lobby, the older floor manager, Bianchi, gestured toward the elevators with a smile that had served this hotel for twenty-two years and betrayed nothing that mattered. Evelyn did not move. She was still looking at the key sleeve.

Seven-oh-seven in gold.

A number that meant nothing to her.

A number that meant too much to me.

“No name,” Sofia said. “Only executive override.”

My jaw tightened.

There were six people alive who could override a room block in the Belladonna system.

I was one of them.

The other five were either loyal to me, afraid of me, or too dead to type.

“Send Bianchi away from the desk,” I said.

“Yes, signore.”

“And get me the authorization log.”

“It has been wiped.”

I went still.

The lobby noise receded.

The roll of suitcases. The low murmur of guests. The bell on the front door. All of it thinned until I heard only the soft click of Evelyn Hart’s thumbnail against the edge of her key sleeve.

A nervous habit.

Small. Human.

Dangerous, because I noticed.

“Whoever placed her there knew how to cover the trail,” Sofia said.

“Everyone leaves a trail.”

“Not everyone who knows this hotel.”

My gaze followed Evelyn as she finally allowed Bianchi to guide her toward the elevators. She walked like someone pretending not to be tired. Chin lifted. Shoulders squared. One hand gripping the camera bag at her side.

Not rich.

Not helpless.

Not polished enough for this place.

That was another problem.

Hotel Belladonna was designed to make people feel chosen. Every surface whispered that they had entered a world above ordinary consequence. Politicians behaved better here because they knew worse men were watching. Wives smiled beside husbands who kept mistresses in other wings. Billionaires tipped doormen to pretend their sins had not followed them inside.

But Evelyn Hart did not look chosen.

She looked displaced.

Like someone had taken a woman from the middle of an ending and dropped her at the beginning of something worse.

The elevator doors closed with her inside.

The reflection vanished.

“Send her luggage up with Luca,” I said.

Sofia hesitated. “Not ordinary staff?”

“Luca.”

“Yes, signore.”

“And Sofia?”

“Yes?”

“Do not mention Room 707 again where she can hear you.”

Her breath caught. “She heard me?”

“She listens.”

I removed the earpiece before she could respond.

The private corridor swallowed me in amber shadows. Unlike the lobby, this passage was not built to impress. No flowers. No chandeliers. No smiling staff carrying silver trays. Just old stone, dark wood, and security cameras hidden behind antique sconces.

The Belladonna had two hearts.

The public one beat above ground, slow and golden, full of perfume, wine, and money.

The private one beat below.

That one smelled like iron, smoke, and vows no priest would bless.

I entered the security room through a paneled door that opened only to my handprint. Four men stood when I came in. They were all armed. They were all silent.

Matteo Ricci did not stand.

He sat in front of six monitors with his sleeves rolled to his forearms, one scarred hand around an espresso cup, his eyes on the footage from the seventh floor.

He had been with me since I was twenty-one and stupid enough to believe blood made a family. Matteo had survived three bullets, two betrayals, and one night in Naples neither of us spoke about anymore. Loyalty had carved itself into him in ugly ways.

He looked at me through the reflection in the monitor.

“You saw?” he asked.

“I saw.”

“Room 707 was sealed.”

“I know.”

“Then why is an American tourist on her way up with a camera?”

“That is what you are going to tell me.”

He gave a humorless laugh and tapped the keyboard. The lobby feed enlarged on the center screen. Evelyn appeared again, caught from above as she crossed the marble toward the elevators. Slim black pants. Cream blouse under a dark coat. Camera bag. No wedding ring, though a pale mark circled the finger where one had recently been.

Matteo noticed my attention.

“Reservation was originally for two,” he said.

“I didn't ask.”

“You were going to.”

I said nothing.

He clicked another file open. Her passport photo appeared beside her reservation.

Evelyn Mae Hart.

Twenty-nine.

American.

Photographer.

Chicago address.

Booked six months ago for ten nights in the honeymoon package.

The second guest line was still there.

Daniel Price.

“Where is the fiancé?” I asked.

“Not on the plane.”

“I gathered that from the empty seat beside her.”

Matteo turned slowly.

“You watched the flight manifest?”

“She is in 707.”

“You watched before that.”

I looked at him.

He looked back.

Few men could hold my stare without becoming either aggressive or afraid. Matteo was one of them. It was why he was still alive and still useful.

Finally, he turned back to the monitor. “Price canceled his seat forty-eight hours ago. She did not cancel hers. The airline marked her as traveling alone.”

“Why?”

“Do you want intelligence or gossip?”

“With women, the gossip is usually intelligence.”

Matteo’s mouth twitched once. “Three weeks ago, there was a canceled wedding notice buried in a local vendor registry. No article. No public scandal. But her social media went quiet. His did not.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning the man is either stupid, guilty, or both.”

On the screen, Evelyn stepped into the seventh-floor corridor. The camera angle caught her face as the elevator opened.

She did not gasp at the luxury.

Another interesting thing.

The seventh floor of the Belladonna was designed to unsettle even people who owned islands. Dark runner carpet. Gold wall lights. Carved doors set far apart for privacy. Fresh roses in black ceramic vases. Rome spread beyond arched windows like something conquered and offered.

Evelyn took one step out, then stopped.

She looked directly at the camera.

Not almost.

Directly.

Matteo leaned forward. “Did she just—”

“Yes.”

“Tourists don’t see that camera.”

“She is not looking like a tourist.”

“She is looking like a problem.”

On-screen, Luca appeared with her suitcase and offered to escort her. Evelyn smiled politely but did not let him touch her camera bag. Good. She still had instincts.

Room 707 waited at the far end of the corridor, behind a black door with a brass number plate no guest had touched in eight months.

Not since the last man who slept there tried to sell my family secrets to Palermo and found out the windows did not open wide enough for escape.

I watched Evelyn slide the key into the lock.

The light turned green.

Something cold moved through me.

That room did not open by accident.

“Find the override,” I said.

Matteo was already typing. “I am trying.”

“Try harder.”

He shot me a look. “Unless you want me to perform a miracle with my teeth, give me three minutes.”

I gave him two.

Evelyn entered the suite.

The screen switched to the hall outside the door. There were no cameras in the room. I did many things, but I didn't watch guests undress. Even monsters needed rules. Mine were not gentle, but they were mine.

Seven-oh-seven.

The corner suite.

The only guest room with a private balcony facing the inner courtyard.

The only guest room with a partial view of the restricted terrace below, if someone knew where to stand.

The only guest room connected, through a sealed servant passage, to the private lift that went beneath the hotel.

And now there was a photographer inside it.

Matteo found something and stopped.

I knew before he spoke that I wouldn't like it.

“What?”

“The room assignment changed at 2:17 this morning.”

“I was in the wine cellar at 2:17.”

“With Lorenzo,” he said.

“Yes.”

“The change was made from your office terminal.”

The room went quiet.

One of the younger guards shifted near the door. I didn't turn. I didn't need to. Matteo glanced at him, and the man remembered how to stand still.

“My office terminal was locked,” I said.

“Yes.”

“My office was sealed.”

“Yes.”

“Then either someone used my credentials,” I said, “or someone wants me to think they did.”

Matteo rubbed a hand over his jaw. “There is a third option.”

“No.”

“You do not know what I was going to say.”

“You were going to suggest I sleepwalked into my office and upgraded a wounded American bride into the most dangerous room in my hotel.”

His face remained blank. “I was going to say maybe your sister.”

“Valentina would set the building on fire before she touched my reservation system.”

“Fair.”

The monitor showed the hallway outside 707. Still. Elegant. Empty.

Too empty.

“Pull the corridor footage from 2:00 to 2:30,” I said.

“Already gone.”

The cold in me sharpened.

“Gone?”

“Not corrupted. Not missing. Removed cleanly.”

Clean was worse than violence.

Violence left blood.

Clean left insult.

I turned toward the glass wall overlooking the operations floor below. Men moved through shadows, preparing for the night the city above would never know existed. Deliveries rerouted. Staff schedules altered. Security rotations doubled. The Belladonna tightening around its secrets like a fist.

Tonight, the Crown Table would sit beneath my hotel.

Five families.

Two ministers.

One American senator.

And Lorenzo Varric with his old-world suits, his dead smile, and his belief that I was too young, too restrained, too American through my mother’s blood to inherit what my father had held.

Let him believe it.

Men like Lorenzo mistook restraint for mercy because they had never been forced to survive my kind of patience.

“What do you want done with her?” Matteo asked.

The question should have been simple.

Move her.

Question her.

Take the camera.

Lock down the suite.

Find out who sent her, who placed her there, and whether her broken engagement was a coincidence or another layer of bait.

A clean response. A controlled response.

The kind of response my father would have expected.

I looked at the monitor.

At the closed door of Room 707.

Behind it, Evelyn Hart was probably opening drawers, touching curtains, trying to understand why a hotel suite could make the back of her neck feel watched. Maybe she was calling a friend. Maybe she was sitting on the edge of the bed, fighting the exhaustion that came after public strength.

Maybe she had already taken out her camera.

That thought should have annoyed me.

Instead, it made my attention narrow.

“What do I want done with her?” I repeated.

Matteo waited.

“Nothing yet.”

His eyebrows lifted. “Nothing.”

“Do not insult me by repeating orders you dislike.”

“I am clarifying orders that sound like mistakes.”

“She may be bait.”

“She is definitely bait.”

“Then I want to know who cast the line.”

“And if she takes photos from that balcony tonight?”

“She will not be on the balcony tonight.”

“You plan to ask nicely?”

“I plan to make sure she has a reason to leave the suite.”

Matteo stared at me for a long second, then leaned back. “You are going to meet her.”

“I already have.”

His expression changed.

Not much. With Matteo, concern looked like irritation wearing a darker suit.

“You spoke to her?”

“In the lobby reflection.”

“That does not count.”

“It counted enough.”

He muttered something in Italian that would have offended my grandmother if she had been alive and less familiar with criminals.

I ignored him and reached for the tablet on the desk. Evelyn’s file remained open.

Photographer.

The word sat there like a warning.

I scrolled through the attached links. Professional site. Portrait work. Weddings. Editorial travel. Quiet compositions. Strong use of shadow. She photographed people as if catching the moment after they stopped performing.

That was not a skill I wanted turned toward me.

One image stopped me.

A bride sitting alone in a hotel room before the ceremony, veil pooled at her feet, face turned away from the mirror. The photograph should have been soft. Instead, Evelyn had captured something almost brutal in it. The fear beneath beauty. The loneliness inside being admired.

I enlarged the image.

Matteo noticed.

“Do you want me to run deeper?”

“No.”

“You have not even seen the rest.”

“I said no.”

He was silent for a moment. Then, quieter, “Cassian.”

I hated when he used my name at work.

It meant he was about to stop being useful and start being right.

“What?”

“This close to the vote, anything unexpected is an attack.”

“I know.”

“An American woman placed in 707 by your credentials hours before the Crown Table sits below her balcony is not romance. It is not coincidence. It is a knife wrapped in perfume.”

I looked back at Evelyn’s passport photo.

She was not smiling in it. Most people looked irritated in government photographs. Evelyn looked like she was bracing for impact. Even then. Even before Rome.

“Perhaps,” I said.

“Perhaps?”

“Yes.”

“You are doing the thing.”

“What thing?”

“The thing where you find a reason not to treat a beautiful woman like a threat.”

I turned slowly.

The room seemed to shrink around us.

Matteo did not apologize. He was too loyal for that.

“Careful,” I said.

“I am. That is why I am saying it.”

A knock came at the security room door. One of the guards opened it, and Sofia stepped inside holding a slim black folder. She kept her gaze lowered, but not out of fear. Sofia knew when a room was full of men who made decisions with consequences. She had grown up around debt collectors and priests. She understood both kinds of confession.

“The printed registration,” she said.

Matteo took it from her, but her eyes went to me.

“What else?” I asked.

“She asked who arranged the upgrade.”

“What did you tell her?”

“Nothing.”

“Good.”

“She will ask again.”

“I expect so.”

Sofia hesitated. “There is something else.”

Of course there was.

“What?”

“When she handed me her passport, there was a mark on her hand. From a ring. Recent.”

Matteo made a low sound. “We know about the fiancé.”

Sofia ignored him. Brave woman. “She did not look sad when I said Miss Hart.”

I looked at her.

“She looked relieved,” Sofia said. “Then ashamed of being relieved.”

Something moved in my chest.

Not pity.

I had no use for pity. Pity was soft cruelty. It let people feel generous while they stood safely above the wound.

This was recognition.

Worse.

“What is your point?” Matteo asked.

Sofia’s gaze stayed on me. “My point is that if someone is using her, she may not know.”

Most people in my world assumed ignorance was innocence. It was not. Innocence got people killed faster than guilt.

But Sofia was not wrong.

Evelyn Hart might have stepped into Rome believing she had finally escaped one man’s betrayal, only to be placed neatly inside another man’s war.

My war.

I looked toward the monitor again.

Room 707 remained closed.

“How much does she know?” Sofia asked.

“Nothing,” Matteo said.

I said, “Not yet.”

Both of them looked at me.

I handed the folder back. “Send a bottle of Barolo to her room.”

Matteo’s face hardened. “Cassian.”

“And an invitation to the bar tonight.”

Sofia’s mouth parted. “From the hotel?”

“From me.”

Matteo stood. “Absolutely not.”

The younger guards found fascinating things to stare at on the walls.

I slipped my hands into my pockets and looked at the man who had once dragged me bleeding out of a warehouse while my uncle’s men hunted us through smoke.

“You think I should hide from a woman in my own hotel?”

“I think you should move her to the second floor, take the camera, and put two men outside her door.”

“That tells whoever placed her in 707 that we are afraid.”

“We should be cautious.”

“I am cautious.”

“No,” he said. “You are curious.”

The accusation landed closer than I liked.

On the screen, the elevator opened on seven. Luca stepped out after delivering her luggage. He pressed his earpiece and spoke to security.

Matteo clicked the audio through.

“Bag delivered. Guest inside. She asked if the balcony faces the city.”

“And?” Matteo asked.

Luca’s voice crackled. “I told her it faces the inner courtyard.”

There was a pause.

“Then she smiled,” Luca said.

I looked at the closed door on-screen.

“What kind of smile?” I asked before I could stop myself.

Matteo looked at me as if I had confirmed every fear he had ever had.

Luca answered, “Like she wanted to photograph it.”

The silence that followed was immediate and complete.

From somewhere beneath us, through layers of stone and old secrets, came the faint sound of metal being moved across the restricted courtyard.

The stage for tonight’s meeting being prepared.

The courtyard Room 707 overlooked.

Matteo turned from the monitor, all humor gone.

“Cassian,” he said quietly, “the Crown Table arrives tonight.”

I already knew.

Then he added the part that made the day sharpen into a blade.

“And from that balcony, the American can see everything.”


CHAPTER THREE

Room 707

The hallway to Room 707 was too quiet.

Not peaceful.

Quiet.

There was a difference.

Peaceful had softness in it. A hush that invited you to exhale. This silence felt arranged. Heavy. Expensive. Like even sound needed permission to exist on the seventh floor of Hotel Belladonna.

My suitcase rolled behind Luca, the bellman, its wheels whispering over the dark runner carpet. The corridor stretched longer than it should have, lit by gold sconces shaped like half-open flowers. Every door we passed was set far apart from the next, each one polished black with brass numbers gleaming beneath the low light.

Privacy, the hallway seemed to say.

Or isolation.

Luca walked two paces ahead of me, his posture perfect, one hand on my suitcase handle, the other resting at his side. He couldn’t have been older than twenty-five, but he moved with the careful discipline of someone who had been trained not only where to stand, but when to disappear.

I noticed things like that.

Daniel used to say it made me suspicious.

I used to tell him it made me good at my job.

Now I wondered how many signs I had noticed about him and chosen to crop out of the frame.

“This way, Miss Hart,” Luca said.

His English was smooth, accented, polite.

“Thank you.”

My voice sounded strange in the hallway. Too clear. Too alone.

Room 707 waited at the end.

Of course it did.

Not halfway down the corridor. Not tucked safely between other doors. It stood at the far corner, where the hallway narrowed and turned into shadow. Its door was taller than the others, the black paint so glossy it reflected a warped version of me as I approached.

A woman with travel-tired eyes.

A woman carrying a camera bag like armor.

A woman upgraded into a room everyone seemed afraid to mention.

Luca stopped in front of the door and held out his hand for the key card.

I hesitated.

He noticed.

Not obviously. His face remained pleasant, professional. But his fingers paused in the air, and his gaze flicked once to the camera bag against my hip.

“I can open it for you,” he said.

“I’ve got it.”

The words came out sharper than I meant.

His hand lowered immediately. No irritation. No offense. Just obedience.

“Of course, Miss Hart.”

I slid the matte black key card against the lock.

The tiny light turned green.

The click sounded too loud.

For one second, neither of us moved.

Then Luca stepped forward and pushed the door open.

The room breathed out around me.

Cool air. Amber. Polished wood. A faint trace of roses, though I saw none.

I stepped inside and forgot, briefly, to be suspicious.

Room 707 was beautiful in a way that felt almost indecent.

Not gaudy. Not bright. Not the kind of luxury that begged to be photographed and posted by people who mistook price for taste. This was older. Darker. Quieter. A suite designed for people who did not need to announce what they had because everyone else already knew.

The entry opened into a sitting room with deep green velvet chairs, a low marble table, and tall windows covered by curtains the color of red wine after midnight. The ceiling was high and painted with faded gold vines that twisted around shadowed corners. A chandelier hung low over the center of the room, not crystal but black iron and glass, shaped almost like a crown turned upside down.

My fingers tightened on the strap of my camera bag.

The photographer in me woke hungry.

Lines. Light. Texture.

The way the marble reflected the lamps without giving anything back clearly. The way the curtains seemed too heavy for decoration. The way the room felt staged, but not for guests.

For meetings.

For confessions.

For secrets spoken by people who expected the walls to keep them.

Luca rolled my suitcase inside and placed it beside a carved wardrobe. “This is the sitting area,” he said. “Bedroom through there. Bath to the left. The minibar has been prepared. If you need pressing, laundry, private dining, or transportation, the concierge is available at any hour.”

I barely heard him.

My gaze had moved to the balcony doors.

They were tall, arched, and framed by those heavy curtains. Not fully closed, but drawn enough to leave only a narrow slice of glass visible between them.

A sliver of daylight.

A suggestion.

I crossed the room before I realized I had moved.

Behind me, Luca went still.

That, I noticed.

I touched the curtain.

The fabric was heavier than it looked. Thick, lined, almost weighted. The kind of curtain meant to block more than light.

I pulled one side open.

Rome did not appear.

Instead, I looked down into an inner courtyard.

It took me a second to understand the angle. From the street, the Belladonna looked narrow and elegant, all old-world charm and polished restraint. But inside, the hotel opened around a hidden center, a private courtyard enclosed by high walls and balconies. The space below was paved in pale stone, with black planters, cypress trees, and a long rectangular fountain that had been drained.

Not off.

Drained.

Men in dark clothing moved across the courtyard carrying folded metal frames, low tables, and crates marked with no visible logo. Not hotel staff. Or if they were, they belonged to a part of the hotel guests were not supposed to see.

One man looked up.

I stepped back instinctively.

My shoulder brushed the curtain.

The fabric swallowed me in shadow.

“Miss Hart?” Luca asked.

I turned.

He was watching me now. Still politely. Still carefully.

But not like a bellman.

Like someone making sure I hadn't seen too much.

“Is the courtyard private?” I asked.

“Yes.”

The answer came too quickly.

“For events?”

“Sometimes.”

“What kind of events?”

His face remained smooth. “Private ones.”

I almost smiled.

It was such a clean non-answer that I could hear the door closing behind it.

“Can guests use the balcony?”

“Of course,” he said.

But something in his eyes said, Please don’t.

Interesting.

I looked back at the slice of courtyard. One of the men below lifted a black cloth from a crate. Another gestured toward the fountain. A third stood near an arched doorway half-hidden beneath the balcony line, speaking into his sleeve.

Into his sleeve.

Not a phone.

My skin tightened.

Rome was better alone sometimes.

Alone, you see more.

I let the curtain fall back into place.

The room dimmed instantly.

Luca seemed relieved.

That made me want to open the curtain again.

Instead, I turned slowly, pretending to take in the suite like any woman upgraded beyond reason should. Like I was impressed. Grateful. A little overwhelmed.

I was all three.

But beneath that was something colder.

I didn't feel chosen.

I felt placed.

The word entered me quietly and would not leave.

Placed, like an object on a table.

Placed, like a subject under light.

Placed, like a woman positioned carefully inside a frame by someone who knew exactly what they wanted the picture to show.

“Would you like me to explain the room controls?” Luca asked.

“No, thank you. I’ll figure it out.”

“Very good.”

He gave a small bow, then moved toward the door.

My hand tightened. “Luca?”

He stopped immediately. “Yes, Miss Hart?”

“How often is this suite used?”

The question landed in the room between us.

For the first time, his polished expression faltered. Not much. A blink. A fractional delay.

“Not often.”

“Why not?”

“It is reserved.”

“For whom?”

He looked at the door, then back at me. “For special guests.”

There it was again.

A sentence that explained nothing while pretending to answer.

“Am I a special guest?”

His gaze lowered to my left hand.

To the faint ring mark Daniel had left behind.

When he looked up again, his face had softened in a way that made me uncomfortable.

“You are a guest of the Belladonna,” he said. “That is enough.”

It sounded rehearsed.

It also sounded like a warning.

He left before I could ask anything else.

The door closed behind him with a soft, expensive click.

I stood in the center of Room 707, alone at last.

For several seconds, I did nothing.

No crying.

No dramatic collapse.

No triumphant spin through the honeymoon suite I had stolen back from my own disaster.

Just silence.

Mine now, not the hallway’s.

I let the camera bag slide from my shoulder onto the velvet chair. Then I walked into the bedroom.

If the sitting room had been designed for secrets, the bedroom had been designed for temptation.

The bed was enormous, dressed in white linen and a dark green throw folded precisely across the foot. The headboard was carved wood, black as wet ink, rising almost to the ceiling. Two lamps glowed on either side, their light warm enough to flatter skin, soft enough to hide what people did not want seen.

A bottle of water stood beside the bed, along with a silver tray of figs, dark chocolate, and a small white card that said Welcome, Miss Hart in elegant black script.

Miss Hart.

Not Mrs. Price.

I sat on the edge of the bed before I could stop myself.

The mattress barely gave beneath me.

My body, which had held itself upright through airports, customs, hotel lobbies, and strangers’ eyes, suddenly remembered it was tired.

I pressed my palms into the linen.

The silence came closer.

I thought of Daniel’s empty seat. His boarding pass bleeding into wine. The relief I’d felt when Sofia said Miss Hart. The shame that followed it, quick and sour.

What kind of woman felt relief that her wedding had collapsed?

One who had been saved from a lie, maybe.

One who still hated the saving.

I slipped my hand into the front pocket of my carry-on and touched the small velvet ring box.

I didn’t open it.

I hadn't worn the ring since the night Daniel confessed. Not because I was strong. Strength would have been throwing it into Lake Michigan or selling it and buying a plane ticket somewhere obscene.

No.

I had kept it because grief made cowards of us in strange ways.

Because part of me still wanted proof that someone had once chosen me, even if he had chosen poorly. Even if he had lied. Even if the ring had become less promise than evidence.

I pulled my hand away.

“No,” I said aloud.

The room did not answer.

Good.

I stood and walked into the bathroom.

Marble everywhere. Deep green stone veined with gold. A glass shower large enough for two people, which made my chest tighten in a stupid, humiliating way. A soaking tub stood beneath another arched window, this one frosted for privacy. Small black bottles lined the vanity, their labels embossed in gold.

Belladonna.

Poison and beauty.

Of course.

I washed my hands and stared at myself in the mirror.

The lighting was merciful.

Too merciful.

It softened the shadows beneath my eyes and warmed my skin until I almost looked like a woman who had meant to arrive this way. Alone. Elegant. Mysterious. Not abandoned with a prepaid honeymoon and a suitcase full of clothes chosen for a man who did not deserve to see me in them.

I leaned closer.

“Get through the day,” I told my reflection.

It sounded pathetic.

I tried again.

“Take the picture.”

That felt better.

I changed out of my travel clothes because they smelled like airplane air and panic. From my suitcase, I pulled black trousers, a soft ivory blouse, and a silk scarf my sister had insisted I pack because, in her words, “If you’re going to be devastated in Europe, at least accessorize.”

I almost smiled.

Almost.

The blouse felt cool against my skin. The act of dressing helped. Button by button, I became less like the woman on the plane and more like someone who could survive a lobby full of strangers.

When I returned to the sitting room, the suite seemed to have shifted in my absence.

Not physically.

But the longer I stayed, the more details emerged.

The painting over the marble fireplace looked old at first glance, a dark pastoral scene with cypress trees and a narrow road. But the longer I studied it, the more the shadows looked like figures. Men watching from the trees. A woman in white near the edge of the canvas, almost hidden.

The desk in the corner was beautiful, all dark wood and brass handles. Its top was spotless except for a leather blotter and a heavy fountain pen.

No hotel directory.

No menu.

No cheerful brochure listing spa services and breakfast hours.

I opened the top drawer.

Empty.

The second drawer stuck before sliding open.

Also empty.

The third was locked.

A cold little thrill moved through me.

I tried it again.

Locked.

Hotel rooms did not have locked desk drawers.

Not for guests.

I crouched, studying the brass keyhole. Old-fashioned. Real. Not decorative. My fingers itched for the camera, but I stopped myself.

Photographing locked drawers in a hotel suite was not normal behavior.

Neither was being placed in a room that made staff go pale.

I rose and kept moving.

Near the bedroom entrance, half-hidden behind the curve of a wall, was another door.

Not the main door. Not the bathroom. Not a closet.

An interior door.

Painted the same deep black as the others, with no number, no handle on my side, and a thin seam around the frame so precise I almost missed it.

Sealed.

My breath slowed.

I touched the place where a handle should have been.

Nothing.

Just smooth wood, cool beneath my fingertips.

A service door, maybe. An adjoining suite. Old hotels had strange bones. Hidden staff passages. Dumbwaiters. Locked access panels.

Reasonable explanations lined themselves up politely in my mind.

None of them made the silence feel less deliberate.

I pressed my ear against the door.

For one second, there was nothing.

Then, faintly, impossibly, a sound.

Not voices.

Not footsteps.

A mechanical hum, low and distant, moving somewhere behind the wall.

An elevator?

I stepped back.

My heart beat harder than it should have.

The suite phone rang.

I jumped so sharply my shoulder hit the wall.

The sound sliced through the room, elegant and intrusive. I stared at the black phone on the side table as it rang a second time.

Then a third.

I crossed the room and picked it up.

“Hello?”

“Miss Hart?” Sofia’s voice. Warm, polished, but with something tight underneath. “I hope the suite is comfortable.”

Comfortable.

That was one word for it.

“It’s beautiful.”

“I am glad.”

Neither of us spoke for a moment.

I looked toward the balcony curtains. “Sofia?”

“Yes?”

“Is there anything I should know about this room?”

A pause.

Very small.

Very telling.

“I’m not sure I understand.”

“I think you do.”

The silence changed.

On the other end of the line, I heard the faint sounds of the lobby: a rolling suitcase, a low male voice, the distant ring of another phone.

Then Sofia said, softer, “Hotel Belladonna has many old rooms. Some have histories. Guests often feel them.”

“That sounds like something printed in a brochure for haunted tourists.”

A breath of amusement. Brief, real, gone almost instantly.

“You are observant, Miss Hart.”

“That wasn’t an answer.”

“No,” she said. “It was not.”

I waited.

She did not fill the silence.

So I did.

“Who arranged my upgrade?”

“I am afraid I don't have that information.”

“Or you can’t give it to me?”

Another pause.

This one longer.

“I would never want you to feel unwelcome here,” she said carefully.

“That is also not an answer.”

“No.”

My fingers tightened around the receiver.

I should have been irritated. I was irritated. But beneath that was the same awareness I’d felt in the lobby, the same uncomfortable sense that everyone in this hotel was speaking around a truth they had been trained not to touch.

“Is the balcony safe?” I asked.

This time she answered quickly. “Yes.”

Too quickly again.

“For guests?”

“For you,” she said.

The distinction landed softly.

Then she seemed to realize she had made one.

“Is there anything else I can arrange for you?” she asked, all professionalism again.

I looked at the balcony.

At the heavy curtains.

At the sealed door.

At the room that felt less like an upgrade and more like a decision made by someone I hadn't met.

“No,” I said. “Thank you.”

“Of course, Miss Hart.”

Before I could hang up, she added, “Please be careful with the balcony doors. The wind can be stronger than expected on this floor.”

Then the line went dead.

I stood there with the receiver still pressed to my ear.

The wind.

Right.

I set the phone down.

For a while, I unpacked because it gave my hands something ordinary to do. Dresses into wardrobe. Toiletries in bathroom. Camera batteries near the desk. Passport in the safe, though I hesitated before closing it because safes in strange hotels required a level of trust I didn't yet have.

Finally, I took out the camera.

The weight of it steadied me.

I photographed the room the way I photographed people: not the obvious angles first, but the places where truth gathered. The indentation in the velvet chair where no one had sat. The locked drawer. The dark reflection of the chandelier in the marble table. The slice of daylight between the curtains.

Then I went to the balcony doors.

For one minute, I only stood there.

Listening.

The room was so silent I could hear my own pulse.

Then I pulled the curtain back.

The courtyard had changed.

More men now. More movement. The drained fountain had been covered with a long black platform. Chairs were being arranged in a semicircle beneath the balconies, but not hotel chairs. These were heavier, darker, formal in a way that made the setup feel less like an event and more like a trial.

At the center of the platform stood a table.

On it, someone placed a black box.

Even from the seventh floor, I could tell it wasn't decorative.

I lifted my camera.

The lens found the box instantly.

My finger hovered over the shutter.

Then stopped.

Below, a man in a dark suit looked up.

Not randomly.

Directly at my balcony.

I stepped back so fast the curtain slipped from my hand and fell closed between us.

My breath came shallow.

For several seconds, I waited for a knock at the door.

Just silence.

Again.

I lowered the camera.

“What the hell is this place?” I whispered.

A soft knock answered me.

My whole body went still.

Not the main door buzzer. Not a phone.

A real knock.

Three precise taps.

I moved carefully through the sitting room, camera still in my hand. Through the peephole, I saw a waiter in a white jacket holding a silver tray.

I opened the door with the chain still engaged.

“Yes?”

“Compliments of the hotel, Miss Hart.”

His gaze flicked to the chain, then away.

On the tray sat a bottle of red wine, dark glass, gold label. Beside it, one crystal glass and a black envelope.

Not white.

Black.

My stomach tightened.

“I didn’t order anything.”

“No, Miss Hart.”

He offered no further explanation.

Of course he didn’t.

I closed the door, removed the chain, and opened it fully.

He entered just far enough to set the tray on the marble table. His movements were efficient, silent. He did not look toward the balcony. He did not look toward the sealed interior door.

Everyone in this hotel had perfected the art of not looking.

“Would you like me to open the wine?” he asked.

“No. Thank you.”

“As you wish.”

He left with a slight bow.

The door closed.

I stared at the tray.

The bottle was Barolo. I knew enough from Daniel’s attempts to become the kind of man who ordered expensive wine confidently to recognize the name. This one looked old. Serious. The label was cream and black, the year printed in small gold numbers.

The envelope beside it was thick, matte black, sealed with no wax, no logo.

My name was written across the front.

Evelyn Hart.

Not typed.

Written.

A masculine hand. Controlled. Elegant. Almost severe.

I set the camera down slowly.

The room seemed to lean closer.

I opened the envelope.

Inside was a black card.

Seven words would have been enough to make me curious.

The ones written there made something warmer and more dangerous move through me.

The Belladonna is most beautiful after dark. Join me at the bar at nine. — C.


CHAPTER FOUR

The Invitation

The Belladonna had survived kings, dictators, cardinals, actresses, bankers, and men who believed money could erase the sound of begging.

It had survived because the walls knew how to keep secrets.

Tonight, those walls felt too thin.

I stood in my office with the doors locked, my jacket hanging open, my cuff links untouched on the desk, and three live feeds glowing across the monitor built into the wall.

The restricted courtyard.

The seventh-floor corridor.

The private entrance beneath Via Sant’Agata.

Three veins of the same body. All of them pulsing wrong.

On the courtyard feed, men in black moved beneath the pale afternoon light, arranging the space for the Crown Table. The drained fountain had been covered. The chairs had been placed. The black box had been set at the center like an altar.

It was not an altar.

Altars were for gods.

The Crown Table worshipped debt.

On the seventh-floor feed, the hallway outside Room 707 remained empty. Silent. Elegant. The door at the end of the corridor looked harmless if a man did not know better.

Behind that door was Evelyn Hart.

American. Twenty-nine. Photographer. Betrayed bride.

Possible bait.

Possible innocent.

Possible weapon.

That was the problem with beautiful things placed too carefully in dangerous rooms. Sometimes they were traps. Sometimes they were offerings. Sometimes they were both.

“She opened the curtains,” Matteo said behind me.

“I know.”

“She saw the courtyard.”

“I know.”

“She lifted the camera.”

My hand stilled on the cuff link.

Matteo did not need to say the rest. He had been saying it with every breath since the moment Evelyn stepped off the elevator.

Move her.

Question her.

Take the camera.

Break the trap before it closed.

A sensible plan.

A stupid plan.

Whoever placed Evelyn in Room 707 wanted me to react. That was the elegance of it. If I moved her immediately, I confirmed the room mattered. If I took her camera, I confirmed what she could see mattered. If I locked her down, I confirmed she mattered.

I hadn't inherited the Belladonna by confusing motion with control.

“She did not take the picture,” I said.

Matteo made a low sound. “You don’t know that.”

“I do.”

“Because?”

“Because the courtyard camera caught her hand through the glass. Finger above the shutter. Not pressing it.”

“You watched frame by frame.”

“Yes.”

“Of course you did.”

I fastened the first cuff link. Black onyx. Gold edge. My father’s pair. He had worn them the night he died and still managed to leave one scratch across the left stone. A small imperfection no one noticed unless they knew to look.

I knew to look.

I knew to look for everything.

Except, apparently, who had used my office terminal to place a wounded American photographer in the most dangerous suite in my hotel.

“Run the override again,” I said.

Matteo stood near the bookshelves with his arms crossed, large and displeased in a charcoal suit that did nothing to soften him. “I have run it six times.”

“Run it a seventh.”

“Poetic.”

“Useful.”

“No,” he said. “Obsessive.”

I looked at him through the mirror above the bar cart.

He met my gaze without flinching.

Matteo had spent too many years at my side to fear my silence. It was one of the reasons I trusted him. Also one of the reasons he annoyed me.

“The system says the upgrade came from your office terminal at 2:17 this morning,” he said. “Your credentials. Your authorization code. Your device signature. The corridor footage outside your office during the window is gone. The internal log is wiped. Whoever did it knew our architecture, our blind spots, and your habits.”

“My habits?”

“You do not check guest assignments before seven unless the Crown Table is involved.”

“That is not a habit. That is delegation.”

“That is a habit with better shoes.”

I turned from the mirror and gave him my full attention.

He was not finished.

“She arrived with a camera,” Matteo said. “She was assigned to 707. She immediately noticed the balcony angle. She asked Luca if it faced the city. She asked Sofia if there was anything she should know about the room. She found the curtains unusual. She is not walking through this hotel blind.”

“No,” I said. “She is not.”

“That does not make her innocent.”

“It makes her useful.”

“It makes her dangerous.”

“Those are often the same thing.”

Matteo’s mouth tightened.

Outside my office windows, late afternoon pressed gold against the Roman rooftops. The city looked innocent from up here. Domes, terraces, laundry lines, old stone warmed by light. Rome had always been good at pretending its violence belonged to history.

It did not.

Violence lived beautifully here.

It sat in private dining rooms and shook hands under frescoed ceilings. It wore cologne and ordered wine older than the women it lied to. It kissed rings. It funded museums. It learned English for politics and Latin for theater.

Tonight, it would sit beneath my hotel and decide whether I was still useful enough to obey.

And upstairs, in Room 707, Evelyn Hart had almost photographed the stage.

Almost.

The word bothered me.

A woman who stopped herself before the shutter was not careless.

A woman who asked questions that made staff uncomfortable was not stupid.

A woman who traveled alone to Rome with a canceled honeymoon ticket and still held her spine straight beneath public pity was not weak.

That was the part Matteo would not understand because he didn't want to.

Weak women made him easier to protect.

Evelyn Hart would not be easy.

My phone vibrated once on the desk.

Sofia.

I answered without putting it to my ear. “Yes.”

“She received the wine.”

“And the card?”

“Yes.”

“Her reaction?”

A pause.

I pictured Sofia at the concierge desk, one hand near the phone, the other arranging her expression for whichever guest stood too close.

“She read it twice,” Sofia said.

“Only twice?”

“Three times.”

Matteo rolled his eyes toward the ceiling.

I ignored him. “Did she ask who sent it?”

“No.”

Interesting.

“She looked at the handwriting,” Sofia continued. “Then at the balcony. Then at the sealed door.”

My fingers tightened around the phone.

“She found the door?”

“She is a photographer, signore. She finds edges.”

Not an answer. Better than one.

“What else?” I asked.

“She asked me earlier if the room was safe.”

Matteo unfolded his arms.

“What did you say?” I asked.

“I said the balcony was safe for her.”

I closed my eyes.

Sofia was intelligent enough to survive this hotel and compassionate enough to occasionally endanger herself inside it. A difficult combination.

“For her,” I repeated.

“I chose my words poorly.”

“No. You chose them honestly.”

The line went quiet.

When Sofia spoke again, her voice was softer. “She does not feel upgraded.”

Matteo scoffed under his breath.

I said nothing.

Sofia continued anyway. “Most guests enter a suite like that and believe the hotel has flattered them. She looked as if someone had moved her into position.”

There it was.

The thing I had noticed in the lobby but not wanted named.

Placed.

That was how Evelyn had looked holding the key. Not chosen. Placed.

A woman with a camera would know the difference.

“Do you think she will come downstairs?” I asked.

“I think she wants to know why she was invited.”

“That is not the same as wanting to see me.”

“No,” Sofia said. “But curiosity is more reliable than attraction in frightened women.”

Matteo looked at me as if to say, See? Even she knows this is a bad idea.

I kept my gaze on the courtyard feed. A man rolled a black carpet across the platform. Another adjusted the lighting beneath the balconies, angling the fixtures so the table would be illuminated while the watchers above remained in darkness.

Old theater.

Old cruelty.

“Have a table prepared at the bar,” I said. “The west corner. No staff within hearing distance unless called.”

“Yes, signore.”

“And Sofia?”

“Yes?”

“If she asks about me, tell her the truth.”

Another pause.

“Which truth?”

That was the question, wasn’t it?

I looked at the monitor showing Room 707’s door.

“Tell her I own the hotel.”

“And the rest?”

“The rest is not lobby conversation.”

“Understood.”

I ended the call.

Matteo stared at me.

“What?” I asked.

“You are inviting a possible surveillance asset to a public room beneath Crown Table security, telling Sofia to admit you own the hotel, and allowing the woman to keep the camera.”

“Yes.”

“I preferred you when you made terrible decisions more privately.”

“She is not a surveillance asset.”

“You do not know that.”

“No. But whoever placed her in that room wants me to treat her like one.”

“And instead?”

“I will treat her like a woman who knows something is wrong and wants to know whether I will lie to her face.”

Matteo went still.

He understood then.

Not all of it. Not the way my attention had snagged on Evelyn’s face in her passport photo, on the ring mark, on the way she had looked into the seventh-floor camera as if staring back through my entire system.

But he understood strategy.

“If she believes you lied,” he said, “she becomes harder to control.”

“If she believes I am afraid of her, she becomes valuable to someone else.”

“She is already valuable.”

“Not yet.”

“Cassian.”

I walked to the bar cart and poured mineral water into a glass. The decanter of red wine beside it caught the light, dark as a vein. I didn't drink before Crown Table meetings. A man needed every nerve awake when old men smiled.

“She has not photographed anything that matters,” I said.

“That we know of.”

“If she had, the trap would have already sprung.”

“Maybe it has.”

A knock sounded at the office door.

Matteo’s hand shifted beneath his jacket.

I glanced at the security panel. Sofia stood outside alone.

“Open,” I said.

The lock released.

Sofia entered with a black folder pressed against her chest. She had changed nothing about her appearance since the lobby—same pinned hair, same wine-dark lipstick, same controlled expression—but she looked more tired.

Hotels exhausted the people who knew what happened behind the walls.

“Forgive the interruption,” she said.

“You’re not interrupting.”

Matteo made a sound that suggested she absolutely was.

Sofia ignored him, as usual. “The American asked for no one to enter the room without permission.”

“She said that?”

“Not in those words.”

“In what words?”

“She kept the chain on when room service delivered the wine.”

Matteo muttered, “Good.”

I agreed with him, which irritated us both.

“She also placed her camera on the table before opening the envelope,” Sofia added.

“Facing the door?” I asked.

Sofia’s eyes flickered.

“Yes.”

Smart woman.

If anything happened, the camera might capture what her fear missed.

Matteo looked at me. “Still think she is innocent?”

“I think she is cautious.”

“Cautious women can still be sent.”

Sofia stepped closer. “Sent women do not ask if balconies are safe. They already know where to stand.”

Matteo’s gaze sharpened. “Unless they are pretending not to.”

“Then she is the best actress I have ever checked into this hotel,” Sofia said.

“Careful,” he warned.

She lifted her chin. “I am being careful. That is why I am telling you she is frightened.”

I looked at her. “Of what?”

“The room,” Sofia said. “The staff. The silence. You.”

“She has not met me.”

“No,” Sofia said. “But she has felt you.”

Matteo’s expression became murderous with patience.

I should have corrected her.

I didn't.

Because she was right.

The Belladonna carried my touch. Not in the sentimental way poets ruined decent thoughts. In the practical way power left marks. Staff lowered their voices when I entered a corridor. Security changed posture. Rooms opened or stayed locked by my decision. The hotel breathed around me because I had trained it to.

If Evelyn was as observant as she seemed, she would feel that.

And if she felt that, she would arrive at the bar already defending herself.

Good.

I preferred truth to charm.

Most days.

“What is in the folder?” I asked.

Sofia handed it to me. “Daniel Price.”

A quiet change moved through the room.

Even Matteo stopped looking annoyed.

I opened the file.

Not much. Flight cancellation. Public social media. A few vendor references. Corporate employment profile. Photographs from engagement parties and charity dinners. A handsome man with a groomed smile, soft hands, and the smug ease of someone who had never been punched hard enough to learn humility.

Evelyn stood beside him in several images.

Different woman.

Same bones, same eyes, same mouth. But her smile was unguarded there. Open. She leaned toward him in one picture while he looked past her toward someone outside the frame.

I knew that look.

Men who enjoyed being admired often forgot to admire back.

I turned the page.

There was one photo from what must have been the engagement shoot. Daniel held Evelyn from behind, his mouth near her temple, her left hand visible against his chest. The ring caught the light. She looked happy, but not simple. Evelyn did not seem like a woman easily fooled.

That made the betrayal worse.

Being deceived did not mean you were blind.

Sometimes it meant someone had learned exactly where you trusted.

“Why bring me this?” I asked.

Sofia’s gaze lowered to the image. “Because she is not just a room assignment.”

Matteo said, “Everyone is a room assignment until proven otherwise.”

Sofia looked at him. “That is why women do not tell men like you the truth until it is too late.”

His eyebrows rose.

I almost smiled.

“Enough,” I said.

Sofia stepped back, but the point remained in the room like smoke.

Evelyn Hart was wounded.

That did not make her harmless.

It did mean that if I handled her like a threat before knowing whether she was one, I would become exactly what she expected men to be.

Possessive.

Controlling.

Certain I had the right to decide what she could survive.

I had no objection to being feared.

I objected to being predictable.

“Where is she now?” I asked.

Matteo checked his phone. “Still in the room.”

“No hallway movement?”

“No.”

“Balcony?”

“Curtains closed.”

“For now.”

“For now,” he agreed.

Below, on the courtyard feed, the black box was opened. Inside lay the sealed ledger used only for succession challenges, debt confirmations, and death votes. Its cover was old leather, darkened by oil and hands and time. My father had once told me the ledger weighed more each year because every name written in it left a little soul behind.

My father had enjoyed theatrical lies.

The ledger weighed more each year because men kept adding paper.

A message appeared on my phone.

Private entrance active.

First arrivals.

I buttoned my jacket.

Matteo noticed. “You are still going to the bar.”

“Yes.”

“The Crown Table begins at ten.”

“She was invited at nine.”

“That gives you less than an hour.”

“Then I should not waste it.”

“She may not come.”

“She will.”

“You sound certain.”

“I am not.”

I didn't know if Evelyn would come downstairs. She might stay in the suite with the chain on, camera pointed at the door, watching the courtyard through a slit in the curtains. She might call the airline and book the next flight home. She might take photos of the sealed door and locked drawer and every mistake my enemies had made by underestimating her attention.

Or she might come to the bar because curiosity was stronger than fear.

Because grief made a woman crave proof that the world could still surprise her.

Because the note had been written by a man she hadn't yet met, and she was too intelligent not to wonder why he knew exactly where to send it.

I adjusted my cuffs.

The man in the mirror looked the way he was supposed to look. Tailored black suit. White shirt. No tie. Hair controlled. Face calm. Tattoos hidden except for the edge of black ink at my wrist.

A hotel owner.

A criminal heir.

A man who had learned young that desire was a liability unless you taught it to kneel.

I thought of Evelyn reading the card.

The Belladonna is most beautiful after dark.

A lie.

The Belladonna was most honest after dark.

Beauty was the mask it wore when the knives came out.

Sofia moved toward the door, then stopped. “Signor Moretti?”

I looked at her.

“If she comes,” she said, “do not pity her.”

The advice was unexpected enough that Matteo glanced up.

“I don’t pity her,” I said.

“Good. She will hate that.”

“I know.”

Sofia studied me for a heartbeat too long. “And do not let her think you are saving her.”

“I may be.”

“No,” she said quietly. “You may be protecting her. That is not the same.”

Then she left before Matteo could decide whether to be offended on my behalf.

The door closed behind her.

For several seconds, neither of us spoke.

Then Matteo said, “I like her less when she is right.”

“You like everyone less when they are right.”

“I make an exception for myself.”

I reached for my watch on the desk and fastened it around my wrist.

The hour hand sat just before eight.

One hour until Evelyn Hart either walked into my bar or proved she had better instincts than I hoped.

Two hours until the Crown Table.

One night until the trap either revealed its maker or closed around all of us.

Matteo stepped in front of the door before I could reach it.

A lesser man would have moved.

Matteo was not lesser.

“You need to hear me clearly,” he said.

“I usually do.”

“No. You usually listen and then decide whether truth is useful.”

“That is what truth is for.”

His face hardened. “If she comes downstairs, keep her away from the east hall, the cellar lift, and any window facing the courtyard. Do not let her touch her camera. Do not answer questions you don't have to answer. And do not forget that every man arriving tonight would slit her throat if it protected his seat.”

My jaw tightened.

The image came too easily.

Evelyn’s throat.

Lorenzo’s hands.

Blood on black marble.

“I haven't forgotten,” I said.

“You looked like you had.”

I stepped closer.

The room cooled around us.

“I forget nothing.”

Matteo held my stare. “Then remember this. If she photographs the wrong thing, she doesn't become a guest with questions. She becomes evidence.”

“I know.”

“And leverage.”

“I know.”

“And if they learn you care whether she breathes, she becomes a weapon pointed at your head.”

My smile was slow and without humor. “Then let us make sure they learn nothing.”

Matteo did not smile back.

Outside the office, the hotel shifted toward night. Somewhere above us, Room 707 waited with its sealed door and forbidden view. Somewhere inside it, Evelyn Hart had my wine, my invitation, and more questions than I could afford to answer.

I reached for the door.

Matteo’s voice stopped me.

“And if she refuses your invitation?”

I looked back.

The monitor behind him showed the seventh-floor hallway. Empty. Still. The black door at the end holding its breath.

“Then I go upstairs and ask her what she saw.”


CHAPTER FIVE

The Man in the Bar

At eight forty-seven, I decided I wasn't going.

At eight fifty-two, I changed my blouse.

At eight fifty-eight, I stood in front of the mirror in Room 707 and hated the fact that my hands were steady.

If they had shaken, I could have blamed fear.

Steady hands meant some part of me wanted this.

The black card lay on the marble vanity beside the lipstick I had almost not put on.

The Belladonna is most beautiful after dark. Join me at the bar at nine. — C.

Not please.

Not if you would like.

Join me.

The arrogance should have annoyed me more than it did.

It did annoy me.

It also made my pulse do something embarrassing every time I looked at the handwriting.

Controlled. Elegant. Severe.

Like the room. Like the hotel. Like the invisible hand that had placed me here and expected me to either obey or wonder why I didn’t.

I leaned closer to the mirror and studied myself the way I studied a photograph before deciding whether it was honest.

Black trousers. Ivory silk blouse. Hair down now, brushed loose around my shoulders because the bun had made me look like a woman trying to keep herself from falling apart. Small gold earrings. A dark red mouth I had chosen at the last second because I was tired of looking like someone grief had rinsed clean.

The lipstick was not for him.

I told myself that twice.

The second time almost convinced me.

My camera bag sat on the chair near the bed.

I looked at it for a moment.

Taking it downstairs felt defensive. Leaving it behind felt vulnerable. Either choice said too much.

I hated that a stranger had already made me think this hard about where I placed my own camera.

In the end, I took it.

Not because I expected to use it.

Because I felt better with the weight against my hip.

Before leaving, I crossed to the balcony curtains.

The room had changed since sunset. The lamps had warmed. The windows had gone black, turning the suite into a reflection of itself. I could see the chandelier behind me, the curve of the velvet chair, my own silhouette standing near the glass.

Beyond the narrow part in the curtains, the courtyard glowed.

Not brightly.

Strategically.

Lights had been placed low along the stone, washing the black platform in gold and leaving the balconies above in shadow. The chairs below were empty now, arranged in a semicircle around the black box on the table. Waiting.

For what, I didn't know.

A dinner?

A ceremony?

A trial?

Whatever it was, the Belladonna had not put it on the events calendar.

I reached for my camera.

Then stopped.

The man below had looked directly at me earlier.

Not up.

At me.

My fingers curled away from the camera body.

“No,” I whispered.

Not because I was afraid.

Because I wasn't stupid.

I let the curtain fall shut and walked to the door.

The hallway was empty when I stepped out. Too elegant. Too quiet. The kind of quiet that made every sound I made feel like a confession. My heels whispered over the carpet as I moved toward the elevator.

Halfway down the corridor, I glanced back.

Room 707 waited at the end, black door closed, gold numbers gleaming.

For some reason, leaving it didn't feel like escape.

It felt like walking deeper in.

The elevator arrived without a sound.

Inside, the bronze walls reflected me from every angle. My face. My camera bag. My mouth. My eyes looking sharper than I felt.

As the doors slid shut, I remembered the man I had seen reflected in the lobby earlier.

Tall. Dark suit. Stillness like a warning.

C.

My stomach tightened.

The elevator descended slowly.

Seven.

Six.

Five.

At four, it stopped.

The doors opened to an empty hallway.

No one got in.

I waited, my hand tightening on the strap of my camera bag.

The air outside the elevator smelled faintly of cigar smoke and something metallic beneath the hotel’s amber perfume. Far down the hall, a man in a dark suit stood with his back to me, speaking quietly into his phone.

He turned his head.

Not enough for me to see his face.

Enough for me to know he was aware of me.

The doors closed.

My pulse resumed.

“Ridiculous,” I muttered to myself.

The elevator continued down.

When the doors opened onto the lobby, the Belladonna had transformed.

Daylight had made it beautiful.

Night made it dangerous.

The chandelier burned low, all gold and shadow. Candles had appeared on side tables. The lilies smelled darker now, almost narcotic. Guests moved through the lobby in evening clothes, but there were fewer of them than I expected. Voices stayed low. Laughter rose and disappeared quickly, as if the hotel swallowed anything too bright.

Sofia stood behind the reception desk.

She saw me immediately.

Her gaze moved over my face, my blouse, my camera bag, then softened with something I didn't want to name.

Approval, maybe.

Concern, definitely.

“Miss Hart,” she said. “Good evening.”

“Good evening.”

“You found the bar?”

“I’m hoping the mysterious note writer assumed I could follow signs.”

Her mouth curved. “He assumes many things.”

