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Chapter 1 – The Crack in the Blood
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The Seal rests against my skin like a second heart, heavy and warm. Every beat pulses in rhythm with mine, and sometimes—when I close my eyes for too long—it shows me things I don’t want to see.

This morning, it’s worse than usual.

I wake with a start in the immense bed of the main palazzo, black silk sheets twisted around my bare legs. The four of them are there, around me, as always. Marco sleeps on my right, his possessive arm draped over my waist, the scar on his cheekbone looking deeper in the pale dawn light. Luca is sprawled on his stomach at my feet, tattoos climbing up his back like living vines. Enzo snores softly against my left shoulder, his massive frame shielding me even in sleep. And Dante... Dante is sitting on the edge of the bed, back turned, shirtless, staring out the open window onto the inner courtyard. He never truly sleeps when the others do.

I touch the medallion. It heats instantly.

A flash: Dante, but not him. A man with the same features—tousled brown hair, piercing green eyes—but with a different scar, on his jaw. He holds a dagger identical to the one from the oath. He smiles. And behind him, an Orsini crest engraved in stone.

I hold my breath. The Seal calms. But the doubt remains.

Dante turns slowly, as if he felt my gaze. His eyes find mine. The usual charming smile. But today there’s something else. A shadow.

“Bad dream, principessa?” he murmurs, his voice like velvet.

I force a smile. “Just... the Seal. It shows things.”

He moves closer, sliding onto the bed, placing a hand on my bare thigh. “What kind of things?”

I lie without hesitation. “Florence in flames. The Orsinis coming back.”

He nods, as if it makes sense. Then he leans down and kisses the inside of my knee. Slow. Deliberate.

Marco growls in his sleep and instinctively pulls me closer. Luca opens one eye, his tattoos seeming to shift as he smiles. Enzo sits up, his hand already on my hip.

They always sense when I’m awake. When I need them.

Dante moves up my leg, his hot mouth against my skin. “Let us chase those nightmares away,” he breathes.
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