The sentence landed too close to my skin. I hated that I could already imagine the mouth behind it: calm, controlled, too certain of being obeyed.

The way she said he made the air shift.

“You know who sent it.”

“Yes.”

“That would have been useful information to include with the wine.”

“Would it have changed whether you came?”

I opened my mouth.

Closed it.

Sofia’s smile became almost real.

“Through the archway to the left,” she said. “The bar is called Il Santo.”

“The Saint?”

“Yes.”

“Is that meant to be ironic?”

This time, she almost laughed.

Then her eyes flicked past my shoulder, and the amusement vanished.

I turned.

At the far side of the lobby, a man in a dark suit watched me.

He was built like restraint given a body: broad shoulders, dark hair, one tattooed hand resting against a glass he had not lifted. He did not look at me like a man trying to be noticed. He looked like a man deciding whether I was already his problem.

Not the man from the elevator corridor.

Older. Broader. Scar across one eyebrow. He stood near a marble column with the posture of someone pretending not to guard a door. His gaze dropped to my camera bag before returning to my face.

I looked back at Sofia.

“Should I be worried?”

“In Rome?” she asked softly. “Always a little.”

“That’s not comforting.”

“It was not meant to be.”

Before I could ask another question, she gestured toward the archway.

I followed it.

Il Santo was not a hotel bar in the usual sense.

There were no bright bottles lined up like candy, no tourists laughing too loudly over cocktails named after landmarks, no bartender tossing shakers with theatrical flair.

This room was darker.

Older.

The walls were paneled in black wood. Low amber lights glowed behind shelves of liquor. Small round tables sat beneath framed oil paintings of saints who looked more like sinners with better lighting. A long mirror stretched behind the bar, reflecting the room in fragments: hands around glasses, lips near ears, shadows leaning close.

A pianist played somewhere unseen.

Not a song I recognized.

Something slow and minor, elegant enough to be expensive, sad enough to be honest.

I stopped just inside the entrance.

My eyes adjusted.

The west corner had been set apart without looking reserved. A small table. Two leather chairs. A candle. One glass of red wine already poured.

And him.

He stood when he saw me.

Not abruptly.

Not like a man surprised.

Like a man who had been waiting and had known exactly when I entered.

Tall. Black suit. White shirt open at the throat. No tie. Dark hair swept back, not perfectly, which made the rest of him look more intentional. He had the kind of face cameras loved and women probably regretted. Strong bones. Controlled mouth. Eyes that looked almost black in the low light until the candle caught them and revealed something warmer beneath.

Black ink traced the edge of his left wrist where his cuff had shifted, a promise of more hidden under the shirt and suit. Nothing about him invited me to look. That was the problem. My body looked anyway.

Gold, maybe.

Or danger pretending to be warmth.

The man from the reflection.

C.

My body recognized him before my mind decided whether to be afraid.

That irritated me.

He did not smile.

Neither did I.

I crossed the bar slowly because rushing would have given him too much. His gaze never dropped in the obvious way. Somehow that made it worse. He looked at me like he noticed everything without needing to prove it.

My camera bag.

My red mouth.

The way my left hand stayed close to my side.

The way I watched the exits before I reached him.

When I stopped at the table, he inclined his head.

“Miss Hart.”

His voice was low, accented, and ruinously calm.

Not thickly Italian. Something more complicated. Italian shaped by years of American schools or American mothers, polished by old money and darker rooms.

“You have an advantage,” I said.

His eyes shifted. “Do I?”

“You know my name.”

“Evelyn Hart.”

Hearing it in his voice should not have felt intimate.

It did.

I hated that too.

“And you are?” I asked.

“Cassian Moretti.”

The name landed with weight.

Not because I knew it.

Because the room did.

The bartender looked down.

A woman at a nearby table lowered her voice.

Even the pianist seemed to soften the keys.

Cassian Moretti noticed me noticing.

“You own the hotel,” I said.

“I do.”

“At least that explains the wine.”

“Does it?”

“It explains access.”

His mouth moved, not quite a smile. “And what does access explain?”

“That you’re used to doors opening.”

This time, the smile appeared.

Barely.

It changed his face less than it changed the air around him.

“Sit with me,” he said.

I arched a brow.

“Please,” he added.

Not because he had forgotten.

Because he wanted me to know he had chosen to.

I sat.

He waited until I was settled before taking the chair across from me. That small courtesy should have felt old-fashioned. Instead, it felt deliberate, like every motion had been stripped of accident.

The table between us was narrow.

Not intimate enough to be romantic.

Intimate enough to be dangerous.

My glass waited untouched.

Red wine.

Of course.

Barolo again, probably. I wondered if he had chosen it because of the bottle upstairs or because this entire hotel ran on red wine and secrets.

“I didn’t drink the one you sent,” I said.

“I know.”

My fingers stilled on the edge of the table.

He watched them.

“You know?”

“I assumed.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“No,” he said. “It is not.”

“You make a habit of sending wine to women you’ve never met?”

“I have met you.”

“No. You watched me.”

A pause.

There.

A tiny one.

Not guilt.

Interest.

His gaze held mine. “You saw that.”

“I saw enough.”

“Most people do not look at reflections closely.”

“Most people miss the best part of the picture.”

The candlelight moved between us.

His eyes sharpened, and I felt the force of his attention settle fully on me. Not flirtation. Not the lazy assessment I knew from men who thought admiration was the same as permission.

This was different.

He looked as if I had handed him a key by accident.

“You are careful,” he said.

“I’m a woman traveling alone.”

“That is not what I meant.”

“No?”

“You watched the exits before you sat. You chose the chair with your back near the wall. You kept your camera strap looped around your wrist even after putting the bag down. You did not drink the wine upstairs because you didn't open it yourself.”

My mouth went dry.

I leaned back slowly. “That’s a lot to notice.”

“You notice things for a living.”

“And you?”

“I notice things to stay alive.”

The words should have sounded dramatic.

They didn’t.

They sounded like fact.

A waiter approached. Cassian did not look at him. “Water for Miss Hart.”

The waiter disappeared.

I glanced at the wineglass in front of me. “You don’t think I can handle wine?”

“I think you have had a long day.”

“That’s considerate.”

“It was not consideration.”

“No?”

“It was strategy.”

I laughed once, softly, despite myself.

His gaze dropped to my mouth for the first time.

Only for a second.

But I felt it everywhere.

That was the dangerous part. Cassian did not leer. He did not take the room apart with obvious hunger. He gave me one controlled second of male attention, then returned it to my face as if he had paid for the privilege with restraint.

Then his eyes returned to mine, controlled again.

“I appreciate the honesty,” I said.

“You do not strike me as a woman who appreciates being managed.”

“Then why are you managing me?”

“I haven't begun to manage you.”

The air between us tightened.

It should have scared me more than it did. Instead, some traitorous part of my body leaned toward the silence between us, toward the place where his voice stopped and my pulse answered.

A smarter woman would have left.

I had been smart for three weeks. Smart enough to cancel a wedding. Smart enough to return a veil. Smart enough to board a plane alone and check into a hotel where everyone reacted to my room number like it was a gun.

For one night, apparently, I was going to be curious instead.

“Is that supposed to scare me?” I asked.

“No.”

“Good.”

“It was supposed to warn you.”

My pulse kicked.

The waiter returned with a glass bottle of water and poured it into a crystal tumbler. His hands were steady, but he didn't look at Cassian. He did not look at me either.

When he left, I reached for the water.

Cassian’s eyes tracked the movement.

Not possessively.

Carefully.

Like he was reading a language I hadn't meant to speak.

“You say ‘I’m fine’ like a locked door,” he said.

The glass stopped halfway to my mouth.

I set it down without drinking.

“Excuse me?”

“When Sofia asked about your room, you said it beautifully. Politely. Completely untruthfully.”

I stared at him.

The sound of the piano slid through the bar, soft and dark.

“You listen to your staff’s conversations with guests?”

“My staff tells me when a guest is uncomfortable.”

“Is that what I am?”

“Uncomfortable?”

“A guest.”

His gaze did not move from mine.

“Yes.”

The answer came a fraction late.

I caught it.

He knew I caught it.

“What else would I be?” I asked.

His fingers rested near his glass. Long fingers. Strong hands. No wedding ring. A hint of black ink showed at his wrist where his cuff had shifted.

I looked too long.

He noticed that too.

“A woman placed in a room that should have been empty,” he said.

The honesty struck hard enough to silence me.

I had expected evasion. Charm. A smooth hotel owner’s apology wrapped in complimentary dinner and a spa credit.

Not that.

“You know,” I said.

“I know the room should not have been assigned to you.”

“Then why was it?”

“I don't know yet.”

Yet.

The word mattered.

“You expect me to believe the owner of the hotel doesn’t know who upgrades his guests?”

“No.”

My brows drew together. “No?”

“I expect you to decide whether I am more useful to you honest or charming.”

That was unfair.

Because he was both, in a way that made charm feel like a weapon he had chosen not to draw.

I looked around the bar.

The scarred man from the lobby stood near the entrance now. Not watching me exactly, but close enough to make the lie unnecessary. Two other men occupied a table near the back, their drinks untouched. The bartender cleaned an already spotless glass.

“You have a lot of staff for one bar,” I said.

Cassian’s mouth almost curved. “Do I?”

“You’re not subtle.”

“I am extremely subtle. You are extremely observant.”

“That sounds like a compliment and an accusation.”

“It is.”

I should have hated how much I enjoyed that.

Instead, I took the water and drank.

It tasted cold and clean and gave me something to do with my hands.

“Why invite me down here?” I asked.

“To meet you.”

“That’s not the whole answer.”

“No.”

“Is it because of the balcony?”

Another pause.

Longer.

The candle flame moved.

Cassian leaned back, but the distance did not make him feel farther away. If anything, it gave him more room to be dangerous.

“What did you see from the balcony?” he asked.

There it was.

Not casual.

Not curious.

Necessary.

I tapped my finger once against the glass. “An inner courtyard.”

“And?”

“Men setting up chairs.”

“And?”

“A drained fountain. A black platform. A table. A box.”

His eyes changed on the last word.

Not much.

Enough.

“What kind of box?” he asked.

“Black. Heavy-looking. Important enough that everyone moved around it differently.”

He studied me in silence.

I studied him back.

“You invited me to the bar to get me away from the room,” I said.

“Yes.”

My breath caught, though I didn't let it show.

He had admitted it too easily.

“Why?”

“Because curiosity and balconies are a poor combination tonight.”

“That sounds like another warning.”

“It is.”

“What’s happening in the courtyard?”

“A private event.”

I laughed softly. “Your staff gives the same non-answers. Do you train them personally?”

“Yes.”

The quick answer almost startled me into smiling.

Almost.

He saw that too.

The corner of his mouth lifted, not with warmth exactly, but with something quieter. Appreciation, maybe. Approval. As if my irritation entertained him because it meant I wasn't afraid enough yet.

That bothered me.

So did the fact that I didn't want him to stop looking at me.

“You should choose another room for me,” I said.

“I should.”

“But you haven’t.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because moving you now would tell the wrong people the room matters.”

My skin chilled.

The wrong people.

Not hotel management.

Not housekeeping.

People.

I set down the glass carefully.

“Mr. Moretti—”

“Cassian.”

The correction was soft.

It moved over my skin anyway.

I didn't give him my first name in return. He already had it.

“Cassian,” I said, and hated the way his name felt in my mouth. “Who are the wrong people?”

He looked at me for a moment.

Then his gaze shifted over my shoulder.

I turned.

At the bar entrance, two men had appeared.

Not tourists. Not guests I could easily categorize. Expensive suits, no luggage, no visible interest in the room. One older, silver-haired, with a face that looked carved rather than aged. The other younger, broad, watchful, his hand resting near his jacket button.

The scarred man near the entrance straightened.

Cassian did not.

But the air changed around him.

The silver-haired man glanced toward our table.

His eyes touched me and moved on.

No.

Not moved on.

Filed me away.

A cold thread ran beneath my blouse.

When I looked back at Cassian, his expression had not changed.

That was how I knew something was wrong.

“Friends of yours?” I asked.

“No.”

“Guests?”

“Unfortunately.”

The silver-haired man disappeared through a side door with the younger one behind him. The scarred man followed at a distance.

The piano played on.

The bar resumed breathing.

I didn't.

Cassian reached for his glass but did not drink. “You should stay away from the seventh-floor balcony tonight.”

“And if I don’t?”

His eyes returned to me.

There was no flirtation in them now.

Only command held on a leash.

“Then you may see something you cannot unsee.”

I should have stood up.

I should have thanked him for the water, collected my camera, and gone to my room to book a different hotel. A bright one. A loud one. One with ugly carpet and no secret courtyards.

Instead, I heard myself ask, “Is that why everyone looks scared when they say Room 707?”

“They are not scared of the room.”

“Then what are they scared of?”

“Consequences.”

My chest tightened.

The word was too precise.

Too honest and too useless.

“You keep doing that,” I said.

“What?”

“Giving me pieces of the truth and waiting to see which ones cut.”

His eyes darkened.

For the first time, I saw something like respect deepen into something more dangerous.

Desire, maybe.

Not simple. Not pretty.

But there.

It hit me harder because he didn't soften it.

“You prefer lies?” he asked.

“I prefer full sentences.”

“That is unfortunate.”

“Why?”

“Because full sentences can get people killed.”

The candle burned between us.

Somewhere beneath the bar’s music, beneath the clink of glass and the soft murmur of wealth pretending not to eavesdrop, I heard a low mechanical hum.

An elevator, maybe.

The one behind the sealed door upstairs.

My fingers found the strap of my camera bag.

Cassian noticed.

“Do not go back upstairs yet,” he said.

There it was again.

Not a request.

Not quite an order.

Something worse, because part of me wanted to obey before knowing why.

That made anger rise fast and clean.

“I came to Rome because I was tired of a man deciding what I deserved to know.”

Cassian went still.

Good.

I wanted that one to land.

“I don’t know what game this hotel is playing,” I continued, my voice quieter now, sharper. “I don’t know why I’m in that room, or why your staff looks at me like I walked into the wrong funeral, or why you invited me here to keep me away from a balcony. But I know when I’m being handled.”

His gaze lowered to my left hand.

To the pale ring mark.

When he looked back up, his expression was not pitying.

If it had been, I would have left.

“I am not Daniel Price,” he said.

The sound of Daniel’s name in his mouth made the room tilt.

Cold went through me first.

Then heat.

“You researched me.”

“Yes.”

No hesitation.

No apology.

My throat tightened. “Why?”

“Because someone placed you in a dangerous room inside my hotel.”

“So you investigated my canceled wedding?”

“I investigated the circumstances that brought you here alone.”

“That is a elegant way to say you invaded my privacy.”

“Yes.”

My breath caught.

Again with the honesty.

Again with the refusal to dress the blade in silk.

I should have hated him.

Part of me did.

Another part wanted to lean closer, because at least this man’s danger had the decency to stand in the light.

“How much do you know?” I asked.

“Enough to know he didn't deserve the seat beside you.”

The words struck something bruised.

I looked away too quickly.

Damn him.

Damn him for saying the one thing that made my anger falter.

The piano shifted into a lower melody. Outside the arched windows, Rome had turned black and gold. The bar mirror reflected us from behind: me upright, guarded, my hand tight on my glass; Cassian across from me, elegant and still, watching me like I was a locked door he had no intention of forcing.

That was the most unsettling part.

He had power. It lived in the room around him. Men adjusted their paths because of him. Staff lowered their eyes. The hotel itself seemed to listen when he spoke.

But with me, he waited.

As if my answer mattered.

As if my choice mattered.

That made him more dangerous, not less.

“You don’t get to use my humiliation to make yourself look kind,” I said.

His jaw tightened once.

Not anger.

Restraint.

“I am not kind.”

“No,” I said softly. “I don’t think you are.”

“Good.”

“But you are trying to be careful with me.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

For the first time, he looked away.

Not far. Just to the wine in his glass, dark and untouched.

When his eyes came back to mine, something had shifted behind them.

“I haven't decided.”

That answer should not have affected me.

It did.

Because it wasn't polished.

Because it sounded like the truth had surprised him too.

A small silence opened between us.

In it, I became painfully aware of the space under the table. The closeness of his knee to mine. The candlelight on his hand. The black ink at his wrist. The low timber of his voice still moving through me in places I had no business letting it reach.

I picked up my water and finished it.

Then I stood.

Cassian stood at once.

Again, not hurried.

Automatic.

Old-world manners or old-world danger. Maybe both.

“I should go,” I said.

“You should not go upstairs.”

“There are a lot of things I should not have done lately.”

His eyes held mine. “Evelyn.”

My name sounded different now.

Not like possession.

Like warning.

Like he had almost let something softer enter it and hated himself for the mistake.

I slipped the strap of my camera bag more securely over my shoulder.

“Thank you for the water.”

His mouth did not move. “You are welcome.”

“And the wine.”

“You did not drink it.”

“Still.”

I turned to leave, then stopped.

Because I could feel him watching me.

Because the silver-haired man’s glance still sat cold under my skin.

Because Room 707 waited upstairs with its sealed door, heavy curtains, locked drawer, and courtyard full of things no guest was supposed to see.

Because Cassian Moretti knew my pain, my room, my habits, and probably the exact number of exits between here and the elevator.

And because some instinct I couldn't name told me that leaving this table without asking the question would be the first truly stupid thing I had done all day.

I looked back.

“Who are you, Cassian Moretti?”

For a heartbeat, the bar seemed to go silent.

He smiled.

Not warmly.

Not kindly.

A beautiful, empty thing with no comfort in it at all.

“The man trying to keep you alive tonight.”


CHAPTER SIX

The Courtyard Below

I left Cassian Moretti in the bar and told myself I was being sensible.

That was the first lie.

The second was that I wasn't looking back.

I felt his eyes on me until I passed beneath the archway and stepped into the lobby’s amber glow. Even then, the weight of him stayed at my spine, precise and warm and infuriating, like a hand that had never touched me but somehow knew where I would feel it most.

The man trying to keep you alive tonight.

Dramatic.

Controlling.

Absurd.

I repeated the words as I crossed the lobby.

Dramatic, because men like Cassian Moretti probably spoke in warnings the way normal men spoke in weather updates.

Controlling, because he had admitted to inviting me downstairs to keep me away from my own room.

Absurd, because I had been in Rome less than a day, and no rational woman should believe a hotel owner with beautiful hands and an unsettling voice when he implied the balcony could get her killed.

The problem was that Cassian had not sounded like a man trying to impress me.

He had sounded annoyed by the truth.

Sofia watched me pass from behind the reception desk. Her gaze moved from my face to the camera bag at my hip, then toward the elevators.

“Miss Hart,” she said softly.

I stopped.

The lobby was quieter than it had been earlier, though not empty. A couple stood near the entrance speaking in French. A woman in emerald satin crossed toward the bar with a man whose hand rested too low on her back. Near the side hall, the scarred man from earlier stood like a shadow given orders.

No one seemed alarmed.

That made me more uneasy.

“Yes?” I asked.

Sofia’s fingers rested lightly on the edge of the desk. Her nails were painted the same dark wine as her mouth. “Would you like anything sent up to your suite?”

“No, thank you.”

“A late dinner?”

“I’m not hungry.”

That was true. My stomach was tight and useless.

Her expression flickered with something like concern. “Perhaps tea.”

I almost smiled. “Is that a suggestion or a strategy?”

The faintest curve touched her mouth. “At the Belladonna, sometimes they are the same.”

There it was again. That careful way everyone here spoke, as if ordinary sentences had second lives.

I looked toward the elevators.

Then back at her.

“Is he always like that?” I asked before I could stop myself.

Sofia did not pretend not to understand. “Signor Moretti?”

“Cassian.”

The name felt too intimate in my mouth now.

Sofia noticed that too.

Her gaze softened, but her answer did not. “No.”

That surprised me. “No?”

“He was polite tonight.”

I stared at her.

She held my gaze for one second, then lowered her eyes to the desk as a guest passed too close.

The scarred man near the side hall turned his head.

I heard Cassian’s voice in my memory.

The man trying to keep you alive tonight.

A laugh rose in my throat and died there.

“Good night, Sofia.”

“Good night, Miss Hart.”

I walked to the elevator without looking back.

That was the third lie.

The bronze doors reflected the lobby behind me as they closed. Sofia at the desk. The scarred man near the hall. Candles flickering on marble. And, for one brief moment, Cassian stepping from the archway of the bar.

Not following.

Watching.

The doors sealed shut before I could decide whether I was relieved.

The elevator climbed.

Two.

Three.

Four.

At the fourth floor, it slowed, and my whole body tightened. But this time the doors did not open. The lift only gave a faint mechanical shudder, then continued upward.

I exhaled too late.

“Get a grip,” I whispered.

My reflection did not look convinced.

The woman in the bronze walls looked more alive than she had on the plane. That was the worst part. Her cheeks had color. Her eyes were too bright. Her mouth still held the dark red lipstick she had sworn she hadn't worn for him.

A dangerous man had looked at me like I wasn't broken.

And I had liked it.

That did not make him safe.

Desire, I was learning, had terrible judgment.

The elevator opened onto the seventh floor.

The corridor was empty.

Of course it was.

No staff. No voices. No clink of room service trays. No distant television through closed doors. Just the long runner carpet, the gold sconces, and Room 707 waiting at the far end like it knew I would come back.

My key card felt slick in my hand.

I walked faster than I meant to.

At the door, I paused and listened.

Nothing.

I told myself that was normal. Hotel rooms were supposed to be quiet. Expensive suites were supposed to insulate you from the world.

But Room 707 did not feel insulated.

It felt sealed.

I opened the door and stepped inside.

The suite was exactly as I had left it.

That should have comforted me.

It didn’t.

The sitting room glowed with low lamps and dark reflections. The Barolo bottle stood unopened on the marble table beside the empty glass. The black card lay where I had left it, faceup, Cassian’s severe handwriting catching the light.

The Belladonna is most beautiful after dark.

I thought of Il Santo, of saints painted like sinners and Cassian sitting across from me with his wine untouched. I thought of the way he had watched my hands, my exits, my face when he said Daniel’s name.

I am not Daniel Price.

No.

He was not.

Daniel had hidden his weakness beneath charm.

Cassian wore danger like a tailored suit and seemed insulted when anyone pretended not to see it.

I set my camera bag on the table, then changed my mind and picked it up again.

The room felt too still for me to leave it behind.

I moved through the suite slowly, turning on one additional lamp because the shadows had started to look intentional. The bedroom was empty. The bathroom untouched. The sealed interior door remained exactly as before, smooth and black, no handle on my side.

I stopped in front of it.

Listened.

For a moment, only silence.

Then, beneath the walls, that faint hum again.

Low.

Mechanical.

Moving.

An elevator behind the bones of the hotel.

The sound rose, held, then faded.

My palm hovered near the sealed door, not touching it this time.

Somewhere behind there, the hotel had another life.

Not the one with lilies and chandeliers and concierge smiles.

The one Cassian belonged to.

I stepped away.

No locked doors tonight.

No mysteries I couldn't unlock.

No men who thought a warning counted as an explanation.

I went to the balcony curtains.

The heavy fabric waited, deep red and motionless. Wine-dark. Blood-dark, my mind supplied, and I hated it for being dramatic.

The same word I had used for Cassian.

Maybe drama was what happened when beauty stood too close to danger.

I pushed the curtain aside.

The courtyard below had changed again.

My breath left me.

Earlier, it had looked like preparation.

Now it looked like a ritual.

The drained fountain was hidden beneath a long black platform. The semicircle of chairs had been adjusted with exact spacing. Tall heaters burned at the corners, their flames trapped behind glass tubes, throwing wavering light over the stone. The black box remained on the central table.

But now there were cars.

Three of them.

Black, low, expensive, entering one by one through an arched gate I hadn't noticed before. It opened from beneath the hotel, not the street, a concealed passage wide enough for vehicles and private enough to erase arrivals from the outside world.

The first car stopped.

A man stepped out.

Dark suit. Silver hair. The same man from the bar.

The one whose eyes had touched me and filed me away.

He looked different below.

Not taller. Not louder.

More complete.

In the bar, he had been a guest pretending to be civilized.

Here, under the courtyard lights, he looked like something older. Something that belonged to closed rooms and irreversible decisions.

Another man emerged behind him carrying a leather folio.

Then another from the second car.

Then two more.

All men.

All dark suits.

No one laughed. No one checked a phone casually. No one looked uncertain about where to stand.

Security spread along the courtyard edges with the smoothness of people who had rehearsed violence until it became posture.

I stood behind the curtain, hidden in the dark of my room, and told myself to step back.

I didn't.

Photographers were terrible at obeying the survival instinct.

We saw light and forgot the cliff.

Below, a young man approached the central table carrying a stack of envelopes. Black, cream, red. Each sealed with wax. He placed them in a precise row beside the box.

Another man unfolded a cloth over the table.

Not black.

Not white.

Blood red.

The color struck me harder than it should have.

A dinner could have red cloth.

A ceremony could have red cloth.

A hotel could host any number of private events for rich men who enjoyed pretending they were monarchs.

But this cloth was not decorative. It was narrow, almost like a runner, and when the young man smoothed it with both hands, every person near the table went still until he finished.

Respect.

Fear.

Maybe the two had the same body in this courtyard.

My hand found the camera without asking permission from my brain.

I lifted it slowly.

The weight settled against my palms, familiar and grounding. Through the lens, the courtyard narrowed into composition. Men became shapes. Light became evidence. The world made more sense when reduced to frame and focus.

That was why I had trusted pictures before I trusted people.

Pictures did not ask you to ignore what you saw.

Daniel had done that constantly, in small ways I had mistaken for personality. He had laughed when I questioned why his phone was facedown. Kissed my forehead when I asked why he smelled like unfamiliar perfume. Called me tired. Sensitive. Overworked. Too much in my head.

The worst lies were not the ones other people told.

They were the ones they trained you to tell yourself.

You’re imagining things.

You’re overreacting.

He loves you.

I adjusted the focus.

The silver-haired man turned.

The lens caught his profile.

Cold face. Perfect suit. A ring on his right hand, dark stone set in gold.

I didn't press the shutter.

Not yet.

My finger hovered.

Cassian’s warning moved through me.

If you see something you cannot unsee.

I almost lowered the camera.

Then a man near the table opened one of the sealed envelopes.

Inside was a photograph.

Even from above, through glass, through distance, I recognized the shape of it. Glossy paper. Image turned facedown first, then flipped.

The men closest to him leaned in.

One shook his head.

Another crossed himself.

My skin went cold.

I tightened the zoom.

The angle was bad. The light caught the glossy surface, turning most of the image into glare. But I saw enough to know it wasn't a landscape. Not a document. Not an agenda.

A face.

A man’s face.

Pale. Eyes closed.

Maybe sleeping.

Maybe not.

The envelope was passed to the silver-haired man. He looked at the photo without expression, then slipped it beneath the edge of the red cloth.

As if hiding it in plain sight.

I stepped closer to the glass.

The balcony doors were still closed. I hadn't opened them. The room’s darkness protected me, or I hoped it did. But the glass reflected faint shapes behind me—the chandelier, the wine bottle, my own face half-transparent over the scene below.

Reflections are more dangerous than windows.

Cassian had not said that.

Not yet.

But the thought came in his voice anyway.

I shifted to the side to cut my reflection.

The lens found the black box.

A different man opened it.

Everyone around the table straightened.

Inside lay a book.

No.

A ledger.

Old leather. Black. The cover worn at the corners. It should have looked ordinary. It did not. Every man in the courtyard seemed to lean away from it and toward it at the same time.

The silver-haired man placed his hand on top of the ledger.

Not gently.

Possessively.

The courtyard doors opened again.

More movement.

More security.

My pulse kicked once, hard.

A fourth car entered.

This one did not stop near the platform. It drove all the way beneath the balcony line, disappearing partly into shadow. Two men stepped out first, scanning the courtyard before opening the rear door.

A man emerged slowly.

Older. Heavyset. Face flushed. American, somehow, even before I heard him speak. It was in the looseness of his posture, the impatience, the expensive confidence that assumed every room could be made to understand him if he spoke loudly enough.

His voice rose toward me, muffled through the glass but recognizable in shape.

“Let’s make this quick.”

One of the men beside him said something too low to hear.

The American adjusted his cuffs.

He looked nervous.

That made everyone else seem more dangerous.

I tightened the focus again.

My finger hovered.

No photo.

Not yet.

I told myself I was being careful.

The truth was worse.

I was waiting for the image to become undeniable.

That was the sickness of photographers. We did not only want beauty. We wanted the moment truth stopped pretending.

A door opened beneath my balcony.

Not the car gate.

A smaller door, hidden in shadow under the stone arch.

The courtyard changed before I saw who had entered.

Men straightened.

Conversations stopped.

Even the silver-haired man turned fully.

Then Cassian stepped into the light.

My breath caught so sharply the camera dipped.

He was still dressed as he had been in the bar: black suit, white shirt, no tie. But down there, among the men and the red cloth and the old black ledger, he didn't look like a hotel owner.

He looked like the reason the hotel had locks.

He walked without hurry. Not because he was relaxed. Because everyone else would wait. The courtyard made space for him the way the bar had, the way the lobby had, the way the entire building seemed to.

Cassian Moretti did not enter rooms.

Rooms rearranged themselves around him.

I hated that the thought felt beautiful.

I hated that I remembered the way he had looked at me when he said he was trying to keep me alive.

He stopped at the table.

The silver-haired man said something.

Cassian did not answer immediately.

He looked at the ledger.

Then the red cloth.

Then the envelopes.

Every inch of him was controlled, but through the lens I saw what I might have missed with my bare eyes.

His left hand flexed once.

A fracture in the marble.

Someone approached him from the side.

Another man.

Younger than the silver-haired one. Dark beard. Olive skin. A scar or shadow along his jaw. He leaned close to Cassian, speaking near his ear.

Cassian turned his head.

The man lifted his hand.

That was when I saw it.

His white cuff was stained red.

Not wine.

Not ink.

Blood.

A thin line had soaked into the fabric near his wrist, dark at the center, brighter at the edge.

Fresh.

My lungs forgot how to work.

The camera found him before I made the decision.

Cassian in the foreground.

The man beside him.

Blood on the cuff.

The red cloth on the table below them.

The black ledger open beneath the courtyard lights.

All of it aligned in the frame with terrible, perfect clarity.

My finger lowered toward the shutter.

Through the lens, Cassian looked up.

Directly at me.


CHAPTER SEVEN

The Girl on the Balcony

The courtyard went silent when I entered.

Not completely.

Rome never allowed complete silence. There was always something breathing beyond the walls—traffic bleeding through old stone, a scooter whining down a narrow street, a church bell arguing with time, water moving somewhere it had moved for centuries.

But beneath the Belladonna, inside the walls I owned, men stopped speaking.

That was not respect.

Respect was too clean a word for what held this place together.

This was calculation.

The Crown Table had not yet begun, but its machinery was already in motion. Cars had arrived through the private gate. Security had sealed the outer corridors. Phones were collected, tagged, and locked in a steel case by the east arch. Two men from Naples stood near the old fountain, pretending not to count exits. Three from Milan kept their backs to the wall. A minister’s aide looked too pale under the courtyard lights. Senator Vale adjusted his cuffs as if fine fabric could keep fear from reaching his hands.

The black ledger sat on the table.

The red cloth beneath it caught the light like something fresh.

Lorenzo Varric stood on the opposite side of the platform with one hand resting on the back of my father’s chair.

Not his chair.

My father’s.

Lorenzo knew that. He touched it anyway.

He was silver-haired, elegant, and rotten in the way old money often became rotten when no one had ever made it bleed. He wore a charcoal suit, a black tie, and the faintest smile, as if the rest of us had gathered to entertain him.

“Cassian,” he said.

Not Signor Moretti.

Not Vowkeeper.

Not heir.

Cassian.

An intimacy meant as insult.

I stopped at the edge of the platform and looked at his hand on the chair.

He removed it slowly.

Good.

Beside me, Paolo bent close enough to speak under the low murmur of the courtyard. His white cuff was stained red near the wrist.

I noticed it before he opened his mouth.

I noticed everything tonight.

“The Palermo messenger tried to leave with the second envelope,” Paolo said.

“And?”

“He changed his mind.”

“Did he?”

Paolo’s eyes flicked down. “With help.”

I didn't ask where the messenger was. If Paolo was speaking to me, the problem still breathed or had been placed somewhere discreet enough not to interrupt proceedings.

The Belladonna was good at discretion.

Too good, tonight.

Across the table, Lorenzo’s gaze dropped to Paolo’s cuff. His smile deepened by a fraction.

“Messy loyalty,” he said. “Your father disliked visible stains.”

“My father disliked incompetence more.”

A few men lowered their eyes.

Not because the answer was clever.

Because my father’s ghost still sat in that chair whether Lorenzo liked it or not.

Senator Vale cleared his throat. He stood behind Lorenzo, a broad American in an expensive suit that didn't fit his fear. Men like Vale believed corruption made them worldly until they found themselves in rooms where corruption had rules older than their country.

“We should begin,” he said. “I have a narrow window.”

Lorenzo did not turn. “You have whatever window the Republic gives you.”

Vale flushed.

I looked at him long enough for him to remember where he stood.

The courtyard held its breath.

Above us, Hotel Belladonna continued its beautiful lie. Guests drank wine beneath painted saints. A pianist played for people who thought sadness was ambiance. Staff smiled. Candles burned. Elevators opened and closed.

And on the seventh floor, Room 707 faced this courtyard like an eye.

I knew that before I entered.

I had known it all evening.

Still, some instinct pulled my gaze upward.

I looked.

At first, I saw only darkness behind the balcony glass. The heavy curtains were drawn, but not fully. A narrow seam cut through the red fabric, a vertical wound of shadow.

Then something shifted.

A shape.

A face.

A lens.

Evelyn.

Every sound in the courtyard vanished.

Not faded.

Vanished.

The men, the ledger, the red cloth, Lorenzo’s hand near my father’s chair, Vale’s nervous breathing, Paolo’s blood-stained cuff—all of it fell away beneath one cold, clear truth.

She had come back upstairs.

She had gone to the balcony.

She had lifted the camera.

And I had been arrogant enough to believe curiosity could be contained by one conversation and a glass of water.

Through the darkness above, the lens found me.

Not the courtyard.

Not the table.

Me.

For one suspended second, Evelyn Hart and I looked at each other across seven floors of stone, secrets, and mistakes.

I didn't know if she had pressed the shutter.

That ignorance was a blade.

Lorenzo’s voice slid through the silence beside me.

“Something interesting, Moretti?”

I lowered my gaze before anyone else followed it.

“Your tie,” I said.

His smile sharpened. “My tie?”

“It is crooked.”

A stillness moved through the men closest to us.

Lorenzo looked at me for half a breath.

Then he laughed softly, as if I had amused him. “Still your mother’s son, then. Always noticing the presentation.”

“And still my father’s,” I said. “Always noticing the hand trying to move the knife.”

His eyes cooled.

Look at me, Lorenzo.

Not up.

Never up.

Matteo appeared at my left side as if the shadows had produced him. His face gave away nothing, but his voice was lower than usual.

“You saw?”

“Yes.”

“Did she—”

“I don’t know.”

The admission tasted like blood.

Paolo shifted. “What is it?”

“Nothing,” Matteo said before I could.

Paolo was loyal, but loyalty had layers. Tonight, even loyal men could become mouths if fear touched them first.

I looked at Matteo. “Hold the courtyard.”

His jaw tightened. “Cassian.”

“Hold it.”

“You cannot leave now.”

“I am not asking permission.”

Lorenzo’s gaze moved between us. Too sharp. Too interested.

I turned to him before curiosity found a shape. “I will return in five minutes.”

“The Republic gathers for a succession challenge, and you are stepping away?”

“The Republic has waited twenty years to question my chair. It can wait five more minutes.”

Vale sputtered something. Lorenzo raised a hand to quiet him without looking away from me.

“That sounds almost like disrespect.”

“No,” I said. “Disrespect would be leaving you in charge while I am gone.”

A murmur passed through the courtyard.

Lorenzo’s smile died and was reborn smaller, colder.

“Careful, boy.”

There it was.

The insult he used when he wanted the old men to remember me young.

I stepped closer to the table.

Not enough to threaten.

Enough to remind.

“My father called me boy,” I said quietly. “You will not.”

The courtyard went still.

For a moment, Lorenzo and I stood across the red cloth with my father’s ledger between us. Old blood. New blood. An empire pretending it was governed by vows instead of hunger.

Then I turned away first.

Not because I yielded.

Because Evelyn Hart was upstairs with a camera, and every second I spent proving power to old men was a second she remained exposed.

That thought should not have mattered more than the table.

It did.

Matteo followed me beneath the archway leading to the private lift.

“You understand what this looks like,” he said.

“It looks like I saw a security issue.”

“It looks like you saw a woman.”

I stopped.

He stopped with me.

Behind us, the courtyard murmured itself back to life. Chairs moved. Men whispered. A car door shut somewhere below the east arch. Above, Rome kept breathing over our roofline, ignorant and gorgeous.

“If anyone else saw her,” Matteo said, “she is already dead in their minds.”

“They did not.”

“You hope.”

“I made sure.”

“You insulted Lorenzo’s tie.”

“It was crooked.”

“It was not.”

“I know.”

Matteo stared at me for a second too long. “This is exactly what he wants.”

“Lorenzo?”

“Whoever placed her there. You are reacting.”

“Yes.”

“Emotionally.”

I stepped closer. “Choose your next word carefully.”

He did not step back. “Honestly?”

“Always.”

“You are afraid.”

I hated him for being right.

Not because fear was unfamiliar. Fear was useful when properly disciplined. Fear sharpened thought, revealed priorities, taught a man where the walls were thin.

But this fear was not for the chair.

Not for the Republic.

Not for the vote.

It was for a woman who had looked at me through a camera lens after one conversation in a bar and made my blood go cold.

“She may have seen Paolo’s cuff,” I said.

“She may have seen more than that.”

“I know.”

“She may have photographed more than that.”

“I know.”

“And if she did, we have a problem that cannot be solved with charm.”

I looked toward the lift doors. “I have never solved anything with charm.”

Matteo made a sound. “Women would disagree.”

“She is not women.”

The words came out before I could stop them.

Matteo heard them.

His expression changed by nothing and everything.

“Then you are already making mistakes.”

The lift opened.

I stepped inside. “Seal the seventh floor.”

“Already done.”

“No one goes up. No one comes down.”

“Except you.”

“Except me.”

“And if she refuses to open the door?”

The doors began to close.

I looked at him through the narrowing space. “She will open.”

The private lift rose behind the bones of the hotel.

No music.

No mirrors.

No polished bronze for guests to admire themselves in.

Just steel walls, a coded panel, and the faint vibration of old machinery carrying me upward toward the mistake I should have prevented.

The numbers changed silently.

Three.

Four.

Five.

I saw Evelyn again in the bar.

The red mouth she pretended was not armor.

The way her fingers tightened on the glass when I said Daniel’s name.

The anger in her voice when she told me she knew when she was being handled.

She was right.

I had handled her.

Carefully, honestly enough to keep her seated, dishonestly enough to keep her from understanding the scale of the danger.

Not because she was weak.

Because I couldn't decide whether the truth would protect her or make her run toward it with the camera raised.

Now I knew.

Evelyn Hart ran toward truth.

That made her dangerous.

That made her vulnerable.

That made something in me want to put every man in the courtyard on his knees for the crime of existing beneath her balcony.

The lift stopped.

Seventh floor.

The doors opened onto the service passage behind the sealed interior door.

For a moment, I stood in the narrow dark and listened.

Room 707 breathed on the other side.

Not literally. Rooms did not breathe.

But this one held enough of my family’s history to feel alive when it wanted to. Men had made deals in its sitting room before I was born. Women had waited in its bedroom for husbands who never returned from the private lift. My father had once told me that every beautiful room in the Belladonna had been designed to teach a lesson.

Room 707 taught people that a view could be a weapon.

I pressed my palm against the access panel.

Then stopped.

No.

If I entered through the sealed door, Evelyn would never trust another word from my mouth.

I turned away from the service passage and took the staff corridor to the guest hall.

When I stepped onto the seventh floor, the public hallway was empty. Matteo’s men had done their job. No guests. No staff. No witness to the owner of the Belladonna walking toward Room 707 with murder under his skin.

The black door waited at the end.

Gold numbers.

I knocked.

Three times.

Not loudly.

Enough.

Inside, nothing moved.

I knew she was there.

I could feel her attention on the other side of the door. That sounded absurd, but power teaches a man to read the weight of silence. This silence had a person inside it. A person holding her breath.

“Evelyn.”

No answer.

I lowered my voice. “Open the door.”

A beat.

Then her voice, thinner than it had been in the bar but steady enough to impress me. “It’s late.”

“Yes.”

“I’m tired.”

“No, you are frightened.”

The chain slid into place before the lock opened.

Smart woman.

The door cracked.

Evelyn Hart looked at me through three inches of space and polished brass security chain.

Her hair was loose around her shoulders. Her mouth had lost some of its lipstick, but not the defiance. Her face was pale, eyes too bright. One hand held the edge of the door.

The other was not visible.

I looked down.

The camera sat on the table behind her, near enough to grab.

Not in her hand.

Near.

She saw me see it.

Her fingers tightened on the door.

“Are you here to tell me more half-truths?” she asked.

“I am here because you went to the balcony.”

A flicker.

Fast.

There.

“No, I didn’t.”

A bad lie.

Not because she lacked skill. Because anger made honest women careless.

I looked at her.

She lifted her chin. “I looked out a window. That’s not a crime.”

“In this hotel, it can be.”

Her eyes flashed. “Do you hear yourself when you talk?”

“Constantly. It is one of my burdens.”

“Great. Then maybe explain why the owner of a luxury hotel is knocking on my door like I violated national security by opening a curtain.”

“Did you take a photograph?”

“No.”

Too fast.

My pulse slowed.

That was not good.

When my pulse slowed, other things in me woke.

“Evelyn.”

“Don’t say my name like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you own the answer before I give it.”

I stepped closer to the door. The chain pulled taut between us.

“I don't need to own the answer. I can see it on your face.”

Her laugh was soft and sharp. “You know, for someone who claims to be trying to keep me alive, you’re comfortable scaring the hell out of me.”

That landed where she meant it to.

My jaw tightened.

“Good,” I said.

Her expression changed.

I regretted the word immediately, then finished the truth because half of it would be worse.

“Fear may be the only thing that keeps you from doing something brave and stupid.”

Her eyes went cold.

There she was.

The woman from the bar. The woman on the plane. The woman who had folded a man’s name into wine and refused to let the world take more from her just because someone had already taken enough.

“I’m not your problem,” she said.

“Yes,” I said. “You are.”

Her breath caught.

The chain between us gleamed under the hallway light.

For one second, neither of us moved.

Then she glanced past my shoulder.

Still checking exits.

Still thinking.

Still alive.

“Why is the hallway empty?” she asked.

“Because I made it empty.”

The color in her face changed.

“You realize that is not comforting.”

“It was not meant to be.”

She swallowed. Her gaze moved over my suit, my hands, the small edge of black ink showing beneath my cuff. She saw too much and not enough.

“What’s happening downstairs?” she asked.

“A private meeting.”

“With blood?”

The question hit harder because she whispered it.

So.

She had seen the cuff.

Maybe more.

I kept my face calm. “What blood?”

Her mouth parted.

Another bad lie formed and died before she could speak it.

We were done pretending.

I looked past her again at the camera.

She shifted to block my view.

Too late.

The protective movement was instinctive and damning.

“Did you photograph him?” I asked.

“Who?”

“Do not.”

The word left me colder than I intended.

Her eyes widened.

Not with fear alone.

With anger.

“Do not what?”

“Lie badly to a man who is standing between you and people who would not bother asking what you saw before deciding what to do about it.”

Her face went still.

The sentence was brutal.

Necessary.

I hated that it was both.

Behind her, the sitting room glowed low and intimate. The Barolo remained unopened. The black invitation card sat beside the glass. The balcony curtains had been pulled almost closed, but not perfectly. A thin line of darkness remained.

Proof.

Evelyn followed my gaze and saw it too.

“You told me not to go upstairs,” she said.

“Yes.”

“You told me to stay away from the balcony.”

“Yes.”

“You told me nothing useful.”

“Also yes.”

Her laugh broke this time, not with amusement. “And somehow that’s my fault?”

“No.”

That silenced her.

I stepped back half an inch, forcing myself to loosen my hands.

“I failed to make you understand the danger,” I said. “That is my fault.”

Her expression shifted again, wary now in a different way.

She had expected command.

Not accountability.

I could use that.

I hated that I knew I could use that.

“You need to let me in,” I said.

“No.”

“Evelyn.”

“No.” Her voice strengthened. “You don’t get to say something terrifying, admit you’ve been managing me, and then expect me to open the door because your voice gets lower.”

Despite everything, something like admiration moved through me.

This woman.

This impossible woman.

“If I wanted the door open,” I said, “it would already be open.”

She stared at me.

I continued before fear could become the only thing she heard.

“But if I force it, you will never trust me. And I need you to trust me more than I need the door.”

The truth cost more than I expected.

Her grip on the door softened by a fraction.

“Why?”

“Because if you saw what I think you saw, I have minutes before someone else wonders whether the girl on the balcony saw it too.”

Girl.

Wrong word.

I saw it land.

“I’m not a girl.”

“No,” I said. “You are not.”

The correction mattered. To her. To me.

A sound came from behind me.

Soft.

Almost nothing.

But I heard it.

So did Evelyn.

Her eyes lifted past my shoulder.

At the far end of the hall, the service elevator light blinked once.

Someone was trying to access the seventh floor.

Matteo had sealed it.

Which meant someone was trying anyway.

Evelyn saw my face change.

“What is it?” she whispered.

I didn't answer.

I looked at the access panel near the service doors. Red light. Then amber. Then red again.

Denied.

For now.

I turned back to her.

No more patience.

“Remove the chain.”

“Cassian—”

“Now.”

The word cracked through the hallway.

Her face tightened.

I lowered my voice, not because I was less urgent, but because she deserved better than my fear dressed as command.

“Please.”

That did it.

Not completely.

But enough.

She shut the door.

For one terrible second, I thought she had chosen wrong.

Then the chain slid free.

The door opened.

I stepped inside.

Evelyn backed up two steps, but not toward the bedroom.

Toward the camera.

Of course.

I closed the door behind me and engaged the lock.

Then the deadbolt.

Then I looked at her.

The suite wrapped around us, beautiful and dim and full of all the wrong histories. The balcony curtains shivered in a draft I didn't like. The sealed door behind the bedroom wall remained closed, but I knew the passage beyond it. I knew the private lift. I knew how many men in this hotel could reach this room if they wanted to badly enough.

And I knew the camera on the table might already have turned Evelyn Hart from a guest into evidence.

Her hand hovered inches from the strap.

“Show me the camera, Evelyn.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

The Camera Does Not Lie

Cassian Moretti stood between me and the door.

Not close enough to touch me.

Not blocking me with his body in the obvious way.

That almost made it worse.

He didn’t need to loom. He didn’t need to raise his voice. He stood there in his black suit with one hand resting near the deadbolt he had just turned, calm as a locked room, and made the entire suite feel like it belonged to him.

Maybe it did.

But the camera did not.

The camera was mine.

“Show me the camera, Evelyn.”

His voice was low. Controlled. Dangerous in the way a blade was dangerous before it moved.

The ink at his wrist caught the lamplight when his fingers flexed once at his side. Not reaching. Refusing to reach. Somehow the refusal felt more intimate than a touch.

Daniel had reached for what he wanted and called it love. Cassian stood close enough to change the temperature of the room and kept his hands to himself. The difference should not have felt obscene. It did.

I hated that my first instinct was to protect it.

Not myself.

The camera.

My hand closed around the strap.

“No.”

His eyes flicked to my fingers, then back to my face.

He did not step closer.

Good.

If he had, I would have thrown the nearest crystal glass at his head and discovered whether Italian luxury hotels charged for damages.

“Evelyn,” he said.

“No,” I repeated. “You don’t get to come into my room, lock the door, and give orders.”

“I asked.”

“No. You commanded with better manners.”

Something moved across his face.

Not amusement.

Not anger.

Recognition.

As if he heard the truth and disliked it because it was inconvenient.

Behind him, the sealed interior door remained smooth and black, without a handle, without apology. The balcony curtains were not fully closed. A thin cut of darkness showed between them, and beyond that, the courtyard waited below like a secret trying not to breathe.

The camera strap pressed into my palm.

My heart beat too fast, but my voice held.

I was proud of that.

I was tired of men confusing fear with permission.

Cassian’s gaze lowered to the camera on the marble table. It sat between us, black body, lens cap off, screen dark. Harmless if you didn’t understand what it could do.

A camera was not a weapon.

Until someone wanted the truth buried. Then it became the only blade I knew how to hold without cutting myself.

“What did you photograph?” he asked.

“I don’t know.”

His jaw flexed. “That is not an answer.”

“It’s the only one you’re getting while you keep acting like I owe you obedience.”

He went still.

The quiet changed around him.

For one second, I saw the man from the courtyard. Not the man from the bar with his untouched wine and careful honesty. Not the hotel owner sending Barolo and black cards. This was the man men had made space for below. The one who stood near blood and old ledgers and did not look surprised.

The one Sofia had called polite.

The one everyone else seemed to fear.

“Do you think this is about obedience?” he asked.

“I think men like you call it protection when you want control.”

The words landed between us and opened something old inside me.

Not Rome.

Not the Belladonna.

Daniel.

Daniel saying, I didn’t tell you because I knew how you’d react.

Daniel saying, You’re making this bigger than it is.

Daniel saying, I was trying to protect us.

Us.

As if betrayal was a house and my silence was the roof.

My throat tightened. I hated that Cassian could pull that memory into the room without even knowing where to reach.

He watched me too closely.

“Who taught you that?” he asked.

My laugh came out sharp. “You researched him. You tell me.”

His eyes darkened.

There.

I had cut him.

I wanted him bleeding a little. Not physically. Not. But some men only understood pain when it touched their pride.

“That was not why I asked,” he said.

“No? You mean the man who knows my canceled wedding, my flight, my room, and probably what I had for breakfast suddenly respects boundaries?”

“I don't respect boundaries when they get people killed.”

“And I don’t respect men who decide I’m too fragile for the truth.”

His stare locked with mine.

The suite seemed to shrink.

Outside the balcony, something moved below. A low murmur rose from the courtyard, muted by glass and height. Men’s voices. A car door. The faint scrape of something heavy dragged across stone.

Cassian heard it too.

His attention did not leave my face, but his body changed by a fraction. Alert. Listening. Counting seconds.

That frightened me more than if he had cursed.

“You need to understand something,” he said.

“I would love to. Try full sentences.”

The corner of his mouth did not move, but his eyes sharpened at the echo of our conversation in the bar.

“Below your balcony,” he said, “are men who have ended lives for less than curiosity.”

Cold moved under my skin.

I lifted my chin anyway. “And you’re different?”

“No.”

The answer came clean.

No dressing. No flinch.

I should have hated him for it.

Part of me did.

Another part went still because Daniel had always needed to look harmless while he hurt me. He had wrapped selfishness in apologies, weakness in tears, lies in the language of love.

Cassian did not pretend to be harmless.

That made him terrifying.

It also made him harder to dismiss.

“I am dangerous,” he said. “But I am not currently your danger.”

“Currently?”

His gaze held mine. “I am trying to be honest.”

“That word does a lot of work for you.”

“Yes.”

The admission almost stole my anger.

Almost.

I looked away first, furious with myself for wanting to believe anything about him. My eyes found the black card on the table.

The Belladonna is most beautiful after dark.

He had invited me downstairs to keep me from seeing whatever happened below. He had admitted it. He had warned me away from the balcony. He had come running when I disobeyed.

No.

Not disobeyed.

When I chose differently.

That distinction mattered.

I tightened my grip on the strap. “You don’t get to take my camera.”

“I am not taking it.”

“You said show me.”

“Yes.”

“That sounds like taking.”

“If I wanted to take it, Evelyn, I wouldn't be standing here debating language with you.”

My skin prickled.

Not because he threatened me.

Because he was right.

The room held the truth of him. His power did not need demonstration. It lived in the sealed door, the empty hallway, the men below, the way staff spoke around his name.

He could take the camera.

He could take the card.

He could probably take my passport from the safe and have me moved to another city before breakfast.

But he hadn't moved.

He had asked.

Badly, maybe.

Like a man used to doors opening before he reached them.

But asked.

“You locked the door,” I said.

“To keep others out.”

“That’s convenient.”

“That is true.”

“Both can be true.”

His eyes shifted.

Respect again.

I felt it like heat and hated how much I noticed.

“Yes,” he said. “Both can be true.”

The honesty moved through the room more quietly than command had.

I didn't trust him.

But my fear rearranged itself.

Not gone.

Never gone.

Just less blind.

I looked at the camera.

My beautiful, stupid, loyal camera.

How many times had it shown me what I didn't want to see? A bride’s smile cracking before her vows. A groom checking his phone while his wife laughed with her father. Daniel in the background of an engagement party photo, looking bored while I glowed beside him.

I had cropped that one before posting it.

I had chosen the lie because it looked prettier.

Maybe that was why I had lifted the camera at the balcony.

Maybe I was done cropping men into better versions of themselves.

“I didn’t mean to take anything dangerous,” I said.

Cassian’s expression tightened. “That does not matter.”

“It matters to me.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t.” My voice roughened before I could stop it. “You have no idea what it feels like to realize everyone else saw the truth before you did. To replay a hundred little moments and understand your body noticed before your heart caught up. To wonder if the thing that ruined you was always in the frame and you just kept choosing the wrong focus.”

He said nothing.

That was the mercy of him sometimes, I was beginning to understand.

He knew when not to interrupt.

The anger shook through me now, less clean than before.

“I saw blood,” I said. “I saw men moving like they were afraid to stand in the wrong place. I saw envelopes and a black box and a man from the bar pretending not to look at me. And then I saw you.”

His eyes did something then.

A flicker, almost imperceptible.

“Did you press the shutter?”

I looked at the camera.

The moment came back in pieces.

The red cloth.

The ledger.

The man with the blood on his cuff.

Cassian stepping into the light.

My finger lowering.

Cassian looking up.

I had stepped back so fast after that. Breath gone. Curtains falling. The camera clutched against my chest like it could hide what I had seen.

“I don’t know,” I whispered.

His stare sharpened.

“I don’t know,” I repeated, angrier now because uncertainty felt like weakness. “I might have. When you looked up, I startled. My finger was already on the shutter.”

Cassian closed his eyes for half a second.

It was the first uncontrolled thing I had seen him do.

When he opened them, they were colder.

Not at me.

At the situation.

At the men below.

At himself, maybe.

“Show me,” he said.

This time, it wasn't command.

It was worse.

It was need.

The word settled between us, stripped of arrogance.

I swallowed.

Then I reached for the camera.

Cassian did not move.

Not one inch.

I appreciated that against my will.

The camera felt warm from my hand when I lifted it. I turned it on, and the screen glowed to life, too bright in the dim room.

My thumb hovered over the playback button.

“This doesn’t mean I trust you,” I said.

“No.”

“It doesn’t mean you get to delete anything.”

His gaze snapped to mine. “I will not delete your work.”

“You don’t know what’s on it.”

“It is yours.”

The answer hit a place I didn't expect.

It is yours.

Not mine to take. Not mine to decide. Not mine to erase because I have power and you have questions.

My grip loosened.

Only a little.

“You say things like that,” I said quietly, “and then you lock doors.”

“Yes.”

“At least you know you’re a contradiction.”

“I have been called worse.”

“I’m sure.”

That almost made his mouth move.

I pressed playback.

The first image appeared.

A blurred shot of the sitting room from earlier. The locked drawer. The chandelier reflected in marble. Nothing dangerous.

I clicked again.

The slice of daylight through the curtains.

Again.

The courtyard before sunset. Men setting up chairs.

Cassian stepped closer now, but slowly. He stopped beside me, not behind me. Close enough that I could feel the warmth of him through his jacket. Close enough that the air changed.

Not touching.

Never touching.

Still, my body noticed him with humiliating accuracy.

The clean scent of his shirt. The faint smoke clinging to him from somewhere below. The controlled stillness of his hands at his sides.

I kept my eyes on the screen.

Click.

The black platform.

Click.

The drained fountain.

Click.

The table.

Cassian’s voice was low near me. “You took more than you thought.”

“I took architecture.”

“You took preparation.”

“Is that illegal?”

“No.”

“Then stop looking like I committed treason.”

His gaze moved to my profile. “Treason implies you belonged to the kingdom first.”

I looked at him before I could stop myself.

The words should have been absurd.

Instead, in this room, with the sealed door and blood-dark curtains and his body close enough to feel without touching, they sounded like a warning from a fairy tale written for adults who knew better.

“I don’t belong to anyone,” I said.

“No,” he said. “You do not.”

He sounded like he meant it.

That made the next breath harder.

I clicked again.

The screen showed the courtyard at night.

Black cars. Men in suits. The silver-haired man stepping into the light.

Cassian’s body changed beside me.

Barely.

But I felt it.

“Who is he?” I asked.

“No one you should know.”

“That answer makes me want to know.”

“I am aware.”

“Does he have a name?”

“All dangerous men have names. It is how less dangerous people pretend they understand them.”

I stared at him.

“Do you ever answer a question like a normal person?”

“Rarely.”

Despite myself, a short laugh escaped me.

The sound surprised us both.

It died quickly, but not before his eyes dropped to my mouth.

The room warmed.

Not safer.

Warmer.

I looked back at the camera because I didn't trust the tiny fracture that laugh had opened in me.

Click.

The sealed envelopes.

Click.

The red cloth.

Click.

The black box opening.

Cassian’s breathing changed.

There was a photograph on the screen now, caught at a strange angle. The image in the envelope had reflected light, mostly glare, but a man’s face was visible enough to be disturbing.

Eyes closed.

Skin pale.

Mouth slack.

“Is he dead?” I asked.

Cassian did not answer.

That was answer enough.

My stomach turned.

I clicked again before I could lose nerve.

The ledger.

Old black leather under courtyard lights. The silver-haired man’s hand resting near it, not on it. His ring visible. A dark stone set in gold.

Cassian went absolutely still.

I stopped breathing.

The silence after that image was different.

It was no longer about me being caught.

It was about him seeing something he hadn't expected.

“What?” I whispered.

He reached out, then stopped before touching the camera.

“May I?”

The question was so soft I almost did not understand it.

Then I did.

He was asking before handling the camera.

Even now.

Even with whatever horror had just gone through his body like a current.

I handed it to him.

Our fingers brushed.

A small contact. Nothing.

My pulse reacted like it was everything.

Cassian took the camera carefully, almost reverently, as if the machine mattered because I had made it matter. He enlarged the image with efficient fingers.

The silver-haired man’s hand filled the screen.

The ring sharpened.

Gold.

Dark stone.

A symbol carved into the side of the band. Too small for me to understand, but Cassian did.

The color left his face.

Not visibly enough for most people.

Enough for me.

“Cassian?”

He did not answer.

He clicked to the next photo.

The American man by the car, face turned just enough for recognition.

Cassian’s jaw locked.

Another click.

The blood-red cloth.

Another.

The man with the stained cuff leaning toward him.

And then the final image.

The one I hadn't known I had taken.

It was not perfect.

The framing was tilted, the corner of the curtain cutting into the left side. The glass had caught a faint reflection of the chandelier behind me, ghosting over the courtyard like fire. But the center was painfully clear.

Cassian stood near the table, head turned toward the man beside him.

The man’s white cuff showed blood.

Behind them, the silver-haired man was partially visible, his hand lifted, the ring catching light.

At the edge of the frame, the American man looked toward the black ledger.

One photograph.

Four truths.

Cassian stared at it.

The room seemed to vanish around him.

For the first time since I had met him, he looked less like the owner of the Belladonna and more like a man standing in the exact moment the past reached through a locked door and put its hand around his throat.

My anger thinned.

Not gone.

Changed.

“What is it?” I asked.

He enlarged the image, not on the blood, not on the American, not even on himself.

On the ring.

His thumb stilled.

Outside, somewhere below, a muffled sound rose through the walls. Men’s voices. A car door. The machinery of whatever world I had photographed moving without knowing it had been seen.

Cassian looked from the screen to me.

And I understood, with a cold drop inside my chest, that I had done something worse than disobey a warning.

I had captured proof.

“Cassian,” I said.

His eyes met mine.

Dark.

Controlled.

Terrible.

“You did not take a picture of a meeting,” he said. “You took a picture of a betrayal.”


CHAPTER NINE

The Crown Table

I left Evelyn Hart in Room 707 with a camera full of evidence and fear in her eyes.

It was the wrong thing to do.

It was the only thing to do.

If I stayed, the men below would notice my absence had weight. If I took the camera, Evelyn would know every warning she had ignored had led her straight into a cage. If I sent Matteo to stand outside her door, Lorenzo would hear about it before I reached the courtyard.

Every choice was a door.

Every door opened into a room someone had already set on fire.

Evelyn stood near the marble table when I turned to leave, arms wrapped around herself, her face pale beneath the warm lamps. The camera sat between us like a confession neither of us knew how to survive.

“You’re leaving?” she asked.

The question was quiet.

Not weak.

Quiet in the way a blade was quiet before it touched skin.

“For now.”

Her mouth tightened. “That’s not an answer.”

“It is the only one that keeps you alive while I am gone.”

“I’m starting to hate that word.”

“Alive?”

“Gone.”

Something in my chest moved before I could discipline it.

I looked at her too long.

Mistake.

Her hair was loose around her shoulders. Her eyes were bright with anger and fear and the kind of intelligence that made obedience impossible. She had been in my hotel for less than a day and had already seen more than men with decade-long debts would kill to bury.

She had photographed Lorenzo’s ring.

My father’s ring.

On the wrong hand.

The past had not come back quietly.

It had entered through a balcony lens held by a woman who still thought she was only trying to understand the room she had been placed inside.

“Do not open the balcony doors,” I said.

Her laugh had no humor. “We’re back to commands?”

“No. We are past them.”

That silenced her.

I stepped closer, slowly enough that she had every chance to move back.

She didn’t.

I stopped two feet away anyway.

“Evelyn, listen carefully. You do not call anyone. You do not send that photograph. You do not answer the door unless you hear my voice or Sofia’s. If the phone rings, let it ring. If someone knocks and says they are hotel staff, they are lying.”

The color drained further from her face.

“So this is real.”

“Yes.”

“The blood.”

“Yes.”

“The man in the photo.”

“Yes.”

“The ring?”

My jaw locked.

“Yes.”

Her gaze searched mine. “What did I photograph?”

The truth almost left me.

Not all of it. Never all of it. But enough to make her understand the edge beneath her feet.

Then a soft chime sounded from the wall panel near the sealed door.

One tone.

Private lift arrival.

I turned.

Evelyn followed my gaze, and I saw the moment she understood.

The sealed door was not decorative.

It had never been decorative.

Her hand moved toward the camera.

“Cassian.”

I looked back at her.

Fear suited her badly.

Anger suited her better.

I preferred anger. Anger kept her spine straight.

“Lock the main door after me,” I said. “Do not stand near the windows. And keep the camera close.”

Her eyes flashed. “Now you want me to keep it?”

“I want you to keep yourself.”

The words came out rougher than I intended.

For one moment, neither of us moved.

Then she nodded once.

Not trust.

Not surrender.

A temporary agreement between two people standing in the same burning room.

I left before I could say anything more dangerous.

Matteo waited in the seventh-floor hall, face like stone, hand near the inside of his jacket.

“Well?” he asked.

“She has photographs.”

“How bad?”

“Bad enough.”

His eyes narrowed. “Define bad enough.”

“Lorenzo is wearing my father’s ring.”

For once, Matteo said nothing.

The silence hit harder than any curse would have.

Then his face changed.

Not shock. Matteo did not waste time on shock.

Recognition.

Rage.

“Are you certain?”

“I know my father’s ring.”

“It was buried with him.”

“So we were told.”

The hallway seemed to tilt around the words.

Twenty years of truth shifted one inch to the left, and suddenly every memory built on top of it threatened to collapse.

My father’s hand on my shoulder.

My mother’s black dress.

Lorenzo standing beside the coffin with wet eyes and dry hands.

The sealed casket.

The story.

Always the story.

Ambush outside Naples. Body recovered late. Ring gone. Enemies took it as insult. The Republic mourned. Lorenzo guided the transition. My uncles circled. I survived because Matteo learned faster than the men hunting us.

And now Evelyn’s photograph showed Lorenzo with a ring that should have been lost to blood and fire.

Matteo’s voice dropped. “If that image reaches the table—”

“It won’t.”

“If Lorenzo knows she took it—”

“He doesn’t.”

“You hope.”

I turned to him. “Seal this floor tighter.”

“I already have.”

“Tighter.”

“Cassian.”

“Two men at each elevator access. No visible presence outside her door. Rotate through service corridors only. Sofia is the only staff allowed up.”

“And the camera?”

“She keeps it.”

Matteo stared at me as if I had spoken in a dead language. “She keeps evidence that can detonate the Republic?”

“If I take it, I lose her.”

“This is not about her feelings.”

“No,” I said. “It is about whether she runs.”

His mouth closed.

Good.

He understood that much.

Evelyn Hart had already been managed by one man who decided which truths she could survive. If I repeated that mistake, she wouldn't fold.

She would flee.

And she would take the photograph with her.

The private lift carried us down without sound.

Matteo stood beside me, a wall of controlled violence. “You are putting too much weight on her trust.”

“I am putting weight where force will fail.”

“She is a civilian.”

“She is a photographer with a picture of Lorenzo wearing my dead father’s ring.”

“She is a woman who has been in Rome for one day.”

“Yes.”

“That should matter.”

“It does.”

The lift stopped beneath the hotel.

When the doors opened, the Belladonna’s other heart waited.

The lower corridor was built from old stone, cooler than the floors above. No lilies here. No polished lobby perfume. Down here, the air smelled of wax, dust, gun oil, and wine spilled so long ago the stone had absorbed it as memory.

Two guards stepped aside.

Beyond the archway, the courtyard glowed under controlled light.

The Crown Table had begun without me.

Not formally.

No one would dare.

But men were already in their positions, which in our world was the same as speaking first.

Five families held the old seats.

Moretti. Varric. Bellandi. Russo. D’Amato.

Names that sounded respectable above ground. Names printed on hotel licenses, shipping contracts, art foundations, charity boards, and political donor lists. Names that had paid for hospitals, elections, funerals, disappearances.

The Republic did not call itself a mafia.

That word was too small.

Mafias fought over territory.

The Black Vow Republic owned consequence.

Lorenzo sat to the right of my father’s empty chair.

Again, insult disguised as tradition.

Senator Vale stood behind him, one hand around a glass of water he hadn't touched. Two ministers sat farther down, faces composed, bodies rigid. Political protection in human form. Men who signed laws by day and begged favors by night.

On the table, the black ledger lay closed.

The red cloth beneath it had been smoothed perfectly.

Beside it sat the black box, the sealed envelopes, and one silver knife.

Ritual mattered to old men.

It made greed feel sacred.

I stepped into the courtyard.

Every face turned.

I took my father’s chair.

Not because I needed it.

Because Lorenzo wanted me to hesitate.

The wood was cold beneath my hands when I pulled it back. Heavy. Dark. Carved with the vow mark on both arms. My father had sat here with dying lungs and iron eyes, making younger men believe he would live forever because he refused to cough in public.

Power, he once told me, is not strength. It is timing.

Then he died before teaching me how to survive what came after.

Lorenzo watched me sit.

“Everything in order upstairs?” he asked.

A harmless question.

That was how I knew it wasn't harmless.

I looked at him. “Everything in my hotel is in order.”

His smile thinned. “That is comforting.”

“Comfort is for guests.”

“Then what are we?”

“Temporary obligations.”

Matteo stood behind my left shoulder. I felt, rather than saw, his approval.

Lorenzo leaned back. “Your father had more grace.”

“My father had less patience for theater.”

A ripple moved around the table.

Let them look at me.

Let them forget to look up.

One of the Bellandi men opened the first envelope. Inside was a debt confirmation: a judge in Milan, two favors overdue, one son with a drug charge erased, one mistress moved quietly to Monaco. He read only the names. The rest was understood.

The ledger was opened.

A fountain pen was placed in front of him.

He signed.

Blood debt renewed.

A minister wiped his upper lip with a handkerchief.

The second envelope concerned a port contract in Palermo.

The third, an American zoning bill Senator Vale had helped bury before it reached committee.

Vale shifted when his name was spoken.

Lorenzo’s gaze slid to him. “Still nervous, Senator?”

Vale’s smile was thin. “I prefer my politics above ground.”

“And yet your money prefers our cellars.”

No one laughed.

The senator looked at me then, expecting intervention.

I gave him none.

A man who took Republic protection did not get to object to the architecture.

The fourth envelope stayed sealed.

Lorenzo placed two fingers over it before it could be passed to me.

“The matter of succession should precede unresolved debts.”

There it was.

No shout.

No accusation.

Just a hand on an envelope and a blade placed carefully on the table.

I looked at the five families.

Bellandi would wait to see who bled first. Russo would follow money. D’Amato smiled too much because Nico enjoyed chaos when it didn't yet cost him anything. Varric already believed the room leaned his way.

Moretti had me.

And a photograph upstairs that could turn the table inside out.

“Succession was resolved when my father named me heir,” I said.

Lorenzo tilted his head. “Your father named you while fevered, medicated, and isolated from counsel.”

“My father named me three times. Once before the doctor, once before the ledger, once before you.”

His smile hardened.

“Yes,” I said softly. “I remember.”

I had been twenty-two. Too young, they said. Too American through my mother, they whispered. Too controlled, too modern, too unwilling to make examples bloody enough for old men to sleep well.

My father had been dying in a private room above this courtyard. Lorenzo had stood near the foot of the bed, hands folded, face arranged into grief.

The ring had still been on my father’s hand then.

I remembered that too.

Now I couldn't stop seeing it in Evelyn’s photograph.

Lorenzo lifted his glass. “Memory is a loyal dog. It comes when called and bites when frightened.”

“Yours must be well trained.”

His eyes went cold.

Nico D’Amato coughed into his fist to hide a laugh. Fool.

Lorenzo opened the black box and removed a folded document sealed with dark wax.

“A challenge has been entered,” he said.

The courtyard went still.

Formality had arrived.

“On what grounds?” I asked.

“Compromised judgment. Eroded political trust. Failure to neutralize exposure risk. Excessive personal discretion in Republic matters.”

Personal discretion.

A lovely way to accuse me of not killing enough people publicly.

Bellandi looked at the table.

Russo looked at Vale.

Vale looked at Lorenzo.

Cowards all had their own directions.

“Evidence?” I asked.

Lorenzo’s fingers rested near the fourth envelope. “Patterns.”

“Patterns are not evidence.”

“No. But they lead us there.”

Matteo shifted behind me.

A warning.

I didn't need it.

Lorenzo was circling. He did not know about the photograph. Not certainly. If he knew, he wouldn't be smiling this way. He would be moving men upstairs.

But he suspected something.

Or someone had told him enough to sharpen his curiosity.

“Speak plainly,” I said.

Lorenzo’s gaze lifted toward the balconies.

Not directly to Room 707.

Near enough.

My blood cooled.

“Plainly?” he asked. “Very well. Tonight this hotel holds sensitive guests, delicate alliances, and a vote that will decide whether the Republic remains in capable hands. Yet I hear there are strangers in sealed rooms. Americans with cameras. Honeymoon ghosts wandering where they should not.”

The table absorbed the words.

No one moved.

Inside me, something lethal went still.

Matteo’s hand came closer to his jacket.

I didn't look at him.

I looked at Lorenzo.

“Hotel gossip rarely deserves a seat at this table.”

“Agreed,” Lorenzo said. “Unless the gossip has a lens.”

Vale’s face tightened.

So he knew there was a woman.

Or wanted me to believe he knew.

Either way, Evelyn’s time upstairs was shrinking.

“You sound concerned for my occupancy reports,” I said.

“I am concerned for discipline.”

“Then begin with your own men.”

Lorenzo’s smile returned. “Meaning?”

“Meaning Paolo’s cuff is stained, and your messenger is missing.”

Several heads turned toward Paolo, standing near the archway.

His cuff had been changed.

Of course.

But not fast enough for the men who had already seen it.

Lorenzo’s gaze did not leave mine. “Accidents happen in old hotels.”

“They do,” I said. “Usually when guests forget which doors are locked.”

The threat sat between us, elegant and open.

For a moment, the courtyard belonged only to Lorenzo and me.

The families watched.

The politicians breathed carefully.

The ledger waited.

I thought of Evelyn upstairs, probably pacing the suite, furious and frightened, with the camera close enough to grab.

A variable.

That was what I had called her in my head.

A variable I couldn't control.

But she was no longer only that.

She was the only person in this entire building who had seen the truth without knowing how to profit from it.

That made her dangerous.

That made her honest.

That made her impossible to leave unprotected.

Lorenzo leaned forward.

The candlelight caught his right hand.

The ring was gone.

Of course it was.

My father’s ring had disappeared from his finger between the courtyard and the table.

Confirmation.

He knew enough to hide it.

Not enough to know he had been captured.

Rage moved through me so cleanly it almost felt like peace.

“Remove your challenge,” I said.

A murmur.

Lorenzo’s eyebrows rose. “Pardon?”

“You heard me.”

“On what grounds?”

I looked at his empty right hand.

“Timing.”

His face changed.

Not much.

Enough.

For the first time that night, Lorenzo Varric understood there was a blade in the room he hadn't placed there.

He smiled then.

Slowly.

A man adjusting to a new game.

“Timing,” he repeated. “Your father loved that word.”

“My father knew how to wait.”

“And you?”

I held his gaze. “I know when to stop waiting.”

The ledger remained open.

The red cloth burned under the lights.

Above us, somewhere behind black curtains and glass, Evelyn Hart had become the most valuable person in the Belladonna.

Lorenzo looked toward the seventh floor again.

This time, almost lazily.

Almost.

Then his eyes returned to mine.

“Tell me, Cassian,” he said, smiling across the table. “Does your American guest sleep with the balcony doors open?”


CHAPTER TEN

The Wrong Room

For three minutes after Cassian left, I didn't move.

The suite held his absence like a handprint.

Not warm.

Not comforting.

Just there.

The lock he had turned seemed louder than the silence around it. The balcony curtains hung almost closed, a narrow seam of darkness splitting the heavy red fabric. The sealed interior door stood near the bedroom like a threat pretending to be architecture.

And my camera sat on the marble table.

Small.

Black.

Damning.

I stared at it until the room blurred.

You did not take a picture of a meeting. You took a picture of a betrayal.

The words had not sounded dramatic when Cassian said them.

They had sounded like a sentence.

Not grammar.

Judgment.

I crossed the room and picked up the camera. My fingers moved before my mind caught up, quick and practiced, muscle memory from years of protecting images from bad weather, drunk wedding guests, and my own occasional clumsiness.

Memory card door.

Open.

Card out.

The tiny piece of plastic lay in my palm like it had no idea it could ruin lives.

Maybe mine.

Maybe his.

Maybe the silver-haired man’s.

Maybe all of them.

I almost laughed.

It came out as nothing.

I looked around the room for a hiding place and realized, with a cold crawl of panic, that I was standing inside a suite designed by people who probably knew every ordinary hiding place a frightened woman would choose.

Under the mattress.

Behind the mirror.

Inside the safe.

Inside a shoe.

Too obvious. All of it.

I forced myself to breathe.

Photographers noticed what others missed.

That was the one advantage I had.

I moved to my suitcase and took out the small velvet ring box from the front pocket. For a moment, I only held it.

Daniel’s ring waited inside.

The last useless relic of the life I had almost married.

I opened the box.

The diamond caught the lamplight with offensive innocence.

I stared at it, and the old wound rose fast and ugly.

For weeks, I had carried this ring like a corpse I wasn't ready to bury. Proof that someone had once chosen me. Proof that someone had also made that choice worthless.

Now it could be useful.

That felt like justice.

I pulled the ring free, set it on the vanity, and slid the memory card beneath the velvet cushion. It fit neatly under the soft black lining, hidden beneath the place the diamond had once rested.

A dangerous photograph hiding in an empty promise.

Perfect.

I closed the box and zipped it into the inner pocket of my camera bag.

Then I took the second card from my case and loaded it into the camera.

Decoy.

My hands were still steady.

I hated that.

I loved it too.

The room phone rang.

I went cold.

The sound was soft, old-fashioned, almost elegant, but it made my entire body flinch.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Cassian had said not to answer if the phone rang.

If the phone rings, let it ring.

I stood beside the marble table, staring at the black receiver.

Fourth ring.

Fifth.

The suite felt suddenly enormous, every corner full of listening.

Sixth.

Then silence.

I waited.

My heart beat in my ears.

The phone rang again.

This time, only once.

Then stopped.

A message light blinked red.

I didn't touch it.

Instead, I picked up my cell phone.

No signal.

That was new.

I had signal earlier. Not great, but enough to receive messages and scroll through emails I had no intention of answering. Now the bars were gone, replaced by a hollow little symbol that looked far too much like judgment.

I moved toward the window.

One bar appeared.

Then vanished.

“Of course,” I whispered.

Hotel Wi-Fi glowed on my screen.

BELLADONNA_GUEST.

I stared at it.

I could send myself the photograph. Upload it. Put it somewhere outside this room, outside this hotel, outside Cassian Moretti’s locked world.

If the Wi-Fi belonged to the hotel, Cassian could probably see it.

If the Wi-Fi was compromised by whoever placed me in this room, someone worse could.

I thought of Daniel’s phone lighting up on the kitchen counter.

I miss your mouth.

How one little rectangle of light had changed my entire life because I looked when something felt wrong.

Trust your eyes, Ev.

For once, trust them all the way.

I turned off Wi-Fi.

The room went quiet again.

Then came the knock.

Not the polite tap of room service.

Not the precise knock Cassian had used.

Two quick raps.

A pause.

One more.

I stared at the door.

“Miss Hart?” a man called softly. “Housekeeping.”

Every muscle in my body locked.

Housekeeping.

At night.

On the seventh floor.

After Cassian had said no one should be at my door.

I didn't answer.

Another knock.

“Miss Hart? Turn-down service.”

The voice was pleasant. Young. Accented. Not Luca. Not the waiter from earlier. Not anyone I had heard before.

I moved silently toward the door, stepping around the places where the old floor might creak. My camera was in my right hand now, strap looped tight around my wrist. Useless as a weapon, maybe. Useful as proof.

Through the peephole, I saw a man in a white service jacket standing outside with a folded towel over one arm.

He looked right.

Everything about him looked almost right.

Clean jacket. Dark trousers. Polite posture. A small silver cart beside him with a covered tray, towels, and a vase containing one red rose.

But his shoes were wrong.

Not hotel shoes. Not polished black service shoes like Luca’s. These were matte leather, expensive, soft-soled. Shoes made for silence, not service.

I held my breath.

“Miss Hart?” he called again.

I stepped back from the peephole.

My pulse hammered.

The man waited.

So did I.

After several seconds, the handle moved.

Not much.

Just enough.

A testing pressure.

My hand flew to my mouth.

The deadbolt held.

The chain held.

The handle lowered again.

This time slower.

He had a key.

Or something pretending to be one.

The lock gave a soft electronic chirp.

Red light.

Denied.

The man outside went still.

I backed away from the door, one silent step at a time.

My heel touched the edge of the rug.

The phone rang.

I nearly screamed.

The man outside did not move.

The phone rang again.

I looked from the receiver to the door.

Third ring.

The message light blinked.

Fourth.

Cassian had said not to answer.

But Cassian had also said if someone knocked and claimed to be staff, they were lying.

And someone was at my door pretending to be staff.

Fifth ring.

I grabbed the receiver.

“What?” I whispered.

For half a second, there was only static.

Then Cassian’s voice.

“Do not open the door.”

My knees almost gave.

I gripped the table. “There’s a man outside.”

“I know.”

The calm in his voice should have steadied me.

It didn’t.

It made the danger more real.

“He said housekeeping.”

“He is not hotel staff.”

My throat tightened. “He tried the handle.”

“Where are you?”

“In the sitting room.”

“Move away from the main door. Do not go near the balcony. Do not stand in front of the windows.”

I looked at the door.

The handle moved again.

“He has something,” I whispered. “A key, maybe. It didn’t work.”

“It won’t.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I changed the room access from downstairs.”

A fresh wave of cold moved through me.

“You can do that?”

“Yes.”

“Of course you can.”

“Evelyn.”

The way he said my name cut through the panic.

Not soft.

Not warm.

Focused.

“Listen to me.”

“I am.”

“Take the camera and go into the bedroom.”

“No.”

Too brief for anger.

Long enough for him to swallow it.

“Why?”

“Because the sealed door is in there.”

Silence.

There it was.

Confirmation.

He had hoped I would forget it existed.

I almost smiled, except my hand was shaking now.

“You know about the sealed door,” he said.

“I’m observant, remember?”

“Too observant.”

“Your staff keeps saying that like it’s a disease.”

“Tonight, it may be.”

Outside, something metallic touched the lock.

A tiny scrape.

My entire body went rigid.

“He’s doing something to the door.”

Cassian’s voice changed.

Not louder.

Colder.

“Evelyn, behind the bar cart there is a wall panel.”

I turned toward it.

The bar cart sat near the far wall, all crystal, dark bottles, and expensive uselessness.

“What?”

“Behind it. Left side. Press the lower corner.”

I stared at the cart.

“You hid a panic room in my honeymoon suite?”

“I hid many things in that suite. Move.”

The lock chirped again.

Red.

Denied.

Then again.

Red.

The man outside was patient.

That scared me more than force would have.

I crossed to the bar cart and pulled it away from the wall. The bottles clinked softly. My fingers found the panel seam only because Cassian had told me where to look.

Lower corner.

I pressed.

Nothing.

“Cassian.”

“Harder.”

“I am pressing.”

“Left corner, not center.”

I swallowed a hysterical laugh. “Now is not the time to criticize my technique.”

“Evelyn.”

“I know.”

I pressed again.

This time, the panel clicked open.

A small compartment sat inside the wall, barely large enough for a hotel safe. Instead of a safe, it held a black phone, a flashlight, and a thin metal device I didn't recognize.

“What is this?”

“Emergency line. Pick up the black phone.”

I did.

No dial tone.

Then a click.

“Sofia will answer if I lose this line,” Cassian said.

“If you lose this line?”

The handle moved harder.

The door shook once.

Not enough to open.

Enough to remind me wood was only wood.

I gripped the black phone in one hand and the room receiver in the other.

This was insane.

This was real.

“Where are you?” I asked.

“Below.”

“With them?”

“Yes.”

“The men from the courtyard?”

“Yes.”

“The silver-haired one?”

“Yes.”

“Does he know?”

“Not yet.”

My eyes closed.

Not yet.

Worst phrase in the English language.

“Know what exactly?” I whispered. “That I saw? That I took the photo? That you came upstairs?”

“Yes.”

“All of those?”

“Yes.”

I laughed then.

A small, awful sound.

“Full sentences can get people killed, huh?”

“Not tonight.”

The certainty in his voice did something to me.

It made me angry because I wanted to believe it.

Another sound came from the door.

Not the lock.

Lower.

A soft sliding noise near the floor.

I looked down.

A white envelope slipped under the door.

It stopped on the dark wood just inside the suite.

The man outside stepped back.

Through the peephole, I could hear the cart wheels whisper away.

“He left something,” I said.

“Do not touch it.”

“It’s an envelope.”

“Do not touch it.”

“I heard you.”

But I was already staring.

The envelope was plain white, sealed. My name written across the front in block letters.

EVELYN HART.

Not elegant like Cassian’s handwriting.

Heavy.

Impersonal.

Cassian said something to someone away from the phone, too low and sharp to understand.

Then he came back to me. “Is he still there?”

I moved carefully to the peephole.

The hallway was empty.

Too empty.

“No.”

“Step away from the door anyway.”

I did.

“Matteo is sending Sofia.”

“Sofia?”

“She is less likely to frighten you.”

“Very thoughtful.”

“I am often thoughtful under threat.”

“You’re not.”

A faint silence.

Then, impossibly, he said, “You are scared.”

It should have irritated me.

It did.

It also steadied me because he didn't say it like an accusation.

“Yes,” I said.

“Good.”

“Cassian.”

“Fear means your body understands faster than your pride.”

“I’m starting to hate your observations.”

“Stay alive and you may complain later.”

The hallway outside remained silent.

I looked at the envelope.

It seemed harmless on the floor.

That was how everything dangerous looked at first.

A phone lighting up.

A sealed room.

A balcony view.

A beautiful man with warnings instead of answers.

“I need to do something,” I said.

“You are doing something.”

“Hiding?”

“Surviving.”

“I hate that.”

“I know.”

No one had ever said I know like him. Not as comfort. As acknowledgment. As if he accepted the ugly truth without trying to paint flowers over it.

The memory card pressed against my mind like a pulse.

He did not know where I had hidden it.

No one did.

Good.

I moved to the camera bag and took out the empty card case. With the room phone still pinned between my shoulder and ear, I slipped the decoy card from the camera, placed it in the case, and put the camera back together without the real card inside.

“What are you doing?” Cassian asked.

Of course he heard the tiny plastic click.

“Being useful.”

“Define useful.”

“No.”

“Evelyn.”

“You told me to keep the camera close. You did not say I had to narrate.”

Another silence.

This one almost felt like reluctant approval.

Then, from somewhere beyond the phone, a man’s voice called his name.

Not Matteo.

Older.

Smoother.

Dangerous even through distance.

“Moretti.”

Cassian’s breathing changed.

“Do not hang up,” he said.

“I won’t.”

“If anyone else contacts you, do not answer.”

“I got it.”

“Say it.”

I gritted my teeth. “I will not answer.”

“Good.”

The line muffled.

He was speaking to someone else now, voice too distant to make out. I held the receiver and listened to the sound of his world moving beneath mine.

Men. Stone. A murmur of language. A chair scraping.

Then the suite lights flickered.

Once.

Twice.

The lamps went out.

Darkness swallowed Room 707.

I froze.

The room phone went dead.

“Cassian?”

The black emergency phone in my other hand crackled.

Then Sofia’s voice came through, low and urgent.

“Miss Hart, stay away from the door.”

My eyes adjusted slowly. The only light came from the thin seam between the balcony curtains and the faint glow of my cell phone on the table.

The cell phone.

I had turned off Wi-Fi.

I had no signal.

But the screen lit up.

One notification.

Unknown number.

My skin turned to ice before I touched it.

I knew.

Somehow, I knew.

The message opened beneath my thumb.

Room 707 has a beautiful view.

What did you see?


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Under My Protection

The moment the lights failed in Room 707, the Crown Table stopped pretending to be civilized.

Not because the Belladonna had never lost power. Old buildings had old tempers. Even rich men understood that. But the Belladonna did not lose power beneath my feet unless someone cut the vein deliberately.

And tonight, every vein in my hotel led to Evelyn Hart.

The courtyard lights held.

That told me enough.

Only the upper guest wing had been hit.

Only the seventh floor.

Only her.

Senator Vale jerked in his chair when the monitors near the arch went black. Lorenzo did not move at all. That was how I knew he was enjoying himself.

“Trouble upstairs?” he asked.

His voice was smooth enough to poison wine.

I looked at Matteo.

He was already speaking into his earpiece, face carved from stone. “Seal seventh. Emergency grid. Sofia to 707. No one reaches that door but us.”

Around the table, men shifted. Hands moved toward jackets. Security stepped closer to the walls. The red cloth beneath the ledger looked darker under the courtyard lights, almost wet.

I stood.

Lorenzo’s smile sharpened. “Leaving us again?”

“Yes.”

“A man who walks away from the Crown Table twice in one evening invites questions.”

“A man who asks too many questions in my hotel invites answers.”

The old men around the table went quiet.

Vale swallowed.

Lorenzo leaned back, fingers resting on the stem of his glass. His right hand was bare now. No ring. He had removed my father’s ghost and thought that made him safe.

He knew nothing about safety.

“Is this about your American?” he asked.

There it was.

Not a rumor now.

A blade laid carefully on the table.

Matteo’s hand shifted beneath his jacket.

I gave the smallest shake of my head.

Not here.

Not yet.

“My guests are my concern,” I said.

“How modern of you. My generation preferred to call them liabilities.”

“My generation knows liabilities become weapons when fools touch them.”

Lorenzo’s smile cooled.

Good.

Let him understand I heard the hand beneath the sentence.

One of the Russo brothers looked from Lorenzo to me and decided to study his wine. Cowardice had excellent survival instincts.

I turned before Lorenzo could answer.

Matteo followed.

The moment we passed beneath the archway, the air changed. The courtyard’s ritual fell behind us, replaced by the functional violence of the Belladonna’s lower corridors. Men moved fast now. No performance. No tradition. Just hands on weapons, eyes on doors, voices clipped into earpieces.

“What happened?” I asked.

Matteo matched my pace. “Power cut to the seventh-floor guest corridor and Room 707. Backup delayed thirty seconds.”

“Thirty?”

“Yes.”

That was not a malfunction.

That was a message.

“Sofia?”

“Emergency line connected. She has Evelyn on the black phone.”

My chest loosened by one degree.

Only one.

“And the man at her door?”

“Gone before my men reached the hall.”

“Description?”

“White jacket. Service cart. Not ours.”

“Camera?”

“Covered. The hall camera looped for ninety seconds.”

I stopped walking.

Matteo stopped too.

Ninety seconds was an insult.

Long enough to approach. Long enough to test the lock. Long enough to slide something beneath the door.

“What did he leave?”

“Envelope.”

My jaw tightened.

“Has she touched it?”

“No.”

“Good.”

Matteo’s eyes flicked over my face. “There is more.”

“Say it.”

“She received a message on her phone.”

Cold settled through me.

“What message?”

He looked like he would rather take a bullet than answer.

That told me everything before he spoke.

“Room 707 has a beautiful view. What did you see?”

The corridor narrowed around me.

Not visibly. The stone did not move. The lights did not dim. The men did not vanish.

But inside my body, every path led to one conclusion.

Evelyn had become known.

Not suspected.

Known.

Someone outside my protection knew she had seen the courtyard. Someone had access to her phone number. Someone had reached her room, tested the lock, cut power, and left a message all while the Crown Table sat beneath us with Lorenzo smiling over the red cloth.

A test.

A threat.

A claim.

I resumed walking.

Faster.

Matteo kept up. “Cassian.”

“No.”

“You do not know what I am going to say.”

“You are going to say moving her under direct protection confirms her value.”

“It does.”

“You are going to say Lorenzo will use it politically.”

“He will.”

“You are going to say the families will question whether I can separate judgment from appetite.”

Matteo said nothing.

I turned on him near the private lift. “She was targeted in my hotel.”

“Yes.”

“By someone who penetrated my security.”

“Yes.”

“While she holds evidence of internal betrayal.”

“Yes.”

“Then stop saying this is about appetite.”

His expression did not change, but his voice lowered. “I am saying that Lorenzo wants you to make this personal.”

Too late.

The thought came before I could stop it.

Too late, because I had seen Evelyn standing in Room 707 with fear in her eyes and the camera in her hand, still angry enough to argue while danger circled the door.

Too late, because she hadn't cried when she understood blood had been real. She had hidden the shock behind questions.

Too late, because she made obedience impossible and fear honest.

Too late, because I had already begun calculating the deaths of men who had not yet touched her.

I stepped into the lift.

Matteo followed.

The doors closed.

Steel swallowed us.

“You need to hear me,” he said.

“I usually do.”

“Do not joke.”

“I wasn't.”

His face hardened. “If you move her into your private wing, you tell everyone she matters.”

“She already matters because of the photograph.”

“She matters more if she matters to you.”

The lift rose.

Two.

Three.

Four.

I stared at the panel.

“She does not matter to me,” I said.

Matteo laughed once, without humor.

It was the wrong response from the right man.

I turned my head.

He held my stare. “You can lie to Lorenzo. You can lie to the table. Do not waste time lying to me in an elevator.”

The lift kept rising.

Five.

Six.

“Then hear this truth,” I said quietly. “If anyone reaches her before I do, I will turn tonight’s succession challenge into a funeral.”

Matteo’s eyes darkened.

Not approval.

Understanding.

“Then make sure she doesn't see that in your face,” he said. “She is already frightened.”

“She should be.”

“She is not one of us.”

“I know.”

“No, Cassian. You know she is not trained. You know she is not armed. You know she is a civilian with a camera and bad luck.” He stepped closer as the lift slowed. “But you forget that fear feels different when no one has taught you what to do with it.”

The doors opened onto the service passage.

For once, I let the words stay.

He was right.

That irritated me less than it should have.

We reached the seventh floor through the staff corridor. Emergency lights glowed red along the baseboards. My men stood positioned at both elevator ends, weapons concealed but ready. Sofia waited outside Room 707 with a master key in one hand and the black emergency phone pressed to her ear.

Her face changed when she saw me.

Relief first.

Then accusation.

Good. Everyone had opinions tonight.

“She is inside,” Sofia said quietly. “The lights are still out in the suite, but she is calm.”

“Calm?”

“She sounds calm.”

“Those are not the same.”

“No,” Sofia said. “They are not.”

I held out my hand for the key.

She gave it to me, then lowered the phone. “She asked if the message was from you.”

Something in me went still.

“And?”

“I told her no.”

“Good.”

“She did not ask if she should believe me.”

The detail landed.

Evelyn trusted Sofia enough not to challenge that.

Or was too tired to spend suspicion everywhere at once.

I took the phone. “Evelyn.”

A breath.

Then her voice, low and tight. “Are you outside?”

“Yes.”

“Alone?”

I looked at Matteo, Sofia, and the two men posted by the hall.

“No.”

“I’m not opening the door to an army.”

Despite everything, my mouth nearly moved.

“Then open it to Sofia.”

“No.”

Sofia blinked.

Interesting.

Evelyn continued, “No offense to Sofia.”

Sofia murmured, “None taken.”

I said, “Why?”

“Because the last man outside the door looked like hotel staff.”

Fear did not make her stupid.

It made her sharper.

That would help keep her alive.

“It is me,” I said.

“So you say.”

“Look through the peephole.”

“I already did.”

“And?”

“And you’re there with three men and Sofia.”

“Two men.”

“Does correction make you feel better?”

This time my mouth did move.

Briefly.

Matteo looked at me as if I had lost my mind.

Perhaps I had.

“Open the door, Evelyn.”

“Are you going to take the camera?”

“No.”

“Are you going to take my phone?”

“No.”

“Are you going to tell me what is happening?”

“As much as I can without making things worse.”

“That is not comforting.”

“It is honest.”

A silence followed.

Then, inside the suite, the chain slid.

The lock turned.

The door opened just enough for Evelyn to look out.

She had the camera strap wrapped around her wrist.

Emergency light from the hallway cut across her face, painting her in red shadow. Her hair was loose. Her mouth was pale without lipstick now. She had changed since the bar, but not into something softer. Into something more awake.

Fear had stripped away the performance.

What remained was sharper.

She looked at Matteo first, then Sofia, then me.

Her gaze stopped there.

“You said no one would get in.”

“No one did.”

Her eyes hardened. “That is a technicality.”

“Yes.”

“Do you ever get tired of those?”

“No.”

“Of course not.”

I stepped closer to the threshold. “May I come in?”

Sofia looked at me then.

So did Matteo.

They heard it.

The question.

So did Evelyn.

Her expression shifted, just.

Not trust.

But the recognition that I had chosen not to cross a line I could have crossed easily.

“Just you,” she said.

Matteo objected immediately. “No.”

Evelyn’s gaze cut to him. “I wasn’t asking you.”

I liked her more than I should have.

Matteo did not.

“Cassian,” he warned.

“I will call if I need you.”

“You will call before you need me.”

“Stay in the hall.”

His jaw flexed.

Sofia touched his arm lightly. Brave woman.

Matteo stayed.

I entered Room 707.

Evelyn stepped back, giving me enough space to close the door but not enough to feel welcomed. The suite was dark except for the emergency glow from the open wall panel behind the bar cart and the thin moonlit seam between the balcony curtains. The lamps were dead. The Barolo still stood unopened on the table. The white envelope lay on the floor near the door like something diseased.

I closed the door behind me but did not lock it.

Evelyn noticed.

I took in the room quickly.

Camera in her hand. Phone on the table. Black emergency receiver off the hook. Envelope untouched. Balcony curtains mostly closed. Ring box absent from the visible surfaces. Her suitcase shut. Shoes near the bedroom door, one turned as if she had moved fast and stopped herself.

“You hid something,” I said.

Her body went still.

Wrong first sentence.

But true.

Her chin lifted. “You don’t know that.”

“I know you.”

“You do not know me.”

“No,” I said. “But I know how people move when they are protecting something.”

Her eyes flashed. “Maybe I’m protecting myself.”

“Good.”

That disarmed her more than disagreement would have.

She looked away first.

Only for a second.

But I saw exhaustion beneath the anger. The kind that came after the body stayed brave longer than it should have had to.

I looked at the envelope.

“Do not touch that.”

“I didn’t.”

“I know.”

“Because you know me?”

“Because you are too smart to touch a threat before understanding its purpose.”

Her grip on the camera loosened by a fraction.

Compliments worked on most people when delivered with warmth.

Evelyn responded better to accuracy.

“What is its purpose?” she asked.

“To tell you that whoever sent it can reach your door.”

“They already told me that by reaching my door.”

“The envelope is theater.”

“And the message?”

“Pressure.”

Her voice dropped. “Room 707 has a beautiful view. What did you see?”

Hearing the words from her mouth made something violent move under my ribs.

I kept my face calm.

Barely.

“That message means someone knows you were at the balcony,” I said.

“I figured that out.”

“It also means they don't know how much you saw.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Or they want me to tell them.”

“Yes.”

She swallowed.

Not fear alone.

Anger again.

“Who sent it?” she asked.

“I don’t know yet.”

“Lorenzo?”

I said nothing.

Her breath caught. “That’s his name.”

I should not have given her that.

I hadn't.

She had taken it from silence.

“You said I took a picture of a betrayal,” she said. “Was he the betrayal?”

“Part of it.”

“Was the ring his?”

“No.”

She waited.

I didn't continue.

Her mouth tightened. “You are doing it again.”

“I know.”

“Then stop.”

“I cannot.”

“You mean you won’t.”

“No.” I stepped closer, slowly. “I mean the truth is not a single door I can open for you. It is a corridor full of men waiting with knives. If I push you through too fast, you die before understanding where you are.”

Her face paled.

Too much.

Matteo’s warning returned.

Fear feels different when no one has taught you what to do with it.

I stopped moving.

Lowered my voice.

“The man in the courtyard is Lorenzo Varric,” I said. “He is not a guest. He is not a businessman. He is not someone you speak to, photograph, provoke, or underestimate.”

“What is he?”

“A man who wants my chair.”

“What chair?”

“The one my father left me.”

“The hotel?”

“No.”

The word sat between us.

Her eyes widened.

Not with ignorance now.

With the first shape of understanding.

“The men downstairs,” she said. “They aren’t having a meeting.”

“They are.”

“Not the kind people walk away from.”

“Sometimes they do.”

“And sometimes?”

I looked toward the envelope. “Sometimes they are carried.”

She absorbed that without looking away.

Strong woman.

Frightened woman.

Both.

“You’re mafia,” she said.

The word sounded too small in her American mouth.

“Not exactly.”

She laughed once, sharp and breathless. “That is the least comforting correction in history.”

“It is the accurate one.”

“Oh, great. Accuracy.”

“You asked for truth.”

“I asked for enough truth to decide whether I need to run.”

My silence answered before I could.

Her face changed.

“So I do,” she whispered.

I stepped forward.

This time she didn't retreat.

“No,” I said.

“You just hesitated.”

“Because running would be understandable. Not survivable.”

Her eyes filled with fury so quickly it almost hid the fear. “You don’t get to decide that for me.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t. You keep saying you know, and then every answer leads back to me doing what you say because you have power and I have questions.”

“You have more than questions now.”

The camera between us seemed to gain weight.

Her fingers tightened around it.

I didn't look down.

I looked at her.

“You have proof,” I said. “And that changes everything.”

She went quiet.

Outside the room, I heard footsteps in the hall. Matteo, pacing once. Then stopping. Still near enough.

Evelyn heard them too.

“How many men are outside?”

“Mine?”

Her laugh was ugly. “There are others?”

“Always.”

She turned away, pressing a hand to her forehead for one brief, human second.

Then she dropped it and faced me again.

“What happens now?”

“I move you.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“No.” She stepped back this time, camera at her side, eyes bright. “I am not being dragged through secret doors because you say so.”

“You are not being dragged anywhere.”

“Then I’m refusing.”

“You can refuse after I explain.”

“Explain fast.”

My mouth almost curved.

Wrong moment.

Wrong woman.

Wrong life.

Still, there it was.

I was standing in a dark room with a targeted woman, an envelope on the floor, the Crown Table below, Lorenzo circling my power, my father’s ring caught in her photograph, and somehow Evelyn Hart telling me to explain fast was the first honest thing I had heard all night.

“This room is compromised,” I said. “Your phone is compromised. The hallway was breached. The power was cut selectively to isolate you. Whoever sent the message is testing whether you panic, whether you answer, whether you run, and whether I react.”

Her gaze sharpened. “You did.”

“Yes.”

“Then they got what they wanted.”

“Partly.”

“What part didn’t they get?”

I stepped closer.

This time, I let the truth show.

“They did not touch you.”

Her breath caught.

The air changed.

Not softened.

Charged.

The darkness around us seemed to narrow until there was only her face, my voice, the space I refused to cross without permission.

She looked away first, but not before I saw the effect of the words.

Not romance.

Not trust.

Something more dangerous.

A woman understanding that a man’s violence had chosen a direction.

“Where would you move me?” she asked.

“My private wing.”

Her eyes snapped back to mine. “Absolutely not.”

“It is the most secure section of the hotel.”

“It is your section of the hotel.”

“Yes.”

“I’m supposed to feel safer there?”

“No,” I said. “You are supposed to be safer there. Your feelings may take longer.”

She stared at me as if she couldn't decide whether to slap me or laugh.

Probably both.

“You are impossible.”

“I have been told.”

“By women?”

“By everyone.”

A tiny, unwanted crack of humor moved across her face and vanished.

I wanted it back.

That was a problem for another day.

If we survived this one.

A knock sounded at the door.

Evelyn flinched before she could stop herself.

My anger returned instantly.

Three taps.

Then Sofia’s voice. “Signor Moretti.”

I opened the door only wide enough to see her.

Matteo stood behind her, phone in hand, face grim.

“What?” I asked.

Matteo looked past me toward Evelyn, then back.

“Lorenzo has asked whether the American guest needs assistance.”

The hallway seemed to drop ten degrees.

Evelyn stepped closer behind me.

She heard.

Of course she heard.

I kept my voice even. “How considerate.”

“He sent one of his men with a hotel doctor.”

Sofia’s mouth was tight. “There is no hotel doctor on duty tonight.”

Lorenzo was not testing anymore.

He was reaching.

I looked at Matteo. “Where?”

“Service landing. My men stopped them.”

“For now,” Sofia said softly.

For now.

Everything tonight was for now.

I turned back into the room and closed the door.

Evelyn stood near the table, camera clutched in one hand, face pale but composed. Not calm. Composed. She was holding herself together with wire and pride.

“Was that about me?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“He knows.”

“He suspects.”

“You keep making these tiny distinctions like they matter.”

“They matter until someone dies.”

She went still.

I hated myself for the bluntness.

I hated more that she needed it.

“You said he sent a doctor,” she whispered.

“He sent a man who would enter this room under a soft name.”

“And then?”

I didn't answer.

Her eyes closed for half a second.

When they opened, the last piece of denial was gone.

The hotel was no longer a beautiful mistake.

It was a trap with chandeliers.

“Okay,” she said.

One word.

Small.

Enormous.

She reached for the camera bag and slipped the camera inside, careful, protective. She did not offer it to me. She did not tell me where the card was.

I didn't ask.

Not yet.

“Okay?” I repeated.

“I’ll move rooms.”

“Not rooms.”

Her jaw tightened. “Don’t push your luck.”

“My private wing is not a room. It is an exit strategy.”

“Everything with you sounds like a threat.”

“Most things with me are.”

“At least you admit it.”

“I am done wasting time pretending otherwise.”

She looked at me for a long second, and in the emergency-dark suite, with danger pressing at every door, something passed between us that had no place there.

Recognition, perhaps.

The ugly kind.

The kind that sees a monster and understands it may still be the safer thing in the room.

She lifted her chin. “I can hate you for this.”

“Yes.”

“I probably will.”

“I expect so.”

“And I’m not giving you the camera.”

“I didn't ask for it.”

“You will.”

“Probably.”

Her mouth tightened.

I opened the door and signaled Matteo.

Then I looked back at Evelyn.

“You can hate me in the morning,” I said. “Tonight, you stay where I can keep you alive.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

The Key in My Hand

Cassian Moretti did not drag me out of Room 707.

That would have been easier to hate.

Instead, he waited while I packed my camera, my phone, my charger, my passport, and the small black ring box I pretended not to protect more carefully than the rest. He waited while I checked the bathroom, the desk, the locked drawer, the curtains. He waited while I looked one last time at the sealed interior door and tried not to imagine what kind of men moved behind walls without handles.

He waited like patience was another form of control.

Maybe it was.

Matteo stood in the hallway when I stepped out, broad and grim, with Sofia beside him. The lights were back on, but the seventh floor had changed.

Or maybe I had.

The gold sconces no longer looked elegant. They looked like witnesses. The carpet no longer looked soft. It looked like something designed to swallow footsteps. Two men stood near the elevator. Another near the service corridor.

No one looked at me directly for more than a second.

That was worse than staring.

It meant they knew my name.

Or at least knew enough to be careful with it.

Sofia touched my arm lightly as I passed. “Are you all right, Miss Hart?”

I almost said yes.

The lie rose automatically. Polite. Feminine. Useless.

Cassian’s voice moved through my memory.

You say “I’m fine” like a locked door.

So I looked at Sofia and said, “No.”

Her expression softened, but she didn't pity me. I liked her for that.

“No,” she said quietly. “I imagine not.”

Cassian looked at Matteo. “Clear the west passage.”

“Already done.”

“Again.”

Matteo’s jaw tightened, but he turned and spoke into his earpiece.

I looked from one man to the other. “How many passages does this hotel have?”

Cassian answered without looking away from the hall. “Enough.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the only one you need while we are standing exposed.”

“Exposed,” I repeated. “On a private floor full of your men?”

His eyes came to mine.

For a second, the hallway disappeared around them. Around him.

“You are exposed anywhere someone knows where to look.”

The words landed cold.

I hated that they made sense.

We did not take the guest elevator.

Of course we didn’t.

Cassian led me through a service door I hadn't noticed before, then down a corridor too narrow and undecorated to belong to the same hotel. The Belladonna’s public beauty ended the moment the door closed behind us. No flowers. No marble. No painted ceiling. Just stone walls, low light, security panels, and the faint hum of machinery beneath the floor.

I clutched my camera bag against my side.

Inside it, beneath the velvet cushion of an empty ring box, the memory card waited.

My secret.

My proof.

My insurance.

Or my death sentence.

Cassian walked beside me, not in front of me. Matteo followed behind us. That should have made me feel protected.

It made me feel surrounded.

Every few feet, a man appeared from an alcove or doorway, nodded once to Cassian, then stepped back into shadow. None of them spoke. None of them smiled. Some looked like hotel security. Others looked like they had been born in darker places and only wore suits because violence had dress codes here.

“Are they all yours?” I asked.

Cassian’s gaze stayed ahead. “Tonight, yes.”

“Tomorrow?”

“That depends on who survives tonight.”

I stopped walking.

Matteo muttered something behind me.

Cassian stopped too and turned back.

The corridor was too narrow for all of this. Too narrow for my fear, his calm, Matteo’s impatience, and the kind of sentence a normal person could not just drop into conversation.

“Who survives?” I asked.

Cassian looked at me for a moment.

Then he said, “Keep walking.”

“No.”

His eyes darkened.

Not with anger.

With urgency.

“Evelyn.”

“No.” My voice shook this time, and I hated it enough to make it stronger. “I am done being moved around like luggage while men speak over my head.”

Matteo stepped forward. “This is not the place.”

I looked at him. “I wasn’t talking to you.”

His face went blank.

Cassian’s mouth did something almost like a smile.

It vanished before I could decide whether I had imagined it.

“Matteo,” he said.

Matteo exhaled through his nose and stepped back.

Cassian looked at me again. “You want truth?”

“I want enough truth to know whether I’m walking toward safety or another cage.”

Something shifted in his face.

The word cage had reached him.

Good.

I wanted it to.

“The men downstairs belong to an alliance older than anything you understand about crime,” he said. “They trade in debt, protection, secrets, favors, political immunity, and blood. They do not forgive witnesses. They do not forgive embarrassment. And they don't leave evidence loose in the hands of a woman they cannot control.”

My fingers tightened around the camera bag.

“So that’s what I am?”

“No.”

“No?”

His voice lowered. “That is what they will call you.”

“And you?”

His gaze held mine.

The corridor seemed to hold still for the answer.

“I haven't decided what to call you.”

My breath caught.

I hated that. Hated the heat of it. Hated the way fear and attraction kept twisting together around him like two vines choking the same wall.

“Try guest,” I said.

“You stopped being only a guest when someone came to your door with a false key.”

“Because of your world.”

“Yes.”

“Because of your room.”

“Yes.”

“Because of whatever game you were already playing before I got here.”

“Yes.”

I laughed once. It sounded awful. “You do think honesty fixes things.”

“No.” His face did not soften. “I think lies rot faster when spoken near you.”

That shut me up.

For half a second.

Then anger came back because anger was the only thing in this hotel that still felt like mine.

“You don’t get to make me sound powerful while proving I have no power.”

Cassian went still.

Behind him, Matteo looked away.

Maybe because I was right.

Maybe because he knew Cassian was hearing it.

“I am not trying to take your power,” Cassian said.

“Then what do you call this?”

“Containment.”

The word struck like a slap.

My whole body recoiled before I could make it elegant.

Cassian saw it.

Regret crossed his face so quickly I almost missed it.

Almost.

“Poor choice,” he said.

“No,” I whispered. “Honest one.”

“Evelyn—”

“Daniel used to do that.” The name came out before I could stop it.

Cassian’s expression changed.

The corridor became too intimate.

Too quiet.

“He would decide what I could handle,” I said, and hated that my voice had gone soft. “He would lie, then tell me it was because he didn’t want to hurt me. He would make me feel dramatic for asking questions and ungrateful for wanting answers. By the end, I didn’t know if my instincts were protecting me or humiliating me.”

Cassian said nothing.

The silence he gave me was not empty.

It was attentive, which somehow made continuing harder.

“I came here because I wanted one place in my life where his betrayal didn’t get to decide the frame,” I said. “And now I’m in another man’s hotel, another man’s room, another man’s private hallway, being told I can hate him in the morning as long as I obey tonight.”

His jaw tightened.

I expected him to defend himself.

He didn’t.

“I deserved that,” he said.

The admission dropped between us.

Simple.

Undramatic.

It made my anger stumble, which annoyed me more than if he had argued.

“You don’t get points for agreeing with me.”

“I know.”

“Stop saying that.”

“I will try.”

Matteo looked at the ceiling like he was praying for patience or death.

Cassian ignored him.

“I cannot make this feel like freedom,” he said. “Not tonight. Not with men searching for weakness in every locked door. But I can make one thing clear.”

He reached into the inside pocket of his jacket.

Matteo shifted instantly.

Cassian shot him a look.

Matteo stopped.

From his pocket, Cassian withdrew a key.

Not a hotel key card.

A real key.

Small. Black metal. Heavy-looking. Old-fashioned enough to feel impossible in a building full of electronic locks.

He held it out.

I looked at it.

Then at him.

“What is that?”

“The private wing key.”

I didn't take it.

Cassian stepped closer, slowly, and placed it in my palm.

His fingers brushed my skin.

A small touch.

Barely anything.

My body noticed anyway.

The key was cold and heavier than it should have been.

I curled my hand around it before I meant to.

“Am I your prisoner?” I asked.

The question left me raw.

Not dramatic.

Not accusing.

Raw.

For the first time since I had met him, Cassian looked almost pained.

Not wounded.

Not weak.

But as if the truth of the question had entered somewhere beneath the suit, beneath the title, beneath the man who made rooms rearrange themselves around him.

He looked down at the key in my hand.

Then back at me.

“If you were my prisoner,” he said, “you wouldn't have a key.”

I wanted to reject that.

I wanted to call it another elegant half-truth. Another controlled sentence. Another way of making captivity look like choice.

But the key was real.

Cold.

Hard.

Mine, at least for now.

“And if I use it?” I asked.

“Then the door opens.”

“To what?”

His eyes darkened. “A corridor full of reasons not to.”

The answer made my throat tight.

Because that was the problem, wasn’t it?

A cage was still a cage even if the door opened onto wolves.

We continued walking.

This time, Cassian did not tell me to.

The private wing sat behind two coded doors and a narrow vestibule guarded by men who did not pretend to be anything else. No white jackets. No service carts. No false smiles. Just dark suits, earpieces, and the stillness of men who understood exactly what they were protecting.

Or containing.

The suite beyond was nothing like Room 707.

No theatrical curtains. No intimate honeymoon beauty. No bed placed like a promise. This space was darker, masculine, restrained. A sitting room with black leather chairs, shelves of old books, a wall of windows overlooking Rome instead of the courtyard, and a fireplace that looked as if it hadn't been lit for comfort in years.

It smelled like him.

Clean soap.

Smoke.

Rain, though it hadn't rained.

Something expensive and cold.

I hated that my body recognized it.

Cassian stood near the door while I took in the room.

Matteo remained outside.

The door stayed open.

I noticed.

So did Cassian.

“There is a bedroom through there,” he said, nodding toward a half-open door. “Bathroom beyond it. Food if you want it. Water. A private line to Sofia. No one enters unless you permit it.”

“Except you?”

“Including me.”

I looked at him.

He did not flinch from the skepticism.

“The key opens this door from both sides,” he said. “The lock cannot be engaged from the outside if you turn it from within. If you want the door closed, close it. If you want me out, say so.”

“That easy?”

“No,” he said. “But that simple.”

I walked to the door and examined the lock because I no longer cared if suspicion looked rude. The key fit. Turned. Released. Turned again.

Real.

Mechanical.

Not a performance.

Still, the guards outside watched without watching.

Beyond them, the corridor stretched long and dim.

“How do I know one of them won’t stop me if I leave?” I asked.

Cassian looked at the nearest guard. “Open the hall.”

The man stepped aside immediately.

Cassian’s gaze returned to me. “Use the key.”

My hand tightened around it.

“You want me to leave?”

“No.”

The answer came too fast.

Too honest.

A little dangerous.

“But I want you to know the difference between a locked door and an unsafe one,” he added.

I hated him for that sentence.

I hated him because it worked.

I stepped into the hallway.

No one moved to stop me.

The air outside the private wing was cooler. The corridor ran longer than expected, lined with dark paneling and old portraits of people who looked like they had never laughed without a reason to punish someone afterward. At the far end, another guard stood near a side passage.

He looked up.

Our eyes met.

He was not one of Cassian’s men from the walk over.

I knew immediately.

Not because of the suit. Not because of the posture. Something smaller.

His shoes.

Soft-soled, matte leather.

The same wrong shoes from the man pretending to be housekeeping.

My pulse dropped.

He held something in his hand.

A photograph.

Even from a distance, I recognized the shape of a face.

My face.

The guard beside the private wing reacted a second after I did.

Too late.

The man at the end of the hallway lifted the photo higher, like he wanted me to see it.

Then he smiled.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

A Knife Wrapped in Perfume

The man at the end of the hallway smiled at Evelyn.

That was his first mistake.

His second was still being alive when I saw it.

He stood beneath the low amber light with one shoulder angled toward the side passage, body positioned for retreat, right hand lifted to display the photograph like an offering. Soft-soled shoes. Dark suit. White shirt. No tie. Almost hotel staff, if one did not know how men dressed when they wanted silence to do half their work.

Evelyn had gone still in the doorway of my private wing.

The key was in her hand.

The camera bag was against her hip.

Her face had gone pale, but she didn't step back.

That frightened me more than if she had screamed.

Brave people died because they needed one more second to understand the danger.

I moved before that second finished.

One hand at Evelyn’s waist—not holding, not grabbing, just enough pressure to move her behind me—and I stepped into the corridor.

She resisted.

“Cassian—”

“Inside.”

“No.”

My attention stayed on the man with the photograph. “Evelyn.”

Something in my voice reached her. Not fear. Not command. The shape beneath both.

She moved half a step back into the room, but not enough.

Better than nothing.

The nearest guard drew his weapon beneath his jacket.

“Don’t,” I said.

He froze.

At the far end of the hallway, the stranger’s smile widened.

He liked the weapon.

He wanted noise.

Men sent with messages often did. Noise made witnesses. Witnesses made pressure. Pressure made men choose badly.

I didn't choose badly in my own house.

“Hands where I can see them,” I said.

The stranger lifted both hands slowly. The photograph remained between two fingers.

Evelyn’s photograph.

Not the one from the courtyard.

Her face.

A still image taken somewhere in the hotel. Lobby, maybe. No—the angle was wrong. It showed her from above, head turned, hair loose around her face, the camera strap across her shoulder.

Room 707’s balcony doors behind her.

My blood cooled.

Not the photograph she had taken.

A photograph of her taking it.

The hallway narrowed until there was only that image and the man holding it.

He should not have had that.

No one should have had that.

My guard saw the shift in my face and stepped sideways to cut off the stranger’s exit.

The stranger noticed.

He did not stop smiling.

“Signor Moretti,” he said. “Difficult evening?”

His Italian was Roman, but not hotel Roman. Street-smooth. Bought suit, borrowed courage.

“You’re lost,” I said.

“No. I was sent.”

“By whom?”

He looked past me.

At Evelyn.

That was his third mistake.

I crossed the distance between us without hurry.

Hurry gave fear a shape. I gave him none.

The corridor stayed silent except for Evelyn’s sharp inhale behind me and the subtle movement of my men closing ranks. Somewhere in the walls, the Belladonna’s old machinery hummed. Somewhere beneath us, Lorenzo Varric sat at the Crown Table and smiled over my empty chair.

The stranger held his ground until I was three feet away.

Then his throat moved.

Good.

He had remembered he was mortal.

“By whom?” I asked again.

He glanced toward the side passage.

Too quick.

My guard shifted.

Matteo appeared from that darkness like he had been carved out of it. One hand caught the stranger’s wrist. The other removed a thin blade from inside his sleeve before the man could decide whether courage was worth the tendons.

No flash.

No drama.

Just a quiet little motion and the soft sound of metal against carpet.

Evelyn made a small noise behind me.

I didn't look back.

If I looked back, I would see her fear.

If I saw her fear, I would become less useful.

Matteo twisted the stranger’s arm behind his back and drove him against the wall hard enough to empty his lungs, not hard enough to crack bone.

Yet.

The photograph slipped from his fingers.

I caught it before it hit the floor.

Evelyn’s face stared up from the glossy surface.

The image had been printed quickly, edges still faintly curled from heat. She stood at the balcony in Room 707, half-hidden by the red curtain, camera lifted to her eye.

A ghost chandelier floated over her in the glass reflection.

Beautiful.

Terrifying.

Proof.

I turned the photo over.

One line had been written on the back.

A guest should enjoy the view she was given.

No signature.

None needed.

Matteo read it over my shoulder. “Lorenzo.”

“Maybe.”

“You think someone else?”

“I think Lorenzo prefers being blamed when it benefits him.”

The stranger laughed once, breathless against the wall. “You always were your father’s son.”

Matteo slammed him harder into the paneling.

The sound was dull. Controlled.

The stranger’s laugh ended.

I stepped closer. “You knew my father?”

“No.”

“Then do not speak of him.”

The man’s eyes watered from pain. Still, he tried to smile. Some men confused defiance with value.

“She’s pretty,” he said.

The corridor went still.

Even Matteo stopped breathing.

Behind me, Evelyn did not move.

The man’s eyes flicked toward her again. “Prettier than the picture.”

I put my hand around his throat and pressed him into silence.

Not enough to crush.

Enough to explain.

His pulse jumped under my fingers.

There were many things I could have done then. Many things my father would have done. Many things Lorenzo expected me to do.

But Evelyn stood behind me.

And that mattered.

More than it should have.

More than was safe.

I leaned close enough that only he could hear me.

“You are alive because she is watching,” I said.

His eyes widened.

There.

He understood.

Not mercy.

Witness.

I released him.

He coughed hard, and Matteo caught his weight by the collar before he slid to the floor.

“Who gave you access to this corridor?” I asked.

He said nothing.

Matteo twisted his wrist.

The man’s jaw clenched.

No scream.

Trained enough to resist pain.

Not trained enough to hide his eyes.

They moved toward the opposite wall.

I followed the look.

A service panel.

Small. Brass-edged. Old.

Not a door anyone used anymore unless they knew the private routes. The wing had been sealed from the inside. My men controlled the elevators, the main corridor, the staff passage.

But old hotels had old sins.

I walked to the panel and touched the edge.

It opened beneath my hand.

Not locked.

That was impossible.

Not physically. Any lock could be opened.

Politically.

Only four people had authorization to release that panel from the outside of the private wing.

Me.

Matteo.

Valentina.

Bianchi.

A bitter taste filled my mouth.

Closer than expected.

Not just Lorenzo reaching from below.

Someone inside the Belladonna had opened a vein.

Matteo saw my face.

His own changed.

“Who opened it?” he asked the man.

Silence.

Matteo looked at me.

I nodded once.

He reached into the man’s jacket and searched with efficient brutality. Phone. No wallet. No hotel ID. A small brass access token. A folded paper. A second photograph.

Matteo handed them to me.

The access token bore the Belladonna crest.

Not current issue.

Old.

Pre-digital.

A skeleton key for service bones that should have been melted fifteen years ago.

The folded paper was blank except for a room number.

The second photograph showed Evelyn at check-in.

Not from security footage.

Not from the lobby camera angle.

From behind the reception desk.

My gaze lifted toward the empty hallway.

Sofia had been at the desk.

So had Bianchi.

Sofia would sooner cut off her own hand than sell Evelyn to Lorenzo.

Bianchi had served my family for twenty-two years.

Loyalty aged.

Sometimes into devotion.

Sometimes into entitlement.

Sometimes into rot.

The man watched me assemble the pieces and smiled again, weaker this time.

“Your house has many doors, Moretti.”

I bent until our eyes were level. “And men keep dying behind them.”

He swallowed.

“Who sent you?”

No answer.

“Was it Lorenzo?”

His mouth stayed shut.

“Was it Bianchi?”

A flicker.

Small.

Enough.

Matteo saw it too.

The name entered the corridor like smoke.

Behind me, Evelyn stepped forward.

I felt her before I saw her. Her anger had a texture now. Bright. Hot. Terrified.

“You’re telling me someone at the front desk sent him?” she asked.

“Inside,” I said.

“No.”

I turned.

Wrong choice.

She was closer than I wanted her. Pale, yes. Frightened, yes. But her eyes were sharp and furious, fixed not on the man’s blade or Matteo’s grip, but on the photograph in my hand.

Of herself.

Seeing herself seen had wounded her more than the threat.

I understood that too late.

“That’s me,” she said.

I softened my grip on the photo before realizing I had tightened it.

“Yes.”

“From the balcony.”

“Yes.”

“Someone photographed me from inside the hotel.”

“Yes.”

Her mouth trembled once. She stopped it through force alone.

“What else do they have?”

“I don't know yet.”

She laughed, one broken breath. “That’s becoming your favorite answer.”

“I prefer it to lying.”

“Congratulations.”

The stranger watched us too closely.

I turned back to him.

His eyes held interest now.

Not fear.

Interest.

He had seen the mistake.

He had seen that Evelyn could make me turn away from him.

He opened his mouth.

I struck him once.

Not hard enough to kill.

Hard enough to remove the thought.

His head snapped sideways. Blood appeared at the corner of his mouth. He sagged in Matteo’s grip.

Evelyn flinched.

I hated that.

But I didn't apologize.

Apologies did not undo violence. They only asked the person who witnessed it to comfort the person who committed it.

I wouldn't ask that of her.

The stranger spat blood onto the carpet.

Matteo’s expression darkened at the stain.

I almost laughed.

The man had brought a blade into my private wing, carried photographs of Evelyn, and tested the locks of my world, and Matteo was offended by the carpet.

Family was built from strange priorities.

“Take him to the blue room,” I said.

Evelyn looked at me. “What’s the blue room?”

No one answered.

Her face hardened. “Cassian.”

I looked at her.

She deserved the truth.

She did not deserve all of it in a hallway with a bleeding messenger and men pretending not to listen.

“A room where men remember things,” I said.

“That is not an answer.”

“No,” I said. “It is a warning to him.”

The stranger laughed again, softer now.

“Still theatrical,” he muttered. “Like your father.”

Matteo hit him this time.

Faster than I could stop.

The man dropped to one knee. Matteo hauled him up by the back of his collar.

“Careful,” I said.

Matteo’s eyes met mine. “He speaks too much.”

“He has not spoken enough.”

Evelyn’s voice came quietly from behind me. “He said I was never supposed to know, didn’t he?”

The stranger’s eyes moved to her.

Something like satisfaction touched his mouth.

I stepped between them before he could feed on her fear.

But Evelyn was not finished.

“You’re all acting like I’m a mistake,” she said. “A guest in the wrong room. A tourist who saw the wrong thing. But that’s not true, is it?”

The corridor went silent again.

My hand closed around the photograph.

Evelyn looked at the man, not me.

“You were sent because I was supposed to be there.”

The stranger smiled.

Blood made his teeth red.

“Smart girl.”

My vision narrowed.

Matteo gripped him harder.

Evelyn did not step back.

“I’m not a girl,” she said.

The stranger’s smile thinned. “No. I suppose not.”

A strange pride moved through me.

Wrong place.

Wrong time.

Still there.

She turned to me then.

“Was I placed in Room 707 intentionally?”

The answer had lived between us since check-in.

I had avoided giving it shape because shape made it real.

Now the shape stood ten feet away with blood on his mouth and her photograph in his pocket.

“Yes,” I said.

Evelyn closed her eyes for half a second.

When she opened them, something vulnerable had gone behind glass.

I wanted to kill the man for that too.

“Why?” she asked.

“I don't know.”

“Who?”

“I have suspicions.”

“Say them.”

“Not here.”

“Cassian—”

“Not here.”

My voice cut harder than I intended.

She went still.

Then she nodded once, but not in agreement.

In withdrawal.

I had lost something.

Small, perhaps.

Important, definitely.

The messenger saw that too.

His swollen mouth curved.

“You should tell her,” he said. “Women hate being the last to know.”

I stepped toward him.

He grinned through blood. “Ask her fiancé.”

The corridor dropped out from under us.

Evelyn’s face went white.

Daniel.

The name was not spoken, but it entered anyway.

I caught the man by the front of his jacket and lifted him off balance.

“What do you know about Daniel Price?”

For the first time, the messenger’s smile faltered.

He had not meant to give that away.

Matteo swore softly.

Evelyn whispered, “No.”

I didn't look back.

I couldn't.

If I looked at her, I would see that the wound had been touched again, and I would do something too final in a hallway with witnesses.

“What do you know?” I asked again.

The man’s breath came faster.

He looked past me, over my shoulder, toward Evelyn.

“Enough.”

I tightened my grip.

“Who contacted him?”

No answer.

“Was he part of this?”

The man laughed weakly. “Everyone is part of something when they want money, forgiveness, or love.”

I drove him into the wall.

This time, the paneling cracked.

Evelyn inhaled sharply behind me.

I forced myself to stop.

Control.

Control was not mercy.

Control was choosing the correct moment.

“Take him,” I said.

Matteo nodded to two guards.

They moved in.

The messenger’s arms were pulled behind his back. He did not resist now. Smart enough, finally.

As they dragged him toward the service passage, he twisted enough to look at me one last time.

His face was bloodied.

His smile returned.

“She was never supposed to leave Rome, Moretti.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Man Who Tells Half-Truths

She was never supposed to leave Rome.

The words followed me into Cassian’s private suite.

They moved under the door before he closed it. They slipped into the dark corners, threaded themselves through the shelves of old books, settled over the black leather chairs and the untouched decanter on the sideboard.

They breathed with me.

She was never supposed to leave Rome, Moretti.

Not you.

She.

Me.

I stood in the center of Cassian’s sitting room with the private wing key still clenched in my hand, so tightly the metal teeth bit into my palm. The guards remained outside. Matteo had taken the bleeding messenger somewhere called the blue room, a phrase that sounded almost harmless until you remembered the way every man in this hotel spoke around violence instead of naming it.

Cassian had followed me inside.

He closed the door.

He stood close enough for me to catch the faint scent of him—clean soap, smoke, expensive wool, and something darker that belonged to locked rooms and men who never begged. My body noticed before my anger could stop it.

He did not lock it.

I noticed.

I hated that I noticed.

He turned back to face me, and for the first time since I met him, his calm looked expensive. Not natural. Not effortless. Bought and maintained at a cost I didn’t understand.

His knuckles were red.

From the messenger’s jacket.

From the wall.

From the violence he had stopped before it became something worse.

I could still hear the crack of paneling. See the blood at the corner of the man’s mouth. Feel the way Cassian’s body had changed when Daniel’s name entered the hallway.

Ask her fiancé.

No.

No, no, no.

Daniel could not belong here.

Daniel was supposed to be my old wound, not a new weapon.

I turned the key in my palm until pain sharpened my thoughts.

Cassian watched the movement.

“You’re bleeding,” he said.

I looked down.

A tiny red crescent had opened where the key pressed into my skin.

I laughed once.

It came out empty.

“That seems to be a theme in this hotel.”

His jaw tightened. “Evelyn.”

“Don’t.”

The word cut harder than I expected.

He stopped.

Good.

At least one man in my life understood what stop meant.

That thought should not have softened me.

It did.

So I made myself angrier.

“What did he mean?” I asked.

Cassian stayed near the door, giving me space as if space could disguise the fact that every exit in this wing probably answered to him. “I don’t know yet.”

I stared at him.

“You have to stop saying that.”

“It is the truth.”

“No.” I shook my head. “No, it’s the safest version of the truth. There’s a difference.”

His eyes sharpened.

I wanted him listening. Not performing calm. Not deciding how much information my fragile little civilian mind could survive. Listening.

“You keep giving me pieces,” I said. “A dangerous room. A private meeting. A man named Lorenzo. A ring that matters but apparently not enough for you to tell me why. A message on my phone. A fake housekeeper. A man with my photograph in his hand. And now Daniel.”

Cassian said nothing.

The silence was a wall.

I hated walls now.

I hated beautiful rooms with hidden doors. I hated men who used patience like a weapon. I hated that my body still remembered the warmth of his fingers brushing mine when he gave me the key.

Most of all, I hated that I wanted him to be different from Daniel so badly it made me stupid.

“Say something,” I demanded.

“I am choosing which truth does the least damage.”

The honesty was so infuriating I almost threw the key at him.

“There it is.”

His brows drew together. “What?”

“The exact problem.” My voice shook, but I held it. “You think truth is something you ration. Like medicine. Like poison. Like I’m supposed to be grateful you’re careful with the dose.”

His face changed.

Not much.

But enough.

I walked toward him.

Not because I was brave.

Because standing still felt too much like waiting to be handled.

“You know what Daniel did when I found the messages?” I asked. “He cried. He cried so hard I almost comforted him. He made the whole room about how awful he felt for hurting me. Then, when I asked how long, who she was, how many times, he kept choosing which truths did the least damage.”

Cassian’s eyes darkened.

“I’m not Daniel.”

“No. You’re worse in some ways.”

The words landed.

I saw them hit.

Still, he didn't defend himself.

That made me angrier.

“Daniel lied because he was weak,” I said. “You tell half-truths because you think you’re strong enough to decide what everyone else can handle.”

For a moment, the room seemed to go still around him.

Then he took one step toward me.

Slow.

Controlled.

I didn't step back.

“You are right,” he said.

It was the last thing I wanted.

Because agreement gave me nowhere to push.

“I hate that,” I whispered.

“I know.”

“Don’t.”

He stopped himself from saying it again.

A small mercy.

A dangerous one.

His gaze dropped to my hand. “Let me see your palm.”

“No.”

“Evelyn.”

“It’s a cut.”

“It is blood.”

“You have a complicated relationship with blood.”

“Yes.”

The word was so flat, so true, that my anger lost its next breath.

He held out his hand, palm up.

No command.

No movement toward me.

Just an offer.

I looked at his hand.

Strong. Elegant. Red at the knuckles. Ink disappearing beneath the cuff. A hand that had closed around a man’s throat because the man looked at me too long. A hand that had placed a key in mine instead of locking me in a room.

A hand I didn't trust.

A hand I wanted to.

That was the ugliest part.

I dropped the key into his palm.

He did not take it away from me.

He caught it, then turned my hand over gently, as if the decision to touch me required more care than violence ever had. His thumb brushed the small crescent cut. My skin tightened at the contact.

Not desire.

Not only.

Awareness.

The kind that made every nerve lean toward him while my mind sharpened a knife.

“It’s nothing,” I said.

“It is not nothing.”

“You’re dramatic.”

His mouth almost moved. “So I have been told.”

“By Matteo?”

“Among others.”

The tiny flicker of humor was a mistake.

It made him seem human.

I pulled my hand back.

He let me.

Immediately.

That mattered.

Damn him.

“Tell me what this is,” I said. “Not the pretty version. Not the strategic version. Enough.”

Cassian looked at me for a long time.

Then he walked to the sideboard, opened a drawer, and removed a small white first-aid tin. He set it on the table between the leather chairs.

A peace offering.

Or another method of control.

Maybe everything with him would always be both.

“Sit,” he said.

I lifted a brow.

He exhaled once through his nose. “Please.”

I sat because my knees wanted to and because refusing every reasonable thing because he said it felt like giving him too much power too.

He sat across from me, not beside me, and opened the tin.

The absurdity of Cassian Moretti, hotel owner, criminal prince, whatever he was, preparing a small antiseptic wipe while men plotted under his hotel, almost made me laugh.

Then he reached for my hand again and waited.

Waited.

Not assumed.

Not took.

My throat tightened.

I gave him my hand.

His touch was precise, almost impersonal, except nothing about the air between us felt impersonal. The wipe was cold. I flinched.

His fingers stilled.

“Sorry,” he said.

The word was quiet enough to be real.

I looked away.

“Don’t be nice.”

“I am cleaning blood from your hand.”

“Exactly.”

He paused, then continued.

The touch should not have felt intimate.

It did because intimacy was not always softness. Sometimes it was attention. Sometimes it was someone dangerous doing a small thing carefully because your pain had interrupted his war.

I hated that too.

“Talk,” I said.

Cassian placed a small bandage over the cut. “The Black Vow Republic began as an alliance between families who survived by making private promises stronger than public law.”

“That sounds rehearsed.”

“It is.”

“At least you admit it.”

“It is also true.”

I looked at him.

His thumb smoothed the edge of the bandage once before he released me.

“The families built hotels, clubs, shipping companies, security firms, foundations,” he said. “Legitimate faces. Useful doors. They protected politicians, moved money, buried scandals, collected debts no court could touch.”

“Mafia.”

“Partly.”

“You hate simple words.”

“I hate inaccurate ones.”

“Fine.” I folded my bandaged hand into my lap. “Criminal alliance.”

“Yes.”

The plain admission hit the room harder than I expected.

Criminal alliance.

Not suspicion now.

Fact.

“And you’re what? The owner’s son? The prince?”

His expression did not change. “Heir.”

The word chilled me.

“To all of it?”

“To the chair that controls the Belladonna seat.”

“The chair,” I repeated. “The one Lorenzo wants.”

“Yes.”

“And the photograph I took?”

His gaze moved to my camera bag.

I tensed.

He noticed.

Of course.

He looked back at my face instead. “It shows Lorenzo with something he should not have.”

“The ring.”

“Yes.”

“Whose ring?”

His silence answered before he did.

“My father’s.”

I sat back slowly.

The room seemed to darken around the edges.

“Your father is dead.”

“Yes.”

“And Lorenzo has his ring.”

“Yes.”

“Why does that matter?”

Cassian’s face became almost unreadable. “Because it was supposed to have been lost the night my father died.”

Not stolen.

Not inherited.

Lost.

I heard the shape beneath the word.

“You think Lorenzo had something to do with his death.”

“I think your photograph proves Lorenzo had access to a dead man’s hand before anyone admitted he did.”

A shiver moved down my spine.

I thought of the image on my camera screen. The ring catching the light. Cassian’s stillness when he saw it. The way his face had emptied of everything except a darkness too old for tonight.

“You didn’t know,” I said.

“No.”

That answer was immediate.

Raw enough to believe.

“Then my photo helps you.”

“Yes.”

“And endangers me.”

“Yes.”

“Convenient.”

His gaze sharpened. “There is nothing convenient about this.”

“Not for you.”

He leaned forward.

Not enough to crowd me.

Enough that the room noticed.

“Do you think I wanted you in that room?”

“I think you want me to believe you didn’t.”

“That is not an answer.”

“Now you know how it feels.”

His mouth closed.

The satisfaction should have been sweeter.

It wasn’t.

Because beneath the anger, I was scared.

Because if I had been placed in Room 707 intentionally, then someone had chosen me before I ever stepped into the Belladonna. Someone had seen my name, my canceled honeymoon, my empty seat, my camera, my grief, and decided I belonged in a trap.

I pressed a hand against my stomach.

“Why me?” I asked.

Cassian’s expression shifted.

“I don't know.”

“Guess.”

“I don't like guessing.”

“I don’t care.”

For a second, he looked almost proud of me.

That made something warm and unwanted move under my skin.

Then he said, “Because you were believable.”

The warmth died.

“What?”

“A woman traveling alone on a canceled honeymoon does not look like a spy. A photographer taking pictures from a balcony looks careless, not strategic. If you captured something dangerous, it could be dismissed as accident until someone needed it to be more.”

I swallowed.

“And Daniel?”

His jaw tightened.

“I don’t know how he connects.”

“But he does.”

“The messenger wanted me to think so.”

“That isn’t the same thing.”

“No.”

I looked down at my bandaged hand. The white strip looked too clean against my skin.

“Daniel canceled his seat forty-eight hours before the flight,” I said.

Cassian went still.

“You knew that,” I added.

“Yes.”

“Did he cancel it himself?”

“I believed so.”

“Believed.”

The word shook.

Cassian noticed.

“I am checking now.”

“That’s not enough.”

“I agree.”

Another agreement.

Another place my anger had nowhere to land.

I stood abruptly.

Cassian stood too.

Automatic.

It sent heat up my neck because it was courteous and dominating at the same time, and I had no room left in my body for contradictions.

“Stop doing that.”

“Doing what?”

“Standing when I stand. Watching when I move. Saying just enough to sound honest while keeping the rest behind your teeth.”

His eyes held mine. “If I put all of this in front of you at once, you will run.”

“Maybe I should.”

“You should want to.”

That stopped me.

I stared at him.

His voice lowered. “Any sane person would.”

“And if I do?”

He said nothing.

There.

That was the real answer.

Not the key. Not the door. Not his careful promises. If I ran, men would follow. Maybe his. Maybe Lorenzo’s. Maybe both.

I walked to the window.

Not the courtyard view. This side of the hotel looked over Rome. Domes and dark rooftops and amber-lit streets. Beautiful. Indifferent. A city old enough to make one woman’s fear irrelevant.

Behind me, Cassian did not move.

Smart man.

“I don’t know how to trust myself anymore,” I said.

The confession came out too quietly.

I regretted it immediately.

But it was already there, standing between us with all the other dangerous things.

Cassian’s voice came from behind me. “Because of Daniel.”

“Because I missed it.”

“You did not miss it.”

I laughed softly. “You weren’t there.”

“No. But I know betrayal. It rarely arrives wearing its own face.”

My eyes closed.

That sentence should not have understood me so well.

“I replay everything,” I said. “Every dinner. Every excuse. Every time I felt something was wrong and let him kiss me until I forgot the question.” My throat tightened. “And now I’m doing it again.”

“With me.”

I turned.

The words had not wounded him.

They had landed exactly where he expected.

“Yes,” I said.

He nodded once.

As if I had confirmed something he already respected.

“You should question me.”

“I am.”

“More.”

My brow furrowed. “What?”

“Question me more. Doubt me. Watch what I do when it costs me something. Believe actions before words.”

“That sounds like advice from a man who lies well.”

“It is.”

The honesty should have been impossible to survive.

Instead, it steadied me.

A little.

Cassian crossed the room then, slowly. He stopped several feet away, close enough that I could feel him without being trapped by him.

His voice dropped.

“When I say I am trying to keep you alive, that is true. When I say I don't know every piece of how you became involved, that is true. When I say I didn't place you in Room 707, that is true.”

My heart hit once, hard.

“And when you don’t say something?” I asked.

His eyes darkened.

“Then assume I am choosing silence because the truth has teeth.”

The air between us went thin.

I hated him.

I wanted him to keep talking.

I wanted him to leave the room.

I wanted him to take one more step closer and prove he would stop if I told him to.

The attraction was humiliating in its timing. There was blood in the hallway, a message on my phone, Daniel’s name in a stranger’s mouth, and still my body noticed the way Cassian’s shirt pulled across his shoulders, the ink at his wrist, the scar along one knuckle, the low restraint in his voice.

I wasn't stupid enough to mistake desire for trust.

But I was honest enough to admit desire had entered the room and refused to leave.

“You scare me,” I said.

“I know.”

This time I let him say it.

“You make me angry.”

“Yes.”

“You’re hiding things.”

“Yes.”

“And you still expect me to stay here.”

His gaze dropped to my mouth for half a second.

Only half.

It was enough to change the temperature.

“I expect nothing,” he said. “I am asking you to survive the night.”

My breath caught.

Asking.

Not ordering.

He had chosen the word carefully.

He knew I would hear it.

Danger made honesty feel physical. Every sentence seemed to move over skin before the mind could decide what to do with it.

“What happens in the morning?” I asked.

“If we reach morning, we decide what truth costs.”

“If we?”

His expression did not change.

That scared me more than a threat would have.

A knock sounded at the door.

I flinched.

Cassian turned instantly, all warmth gone.

One second, he was a man standing too close to my fear.

The next, he was the owner of every shadow in the room.

“Who?” he called.

Sofia’s voice came from the other side. “It is me.”

Cassian looked at me.

My permission.

I nodded once.

He opened the door only partway.

Sofia stood outside with a phone in her hand and urgency in her eyes.

“Forgive me,” she said. “You need to see this.”

Cassian took the phone.

His face did not change as he read.

That told me it was bad.

“What?” I asked.

Sofia looked at me, then at him.

Cassian handed the phone back. “Leave us.”

“Signore—”

“Now.”

Sofia hesitated, then withdrew.

The door closed.

I stared at him.

“No,” I said.

His eyes met mine.

“No more half-truths. What was that?”

For a moment, I thought he would refuse.

Then he said, “Daniel Price has landed in Rome.”

The room disappeared beneath me.

I gripped the windowsill.

“What?”

“He arrived twenty minutes ago.”

“That’s not possible.”

“It is.”

“No.” My voice rose. “No, he canceled his ticket. He—he wouldn’t—”

I stopped.

Because I no longer knew what Daniel would do.

I no longer knew what anyone would do.

Cassian watched me carefully, too carefully.

And suddenly, every piece shifted again.

Daniel canceling his seat.

Me traveling alone.

Room 707 waiting.

A man in the hallway saying I had never been supposed to leave Rome.

A stranger knowing Daniel’s name.

My chest tightened until breathing hurt.

I looked at Cassian.

The question formed before I could stop it.

Not because I wanted the answer.

Because I had to know whether the man in front of me was another frame I had stepped into without seeing the hand that built it.

“Did you know my name before I walked into this hotel?”

Cassian did not answer fast enough.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The Photograph

Evelyn asked me if I had known her name before she walked into my hotel.

I didn't answer fast enough.

That was the mistake.

Not because the answer was complicated.

Because the truth had moved.

A few hours ago, I could have said no and meant it cleanly. No, I didn't know Evelyn Hart before Sofia handed me her passport. No, I didn't choose her. No, I didn't place her in Room 707. No, I didn't arrange for a betrayed American photographer to stand above my courtyard with a camera while the Republic gathered beneath her.

But now Daniel Price had landed in Rome.

Now a messenger had carried her photograph through my private wing.

Now someone had written her name into my hotel before she ever touched the front desk.

And clean answers had become luxuries.

Evelyn stared at me from beside the window, one hand gripping the sill, her face pale in the low light. Behind her, Rome glowed like it had no idea it was being used as a knife.

“Cassian,” she said.

My name sounded different now.

Not like warning.

Like accusation.

“No,” I said.

The word came too late.

We both knew it.

Her throat moved. “No?”

“I didn't know your name before you walked into the Belladonna.”

Her eyes searched mine, sharp with fear and the kind of pain that already expected proof of betrayal.

“But someone did,” she said.

“Yes.”

The answer hit her harder than if I had lied.

She looked away, jaw tightening, the movement small and brutal. I recognized it now. The way she took pain and locked it behind her face before anyone could pity her for bleeding.

I wanted to touch her.

That was the most useless impulse in the room.

“I need the photograph,” I said.

Her laugh was quiet and empty. “Of course you do.”

“I need to enlarge it.”

“You mean take it.”

“No.”

“You keep saying that like it changes the fact that every answer leads back to my camera.”

“It leads back to the photograph because the photograph is the only honest witness in this hotel.”

That stopped her.

Not long.

Long enough.

Her eyes returned to mine.

I lowered my voice. “You said photographs reveal what people try to hide.”

Her fingers tightened on the sill.

“That was before my photograph turned into a death sentence.”

“It is not a death sentence.”

“Don’t.”

The word came sharp.

I deserved it.

I held still.

Her gaze dropped to my hands. Red knuckles. Old ink. Violence too recent to hide, too controlled to apologize for without insulting her intelligence.

“You won’t delete it?” she asked.

“No.”

“You won’t send it anywhere?”

“No.”

“You won’t take the card?”

I paused.

She saw it.

Her face closed.

“Cassian.”

“I will not take it from you,” I said. “But we both know what that image is now.”

“No, we don’t. You know. I’m still getting carefully rationed terror in bite-sized portions.”

My mouth almost moved.

Wrong moment.

Wrong everything.

“Then come with me.”

“Where?”

“My office.”

She looked toward the door. “Through the hallway with the man holding my photo?”

“Through a secured passage. Matteo will clear it.”

“Matteo seems to hate this plan.”

“Matteo hates most plans that involve me breathing near other people.”

“That sounds healthy.”

“It has kept me alive.”

“And me?”

The question was quiet.

Too quiet.

I took one step closer.

She did not move back.

Good.

Bad.

Dangerous.

“It is currently keeping you alive too,” I said.

Her eyes held mine for a moment. Then she pushed away from the window and reached for her camera bag.

She did not hand it to me.

I didn't ask.

That was our truce.

It was thin enough to cut skin.

Matteo waited outside the door with Sofia beside him and a face that said the entire Republic could burn and he would still blame me personally for the smoke.

“Office,” I said.

His gaze flicked to Evelyn’s camera bag. “With her?”

“With her.”

“Cassian—”

“Clear it.”

He looked as if he wanted to put his fist through the wall.

Instead, he turned and gave orders.

Sofia stepped closer to Evelyn. “Are you hurt?”

“No.”

Not fine.

No.

Progress, perhaps.

Sofia noticed too, and her expression softened for half a second before she remembered where we were.

We moved through the private wing in a tight formation. Matteo ahead. Two men behind. Sofia close enough to Evelyn to be comfort or shield depending on what the next corridor offered.

Evelyn walked beside me with the key still in her hand and the camera bag pressed against her ribs. Her face had gone still, but her eyes moved constantly.

Doors.

Corners.

Hands.

Shoes.

She was learning our world too fast.

Or perhaps she had always known how to survive dangerous rooms. She had never before been given one with visible weapons.

We reached my office through the inner passage.

The door closed behind us with a heavy sound.

Evelyn flinched.

I didn't lock it.

Her eyes went to the mechanism anyway.

Then to the room.

My office was not the one guests imagined when they thought of luxury hotel owners. No bright desk with city views. No awards. No smiling photographs with chefs and celebrities.

Dark wood. Low light. Books behind glass. Security monitors concealed behind a movable panel. A bar cart I rarely used. A map of Rome marked in places no tourist guide would ever print. My father’s portrait above the fireplace, half in shadow because I had never bothered to adjust the lamp beneath it.

Evelyn saw the portrait and stopped.

I looked at it only because she did.

My father had been painted at fifty-six. Black suit. Silver at his temples. Moretti signet on his right hand. Eyes that made the artist nervous enough to make him handsome instead of accurate.

Evelyn looked from the portrait to me.

“He looked like you,” she said.

“No.”

“No?”

“I look like him. There is a difference.”

She absorbed that quietly.

Sofia remained near the door. Matteo moved to the wall panel, entered the code, and brought the secure monitor online. A large black screen glowed to life above the desk.

“Camera,” Matteo said.

Evelyn’s grip tightened.

I looked at him.

He looked at me.

Then, with heroic effort, he added, “Please.”

Evelyn arched a brow. “Was that painful?”

“Yes,” Matteo said.

For half a second, the corner of her mouth almost moved.

Then the moment died.

She removed the camera from her bag but kept the strap looped around her wrist. “Nobody touches the memory card.”

Matteo opened his mouth.

I said, “Agreed.”

He shut it.

Evelyn connected the camera to the secure terminal herself. Her fingers were steady again. I watched the care with which she handled the device. Not like equipment. Like a witness. Like the only thing in the room that hadn't asked her to doubt herself.

The images loaded onto the monitor.

The room changed.

A photograph had power because it turned argument into object.

There was the courtyard.

The red cloth.

The envelopes.

The black box.

Senator Vale, broad and flushed beside his car, face turned just enough toward the light for recognition.

Matteo swore softly.

Sofia crossed herself.

Evelyn glanced at her. “Is that bad?”

“Very,” Sofia said.

“At least someone answers questions.”

Matteo muttered, “American.”

Evelyn ignored him.

I stared at the senator’s face.

Adrian Vale should not have been in Rome. Publicly, he was in Washington. Publicly, he had spoken on ethics and foreign interference three days ago. Publicly, he had no connection to the Belladonna, the Republic, or Lorenzo Varric.

Privately, he had just sat ten feet from my father’s chair while Lorenzo challenged mine.

“Why is a U.S. senator at your secret crime meeting?” Evelyn asked.

Matteo made a strangled sound.

I kept my eyes on the screen. “Political protection.”

“That’s a full answer?”

“It is the shortest accurate one.”

“Try longer.”

“Vale has buried investigations, blocked extraditions, and made certain financial trails disappear before they became subpoenas. In exchange, he receives money, favors, and protection from scandals that would end his career.”

Evelyn’s face tightened. “So he’s corrupt.”

“Yes.”

“See? Simple words.”

I looked at her.

Despite everything, she looked back like she hadn't just stood in my office surrounded by criminals and evidence of international corruption.

Brave woman.

Terrified woman.

Both.

I turned to the screen again before the thought became visible.

The next image appeared.

The black ledger.

Lorenzo’s hand.

The ring.

My lungs forgot their work for half a beat.

On the camera screen, it had been bad.

On the secure monitor, enlarged and sharpened, it became unforgivable.

Gold band. Black stone. The Moretti crest carved into the side: a crowned serpent wrapped around a key.

My father’s ring.

Except not.

I stepped closer.

Matteo saw it at the same time. “That isn’t—”

“No.”

Evelyn looked between us. “What?”

I enlarged the image again.

The room tightened.

My father’s portrait watched from the wall with its painted hand resting visibly on the same ring. Similar enough to deceive from a distance. Similar enough to shock me in the dark.

But the engraving on Lorenzo’s ring was not my father’s.

It was older.

The crown was smaller. The serpent turned inward instead of outward. The key beneath it had three teeth, not two.

The bloodline crest.

Not the succession ring.

The private mark used by Morettis born into the direct line before the Republic modernized its symbols.

A ring no outsider should possess.

A ring belonging not merely to my father.

To my blood.

Sofia whispered, “Madonna.”

Matteo stepped closer to the screen. “Where did he get that?”

“That is the question he wants us asking,” I said.

Evelyn folded her arms, one hand tucked under the opposite elbow. “Meaning?”

“Meaning it may not be the ring itself. It may be the message.”

She stared at the image. “That someone in your family is helping him.”

No one spoke.

The fact that she saw it so quickly should have unsettled me less.

It did not.

“Yes,” I said.

The office absorbed the word.

Family.

There were only a few living Morettis close enough to bear that crest.

Valentina.

My uncle Carlo, half-dead in a villa outside Siena and more wine than man.

My cousin Nico, D’Amato by name but Moretti through his mother and ambitious enough to flirt with treason if he thought treason might flirt back.

And me.

The dead, of course.

The dead were always suspects in families like mine because men used their names to justify anything.

Evelyn turned toward me. “You thought it was your father’s ring.”

“Yes.”

“And now?”

“Now I think Lorenzo wanted me to think that.”

“Why?”

“To make me react emotionally.”

Matteo gave me a look.

I ignored him.

Evelyn did not. “He thinks you’re emotional?”

“No,” Matteo said before I could. “He thinks you make him emotional.”

Evelyn went still.

I turned slowly toward him.

“Matteo.”

He looked at me like a man who had decided survival was overrated if truth could be delivered first. “What? It is accurate.”

“It is not useful.”

“Those are not the same thing.”

Evelyn looked away, but not before I saw color rise faintly in her face.

Wrong moment.

Wrong place.

Still, the room warmed by one dangerous degree.

I returned to the image.

“Next,” I said.

Evelyn clicked.

The screen changed.

The man with blood on his cuff.

Paolo.

Leaning toward me.

Behind us, the senator near the ledger.

Lorenzo partially in frame.

The ring visible at the edge.

The red cloth like a wound beneath it all.

Matteo leaned forward. “There.”

I followed his gaze.

Not the cuff.

Not Lorenzo.

The envelope.

One sealed envelope on the table had been opened enough for the wax to be visible. The imprint was not the Republic mark.

It was a private family seal.

A V with a line through it.

Varric.

And pressed beside it, faint from the camera angle, almost hidden beneath shadow, was another mark stamped in black wax.

A crowned serpent and key.

Moretti.

Two seals on one envelope.

Varric and Moretti.

Lorenzo was not merely challenging my seat.

He had received or created a joint instrument with someone using my bloodline’s seal.

My hand went cold.

“How many people have access to that seal?” Matteo asked.

“Living?” I said.

“Cassian.”

“Too few.”

Sofia’s face had gone pale. “Valentina would not.”

I looked at her.

She lifted her chin.

“She would not,” she repeated.

Loyalty or hope.

Sometimes they wore the same face.

“I know,” I said.

But I didn't know.

That was the sickness of blood.

You could love someone and still know the price for power made liars of better people than you.

Evelyn hugged herself tighter. “So this is why the photo matters.”

“Yes.”

“Not because I saw men in suits.”

“No.”

“Not because I saw blood.”

“No.”

“Because I photographed proof that someone inside your family is working with Lorenzo.”

I looked at the screen.

At the ring.

At the envelope.

At Vale’s face.

At myself standing in the middle of a frame I hadn't known existed until Evelyn lifted her camera.

“The photograph is not evidence of a meeting,” I said. “It is evidence of treason.”

The word settled over us.

Treason.

Not gossip.

Not threat.

Not scandal.

Treason.

Evelyn’s breathing changed.

She understood then that the image had value beyond survival. Beyond blackmail. Beyond simple danger. It could break the internal structure of the Black Vow Republic. It could give me the weapon I needed against Lorenzo. It could also make her the one person every traitor needed erased.

She looked at the camera in her hands.

Then at me.

“I didn’t mean to take it.”

“I know.”

“That doesn’t matter, does it?”

“No.”

Her mouth pressed together.

She looked smaller for one second.

Not weak.

Human.

A woman who had boarded a plane to escape one betrayal and landed inside another old enough to have rituals.

I wanted to tell her I would fix it.

I didn't.

Promises were cheap when men with money made them. Evelyn had heard enough beautiful lies.

Instead, I said, “They cannot know what you have.”

“They already know I saw something.”

“They do not know this.”

“Are you sure?”

“No.”

Her laugh was soft and broken. “There’s the honesty again.”

The office phone buzzed.

Everyone turned.

Matteo answered it from the wall panel, listened, then looked at me.

“What?”

“Lorenzo is asking for you.”

“Let him ask.”

“He says the vote resumes now.”

“Of course he does.”

“There’s more.”

The room seemed to wait.

Matteo’s eyes moved to Evelyn, then back to me.

“He sent a gift to the table.”

“What gift?”

Matteo’s mouth hardened. “A ring.”

The silence that followed was absolute.

Then he added, “He says it belonged to your father.”

My gaze returned to the photograph on the screen.

To the ring on Lorenzo’s hand.

To the crest I had mistaken in the dark.

He had planned the moment.

The photograph had caught the rehearsal before the performance.

Lorenzo meant to present a ring at the Crown Table and use my father’s ghost against me. But the image proved something worse—another ring, another seal, another Moretti mark moving through his hands before the ritual began.

Evelyn had not captured my father’s death.

She had captured the living hand still feeding from it.

I stepped closer to the screen and enlarged the ring until the crest filled the monitor.

My blood recognized it before my mind allowed the truth to form.

Not my father’s.

Not Valentina’s.

Not mine.

Older.

Direct line.

Hidden branch.

A ring worn only by the Moretti heir before succession.

There had been two.

My father’s.

And the one given to my mother before she disappeared from the Republic records and became a story no one told me straight.

The room tilted, though I didn't move.

Evelyn saw something break across my face.

“What?” she whispered.

I stared at the crowned serpent.

At the key.

At the proof that Lorenzo was not working with a rival family.

He was working with someone tied to my own blood.

I recognized the ring in the photograph.

It belonged to my bloodline.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

What Men Hide

The ring changed the room.

Not loudly.

Nothing exploded. No one shouted. No glass shattered under the weight of revelation. The monitor did not flicker. The old portrait of Cassian’s father did not fall from the wall and accuse the living.

But the air changed.

I felt it in the way Sofia stopped breathing.

In the way Matteo went so still he seemed carved from the same black wood as the bookshelves.

In Cassian.

Especially in Cassian.

He stood in front of the enlarged photograph with his face emptied of everything except control. But control, I was learning, had textures. Earlier, in the bar, his control had been smooth. Seductive, almost. A dark suit over darker thoughts.

Now it looked like armor struck by something heavy enough to dent it.

The ring in the photograph glowed on the screen, gold and black, enlarged until the crest became grotesque in its clarity.

A crowned serpent.

A key.

A family mark.

His bloodline.

The words had landed in the office like a body.

It belonged to my bloodline.

No one spoke after that.

The silence stretched until my skin started to prickle.

I looked at the portrait over the fireplace. Cassian’s father stared down at us with painted eyes, his right hand resting just visibly enough to show the ring he had worn when the artist decided power needed props.

But the ring on the screen was not his.

Cassian had said that.

His mother’s, maybe.

An older line.

Another branch of a family whose secrets had teeth.

I should have felt only fear. I did feel fear. It sat cold behind my ribs and watched everything.

But beneath it was another sensation, sharper and more humiliating.

Curiosity.

My camera had pulled a thread from Cassian’s world, and now the whole beautiful, rotten fabric was beginning to tear.

“Cassian,” Matteo said.

Cassian did not look away from the screen. “Not now.”

“The table is waiting.”

“Let it.”

“You cannot ignore Lorenzo after he sends your father’s ring to the table.”

“It is not my father’s ring.”

“No,” Matteo said. “But that may not matter once he tells them it is.”

Cassian’s jaw hardened.

Sofia glanced at me. Not like she wanted me gone. Like she wished I had never been dragged close enough to understand any of this.

I hated that look.

Pity was one thing.

Regret was worse.

It made me feel like a mistake people had become sad about too late.

“I should leave the room,” I said.

All three of them looked at me.

Cassian first.

Always him first.

“No,” he said.

My eyebrows lifted. “No?”

“You stay here.”

The command came too easily.

My anger, already frayed and waiting, sparked.

“Funny. For a second, I thought the key meant I had choices.”

His eyes shifted.

There it was. That tiny, irritating awareness of impact.

“I meant—”

“I know what you meant.”

“No,” he said quietly. “You do not.”

I laughed once. “You’re right. I don’t. Because every time I think I understand the room, another door opens.”

Matteo muttered something in Italian.

Cassian ignored him. “Sofia, take Evelyn back to the private wing.”

I went still.

Not because I was afraid.

Because the sentence slid too easily into the shape of every sentence I had come to hate.

Take Evelyn.

Move Evelyn.

Keep Evelyn away.

Protect Evelyn by deciding where she belongs.

Sofia looked from him to me, and I saw the hesitation.

Good.

At least someone in this room understood women were not luggage.

“I can walk myself,” I said.

Cassian turned fully then. “Not through these corridors.”

“Because of Lorenzo?”

“Yes.”

“Because of the messenger?”

“Yes.”

“Because of the men who know my name?”

“Yes.”

“Because I’m too fragile to stand in your office while the men talk?”

His expression went cold.

Not angry.

Controlled in the way that meant he was holding something back.

“This is not about fragility.”

“No. It’s never about that. It’s always about safety. Strategy. Timing. Which truth does the least damage.”

His eyes narrowed.

He heard his own words in my mouth.

I wanted him to.

The phone on his desk buzzed again.

Once.

Twice.

Matteo looked at it like he wanted to shoot it.

Cassian did not move.

I looked at the monitor. At the photograph I had taken. At the image that had made me valuable to men who used women as pressure points and truth as currency.

“Do you even hear yourself?” I asked. “You stand there telling me I photographed treason, that someone inside your family is working with the man who wants your chair, that Daniel is somehow in Rome, that I was never supposed to leave—and then you give an order about me like I’m not in the room.”

“Because the room is unsafe.”

“The room is unsafe because of you.”

The words came out before I could soften them.

I didn’t want to soften them.

Cassian did not flinch.

That made me want to hurt him more.

“Your hotel,” I said. “Your family. Your ring. Your men. Your secrets. Your enemy. Your room.”

I pointed toward the screen, my finger shaking now.

“My photograph.”

That silenced him.

For one second, I saw something move beneath his face.

Not guilt exactly.

Recognition.

The camera was mine. The picture was mine. The danger had come from his world, but the act of seeing had belonged to me.

My small power.

My disastrous power.

“I have never said otherwise,” he said.

“You don’t have to. You act otherwise.”

The desk phone buzzed again.

Cassian reached over and silenced it without looking.

Matteo’s patience snapped. “We do not have time for this.”

I turned on him. “Then leave.”

His eyes flashed.

Sofia made a small sound like she was either horrified or impressed.

Cassian’s mouth almost moved.

Not a smile. Not now. But something.

Matteo looked at Cassian. “You see? This is why civilians are a liability.”

I stepped toward him. “And this is why men like you get surprised when women stop cooperating.”

Matteo stared at me.

Then, incredibly, he looked away first.

It should have felt like victory.

It didn’t.

I was too scared for victory.

Too angry.

Too tired of fear making me sharper while everyone else pretended sharpness meant I was fine.

Cassian crossed to the desk and picked up a tablet. “Sofia, stay with her.”

“No,” I said.

He stopped.

“I don’t need a babysitter.”

“You need protection.”

“I need five minutes where no man decides what I need.”

The sentence left me raw.

Cassian’s eyes met mine.

For a moment, the office narrowed to the space between us.

Then he placed the tablet on the desk.

Faceup.

Unintentionally, I think.

Or maybe I wanted to believe that because intentional would have been cruel.

The screen lit when it touched the polished wood.

A folder was open.

My name sat at the top.

EVELYN MAE HART.

The world dropped into silence.

Not the room.

Me.

Inside me.

Everything went quiet and cold.

My name.

My full name.

Birth date.

Passport number.

Home address.

Chicago.

Profession: photographer.

Relationship status: engagement terminated.

Travel purpose: honeymoon package, guest traveling alone.

Second guest: Daniel Andrew Price.

Flight: canceled companion seat forty-eight hours before departure.

Reservation anomaly: upgraded to Room 707 via executive override at 02:17.

I stepped closer before anyone stopped me.

Beneath the basic information were attachments.

My professional website.

My portfolio.

A photo from a wedding I had shot in Boston.

My Instagram.

Archived posts from the engagement.

A screenshot of Daniel and me at a tasting event, his hand at my waist, my face turned toward him with the kind of trust that made me want to break something.

Then notes.

Not long.

Worse because they were precise.

Subject is observant. Protective of camera. Ring mark visible. Reacted to “Miss Hart” with relief, followed by shame response.

Likely unaware of placement.

Emotional vulnerability: recent betrayal.

Potential leverage: Daniel Price.

My vision blurred on the last line.

Potential leverage.

Daniel Price.

The office tilted.

I reached for the edge of the desk and missed.

Cassian was there instantly, one hand extended, not touching me.

“Evelyn.”

I jerked back from him so hard my hip hit the desk.

“No.”

His hand lowered.

The word sat there again.

No.

At least he obeyed it.

Small mercy.

Huge insult.

Because now I knew he could.

“You have a file on me,” I said.

My voice did not sound like mine.

It sounded calm.

Too calm.

Cassian’s face had gone still. “Yes.”

Matteo cursed under his breath.

Sofia whispered my name, but I couldn't look at her.

The tablet glowed between us.

Evidence.

My life turned into bullet points.

My humiliation organized into intelligence.

“Since when?” I asked.

Cassian’s silence was answer enough.

My throat tightened.

“Since when?”

“After you checked in.”

“Don’t lie.”

His eyes darkened.

I hated that I knew him well enough to see the decision form.

“The initial file was opened after check-in,” he said. “Some travel data was pulled before I saw you in the lobby.”

I stared at him.

“Before.”

“Automatically, because of the room assignment anomaly.”

“Automatically,” I repeated.

The word tasted like metal.

“As if that makes it cleaner.”

“It explains process.”

“I’m not asking for process.”

“I know.”

“Do not say you know.”

He stopped.

The anger came fast then, bright enough to cover the fear.

I grabbed the tablet before he could stop me.

Matteo stepped forward.

Cassian lifted one hand.

Matteo stopped.

I scrolled.

More attachments.

A vendor registry notice showing the canceled wedding.

A flight manifest.

Daniel’s canceled seat.

A note about Daniel’s employer.

Social media activity: subject inactive after engagement termination. Daniel Price active.

A screenshot of a woman’s profile I didn't recognize at first.

Then I did.

The woman from Daniel’s phone.

Vanilla perfume.

I miss your mouth.

My stomach turned.

“You found her too,” I whispered.

Cassian said nothing.

I looked up.

“You found the woman he cheated with.”

“I had Matteo run connected data.”

“Connected data?”

My laugh broke. “You mean my life.”

His jaw tightened. “I mean the circumstances that brought you into a restricted room.”

“No.” I shoved the tablet onto the desk. “No, you don’t get to do that.”

“Do what?”

“Use danger to make violation sound professional.”

His eyes held mine.

The room seemed smaller now. Hotter. My body could not decide whether to shake or burn.

“Evelyn,” Sofia said softly. “He had to know whether you were sent.”

I turned toward her.

The betrayal of her sympathy hurt in a way I hadn't expected.

“You too?”

Pain crossed her face. “I am not saying it was kind.”

“No. Just necessary.”

Her mouth closed.

I looked back at Cassian.

“That’s the word, right? Necessary. All of this is necessary. The file. The surveillance. The locked-down floor. The men outside the door. The half-truths. The way you say my name like you’re trying to pull me back from a ledge you helped build.”

His face changed at that.

I wanted something to reach him.

I wanted to know there was a person beneath the control who could feel the cost of what he did.

“You think I wanted this?” he asked.

“No. I think you’re good at doing things you don’t want and calling that morality.”

Matteo looked away again.

Cassian did not.

“You were placed in my most sensitive room hours before a succession challenge,” he said. “Your camera had a direct line of sight to men who kill to protect secrets. Your fiancé’s cancellation may have been manipulated. Your name appears in a path I didn't create. I needed to know whether you were a threat.”

“And what did you decide?”

His silence sharpened.

“What did you decide, Cassian?”

“That you weren't sent knowingly.”

“Knowingly.” I laughed again, and this time it sounded too close to tears. “Beautiful. So I’m innocent by technicality.”

“You are innocent because you walked into something designed around you.”

“Designed around me,” I repeated.

The phrase hit late.

Hard.

My life had not just been investigated.

It had been useful.

The canceled wedding. The empty seat. My profession. My camera. My loneliness. My shame.

All of it had made me believable.

A woman no one would question because her pain explained everything.

My knees weakened, but I refused to sit.

Daniel had made me doubt myself.

Cassian had documented it.

That was not fair, maybe.

It felt true.

“You wrote ‘emotional vulnerability,’” I said.

Cassian’s gaze flicked to the tablet.

Then back to me.

“I didn't write that.”

“Your people did.”

“Yes.”

“As if it’s a security category.”

“In my world, everything can be used.”

“And you used it.”

“No.”

“You read it.”

“That is not the same.”

“It is when you never told me.”

His voice lowered. “Would you have believed me if I had?”

The question struck too close.

Maybe I wouldn’t have.

Maybe I would have called him insane and checked into another hotel and gotten myself killed before dinner.

Maybe that was exactly why I hated him.

Because somewhere under the anger was the horrible possibility that some of his choices had kept me alive.

But survival did not erase violation.

I picked up the tablet again, my fingers shaking now, and turned it toward him.

“Potential leverage: Daniel Price,” I said. “Do you know what that feels like to read?”

His face went tight.

“To see the man who humiliated me reduced to a tactical note? To see my worst private moment arranged neatly for strangers to analyze?”

“Evelyn—”

“No.” My voice cracked. “He made me feel stupid for trusting him. You made me feel stupid for not knowing I was being watched.”

Cassian flinched.

Only.

Enough.

The room was silent except for the low hum of the monitor and the faint, distant vibration of whatever machinery kept this hotel alive.

I looked at the portrait of his father.

Then at the ring on the screen.

Then at Cassian.

“You all hide things,” I said. “Men with rings. Men with phones. Men with locked doors. Men with files.”

His eyes darkened.

“I am not Daniel.”

“No,” I said. “Daniel cried when he got caught.”

Cassian went still.

The words kept coming because if I stopped, I would feel everything underneath them.

“Daniel lied badly. He cheated cheaply. He made himself pathetic because pathetic men are harder to hate. You’re different. I’ll give you that.”

My hands curled into fists at my sides.

“You don’t pretend to be harmless. You don’t ask for forgiveness. You tell the truth only when it becomes strategically useful, then expect me to admire the honesty because at least the blade is clean.”

His jaw flexed.

I stepped closer.

Close enough now to see the gold in his eyes.

Close enough to feel the heat of him and hate my body for still remembering the bar, the way he stood when I stood, the way he gave me a key, the way he didn't touch me when I said no.

Contradictions did not make trust.

They made confusion.

And I was done mistaking confusion for chemistry.

“You are not different from him,” I said. “You are just better dressed.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Better Dressed

You are not different from him. You are just better dressed.

Evelyn said it like she wanted the words to cut.

They did.

Not visibly.

I had spent most of my life learning how not to react when men threatened my blood, my chair, my name, or the fragile architecture of power my father had left behind. I knew how to stand still under accusation. I knew how to let insults die of loneliness before they reached my face.

But this one reached deeper than my face.

Because it wasn't entirely false.

That was the part that held.

A lie could be dismissed.

Truth had to be survived.

Evelyn stood in my office with anger bright in her eyes and my file on her life glowing on the tablet between us. Her hands were shaking now, but she didn't hide them. She let me see the tremor. Maybe because she no longer cared what I saw. Maybe because she wanted me to understand that composure had a cost.

Daniel Price had taught her to doubt what she knew.

I had given her a folder proving strangers had doubted her for a living.

There were many strategic explanations for that file.

Every one of them was insufficient.

“Evelyn,” I said.

Her mouth tightened. “Don’t.”

So I didn't.

It was the only decent thing I had done in the last sixty seconds.

Matteo shifted near the wall, impatient, worried, armed with all the practical violence the moment demanded. Sofia stood beside the door, her expression carefully blank except for her eyes. Sofia’s eyes rarely lied.

Tonight, they accused me too.

Evelyn lifted the camera bag from the chair. The strap slid over her shoulder, and I noticed the way she held it close, protective, as if the bag contained more than a camera.

It did.

I knew that now, though I didn't know where.

She had hidden the true card.

Smart woman.

Frightened woman.

Furious woman.

Mine, some violent part of me tried to say, and I cut that thought off before it became another sin.

She was not mine.

That was the point.

“Where are you going?” Matteo asked.

Evelyn looked at him, then at the door. “Apparently, somewhere safe. Since safety is the word everyone here uses when they mean controlled.”

Matteo’s jaw hardened. “This is not a game.”

“No,” she said. “It’s my life. That’s why I’m still talking.”

He took one step forward.

I moved my hand.

Not much.

He stopped.

Evelyn saw that too.

The room was made of things she could use against me if she wanted. My men’s obedience. My silence. My file. My ring. My father’s portrait. My interest in whether she hated me.

She turned toward Sofia. “Can you take me back to the private wing?”

Sofia glanced at me.

I said nothing.

Evelyn’s laugh was quiet and humorless. “Don’t look at him. I asked you.”

Sofia’s chin lifted a fraction. “Yes, Miss Hart. I can.”

The correction was deserved.

Again.

Evelyn walked past me without looking at me.

That should not have been difficult to allow.

It was.

Every instinct I possessed wanted to stop her. Not with hands. Never that. But with truth, with orders, with enough information to keep her near, with the promise that I wasn't him, not Daniel, not weak, not careless, not cruel in the ordinary ways men broke women and called it an accident.

But making the argument would have made her right.

So I let her pass.

The door opened.

Sofia followed.

Before she stepped into the hall, Evelyn stopped.

For one breath, I thought she would look back.

She did not.

“Do not send anyone else to explain you,” she said.

Then she left.

The door closed softly behind her.

Soft sounds were often worse than slammed doors.

They left room for imagination.

I stared at the place she had been.

Matteo exhaled. “That went well.”

I turned my head slowly.

He did not flinch.

Loyalty had made him arrogant with me. Or maybe I had made him necessary enough to survive his honesty.

“Choose another sentence,” I said.

“She is angry.”

“Better.”

“She is also not wrong.”

I looked at him.

He looked back.

The monitor behind him still displayed the enlarged photograph. Lorenzo’s hand. The ring. The Moretti crest. The sealed envelope bearing two marks that should never have sat together.

Treason in pixels.

My family’s bloodline on the wrong side of the table.

And somehow the thing that occupied the center of my mind was the expression on Evelyn’s face when she saw the words emotional vulnerability typed beside her name.

As if grief could be cataloged.

As if humiliation could become a line item.

As if the worst night of her life existed now because my people had needed a category.

“She has the card,” Matteo said.

“Yes.”

“You let her keep it.”

“Yes.”

“You know that is insane.”

“Yes.”

“And you are comfortable with insanity now?”

“I am comfortable with fewer things than usual.”

He crossed his arms. “That is almost self-awareness.”

I moved to the desk and picked up the tablet.

Evelyn’s file stared back at me.

EVELYN MAE HART.

I hated the neatness of it suddenly.

The clean lines. The data fields. The cold intelligence of her pain arranged beneath headings. We did this to everyone who crossed the wrong threshold. We turned people into maps before deciding whether to help them or bury them.

It had kept us alive.

It had kept me alive.

It had also made her look at me like I had reached into her chest and inventoried the wound.

I closed the file.

Then deleted the local copy from the tablet.

Matteo’s eyebrows rose. “What are you doing?”

“Removing what she should not have had to see.”

“That does not remove the master record.”

“No.”

“Nor should it.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

I placed the tablet on the desk. “Say what you came to say.”

His face changed.

Enough to tell me the conversation had moved from irritation to risk.

“She needs to be moved.”

“She was moved.”

“Not to your private wing. Out of the hotel.”

“No.”

“Safe house outside the city.”

“No.”

“Private airfield.”

“No.”

“Then we silence the device trail, take the camera, and keep her off communication until the vote ends.”

“No.”

The word became colder each time.

Matteo’s patience thinned. “Cassian.”

“She is not a prisoner.”

“She is evidence.”

“No. The photograph is evidence.”

“She is the person who can authenticate it.”

“And that is why sending her away gets her killed.”

“She is already a target here.”

“Here, I control most of the doors.”

“Most.” He stepped closer. “You just watched a messenger walk into your private wing with her photograph in his hand. Most is not enough.”

“It will have to be.”

“No, it will not. That is pride talking.”

“It is math.”

He laughed once, sharp. “Math?”

“If she leaves the hotel, Lorenzo follows. Vale panics. Whoever inside my bloodline is tied to that ring moves before we identify them. Daniel becomes bait or bullet. Evelyn runs with a memory card she doesn't understand and a target on her back she cannot see.”

“She understands more than you think.”

“I know.”

“Then respect her enough to tell her everything.”

The sentence surprised me from Matteo.

I looked at him.

He looked annoyed with himself for having said it.

“She asked for truth,” he said. “You keep giving her strategy.”

“Truth without structure is just another weapon.”

“And silence is not?”

There it was.

The part I didn't want to name.

I moved away from the desk, toward the window. The office glass looked over a narrow slice of Rome. Not the courtyard. Never from here. My father had designed this office so the person sitting in it would have to decide whether to watch the city or the table, never both.

Power, he used to say, is choosing what not to see.

My father had said many things that sounded wise until you survived them.

“You think I should tell her about my mother’s ring?” I asked.

“I think you should decide whether you want her alive or obedient.”

I turned.

Matteo’s face remained hard, but his eyes were tired.

He had followed me through too much blood to soften easily. If he sounded like this, the danger was larger than his irritation.

“She will not be obedient,” I said.

“No. But you keep reacting as if her disobedience is the problem.”

I said nothing.

He continued. “Her disobedience is why she kept the card. It may also be why we have proof Lorenzo is not acting alone.”

A bitter smile touched my mouth. “Now you admire her?”

“No. She is a complication with good instincts.”

“High praise.”

“For a civilian, yes.”

I looked back to the dark monitor.

The photograph waited behind the blank screen.

Evelyn had not taken it because she understood my world. She had taken it because she trusted the lens more than men’s explanations.

That was why the image mattered.

The camera did not obey the Republic’s language. It did not care about vows, titles, alliances, or the useful lies that kept old families alive. It caught what was there.

Lorenzo’s hand.

The ring.

The envelope.

The senator.

Blood.

Treason.

And now the woman who had captured it was angry enough to stop believing me before I had earned the right to be believed.

Good, some honest part of me thought.

She should not believe me yet.

That was the first clean truth of the night.

The office phone buzzed.

Matteo answered this time. Listened. His face hardened. “Daniel Price checked into the Cavalieri under his own name. Paid by card.”

“Alone?”

“So far.”

“Who met him?”

“Unknown. Cameras at the entrance show him speaking to a woman in a gray coat before check-in.”

“Face?”

“Covered. We are pulling traffic footage.”

“Lorenzo?”

“Maybe.”

“Or the same person who opened the service panel.”

“Maybe.”

“Valentina?”

Matteo went still.

I hated myself for saying it aloud.

But blood did not become innocent because we loved it.

“She has not left the south residence,” he said.

“Confirmed?”

“As confirmed as anything is tonight.”

“Not enough.”

“No.”

The name sat between us.

Valentina.

My sister by half-blood, full consequence. She hated the Republic with the kind of intimacy only family could sustain. She wanted out. She wanted protection without obligation. She wanted freedom from the same name that kept her alive.

Would she give Lorenzo a bloodline ring?

No.

Would she betray me?

No.

Would she make a desperate bargain if she thought it freed her from all of us?

That answer came less cleanly.

I closed my eyes.

Better dressed.

Evelyn’s voice returned, sharp and wounded.

You are not different from him.

Perhaps Daniel Price had lied because he was selfish.

Perhaps I lied because survival made it useful.

But the result, for Evelyn, was the same shape: a man standing between her and the truth with reasons in his mouth.

A better suit did not change the damage.

“Bring me Bianchi,” I said.

Matteo’s gaze sharpened. “You think he opened the panel?”

“I think he had access to the front desk angle and old keys.”

“He has served this house for twenty-two years.”

“Yes.”

“You taught me loyalty should be doubted only after proof.”

“I taught you loyalty should be doubted before it becomes grief.”

He accepted that with a small nod.

“Alive?” he asked.

“For now.”

He turned to leave.

“Matteo.”

He stopped.

“Do not frighten Sofia.”

His mouth tightened. “She is involved?”

“She was at the desk. If Bianchi is compromised, she is either in danger or under suspicion.”

“Which?”

“I don't know.”

“And Evelyn?”

The name changed the room again.

“What about her?”

“How much freedom are you giving her with that key?”

“As much as the hallway allows.”

“That is not freedom.”

“No. It is the truth of the situation.”

“She will test it.”

“I know.”

“You need to be prepared for what happens when she does.”

“I am.”

He studied me. “No, you are not. You are prepared for enemies. You are prepared for betrayal. You are prepared for violence.” His voice lowered. “You are not prepared for a woman who would rather risk danger than owe safety to a man she doesn't trust.”

The sentence landed clean.

I hated that everyone had become articulate tonight.

I walked to the desk, opened the top drawer, and removed my father’s old blade. Not ceremonial. Useful. Short, black-handled, worn smooth by decades of hands I didn't want to imagine.

Matteo watched me slide it into my jacket.

“You are going back to the table.”

“Yes.”

“And leaving her angry.”

“Yes.”

“She may not be there when you return.”

My hand stilled.

A beautiful, violent image flashed through me: Evelyn walking out with the camera bag against her hip, chin lifted, fear bright in her eyes, choosing the wolves because a locked room felt worse.

I understood her better than I wanted to.

“She has a key,” I said.

“That does not answer me.”

“It answers her.”

Matteo was silent.

I turned toward him.

“I will not take it from her.”

“You may have to.”

“No.”

“If she tries to leave the hotel—”

“No.”

“If she compromises the photograph—”

“No.”

“If she walks into Lorenzo’s reach?”

The air tightened.

I looked at the door Evelyn had gone through.

Then back at Matteo.

“Then we make sure Lorenzo regrets reaching.”

His jaw flexed. “That is not a plan. That is emotion with a knife.”

“It is a plan if the knife is sharp enough.”

“Cassian.”

I went still.

He rarely used my name like that unless the room had become more dangerous than my temper.

“What?” I asked.

“You are changing the hierarchy.”

“Yes.”

“After one day.”

“Yes.”

“For a woman who hates you.”

“She does not hate me.”

Matteo’s eyebrows rose.

I heard myself and almost smiled.

Almost.

“She hates what I represent,” I said.

“Convenient distinction.”

“Accurate one.”

“She may become the reason you lose the table.”

“No,” I said. “She may be the reason I finally know who at the table was never mine.”

Matteo absorbed that.

The anger left his face by degrees, replaced by calculation.

There he was.

My soldier.

My friend, though neither of us used sentimental words when useful ones would do.

“You believe the enemy exposed her to expose themselves,” he said.

“No. I believe they placed her to expose me. They expected me to panic, to take the camera, to imprison her, to make her run or break or become easy to discredit.”

“And instead?”

I thought of Evelyn’s face when she said the line.

Better dressed.

A woman who had seen me clearly enough to wound me.

“Instead, I let her stay angry.”

Matteo’s mouth pressed into a flat line. “That is your strategy?”

“For tonight.”

“Terrible.”

“Possibly.”

“Risky.”

“Definitely.”

“And if her anger turns her against you?”

“Then I earned that too.”

He looked at me for a long second.

The phone buzzed again.

Neither of us moved to answer.

Outside my office, the Belladonna hummed with hidden motion. Lorenzo waited below with a ring he thought would fracture my claim. Daniel Price had arrived in Rome, carrying either ignorance or treachery in his suitcase. Someone in my house had opened doors for my enemy. And Evelyn Hart sat in my private wing with a key in her hand, a camera at her side, and every reason to run from me.

For the first time all night, the path ahead became clear.

Not safe.

Not simple.

Clear.

I could keep her close by force and prove every accusation true.

Or I could protect the perimeter, leave the door unlocked, and trust that a woman who had survived betrayal might know the difference between danger and captivity better than any of us.

Matteo watched my face change.

“You have decided something stupid,” he said.

“Yes.”

“How stupid?”

“Necessary.”

He swore softly.

I walked toward the door.

“Cassian.”

I stopped with my hand on the handle.

Matteo stood behind me, armed, loyal, furious, and right to be afraid.

“She is leverage now,” he said. “Against Lorenzo. Against the traitor. Against you. If you don't control her, someone else will try.”

I looked back at him.

Every lesson my father had taught me waited in that sentence.

Control the room.

Control the witness.

Control the truth before it controls you.

My father had ruled that way.

Daniel Price had loved that way, perhaps in smaller, weaker rooms.

Different men.

Same instinct.

No.

Not this time.

“If I protect her by taking her choices,” I said, “then I become the first man she should run from.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The Woman Who Stayed

The key sat in my palm like a dare.

For ten minutes after Sofia left me alone in Cassian’s private wing, I stood at the door and turned it over between my fingers.

Black metal.

Heavy.

Real.

A key should have made me feel safer.

It didn’t.

It made the choice physical.

A locked door let you blame the lock. A key made the decision yours.

Beyond the door, the corridor waited with its dark portraits, armed men, hidden passages, and one stranger who had smiled at me while holding a photograph of my face. Somewhere below, men sat around a table deciding things that could ruin lives. Somewhere in Rome, Daniel had landed.

Daniel.

The name still made my stomach twist, but not in the old way. Not with longing. Not with grief.

With suspicion.

That was new.

I hated that he had followed me here. I hated that his presence could still reach into a room and change the air. I hated that a man who had made me feel unwanted might now be part of a trap built around my name.

I hated more that I didn't know whether he was guilty or useful.

Useful.

That was the word that made me move.

I was tired of being useful to men.

Useful as a bride until Daniel wanted someone else.

Useful as a heartbroken woman because my pain made my presence believable.

Useful as a photographer because my camera could catch what powerful men tried to hide.

Useful as leverage because Cassian Moretti had looked at me too carefully and someone had noticed.

No.

I walked to the table and set the key down beside my camera bag.

The private suite was quiet around me. Not like Room 707. That room had felt like secrets had been stored in the walls until they soaked through the wallpaper. Cassian’s suite felt controlled. Restrained. Books behind glass. Dark furniture. A view over the city instead of the courtyard. Nothing soft unless softness served a purpose.

Even the sofa looked like it expected posture.

I opened my camera bag and touched the small black ring box.

Still there.

The real memory card hidden beneath velvet.

The empty promise holding the only proof that I hadn't imagined any of this.

I almost took it out.

Instead, I zipped the bag closed.

Not yet.

The camera was mine. The image was mine. The choice of when to reveal where I had hidden it would also be mine.

For once, my fear would not make me smaller. It would make me sharper.

A soft knock came at the door.

I froze.

Then Sofia’s voice, gentle but clear. “Miss Hart? It’s Sofia.”

I didn't move.

Another pause.

“I am alone,” she added. “And I am stepping back from the door.”

I looked through the peephole.

She stood three feet away, hands visible, face lifted toward the door with patient understanding. No cart. No envelope. No men in white jackets. No wrong shoes.

I opened the door but left the chain engaged.

Sofia’s gaze dropped to it.

“Good,” she said.

That almost made me smile.

Almost.

“I brought tea,” she said, lifting a small tray. “Sealed pot. Sealed sugar. No one touched it but me.”

“Should that comfort me or terrify me?”

“At the Belladonna, comfort often arrives with instructions.”

I looked past her.

Two guards stood near the far end of the hall. One of them turned away when my gaze reached him, giving me the performance of privacy.

“Where is Cassian?” I asked.

“At the table.”

The words meant more now.

The table.

The Crown Table.

Not a conference. Not a meeting. A place where men with old names and polished shoes decided whether other people stayed alive.

“With Lorenzo?”

“Yes.”

“And Daniel?”

Sofia’s expression changed. “Not here.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

“No,” she said softly. “It wasn’t.”

I studied her. “You know things.”

“I know some.”

“And you choose carefully which ones to say.”

“I work in this hotel.”

“That sounds like an answer and an excuse.”

Her mouth curved sadly. “Often they are the same.”

I unhooked the chain and opened the door wider.

She entered slowly and placed the tray on the table. The scent of chamomile rose into the room, gentle and absurd against everything else.

She did not ask about the camera.

She did not look toward the bag.

That made me trust her a little more.

“Cassian deleted the local file,” she said.

I went still. “What?”

“The copy on the tablet. The one you saw.”

My throat tightened, but I forced my face not to change too much. “Is that supposed to fix it?”

“No.”

“Good. Because it doesn’t.”

“I know.”

I looked at her sharply.

Sofia held my gaze.

Unlike Cassian, when she said it, the words did not irritate me. Maybe because she sounded like she meant the wound, not the strategy.

“He should not have let you see it that way,” she said.

“He should not have had it.”

“He would say it was necessary.”

“He did say that.”

“Yes.” She looked toward the door. “Men like him build cages and call them walls.”

I sat slowly.

Sofia’s honesty was more frightening than Cassian’s because hers did not seem designed to win anything.

“And you work for him?”

“I work for the hotel.”

“That’s another careful answer.”

“Yes.”

She poured tea into a white cup and set it near me.

I didn't drink it.

She noticed.

Approved, maybe.

“You should know something,” she said.

My fingers tightened around the edge of the chair. “I’m getting tired of that phrase.”

“I imagine so.” She took a breath. “If Cassian wanted you imprisoned, you wouldn't be sitting here with a key.”

“He already said that.”

“He was right.”

“I hate when he is.”

“So does Matteo.”

That earned a tiny laugh from me before I could stop it.

The sound surprised us both.

Then it disappeared, leaving a strange ache behind.

Sofia smiled faintly. “There you are.”

The softness of it almost undid me.

I looked away.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” I admitted.

The confession felt dangerous in a room full of hidden histories.

Sofia did not move closer. “You are staying alive.”

“That sounds like Cassian.”

“He is not always wrong.”

“No. That’s part of the problem.”

A distant sound moved through the wall. Not the elevator. Not a voice. Something heavier. Like a door closing far below us.

The Belladonna settling into itself.

Or swallowing another secret.

Sofia looked toward the hall. “He will come back soon.”

My pulse reacted before my pride could stop it.

I hated that too.

“Did he send you to make me calmer before he arrives?”

“No.”

“Did Matteo?”

Her expression almost became amused. “Matteo does not believe in calmer.”

Fair.

I looked at the key on the table.

“I could leave,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Would they stop me?”

“The guards? No.”

“And the men who aren’t his?”

Sofia did not answer.

Exactly.

The key opened a door.

It did not make the world safe outside it.

“I don’t want to stay because he scared me into it,” I said.

“Then don’t.”

My gaze snapped to hers.

She continued softly, “Stay because you choose the reason. Or leave because you choose that. But do not let fear make either decision for you.”

For a moment, I saw her differently.

Not concierge. Not staff. Not another elegant piece of the Belladonna’s machinery.

A woman who had learned how to survive near powerful men without becoming their echo.

“Thank you,” I said.

She nodded once. “I will be outside if you need me.”

When she left, she didn't ask me to lock the door.

I did anyway.

Then I stood with the key in my hand and made myself face the truth.

Running would feel good for thirty seconds.

The hallway.

The elevator.

The lobby.

The street.

Rome swallowing me whole.

But then what?

A taxi? The airport? A police station where I would sound insane? A call to the American embassy with a memory card hidden in an engagement ring box and no idea who owned the men following me?

Daniel was in Rome.

Someone inside this hotel knew my movements.

Someone had photographed me from a place I couldn't see.

If I ran blind, I would be doing exactly what they expected a frightened woman to do.

I was frightened.

I wasn't blind.

So I waited.

Not for rescue.

For answers.

Cassian returned twenty-three minutes later.

I counted.

Not because I was desperate.

Because timing mattered in a place where everyone weaponized silence.

The knock came once.

Then his voice.

“Evelyn.”

No command.

Just my name.

I opened the door with the chain on.

His eyes dropped to it, then lifted to mine.

“Good,” he said.

“Everyone keeps congratulating me for basic survival instincts.”

“You have better than basic instincts.”

“I’m not in the mood for compliments.”

“It was an assessment.”

“Worse.”

His mouth did not smile, but something moved near the edge of it.

He looked tired.

Not physically. Cassian Moretti probably knew how to make exhaustion look like tailoring. But there was a darkness around his eyes now that hadn't been there earlier, and a faint line of tension near his mouth.

“Can I come in?” he asked.

I studied him through the narrow opening.

He did not look past me into the room.

He did not look for the camera.

He looked at me.

That mattered.

Damn him.

I shut the door, slid off the chain, and opened it.

He stepped inside and stopped three feet past the threshold.

I closed the door but did not lock it.

He noticed.

“Good?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Don’t.”

His gaze returned to mine. “Understood.”

We stood facing each other in the dark, restrained room that smelled like him. Neither of us moved closer.

That distance felt deliberate.

It also felt impossible.

“What happened at the table?” I asked.

“Lorenzo presented a ring he claimed belonged to my father.”

“The same ring from the photo?”

“No.”

“The one in my photograph belongs to someone else in your family.”

His eyes sharpened. “You understand quickly.”

“I’m motivated.”

“Yes.”

“Is Daniel part of this?”

“I don’t know yet.”

I held up a hand when his mouth opened. “That’s allowed if it’s true.”

“It is.”

“Did you bring him here?”

“No.”

“Did you know he was coming?”

“No.”

“Did you know my name before I walked into the hotel?”

“No.”

This time he answered fast enough.

The relief that moved through me made me angry.

I didn't want relief from him.

I wanted certainty from myself.

I crossed my arms. “I’m staying tonight.”

Something changed in his face.

Not satisfaction.

Not victory.

Something softer and more dangerous.

“Temporarily,” I added.

“Of course.”

“No. Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Agree like the word temporarily doesn’t bother you.”

His eyes held mine. “It bothers me.”

The honesty hit low.

My pulse shifted.

I ignored it.

“I’m not staying because you told me to. I’m not staying because of your men or your key or your persuasive mafia-adjacent hospitality.”

His mouth moved this time. Barely.

“Do not call it that in front of Matteo.”

“Good. Then I will.”

“Evelyn.”

“See? That.” I pointed at him. “That voice. Like you’re trying to put a hand over a candle before it burns something down.”

“I am usually trying to prevent fires.”

“I’m not a fire.”

“No,” he said. “You are the person who keeps walking toward them.”

I had no good response to that.

So I ignored it too.

“I’m staying because I want the truth,” I said. “Because I refuse to be used as bait by Lorenzo, by whoever placed me in Room 707, by Daniel, or by you.”

Cassian went still.

The last two words landed hardest.

Good.

They needed to.

“And I have conditions.”

His gaze did not leave mine. “Name them.”

I had expected resistance.

The easy permission made my next breath unsteady.

I forced my voice to stay firm.

“One: no more half-truths when my life is at risk.”

He was quiet for one second. “Agreed.”

“Don’t agree if you’re going to redefine life at risk later.”

“I will not.”

“Two: I keep my camera.”

“Agreed.”

“And the memory card.”

A pause.

There.

But then he said, “Agreed.”

My fingers tightened. “You don’t know where it is.”

“No.”

“And you’re not going to ask?”

“I want to.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“I am not going to ask.”

I believed him.

That terrified me more than disbelief would have.

“Three,” I said. “My body is mine. My choices are mine. Fear does not transfer ownership.”

His expression changed.

The room changed with it.

Not soft.

Not exactly.

But more intimate. As if the air understood what that sentence cost me.

“Yes,” he said, and his voice was lower now.

“No hesitation?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because that should never have been a condition. It should have been assumed.”

My throat tightened.

I hated him for saying the right thing.

I hated him more because he seemed to know it wasn't enough.

“Four,” I said, quieter now. “You do not confuse protection with ownership.”

Cassian did not answer immediately.

Not because he disagreed.

Because the words had reached somewhere old in him.

I saw it.

For once, I was the one watching him too closely.

His hand flexed at his side, once, then stilled.

“I will fail at that sometimes,” he said.

My chest tightened.

“What?”

“I will want to control the room around you. I will want to decide faster than you can argue. I will want to remove choices because I know which ones lead to blood.” His eyes held mine. “But I will know it is failure. And when you call it that, I will listen.”

That was not a perfect answer.

That was why it felt true.

A dangerous man promising perfection would have been another lie.

A dangerous man admitting the shape of his flaw was something else entirely.

The distance between us felt smaller now.

I hadn't moved.

Neither had he.

Still, my body knew exactly where he stood.

The width of the room.

The rhythm of his breathing.

The faint scent of smoke and clean soap.

The way his gaze dropped once to my mouth and came back like he had dragged it there by force.

My pulse betrayed me.

He noticed.

“Evelyn,” he said.

Not command this time.

Not warning.

Something worse.

A question with my name inside it.

I could have stepped back.

I didn’t.

He took one step closer.

Slow enough to be refused.

I held my ground.

Another step.

The space between us narrowed until I could see the faint shadow of stubble along his jaw, the small cut near his knuckle, the dark ink just visible under his cuff.

No man had the right to look that controlled while the world burned around him.

No man had the right to make me feel safer and more endangered in the same breath.

“Tell me to stop,” he said.

My lips parted.

I should have.

I didn’t.

His gaze moved over my face, searching for fear, permission, anger, anything he could use to decide whether to come closer or retreat.

That was the thing about him.

He could command a hallway.

But here, inches from me, he waited.

It destroyed something careful inside me.

I lifted my chin.

“This isn’t trust,” I whispered.

“No.”

“It isn’t forgiveness.”

“No.”

“It doesn’t mean I’m not angry.”

“I prefer you angry.”

A breathless laugh escaped me. “That is probably a sickness.”

“Almost certainly.”

The humor flickered and died between us, leaving heat behind.

His hand rose slowly.

Stopped before touching my face.

An offer suspended in the air.

I stared at it.

Then at him.

If I stepped into that touch, it would be because I chose it.

Not because he warned me.

Not because he protected me.

Not because fear had made him the nearest solid thing in a collapsing room.

Because I wanted to know what his restraint felt like against my skin.

The thought should have embarrassed me. It didn’t. Wanting him was not the same as surrendering to him, and that difference opened inside me like heat behind a locked door.

That was a dangerous reason.

But it was mine.

I leaned forward the smallest amount.

His fingers touched my cheek.

Barely.

Warm.

Careful.

A shiver moved through me before I could stop it.

His jaw tightened like the sound hurt him.

The kiss almost happened.

I felt it.

The pull. The quiet collapse of distance. My hand rising toward his chest before my mind gave permission. His head lowering by a fraction. His breath near mine.

Then my phone buzzed on the table.

We both froze.

The sound cut through the room like a blade.

Cassian’s hand dropped.

The loss of contact felt obscene.

I turned toward the phone.

Unknown number.

My blood went cold.

Cassian stepped beside me, close but not touching.

I opened the message before he could tell me not to.

One photo loaded.

Daniel.

Standing outside the Hotel Cavalieri, looking tired, confused, and exactly like the man who had once promised me forever with another woman’s perfume on his skin.

Beneath the photo, one line:

Ask Cassian what he traded for you.

My hand went numb.

The phone almost slipped.

Cassian caught it before it fell, then handed it back immediately, as if even now ownership mattered.

I looked at him.

His face had gone empty.

Too empty.

“What did you trade?” I asked.

He did not answer.

My heart dropped.

Not again.

Not another pause.

“Cassian.”

His eyes met mine.

This time, the silence was not evasion.

It was calculation.

Fear.

And something that looked too much like regret.

Then he said quietly, “You want truth, Evelyn? Then tomorrow I show you what lives beneath the Belladonna.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Tonight Is Mine

Cassian did not touch me after the message.

That was the first thing that almost broke me.

Not the photo of Daniel standing outside another Roman hotel with confusion on his face and betrayal still somehow attached to his name. Not the line beneath it.

Ask Cassian what he traded for you.

Not even the way Cassian’s face had gone empty when he read it.

His stillness was worse.

He stood beside the table in his private suite, my phone in his hand for one careful second before he gave it back to me like it burned him. Rome glowed beyond the windows, all gold lights and dark rooftops, beautiful in the indifferent way old cities were beautiful while people ruined each other inside them.

His shirt was still open at the throat. His jacket was gone now, folded over the back of a chair with the kind of precision that made even disorder look disciplined. His sleeves were rolled to his forearms. Black ink disappeared beneath expensive fabric, and the bruised red across his knuckles reminded me that the man in front of me did not only give warnings.

He became them.

“What did you trade?” I asked.

The question came out quieter than I meant.

Cassian’s eyes lifted to mine.

There were a hundred answers in his face and none of them reached his mouth.

“Not you,” he said finally.

I laughed once, empty and sharp. “That’s not an answer.”

“It is the most important part.”

“No. It’s the part you think will keep me from walking out.”

His jaw flexed.

There.

A hit.

Good.

I needed something to land because my entire body felt like it was standing on broken glass.

Daniel was in Rome.

Someone had photographed me from inside Cassian’s hotel.

Someone had my number, my face, my room, my fear.

And still, beneath all of that, under the panic and anger and humiliation, I was aware of Cassian’s nearness in a way that made me furious with myself.

His voice. His hands. The memory of his fingers against my cheek before the phone had ruined the air between us.

Wanting him felt like betrayal.

Not of Daniel.

Of myself.

“Evelyn,” he said.

“No.”

He went still.

That was the second thing.

He stopped.

Instantly.

Not because he was weak. Not because he agreed. Because I had said no, and whatever else Cassian Moretti was, he understood that word in a way Daniel never had.

Daniel had treated no like a locked door he could charm open later.

Cassian treated it like a border.

I hated how much that mattered.

“You said tomorrow you’ll show me what lives beneath the Belladonna,” I said. “Fine. Tomorrow. But tonight, I want one answer that doesn't come wrapped in strategy.”

His gaze held mine. “Ask.”

“What did that message mean?”

He looked toward the windows.

Not away from guilt.

Toward the city, as if the answer was old enough to be written in the stone outside.

“Lorenzo wants you to believe I bought your safety with something unforgivable.”

“Did you?”

“No.”

Fast.

Clean.

Almost enough.

“Then what did you trade?”

His mouth tightened. “Time.”

I frowned.

He continued, “At the table, Lorenzo presented a ring and demanded a vote. I delayed the challenge by offering him a private review of old debt ledgers tomorrow morning. He believes I bought myself time because I am afraid of losing power.”

“And did you?”

“Yes.”

The honesty hit strangely.

“Why?”

His eyes returned to me. “Because I needed the night to keep you alive.”

The room went quiet.

That should have sounded romantic.

It didn’t.

It sounded like cost.

Like every second I stood in this suite had been purchased with a debt I couldn't yet see.

I wrapped my arms around myself, suddenly cold. “So I am the trade.”

“No.”

“You just said—”

“I traded time. Not you.” His voice lowered. “There is a difference.”

“To you.”

“To the men downstairs too.”

My throat tightened. “You always do that.”

“What?”

“Make it sound like one word could decide whether I live or die.”

“In my world, it often does.”

“Your world is insane.”

“Yes.”

That answer again.

No defense.

No apology.

Just truth standing there in a black shirt with blood on its knuckles.

I turned away from him because I couldn't look at him and think clearly at the same time. The windows reflected us faintly. Me in the foreground, pale and tense. Him behind me, tall and controlled, giving me space like space could undo the fact that danger had followed me into every room he owned.

In the reflection, he looked like the kind of man a woman should flee.

In my body, he felt like the only solid thing in the hotel.

That contradiction made me want to scream.

“I should hate you,” I whispered.

“Yes.”

“Do not agree with me when I’m angry.”

“I would rather agree than lie.”

I turned back. “You still lied.”

“Yes.”

My breath caught.

He did not look away.

“By omission,” he said. “By delay. By deciding which truths were useful and which ones might make you run.”

“Stop making it sound practical.”

“It was practical.”

“And violating.”

“Yes.”

The word dropped between us.

Simple.

Undressed.

My anger faltered because I had expected him to fight harder for his own innocence.

Maybe he had none.

Maybe that was why I believed him more than I wanted to.

“You have a horrible habit of admitting just enough to keep me in the room,” I said.

“I know.”

“Cassian.”

“I am trying not to say that.”

Despite myself, my mouth almost curved.

Almost.

The almost hurt.

He saw it.

Of course he saw it.

The air changed.

Not safer. Never that.

But more intimate.

The silence became less about the men outside and more about the space between us. The distance his body refused to close without permission. The way his eyes held mine with a restraint that seemed to cost him something physical.

I remembered his hand near my face.

Tell me to stop.

I hadn't.

The phone lay facedown on the table now, the message hidden but not gone. Daniel’s image still lived there. So did the stranger’s question. So did every threat that had found me faster than sleep.

I was tired.

Not sleepy.

Tired in my bones. Tired of being moved by men’s choices. Tired of fear deciding the shape of my body. Tired of wanting to be untouched because someone had touched my trust badly first.

Cassian watched me like he could see the battle and refused to enter unless invited.

That was the thing that undid me.

Not his power.

His restraint.

“Say it again,” he said quietly.

I looked up. “What?”

“What you said before the message.”

My pulse changed.

I knew what he meant.

This isn’t trust.

It isn’t forgiveness.

It doesn’t mean I’m not angry.

Or maybe he meant the part after that.

The part where I hadn’t told him to stop.

My fingers curled at my sides. “No.”

His expression did not change, but something flickered in his eyes.

Not anger.

Respect.

I felt it like a hand at the base of my spine.

“You don’t get to make me perform certainty for you,” I said. “I already said what I wanted.”

The room was too beautiful for the conversation happening inside it. Dark shelves. Low lamps. City light dripping across the glass. A bed visible through the half-open bedroom door, made in white linen so crisp it looked untouched by sleep or mercy.

Luxury had a strange cruelty to it.

It made every wound look staged.

Mine did not feel staged.

It felt old and raw and embarrassingly human.

Cassian stood across from me, his body angled away, as if he was giving me space by force of will. “I am not asking because I doubt you.”

“Then why?”

“Because if I come closer, Evelyn, I need to know you are choosing me. Not fear. Not grief. Not the man who hurt you. Not the danger outside this room.”

I hated him for that.

I hated him for understanding the exact place where I was weakest and refusing to use it.

My throat tightened. “And if I don’t know the difference?”

“Then I stay where I am.”

The answer landed too cleanly.

Too.

There was no persuasion in it. No wounded male pride. No subtle punishment. He would stay exactly where he was, wanting me and not taking one step unless I made it mine.

The power of that should not have felt sensual.

It did.

My body knew before my pride accepted it. Heat moved under my skin, slow and humiliating and alive. I looked at his hands because looking at his face felt dangerous. His fingers were long and still at his sides. Hands that gave orders. Hands that opened locked doors. Hands that had probably done violent things without trembling.

Hands that hadn't touched me because I hadn't crossed the room.

Daniel had made me feel foolish for wanting.

Cassian made wanting feel like a blade I had been trusted to hold.

For the first time since Daniel, desire did not feel like evidence against me. It felt like proof that I still existed under the bruise. Proof that my body could choose without apologizing for being alive.

“I am afraid,” I admitted.

Cassian’s jaw flexed once. “Of me?”

“Yes.”

He took that like he deserved it.

Maybe he did.

“And of myself,” I added.

That changed him.

Not visibly to anyone else. But I was learning him now, against my better judgment. The faint pause before he breathed. The microscopic shift in his shoulders. The way his attention sharpened when something mattered.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because I still want you.”

The city glowed behind him.

The words stayed between us, naked and impossible to take back.

I should have felt ashamed. I waited for it. The old reflex. The shrinking. The need to apologize for having a body that still wanted after humiliation. After betrayal. After being turned into a file, a target, a guest in the wrong room.

It did not come.

Instead, I felt angry.

Not at Cassian.

At every moment I had mistaken being chosen for being worthy. At every time I had let someone else’s desire decide how I saw myself. At the pale ring mark still visible on my finger like a brand from a life that had ended without asking permission.

“I don’t want him in this room,” I said.

Cassian’s eyes dropped to my left hand.

He understood immediately.

Daniel.

The ghost in the fabric. The third body in every breath I took. The man who had not loved me enough and still somehow occupied space in my skin.

Cassian’s voice lowered. “Then remove him.”

A shiver went through me.

Not because it was a command.

Because it was an invitation.

My hand rose slowly to my throat, then stopped. There was nothing there to take off. No necklace. No veil. No ring on my finger. I had stripped away every visible proof of Daniel Price and still carried him like smoke in my lungs.

“I don’t know how.”

Cassian moved then.

One step.

Only one.

The distance between us changed shape.

“You do not erase betrayal by pretending it didn't touch you,” he said. “You replace the lie with a truth.”

My breath came unevenly. “What truth?”

His gaze moved over me, not crudely, never lazily. It felt precise. Reverent in a way that frightened me more than hunger would have.

“That you are not unwanted.”

The words entered me too deeply.

I looked away, but there was nowhere safe to look. The windows held his reflection. The dark polished furniture held shadows of us. Even the room seemed to be watching, waiting to learn what kind of woman I would be after this.

“You don’t know that,” I whispered.

“I know what I see.”

“You see what you want.”

“Yes.”

No apology.

My pulse stumbled.

Cassian took another step, then stopped again.

Still not close enough to touch.

“And what I want,” he said, “does not make you less powerful.”

I laughed once, but it broke in the middle. “That sounds like something a dangerous man would say.”

“I am a dangerous man.”

“At least you admit it.”

“I would rather be feared for the truth than trusted for a lie.”

That hurt because it wasn't entirely true.

He had lied. Omitted. Managed. Protected me with half-truths and locked doors.

But this moment felt stripped of everything except choice.

His world waited outside. Men with guns. Old vows. A photograph that had turned me into evidence. A dead man’s blood on marble. Daniel’s name in a file. Lorenzo’s threat moving through Rome like poison under velvet.

And here, in this room, Cassian was asking nothing except what I wanted.

Maybe that was why I crossed the floor.

Not fast.

Not gracefully.

I moved like a woman walking back into her own body after a long absence.

Cassian did not reach for me when I stopped in front of him.

Close, he was worse.

Warmth came off him through the dark fabric of his shirt. He smelled like smoke, clean soap, and something expensive I would forever associate with danger. His throat moved when he swallowed. I watched it, fascinated by the small betrayal of control.

“You are shaking,” he said.

“So are you.”

His mouth curved, barely. “No.”

I reached for his hand.

He let me take it.

That, too, was a kind of surrender.

His palm was warm and rougher than I expected. I turned it over, tracing the dark lines of ink that disappeared beneath his cuff. Some pattern I didn't understand. A crown. A blade. Latin words too small to read in the dim light.

“What does this mean?” I asked.

His gaze stayed on my face. “Debt.”

I touched another mark. “And this?”

“Blood.”

My finger paused over a small black vow symbol near his wrist. The same symbol I had seen on the envelope in Room 707. “This?”

His voice changed. “Family.”

I looked up.

There was a warning in him now. A door closing. A reminder that I was standing at the edge of something far darker than attraction.

I should have stepped back.

Instead, I lifted his hand and placed it against my waist.

His fingers went still.

The contact was simple.

Almost innocent.

It struck through me like heat lightning.

Cassian’s eyes locked on mine. “Evelyn.”

There were ten warnings in the way he said my name.

I ignored all of them.

“Touch me like I’m here,” I said. “Not like I’m broken.”

The control in his face fractured.

Only.

Enough.

His hand tightened at my waist, not hard, just certain. Anchoring. Claiming nothing I hadn't given. My breath caught at the pressure, at the silent proof that I could ask and be answered without being taken from.

His other hand rose slowly.

He gave me time to move away.

I didn’t.

His knuckles brushed the side of my face.

Barely there.

A dark man offering a gentle touch like it might ruin him.

I closed my eyes before I could stop myself.

The first tear slipped free.

Damn it.

I turned my face away, furious with my own body.

Cassian caught the tear with his thumb.

“Do not be ashamed of surviving,” he said.

The sob that almost escaped me was ugly, so I swallowed it until it hurt.

“I’m tired of being sad,” I whispered.

“I know.”

“I’m tired of feeling stupid.”

“You were betrayed. Not stupid.”

I opened my eyes. “You make it sound easy.”

“It is not easy. It is true.”

No one had said it like that.

Not gently enough to pity me. Not angrily enough to make it about them.

Just true.

Something inside me loosened. Not healed. Not fixed. I wasn't a broken vase waiting for a man with golden hands.

But I was still alive.

My body was still mine.

My wanting was still mine.

I rose on my toes and kissed him.

Cassian did not move for half a breath.

Then his restraint snapped quietly.

Not violently.

Quietly, like a lock opening in a room no one else knew existed.

His mouth met mine with a control that made me dizzy. He did not devour me. He did not rush. He kissed me like he had already decided every second mattered and he would waste none of them proving power he already had.

My hands went to his chest. His heart beat hard beneath my palms.

That undid me more than anything.

Cassian Moretti, who commanded armed men with a look, whose name made hotel staff pale, whose world was built beneath marble and blood, was not calm against my hands.

I made a sound I would have hated if I had been thinking.

He heard it.

His hand slid to the back of my neck, fingers threading gently into my hair, and he angled my face with slow permission. The kiss deepened. My body answered before my fear could interfere. Heat opened low in me, not shameful, not performative, not borrowed from being admired.

Mine.

I pulled back first, breathing hard.

Cassian stopped instantly.

That stopped me more completely than if he had continued.

His eyes searched mine. “Still with me?”

I laughed softly, breathlessly, almost angrily. “Yes.”

“I need the word.”

My chest ached.

Not because he asked.

Because no one ever had with that much seriousness.

“Yes,” I said. “I’m with you.”

His forehead touched mine for one second.

It felt more intimate than the kiss.

Then his hands settled at my waist, and he lifted me onto the edge of the table as if I weighed nothing. The movement made my breath leave me, but he paused again, reading my face.

I nodded before he asked.

A low sound left him.

Not triumph.

Relief.

The city burned beyond the windows. Somewhere outside this room, men were probably moving through corridors with guns beneath their jackets. My photograph was probably becoming more dangerous by the minute. My name might already be passing through mouths that meant me harm.

But Cassian’s hands were on my knees, still and warm, waiting.

The waiting was devastating.

It made every second mine.

I reached for the buttons of his shirt.

His hand covered mine.

“Only if you want to see,” he said.

I looked at him, confused.

Then I understood.

The scars.

The tattoos.

The history written on his body.

This was not seduction for him. Not only.

This was exposure.

My fingers softened under his. “I want to see you.”

His expression changed in a way I had no name for.

He released my hand.

I opened the first button. Then the next. Slow because my fingers were not steady, and because he watched me like every movement was a vow being made in a language neither of us trusted.

The shirt parted.

I saw ink first.

Black lines over hard muscle. A crown broken down the center. A serpent around a blade. Script along his ribs. Older scars cut pale through some of the tattoos, violence interrupting art.

He let me look.

That trust, from a man like him, felt dangerous.

I touched the scar near his collarbone.

His breath changed.

“Who did this?”

“No one living.”

I should have been frightened.

Instead, I felt the savage clarity of where I was. Who he was. What wanting him meant.

Cassian was not a safe man.

But safety had not saved me.

A safe man had smiled at me in engagement photos while betraying me behind closed doors.

Cassian’s danger did not hide.

It stood in front of me, asking permission.

I leaned forward and kissed the scar.

His hand gripped the edge of the table beside my thigh.

The wood creaked.

Power shifted again.

Not away from me.

Toward us.

“Evelyn,” he said, and my name sounded less like a warning now and more like prayer dragged through smoke.

“I’m not fragile.”

“No,” he said. “You are not.”

“Then stop looking like touching me will destroy me.”

His eyes lifted to mine.

“It is not you I am afraid to destroy.”

My pulse beat everywhere.

The room narrowed to his face, his mouth, the hot pressure of his hands still not taking more than I gave. He was holding himself back so fiercely I could feel the force of it.

I understood then that restraint was not the absence of hunger.

It was hunger on its knees.

I slid my hands up his chest, over heat and ink and scars, and rested them at his shoulders.

“Cassian.”

“Yes.”

“Tonight is mine.”

The words surprised both of us.

They came from somewhere deeper than desire. From the woman on the plane folding Daniel’s boarding pass into bad red wine. From the woman who had hauled her own suitcase from the carousel and felt victorious because no one helped. From the woman who had looked at Room 707 and known, instinctively, that beauty could be a warning.

Cassian’s gaze burned.

“Yes,” he said. “It is.”

“And if I say stop?”

“Everything stops.”

“If I change my mind?”

“Then I thank you for trusting me enough to tell me.”

My mouth trembled. I hated that. Loved it. Didn’t know what to do with a man who made power feel like safety and danger at the same time.

So I kissed him again.

This time, I didn't think about Daniel.

Not once.

There was only Cassian’s mouth, the warm slide of his breath, the careful strength of his hands. The way he learned me slowly, as if I were not a conquest but a map he refused to misread. The way he noticed when I tensed and stopped before fear could become a wall. The way he let me guide him back.

That was what ruined me most: not his hunger, but his discipline. Cassian Moretti wanted like a man who could take a city apart with one order, and still he waited for every small yes I gave him.

Every pause made the heat sharper. Every question turned me further back into myself. He did not make me feel conquered. He made me feel unbearably seen.

I had thought reclaiming desire would feel like proving something.

It didn’t.

It felt like returning.

To skin.

To hunger.

To the terrifying, gorgeous fact that my body had not become a grave just because one man had treated it carelessly.

Cassian lifted me from the table, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, my laughter breaking against his mouth because the movement startled joy out of me before I could hide it.

He froze.

“What?” I asked.

“You laughed.”

The softness in his voice did something terrible to me.

“So?”

“I haven't heard you do that.”

I looked at him, and the whole room seemed to tilt.

He wanted my pleasure, yes.

But he also wanted my laughter.

That felt more dangerous than his secrets.

“You’re staring,” I whispered.

“I am memorizing.”

I should have told him not to say things like that. A woman could build entire ruins inside herself with sentences like that.

Instead, I touched his face.

The arrogant, controlled, beautiful face of a man who had probably never begged for anything in his life.

“Don’t make me regret this,” I said.

His eyes darkened with something almost painful.

“I will make many mistakes with you,” he said. “But not that one.”

He carried me to the bedroom.

Not because I couldn't walk.

Because I reached for him, and he understood the difference.

He laid me down like he was placing something valuable where only he could see it, then stood over me for a moment, breathing hard, shirt open, tattoos shadowed by lamplight, Rome burning black and gold behind him.

There was no performance in his face now. No hotel owner. No king. Just a dangerous man trying not to become careless with the one woman who had asked him to stay careful.

I should have felt small beneath that gaze.

I didn’t.

I felt chosen.

Not by him.

By myself.

I reached out my hand.

Cassian took it.

And for the first time since Daniel had turned my life into a room full of whispers, I stopped feeling like the woman left behind.

I was the woman who decided what happened next.

Much later, when the city had softened into silver beyond the windows and the suite had gone quiet around us, I woke beneath unfamiliar sheets with Cassian’s arm heavy around my waist.

For a few seconds, I didn't move.

The room was dark except for a thin line of light near the curtains. His breathing was steady against my shoulder. My body felt warm, tired, and strangely peaceful in a way that made me want to cry again, but I refused to give tears the final word.

I turned carefully.

Cassian slept like a man who did not trust sleep. One hand still near mine. Brow faintly drawn. Even unconscious, he looked ready to wake dangerous.

My heart twisted.

It was not the darkness in him that scared me most.

It was the tenderness.

I slipped from the bed without waking him and reached for the shirt he had discarded on the chair. It smelled like him. Smoke and clean soap and something I wasn't ready to name.

My phone buzzed on the table near the window.

The sound cut through the room like a blade.

I hurried to silence it before it woke him.

Unknown number.

One message.

My thumb hesitated over the screen.

Then I opened it.

The photograph loaded slowly.

At first, I didn't understand what I was seeing.

White sheets.

My bare shoulder.

Cassian’s arm around me.

My face turned toward him in sleep, soft and unguarded in a way no one had any right to capture.

The room tilted.

Another message appeared beneath the image.

Beautiful, Evelyn.

Now we know what the king keeps in Room 707.


CHAPTER TWENTY

What the King Keeps

I woke because Evelyn stopped breathing.

Not completely.

Not enough to be death.

Enough to wake the part of me that had survived by understanding silence before sound.

Her body was no longer warm against mine.

The bed beside me had cooled.

I opened my eyes into darkness and reached for the knife beneath the edge of the nightstand before memory returned in pieces.

Evelyn.

My private suite.

Her mouth beneath mine.

Her voice saying, Tonight is mine.

The weight of her choice in my hands.

Then I saw her near the window.

She stood wearing my shirt, her bare legs pale in the low silver light, one hand clamped around her phone, the other pressed to her mouth as if she could keep whatever she had seen from escaping into the room.

For one terrible second, I thought she had found a message from Daniel.

Then I saw her eyes.

Not heartbreak.

Violation.

I was out of bed before she spoke.

“What happened?”

She turned the phone toward me.

I took one step.

Stopped.

Not because I was calm.

Because if I moved too quickly, she would see the rage before she understood it wasn't for her.

“Tell me,” I said.

Her hand shook.

Just once.

Then she held the phone steadier, as if anger had grabbed fear by the throat inside her.

“Someone took a picture.”

The screen glowed between us.

White sheets.

Her bare shoulder.

My arm around her.

Her face turned toward me in sleep, soft and unguarded in a way no one had earned the right to witness.

Beautiful, Evelyn.

Now we know what the king keeps in Room 707.

The room went silent in a way I had never heard before.

Not empty.

Not peaceful.

Ruined.

I took the phone from her only after she let go.

The image was not grainy enough to be a distant shot. Not distorted enough to be pulled from a hall camera. Not angled from the window. Whoever captured it had seen into the bedroom from inside the protected perimeter.

Inside my perimeter.

My first thought was murder.

My second was worse.

Someone had watched her sleep.

I placed the phone facedown on the table before my hand broke it.

Evelyn watched me carefully. Too carefully. The way a woman watched a man to learn whether his rage would become weather she had to survive.

That knowledge cut harder than the threat.

I forced my hands open.

“Look at me,” I said.

Her eyes lifted.

“This is not your fault.”

Her mouth trembled once. She stopped it. “I know that.”

Good.

Better than good.

Still, I heard the fragile edge beneath the answer.

I crossed the room slowly and stopped at a distance she could reject.

“Did anyone touch you?”

“No.”

“Did you wake before the message?”

“No.”

“Did you hear anything?”

“No.”

Her voice sharpened on the third answer. “I slept. That’s the problem, isn’t it? I slept because I thought this was the one room in the hotel where no one could get to me.”

Each word landed where it should.

On me.

“Yes,” I said.

The admission did nothing to help her.

It was still owed.

Her eyes searched my face. “How?”

“I don't know yet.”

“Cassian.”

“I don't know yet,” I repeated, colder now, not at her. Never at her. “But I will.”

Her gaze dropped to my hands.

I realized then that my right hand had closed into a fist.

I opened it again.

She noticed.

“I need to dress,” I said.

“Go.”

Not permission.

Dismissal.

I accepted it.

I put on my trousers, then my shirt, buttoning it with hands that wanted blood and were given pearl buttons instead. Evelyn stood by the window, phone on the table, arms wrapped around herself.

The shirt covered her, but not enough.

Not from my eyes.

Not from anyone else’s.

That was what made the rage clean.

The intimacy between us had not been stolen because it was sexual.

It had been stolen because it was hers.

Her choice.

Her body.

Her trust, barely formed and already turned into evidence.

I moved to the wall panel and entered the emergency code.

Matteo answered on the second tone.

“Report,” he said.

“Full lockdown. Now.”

He heard something in my voice. “What happened?”

“Private wing breach.”

A pause.

Impossible, his silence said.

He knew better than to waste the word.

“Evelyn?”

“Alive. Untouched. Photographed.”

The line went dead quiet.

Then Matteo said, “Where?”

“My bedroom.”

His curse came through low and vicious.

“Lock the hotel,” I said. “No one leaves. No one enters. Staff, guests, vendors, family, security. No exceptions.”

“The Crown Table—”

“Will sit in its own filth until I return.”

“Lorenzo will use this.”

“Let him try.”

“Cassian—”

“Now.”

“Yes.”

I cut the line and turned.

Evelyn had not moved.

“You’re locking everyone in?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Guests too?”

“Yes.”

“That will cause panic.”

“Good. Panic reveals exits people thought were hidden.”

She stared at me.

For the first time that night, she didn't argue.

That frightened me more than if she had.

I picked up her phone with a handkerchief from the side table and examined the photo again without touching the screen. The sender had used a masked number. Of course. But the mistake was not in the message.

It was in the angle.

Every photograph confessed its photographer.

Evelyn had taught me that without meaning to.

The image came from high right, above the bed, angled through the narrow line where the bedroom wall met the antique mirror opposite the windows.

Not from a person standing over us.

From the wall.

From the old servant aperture behind the mirror.

My blood turned to ice.

Room 707 connected to this wing through old service architecture. Sealed on one side. Forgotten by most. Known to few.

I crossed the bedroom and stood before the mirror.

Evelyn followed at a distance.

“What is that?” she asked.

I touched the frame.

Old wood. Gilded black. Heavy. Original to the suite.

“Cassian.”

“Stay back.”

Her jaw tightened.

I looked at her. “Please.”

That word cost less now.

Or perhaps she had made it necessary enough to use.

She stayed back.

I pressed the lower corner of the frame.

Nothing.

Then the upper inside edge.

A soft click.

The mirror shifted forward by half an inch.

Evelyn’s breath caught behind me.

I opened it.

Behind the mirror was darkness.

Not deep enough for a passage.

Only a narrow maintenance cavity, dead space between walls. Inside it sat a device no larger than two fingers, matte black, mounted with adhesive beside an old sightline slot that should have been sealed decades ago.

A camera.

Fresh.

Modern.

Placed by someone who knew exactly where the old bones opened.

For several seconds, I didn't touch it.

If I did, I would crush it.

I needed it whole.

Evelyn stepped closer despite my warning.

When she saw it, the color left her face.

“Oh my God.”

I turned to her.

She was not looking at me.

She was looking at the device.

Her arms tightened around herself, and something in her expression shifted from fear to humiliation.

That was what made me want to tear the walls down with my hands.

Not that someone had penetrated my security.

Not that they had made me look weak.

That they had made her feel watched inside the only moment she had allowed herself to stop fighting.

“Evelyn.”

She shook her head once. “Don’t.”

I stopped.

She swallowed hard, still staring at the tiny black lens. “Was it there the whole time?”

“I don't know.”

Her laugh was small and sick. “You need new answers.”

“Yes.”

“Could it see…” She stopped.

The unfinished sentence moved through me like a blade.

Could it see us?

Could it see her choosing?

Could it see the moment she trusted the room enough to sleep?

“I will find out,” I said.

“That is not the same as no.”

“No,” I said. “It is not.”

She closed her eyes.

I wanted to lie.

Every instinct I had learned from powerful men said lie now. Give comfort. Say impossible. Say no. Say anything that makes her breathe easier for ten seconds.

But Evelyn Hart had been lied to by men who wanted an easier room.

I wouldn't become one more.

When she opened her eyes, they were wet but furious.

Better.

Fury would keep her standing.

“Take it,” she said.

I removed the device with a handkerchief and placed it inside a glass from the table.

Then I called Matteo again.

“Found the eye.”

“Where?”

“Mirror cavity. Bedroom wall. Old service aperture.”

Matteo went silent.

He knew what that meant.

“How many know that route?” I asked.

“Current staff? None.”

“Do not lie to make yourself feel better.”

“Officially, none. Unofficially? Bianchi. Me. Sofia, maybe. Valentina if she studied the old plans. Your father’s generation.”

“My father’s generation keeps multiplying tonight.”

“I am on my way.”

“Bring Bianchi.”

“Alive?”

I looked at Evelyn.

She stood barefoot in my shirt with violation wrapped around her like cold smoke.

My voice lowered.

“Alive.”

Matteo understood the restraint for what it was.

Temporary.

The door opened three minutes later.

Matteo entered first, weapon low. Sofia followed, face pale, hair no longer perfectly pinned. Two guards dragged Bianchi between them.

The old manager looked smaller without the lobby around him.

That offended me.

Men should look like what they had chosen.

“Signor Moretti,” he said, breathless. “There must be some mistake.”

“There was.”

His eyes flicked to Evelyn.

Only for a second.

Enough.

I stepped toward him.

Matteo tightened his grip on Bianchi’s arm.

“Did you open the old aperture?” I asked.

Bianchi’s face went blank in the practiced way of hotel men who had spent decades hiding scandals behind apologies.

“What aperture?”

I held up the glass.

The small camera sat inside like an insect.

Sofia made a soft sound.

Bianchi’s eyes widened.

Too much.

Too late.

“I have never seen that,” he said.

“Who asked whether Room 707 was occupied?”

He swallowed. “Many staff ask such things.”

“Who asked before Evelyn arrived?”

“No one.”

“Wrong answer.”

Matteo drove him into a chair.

Controlled.

Efficient.

Evelyn flinched, then hated herself for it. I saw both reactions cross her face.

I hated that she had to see any of this.

I hated more that hiding it would prove her right.

Better dressed.

The words returned.

I looked at Bianchi. “You served my father.”

His chin lifted. “With loyalty.”

“You served my mother?”

His face changed.

There.

Not fear.

Memory.

Interesting.

“What does your mother have to do with this?” Matteo asked.

I didn't take my eyes off Bianchi.

“Answer.”

Bianchi’s lips thinned. “She disliked the hotel.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the only one I have.”

“Another wrong one.”

Sofia stepped forward, voice quiet. “Bianchi, tell him.”

The old manager looked at her.

For the first time, he appeared afraid.

Not of me.

Of her knowing.

“What did you do?” she asked.

Bianchi’s face hardened.

There it was.

Not fear anymore.

Resentment.

“You are all children playing with rooms you didn't build,” he said.

Matteo’s hand closed around the back of the chair.

I lifted one finger.

Wait.

Bianchi looked at me. “Your father understood the Belladonna. He knew what must be preserved. You modernize. You question. You bring outsiders into rooms that were never meant for them.”

Evelyn went still.

Outsider.

The word touched her like a slap.

I moved before she could absorb it alone, stepping between them—not blocking her view, not hiding her. Positioning myself where his next words would have to pass through me first.

“Who placed her in 707?” I asked.

Bianchi’s mouth curved faintly. “Do you think she was placed for you?”

My blood cooled.

The room went still.

Evelyn’s voice came from behind me, steady in the way ice was steady before it broke. “Then who was I placed for?”

Bianchi looked at her.

I almost killed him for that alone.

“The hotel,” he said.

Sofia whispered, “No.”

Bianchi ignored her. “The Belladonna chooses its witnesses.”

Evelyn laughed once. “That is the creepiest hotel branding I’ve ever heard.”

Sofia looked like she might be sick.

Matteo looked at me. He had questions. So did I.

Too many.

“Who gave you the device?” I asked.

“I didn't place it.”

“No. You opened the route.”

Silence.

“Who placed it?”

Bianchi looked at the glass.

Then at the phone on the table.

Then at Evelyn.

“He wanted to know if she mattered.”

The temperature in the room dropped.

“Who?” I asked.

Bianchi said nothing.

Matteo reached for him.

I stopped him again.

Not because Bianchi did not deserve pain.

Because Evelyn deserved answers more.

“Lorenzo?” I asked.

Bianchi smiled faintly.

Too faintly.

No.

Not Lorenzo.

Not directly.

Someone closer.

The ring. The old seal. My mother’s line. The passage. The photograph. The message. Daniel in Rome.

All of it moved through my mind and aligned into something I didn't yet want to name.

Sofia stepped back as if she saw the same shape forming and feared it.

Evelyn looked at me. “Cassian.”

I couldn't answer her.

Not yet.

The suite phone rang.

Everyone froze.

No one should have been able to call this line.

Matteo lifted his weapon.

Sofia whispered a prayer.

The phone rang again.

I picked it up.

Then a woman’s voice, soft and familiar enough to make the past open beneath my feet.

“Hello, Cassian.”

My hand tightened around the receiver.

Not Valentina.

Worse.

A voice I hadn't heard in twenty years except in memory and dreams I never admitted to having.

The line clicked dead.

Evelyn stared at me.

“What?” she asked.

I lowered the phone slowly.

Bianchi began to laugh.

Not loudly.

Not sanely.

Matteo hit him before I told him to stop.

This time, I didn't.

The old man slumped in the chair, breathing hard through blood.

I looked at the camera in the glass.

At Evelyn’s phone.

At the mirror cavity.

At the photograph of what had been mine for one night before the Republic turned it into a message.

No.

Not mine.

Hers.

Her choice. Her sleep. Her trust.

The distinction mattered.

It was the line I had to hold.

I turned to Matteo.

“Lock every exit. Freeze every staff credential. Pull old architectural plans, pre-renovation, all private wing and 707 connections. I want Bianchi separated from everyone he has ever spoken to. I want Sofia protected. I want Daniel Price watched but not touched.”

Matteo nodded once. “And the photographer?”

Evelyn’s eyes flashed at the word.

I looked at her, then back at him.

“Evelyn stays with a key.”

Matteo’s jaw flexed.

He wanted to argue.

He did not.

I picked up the glass with the camera inside and handed it to him.

My voice was calm now.

Too calm.

The kind of calm men learned to fear if they had survived long enough around me.

“Find the person who took that photograph. Bring them to me breathing. I want to hear who taught them my name.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The File With My Name

After they took Bianchi away, the room did not get quieter.

It should have.

The old man was gone. Matteo was gone. Two guards had closed ranks outside the private wing. Sofia had wiped the blood from the floor with a towel she later folded into a neat square, as if order could make violence less real.

But the room still made sound.

The phone seemed to ring in my memory.

Hello, Cassian.

That woman’s voice had changed him.

I had watched it happen.

Cassian Moretti, the man who could make armed men stop breathing with a look, had gone still in a way that didn't belong to strategy. He had lowered the receiver like it weighed more than the black ledger, more than my photograph, more than every locked door in the Belladonna.

Then he had issued orders.

Fast. Cold. Precise.

But something had remained under his skin afterward.

Not fear exactly.

Recognition.

Now he stood near the window, fully dressed again, looking out over Rome without seeing it. His shirt was buttoned, his jacket back on, his control rebuilt so carefully I could almost hear the seams.

I sat on the edge of the sofa wearing his shirt under a blanket Sofia had brought me without asking. My own clothes lay folded on a chair. My camera bag sat beside my feet, close enough that my ankle touched the leather when I shifted.

Inside it, the ring box held the real memory card.

Inside me, everything else felt misplaced.

The hidden camera had been removed from behind the mirror, but the knowledge of it remained. It clung to my skin. To the bed. To the silence between Cassian and me. I kept seeing myself on the phone screen, asleep and unguarded, my face turned toward him like trust had been something my body gave before my mind approved.

Beautiful, Evelyn.

Now we know what the king keeps in Room 707.

I didn't feel beautiful.

I felt documented.

Cataloged.

Seen by the wrong eyes.

Again.

Sofia set a cup of tea on the table in front of me. “Drink.”

I looked at it.

She sighed softly. “It is sealed. I opened it in front of you.”

“I know.”

“You do not have to drink it. But you should hold something warm.”

That almost undid me.

Not because it was profound.

Because it was practical and kind, and I had been living for hours inside rooms where kindness always seemed to arrive with a hidden cost.

I wrapped both hands around the cup.

The heat bit into my palms.

Good.

Pain was a clean signal.

Cassian looked over. “Sofia.”

She lifted her chin. “She is cold.”

“I didn't object.”

“You were about to.”

His mouth closed.

I stared into the tea.

Even now, part of me noticed the way he let Sofia correct him. Not easily. Not happily. But he let it stand.

Men revealed themselves in small permissions.

Daniel had loved women who agreed with him.

Cassian employed people who survived disagreeing.

That should not have mattered.

It did.

The private line buzzed on the side table.

Everyone froze.

Not visibly.

Enough.

Cassian answered. “Speak.”

His face changed by less than a breath.

“What file?”

My fingers tightened around the cup.

Sofia looked at me.

Then away.

Cassian listened, eyes fixed on the window. “Bring it.”

A pause.

“No. Not to the office. Here.”

Another pause.

His gaze flicked to me.

My body went cold despite the tea.

“Because she has earned the right to see what has her name on it.”

The words hit too fast.

My name.

I set the cup down before I dropped it.

Cassian ended the call.

I stood.

The blanket slipped from my shoulders onto the sofa.

“What file?” I asked.

He turned toward me slowly.

There it was again. That split second where he decided how much truth I could survive.

I hated that second.

I hated that I had learned to recognize it.

His eyes met mine.

“Matteo found a file in Bianchi’s private office.”

“My file?”

“We do not know yet.”

“That means yes.”

“No. It means I am not going to answer before seeing it.”

I laughed once. “Growth.”

Something almost like pain crossed his face.

No.

Not good.

I was exhausted by wanting to hurt him every time he disappointed me.

The knock came three minutes later.

Cassian opened the door himself.

Matteo entered with a flat leather folder sealed inside a clear evidence bag. His gaze moved over me once, assessing. Not gentle, but not dismissive either. After tonight, I had apparently graduated from civilian liability to inconvenient witness.

It was an improvement.

Maybe.

“Bianchi had it behind a false back panel in his desk,” Matteo said. “Along with old access tokens, floor plans, and correspondence written in code old enough to make me hate everyone over sixty.”

Cassian took the bag but did not open it.

He looked at me.

“Do you want to sit?”

“No.”

“Evelyn—”

“No.”

He nodded once.

Then he broke the seal.

The leather folder slid free.

Dark brown. Worn at the corners. No name on the front. No hotel crest.

Old-fashioned. Personal.

That made it worse.

A digital file felt cold. A paper file felt touched.

Cassian opened it on the table.

The first page showed my face.

Not my passport photo.

Not a security still from the Belladonna.

A photo from my professional website. Cropped from my own About page. Me holding a camera, hair down, smiling at something outside the frame.

I remembered that day.

Mia had taken the photo behind my old studio after a rainstorm. I had hated it because my blouse was wrinkled and my hair had frizzed. She had loved it because, she said, I looked like myself.

Now my own face stared up from a criminal’s folder.

Something inside me folded smaller.

Beneath the photo:

EVELYN MAE HART
Age: 29
American citizen
Profession: photographer
Primary usefulness: credible accidental witness

My breath stopped.

Primary usefulness.

Not occupation.

Not risk.

Usefulness.

Sofia whispered something in Italian.

Matteo’s jaw tightened.

Cassian said nothing.

I reached for the page.

He did not stop me.

That mattered.

It also did not help.

I turned it.

The next pages were worse.

My flight details.

My hotel booking.

Daniel’s name.

The original honeymoon package.

My social media posts announcing the engagement months earlier. A screenshot of the dress fitting I had deleted after the wedding collapsed. Comments from friends. Little hearts. Congratulations. A life people had celebrated before it turned rotten.

Then Daniel.

Daniel Andrew Price.
Financial stress: moderate.
Infidelity exposure: exploitable.
Ego profile: responsive to flattery, panic, and financial leverage.
Projected behavior under pressure: self-preservation.

My stomach turned.

I read the lines again.

Then again.

The words did not become less horrifying.

“Financial stress?” I whispered.

Cassian looked at Matteo.

Matteo’s face darkened. “We found flagged transactions. Recent. Gambling? Maybe investments. He took on debt three months ago.”

“No.”

The word came automatically.

Daniel was many things. Vain. Weak. Faithless. But financial trouble?

Then again, what did I know?

I had slept beside a man who came home smelling like another woman and still believed him when he said he loved me.

Trust was not evidence.

It was just the place betrayal entered.

I turned another page.

There she was.

The woman from Daniel’s phone.

Her name was listed beneath a photo pulled from a social account.

MELISSA GRANT.
Occupation: private event consultant.
Connection to Daniel Price: initiated contact through charity event.
Status: controlled asset — temporary.

The room swayed.

I put a hand on the table.

Controlled asset.

Temporary.

“No,” I said again.

It was the only word I seemed to have left.

Cassian moved half a step toward me.

Stopped.

If he touched me, I might break.

Or lean into him.

Either option felt dangerous.

“What does that mean?” I asked, though I already knew enough to dread the answer.

Matteo spoke carefully. “It means someone may have used her to approach Daniel.”

“To make him cheat?”

No one answered fast enough.

A laugh left me.

Small.

Ugly.

“Oh my God.”

Cassian’s voice was low. “Evelyn.”

I looked at him. “Did they make him do it?”

His face did not soften. “No one makes a man betray someone he loves.”

The words struck hard.

Clean.

Merciful in the cruelest way.

Daniel still had a choice.

That mattered.

It also didn’t.

Because someone might have put the temptation in front of him like a loaded gun and trusted his weakness to pull the trigger.

My canceled wedding was not just heartbreak.

It might have been logistics.

I looked back at the file.

There were notes in a different hand. Sharper. Smaller. Not Bianchi’s careful block letters.

Female, maybe.

Or elegant.

Subject emotionally compromised if engagement collapses close to departure.
Subject likely to travel alone if trip is nonrefundable and publicly humiliating.
Subject profession useful. Camera expected.
Subject has no known criminal ties. Credibility high.
Placement in 707 plausible as complimentary upgrade.

My hands went numb.

The hotel seemed to tilt, then narrow, then tilt again.

Sofia stepped closer. “Evelyn, breathe.”

I hadn't realized I wasn’t.

I inhaled.

It hurt.

“Someone planned this,” I said.

“Yes,” Cassian said.

“Before I got here.”

“Yes.”

“Before Daniel canceled.”

His silence sharpened.

I flipped back, searching dates.

There were printouts, handwritten notes, timestamps. Some after the wedding collapsed. Some after Daniel’s seat cancellation.

Then earlier.

Too early.

A screenshot of Daniel and Melissa at the charity event.

Dated eight weeks before my wedding.

Before I found the message.

Before Daniel cried in the kitchen.

Before my mother said at least you found out before like there was mercy in the timing.

My fingers shook as I touched the page.

I wasn't looking at betrayal anymore.

I was looking at engineering.

“He still chose it,” Cassian said quietly.

I looked up.

He understood what I needed before I did.

“That weakness was his,” he said. “Not theirs. Not yours.”

My eyes burned.

I hated him for seeing that.

I loved him a little for saying it.

No.

Not love.

Dangerous word.

Wrong word.

I looked down before he could see too much on my face.

Another page.

The Belladonna floor plan.

Room 707 circled in red.

A line drawn from the balcony to the courtyard.

Another line from the sealed interior door to the private wing.

Another from the old mirror aperture to the service bones behind the wall.

My skin crawled.

“That camera behind the mirror,” I said.

Matteo nodded. “The route was marked.”

“So the photo of me sleeping—”

“Was planned as leverage,” Cassian said.

His voice had gone almost inhumanly calm.

I looked at him.

His eyes were not calm.

Let him feel it.

Let him feel what it meant for a woman’s most vulnerable moment to become a tactic in a folder.

I turned another page.

A list of possible outcomes.

Outcome A: Subject photographs Vale.
Outcome B: Subject photographs Crown Table setup.
Outcome C: Subject photographs Moretti/Varric exchange.
Outcome D: Subject fails to photograph target event but becomes useful emotional pressure point if Moretti engages.

My throat closed.

If Moretti engages.

I looked up slowly.

Cassian’s face had gone still.

Matteo swore under his breath.

Sofia looked like she wanted to take the file and burn it.

“They expected you to notice me,” I said.

Cassian said nothing.

“Didn’t they?”

“Yes.”

The answer was soft.

I felt the room move under me.

Not literally.

Worse.

Inside.

A shifting foundation.

The bar.

The invitation.

The way he saw my camera, my exits, my anger.

The way I had crossed the room last night because he waited.

The way he had touched me only when I chose.

The way I had fallen asleep beside him and thought, for a few stupid hours, that the moment belonged to me.

If Moretti engages.

A pressure point.

A variable.

A trap with a heartbeat.

“I am such an idiot,” I whispered.

Cassian moved then.

One step.

“No.”

I stepped back.

“Do not.”

He stopped.

“I am not calling you an idiot,” I said. “I’m calling me one.”

“You are wrong.”

I laughed, and this time it almost broke into a sob. “Of course I am. You’re all invested in telling me exactly what I am and am not.”

His face tightened.

I looked back at the file because anger was easier than grief.

Another page.

Daniel’s travel.

A reservation at the Hotel Cavalieri.

Payment source: third-party card, masked corporate intermediary.

Arrival scheduled if Subject forms attachment to Moretti or obtains photographic material.

Trigger: message sequence.

I felt sick.

Daniel had been summoned.

Not because he loved me.

Not because he regretted anything.

Because someone knew exactly which wound to press if I started trusting Cassian.

The timing was not emotional.

It was tactical.

My entire heartbreak had become a control system.

I could barely hear myself when I spoke.

“He came because they sent him.”

“Likely,” Matteo said.

Cassian looked like he wanted to kill him for answering first.

I appreciated Matteo for it.

Maybe I was adapting.

That thought scared me too.

I kept turning pages because stopping would make me feel.

And feeling would destroy me.

There were notes on Cassian too.

CASSIAN MORETTI
Known restraint with civilians.
Pattern: intervenes when women are used as collateral.
Weakness: refuses unnecessary spectacle.
Possible exploit: morally compromised protection instinct.

I looked at him.

He looked back.

The file had not only studied me.

It had studied him.

My pain was not the only door.

His restraint was another.

“They know you,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Better than I do.”

“No.”

The answer came too fast.

Too certain.

My chest tightened.

I hated that it mattered.

He stepped closer but stopped before the air between us became touch. “They know my patterns. My history. My reputation. They do not know me with you.”

The room went silent.

The words should not have sounded intimate.

They did.

Maybe because everything in this hotel had become dangerous enough to make honesty physical.

I looked away first.

Not because I lost.

Because I couldn't afford whatever my face might show.

The last section of the file was thinner. Newer pages. A timeline.

My name at the top.

Daniel’s beneath it.

Room 707.

Cassian.

Crown Table.

Then a sequence of dated instructions.

Some were coded.

Some were clear enough to hurt.

Monitor Price instability.
Confirm Hart nonrefundable travel.
Ensure Belladonna system upgrade route remains available.
Prepare room optics.
Preserve plausible accident.

My fingers stopped on the final page.

At the bottom, beneath a date that was three days before my flight, one line had been typed in bold.

I stared at it.

The words became impossible.

Then too possible.

Then inevitable.

Three days before I boarded the plane.

Before I folded Daniel’s boarding pass into bad red wine.

Before I told myself I was taking something back.

Before I believed, even for one second, that Rome had been my choice.

There it was.

The instruction.

The hand on the frame.

The door opening before I ever reached it.

Send her to Rome alone.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Before She Ever Landed

Send her to Rome alone.

The sentence did not belong on paper.

It belonged carved into bone.

I stood in my private suite with Evelyn’s file open on the table between us and felt something inside me go quiet enough to become lethal.

Not cold.

Cold was too simple.

This was older. Cleaner. A kind of stillness that arrived only when rage became useless unless shaped properly.

Evelyn stared at the final page as if the words might rearrange themselves into something less cruel if she looked long enough.

They did not.

Send her to Rome alone.

Three days before her flight.

Before she had sat beside an empty seat for seven hours over the Atlantic.

Before she had folded Daniel Price’s boarding pass and dropped his name into bad red wine.

Before she had checked into my hotel with tired eyes and a camera bag against her hip.

Before I saw her in the lobby reflection and thought she looked displaced.

She had been placed.

Not by me.

That mattered less than it should have.

Because it happened in my hotel, through my system, inside my war.

Sofia stood near Evelyn, one hand hovering uselessly at her side. She wanted to comfort her. She knew better than to touch.

Matteo watched me instead.

He knew the shape of my silence.

He had seen it before men disappeared.

Evelyn lifted her gaze from the page.

Her face was pale, but her eyes were dry.

Tears could leave the body. This kind of pain stayed behind the eyes and learned how to rot.

“So it was never my choice,” she said.

The words were almost calm.

I hated them.

“Yes, it was.”

Her laugh was small and hollow. “Do not do that.”

“I am not trying to comfort you.”

“Then what are you doing?”

“Correcting the lie before it takes root.”

Her eyes flashed. Good. Anger. Better than the blankness.

“You boarded the plane,” I said. “You came to Rome. You took the photographs. You chose what to hide. You chose to stay. They manipulated conditions. They did not erase you.”

The silence afterward felt dangerous.

For one second, I thought she might throw the file in my face.

I would have preferred it.

Instead, she closed the folder with both hands, slowly, as if shutting a coffin.

“Find out who wrote it,” she said.

Not a request.

Good.

“Yes,” I said.

“And Daniel?”

“I will find out what he knew.”

Her mouth tightened. “Do not protect me from that answer.”

“I will not.”

She studied my face as if looking for the old habit. The delay. The rationed truth. The man who had decided what she could survive and dressed that decision as strategy.

I let her look.

I deserved it.

Finally, she nodded once.

It was not trust.

It was terms.

I accepted them.

“Sofia,” I said.

She straightened.

“Take Evelyn to the inner library. Stay with her. No one enters without her permission. Not even me.”

Evelyn’s eyes shifted to mine.

That landed.

Not enough.

But it landed.

“Her permission,” I repeated.

Sofia nodded. “Of course.”

Evelyn picked up her camera bag.

She did not look at the bed.

Neither did I.

The memory of her there, asleep and unguarded, had become something I couldn't touch without wanting to break the room around it.

At the door, she stopped.

“Cassian.”

I turned.

The name in her mouth still had power.

I resented it.

I needed it.

“If you find out Daniel helped them,” she said, “I want to hear it from you. Not Matteo. Not Sofia. Not a file.”

“Yes.”

“And if you find out he didn’t?”

“I will tell you that too.”

Her throat moved.

Then she left with Sofia.

The door closed.

The room emptied of her and became intolerable.

For three seconds, I did nothing.

Then I turned to Matteo.

“Bring me everything.”

He did not ask what everything meant.

That was why he was still alive.

Within four minutes, my office had become a war room.

Screens lit the dark walls. Travel records. Reservation logs. Financial trails. Daniel Price’s hotel arrival footage. Belladonna system access maps. The old service architecture. Bianchi’s recovered correspondence. The photographs Evelyn had taken. The photograph taken of Evelyn. The file with her name.

All of it spread before us like a body opened on a table.

Matteo stood to my left, jacket off, sleeves rolled, a gun visible in a shoulder holster he no longer bothered to hide. Nico D’Amato arrived ten minutes later, smiling until he saw my face.

Then he stopped smiling.

Smartest thing he had done all evening.

“Tell me why I was summoned from a room full of men pretending not to panic,” Nico said.

“Because someone used my bloodline seal.”

His expression emptied.

Nico was my cousin through my mother’s side, D’Amato in public, Moretti when it became inconvenient. Charming. Expensive. Treacherous in theory, loyal in practice, mostly because betrayal bored him unless it had excellent tailoring.

“That is a ugly accusation,” he said.

“It was not an accusation.”

“Then why are you looking at me like I should confess before the knives come out?”

“Because you enjoy saving time.”

His mouth twitched despite himself. “I didn't give Lorenzo any family seal.”

“Do you know who did?”

“No.”

“Do you know who still has access to my mother’s ring?”

That wiped the remaining amusement from his face.

Matteo looked at me.

Nico’s voice lowered. “That ring was buried with history.”

“History keeps calling tonight.”

I pulled the image onto the central monitor.

The ring enlarged.

Nico stepped closer.

For once, he didn't speak immediately.

“That is not your father’s,” he said.

“I know.”

“Not Valentina’s.”

“Are you certain?”

He looked at me then.

There was anger in his face, rare and genuine. “Your sister would sell the Belladonna brick by brick before handing Lorenzo a Moretti heir ring.”

“That is not an answer.”

“No. It is blood.”

“Blood has disappointed me before.”

Nico looked at the portrait of my father.

“So it has.”

Matteo cut in. “Focus. We trace the file.”

He brought up Bianchi’s office scan.

The printed file on Evelyn had been assembled manually from multiple sources. Some public. Some purchased. Some requiring access to airline records, hotel systems, private financial data, and Daniel Price’s communications.

Too many doors.

Too much reach.

“Start with Daniel,” I said.

Matteo pulled up the timeline.

Daniel Price.

Thirty-one.

Marketing director.

Debt flagged eight weeks before the wedding. Payments late. Unexplained transfer from a shell company three days after a charity event where Melissa Grant first appeared in his orbit.

Melissa Grant.

Controlled asset.

Temporary.

No public ties to the Republic. But her event company had once handled a gala funded by a Bellandi foundation. Bellandi had old loyalty to my father, flexible loyalty to me, and expensive loyalty to whoever paid for silence.

“She approached Daniel at the charity event,” Matteo said. “Two days later, they exchanged messages. Three weeks later, hotel records place them together in Chicago.”

Evelyn had found the message later.

I miss your mouth.

My stomach turned with rage so specific it felt personal.

Daniel had not been forced.

He had been offered a door and walked through it because weakness recognized invitation.

“Was she paid to seduce him?” Nico asked.

Matteo’s eyes stayed on the screen. “A transfer to her company cleared forty-eight hours before the charity event. Sender masked through three entities.”

“Unmask them.”

“Trying.”

“Try violently.”

“That is not how banking works.”

“It is if you are persuasive enough.”

Matteo ignored that and moved to the flight data.

Daniel canceled his ticket forty-eight hours before departure.

Official reason: personal emergency.

Unofficial trail: he received a message four hours before cancellation from an encrypted number.

The message was brief.

You can still save yourself. Let her go alone.

My hands tightened on the desk.

“Did he respond?” I asked.

Matteo opened the log.

Daniel’s answer appeared on the screen.

What happens if I don’t?

The reply:

Then she learns everything before the wedding and the debt goes public.

Nico exhaled. “So he knew someone was pushing her to Rome.”

“He knew enough,” I said.

More than enough.

Not the Republic, perhaps.

Not the Belladonna.

Not me.

But enough to know Evelyn was being moved.

Enough to choose himself.

Again.

Matteo continued. “He canceled his seat. Evelyn kept hers. The hotel reservation remained active. Then, three days before the flight, Bianchi’s file received the note.”

Send her to Rome alone.

“Who sent it to Bianchi?” I asked.

“Printed from an internal relay. No sender.”

“Bianchi didn’t write it?”

“No. Different printer origin. Different paper stock. He stored it, but it came from someone else.”

“Inside the hotel?”

Matteo hesitated.

I hated hesitation in men who were paid to remove it.

“Yes.”

The word entered the office like smoke.

Nico walked to the bar cart and poured himself water with the solemnity of a man wishing it were anything stronger.

“Inside the Belladonna,” he said.

“Inside my Belladonna,” I corrected.

The distinction mattered.

To me.

To the dead.

To whoever thought my house could be used as a stage.

Matteo brought up the reservation log.

Evelyn’s room had originally been a honeymoon suite on the fourth floor. Charming, safe, ordinary. The kind of room with flowers, champagne, and no line of sight to treason.

Then the change.

2:17 a.m.

Executive override.

My terminal.

My credentials.

My office supposedly sealed.

But the deeper system trail now showed a secondary handshake through an old administrative credential.

Bianchi’s.

Then a ghost credential layered beneath it.

Name: M. Belladonna.

The room went silent.

Nico looked at me.

Matteo did not.

He knew better.

M.

Not Moretti.

Belladonna.

A name used only in the oldest hotel architecture files, before my family made the property officially Moretti-controlled. My mother used to joke that the hotel had married us before she married my father.

She had not joked often.

I barely remembered her voice.

Until tonight.

Hello, Cassian.

The phone call returned like cold breath at my neck.

“Could be fabricated,” Matteo said.

“Yes.”

“Could be someone invoking her name.”

“Yes.”

Nico’s voice was careful now. “Could be her.”

I looked at him.

He swallowed the rest of the thought.

My mother had been dead by document for twenty years and alive by rumor for almost as long. In the Republic, death certificates were sometimes less final than debts.

I had been nine when she disappeared.

Twelve when my father stopped letting anyone speak her name.

Twenty-two when he died and left me a chair full of knives.

I had built my life on omissions.

Now they were coming back with receipts.

“Find the origin of the call,” I said.

Matteo’s fingers moved over the keyboard. “Already tracing. Routed through hotel internal lines, then a dead exchange in Trastevere, then nothing.”

“Nothing is never nothing.”

“No. It is usually expensive.”

Nico studied the screen with Evelyn’s file. “Whoever planned this understood her.”

I turned to him slowly.

He lifted a hand. “Do not kill the messenger. We already have one bleeding somewhere.”

“Say what you mean.”

“She was selected because her presence made sense. A betrayed woman. Photographer. Alone. Emotional enough to be dismissed, observant enough to capture what mattered. And attractive enough—”

“Stop.”

Nico did.

For once.

Matteo finished what he wouldn't. “Attractive enough to catch your attention.”

The sentence sat in the office.

Ugly.

Accurate.

I had noticed Evelyn before I knew her name had been written into my war. I had watched her hold the key like it might bite. I had seen the mark of a missing ring on her finger and wondered what kind of man had made a woman look relieved by being called Miss Hart. I had sent wine. An invitation. My presence.

All choices.

All mine.

All anticipated.

The thought made rage feel insufficient.

“They expected me to engage,” I said.

Matteo nodded once. “Yes.”

“To protect.”

“Yes.”

“To keep her close.”

“Yes.”

Nico’s eyes sharpened. “To compromise you at the table.”

“No,” I said.

Both men looked at me.

“Not only that.”

The files rearranged in my head.

The photograph of Evelyn at the balcony.

The hidden camera in my bedroom.

The message: what the king keeps.

The Daniel message: what he traded for you.

The old ring.

The seal.

The note before the flight.

This was not a single trap.

It was architecture.

Room by room, they had built a path designed to make Evelyn doubt every choice that led her closer to me and make me doubt every instinct that kept her alive.

If I controlled her, she would run.

If I let her choose, she might leave.

If I sent her away, she would be hunted.

If I kept her close, she became proof of weakness.

Every outcome served someone.

Just not us.

“Bring up Daniel’s current hotel feed,” I said.

Matteo did.

The screen showed the lobby of the Cavalieri. Daniel Price stood near reception in a navy jacket, rubbing one hand over his face. He looked exhausted. Ordinary. Weak in the plain way weak men often were when stripped of charm.

A woman in a gray coat stood beside him.

Face turned away.

“Freeze,” I said.

The image stopped.

“Enhance the hand.”

Matteo zoomed in.

The woman’s right hand rested on the counter.

No ring.

But there was a mark on her wrist.

A small tattoo or scar.

A crowned serpent.

Not the Republic’s standard crest.

The older one.

My mother’s line.

Nico whispered, “Dio.”

I leaned closer.

The woman’s face was hidden, but the wrist told enough.

The same bloodline symbol as the ring in Evelyn’s photo.

Lorenzo was not merely using my family’s relics.

Someone tied to that hidden line was actively handling Daniel Price.

Before she ever landed.

The phrase formed in my mind and would not leave.

Evelyn had been selected before she ever landed.

Her grief had been studied.

Her fiancé’s weakness had been exploited.

Her profession had been chosen as mechanism.

Her loneliness had been the cover.

Her desire—mine for her, hers for reclaiming herself—had become part of the trap.

For the first time in years, guilt cut sharper than rage.

Not because I had planned it.

Because I had walked exactly where someone expected me to walk.

And I had brought her deeper with every step.

“What do we do?” Nico asked.

I looked at Daniel on the screen.

Then at the woman’s wrist.

Then at Evelyn’s file.

“We do not touch Daniel yet,” I said.

Matteo frowned. “He is the easiest pressure point.”

“That is why we leave him.”

“He could run.”

“He will. Let him think he can.”

“And the woman?”

“Find her name.”

“If it is who you think—”

“I don't think yet.”

A lie.

Matteo heard it.

He let it pass.

For now.

The office phone buzzed again.

All three of us looked at it.

No one spoke.

I answered.

Static.

Then a breath.

Not the woman from before.

A man this time.

Old. Amused.

Lorenzo.

“You are missed at the table, Cassian.”

“I doubt that.”

“The Republic wonders whether you have become distracted.”

“The Republic wonders what you tell it to wonder.”

A soft laugh. “Careful. A chair can be inherited. Respect cannot.”

“You should have told yourself that before touching rings that do not belong to you.”

Silence.

Brief.

Satisfying.

Then Lorenzo said, “Pretty things are rarely owned by the men who think they keep them.”

My hand tightened around the receiver.

He knew enough.

Not all.

Enough.

“Do not speak about her.”

“There he is,” Lorenzo said softly. “Your father’s temper after all.”

“My father would have killed you before dessert.”

“Your father understood sacrifice.”

“My father understood betrayal. Too late.”

Another silence.

Then the line clicked dead.

I placed the phone down carefully.

Matteo watched me.

“Lorenzo knows she matters,” he said.

“Yes.”

Nico set down his glass. “Does she?”

I turned.

He regretted the question immediately.

But not enough.

“Careful,” Matteo said under his breath.

Nico lifted his chin anyway. “I am not asking as family. I am asking as a man who would much like to survive the next twelve hours. Does Evelyn Hart matter to you?”

The honest answer stood in the room before I gave it.

Yes.

Too much.

Too quickly.

Too dangerously.

“She matters to the truth,” I said.

Nico’s mouth twisted. “Beautiful evasion.”

“It is still true.”

Matteo turned away from the monitor.

His expression had changed.

Not judgment now.

Something heavier.

“If this is true,” he said, “we have been reading the trap wrong.”

I looked at him.

He continued, voice low.

“Room 707 was not chosen only because it overlooked the courtyard. The photograph was not only meant to expose Lorenzo or weaken your vote. Daniel was not brought here only to hurt her. The bedroom camera was not only leverage.”

I didn't interrupt.

I already knew where he was going.

Matteo’s eyes held mine.

“If this is true, Cassian, she was never bait for the Republic. She was bait for you.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Bait

I learned the word from a door that wasn't fully closed.

Bait.

Matteo said it first.

Not loudly. Not carelessly. Matteo did not do careless things. His voice came from the corridor outside the inner library, low and rough, the kind of voice men used when they thought women were safely tucked away behind walls.

“She was never bait for the Republic,” he said. “She was bait for you.”

The sentence passed through the narrow opening in the door and entered my body like cold water.

I had been standing near the library window with Cassian’s borrowed blanket around my shoulders, staring at a Rome I no longer trusted. The city looked soft from this height. Golden windows. Dark roofs. A dome in the distance lit like a saint pretending not to hear confession.

Behind me, the library smelled of leather, dust, and old smoke. The table held untouched tea, a small plate of fruit Sofia had brought and I hadn't eaten, and my camera bag.

My camera bag.

My only proof that I had existed in this nightmare as more than a body being moved from room to room.

Bait.

For him.

For Cassian.

Not for Lorenzo. Not for the Crown Table. Not even for the secret criminal world I had accidentally photographed.

For the man whose shirt I had worn against my skin.

The man who had asked before touching me.

The man who had made me feel, for one terrifying night, that desire could belong to me again.

I turned slowly toward the door.

The voices continued.

Cassian’s came next.

Lower.

Harder.

“Do not say that near her.”

My throat tightened.

Not because he denied it.

Because he didn’t.

Matteo answered, “She needs to know.”

“She needs truth, not conclusions.”

“That is what you call it when truth makes you look bad?”

Silence.

A terrible, revealing silence.

I walked to the door and pulled it open.

Both men turned.

Matteo stood near the wall, sleeves rolled, jaw tight. Cassian stood across from him, all black suit and controlled fury, looking like a king who had just discovered the throne had been built over a grave.

His eyes found mine.

Something in his face changed.

Guilt was too simple a word.

“Evelyn,” he said.

I hated the sound of my name in his mouth then.

Not because it was cruel.

Because it wasn’t.

Because some ruined part of me still responded to it before memory could stop me.

“Bait,” I said.

Matteo looked away.

Cassian did not.

Good.

Let him look at what the word did.

The borrowed blanket slipped from one shoulder. I didn't fix it. I stood barefoot in the doorway of his inner library, wearing my own clothes again but still feeling like every room in this hotel knew what I looked like asleep.

“Is that what I am?” I asked.

Cassian took one step toward me.

I lifted a hand.

He stopped.

Immediately.

That obedience hurt too.

Everything about him had become a contradiction with teeth.

“You were selected,” he said.

I laughed once.

It sounded like something breaking quietly.

“Selected. Useful. Credible accidental witness. Emotional vulnerability. Potential leverage. Bait.” I looked at Matteo. “How many names do you have for women before you remember we’re people?”

Matteo’s mouth tightened. “Enough to regret most of them.”

I looked back at Cassian. “Answer me.”

His voice went softer. “Yes.”

The word emptied the corridor.

“Yes, what?”

“Yes. We believe you were used to draw me into a trap.”

There it was.

Clean.

Clear.

Too late.

I nodded slowly, as if my body needed time to understand what my mind had already begun to tear apart.

“So Daniel hurts me. I come here alone. Your hotel puts me in Room 707. I photograph treason. You notice me. I become your problem. Your weakness. Your visible mistake.”

“No.”

“No?” My voice sharpened. “Which part is wrong?”

His jaw flexed.

That was answer enough.

I stepped out of the library fully. The corridor felt colder now, too narrow for all the things between us.

Daniel.

Lorenzo.

The file.

The bedroom photograph.

The word bait.

Cassian’s eyes moved over my face like he wanted to find the right place to place the truth so it would hurt less.

That made me angrier than any lie could have.

“Do not manage this,” I said.

“I am trying not to.”

“Try harder.”

Matteo moved back a step, giving us space or abandoning Cassian to the consequences. Maybe both.

Cassian’s voice stayed low. “They studied you. Daniel. Your wedding. Your work. Your trip. They knew if you came alone with a camera, no one would question why you were here. They knew if you saw the courtyard, the photograph would either expose me, expose Lorenzo, or force my hand.”

“And if you wanted me?”

The question struck him.

I wanted it to.

“If I wanted you,” he said carefully, “they would have proof I could be moved.”

I swallowed.

“You did want me.”

His eyes did not leave mine.

“Yes.”

The honesty should have helped.

It didn’t.

It only made the trap uglier because the feeling had been real and still useful to someone else.

That was the part I couldn't stand.

Daniel’s betrayal had been real and still engineered.

My trip had been my choice and still anticipated.

Cassian’s restraint had been real and still part of a pattern someone counted on.

Even my desire had been mine and still turned into leverage.

A woman could drown inside contradictions like that.

“You should have told me,” I said.

“I didn't know.”

“You knew enough.”

“Yes.”

“You always know enough to act and not enough to confess.”

His eyes darkened.

Matteo shifted near the wall.

Cassian ignored him.

“I am telling you now,” he said.

“Because I overheard it.”

“Yes.”

“At least we’re not pretending.”

“No.”

“No,” I repeated, and the word became a small laugh. “No, we’re done pretending.”

I turned away from him and walked back into the library.

My camera bag sat on the table.

I reached for it.

Cassian’s voice followed me. “What are you doing?”

“What does it look like?”

“It looks like you’re preparing to leave.”

“Then you’re observant too.”

He entered the library but stayed near the door.

Smart.

Or trained.

I no longer knew the difference.

“Leaving the wing is not safe,” he said.

“Staying with you isn’t safe either.”

“That is true.”

I stopped with my hand on the zipper.

That answer, again.

True.

He did not fight the accusation because he knew better than to insult me with comfort.

I hated that I still respected him for it.

I opened the camera bag and checked the compartments. Camera body. Decoy card. Charger. Lens cloth. Passport. Phone. The small black velvet ring box.

I touched it but did not take it out yet.

The real memory card rested beneath the cushion where Daniel’s ring had been. My old humiliation protecting my new one.

Cassian watched my hands.

He knew I had hidden something.

He did not ask where.

That made my throat tighten in a way I refused to let become softness.

“You can hate me,” he said.

“I do.”

“No, you don’t.”

I looked up sharply.

His face was calm, but there was pain beneath it now. Not enough to excuse him. Enough to annoy me.

“Do not tell me what I feel.”

“I am telling you what I see.”

“Then look harder.”

“I am.”

The room went still.

I hated the pull between us. Hated that even now, with betrayal arranged around me like evidence, my body remembered his mouth, his hands stopping when I asked, the way he had said everything stops and meant it.

I hated that he was dangerous and still not cruel in the way I knew how to recognize.

It would have been easier if he were only another villain.

Instead, he was the man standing in front of the door without blocking it.

“I came to Rome to stop being the woman a man left behind,” I said. “I will not become the woman another man locks away.”

Cassian closed his eyes once.

When he opened them, something in him had changed.

Not surrender.

Acceptance.

“I know.”

This time, I let him say it.

Maybe because it sounded like grief.

“I will not lock you away,” he said.

“You already tried.”

“Yes.”

The word cost him.

Let it.

“And if I walk out?” I asked.

“Then I follow at a distance.”

“No.”

His jaw tightened.

I lifted my chin. “You said you wouldn’t confuse protection with ownership.”

“I won’t.”

“Following me when I say no is ownership wearing nicer shoes.”

Matteo made a small sound from the corridor.

Cassian did not look at him.

“I cannot let you walk into Lorenzo’s reach blind,” he said.

“I’m not blind.”

“No. You are angry.”

“And you think that makes me stupid.”

“I think that makes you brave at the wrong speed.”

The sentence landed too close to truth.

I zipped the camera bag harder than necessary.

“I need to know who I am outside you,” I said.

His expression changed.

“There is no outside this tonight.”

“That’s exactly why I need one.”

He said nothing.

I continued because if I stopped, I might stay.

And staying because I wanted him near would be the most dangerous choice I could make.

“You keep telling me what I am to them. Witness. Evidence. Leverage. Bait. You keep telling me what I am to you without saying it out loud.” My voice trembled once, and I hated it. “But I don’t know what I am to myself anymore.”

His face went still.

That was the truth he couldn't answer.

Not for me.

No man could.

I pulled the strap over my shoulder.

The bag felt heavier than it had earlier.

Proof had weight.

So did choice.

Sofia appeared in the corridor behind Cassian. She stopped when she saw my bag.

Her eyes moved to my face.

She understood before either man spoke.

“Miss Hart,” she said softly.

“I need the service elevator.”

Cassian turned. “Sofia.”

She ignored him.

I loved her a little for that.

“Which one?” she asked me.

Cassian’s voice went cold. “No.”

I looked at him.

“No?” I asked.

He caught himself.

The word had been instinct.

The flaw he had warned me about.

The failure he had promised to recognize.

His hands opened at his sides.

He forced himself back from the edge of command.

Not physically.

Emotionally.

It was visible in the room.

“No,” he said again, differently this time. “Not alone.”

“I didn’t ask to be alone.”

That surprised him.

It surprised me too.

I looked at Sofia.

“I want her.”

Sofia’s face changed.

Cassian’s gaze moved between us.

Matteo stepped into the doorway. “That is not enough.”

I laughed. “No one asked you either.”

His mouth flattened.

Sofia stepped forward. “I can take her to the lower service level.”

Cassian looked at her.

The silence between them carried history I didn't know.

“Not outside,” he said.

I gripped the strap of my camera bag. “I need options.”

“You need air,” Sofia said quietly. “There is an old staff chapel near the service level. It has an exterior gate, but it can stay locked.”

“No windows to the courtyard,” Matteo added.

Sofia looked at him.

He shrugged. “If we are all pretending I have no opinion, at least choose the least stupid route.”

Cassian said nothing.

His eyes stayed on me.

“Evelyn,” he said.

I waited.

No order came.

Only a question.

“Will you take the emergency line?”

I almost said no out of spite.

But spite was not agency. It was still letting him shape the room.

“Yes.”

Relief moved through him so fast most people would miss it.

I didn't.

I added, “I’m not doing it for you.”

“I know.”

The words were quiet.

This time, they didn't irritate me.

That made me turn away faster.

Sofia led me through a side door I hadn't noticed, because of course the Belladonna had more doors than answers. Matteo followed several steps behind us. Cassian did not.

At the threshold, I looked back.

He stood in the library entrance, tall, silent, beautifully dressed and more dangerous than any man I had ever wanted.

He did not move to stop me.

That should have felt like victory.

It felt like a wound.

The corridor beyond was narrow and dim, lit by low red guide lights along the floor. Sofia walked ahead with a small black access card in one hand. I followed, camera bag against my side, heart beating too hard.

At the first turn, she paused.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

No judgment.

No pressure.

Just the question.

I almost said yes.

Then I remembered every easy answer that had ruined me.

“No,” I said. “But I’m going.”

She nodded once and opened the next door.

As she checked the passage ahead, I slipped one hand into my camera bag.

My fingers found the velvet ring box.

I opened it by touch.

The tiny memory card hidden beneath the cushion.

The real photograph.

The proof.

The thing everyone wanted, feared, needed, or planned around.

For one second, I held it in my palm.

A woman could be bait only if she stayed on the hook.

I slid the memory card into the hidden pocket stitched inside my camera strap, then tucked the empty ring box deeper into the bag.

Sofia looked back. “Ready?”

I zipped the bag closed.

“Yes.”

Then I walked toward the service elevator.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Find Her First

For eleven minutes, I let Evelyn walk away from me.

Not far.

Not free.

Not enough.

But I let her choose distance because the alternative would have made every accusation true.

The first minute was restraint.

The second was strategy.

By the third, it was punishment.

By the seventh, I was standing in the library doorway staring at the path she had taken with Sofia, listening to the Belladonna breathe through its walls, and telling myself I had done the right thing.

I hadn't locked the door.

I hadn't taken the camera.

I hadn't ordered Matteo to drag her back when she said she needed air, needed options, needed to know who she was outside the shape of my protection.

I had let her keep the key.

I had let her keep the proof.

I had let her walk toward the service elevator with anger in her spine and betrayal in her eyes.

That was respect, I told myself.

It felt like opening my hand around a blade.

Matteo returned before Sofia did.

That was how I knew something had gone wrong.

He appeared at the end of the corridor moving fast, not running, because Matteo would rather die than panic in public. But his face had changed. The calm violence that usually lived in him had sharpened into something uglier.

I straightened away from the library door.

“Where is she?”

He did not answer fast enough.

The entire hotel narrowed to that pause.

“Matteo.”

“Sofia is in the staff chapel.”

My blood cooled. “And Evelyn?”

His jaw tightened.

I was already moving.

He stepped into my path. “Cassian.”

I hit him before I decided to.

Not in the face.

Not hard enough to break.

A hand to his chest, shoving him back against the wall because if he didn't get out of my way, I would forget he was my friend.

“Where is she?”

“Gone.”

The word had no sound for a second.

I heard it anyway.

Gone.

The Belladonna seemed to shift around me. Walls. Doors. Corridors. All the beautiful architecture I had trusted because I knew its bones better than any man alive.

I knew nothing.

“Define gone.”

“She slipped the chapel.”

“How?”

“Old laundry stair behind the south confessional. It was sealed in the 1980s.”

“Apparently not.”

“No.”

“Who knew?”

His eyes held mine. “Not me.”

That answer would have mattered another night.

Tonight, it was useless.

I walked past him.

This time, he didn't stop me.

The path to the lower service level blurred beneath my feet: coded door, narrow stairwell, old stone corridor, two guards posted at the wrong angle because someone had taught them to watch men with guns instead of women with cameras.

I didn't blame them.

Yet.

The staff chapel sat beneath the west wing, tucked inside the Belladonna like a secret the hotel had once pretended was mercy. It had not been used for guests in decades. The old staff lit candles there sometimes. Maids prayed for sick children. Cooks crossed themselves before debt collectors arrived. Sofia had chosen it because it had one exterior gate and no courtyard view.

Sofia stood in the center aisle with blood on her sleeve.

Not hers.

A guard’s, from the look of it. One of mine sat on the floor near the wall, conscious, furious, pressing a cloth to a cut above his brow. The second guard stood near the gate, pale with the knowledge that men who failed in my hotel rarely slept well afterward.

Sofia turned when I entered.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

The words were wrong.

Wrong size. Wrong shape. Wrong century.

I looked past her.

The chapel was small. Narrow pews. Dark wood. A cracked statue of the Virgin in the corner. Candles guttering in red glass cups. The south confessional stood open, its carved door pulled wide.

Behind it, a black gap in the wall.

Old laundry stair.

Evelyn had found another door.

Of course she had.

She saw edges.

She found seams.

She had walked through a hotel built by men who believed women looked only where they were told, and she had proved every dead man in the walls a fool.

I should have been proud.

I was terrified.

“What happened?” I asked.

Sofia swallowed. “She asked for a moment alone.”

Matteo made a low sound behind me.

I lifted one hand.

Not now.

Sofia continued, voice steady despite the fear in her eyes. “I stayed by the door. She walked toward the candles. She was still in my sight. Then the emergency lights flickered.”

“For how long?”

“Five seconds. Maybe six.”

An eternity.

“When they came back, she was at the confessional. I thought she was…” Her voice caught, then hardened. “I thought she needed privacy.”

Because Evelyn had been stripped of too much privacy tonight.

Because Sofia was kind.

Because kindness had become an opening.

“And then?”

“One of the guards received a call on internal line. He looked away. The other heard something near the gate. When I turned back, the confessional door was open.”

I stepped toward the gap.

Cold air moved up from the stairwell.

Not hotel air.

Street air.

Freedom.

Or death with a better view.

“She didn’t leave through the gate,” I said.

“No. The stair leads beneath the laundry route. There is an old service exit near Via dell’Arco.”

Matteo came beside me. “My men are there now. She is gone.”

“How long?”

“Four minutes before we realized. Eight before the exit was covered. Eleven since she left you.”

Eleven minutes.

Rome could devour a person in eleven minutes.

A woman with a camera, a memory card, and every dangerous man in the city learning her name could vanish in less.

I stepped into the confessional.

Sofia’s voice followed me. “She left something.”

I stopped.

She held out the black key.

My private wing key.

For a moment, I only looked at it.

Then I took it.

The metal was warm from Evelyn’s hand.

Not prisoner.

Not protected.

Not mine.

She had returned the key because she had understood the symbol better than any of us.

If you were my prisoner, you wouldn't have a key.

So she left it behind.

My hand closed around it.

“What else?” I asked.

Sofia hesitated.

“What else?”

“She took the emergency line.”

Matteo swore softly. “Good.”

“No,” I said.

He looked at me.

I looked into the dark stairwell.

“Smart. Not good.”

There was a difference.

Good meant safe.

Smart meant Evelyn knew enough to survive the first few turns of a maze designed to kill people who believed intelligence could replace power.

“She took the photograph,” Matteo said.

“She took a photograph.”

His eyes narrowed. “You think she left a copy?”

“I think Evelyn Hart does not trust one hiding place.”

Sofia’s expression changed.

She knew something.

I looked at her.

“What?”

“She had the ring box earlier.”

My fingers tightened around the key. “Daniel’s ring.”

“I saw it in her bag when she packed.”

A bitter, unwilling admiration moved through me.

Of course.

The memory card in the ring box. Betrayal holding evidence of betrayal. A woman using the relic of one man’s failure to protect herself from another man’s war.

Beautiful.

Devastating.

Infuriating.

I wanted to kiss her mind and curse her name in the same breath.

Instead, I turned to Matteo. “Lock down exterior cameras within a six-block radius.”

“Already in progress.”

“Taxi stands.”

“Yes.”

“Rideshare pickups.”

“Yes.”

“Metro entrances.”

“Yes.”

“Airports.”

“Covered.”

“Train stations.”

“Being covered.”

“Daniel.”

His face hardened. “Watched.”

“Not enough. Double it. If she reaches him—”

“She might,” Matteo said. “He is the obvious wound.”

“No. He is the obvious trap.”

“And she is angry enough to walk into one.”

I looked at him.

There it was.

The sentence he had been waiting to say since the moment I gave her the key.

This is what happens.

He did not need to speak it.

I heard it anyway.

“Say it,” I said.

Matteo’s jaw flexed. “This is what happens when you let emotion interfere.”

The chapel seemed to hold its breath.

Sofia looked at him sharply.

I didn't deny it.

There was no point.

“Yes,” I said.

Matteo went still.

He had expected anger.

Not agreement.

“Yes,” I repeated. “I let emotion interfere.”

Sofia’s eyes moved to me.

The candles flickered.

I looked at the black stairwell where Evelyn had disappeared.

“I also let respect interfere. Anger. Guilt. Desire. Every human flaw my father trained me to cut out before it cost me a room.”

Matteo said nothing.

“But you are wrong about one thing.”

His gaze sharpened.

“This did not happen because I gave her a choice.” I looked at him fully. “This happened because every man before me taught her that staying meant surrender.”

The words entered the chapel and remained there.

Sofia lowered her eyes.

Matteo’s face shifted by a fraction.

Not agreement.

Understanding.

Maybe.

I didn't have time to care.

The emergency phone in Sofia’s hand crackled.

We all turned.

Static.

Then breath.

Then Evelyn’s voice.

Not clear. Not close. Moving through interference and old wiring.

“Cassian?”

The world stopped.

I took the phone from Sofia.

“Evelyn.”

A burst of static cut between us.

Then her voice again, lower. “Don’t follow me.”

Something in my chest went tight enough to hurt.

“Where are you?”

“No.”

“Evelyn.”

“You said the key meant I wasn’t your prisoner.”

“I meant it.”

“Then mean it now.”

Her voice shook on the last word.

Not fear alone.

Pain.

I closed my eyes for one second.

One.

Then opened them.

“You are walking into hunters.”

“I know.”

“You do not know where they are.”

“I know where I can’t stay.”

That landed exactly where she aimed.

Behind me, Matteo whispered, “Trace it.”

A technician’s voice came through his earpiece. Too low for Evelyn to hear.

Working.

I kept my voice steady. “Do you have the photograph?”

Silence.

Good girl.

Do not answer that.

“I won’t ask again,” I said.

“You just did.”

Despite everything, my mouth almost moved.

Almost.

“Listen to me,” I said. “The streets around the Belladonna are not safe.”

“No room in the Belladonna is safe either.”

“True.”

The line crackled.

Her breath caught.

Maybe because she had expected argument.

Maybe because honesty still surprised her when it came too late.

“Daniel is not safe,” I said.

Another silence.

This one sharper.

“You don’t know that.”

“I know enough.”

“You always do.”

“No,” I said. “Not with you.”

The truth left me before strategy could stop it.

She heard it.

I knew because she went quiet in a different way.

“Evelyn,” I said. “Wherever you are, stop moving for ten seconds. Look at the ground. Are you on stone, pavement, tile?”

“Why?”

“Because I need to know if you are outside.”

A pause.

Too long.

“Stone.”

“Dry or wet?”

“Dry.”

“Do you hear traffic?”

“No.”

“Water?”

Her breath shifted.

Yes.

Near the old fountain route, then. The laundry exit curved beneath a covered alley where an old public fountain still ran. If she had gone left, she would reach Via dell’Arco. If she had gone right, she would enter the church passage and emerge near the taxi line on Sant’Elena.

“Do not take a taxi,” I said.

“Evelyn.”

“I said don’t follow me.”

“And I said you are walking into hunters.”

“You don’t get to make me come back by scaring me.”

“I am not making you come back.”

“Then what are you doing?”

Trying not to beg.

The realization almost broke something in me.

Trying not to say please in front of my men because a woman who had known me one day had found a place inside me old enough to terrify every lesson I had ever survived.

“I am trying to make sure you have ten more minutes,” I said.

Her breath trembled.

Static.

Then, softly, “Why?”

Because you matter.

Because they built a trap from your pain and I walked into it anyway.

Because you looked at me like I was another locked door and I deserved it.

Because Rome is full of men who will take your photograph, your fear, your body, your proof, your name, and call it business.

Because if they touch you, I will become exactly what you should run from.

I said none of that.

Or maybe I said the only part that mattered.

“Because you are not bait.”

Then the line went dead.

I stared at the phone.

Matteo’s voice cut in. “Trace?”

A technician answered through his earpiece. “Partial. Old service relay near Sant’Elena passage.”

I handed the phone back to Sofia.

“Move.”

The chapel exploded into motion.

Matteo barked orders. Guards took the stairwell. Sofia pulled up old plans on a tablet, fingers flying, face pale but focused. The wounded guard stood despite the blood at his brow.

I stepped out of the confessional and into the aisle.

The candles trembled as I passed.

Somewhere beneath Rome, Evelyn was moving with my emergency line, my enemies, and a memory card that could expose treason inside the Republic.

Somewhere, Lorenzo’s men were receiving the same scent on the wind.

A woman alone.

A photograph.

A king’s weakness.

The private comm at Matteo’s collar crackled.

“Movement near Via dell’Arco. Two unknown vehicles. Black sedan and gray van. Plates masked.”

Lorenzo.

Or worse.

Matteo looked at me.

“Orders?”

I felt the key in my fist.

Evelyn’s key.

The metal had bitten a crescent into my palm.

Good.

Pain focused the world.

“Nonlethal if possible,” I said.

Matteo’s eyebrows rose.

“If possible,” I repeated.

“And if they have her?”

The chapel seemed to darken around the question.

I looked at the men waiting for me.

Not servants.

Not soldiers only.

My house.

My name.

My fault.

My choice.

“Find her before they do.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Rome Alone

Rome at night did not feel romantic when you were running through it alone.

It felt ancient.

Hungry.

Too beautiful to be innocent.

I came out of the service passage into an alley that smelled of damp stone, cigarettes, and the metallic breath of a fountain I could hear before I saw. For one second, I stayed pressed against the wall, camera bag tight across my body, my heart beating so hard it seemed impossible the entire city did not hear it.

The emergency phone in my hand was dead.

Cassian’s voice was gone.

Because you are not bait.

The words stayed anyway.

I hated that they helped.

I hated that I had called him at all.

I hated that when the line cut, some treacherous part of me wanted to turn around and run back to the man I had just escaped.

No.

Not escaped.

Left.

There was a difference, and I needed the difference to matter.

A cage could have an open door.

A woman still had to choose the threshold.

I slipped the dead emergency phone into my bag and stepped deeper into the alley. My shoes were wrong for this. Soft leather flats Sofia had found for me in the private wing because my heels had been useless for survival. The flats made almost no sound on the stone, which should have comforted me.

It didn’t.

Quiet worked for hunters too.

At the mouth of the alley, Rome opened into a narrow street washed in amber light. Scooters were parked in uneven rows. Shutters closed over small shops. A wine bar glowed at the corner, full of people laughing too loudly, their faces warm with alcohol and the kind of safety that came from not knowing powerful men had rewritten your life before your plane landed.

I wanted to hate them.

Instead, I wanted to be one of them.

Just a woman in Rome.

Just a tourist with a camera.

Just someone deciding whether to order another glass of wine.

I adjusted the strap of my camera bag.

The hidden memory card pressed against the inside seam near my shoulder, stitched into the place where my hand could find it fast. The real photograph. The treason. The proof that my pain had not been coincidence.

Send her to Rome alone.

No.

I wasn't alone because they sent me.

I was alone because I had walked.

That had to mean something.

I moved toward the street, keeping close to the wall.

First rule of photography: never trust the obvious subject.

The obvious subject was the street ahead. The taxi light at the corner. The open door of the wine bar. The elderly man smoking under a streetlamp.

So I looked at reflections.

A dark shop window showed the alley behind me in broken glass.

Empty.

A parked car’s side mirror caught the corner near the service exit.

Empty.

A restaurant window across the street showed my own shape: dark coat, hair loose, camera bag across my body, face too pale.

Behind me, no one.

Good.

Not safe.

Just good.

I turned left because the old fountain sound was on my right, and Cassian had known it too quickly. If he could map the alley from sound, so could someone else.

I needed people.

Crowds.

Noise.

A place where one woman with a camera did not look like prey.

The street curved, opening toward a busier lane lined with bars and late-night cafés. The air changed. Fried food. Wine. Perfume. Exhaust. A couple argued softly beside a scooter. Two American girls walked arm in arm, laughing over something on a phone. A waiter carried a tray of empty glasses through a doorway, his white shirt sleeves rolled to his elbows.

White shirt.

My stomach clenched.

Not every man in a white shirt was false housekeeping.

Not every soft shoe was a threat.

But my body had learned faster than my reason.

I crossed the street without waiting for the light.

A horn snapped at me.

Normal danger.

I could handle normal danger.

At the corner, I pulled out my phone.

No service.

I held it higher.

One bar appeared.

Vanished.

I turned in a slow circle, pretending to photograph the street while checking angles. The embassy. The airport. A police station. Any official place where a woman could walk in and say—

What?

A criminal hotel owner who may or may not be mafia protected me from a man with a fake housekeeping cart, then someone sent me a photo of myself sleeping, and I have proof of treason on a memory card hidden in my camera strap.

Sure.

Perfect.

Very sane.

I opened the map anyway. It loaded halfway, then froze.

The U.S. Embassy was not close enough to walk blindly. The airport was impossible without a car. A taxi would be the obvious move.

Obvious moves were for women who believed they were still invisible.

I stepped into the shadow of a pharmacy sign and watched the taxi stand across the street.

Two white cabs.

One driver leaning against the hood, smoking.

Another inside his car, head down, phone glowing.

Behind them, a gray van idled with its lights off.

My skin tightened.

Gray van.

Cassian’s voice from the emergency line returned.

Do not take a taxi.

Of course he had known.

Of course I hated that he had been right.

I turned away from the taxi stand and walked toward the crowd.

The wine bar had spilled people onto the sidewalk. Men in loosened ties. Women in dark dresses. Tourists with flushed faces. A group of students sharing cigarettes near a wall covered in old posters. I entered the edge of them and let the noise close over me.

A man brushed my shoulder.

I flinched.

He apologized in Italian without looking back.

Normal.

I kept moving.

My photographer’s eye took over because panic was too wide. The camera in my head narrowed the world into frames.

Frame one: a man in a navy jacket standing beneath a green awning, pretending to read a menu in a window that reflected the street behind him.

Frame two: the same man’s shoes.

Matte black.

Soft soles.

My breath shortened.

Frame three: a woman in a gray coat across the street, hair tucked under a scarf, face turned away from the light.

Gray coat.

The hotel footage.

Daniel.

My pulse kicked so hard I nearly stopped.

Don’t stop.

Movement was not safety, but stillness gave people time to aim.

I lifted my camera from the bag.

Not because I needed a photo.

Because a camera changed how people saw me.

Without it, I was a woman alone.

With it, I was a tourist.

A tourist could turn in circles. Pause. Look up. Point a lens at windows, balconies, strangers, cars. A tourist could scan without looking hunted.

So I became one.

I lifted the Nikon and photographed the pharmacy sign above me.

Click.

Then the streetlamp.

Click.

Then the restaurant window.

In the reflection, navy jacket was still there.

Not reading.

Watching.

Click.

The camera flash burst before I meant to use it.

White light slapped the glass.

The man in the navy jacket flinched.

Now I had him.

Or at least I had the idea of him.

He looked away and spoke into his sleeve.

Damn it.

I moved fast.

Not running.

Running made people look.

I slipped between two laughing women, crossed behind a waiter carrying plates, and entered the wine bar through the open side door.

The room swallowed me in heat.

Voices. Glass. Music. Too many bodies. Dark wood shelves crowded with bottles. A bartender shouting over espresso steam. Perfect.

I moved toward the back, past the bathrooms, looking for another exit because old Roman buildings always had one if you knew how to look for bad design and tired staff.

There.

A narrow hallway near the kitchen.

A door marked staff only in Italian.

I didn't hesitate.

Inside, the kitchen was chaos. Steam. Garlic. Oil. A man yelling at someone over pasta. No one cared about me until I was already through the next door and into a back lane cluttered with crates and trash bins.

The air was colder here.

Quieter.

Too quiet.

I stopped.

Listened.

Footsteps behind the kitchen door.

Not rushed.

Careful.

Someone had followed me in.

I pressed myself behind a stack of crates and lifted the camera.

The door opened.

A man stepped out.

Not navy jacket.

Different one.

Younger. Broad shoulders. Dark hair. Phone in one hand. He looked left first.

Amateur.

A real hunter looked both ways before leaving cover.

He looked right.

I pressed the shutter.

Flash.

The alley exploded white.

He cursed and raised a hand to his face.

I ran.

This time, no pretending.

The lane twisted left, then right, then spilled into a wider piazza where late-night Rome was still alive enough to hide me if I could reach it. My lungs burned. The camera thudded against my chest. My bag slapped my hip. I heard footsteps behind me, but not close enough.

Not yet.

A fountain stood in the center of the piazza, water black under moonlight. People sat on its edge eating gelato, kissing, arguing, scrolling, existing.

I cut through them.

“Sorry,” I gasped as I nearly collided with a woman in a red coat.

She shouted something after me.

I kept moving.

At the far side of the piazza, a church rose out of the darkness, doors closed, steps full of tourists and students. I climbed halfway up, then turned as if framing the fountain for a picture.

The camera lifted.

Lens.

Focus.

The man from the kitchen emerged at the edge of the piazza, rubbing his eyes, angry now.

Navy jacket appeared near the pharmacy corner.

The woman in the gray coat stood beneath an archway.

Three points.

Triangle.

They were not all Cassian’s.

I knew that without knowing why.

Cassian’s men moved like walls.

These people moved like nets.

I stepped backward up the church stairs.

My phone buzzed.

For one impossible second, hope rose.

Cassian.

Then I saw the screen.

Unknown number.

Do not go to the embassy.

My fingers went cold.

Another message appeared.

They already know that story.

I turned slowly, scanning the piazza.

Whoever sent it could see me.

Not from the phone.

From here.

Somewhere close.

The crowd blurred.

Faces became mouths, eyes, hands, shoes. Too many possibilities. Too many angles.

Panic rose high and bright.

No.

Frame it.

I forced myself to breathe.

If I were photographing a wedding and needed to find the person ruining the bride’s mood, where would I look?

Not at the obvious drama.

At the people watching the drama.

I lowered the camera and studied reflections again.

The fountain water. Shop glass. A scooter mirror. The black window of a closed bakery.

In the bakery window, across the piazza, a man stood under the church’s opposite arch, half-hidden behind a column. Older. Hat low. Phone lifted, not to his ear.

To his chest.

Texting.

I raised the camera slowly.

He looked up before I took the shot.

Our eyes met in the reflection.

Then he smiled.

Not the messenger’s smile.

Not Lorenzo’s, though I had never seen Lorenzo smile at me directly.

This was gentler.

That made it worse.

He slipped the phone into his coat and disappeared behind the arch.

I moved before I could think myself out of it.

Down the church steps. Across the edge of the piazza. Through a cluster of students. Not toward him exactly.

Parallel.

If I chased, I was prey pretending to hunt.

If I crossed, I could vanish into the same archway and choose a different exit.

I reached the corner and saw the street beyond.

Empty except for an old woman walking a small dog and a delivery scooter turning away.

The man was gone.

Of course.

My phone buzzed again.

You have good eyes.

My grip tightened.

I looked up.

A camera was mounted above the corner of the bakery.

Not city security.

Private.

Pointed at the piazza.

I laughed once, breathless and bitter.

I had run from a hotel full of cameras into a city full of eyes.

Brilliant.

I needed an official building. A crowd. A place where old men’s private wars had to slow down, if not stop.

The embassy was risky.

The airport was too far.

The police?

Would Cassian’s world own local police?

Probably some.

Not all.

Maybe.

My phone suddenly caught two bars.

I opened the browser and searched nearest police station.

The map loaded halfway.

A blue dot flickered.

Then the screen froze.

A call came through.

Unknown.

I rejected it.

It rang again.

I rejected it again.

A text followed.

Answer if you want to know why Daniel came.

My thumb hovered.

No.

That was how hooks worked. You did not survive by swallowing one because the bait looked like an answer.

I turned the phone off.

The screen went black.

For the first time since leaving the Belladonna, the silence felt like mine.

I put the phone in my bag and kept walking.

Without it, I had only my eyes.

Maybe that was better.

The next street was busier. Restaurants. Taxis. People spilling onto sidewalks. A police car passed at the far end, blue light off. I almost ran toward it.

Then the gray van pulled into the intersection behind it.

Slow.

Patient.

My heart dropped.

They were herding me.

Not chasing.

Herding.

Away from the embassy. Away from taxis. Toward streets they knew better than I did.

Cassian had been right.

Rome could devour a person in minutes.

I ducked into a narrow boutique hotel lobby.

The man at the desk looked up, surprised, then concerned.

“Signorina?”

“Bathroom?” I asked, breathless.

He pointed automatically. “In fondo.”

“Thank you.”

I walked past the desk, down the short hall, and into the restroom. Small. Marble sink. One window above the toilet.

Locked.

I climbed onto the toilet lid, shoved the window open, and nearly laughed from the absurdity of it.

American woman escapes through Roman bathroom window.

Mia would have made a joke.

I didn't have room for jokes.

The window opened into a tiny inner service court lined with pipes and old air-conditioning units. I shoved my camera bag through first, then squeezed after it, scraping my elbow on the frame.

Pain flashed.

Still alive.

The service court had a metal gate at the far side. Locked, but old. I pulled once.

Nothing.

I looked around.

A broken broom leaned near the wall.

I jammed the handle through the gate bars and twisted the latch up from the inside.

It opened.

I slipped into another alley.

This one smelled like rain, though the sky was clear.

For five minutes, I walked without seeing anyone repeat.

Five blessed minutes.

Then I reached a small bridge over a narrow street and stopped to catch my breath.

Below, a black sedan rolled slowly past.

Then another.

No headlights.

My body went cold.

I backed away from the bridge and turned.

A man stood at the mouth of the alley.

Not navy jacket.

Not the kitchen man.

Not one of Cassian’s obvious guards.

He wore a dark overcoat and no tie, hands visible, posture relaxed in a way that felt practiced. Mid-forties, maybe. Handsome if you liked faces that had learned too much too young. His hair was dark with silver at the temples, his eyes shadowed by the weak light above us.

I stepped back.

He lifted both hands.

“Miss Hart.”

My blood turned to ice.

“No.”

“I’m not here to hurt you.”

“That’s exactly what people say before doing it.”

His mouth curved, not quite a smile. “Fair.”

I reached for my camera, not because it would stop him, but because it was mine.

He noticed.

“Good,” he said. “Keep your hand on it. Trust nothing I say until I earn the sentence.”

The phrasing stopped me.

Not because it reassured me.

Because it didn't sound like the others.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Someone who knows why you were sent here.”

“Then say it from there.”

He stayed where he was.

Smart man.

Or dangerous one.

Probably both.

The black sedan below turned the corner and disappeared.

He glanced toward it.

“You have maybe thirty seconds before Lorenzo’s men check this alley.”

“And Cassian’s?”

“They are closer than you think.”

My chest tightened.

“Then why should I listen to you?”

He looked back at me.

For the first time, I saw what he held in his hand.

A photograph.

Not of me on the balcony.

Not of me asleep.

Daniel.

Standing with the woman in the gray coat.

The woman’s face was visible now.

Older than I expected.

Elegant.

Beautiful in a severe, familiar way I couldn't place.

The man held the photo out but did not approach.

“Because the man protecting you has also been protected from the truth.”

My throat tightened.

“What does that mean?”

He looked past me toward the alley entrance.

Footsteps.

Distant.

Coming closer.

Then he said the sentence that made me forget how to breathe.

“Miss Hart, Cassian Moretti has been lying to you from the beginning. I can prove it.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The Proof

The stranger held the photograph like a priest offering evidence instead of absolution.

The stranger's words hung in the alley long after he said them.

The alley seemed to tighten around the sentence.

Behind me, footsteps approached from the direction of the piazza. Not running. Worse. Measured. Confident. Men who did not need to hurry because they believed the city would narrow for them.

In front of me stood a man I didn't know, holding a photograph of Daniel with the woman in the gray coat.

Somewhere nearby, black sedans moved through Rome without headlights.

I had never missed airport fluorescent lighting so badly in my life.

“Stay where you are,” I said.

The stranger did.

That was the first thing that made me listen.

Men who wanted control always moved closer while pretending not to.

He remained at the mouth of the alley, hands visible, the photograph pinched between two fingers. He was older than Cassian, but not old. Mid-forties, maybe. Dark hair silvering at the temples. A face made handsome by damage rather than ease. His coat was expensive but unshowy, his shoes dark and polished but not soft-soled.

Not hotel staff.

Not obviously security.

Not safe.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“A man with little time and enough information to keep you alive for the next ten minutes.”

“Everyone keeps wanting credit for that.”

His mouth moved, not quite a smile. “Then you have been speaking to dangerous men.”

“One of them told me the others would say that.”

“Cassian?”

I said nothing.

He nodded once. “Of course.”

The footsteps behind me grew clearer.

I shifted my weight, scanning the alley without turning my back fully on him. Brick walls. Closed shutters. A narrow side passage halfway down. A scooter covered with a tarp. Two iron trash bins. One yellow light above a door.

No crowd.

No camera I could see.

Bad frame.

The stranger saw my eyes move. “Side passage. Left. Now.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“Then don’t go with me. Go away from them.”

That was annoyingly reasonable.

A man’s voice called from the piazza end of the alley. “Miss Hart?”

Not Cassian.

Not Matteo.

Lorenzo’s men had found the thread.

The stranger slid the photograph into his coat and stepped backward into the side passage. “Your choice.”

Damn him.

Damn Cassian.

Damn Daniel.

Damn every man who had turned choice into a test where the wrong answer could kill me.

I ran toward the side passage.

Not to the stranger.

Away from the voice.

He moved ahead of me, not grabbing, not touching, not looking back every two seconds like a man afraid I would flee. He led, fast and quiet, through a tight corridor between buildings that smelled of wet plaster and old wine.

Behind us, the voice sharpened.

“There.”

Footsteps quickened.

The stranger reached a metal door set into the stone and pushed it open with his shoulder. “Inside.”

I stopped.

He looked at me.

The footsteps came closer.

I went in.

The room beyond was not a room but a storage passage behind some closed restaurant or private club. Stacked chairs. Linen bags. Empty wine crates. A light buzzed overhead, flickering just enough to make everything look like surveillance footage.

The stranger shut the door but did not lock it.

Again, I noticed.

“You have thirty seconds before they decide whether to search door by door,” he said.

“Then talk fast.”

He reached into his coat.

I lifted the camera.

Not useful as a weapon.

Useful as a warning.

He paused, then withdrew the photograph slowly.

“Daniel Price did not come to Rome for love,” he said.

I laughed once. It sounded ugly in the narrow space. “You’re late. I figured that out.”

“Did Cassian tell you Daniel’s debt was purchased before your wedding collapsed?”

My breath caught.

The file had said debt. Transfers. Pressure.

Not that.

The stranger saw the hit and continued. “Daniel owed money to the wrong intermediaries. Not enough to matter to the Republic. Enough to matter to a weak man. His affair was arranged through Melissa Grant. She was paid to approach him.”

“Daniel still chose.”

“Yes.”

The answer was immediate.

Too immediate to be manipulation alone.

“He chose,” the stranger said. “But someone built the room where he would make that choice. Someone knew he would fail you.”

The words entered a place inside me that was already bruised beyond recognition.

A person could drown in nuance.

Daniel betrayed me.

Someone used his betrayal.

Both were true.

Both hurt.

“Who?” I asked.

He held my gaze. “Lorenzo Varric helped fund it.”

“Helped.”

“Yes.”

“Who else?”

He smiled faintly. “There is the photographer.”

“What?”

“You hear the missing word.”

Damn him again.

He stepped to the nearest crate and placed the photo down between us. Daniel stood outside the Cavalieri with the woman in the gray coat. Her face was visible now, severe and beautiful, her dark hair tucked beneath a scarf, her mouth turned as if she had learned not to smile because smiles gave men ideas.

I had seen that face.

Not in person.

In bone structure.

In Cassian’s face.

My stomach dropped.

“Who is she?” I whispered.

The stranger watched me carefully. “What did Cassian tell you about his mother?”

“Nothing.”

“Then he has been lying from the beginning.”

“No,” I said, too fast.

The stranger’s eyebrows lifted.

I hated myself for defending Cassian before understanding why.

I forced my voice steady. “Not telling me about his mother is not the same as lying to me about Daniel.”

“In the Belladonna, omissions kill more often than bullets.”

“That sounds like something printed on the hotel stationery.”

This time, he almost smiled.

A sound came outside the metal door.

We both went still.

A shadow passed beneath the crack.

One set of feet.

Then another.

The stranger lifted one finger to his mouth.

I wasn't a child.

I also did not breathe.

The handle moved.

My body went cold.

The stranger stepped sideways, placing himself in the angle between the door and me. Not in front of me exactly. Not like Cassian did. More like a man calculating where a bullet might go and deciding whether his coat was thick enough to matter.

The handle stopped.

A voice outside said something in Italian.

Another answered.

Then the footsteps moved on.

I exhaled silently.

The stranger looked back at me. “We have less time now.”

“Then stop performing mystery and give me proof.”

He pulled out a phone and opened an image.

My photograph.

The courtyard below Room 707.

The same frame burned into my mind: Cassian near the table, the man with blood on his cuff leaning close, Lorenzo visible behind them, the red cloth, the ledger, the ring.

My picture.

Seeing it on his phone felt like a violation all over again.

“How did you get that?”

“Everything you carry is being hunted. Everything Cassian touches is being watched.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“No. But it is the one that matters.”

I grabbed for the phone.

He let me take it.

Another point against trusting him.

Dangerous men sometimes looked most honest when they let you hold the knife.

On the screen, the image was clearer than I remembered. Sharpened. Cropped. Adjusted. Someone had pulled light from shadow and detail from glass reflection.

“I thought Cassian was part of it,” I said.

“You were meant to.”

My eyes snapped up.

The stranger gestured toward the screen. “Look at the composition. Lorenzo in the background. The blood. The senator. Cassian close to the man with the cuff. It looks like a secret exchange.”

“It was a secret exchange.”

“No,” he said. “It was an interruption.”

My fingers tightened around the phone.

He stepped closer, then stopped when I looked at him.

“May I?”

I hated that word now.

Hated that men had learned permission could sound beautiful while still being useful.

But he didn't touch me.

He pointed to the screen from a distance.

“Zoom in on Cassian’s hand.”

I looked down.

In the photo, Cassian’s hand was low, partly hidden by the angle of the man beside him. I had barely noticed it before because everything else screamed louder.

Blood.

Ring.

Ledger.

Senator.

I spread my fingers over the screen and enlarged the image.

Blur.

Pixel.

Shadow.

Then shape.

Cassian’s hand was not relaxed at his side.

It was wrapped around the other man’s wrist.

Not in greeting.

Not in agreement.

Stopping him.

My breath caught.

The stranger said nothing.

For once, he let the image speak.

I enlarged it again.

The man with the blood on his cuff held something between his fingers. A corner of paper. Or an envelope. The edge of the red wax seal was visible beneath Cassian’s thumb.

Cassian had not been receiving it.

He had been preventing the man from placing it on the table.

The frame shifted in my memory.

I had seen danger and built a story out of the pieces I feared most. Cassian beside blood. Cassian near the ledger. Cassian in the room where men lied and smiled and moved people like pieces.

I hadn't noticed the pressure in his hand.

I hadn't noticed the man’s wrist twisting away.

I hadn't noticed that Cassian’s body was angled between the man and the table.

Photographs told the truth.

But not always all of it.

The realization hit harder than I expected.

Because if I could misread a photograph, I could misread anything.

Even myself.

“He was stopping him,” I whispered.

“Yes.”

“From what?”

“Placing the envelope.”

“The one with both seals.”

The stranger’s eyes sharpened. “Cassian showed you that?”

“I saw it.”

A small smile. “Good.”

“Don’t sound proud of me.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t know whose side you’re on.”

The smile disappeared. “Neither does anyone else.”

Not comforting.

At least honest.

I looked back at the image.

Cassian’s face, caught in profile, looked cold. Controlled. Almost indifferent.

But his hand told another story.

Tension.

Resistance.

Warning.

Had he been warning the traitor?

Or stopping him?

Or both?

“You said Cassian has been lying,” I said.

“He has.”

“But not about that.”

The stranger’s gaze held mine. “Not exactly.”

I laughed under my breath. “I hate all of you.”

“You should.”

The answer was so flat I looked up.

He meant it.

For the first time, I saw something beyond calculation in his face. A weariness. A disgust not aimed at me but at the entire architecture of men who had built lives out of other people’s silence.

“Cassian did not choose you for Room 707,” he said.

I went still.

“But he knew the room could be used.”

“What does that mean?”

“He knew old rooms had old apertures. He knew the Belladonna had forgotten doors. He knew his father’s generation used 707 for private leverage.”

“He said he didn’t know about the camera.”

“I believe him.”

“You believe him?”

“I said he knew the room could be used. Not that he knew it had been used against you.”

The distinction mattered.

I hated that it mattered.

The stranger continued. “Cassian’s lie was not that he planned the trap. His lie was believing he could stand inside the trap and control where it closed.”

That sounded so much like him that my chest hurt.

“What do you want?” I asked.

His eyes dropped to my camera bag.

There it was.

Finally.

The real reason.

“The photograph.”

“No.”

No hesitation.

His mouth curved faintly. “Good.”

“Good?”

“If you had handed it over, I would know fear had made you stupid.”

“I am getting tired of men testing me.”

“I am sure.”

“Stop sounding amused.”

“I am not amused.” He looked toward the door. “I am afraid you will give the photograph to the wrong man because he seems less monstrous than the rest.”

“Cassian?”

“Cassian. Me. Daniel. A policeman. An embassy official. Anyone.”

“What am I supposed to do with it?”

“Survive long enough to decide.”

“That’s not a plan.”

“No. It is the only honest advice left.”

A crash sounded somewhere outside.

Metal against stone.

The men searching had found another door.

The stranger took back the phone when I offered it, then pulled a small printed photo from his coat. The enhanced crop of Cassian’s hand on the blood-cuffed man’s wrist.

He held it out.

I didn't take it.

“It is yours,” he said.

“No, it’s not. It’s a copy of mine.”

“Then take back the frame.”

The words landed strangely.

Take back the frame.

That was what this had been from the start, wasn’t it?

A fight over framing.

Daniel framed his betrayal as a mistake.

The file framed my pain as usefulness.

Cassian framed protection as necessity.

Lorenzo framed me as leverage.

The stranger framed himself as proof.

And I had framed Cassian through my fear.

I took the photo.

Our fingers did not touch.

Smart man.

“Who are you?” I asked again.

This time, he answered differently.

“Someone Cassian was taught to hate.”

“By who?”

“His father.”

A chill moved through me.

“Are you Black Vow?”

His smile turned sad. “Everyone in Rome is something.”

Footsteps sounded closer now.

He stepped to the back of the storage room and pushed open a second door I hadn't seen. It led to another alley, narrower and darker.

“Go left,” he said. “Then through the laundry arch. There is a church courtyard. Stay in light. Do not take a car. Do not call Daniel. Do not go to the embassy until morning.”

“Why morning?”

“Because tonight everyone expects you to run to authority. In the morning, authority has witnesses.”

That sounded practical.

Or manipulative.

Or both.

I was learning most truths in Rome came doubled.

“What about Cassian?”

The question left me before I could stop it.

The stranger looked at me.

Too closely.

“Cassian will find you,” he said.

“You sound sure.”

“He was made to find what men hide.”

“And then?”

“That depends on whether you show him the same mercy you want from him.”

I almost laughed.

Mercy.

What an absurd word for this night.

A pounding came at the front door.

The stranger’s expression changed. “Go.”

I went.

Not because I trusted him.

Because standing still had become the worst option again.

The back alley smelled of laundry soap and cold rain. I ran left, clutching the printed crop in one hand, camera bag banging against my side. Behind me, the storage room door closed softly.

No shout.

No gunshot.

No proof the stranger had existed except the photograph in my hand.

At the laundry arch, I stopped beneath a weak yellow light and looked at the image again.

Cassian’s hand.

The traitor’s wrist.

The envelope stopped between them.

I enlarged the memory in my mind until the whole courtyard rearranged.

Not deal.

Warning.

Not agreement.

Interruption.

Not Cassian accepting treason.

Cassian blocking it.

My breath came hard in the narrow archway.

The photograph had told the truth.

I had brought the wound to it.

I had seen another man choosing betrayal because some terrified part of me expected every man eventually would.

But that wasn't what the image showed.

Not all of it.

I looked at the photo again and noticed something I missed.

Cassian was not shaking the traitor’s hand.

He was stopping him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Against the Republic

Evelyn had vanished from the Belladonna, but she hadn't disappeared.

Not from me.

Not from Rome.

Not from the men who now understood what she carried.

The city unfolded across the monitors in fragments: alley cameras, traffic feeds, private doorways, restaurant surveillance, a pharmacy window catching a woman with a camera moving too fast to be a tourist and too carefully to be lost.

Evelyn Hart did not run like prey.

That was the first thing I saw.

Prey moved in straight lines toward obvious safety. A taxi. A police car. A lit door. A crowd.

Evelyn moved like a photographer.

Angles.

Reflections.

Frames.

She looked behind herself without turning her head. Used shop glass. Car mirrors. Water. Light. She let the city’s surfaces tell her what her fear could not.

I should have felt relief.

Instead, rage sharpened inside me.

Because every smart choice she made proved how many men had underestimated her.

Daniel.

Lorenzo.

My father’s ghosts.

Me.

Matteo stood beside the central monitor, sleeves rolled, jaw locked, eyes moving over the feeds faster than most men could read text.

“There,” he said.

The screen froze on a narrow street behind a wine bar. Evelyn entered the frame, camera lifted, flash exploding white against glass.

A man flinched.

Matteo enlarged the image.

“Varric runner,” he said. “Lower-tier. Not table.”

“Name.”

“Enzo Ferri.”

“Alive?”

“For now.”

“Keep it that way unless he touches her.”

Matteo glanced at me. “You have become sentimental.”

“I have become specific.”

He returned to the feed. “She made him.”

“She made three of them.”

“Yes.” His mouth tightened. “Which is why she is still alive.”

The next camera caught her cutting through a piazza. The next, slipping into a boutique hotel. The next, nothing.

Then a five-minute gap.

Five minutes was too long.

Five minutes in Rome at night could become a grave, a car trunk, an unmarked room behind a restaurant where men asked questions with tools they cleaned afterward.

My hand closed around the back of the chair until the wood creaked.

Matteo heard it.

He said nothing.

Good.

The office door opened, and Nico D’Amato entered without knocking.

That was usually enough to get a man shot.

Tonight, he had the sense to look grim.

“I found the woman in the gray coat,” he said.

The room went still.

Matteo turned from the monitors.

I didn't.

“Name.”

Nico placed a photograph on the desk.

Not Daniel’s woman.

Not Melissa Grant.

The other one.

The woman at the Cavalieri with the old bloodline mark at her wrist. The severe mouth. The hidden face. The profile that had opened a place in my memory I had spent twenty years bricking shut.

“Marianna Belladonna,” Nico said.

My mother’s name entered the room and made everything colder.

Matteo cursed softly.

I looked at the photograph.

The image was grainy, pulled from a traffic camera, but there was no mistaking her now. Older, yes. Leaner. Her beauty harder, sharpened by time and whatever life she had lived after my father buried her in paperwork instead of earth.

My mother.

Alive.

Handling Daniel Price.

Tied to the old ring.

Connected to the hidden file that had sent Evelyn to Rome alone.

The pain did not arrive like grief.

It arrived like insult.

My father had lied.

The Republic had lied.

My mother had either survived or betrayed or both.

And Evelyn had become the place where all those lies converged.

Nico watched my face with more caution than I had ever seen in him.

“Say it,” I said.

He swallowed. “The old bloodline seal on the envelope is hers.”

Matteo said, “You cannot know that.”

Nico looked at him. “I can. Because the ring in Evelyn’s photo is not only from the Belladonna line. It is the matriarch ring. Marianna’s ring.”

The office went silent.

On the monitor, Evelyn vanished from one alley and failed to appear in the next.

My mother’s ring.

Lorenzo’s hand.

Daniel’s arrival.

Evelyn’s file.

Room 707.

A trap built from my father’s past, my mother’s survival, Lorenzo’s ambition, and Evelyn’s wound.

“Why would she help Lorenzo?” Matteo asked.

Nico’s laugh was soft and ugly. “Maybe she isn’t helping him.”

I looked at him.

He lifted both hands. “Do not kill me for saying useful things. Think. If Marianna wanted Lorenzo in power, she would have handed him the seal quietly. Instead, the ring appears in a photograph taken by Evelyn. The photograph reaches you. The file makes Evelyn look manipulated, but it also leads us directly to the old Belladonna routes.”

Matteo’s eyes narrowed. “You think Marianna used Evelyn to expose Lorenzo?”

“I think everyone used Evelyn,” Nico said. “The only question is who expected her to survive.”

The sentence landed like a blade.

I stared at my mother’s photograph.

Had she selected Evelyn because she knew I would protect her?

Had she counted on my restraint, my weakness with civilians, my refusal to let women become collateral if I could stop it?

Had my own mother looked at a wounded American photographer and decided her pain was the cleanest way to draw blood from the Republic?

The monitor flashed.

New feed.

Evelyn under an archway, holding a printed photograph.

A man stood with her.

Dark coat. Silver at the temples. Face partially turned.

Matteo enlarged it.

Nico went still.

I looked at him. “You know him.”

“No.”

“Nico.”

His mouth tightened. “Adrian Belladonna.”

The name opened another locked room in my head.

My mother’s brother.

Declared dead before I was old enough to ask why no one had photographs of him.

A man my father had called traitor in the only conversation where he said the Belladonna name like a curse.

Someone Cassian was taught to hate.

Evelyn had found my mother’s ghost and my uncle’s shadow in the same night.

Or they had found her.

“Where?” I asked.

Matteo was already moving. “Laundry arch near Sant’Elena. Feed is four minutes old.”

“Current location?”

“Searching.”

The office phone rang.

No one moved.

Then it rang again.

Matteo looked at me.

I answered.

Lorenzo’s voice came through, calm and almost pleased. “You are late, Cassian.”

“I am busy.”

“With the American?”

I said nothing.

He sighed softly. “You disappoint me. Your father would never have let a woman walk out with evidence.”

“My father died surrounded by men who called themselves loyal.”

A pause.

Small.

Enough.

“Careful,” Lorenzo said.

“Running out of borrowed rings?”

His silence was longer this time.

Then he said, “The Crown Table has convened without you.”

“You do not have that authority.”

“No. But fear does. And the families fear exposure.”

“By whom?”

“You know by whom.”

On the monitor, Matteo pulled up a live feed of the Crown Table.

The courtyard was full.

My chair empty.

Lorenzo standing.

Senator Vale pale behind him.

The black ledger open.

The red cloth beneath it.

I understood before Lorenzo spoke again.

“A witness who threatens the Republic may be named hostile by unanimous emergency measure,” he said. “Even without the presiding heir.”

My blood cooled.

“Do not.”

“Then return to the table and surrender the photograph.”

“No.”

“And the woman.”

“No.”

Around me, the office seemed to inhale.

Nico stopped moving.

Matteo turned fully.

Lorenzo’s voice softened. “Listen to yourself. One woman against a century of vows.”

“One woman against old men afraid of a picture.”

“One woman who was sent to unravel you.”

“Perhaps.”

“And she did.”

My silence was answer enough.

Lorenzo laughed softly.

“Your father would be ashamed.”

“My father should have been ashamed of many things.”

The line went still.

When Lorenzo spoke again, the amusement was gone.

“The emergency measure will pass. Once it does, Evelyn Hart becomes an enemy of the Republic. Anyone may contain her. Anyone may recover the evidence. Anyone may remove the risk.”

Remove.

There it was.

The pretty word for blood.

My vision narrowed.

“If anyone touches her,” I said, “I will tear the vote apart with the hand that signs it.”

“You do not understand the moment,” Lorenzo said. “This is the Republic correcting itself.”

“No,” I said. “This is you bleeding in public and calling the stain tradition.”

I ended the call.

For one second, no one spoke.

Then the live feed from the courtyard showed Lorenzo lifting a hand.

The vote had begun.

Matteo’s voice was low. “If they pass emergency hostility, every family runner in Rome will be after her.”

“They already are.”

“Not like this.”

He was right.

Before, Evelyn had been valuable.

After the vote, she became permissible.

A witness with a death sentence disguised as protocol.

Nico looked between us. “You can stop it if you return to the table.”

“No.”

“You can delay it.”

“No.”

“You can trade the photograph.”

“No.”

Matteo said, “You can trade Daniel.”

“No.”

“Cassian—”

“No.”

The word filled the office like a door slamming shut.

My father would have returned to the table.

He would have offered evidence, traded leverage, sacrificed the smallest piece to preserve the larger structure. He would have called it rule. Necessity. Blood over sentiment.

The Republic had survived because men like my father understood how to cut parts away before infection spread.

But Evelyn was not infection.

She was the first honest wound this house had felt in years.

Nico’s voice softened. “If you choose her over the table, you may lose the chair.”

“Then the chair was already rotten.”

Matteo stared at me.

I turned to the monitors.

Evelyn appeared again.

This time, a camera above a church courtyard caught her moving fast through shadow, clutching something in one hand. The print Adrian had given her, perhaps. She stopped beneath a lamp and looked down at it.

Even through grainy footage, I saw the moment she understood.

Her shoulders changed.

Not fear.

Recognition.

She had seen the truth in the photograph.

She had seen me stopping the envelope.

I should not have needed that to matter.

It did.

“Send nearest team,” I said.

Matteo moved instantly. “Nonlethal?”

“For anyone within arm’s reach of her.”

“And for Lorenzo’s runners?”

I looked at him.

He nodded. “Understood.”

Nico stepped closer. “What about Adrian?”

“Do not touch him yet.”

“He has Evelyn.”

“He had Evelyn. She left him.”

“You hope.”

“No,” I said, watching the feed. “She did.”

Because she was moving alone again.

Because Evelyn Hart did not trust any man long enough to become comfortable.

Not even the one who gave her proof.

Especially not him.

Another feed appeared.

Gray van.

Two blocks from the church courtyard.

Black sedan approaching from the east.

A third car, unknown plates, slowing near the fountain street.

The city was closing.

“Matteo.”

“I see it.”

“Cut the traffic lights on Via Sant’Elena.”

He glanced at me. “That will get police attention.”

“Good.”

He gave the order.

On-screen, traffic stalled. Horns erupted. Scooters swerved. The gray van stopped behind a delivery truck. One of Lorenzo’s men stepped out and began moving on foot.

“Nearest unit?” I asked.

“Three minutes.”

“She does not have three minutes.”

“I know.”

I grabbed my jacket from the chair.

Matteo blocked the door.

“Move,” I said.

“No.”

The old argument entered his face.

Duty against friendship.

Strategy against loyalty.

“Move,” I repeated.

“If you go yourself, Lorenzo wins.”

“If I stay, she dies.”

“If you go, the table passes without you.”

“Then let them.”

His jaw tightened. “You are choosing one woman over the Republic.”

“No,” I said. “I am choosing the Republic’s first rule.”

Nico frowned. “The Republic has many first rules.”

“This one was never written.”

I stepped closer to Matteo.

He did not move.

I needed him honest.

“The Republic exists because public law failed the people who built it,” I said. “That is the story, yes? Protection when law could not protect. Justice when courts could be bought. Debt when promises meant nothing.”

Matteo’s face remained hard.

“And now?” I continued. “Now the Republic wants to kill a woman because she saw old men betray their own vows. That is not protection. That is rot defending itself.”

Nico looked away first.

Matteo did not.

“She is leverage,” he said.

“She is a person.”

“She carries evidence that can destroy us.”

“She carries evidence that can tell us who already did.”

A beat.

Then Matteo stepped aside.

Not much.

I moved toward the door.

He followed.

In the corridor, men waited for orders. Armed. Silent. Mine, for now. The hotel hummed with lockdown beneath us. Somewhere below, Lorenzo was convincing cowards that Evelyn’s blood would make them safe.

Cowards always believed blood could wash fear clean.

They were wrong.

The comm in Matteo’s ear crackled.

“Hostility vote has three verbal approvals,” he said.

“How many needed?”

“Five.”

“How many families present?”

“Five.”

Nico, walking behind us, said softly, “D’Amato has not answered.”

I looked back.

He shrugged. “I told them I was in the bathroom.”

Despite everything, Matteo muttered, “Elegant.”

Nico smiled without humor. “I contain multitudes.”

We reached the private garage.

My car waited.

Black. Armored. Fast enough for Roman streets if the driver understood fear and disrespect equally.

I took the keys.

Matteo held out his hand. “No.”

I looked at him.

“You are too angry to drive,” he said.

“I am perfectly calm.”

“That is the problem.”

He was right.

I handed him the keys.

We got in.

As the garage door opened, Matteo looked at the feed one more time on his phone.

His face tightened.

“What?”

“Lorenzo’s men are one street from her.”

“Then drive.”

The car launched into the narrow passage beneath the Belladonna.

Stone blurred past the windows.

My phone buzzed.

Unknown number.

I answered.

For a second, only breath.

Then my mother’s voice.

“You choose like your father when you are frightened.”

The past entered the car.

I didn't breathe.

Matteo glanced at me.

My mother continued softly, “Do not make his final mistake, Cassian. Do not believe the Republic can be saved by sacrificing the only innocent in the room.”

The line went dead.

I lowered the phone.

Matteo’s eyes stayed on the road. “Who?”

“My mother.”

The car swerved, then corrected.

Even Matteo had limits.

Nico whispered from the back seat, “Alive, then.”

“So it seems.”

“And helping?”

I looked out the windshield as Rome opened ahead in streaks of gold and shadow.

“No,” I said. “Using.”

There was a difference.

A cruel one.

The comm crackled again.

“Fourth approval.”

Matteo’s hands tightened on the wheel.

“One more,” he said.

The Republic was one voice away from naming Evelyn a permissible death.

My choice had already been made.

Now I only had to make everyone else survive it.

“Broadcast to all Moretti-controlled channels,” I said.

Matteo glanced over. “Say it carefully.”

“No.”

“Cassian—”

“Open it.”

He opened the line.

Every guard, driver, watcher, and old loyalist in my reach came alive in my ear.

I spoke once.

Calmly.

Clearly.

With no room left for return.

“Evelyn Hart is under my protection. Any order naming her hostile is void in my territory. Any man who moves against her moves against me.”

Matteo’s face changed.

The bridge had burned.

I looked at him.

“If the Republic demands her blood,” I said, “then the Republic and I are no longer on the same side.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The Woman With the Camera

The first drop of rain hit my cheek beneath the church lamp.

Cold.

Real.

For one stupid second, I looked up.

Rome had been threatening rain all night, holding it in the dark clouds above the rooftops like one more secret waiting for permission. Now it came softly at first, silver against the amber streetlight, making the stones shine and the shadows move.

Beautiful.

Of course it was beautiful.

Everything dangerous in Rome seemed to arrive dressed for a photograph.

I stood beneath the archway with the printed photo in one hand and my camera bag against my hip, staring at the image the stranger had given me.

Cassian’s hand around the blood-cuffed man’s wrist.

Not a handshake.

Not a deal.

A stop.

The realization should have steadied me.

Instead, it made the whole night tilt.

Because I had trusted the photograph more than men, and even the photograph had needed me to look harder.

A camera did not lie.

But fear could crop the truth.

A sound moved behind me.

Soft.

A shoe on wet stone.

I folded the photo and slipped it into the inside pocket of my camera bag before turning.

The man from the wine bar stood at the mouth of the alley.

Navy jacket.

Soft shoes.

No more pretending to read menus.

He looked at me with the calm of someone whose patience had been rewarded.

Behind him, another man appeared, broader, younger, the one from the kitchen alley who still squinted from my flash. A third stepped from the opposite side street, blocking the path toward the piazza.

Three points.

Triangle again.

They had learned from me too.

“Miss Hart,” the man in the navy jacket said.

Rain darkened his shoulders. His voice was polite enough to be worse than a threat.

“No,” I said.

His mouth curved. “I haven’t asked anything.”

“You all ask the same thing eventually.”

“We only need the camera.”

“Then buy one. There are stores.”

The younger man’s jaw tightened.

Navy Jacket lifted one hand, stopping him.

“There is no need for this to become difficult.”

I laughed before I could stop myself.

It came out thin and sharp and almost wild.

“That’s funny,” I said. “Because every man who has tried to ruin my life recently keeps saying things like that.”

His expression cooled. “You are tired. Frightened. Far from home. You have information you don't understand.”

There it was.

The tone.

The assumption.

The soft little cage built out of reason.

Something inside me steadied.

I was tired.

I was frightened.

I was far from home.

But I understood more than they wanted me to.

“I understand enough,” I said.

The man in the navy jacket took one step forward.

I lifted my camera.

All three men reacted.

Good.

Not to the camera as a weapon.

To the idea of being seen.

That was their weakness.

Not pain.

Not blood.

Exposure.

I brought the Nikon to my eye.

The world narrowed into frame.

Rain streaking through streetlight.

Navy jacket centered beneath the arch.

Younger man to the left, shoulders tense, right hand near his coat pocket.

Third man behind me reflected faintly in the wet glass of a closed shop window.

Click.

The flash exploded white.

Navy Jacket flinched but recovered fast.

“Do you think photographs will save you?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “But they make men nervous.”

I swung the camera toward the younger one and flashed again.

He cursed and lifted an arm to shield his face.

I moved before they adjusted.

Not down the alley.

They expected that.

I moved sideways into the small church courtyard, between two stone planters overflowing with wet rosemary and dead winter flowers. My flats slipped on the slick pavement, but I caught myself against the planter edge, grabbed a handful of loose gravel, and threw it low toward the younger man’s feet when he lunged.

He skidded.

Not enough to fall.

Enough to lose rhythm.

Rhythm mattered.

Panic made you run straight.

Observation gave you angles.

I cut around the fountain at the center of the courtyard. It was small, old, and half-choked with leaves, the water spilling from a lion’s mouth into a shallow basin. Rain stippled the surface.

The third man moved to block the gate.

Fine.

I didn't need the gate.

Not yet.

I lifted the camera again and fired the flash directly into Navy Jacket’s eyes as he rounded the fountain.

He swore in Italian.

I didn't understand the words.

I understood the tone.

I reached for the nearest café chair stacked beside the church wall and shoved the entire stack hard with my hip. Metal screamed across stone. Chairs toppled between us, bouncing, clattering, creating noise loud enough to make someone in the apartments above open a shutter.

A woman leaned out, annoyed.

Witness.

“Help!” I shouted in English first, then the only Italian I could grab from airport signs and panic. “Aiuto!”

Navy Jacket’s face changed.

The plan had been quiet.

I was no longer being quiet.

The younger man grabbed my bag strap from behind.

My body jerked backward.

For one horrible second, fear blanked everything.

Then anger came back sharper.

I twisted toward him instead of away, making the strap slack, and drove the heel of my hand into his nose the way Mia’s self-defense instructor had taught us in a class we mostly took for fun after too many true crime podcasts.

Bone cracked.

Maybe not broken.

Enough.

He let go with a shout.

Pain shot through my palm.

I held on to the camera anyway.

The bag slid down my arm, caught at my elbow. I yanked it back against my body and stumbled toward the fountain.

The third man reached me first.

His hand closed around my upper arm.

Hard.

Not bruising yet.

But claiming.

Something dark and animal tore through me.

No.

No more hands moving me.

No more men deciding where my body belonged.

I swung the camera strap upward and looped it across his wrist, then twisted. Not graceful. Not clean. But the strap tightened enough to force his hand open. I slammed the camera body into his forearm. He hissed and released me.

The Nikon hit my chest.

Still intact.

Bless you, you beautiful, stubborn machine.

Navy Jacket recovered and drew something from inside his coat.

Not a gun.

A syringe.

My blood turned to ice.

He saw me see it.

His voice softened. “Enough now.”

No.

Not enough.

Never enough.

I stepped backward until my legs hit the fountain basin.

Cold water splashed against my calves.

Behind him, the apartment woman was shouting now. Another window opened. Somewhere beyond the gate, a dog barked. A scooter slowed near the street.

Attention was gathering.

Not enough to save me.

Enough to complicate them.

I lifted the camera again.

Navy Jacket smiled faintly. “Flash me again and he breaks your arm.”

The younger man, blood under his nose, had moved to my side.

The third stood near the gate, one hand flexing, eyes furious.

My escape routes narrowed.

The fountain behind me.

Planters to the left.

Chairs scattered to the right.

Gate blocked.

Three men.

One camera.

One memory card hidden in the strap.

Cassian’s voice moved through my mind.

You are walking into hunters.

Yes.

But hunters could bleed too.

I looked at Navy Jacket, then past him.

His eyes flickered.

He thought I saw help.

I didn’t.

I saw the rain-slicked church lamp reflected in the fountain water.

I raised the camera, not at his face but toward the reflection, angled the flash low, and fired into the water.

White light burst upward, scattered by rain and ripples, exploding under his chin and into his eyes from below.

He recoiled.

The syringe hand lifted automatically.

I kicked the fountain water at him with everything I had.

It hit his trousers, his hand, the syringe.

Not enough to disarm.

Enough to make him glance down.

I lunged for the red glass candle stand beside the chapel wall.

Not candles.

Not prayers.

Weight.

I grabbed the metal pole and yanked.

It was heavier than I expected, and for one second it didn't move.

Then the base scraped free.

The younger man came at me.

I swung.

The candle stand hit his shoulder with a dull thud. He staggered sideways into the toppled chairs, taking two down with him.

Pain vibrated up my arms.

I almost dropped the stand.

Didn’t.

Navy Jacket looked at me differently now.

Not dismissing.

Calculating.

Remember me like this.

Not sleeping.

Not photographed.

Not placed.

Not bait.

The woman with the camera and the stolen candle stand.

The third man at the gate reached into his jacket.

A gun this time.

Everything slowed.

Rain.

Breath.

My fingers tightening around cold metal.

The camera against my ribs.

The flash still recharging, the tiny red light blinking.

Not ready.

Not ready.

A black car screamed into the street beyond the gate.

Tires shrieked on wet stone.

The gunman turned.

The gate exploded inward.

Not from the car.

From the man who hit it.

Matteo came through first like violence had found a body and put on a suit.

He struck the gunman before the man finished raising the weapon. One movement. Brutal. Efficient. The gun clattered across the stones and disappeared beneath a planter.

The younger man tried to get up from the chairs.

Two more men in black entered behind Matteo and put him back down.

Navy Jacket grabbed for me.

I swung the candle stand again.

He ducked, but not fast enough. The metal caught his wrist. The syringe fell, skittering across the wet courtyard.

Then Cassian entered the rain.

For half a second, I didn't recognize him.

Not because his face had changed.

Because everything around him did.

The courtyard, the men, the rain, the violence—all of it seemed to snap into alignment around the force of him. His white shirt was open at the throat and streaked with blood across one side. Not all his, maybe. Maybe none of it. His hair was wet, dark against his forehead. His eyes found me first.

Not the attackers.

Not the gun.

Me.

The impact of that look almost made my knees give.

Then Navy Jacket moved.

Cassian turned.

He crossed the distance with terrifying calm and caught the man by the front of his coat. No flourish. No wasted cruelty. He drove him backward into the church wall hard enough to knock the breath from him.

“Who sent you?” Cassian asked.

His voice was quiet.

The quiet was worse than shouting.

Navy Jacket coughed, trying to smile through the pain. “The Republic.”

Cassian’s face did not change.

“That is not a name.”

“It is enough.”

“No,” Cassian said. “It is an excuse.”

The man’s eyes flicked to me.

Cassian saw it.

He slammed him into the wall again.

This time, stone dust fell from the old mortar.

“Look at me.”

Navy Jacket looked.

Even I almost obeyed.

Matteo appeared beside Cassian, rain running down his scarred face. “We need to move.”

Cassian did not release the man. “Who gave the order?”

The man smiled with bloody teeth. “Five families.”

Cassian’s hand tightened.

Matteo’s voice sharpened. “Cassian.”

“Who?”

Navy Jacket spit blood onto the wet stone. “Ask your mother.”

The air changed.

Even the rain seemed to hesitate.

Cassian went perfectly still.

I saw the hit land.

Not visibly to anyone who did not know him.

But I did.

I knew the micro-pause before pain became discipline. I knew the way his eyes emptied when something cut too deep to bleed immediately.

His mother.

The woman’s voice on the phone.

The woman in the gray coat.

The ring.

Everything moved again.

One of Cassian’s men pulled Navy Jacket away before Cassian could decide whether breathing was a privilege.

Matteo looked at me. “Are you injured?”

I opened my mouth.

Nothing came out.

He glanced at the candle stand in my hand, the toppled chairs, the bleeding younger man, the smashed gate, the syringe in the rain.

Then, with something like reluctant respect, he said, “Of course not.”

My hand started shaking then.

Violently.

The candle stand slipped from my fingers and hit the stone with a clang.

Cassian turned back to me.

Everything in him changed.

The man who had pinned Navy Jacket to a wall vanished behind the man walking toward me like he was afraid I might disappear if he moved too fast.

“Evelyn.”

I stepped back once.

Not because I feared him.

Because my body had not caught up with my mind. Because three men had tried to take me. Because he was covered in blood. Because I was furious with him and relieved and terrified and alive.

He stopped instantly.

The rain soaked through his shirt, turning the blood darker, the fabric clinging to his chest. The church lamp cut across his face. He looked like something Rome had made centuries ago and forgotten to bury.

Dangerous.

Beautiful.

Ruined.

Mine, some reckless part of me thought.

No.

Not mine.

Never mine.

But here.

He was here.

“You found me,” I said.

My voice broke on the last word.

His face tightened.

“You fought long enough.”

Not you’re safe.

Not I saved you.

You fought long enough.

The words reached me where nothing else could.

I pressed a hand to my mouth.

Too late.

The first sob broke through.

I hated it. Hated the weakness, the sound, the release. My whole body shook now, rain and fear and adrenaline emptying out all at once.

Cassian took one slow step closer.

I didn't move back this time.

He stopped anyway, close enough that I could see the blood on his shirt was smeared, not fresh from a wound. Close enough to see a cut near his jaw. Close enough to feel heat beneath the rain.

“May I?” he asked.

The question undid me more than any touch could have.

I nodded.

He reached out, but instead of pulling me into him, he took my hands carefully.

Just my hands.

My bruised palm.

My shaking fingers.

The hands that had held the camera, the candle stand, the proof, the fear.

His thumbs moved once over my knuckles, grounding without claiming.

I looked down.

Blood on his cuffs.

Rain on my skin.

Our hands between us.

Then Cassian did something no man like him should have done in front of his soldiers, his enemies, and the wet stones of Rome.

He lowered himself to one knee.

Not theatrically.

Not like a proposal.

Like a surrender to the simple fact that I was shaking and he refused to tower over me while I tried to breathe.

The most dangerous man in Rome knelt in the rain in front of me.

My breath caught.

Around us, men went silent.

Even Matteo.

Cassian looked up at me, blood on his shirt, rain in his hair, fury leashed behind his eyes.

“I am here,” he said. “Not to take you back. Not to lock you away. To ask where you want to go next.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The King Kneels

I had knelt before no one since my father died.

Not priests.

Not old men at the Crown Table.

Not enemies with guns to my head or politicians with cameras pointed at my face.

Power was a language, and posture was part of its grammar. My father had taught me that before he taught me how to hold a knife. Men like us did not lower ourselves unless we meant to rise with blood on our hands.

But in the rain, in a church courtyard with Lorenzo’s men bleeding on the stones and Evelyn Hart shaking in front of me, power became useless.

So I knelt.

Not to conquer.

Not to perform.

To stop towering over a woman who had been hunted through Rome because men in expensive rooms had mistaken her for a thing to move.

Her hands trembled in mine.

I held them carefully.

Not tightly.

Carefully mattered more.

Rain ran down her face and darkened her hair against her cheeks. She looked furious, terrified, exhausted, and alive. The candle stand she had used lay on the wet stones beside the fountain. One of Lorenzo’s men groaned near the broken chairs. Matteo’s people moved around us with controlled violence, clearing weapons, binding wrists, speaking into radios.

Evelyn did not look at them.

She looked at me.

“You’re bleeding,” she said.

Her voice was hoarse.

I looked down at my shirt. Blood streaked the white fabric near my ribs and shoulder. Some of it mine. Most of it not.

“Not enough to matter.”

“That’s the kind of thing men say before collapsing dramatically.”

“I don't collapse dramatically.”

“No,” she whispered. “You just kneel in the rain like it doesn’t mean anything.”

“It means something.”

Her eyes searched mine.

Behind the fear, behind the anger, I saw the exact moment she wanted to believe me and hated herself for wanting it.

I knew that look now.

I had put it there.

The knowledge was another wound to carry.

“What does it mean?” she asked.

“That I heard you.”

Her fingers twitched in my hands.

I let go.

Immediately.

She noticed.

She drew her hands back and wrapped her arms around herself, camera bag pressed between her elbow and ribs as if the entire city might try to reach inside it.

Smart woman.

Everyone had tried.

Matteo stepped toward us. “We need to move.”

I didn't look away from Evelyn. “Where do you want to go?”

Her mouth trembled once, then steadied. “Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Make it sound like I have endless choices when every street is full of men looking for me.”

“You do not have endless choices. You have some.”

“That’s supposed to comfort me?”

“No.” I rose slowly. “It is supposed to be true.”

Her laugh was small and bitter. “You and your truths.”

“Yes.”

She wiped rain from her cheek with the back of her hand. It left a streak of dirt near her temple. I wanted to touch it away.

I didn't.

A small mercy, perhaps.

Or the first sign I was finally learning.

“I don’t want to go back to the Belladonna,” she said.

The words struck exactly where I expected.

I nodded. “Then we don't go back to the Belladonna.”

Matteo’s head snapped toward me. “Cassian.”

I lifted one hand.

He stopped, barely.

Evelyn watched the exchange with exhausted precision.

“You can’t just say that if it isn’t practical,” she said.

“It is practical enough.”

“Where?”

“There is a Moretti archive beneath a closed gallery two streets from here. Secure. No guest records. No hotel staff. No Crown Table access.”

Matteo muttered something profane.

Evelyn looked at him. “He hates it.”

“Matteo hates most things that involve improvisation.”

“I hate getting killed in buildings with only two exits,” Matteo said.

“Then use the third.”

He stared at me.

Evelyn looked between us. “There’s a third exit?”

“There is always a third exit,” I said.

Her eyes narrowed. “You have a unsettling personality.”

“Understood.”

“And don’t sound pleased.”

I wasn't pleased.

I was, however, listening to her insult me while breathing.

For the moment, that was enough.

We moved through the rain fast.

Not running.

Running made fear visible.

Matteo sent two men ahead and two behind. Nico’s voice came through the comm, informing us that the Crown Table had stalled after D’Amato refused to cast the fifth vote because he was, in his words, occupied by digestive uncertainty.

Even Matteo almost smiled.

Almost.

Evelyn walked beside me, not behind me. She had insisted without speaking. I made room without making it obvious.

The gallery sat on a narrow street behind iron shutters, its sign removed years ago. Above it, apartments slept behind dark windows. Beneath it, through a door hidden in the rear storage hall, an archive waited behind stone and steel.

Old Republic records. Art ledgers. Property documents. Blackmail files my father had kept because he trusted paper more than people.

It was not safe.

Nothing in my world was safe.

But it was mine in an older way than the Belladonna, and tonight, older meant fewer digital ghosts.

Inside, Matteo cleared the rooms while Evelyn stood beneath a dusty skylight and watched water drip from her hair onto the cracked marble floor. The gallery smelled like stone, old canvas, and disuse. I found a wool coat in a storage closet and held it out.

She looked at it.

Then at me.

“I can put it on myself.”

“I assumed.”

I handed it over.

She took it.

Another small exchange.

Another line not crossed.

She slipped the coat around her shoulders. It swallowed her, dark gray wool over wet clothes, camera bag still clutched beneath one arm.

Matteo returned. “Clear.”

“Secure the street.”

“Already done.”

“Inside perimeter?”

“Two men. No one else enters.”

He glanced at Evelyn.

She met his stare.

“I’m not going to faint,” she said.

Matteo looked at the toppled chairs and bruised men being dragged into cars outside. “I wasn't assuming you would.”

That was as close to an apology as Matteo would come.

Evelyn seemed to recognize it. She nodded once.

We went down into the archive.

A single table stood in the center room beneath green-shaded lamps. Shelves lined the walls, locked behind brass mesh. The old computer terminal had been upgraded by my people but still looked antique enough to belong to a man who wrote threats with a fountain pen.

Evelyn stood near the table.

I stayed opposite her.

Distance had become a form of respect between us.

Or a punishment.

Perhaps both.

She set her camera bag on the table but kept one hand on the strap.

“I need to say something,” she said.

“Say it.”

“You lied to me.”

“Yes.”

Her throat moved. “You watched me. Investigated me. Managed me. Let me walk through rooms where everyone knew more about my life than I did.”

“Yes.”

“You tried to protect me with half-truths and called that better than lying.”

“Yes.”

“You made me feel like I was losing my mind all over again.”

That one entered deeper.

I didn't answer immediately because no answer could make it smaller.

“I did,” I said.

Her eyes flashed, wet and furious. “Don’t make it easy by agreeing.”

“It is not easy.”

“It sounds easy.”

“It is not.”

The lamps hummed softly.

Rain tapped somewhere overhead.

Matteo was outside the door, close enough to enter if I called, far enough not to hear every word. I hoped.

Evelyn leaned both hands on the table. “Daniel made me feel stupid because I trusted him. You made me feel stupid because I didn’t know not to trust anyone.”

The sentence opened something in me.

A clean, deserved wound.

“I know.”

Her eyes narrowed.

I corrected myself before she could.

“No. That is habit.” I drew a slow breath. “I understand enough to be ashamed. Not enough to ask you to comfort me with forgiveness.”

That stopped her.

Good.

I deserved no forgiveness that could be asked for cheaply.

“I don't want to be Daniel in a better suit,” I said.

Her face changed at the echo of her own accusation.

“But wanting that doesn't make it true. I controlled information because I believed it kept you alive. I let my fear dress itself as strategy. I treated your choices like variables before I remembered they were yours.”

Her mouth parted.

I continued because stopping would be cowardice.

“I lied by omission. I decided what truth you could survive. I was wrong.”

The room went still.

Evelyn looked at me for a long time.

Then she said, quietly, “I wanted you anyway.”

The words moved through me with more force than any bullet ever had.

Not triumph.

Never triumph.

Pain.

Because desire, from her, had cost too much.

“I know,” I said, then stopped myself. “No. I saw it.”

Her mouth tightened, but she didn't correct me.

“I wanted you,” she said again, like she was punishing herself with honesty now. “After the file. After the warnings. After I knew you were dangerous. I wanted you because when you touched me, it felt like I was choosing. And then someone turned that choice into proof that I mattered to you.”

Her voice broke on the last word.

Not loudly.

Enough.

I gripped the edge of the table until the old wood creaked.

Not to restrain her.

Myself.

“That photograph was not your shame,” I said.

Her eyes shone. “It felt like it.”

“It was theirs.”

“That doesn’t make it hurt less.”

“No.”

“Stop being reasonable.”

“I am trying to be accurate.”

“You are impossible.”

“Yes.”

A breath left her that was almost a laugh and almost a sob.

For one second, the room remembered what we had been before the message. Not safe. Not clean. But alive with choice.

Then she looked down at the camera bag.

“I have the card.”

I went still.

I had suspected.

Knowing was different.

Evelyn reached into the strap, fingers finding a seam I wouldn't have noticed without being told. From it, she drew a tiny memory card and placed it on the table between us.

Not close to me.

Between us.

A boundary and an offering.

My throat tightened.

“You kept it in the strap.”

“I moved it from the ring box.”

Of course she had.

“Smart,” I said.

“Necessary.”

“Yes.”

She looked at the card as if it might bite.

Then she pushed it toward me with one finger.

My hand did not move.

Evelyn’s eyes lifted.

“I am not giving this to you because I trust you,” she said. “I am giving it to you because I want to know if you deserve to be trusted.”

The words landed with more weight than any vow I had ever taken beneath the Belladonna.

This was not surrender.

Not forgiveness.

Not affection disguised as strategy.

This was a test with her life attached.

I picked up the memory card carefully.

“I will show you everything on it before I use it.”

“You will not copy it without me watching.”

“No.”

“You will not send it to your men first.”

“No.”

“You will not delete, hide, or trade anything without telling me.”

“No.”

“No as in no, or no as in ‘I will define the situation later’?”

My mouth almost moved.

“No as in no.”

She held my gaze, searching.

Then nodded.

I inserted the card into the terminal myself and turned the monitor so she could see every movement.

The files loaded.

Images appeared in sequence: Room 707, the courtyard, cars, envelopes, the ledger, Lorenzo, Vale, Paolo’s bloodied cuff, my hand stopping the envelope.

Evelyn stood beside me now, close enough for her shoulder to brush mine if either of us moved the wrong way.

Neither of us did.

I opened the enlarged photo first.

The one of my hand around Paolo’s wrist.

Evelyn looked at it with a quiet intensity that made the air change.

“I misread it,” she said.

“You read what you feared.”

“That’s a polite way to say yes.”

“It is a true way.”

Her eyes moved to mine. “Were you warning him?”

“I was stopping him from placing the envelope on the table before I could see the seal.”

“You knew something was wrong.”

“Yes.”

“But not what.”

“No.”

She looked back at the image. “The stranger said the photo was meant to make me think you were part of the betrayal.”

“Adrian.”

Her head turned quickly. “You know him.”

“Yes.”

“Who is he?”

“My uncle.”

She absorbed that, then let out a humorless breath. “Of course he is.”

“My mother’s brother.”

Her gaze sharpened. “And your mother?”

“Alive.”

The word still felt like glass in my mouth.

Evelyn did not soften with pity.

“Is she the woman in the gray coat?”

“Yes.”

“Working with Lorenzo?”

“I don't know.”

“Working against him?”

“I don't know that either.”

She stared at me.

I held the stare.

“I will tell you when I know,” I said.

“Better.”

The word should not have pleased me.

It did.

I turned back to the monitor and opened the file list.

Most were raw images. A few short burst frames from when she startled at the balcony. One folder sat at the bottom, unnamed. That was wrong.

Cameras did not create hidden folders without command.

I clicked it.

Password prompt.

Evelyn frowned. “I didn’t make that.”

“I believe you.”

The software attached to the archive began scanning metadata. The folder had been created when the card connected to a networked device inside the Belladonna.

Not the camera.

Not her laptop.

The secure terminal in my office.

Someone had planted a file onto her card while we reviewed the image.

My blood went cold.

“Cassian?”

“One moment.”

The password hint appeared in Italian.

Il re tiene ciò che lo distrugge.

The king keeps what destroys him.

Evelyn went pale.

I entered the old Belladonna administrative key.

Denied.

I entered my father’s private archive key.

Denied.

Then, because the night had already dragged every ghost into the light, I entered my mother’s name.

MARIANNA.

The folder opened.

One image.

Video still or photograph, low light, grainy but clear enough.

Daniel Price stood in a private room I recognized beneath the Hotel Cavalieri. His face was tense. His hair disheveled. He looked like a man who had been offered a choice and already hated himself for taking it.

Across from him stood Lorenzo Varric.

Not after Evelyn arrived.

Not tonight.

The timestamp sat in the lower corner.

Three days before her flight.

Before the empty seat.

Before Room 707.

Before bad airplane wine.

Before Evelyn ever walked into my lobby.

Daniel Price was shaking Lorenzo Varric’s hand.

Evelyn stopped breathing beside me.

I stared at the image and felt the last clean version of the trap burn away.

Daniel had not merely been pressured.

He had met the man who wanted my chair.

Before she ever boarded the plane.


CHAPTER THIRTY

Run From Rome

Daniel Price was shaking Lorenzo Varric’s hand.

For one impossible second, the image did not mean anything.

It was just light on a screen. Pixels. A private room. Two men framed in low gold from a lamp I didn't recognize. Daniel in the navy jacket I had helped him choose last winter because he said it made him look more serious. Lorenzo in a dark suit, silver hair immaculate, his smile thin enough to cut paper.

Their hands met in the center of the photograph.

A handshake.

A choice.

A betrayal with posture.

The timestamp sat in the bottom corner.

Three days before my flight.

Three days before I boarded a plane alone and told myself I was reclaiming something.

Three days before I folded Daniel’s boarding pass and dropped it into bad airplane wine.

Three days before I looked out the window over the Atlantic and believed, for one small and stupid moment, that my life had become mine again.

My body went cold.

Not the surface kind. Not goose bumps. Not a shiver.

Cold at the center.

Like something inside me had opened and winter had stepped through.

Beside me, Cassian was perfectly still.

That was how I knew the image had hurt him too.

Not Daniel.

Daniel belonged to my wound.

Lorenzo belonged to his.

The photograph tied them together.

“Tell me that’s fake,” I said.

My voice sounded far away.

Cassian did not answer fast enough.

I laughed once, but there was no sound in it. “No. Don’t. I know better than to ask men for comforting lies now.”

His eyes turned to me.

Not defensive. Not guarded.

Devastated, maybe.

But in Cassian, devastation looked like a locked door with blood under it.

“I don’t know if the image has been altered,” he said. “But the timestamp, the room metadata, and the source trail will tell us.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“No,” he said. “It is the only answer I have that doesn't insult you.”

I stared at Daniel’s face on the screen.

He looked nervous.

That was the worst part.

If he had looked smug, I could have hated him cleanly. If he had looked villainous, I could have placed him neatly beside the men who hunted me through alleys and called me leverage.

But he looked scared.

Human.

Weak.

The same face he had worn in my kitchen when he cried and said it didn’t mean anything.

It did mean something.

It had always meant something.

Just not what I thought.

“What did he sell?” I whispered.

Cassian’s jaw tightened. “Maybe nothing. Maybe information.”

“About me.”

“Yes.”

The word hit like a hand around my throat.

I wrapped my arms around myself and stepped back from the table. The archive room seemed smaller now. The green-shaded lamps. The brass mesh over shelves of old files. The rain tapping somewhere above us. Matteo just outside the door, a dangerous shadow pretending not to hear.

Everything smelled like dust and wet wool and old power.

I hated Rome suddenly.

Not the postcards. Not the domes or fountains or soft evening light.

This Rome.

The Rome beneath doors. Behind mirrors. Inside files. The Rome where a woman’s heartbreak could be purchased, timed, documented, and aimed at a man she hadn't yet met.

Cassian turned the monitor away from me.

I should have appreciated it.

I didn’t.

“No,” I said.

He stopped.

“I saw it.”

“I know.”

“Then don’t hide it now.”

His hand fell from the screen.

Another small obedience.

Another careful line.

Too late.

Too necessary.

“I need air,” I said.

“There are men outside.”

“There are always men outside.”

“Yes.”

“Then I need a door that is not yours.”

His face changed.

Not dramatically. Cassian never gave anything that cheaply. But something moved behind his eyes, and I knew he understood what I was asking before I finished understanding it myself.

I couldn't stay.

Not here.

Not in Rome.

Not tonight.

If I stayed, I would become part of Cassian’s war before I knew where my own story ended. I would become a protected thing. A hunted thing. A woman in rooms full of armed men debating whether truth cost too much.

I had wanted him.

God help me, I still did.

Even now, with Daniel’s handshake burning on the screen and Lorenzo’s reach around my throat, I was aware of Cassian the way a body was aware of heat. His nearness. His restraint. The blood dried at the edge of his shirt. The way he watched me like I wasn't fragile but important, which somehow frightened me more.

Wanting him was not the same as trusting his world.

And I didn't trust his world.

I barely trusted myself inside it.

“I need to leave Rome,” I said.

Matteo appeared in the doorway.

“No,” he said.

I turned on him. “I wasn’t speaking to you.”

He looked at Cassian. “Tell her.”

Cassian did not look away from me.

Matteo swore under his breath. “This is suicide.”

“Staying is surrender,” I said.

“No. Staying is survival.”

I laughed, sharp and bitter. “Men keep mistaking those.”

Matteo’s jaw locked.

Cassian lifted one hand without looking at him.

Matteo went silent.

The power in that tiny gesture could have made me feel safe once.

Now it made me certain.

Cassian could stop rooms.

He could stop men.

He could stop violence mid-breath if the men belonged to him.

And if he decided I belonged to him, he could stop me too.

That was the line.

That was the cliff.

I looked back at him.

“Don’t,” I said.

His eyes darkened. “I haven't said anything.”

“You’re thinking it.”

“Yes.”

“At least you admit it.”

“I am thinking of every reason you should not leave,” he said. “Every road where they can take you. Every airport camera Lorenzo can buy. Every police officer the Republic can influence. Every embassy gate where a helpful man with credentials might be waiting. Every mistake fear can make when it is dressed as independence.”

The words struck because they weren't wrong.

“And?” I asked.

His throat moved.

The silence after that was different.

It was not omission.

It was cost.

“And if I force you to stay,” he said quietly, “I become the reason you have to run.”

My chest tightened.

Matteo looked at him as if he had lost his mind.

Maybe he had.

Maybe I had too.

Cassian reached for the memory card still in the terminal, then stopped with his hand half-raised and looked at me.

Permission.

Even now.

“May I copy it?” he asked.

The question hurt.

A good hurt. A terrible one.

Because this was what I had wanted from him from the beginning: truth, choice, boundaries that didn't vanish when danger entered the room.

And now that he was giving them to me, I was leaving.

“Yes,” I said. “One copy for you. One for me.”

“Three,” Matteo said from the doorway. “One off-site.”

I looked at him.

He lifted his chin. “You want leverage? Have enough that no one thinks killing you solves it.”

It was the first truly useful thing he had said to me.

I hated that I appreciated it.

“Fine,” I said. “Three.”

Cassian inserted a secure drive and copied the hidden folder first. Daniel. Lorenzo. The timestamp. The handshake that had split my past open all over again.

Then the courtyard photographs.

The ring.

The envelope.

Cassian stopping the blood-cuffed man from placing it on the table.

Senator Vale near the ledger.

The image of me on the balcony.

The image of me asleep.

I looked away for that one.

Cassian did too.

Neither of us said anything.

When the copies finished, he placed one drive in a small black case and slid it across the table to me. “This is yours.”

I took it.

“What about the card?”

He ejected it and held it out between two fingers.

Again, not taking.

Not keeping.

Offering.

I took it from him.

Our fingers did not touch.

I wished they had.

I was glad they didn’t.

Both truths lived side by side now.

“I need documents,” I said.

“Passport?”

“In my bag.”

“Money?”

“Some.”

“Not enough.”

“I’m not taking your money.”

“You will take unmarked cash from the archive safe because your cards are traceable and your pride is not bulletproof.”

My eyes narrowed.

“That sounded a lot like an order.”

“It was an observation with a practical conclusion.”

“Cassian.”

His mouth almost moved.

Almost.

Then he said, “Please take the cash.”

Damn him.

“Fine.”

Matteo disappeared and returned with a flat envelope, which he placed on the table without ceremony. “Euros. Two prepaid phones. One has only one number in it.”

“Cassian’s?”

“No,” Matteo said. “Mine.”

That surprised me.

He looked uncomfortable with the fact that it had.

“If you call him directly, they will watch for it. Call me. I will decide whether to tell him.”

“Generous.”

“Practical.”

“Does everyone in your world flirt with usefulness?”

Matteo looked horrified.

Cassian looked, for one impossible second, amused.

The tiny fracture of humor almost broke me.

Because it felt like something we could have had in a different book.

A different Rome.

A version of us not built by traps.

I packed the drive, the memory card, one prepaid phone, the cash, and my passport into my camera bag. I kept the second phone in my coat pocket. The printed crop Adrian had given me went inside the hidden pocket with the memory card.

Take back the frame.

Yes.

That was what I was doing.

Maybe running.

Maybe surviving.

Maybe choosing the only frame left where I could still see myself.

Cassian watched every movement but did not interfere.

That restraint was killing him.

I could see it.

The tension in his shoulders. The stillness of his hands. The way his eyes measured the door, the streets beyond it, the invisible lines of danger he couldn't bear to let me cross alone.

“I won’t go to Daniel,” I said.

His gaze snapped to mine.

“I’m angry,” I added. “Not stupid.”

“I never thought you were stupid.”

“No. You just thought you could outthink my choices.”

“Yes.”

I nodded. “Better.”

The word moved between us like the ghost of something tender.

He stepped closer, slowly.

I didn't move away.

“Where will you go?” he asked.

“If I tell you, it becomes another thing someone can take from you.”

“That is not an answer.”

“I learned from the best.”

Pain flickered in his eyes.

I had meant to sting him.

I did.

I wished I hadn’t.

He deserved it.

That was the problem with caring about dangerous men. Justice started to feel like cruelty as soon as it reached their face.

“I need time outside your world,” I said.

“My world has already reached yours.”

“I know.”

“I can protect you better if I know where you are.”

“You can control the risk better.”

“Yes.”

“You hear the difference now?”

He was silent.

Then, “Yes.”

The answer was quiet.

So was the damage.

I wanted to touch his face.

The want arrived with such force I nearly stepped forward.

I wanted to smooth the tension from his jaw, to put my hand over the place where my leaving was cutting him. I wanted him to say something selfish so I could hate him again. I wanted him to ask me to stay because some reckless part of me still wanted a reason to.

He did not.

That was how I knew leaving mattered.

“You could stop me,” I said.

“Yes.”

The word held no pride.

Only fact.

“But you won’t.”

“No.”

“Why?”

His gaze held mine, dark and steady and ruined.

“Because I want you to come back by choice.”

There it was.

The most dangerous thing he had said all night.

Not because it was a promise.

Because it gave me nothing to fight.

My throat tightened. “I might not.”

“I know.”

“And if I do, it won’t be because I belong to you.”

His eyes dropped for half a second, then returned.

“No,” he said. “It will be because you decide I have earned the door opening.”

I hated him for remembering.

I loved him for it.

No.

Not love.

Not yet.

Not in a room full of evidence, blood, and men waiting outside with guns.

But something.

Something alive enough to hurt.

Matteo cleared his throat. “We have maybe six minutes before Lorenzo realizes she is no longer near the church route.”

Cassian’s gaze did not leave mine. “Route.”

Matteo stepped to the table and opened an old city map. Not digital. Paper. “The safest exit is not the airport. Too obvious. Train is compromised. Embassy is watched. There is a convent outside the old walls that the Republic avoids because three families keep grandmothers there and nobody wants the curse.”

I stared at him.

He shrugged. “Italian politics.”

Cassian pointed to a narrow route marked in pencil. “A service car can get you to the convent gate. From there, a woman named Lucia can move you north before dawn.”

“Lucia works for you?”

“No,” he said. “She dislikes me.”

“That does make her more appealing.”

“She adored my mother,” he added.

The words changed the room.

His mother.

Alive. Manipulating. Warning. Maybe saving me. Maybe using me.

Another woman behind another door.

“Can she be trusted?” I asked.

“No one can be trusted completely tonight.”

“Then why Lucia?”

“Because she owes the Republic nothing.”

That was enough.

Or as close to enough as this night allowed.

I zipped my bag.

The sound felt final.

Cassian walked me through the archive’s rear corridor himself. Matteo went ahead. Two of his men followed at a distance. No one spoke.

The corridor opened into a small underground garage beneath the closed gallery. A black service car waited with its engine running. Not sleek. Not obvious. An old dark sedan with rain sliding down the windshield and a driver who looked like someone’s tired uncle.

He nodded once to Cassian.

“Lucia’s nephew,” Cassian said.

“Does he have a name?”

“Marco.”

“Does Marco know why I’m leaving?”

“No.”

“Good.”

I stepped toward the car, then stopped.

I could feel Cassian behind me.

Not touching.

Never now unless I chose it.

The rain had softened outside, tapping against the garage entrance, turning Rome into silver and black. The city waited beyond the door, full of men who knew my name or would by morning.

I turned.

Cassian stood a few feet away, blood still faintly visible on his shirt beneath his dark coat. His hair was damp. His face was controlled, but his eyes were not.

For once, all the danger in him looked helpless.

“I don’t forgive you,” I said.

“I know.”

“I don’t trust you.”

“I know.”

“I still want you.”

His breath changed.

There.

That was mine. A wound I gave because it was true.

Not to punish him.

To refuse to lie to myself.

“I want you too,” he said.

No seduction.

No charm.

Just fact.

The rain filled the silence.

Then he added, “More than is safe.”

My heart twisted.

“Nothing about us is safe.”

“No.”

I stepped closer before I could change my mind.

He did not move.

I rose on my toes and kissed his cheek.

Not his mouth.

If I kissed his mouth, I might stay.

His skin was warm under the rain-cold air. His eyes closed for half a second, and that tiny surrender nearly broke me.

It was not enough to keep me. That was why it mattered. He could have used my desire against me, could have turned one kiss into a cage. Instead, he stood there and let the choice hurt both of us.

I stepped back.

“Face your Republic,” I whispered.

His eyes opened.

“What will you do?”

I held my camera bag tighter. “Find out who I am when no one is placing me in a room.”

His mouth tightened.

Then he nodded.

He opened the car door.

I got in.

The moment the door closed, I wanted to open it again.

I didn’t.

Cassian stood outside the car, one hand on the roof, looking in through the rain-streaked window. For the first time since I had met him, there was nothing between us but glass.

No room.

No file.

No camera.

No locked door.

Just a choice.

The car pulled away.

I didn't look back until we reached the street.

When I did, Cassian was still standing in the rain.

Then the garage swallowed him from view.

Rome blurred outside the window.

The city looked different from the back of Marco’s car. Not less dangerous. Maybe more. But mine to watch now. Mine to read. Mine to survive.

I took the prepaid phone from my pocket.

One message waited.

Unknown number.

Of course.

For a moment, I almost laughed.

Then I opened it.

A photograph loaded.

Not me.

Not Cassian.

Daniel.

He was tied to a chair in a room I didn't recognize, face bruised, eyes wild with terror. Behind him, the edge of Lorenzo’s silver hair caught the light.

The message beneath it read:

You carry proof. We carry history.

Choose which betrayal you want to survive.

My stomach dropped.

“Stop the car,” I whispered.

Marco did not hear me.

Or pretended not to.

Another message appeared.

Tell the king he has until sunrise.

I looked through the rain-streaked window at the city rushing past and understood with a cold clarity that leaving Rome did not mean Rome would release me.

The enemy had moved faster than both of us.

Back at the gallery, though I could no longer see it, Cassian would be turning toward the Crown Table with my evidence in his hand and my absence carved into his choices.

I held the phone until my fingers hurt.

By morning, every dangerous man in Rome would know my name.

And Cassian Moretti would give only one order:

“Bring her back alive.”
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